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The comparative history of the poor

There are three reasons for writing a book on this subject. One is that
poverty is growing today in sub-Saharan Africa, terribly in the form of mass
famine and insidiously in the declining living standards of remote villages
and urban shanty towns. Contemporary poverty has become an important
subject of research, notably in Nigeria,1 in the numerous country studies
sponsored by the International Labour Office and the World Bank,2 and in
the massive Carnegie Inquiry into poverty and development in southern
Africa.3 The hope that research and practical thought about poverty may
benefit from a historical perspective is one reason for this first attempt to
provide one.

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

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

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

poverty (measured against the minimum necessary to maintain a person's
physical efficiency) or relative poverty (measured against the average living
standards of a particular society).4 Yet beyond showing that the superiority
once attributed to the notion of relative poverty is no longer obvious,5 such
a discussion would have little value for the history of Africa because both
definitions rely on measurements which were not made there until the
1930s. For earlier periods the historian must rely largely upon descriptions
of behaviour which either the describer or the historian identifies as indi-
cating poverty. Moreover, the poor are diverse, poverty has many facets,
and African peoples had their own varied and changing notions of it. A pre-
cise and consistent definition is not feasible. Nevertheless, poverty has an
inescapable connotation of physical want, especially in poor countries.
Examination of the sources suggests that two levels of want have existed in
Africa for several centuries. On one level have been the very large numbers
- perhaps most Africans at most times - obliged to struggle continuously to
preserve themselves and their dependants from physical want. These will
be called the poor. On another level have been smaller numbers who have
permanently or temporarily failed in that struggle and have fallen into
physical want. These will be called the very poor or destitute. Of course,
there was no sharp dividing line between them. Yet the distinction has
cross-cultural validity. It existed in ancient Greece.6 It was identified by
Charles Booth's pioneer study of London during the 1880s, which defined
the poor as those living under a struggle to obtain the necessaries of life and
make both ends meet' and the very poor as those who 'live in a state of
chronic want'.7 The distinction between pauvre and indigent was drawn in
early modern France, where 'Both pauvre and indigent knew hunger, but
the indigent were never free from it.'8 In Africa the distinction existed in
some, but not all, pre-colonial languages9 and has appeared frequently
since, most recently in accounts of South African resettlement sites during
the early 1980s.10 Because a history of the African poor in the wider sense
would be almost a history of Africa, this book is chiefly about the very poor,
but it is also about the circumstances in which the ordinarily poor became
very poor, either temporarily or permanently.

The second obstacle facing a history of African poverty is the inadequacy
of the sources. This is true in any continent: the poor leave only sporadic
traces in the record. In Africa the problem is doubly difficult because lit-
eracy was rare until modern times. The impressions of poverty to be
gathered from oral traditions and from generalised descriptions by foreign
observers can be seriously misleading.11 More reliable are the incidental
references to the poor in contemporary or near-contemporary records:
Ethiopian hagiographies, Islamic chronicles, missionary letters, travellers'
journals, anthropologists' observations, administrators' reports. The list
looks impressive and sources for the social history even of the poor are
richer in Africa than is often realised, but the subject can be studied
seriously only where written sources survive. Moreover, Africa character-
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istically lacked the charitable institutions whose records have provided
much material for the history of poverty in Europe. It happens, too, that
this book has been written under circumstances which have made it difficult
to study unpublished sources surviving in Africa. It rests largely on
published sources and certain documents available in Europe. For this and
other reasons, it attempts only to rough out a subject for further study.

The third obstacle to this project is the widespread belief that until re-
cently there were no poor in Africa, because economic differentiation was
slight, resources were freely available, and the 'extended family' supported
its less fortunate members. Only with the coming of colonial rule, market
economies, and urbanisation, so it is often claimed, did things begin to fall
apart. This 'myth of Merrie Africa'12 was widely held during the colonial
period. The rules and regulations of every African Community leave no
ground for idle women, prostitutes or vagabonds, and create no possibility
for the existence of waifs and strays', a Lagos newspaper explained in 1913.
'No Barnado's Homes, no Refuge for the Destitute grace the cities; because
the conditions producing them are absent.'13 Black South Africans often
agreed:

There were no poor and rich; the haves helped those who were in want. No
man starved because he had no food; no child cried for milk because its
parents did not have milk cows; no orphan and old person starved because
there was nobody to look after them. No, these things were unknown in
ancient Bantu society.14

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

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

When expressed in so simplistic a form, this view of the African past or pres-
ent is scarcely worth refuting. Yet there is a more penetrating claim that
poverty existed but was relatively rare in pre-colonial Africa. The most im-
portant statement is Professor Jack Goody's attempt to isolate the main dif-
ferences between African societies and those of pre-industrial Europe and
Asia. Generally, so he has argued, Africa lacked stratified classes with
distinct subcultures, because it lacked the plough, intensive agriculture,
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literacy, and world religions, but possessed ample land and practised exoga-
mous polygyny.16 Since 'poverty . . . implies the opposite, riches, in the
same way that slavery implies freedom',17 poverty was generally absent
from these unstratified societies, along with such ancillary phenomena as
asceticism, religious charity, and systematic begging.18 Only those excep-
tional regions - notably Ethiopia and perhaps the Central Sudan - which
did have intensive agriculture, literacy, and world religions also possessed
stratified subcultures and, by implication, conditions breeding numerous
poor.19 This book neither challenges Goody's general analysis of Africa's
distinctiveness nor disputes that both differentiation and poverty were
especially overt in Ethiopia and the Central Sudan. Rather, it argues that in
normal circumstances the forms of poverty existing there had little to do
with technology, landownership, intensive agriculture, or even (in a direct
sense) the pattern of social stratification, although these did affect the be-
haviour of the poor. The point is that the nature and causes of poverty in
pre-colonial Africa - and indeed most of Africa to this day - were not those
implied either by Goody's analysis or by those of historians who have writ-
ten on the subject.20 This explains why very poor people existed widely in
pre-colonial Africa, not only in Ethiopia and the Central Sudan. It also
explains the manner in which poverty has changed in Africa during the
twentieth century.

In order to introduce this argument and the main themes in the history of
the African poor it is useful to compare their experience with that of the
poor in Europe and other continents. Two initial distinctions are valuable.
One is Dr Gutton's dichotomy of structural poverty, which is the long-term
poverty of individuals due to their personal or social circumstances, and
conjunctural poverty, which is the temporary poverty into which ordinarily
self-sufficient people may be thrown by crisis.21 The second distinction is
between the structural poverty characteristic of societies with relatively
ample resources, especially land, and that characteristic of societies where
such resources are scarce. In land-rich societies the very poor are character-
istically those who lack access to the labour needed to exploit land - both
their own labour (perhaps because they are incapacitated, elderly, or
young) and the labour of others (because they are bereft of family or other
support). In land-scarce societies the very poor continue to include such
people but also include those among the able-bodied who lack access to
land (or other resources) and are unable to sell their labour power at a price
sufficient to meet their minimum needs. The history of the structural poor
in Western Europe during the medieval and early modern periods turns on
this distinction. Until perhaps the twelfth century Europe was a land-rich
continent which nevertheless contained many structural poor, who were
predominantly the weak, especially those bereft of labour. The poor of
North Italy, in the tenth century', it has been written, 'are the unfortunate,
the disinherited, "widows, orphans, captives, the defeated, the infirm,
blind, crippled, feeble". There is no poor class but men in a situation of
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poverty.'22 Landless labourers with varying degrees of freedom certainly
existed in many areas, but they were generally absorbed into the labour-
hungry rural economy.23 During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, by
contrast, Western Europe's growing population pressed upon the available
land in many regions. To the incapacitated poor were added men who
lacked viable landholdings and could not sell their labour.24 Many migrated
to towns, where by the early fourteenth century wages were so low that
even men in regular employment might not be able to support themselves
and their families.25

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

In the villages and towns of the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries,
poverty had not been regarded as a major social problem. It was limited in
extent and generally the result of particular misfortune - the death of a spouse
or parent, sickness or injury - or else a phase in the life cycle, notably youth or
old age .. . By the end of the sixteenth century and still more by the mid
seventeenth century, the poor were no longer the destitute victims of misfor-
tune or old age, but a substantial proportion of the population living in con-
stant danger of destitution, many of them full-time wage labourers. In both
town and country a permanent proletariat had emerged, collectively desig-
nated 'the poor'. 6

In later eighteenth-century France, similarly, the incapacitated still formed
a large proportion of the poor, but observers were more concerned by the
poverty of the able-bodied who lacked land, work, or wages adequate to
support the dependants who were partly responsible for their poverty.
Whereas in early medieval Europe the most common beggar had been aged
or blind, in later eighteenth-century France, by one account, the most
common beggar was a child.27

This transition from land-rich to land-scarce poverty has taken place in
other continents. Most poverty in Asia today is due to land shortage, unem-
ployment, and low wages. Poverty in India is closely associated with large
families.28 Only in Europe, however, has the history of the transition been
written systematically. This book is a first attempt to chart it in Africa. It
argues that the structural poor of pre-colonial Africa were mainly those
lacking access to labour. Because poverty took this form, attempts to relate
it to landholding systems, agricultural technology, or world religions have
little relevance. Historical record of those lacking labour in pre-colonial
societies is uneven, partly because vulnerability to misfortune varied with
time and place, partly because mechanisms to prevent such unfortunates
from falling into extreme poverty varied, and partly because the availability
of sources is uneven. Yet the structural poor of this kind appear to have
been numerous everywhere. They appear most frequently in folktales,
which often identified a category of weak individuals - the old, the hand-
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icapped, and the very young - who lived in destitution but triumphed over the
strong, usually by magical means. To help such unfortunates might bring
praise and fortune to the helper.29

By contrast, structural poverty resulting from land scarcity appeared only
slowly in Africa. This gave the history of poverty there its special character
when compared with Europe or Asia. That Africa was a land-rich continent
is a commonplace of African studies, but its implications for the poor have
been overlooked. Although historians have claimed that certain pre-
colonial rulers used political power to deprive subjects of access to land,
thereby reducing them to poverty, the sources for these claims are question-
able. There is stronger evidence for landlessness due to personal misfortune
and for poverty resulting from lack of cattle in societies heavily dependent
upon them. Extensive landlessness first emerged in South Africa during the
eighteenth century. In colonial Africa it was limited to certain areas of ruth-
less alienation or unusual population density. Both there and in the south,
however, land scarcity was slow to breed extreme poverty because many of
the landless could sell their labour at wages which at least ensured subsist-
ence. Only slowly during the twentieth century did Africa - and chiefly
southern Africa - see numerous able-bodied men lacking land, work, or
wages sufficient to maintain physical efficiency. Only slowly did possession
of a family, rather than lack of one, become a cause of structural poverty.
By the 1980s southern Africa had certainly entered a resource crisis as acute
as that of thirteenth-century Europe. Even there, however, the new poor
had only been added to the older category of incapacitated and unprotec-
ted. Structural poverty has been a cumulative phenomenon which has dis-
played the same continuity over long periods as in Europe.30

Conjunctural poverty, by contrast, has exhibited greater change. In pre-
colonial Africa, as in Europe until the seventeenth century, the chief cause
of conjunctural poverty was climatic and political insecurity which might
culminate in mass famine mortality. It was at these moments that resources
were acutely scarce and exclusion from them by political or other means
became the chief determinant of poverty. With time, however, these crises
grew less common. In England the last famine to cause mass deaths
occurred in 1623, in France early in the eighteenth century.31 Devastating
famine mortality generally disappeared from Western Europe during the
1740s, from India (with one exception) at the beginning of the twentieth
century, and from China somewhat later in this century.32 It was not that
food shortages ceased, but that they ceased to kill great numbers. This book
argues that twentieth-century Africa experienced a similar change in con-
junctural poverty, although unevenly and incompletely.33 The chief reasons
for it were broad increases in wealth, diversified sources of income, more
effective government, better transport, wider markets, and improved hy-
giene and medicine.34 The cost, in Africa as at times elsewhere, was that
epidemic starvation for all but the rich gave way to endemic undernutrition
for the very poor.35 Conjunctural and structural poverty converged.
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As in understanding the nature of poverty, so in studying the means by
which the poor survived, much is to be learned from historians of Europe
and Asia. They have emphasised four means of survival. Their sources have
attracted them especially to institutions which the wider society created
either to care for the poor, to confine them, or to help them escape from
poverty - in Europe the history of institutions broadly followed that
sequence.36 Informal and individual charity offered a second means of sur-
vival.37 A third was organisation by the poor themselves, either by under-
world groupings38 or by the Untouchable communities which characterised
Asian poverty.39 Finally, historians have stressed that the poor relied less
on institutions or organisations than on their own efforts, 'devious, ugly,
cruel, and dishonest as these might be'.40

These means of survival existed also in Africa, but the balance among
them differed. A scarcity of formal institutions characterised poverty there.
Even where they existed, as in Ethiopia and the Islamic regions of West
Africa, they were secondary to an individual charity attuned to the
personalised character of mobile, colonising societies. Where institutional
provision existed outside Christian or Islamic influence, it often sought to
conceal the poverty of beneficiaries. The scarcity of institutions not only
makes the history of charity difficult to recover in Africa but also meant that
Africans had, and often still have, much hostility to institutional care for the
poor. Informal benevolence, on the other hand, did flourish in some
societies little touched by Islam or Christianity, implying indigenous evol-
ution of the idea that the poor merited special sympathy - a notion virtually
absent from Greece or Rome.41 Organisations created by the very poor
were rare in pre-colonial Africa and in the twentieth-century countryside,
although more common in modern towns. Although stigmatised groups of
untouchables are often held to be associated with world religions,42 they
existed in several parts of Africa but were a far smaller proportion of the
poor than were the Untouchables of India or Japan.43

Given the scarcity of institutions and organisations, the African poor
sought their survival in two directions. One was the family. Although much
nonsense has been written about African families as universal providers of
limitless generosity, it is nevertheless true that families were and are the
main sources of support for the African poor, as much for the young unem-
ployed of modern cities as for the orphans of the past. In several African
languages the common word for 'poor' - umphawi in the Chewa language
of modern Malawi, for example - implies lack of kin and friends,44 while the
weak household, bereft of able-bodied male labour, has probably been the
most common source of poverty throughout Africa's recoverable history.
Equally important, however, is the fact that Africans lived in different
kinds of families, from the Yoruba compound with scores of related resi-
dents to the elementary households of Buganda. Each kind of family had its
particular points of weakness and exuded its particular categories of unsup-
ported poor - orphans in one case, barren women in another, childless
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elders in a third. Moreover, family structure was not an immutable ethnic
characteristic but could change to meet changing needs. The intimate con-
nection between poverty and family structure has been neglected by his-
torians of Europe and may be Africa's chief contribution to the
comparative history of the poor.

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



Christian Ethiopia

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

The Ethiopian poor were innumerable and ubiquitous. In 1520 Francisco
Alvares, the Portuguese priest who wrote the first European account of
Ethiopia, described 'more than 3,000 cripples, blind men, and lepers' at a
miraculous shrine close to the ancient capital at Axum.1 Although he and
other Portuguese visitors came from a society familiar with extreme
poverty, they were appalled by its prevalence in Ethiopia. Their Charity to
the Poor', Father Jerome Lobo observed in the seventeenth century, 'may
be said to exceed the proper Bounds, that prudence ought to set to it, for it
contributes to encourage great numbers of Beggars, which are a great
Annoyance to the whole Kingdom, and . . . afford more exercise to a Chris-
tian's Patience, than his Charity.'2 Nineteenth-century Europeans, less ac-
customed to mass poverty, experienced in Ethiopia the fascinated revulsion
recorded by the extravagant Cornwallis Harris at a religious festival in the
early 1840s:

In the adjacent enclosure a crowd of horrible and revolting objects formed

9
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the most miserable of spectacles. The palsied, the leprous, the scrofulous,
and those in the most inveterate stages of dropsy and elephantiasis, were min-
gled with mutilated wretches who had been bereft of hands, feet, eyes, and
tongue, by the sanguinary tyrants of Northern Abyssinia, and who bore with
them the severed portions, in order that their bodies might be perfect at the
Day of Resurrection. The old, the halt and the lame, the deaf, the noseless,
and the dumb, the living dead in every shape and form, were still streaming
through the narrow door; limbless trunks were borne onwards upon the
spectres of asses and horses, and the blind, in long Indian file, rolling their
ghastly eyeballs, and touching each the shoulder of his sightless neighbour,
groped their way towards the hum of voices, to add new horrors to the appal-
ling picture.3

The important point about these descriptions is that in Ethiopia, as in
early medieval Europe, the very poor were chiefly the incapacitated.
Prominent among them were cripples, who were frequently described as
paralytics and may often have been victims of the poliomyelitis which in the
early 1960s was found to have attacked 85 per cent of infants in Addis
Ababa.4 The healing of cripples was a miracle often ascribed to Ethiopian
holy men. There was a shrine of our father Takla Haymanot', it is recorded
of the greatest thirteenth-century saint,

and on the day of his commemoration a woman who was a paralytic came
there to beg for alms; now her head and neck were bent down to her knees,
and she was unable to turn either to the right or to the left. Now she could not
drink water from out of a cup, but only from a plate, and as she was drinking,
our father Takla Haymanot laid hold upon her head and neck, and drew them
back behind her with an unseen hand, and her body was made straight.5

The same account, possibly written about 1515, describes the saint visiting
the Wifat district of Shoa: They collected all the sick folk who were with
them, and their numbers were thus:- dumb folk, twelve; paralytics, thir-
teen; epileptics, seven; blind, ten.'6 The dumb were occasional benefici-
aries of miracles,7 while the prevalence of eye diseases struck not only
Alvares and Harris but twentieth-century doctors.8 Another incapacitating
malady was epilepsy, known as 'the slaves' disease',9 which was thought
infectious and greatly feared. In the twentieth century epileptics not cured
by spirit exorcism 'are almost certain to end up as demented and disfigured
beggars around the churchyards and cemeteries'.10

Leprosy sufferers formed a special category among the poor. The disease
was less common than in many parts of Africa. It was concentrated, as is
usual, among the poorer people of isolated rural regions like Gojjam,11 but
its victims tended to leave their homes for centres of wealth and population.
Many lived as beggars, often clustering into distinct communities.12 They
had their own patron saint, Gebre Christos, the son of a rich king who gave
away his wealth and prayed successfully for leprosy in order to suffer like
Christ.13 Ethiopians viewed leprosy with ambivalence. They thought it
incurable.14 The church taught that it was a punishment for sin or a test of
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faith: there is a twentieth-century account of monks refusing treatment
because The more miserable their bodies the purer their souls would
grow.'15 Other sufferers at that time blamed heredity, sorcery, evil spirits,
or breach of taboos. In Gojjam leprosy was apparently thought hereditary
in certain families with whom others did not intermarry, but sufferers were
not otherwise isolated because their complaint was not considered con-
tagious.16 Others were less certain and combined a degree of avoidance17

with a charity which won European admiration. 'There are many lepers in
this country', Alvares reported, 'and they do not live away from the people;
they live all together; there are many people who, out of their devotion,
wash them and tend their sores with their hands.'18

In early medieval Europe the structural poor included many who were in-
capacitated by old age, but in Ethiopia, although the unreliable Harris men-
tioned them, there is otherwise no evidence that old age as such caused
destitution, perhaps because age was much respected and there were insti-
tutions to which the elderly could retreat.19 Widowhood, on the other hand,
was a common consequence of insecurity and early marriage which led
many women into poverty. During persecution in the 1620s, Portuguese
priests were 'continually crouded with Widows and Orphans, that subsisted
upon our Charity'.20 As elsewhere in Africa, childless women were prob-
ably especially to be pitied; modern study has found a positive correlation
between female sterility and conspicuous psychiatric morbidity, while the
helplessness of unmarried women is a recurrent theme of modern Amharic
literature.21 Orphaned or abandoned children existed, as the Portuguese
priests and later travellers found. In Adwa in 1818 Nathaniel Pearce re-
corded several children abandoned at rich men's doors by women who
hoped to reclaim them after escaping from poverty, not always with suc-
cess.22 By European standards, however, such children were rare23 and it is
striking that the family poverty so prevalent in early modern Europe
appears to have been absent from Ethiopia, except during famine.
'Curiously with patriarchal people living in communities', a British traveller
wrote during the 1890s, 'a large family is a source of wealth; just the reverse
to what it is in England.'24 What worried Ethiopians was not that children
were born but that so many died. A missionary who had visited Jerusalem,
the earthly paradise of Ethiopian imaginations, was asked 'whether it was
true that children did not die there'.25

Ethiopia's poor also differed from their European contemporaries in that
some belonged to stigmatised, endogamous groups more common in Asia.
Among those who lacked 'clean bones' were craftsmen. 'Literally spit on,
cursed at, and considered lesser men',26 they were often suspected of sor-
cery and forbidden to own land, but were not necessarily poorer than their
neighbours. Several rural communities had similiar outcaste groups per-
forming tasks considered degrading.27 Their status had some parallels
among small ethnic groups on the edges of the Christian kingdom who were
reduced to dependence as it expanded. By 1900 Addis Ababa contained
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depressed slave communities from many southern groups, supplementing
the 'Shanqala' from the western lowlands who were the main historic source
of slaves.28 Some slaves held high positions of trust and they cannot all be
numbered among the very poor.29 Rather, a distinct lower stratum existed
among them, at least by the early twentieth century:

Among the rich, and especially in the palaces of the Negus, the Rases, and
other important chiefs, there is a class of especially disinherited slaves who
are designated by the soubriquet tchintcha-achker, 'servants of the waste-
land'.30 They have hardly any share in the affluence of the house. Subject to
the most degrading tasks, they are despised by all, even by their more fortu-
nate companions. They clothe and feed themselves as they can. What every-
one else disdains is abandoned to them. They do, however, receive a regular
distribution of grain. They are the dregs of the class: infirm, aged, sick of dis-
ease or from birth.31

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

Visitors to Ethiopia could not escape the structural poor. They might also
be so unfortunate as to witness one of the natural catastrophes which tem-
porarily reduced ordinary Ethiopians to conjunctural poverty. Famines
were the most common. Most were due to drought, although locust in-
vasions caused eleven recorded famines between 1647 and 1900, while one,
in 1611, resulted from excessive rain and cold.32 Perhaps the most terrible,
in 1889-92, was chiefly due to cattle plague. Menelik IPs secretary
described it:

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

Atie Menelik and the Echege,33 unable to endure the sight of so much suf-
fering, had a large rectangular shed constructed to the right of the church of
St Mary of Entotto. All the poor found a refuge there. They were so numerous
that the porches of the three churches of St Mary, St Raguel, and St Uriel, the
constructions raised on the tombs, and the environs of the neighbouring
houses overflowed with unfortunates... To acquire merit, leading men
each took five or six to feed at his home.

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

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

But the famine still continued. People ate the flesh of horses and don-
keys.34 Men ate one another. A woman of Wollo ate her own child. In another
region named Ensaro a woman ate seven children. The wild animals, for their
part, took control everywhere. Lions, leopards, hyenas came to devour men
where they stood . . .

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

In speaking of this famine, we have wished to say that the plague ravaged
the whole country, but we must add that at the court, as before, nothing was
lacking.35

This account illustrates the recurrent features of Ethiopian famine behav-
iour: initial resort to famine foods; abandonment of homes when local re-
sources were exhausted; convergence on churches, monasteries, houses of
great men, and especially the court; wholesale but ultimately inadequate
distribution of relief in expectation of spiritual reward; the king's recourse
to prayer and symbolic encouragement of self-help; the collapse of men's
control of nature and themselves; and the fact that even so widespread a
catastrophe weighed most heavily on the poor. Although other accounts state
that in 1889-92 even the court experienced austerity,36 nevertheless certain
categories were especially vulnerable during famine. There were regional
differences: deaths in 1889-92 were most numerous in the dry lowlands,37

while the arid lands of Tigre in the north suffered repeatedly.38 There were
occupational differences: herdsmen suffered especially when their cattle
died or could no longer be exchanged for grain, as did those who had re-
cently adopted agriculture and were still unskilled in it.39 And there were
social differences: children were often abandoned or sold during famine,
for their own good, and missionaries found that the aged, the infirm, and
the very poor who could not take the road to church or capital were most in
need.40 In Shoa during 1831 the price of grain rose until only the rich could
buy it, 'whilst the wretched poor were left to die'.41

Not only did the poor throng public places in good times and overflow
them in bad, but Ethiopians placed poverty at the centre of their culture.
Fasting, self-mortification, and charity occupied quite special places in
Ethiopian Christianity. 'Abyssinians consider fasting to be the essence of
religion', wrote an acute observer, for ordinary Christians were supposed to
fast (usually until midday) on 165 days of the year, while for zealots the
figure might rise to 250 days.42 The self-mortification of ascetics, although
similar to that throughout the Eastern Church, astonished even Portuguese
priests, themselves no sybarites. 'The Life of a Religious among them is a
perpetual Abstinence', wrote Jerome Lobo, while Alvares tried a hermit's
diet and pronounced it 'the most dismal food in the world' .43 Even the black
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Jews of Ethiopia, the Falasha, contrary to Jewish custom, had borrowed
monastic and eremitic practices from Christians.44

The problem is why the poor were so numerous and visible in Ethiopia and
why poverty was so central to its culture. The most suggestive answer lies in
Professor Goody's argument that Ethiopia 'lies geographically inside the
African continent but culturally outside', sharing with pre-industrial
Europe certain cultural features which bred both a poor stratum and a reac-
tion against conspicuous privilege by elite members who instead practised
charity or asceticism. These cultural features were the plough, a large agri-
cultural surplus, wide differences of landownership, a culturally distinct
ruling class, literacy, and a world religion.4^ The difficulty with this argu-
ment is that in Ethiopia, as in early medieval Europe, the very poor were
impoverished less by lack of access to land than by lack of access to labour:
they were chiefly those incapacitated and bereft of care, as the preceding
description has shown. Only in times of disaster did Ethiopia see the desti-
tute families which characterised the land-scarce poverty of early modern
Europe. Tigre was a partial exception, for its density of population struck
early travellers, its poor seem to have been most numerous, and by the
nineteenth century it contained paid agricultural labourers and exported
them to other regions.46 Able-bodied poor certainly existed, for a homily at-
tributed to emperor Zara Yaqob (1434-68) distinguished 'the poor and
needy in worldly goods who, besides their poverty, are sick in their whole
body and feeble in all their limbs' from 'those who are poor in worldly goods
but healthy in their bodies, who even possess nothing whatever . . . they
stand in service to the rich'.47 Almost nothing is known of the second cat-
egory, but, as elsewhere in Africa, they may have been victims of insecurity
and personal misfortune rather than of lack of access to resources, given
that direct evidence of land shortage is absent even in Tigre, while in the
Amhara highlands landlessness was rare even in the twentieth century.48

Ethiopian noblemen were not primarily landlords but tribute-consumers.
They probably took a larger proportion of the crop than was normally
extracted from African cultivators, but much less than in land-scarce
societies. Professor Crummey has estimated that highland peasants in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries may on average have lost at least 30
per cent of their produce by exactions of all kinds, but he has stressed that
their average loss was not the point, for the important thing was that they
lost their produce irregularly, through the random exactions of the power-
ful.49 As everywhere in Africa, and perhaps also in early medieval
Europe,50 insecurity was more important than land pressure as a cause of
poverty. The insecurity could take the form of great natural disasters or it
could be the recurrent physical insecurity of a turbulent and violent society.

Armies were the curse of the Ethiopian peasantry. 'The Poverty of the
Souldiers impoverishes the Countries through which they march',
Ludolphus recorded in the seventeenth century. 'For in regard it is a diffi-
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cult thing to carry Provisions over such steep and rugged Mountains, and
long waves, they take by force what is not freely given them; and by that
means lay wast their own Countries no less than their Enemies: whereby
the poor Countrey people are constrain'd to turn Souldiers, and so taught to
deal by others, as they were dealt with themselves.' The Emperor
Tewodros put it more tersely two hundred years later: 'Soldiers eat;
peasants provide.'51 Repeated depredations discouraged agriculture or the
accumulation of famine reserves. They also bred intense anxiety. During
the 1840s a traveller was directed to lodge with an elderly widow:

She half in her dotage, mistaking us for soldiers or robbers, set up such pierc-
ing cries, that the whole population was in a short time about our ears. The
matter was soon understood, and the old crone's fears were in some measure
explained away; but she was still anything from happy, and I felt pity for her, as,
remaining near the hut, she kept prowling about on some excuse or other,
and (as she thought unobserved) making off with sundry little articles of her
property, which she had carefully concealed in holes of the thatch or else-
where, and then returning for others, talking to herself and sobbing all the
while in a most piteous manner.52

A twentieth-century student of the drought-free but much-pillaged Gurage
people noted their unnecessarily labour-intensive agricultural practices,
their obsessive hoarding of food, the austerity of their public eating habits,
and the massive clandestine feasts by which poor men exorcised the awre
spirit whose symptoms - loss of appetite, nausea, and stomach pains -
suggested intense anxiety.53 Nor was insecurity confined to warfare. The shefta
or bandit was more common in Ethiopia than elsewhere in sub-Saharan
Africa. Although often admired for defending their honour or property and
defying authority, most were led by dissident noblemen who used banditry
as a means of political competition and preyed ruthlessly on the poor. 'For
most peasants', a recent study concludes, 'sheftenat was a burden of tribute
and fear.'54 'O God', bandits were said to pray, 'give us the property of old
weak men, the property of the blind and limping, the property of orphans
and women, the property of him who has no power and who does not
remember, the property of him, who curses [but does not act].'55

Insecurity helps to explain why the very poor were numerous in Ethiopia,
but it does not explain why they were more visible than in other African
societies which also suffered insecurity. For this there were perhaps two
reasons. One lay in the family structure of the dominant Amhara people.56

They were a bilateral people who reckoned descent and inheritance from
both father and mother. Instead of being bound into a corporate descent
group, each individual therefore had a range of social identities and rights
from which he could choose the most advantageous. Bilateral societies are
characteristically individualistic and mobile, both socially and geographi-
cally. This was so among the Amhara. At marriage, Amhara commonly left
their parents' homes to establish a new elementary household wherever
their manifold claims to inherit land could be realised most conveniently.
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As a proverb said, 'A fire and relatives warm best from a distance.'57 Ex-
tended kinship ties had little significance, except among noblemen.58 Ob-
servers of twentieth-century towns were to find that the Gurage were the
only Ethiopian people with an extended family system which assisted its
members.59 Like other bilateral peoples in Africa, therefore, Amhara who
were threatened by poverty found little support from kinsmen. Their vul-
nerability was intensified by marriage patterns. Amhara married young:
boys at about eighteen, in the early nineteenth century, and girls at four-
teen or fifteen. Even in Alvares' day marriage was unstable and divorce
common.60 This probably bred numerous people bereft of support:
divorced (especially barren) women, childless widows, solitary aged men.
It could also have bred numerous abandoned children, as was the case in
the twentieth century, but in earlier periods children were said generally to
remain with one or other parent.61 That Amhara family structure provided
unusually little support for the poor is suggested by the fact that European
travellers rarely eulogised family solidarity (as was common elsewhere in
Africa) and gave the impression that the poor were exceptionally solitary.

Yet the main reason why the Ethiopian poor were so visible was probably
not that they were especially numerous but that they clustered together
where they could be noticed. In studies of European poverty it is a truism
that the poor were made in the countryside but seen in the town.62 The same
principle applied in Ethiopia. Its hagiographies show that poor people
abounded in the countryside,63 but Ethiopia was by African standards a
large-scale society and possessed institutions which attracted the poor from
wide areas and made them visible. Leprosy was most common in the
remote highlands, but its victims were noticed in towns, at healing shrines,
at festivals, or wherever the emperor might be.64 Handicapped people, who
in many African societies would have remained unseen in their villages,
were led in Ethiopia to display their sufferings in order to benefit from
Christian charity. They were not necessarily more numerous than in
Africa's small-scale societies, only more visible. This point is at the heart of
the history of the African poor.

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

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

In Africa as a whole, as in Europe, the poor survived chiefly by their own
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efforts and ingenuity. In Ethiopia, however, it is the lack of evidence of
such enterprise that is striking. There was, of course, the land, and one
must assume that it was the first recourse of those who could work it. Yet
the very poor were usually either incapacitated or had been ruined by agri-
cultural disaster. Wage-labour - a crucial resource during famine in
twentieth-century Africa - was virtually confined to Tigre until the mid
nineteenth century.65 An able-bodied man could often find employment as
a soldier, but many of the poor were not able-bodied. A gifted man, even if
blind, might become a bard or remembrancer, but most of the poor were
not gifted. They could indeed exploit bush produce, for there has been an
intimate connection throughout African history between the poor and the
wild.66 In 1891, for example, a missionary watched hundreds of famine vic-
tims 'spread into the villages, carrying a little wood, water, straw, hay, to
sell them and buy grain'.67 In Addis Ababa at that time urchins made a
living by collecting cakes of dung from the streets to sell as fuel, 'and you
can see poor old women, Galla or Shanqala, who carry them on their backs,
in high pyramids, to sell them in the market'.68 Old women also supplied
Addis Ababa with much of its firewood - the environs of Ethiopian towns
were deforested even in the 1620s - while surrounding peasants brought in
their food crops and the women of the lower classes sold bread in the streets
each evening.69 By the 1840s there were also women obliged to subsist by
prostitution, in addition to a long-established pattern of more prestigious
courtesanship.70

Yet the striking point is how few were the urban pickings available to the
poor, for Ethiopia was almost uniquely bereft of substantial towns. 'In all
the country', Alvares reported in the 1520s, 'there is no town which exceeds
1,600 households, and of these there are few, and there are no walled towns
or castles, but villages without number.'71 Gondar, established as the
imperial capital in 1636, may have housed up to 80,000 people at its peak,
when one of its quarters was a refuge for courtesans, outlaws, declasses,
wandering monks and nuns, and the indigent of all kinds.72 By the early
nineteenth century it was much decayed, however, and probably the only
other town with over 10,000 people at that time was the Muslim commercial
centre at Harar.73 Substantial urbanisation began only with the foundation
of Addis Ababa in 1886.

Thus the Ethiopian poor lacked many means of independent survival
which towns provided in other cultures. This may partly explain why they
relied so heavily on begging. In polite Amhara society it was shameful to
solicit a gift, but the ritualised context of begging appears to have dissipated
the shame, so that a man with 'clean bones' would rather beg than practise a
despised trade.74 This was one means by which Christianity robbed poverty
of some of the shame which caused it to be hidden and disguised in other
African societies. Ethiopia's beggars were extraordinarily diverse. At their
core were the incapacitated and largely immobile, such as those described
unsympathetically at the Shoan court as 'two rows of noisy beggars, male
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and female, old, middle-aged, and young; who, leprous, scrofulous, and
maimed, exhibited the most disgusting sores, and implored charity for the
sake of Christ and the Virgin Mary'.75 These permanent beggars were sup-
plemented at intervals by the victims of famine and insecurity, as a visitor
saw them at Massawa in the early 1830s:

The number of beggars is relatively very large and most of them perish from
hunger or other distress. To be precise, they are mostly people from the
neighbouring mountains who have lost their cattle, their sole source of
income, through some robbery or sickness, and have come to Massawa to
earn themselves the most necessary means of subsistence by carrying fire-
wood or drinking-water. However, since foodstuffs, as imported articles, are
rather dear here and great competition exists among the people engaged in
any kind of work, their earnings are not sufficient to satisfy their hunger. If
then one becomes sick or weak, he can maintain himself only by begging, but
gifts come so sparsely that day by day the unfortunate grows leaner and loses
strength, until at last starvation at a street-corner ends his life.76

Generally, however, Ethiopians impressed observers by their generosity to
beggars. They sit at every street corner', it was remarked in Addis Ababa
in 1906, 'and I noted that the natives seemed rather generously disposed
towards them. The people going to the market... rarely passed these beg-
gars without dropping something at their feet; it might be a few sticks of
firewood, something to eat, or whatever they were taking to the market.'77

Food was the normal, but not invariable, gift. Generosity could be stylised:
Sometimes, when the mendicant goes from one house to another in a country
which he does not know, he is conducted to the neighbouring house; thence
he is led again to another house, and thus in sequence to the exit from the vil-
lage.

The rich give not only dollars but, if they meet a leper on their road, they
may even be seen to make him a present of their mule with the saddle and all
the harness.78

Emperor Tewodros was remembered for distributing horses to leprosy suf-
ferers.79

The Ethiopian church distinguished the deserving poor from able-bodied
vagrants. The Fetha Nagast ('Law of the Kings'), a Coptic legal code in use
in Ethiopia by the seventeenth century, outlined an elaborate machinery to
ensure that charity was given only to 'those who truly have need'; to give
alms to others, it warned, was to rob the poor.80 Ethiopians ignored the
distinction. 'It is the Abyssinian doctrine to give, according to your means,
to all that come, without distinction', a careful observer wrote in the
1840s.81 Consequently, although 'sturdy beggars' were probably less
numerous than among West African Muslims, they were nevertheless
common. They included students at religious schools, often peasant boys
far from their homes who lived by begging food in the villages, crying, 'For
the sake of the name of Mary, for the sake of God the generous, please
remember (to give me) my daily bread.'82 For them begging was a spiritual
training, as in the Islamic and Buddhist traditions. 'The life of mendicant
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students is a model of comradeship based on humility and concern for one
another's welfare', a twentieth-century teacher has explained.
Students are taught to practice humility and hospitality, to wash the feet of
the "guest of God". They visit the old and the feeble with food and cloth-
ing; they visit the sick and those confined in prisons, and thus perform the
Six Commandments of the Holy Gospels.'83 Their teachers might also be
mendicants, as were many poor monks and priests, whose training for ordi-
nation included a year or more wandering from church to church, sleeping
in churchyards or the open, and begging their living. Other churchmen
begged through the towns in a quasi-ceremonial way at festivals.84 Yet no
special merit seems to have attached to charity given specifically to a
churchman, nothing comparable to that attending gifts to Indian ascetics,
for in Ethiopian thought the virtue lay simply in the generosity. Gifts might
as well be made to the servant who had broken a household utensil and was
driven out to beg until he had replaced it, to the manacled debtor obliged to
beg until he could repay his creditors, or to the murderer who begged his
blood-money in the market, crying, 'For my life! For my life!'85

Because Ethiopia had no inns, villagers were legally obliged to entertain
passing strangers, a provision eagerly exploited by vagabonds.86 'The
beggar's trade has its ruses', visitors reported,

and travelling deacons know them thoroughly. When the heat distresses them
and they see an attractive village, they hide in the neighbourhood to await
sunset, because they know that travellers who stop early are accused of idle-
ness and receive hospitality only with difficulty. As night approaches, they
cover their clothes with dust and, feigning to be harassed by fatigue, they
present themselves before the villagers, who are not always deceived by their
stratagem.87

Minstrels and praise-singers were a special category whose entertainment
value was ambiguously joined with moral blackmail of the wealthy; they
were classed as women and were the most despised group in Ethiopia's
social hierarchy.88 The strangest beggar of all was the lalibala, who was de-
scended from a leprosy sufferer and could escape the complaint only by beg-
ging and singing in the villages before dawn.89

The lalibdla was notoriously importunate. 'They sometimes even openly
plunder in the market', it was reported,'. . . and generally their insolence is
beyond belief.'90 As in other cultures, begging often contained a latent
menace. Leprosy sufferers were said to abuse even a district governor with
impunity.91 'The pauper may show himself exigent, have menace on his lips
and sometimes "daggers in his eyes'", a missionary wrote; 'one gives to him
just the same.'92 One traveller claimed that it was not unusual for a beggar
to ride up to a house on horseback and send in his servant to demand alms.93

Once gratified, however, the mendicant should show humility. A visitor
noted that noblemen were expected to eat noisily, beggars with 'unosten-
tatious quietness'.94 Whatever their approach, beggars couched it in
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religious terms, asking alms for the sake of God, Mary, St Takla Haymanot,
or another saint rather than referring to their infirmities. It is particularly
noteworthy that, with the exception of a single reference to an orphan,
accounts of Ethiopian mendicants do not appear to mention child beggars
(other than religious students) until Addis Ababa was founded, when beg-
ging by street urchins became common.95 This contrast with the prevalence
of child beggars in early modern Europe is perhaps further evidence that
family poverty due to scarcity of land and employment was not yet common
in Ethiopia.

Those among the poor who sought not independence but protection
might turn to religious institutions. This did not necessarily mean the Chris-
tian church. The zar spirit possession cult, which incorporated survivals
from Ethiopia's pre-Christian religions, probably provided limited support
for some poor people. Little is known of it before the twentieth century, but
it attracted many deprived people, especially barren or unhappy women
and marginal men with sexual difficulties.96 In addition to cathartic satisfac-
tion, the cult, especially in the Gondar region, provided initiates with mem-
bership of a community. This may have been little material advantage to
most, for initiates had to make offerings. The poorest, however, could work
off their dues by 'serving the tray', and in the twentieth century it was
common for informal 'assistants' - often unattached and impoverished
women - to cluster around a cult leader, living in his compound, performing
services, spinning cotton, and receiving their subsistence from offerings
made by initiates and patients. Occasionally the leader might find employ-
ment for a cult-member.97 Similar informal clientage relationships existed
in rural spirit cults outside the Amhara highlands.98 They were typical of the
subtle and disguised means by which Africa's indigenous institutions often
provided for the very poor.

Nevertheless, it was chiefly to the Christian church that the very poor
turned for religious protection. Parish churches were almost the only
meeting-points in the Ethiopian countryside and were very numerous. 'It is
not possible to sing in one Church or Monastry without being heard by
another, and perhaps by several', Jerome Lobo reported in the 1620s.99

Churchyards, although haunted by dangerous spirits, were places of refuge
for the very poor. Researchers described such a 'churchyard community' in
Addis Ababa in 1973. It comprised 97 people living in 55 burial houses,
which were mud huts with tin roofs over or around a tomb. Each hut housed
either men or women of similar age. There were no young women. Young
men, who formed the larger groups, were mostly students. Many men and
most women were elderly. Of the 48 residents studied, 45 were sick and 29
were seriously disabled (6 were paralysed, 4 had leprosy, 3 were blind, and
5 had chronic eye diseases). Only 22 had ever married and 15 of those had
no living children. One-half had lived in the churchyard for more than ten
years. They saw it as a place of security. 'People were mainly dependent on
begging: all of the nuns, and the majority of the monks, students and the
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lay-people', the researchers noted. 'Only 13 of the 32 people who were beg-
ging ever left the church-yard for this purpose. The others just stayed inside
and went to the gate whenever there was a celebration.'100 No earlier de-
scription of a churchyard community survives, but they certainly existed,
for the chronicle of the Emperor Galawdewos (1540-59), written before
1605, records that 'by his power he delivered the captives and the afflicted
who dwelt among the tombs', while the account of the famine of 1889-92,
quoted earlier, also refers to them.101 Several early travellers describe the
unfortunate making their homes in church porches or on the broad veran-
dahs surrounding the circular churches of central and southern Ethiopia.102

As in early Christian Europe, these resident poor were expected to attend
services and were fed after them. Alvares, in 1520, noted that two of the
famous rock churches at Lalibela each had at its entrance 'a good big house,
with a bench which goes all round it on the inside', where 'alms are given to
the poor, who sit on these benches'.103 The resident poor were periodically
joined at times of danger by whole communities taking refuge in the sup-
posedly inviolable grounds of church or monastery. Even in normal times it
was common to deposit valuables in a priest's house.104

The church provided many services. Its dabtara (broadly, deacons) in-
cluded many medical experts, while miraculous healing - always especially
attractive to the poor, because cheap and quick - could be sought from a
living holy man or a saint's shrine. 'Who was there, man or woman, who
came to him to be healed, carried on a bed, and who, having left his bed, did
not go forth upon his feet?' demands the hagiography of Marha Krestos,
fifteenth-century abbot of Debra Libanos, the greatest of Ethiopian mon-
asteries.105 Since the monastic tradition stretched back continuously to the
fifth century in Tigre but developed only from the thirteenth century in
Shoa and neighbouring provinces,106 one unanswered question about the
history of poverty in Ethiopia - a question needing expert knowledge - is
whether the monastic contribution to poor relief changed significantly with
time and place. Taking the period and the country as a whole, however,
monasteries certainly provided much institutional care. Their rules
required monks to practise charity towards the poor and detailed the pro-
vision to be made.107 Some charity was casual, for travellers frequently
sought hospitality at a monastery. Much was more permanent. An early
sixteenth-century document from Dabra Wagag in eastern Shoa records the
existence of a hospice for the poor, close to the church,108 while Alvares
wrote at the same period of Debra Bizan in Tigre: 'In my opinion there
were in all always a hundred monks in this monastery, most of them old
men of great age, and as dry as wood, very few young men [, and many boys
whom they bring up from the age of eight, and many of the lame and
blind].'109 As this passage indicates, monks not only cared for the poor,
many of them were the poor. At Debra Damo in Tigre, in the twentieth cen-
tury, the monastery was divided into two sections, one being significantly
poorer and confined to those coming from a distance.110 More commonly,
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however, the monks included many orphans and especially the aged, for it
was common for elderly people of all ranks to retire into a monastery either
after the death of a spouse or, by agreement, when both partners saw death
approaching:

When the Abyssinians arrive at an advanced age, most of them become
monks or nuns, whether they be rich or poor, married or unmarried: the rich
then deliver over their possessions to their children, who support them till
their death with much filial piety. The poor live on the bounty of others. The
men become monks at any period of life; but the women seldom become nuns
till they are forty-five or fifty years of age.111

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

A monk had come [for ordination] entirely blind: how was he, who had never
seen nor had eyes, to be made a priest for the mass: also another entirely
crippled in the right hand, and four or five who were crippled in the legs:
these also they made priests, and a priest had to be sound in his limbs. The
answer came, that . . . with respect to cripples, I should speak to the Ajaze
Raphael... He asked me what such as these would do if they had not alms
from the church.112

The practice was still common three centuries later.113

The poor who sought dependence might also look to lay charity. During
the famine of 1889-92 corpses lay not only around the churches but along
the roads to the capital and the houses of the rich. Emperor Menelik
opened his granaries and ordered noblemen to care for the famished.114

Iyasu I had taken the same steps during the famine of 1701 and Susenyos in
1627. When his home was plundered by royal troops during the mid nine-
teenth century, Gabru Dasta joined those waiting at court for the emperor
to distribute largess.115 Royal generosity extended also to the structural
poor. That Emperor Amda Seyon was 'especially kind to the poor' was
known to a writer in the Arab world as early as the 1340s. Five centuries
later the King of Shoa fed some 200 persons daily and reserved certain
articles of tribute (notably a coarse black cloth) partly for the poor.116

Alvares reported that tribute from certain royal estates was designated for
charitable purposes. At his accession Yohannes I (1665-82) is said to have
distributed the precious metals and clothes he found in the treasury, while
his successor outdid him by breaking up his crown and giving the gold frag-
ments to the poor.117 Once a fixed capital was established in 1636, emperors
organised feasts which the poor could sometimes attend.118 Zara Yaqob
(1434-68) ordered that Christian festivals should be sanctified by the distri-
bution of alms and once gave the abbot of Debra Libanos a thousand loaves
and a hundred pots of beer to distribute to the poor on the feast of St Takla

22



Christian Ethiopia

Haymanot,119 which became an especially popular occasion for largess. 'On
this day', a missionary wrote from Shoa in 1839, 'the King gives money and
salt to the poor, and mules to those who cannot walk, in memory of Tecla
Haimanot, who cured cripples and other sick men.'120 Emperors also distrib-
uted alms when they or those close to them were sick, but their charity was
expected to surround them wherever they went, for the hordes accompany-
ing their progress included many beggars and at every place of pilgrimage
or ceremony the poor were assembled to await largess.121

This flow of charity was not confined to the emperor. His empress, in par-
ticular, was expected to personify female compassion.122 Provincial gover-
nors shared the obligation. A district official in Shoa fed 80 religious
students and orphans every day during the 1830s.123 'In their Villages',
Ludolphus learned in the seventeenth century, 'they appoint the Chiefest of
the Inhabitants for the Relief of the Poor.'124 Individual noblemen had
reputations for generosity or miserliness, while Gondar's merchants, who
prided themselves on their charity, made weekly distributions of alms.
Every pious man was expected to give an annual feast for the poor on the
festival of his patron saint.125 On St Takla Haymanot's day in 1830, for
example, the Echege

had from three hundred to four hundred persons in his house, to whom he
caused bread and beer to be distributed; which is looked upon as almost equal
to the bread and wine of the Lord's Supper . . . I had my house full of people;
and the silence with which they drank their beer, and the vows which they
offered up from time to time for all the individuals in the house, although
mixed with superstition, were edifying to me, and reminded me of the love-
feasts of the first Christians.126

When Menelik II appointed Ethiopia's first modern ministers in 1907, he
granted two the special honour of holding a celebratory feast for the
poor.127

One sixteenth-century hagiography of a fifteenth-century saint records
that his parents 'built two dwellings: one for the monks, the other for the
poor'.128 Generally, however, private charity was less institutionalised. A
wealthy man expected the poor to be present at the major rites of his life -
at his marriage, for example, and especially at his funeral. Almeida re-
ported in the 1620s that alms were given to the clergy and the poor on the
third, seventh, thirtieth, and fortieth days after a man's death, and on its
anniversary.129 The most important distribution, however, was at the teskar
banquet some six months after the death:

Before any one of them [the clergy] can taste a morsel, the 'haioh', which is
the feeding of the numerous poor who may be congregated outside the gates,
must take place. On such occasions these poor people never allow any one to
eat till after they have been served. With loud voices they adjure the as-
sembly, for the sake of the Saviour or one of the saints, not to commence
eating till they shall have first had their perquisite. A man then counts them,
tapping each on the head with a stick; and to every one of them is handed a bit
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of the entrails, liver, or meat, rolled up in a cake of bread. When all have been
served they hold their portions in both hands under their mouths, and then
shout 'Hai-oh!' with a long sostenuto130 on the last note. Liberally translated,
this would express a prayer for the resurrection of the dead to a new and
better life. This part of the ceremony is very important. Few persons would
dare to neglect it, or to hazard the maledictions of the assembled poor, by
treating their importunities in any way harshly, as such conduct would be a
perpetual reproach and a lasting source of annoyance.131

Perhaps the most remarkable forms of Ethiopian philanthropy were
charitable clubs, which existed at least by the early nineteenth century.132

The sembete was a club whose members took turns to bring food and drink
to their church on Sundays and distribute them to travellers and the poor,
eating the residue themselves. Club members helped one another in misfor-
tune, while the poor whom they aided were expected to repay an unfortu-
nate benefactor, perhaps by collecting timber to rebuild a house destroyed
by fire. The serkehebest functioned in a similar manner except that the food
was displayed beside a road and travellers were pressed to partake of it.133

Behind these forms lay a theology of charity. It was set out most systemati-
cally in the Fetha Nagast.134 Alms, this explained, were 'a loan made to God
. . . secure and advantageous'. The reward to the giver was remission of sin
in proportion to his intention. Alms must be given gladly, either publicly or
in secret, the latter being more admirable. Only the truly needy should be
helped, but they should be aided regardless of faith or character: the chron-
icle of Iyasu I records that he 'always had something in his hands to give,
and at the moment of granting charity did not say "this one is a Jew, that is
unfaithful or a murderer".'1 In return, the recipient's chief duty was to
pray for his benefactor. Yet even the poorest could themselves earn merit
by giving, as was explained in Zara vaqob's beautiful homily on Christ's
Nativity:

The poor shall not say, 'I am but poor, with what shall I celebrate his [the
Archangel's] memory? I have nothing of the things of this world.' Poor man,
you do not lack cold water or edible, not bitter, wild plants and fruits to cel-
ebrate his memory. .. These are more acceptable to the Lord than splendid
cattle or any kind of mead or wine, as once the widow's mite was more accept-
able than the sacrifice of the Jews... Among the poor there are two kinds:
Those who are poor in worldly goods but healthy in their bodies, who even
possess nothing whatever, man or woman. These certainly do not lack food to
celebrate a festival. For they stand in service to the rich and earn from their
work for the rich, so as to be able to celebrate a festival. Such are all those
poor who chop wood or carry stone and wood and make clean the houses of
the rich. All these healthy poor have no lack of means to celebrate a festival.
Listen, then, we will tell you of the poor and needy in worldly goods who, be-
sides their poverty, are sick in their whole body and feeble in all their limbs!
They too can celebrate the memory of the guardian Archangel . . .
for they receive alms from good men, friends of the poor, be it that one
gives them half a loaf or even a whole loaf, be it that one gives them half
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a cup or a full cup. Whoever thus receives alms, great or small, and gives
another poor person a little of his food, fulfils the prescribed celebration of
his festival.136

This passage is especially revealing of Ethiopian attitudes towards
poverty. Although men welcomed the prayers of the poor, there was no
notion that the poor were especially close to God, in the sense developed in
later medieval Europe by St Francis of Assisi and his contemporaries.
Rather, in this and in other ways, Ethiopian attitudes towards poverty re-
sembled those of early medieval Europe. In the hagiographies of Ethiopian
saints, miracles benefiting the poor are jumbled together with all kinds of
wonders, often wholly trivial. Poverty, like famine, was seen as an act of
God. The poor served a purpose by enabling others to be charitable, but
there was nothing virtuous or honourable about poverty as such. Virtue and
its reward lay rather in the act of giving, so that Zara Yaqob exhorted even
the poorest to give. The idea was embodied in the popular legend of Balaya
Sab, a notorious cannibal who was saved from perdition purely by giving a
goblet of water to a beggar.137 Perhaps this stress on giving was linked to the
heroic ethic and notion of honour pervading Ethiopian society138 and many
other African cultures.

To Ethiopians, poverty was noble not in paupers but in holy men. They
were the spiritual heroes, the counterparts of warrior kings. In their hagio-
graphies, poverty had almost stereotyped places.139 The story began with
the holy man's parents. They were already charitable people. 'They gave
alms of what they had to the poor and needy. For this the Lord gave them
great wealth; they were rich in gold and silver, in servants and serving-
maids.'140 But they were poor in children. St Takla Haymanot's mother told
her husband of her desire for a son: 'Come now, and give unto the church
whatsoever it hath need of, and that of which the poor have need give thou
unto them . . . and let all the furniture which we have left in our house be
for the poor, so that God Almighty may be our creditor.' When her hus-
band agreed, the future saint was conceived and the pair celebrated with 'a
feast for the poor and needy'.141 When he grew to maturity, the holy man
himself marked his vocation by distributing his possessions:

He gathered together all the goods which were in the house and in the field,
and he began to distribute them among the poor and needy, and among the
widows, and those who were ready to die of misery .. . until at length there
was left unto him nothing whatsoever. And when the men of the city and all
his kinsfolk saw that he was giving away broadcast all his possessions, they
gathered together round about him, and said until him, 'Wherefore dost thou
scatter abroad all this property at one time?' Then our father the holy man
Takla Haymanot said unto them, 'I am not scattering my property, on the
contrary I am multiplying it so that it may become a bond for me.'145

From this moment of abnegation, the holy man entered a career of self-
mortification. Towards the end of his life St Takla Haymanot withdrew to

25



The African poor

the desert, where he ate and drank only on the Sabbath and occupied a cell
which was just large enough to stand in and had eight iron spikes sunk in the
walls. 'Now when he had remained standing up for a long time', the hagio-
graphy tells, 'one of his thigh bones broke and dropped off . . . and after-
wards he stood upon one leg for seven years, during four of which he drank
no water whatsoever.'143

To such heroes the sick came for healing and the hungry for food. When
the thirteenth-century abbot Iyasus Mo'a prayed during a famine, God
promised 'that neither in your monastery, nor in your town, nor in your
cave shall anyone ever suffer either hunger or thirst, either affliction or
distress'.144 Nor did the holy man's death put an end to his blessings. A list
of the miracles wrought at his shrine or by invoking his name generally con-
cluded a hagiography, along with a promise, made by God to the holy man
during his lifetime, of the benefits guaranteed to those who honoured him:

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

Reading these wonderful legends, it is well to mark the relationship they
reveal between the holy man and the afflicted.146 The poor enter the story
purely as recipients. Their functions are to display the hero's sanctity and
receive the charity of those who would imitate him. The holy man, for his
part, is generally of aristocratic birth and, in addition to his personal asceti-
cism, is a powerful abbot. He does not share the poverty of the afflicted.147

St Takla Haymanot (d.1313) belonged to the same century as St Francis of
Assisi (1181/2-1226), but he exemplified that aristocratic condescension
towards the poor which St Francis sought to replace by participant frater-
nity.148 In terms of physical austerity, as Alvares observed, the Ethiopian
ascetic was incomparably the more self-sacrificing, but it was the austerity
of a heroic ethos, whereas St Francis sacrificed nothing less than the heroic
ethos itself. This contrast between heroic and participant charity was to run
through the history of poverty in Africa.

The general pattern of Ethiopian society was a loose and limited institu-
tionalisation allowing for much individualism. Its monks, for example,
were not characteristically the individual ascetics who dominated Syrian
monasticism, but nor did they necessarily live the cenobitic life of the
Benedictine rule. Monastic organisation showed much diversity, but the pre-
dominant pattern, taken from a Byzantine model, was for monks to inhabit
individual huts or cells scattered around a church, kitchen, and assembly
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hall, attending these with varying regularity.149 The poor sought aid both
from the institutional resources of the monastery and from the personal
charity of the individual holy man. Institutions exclusively designed for the
poor did not exist. When Alvares complained that the halt and blind were
ordained, and was asked 'what such as these would do if they had not alms
from the church', he answered

that in our country such as these, being given to the church, might serve and
would have alms in the churches and monasteries, and such as the blind would
be [organ players and] organ blowers and bell ringers, and do other things
which there are there, and which there are not in this country. And if they did
not serve in monasteries or churches, that the kings of the country had in their
cities and towns large hospitals, with big revenues, for the blind and cripples,
and sick and poor. The Ajaze answered that this all seemed very good, and
that the Prester150 should know it, and would be very pleased.151

Nothing happened. 'Ethiopians have an instinctive aversion for civil or ad-
ministrative uniformity', a nineteenth-century French visitor observed;
'they see it as a means and also an effect of tyranny'.152 When foreigners
urged Menelik II (1889-1913) to segregate leprosy sufferers, he replied,
'Haven't I enough crimes on my conscience?' Moreover, the poor them-
selves were remarkably unorganised. Some beggars lived and travelled in
groups, especially if they had leprosy, and a distinct colony of leprosy suf-
ferers lived outside the walls of Harar.154 But there is no further evidence of
organisation and certainly nothing on the scale found among West African
Muslim beggars and in many parts of Europe and Asia.155 Almsgiving, in
the main, was similarly unstructured, for the Fetha Nagast was largely
ignored. Imperial charity was controlled by a Grand Almoner, at least by
the late sixteenth century.156 The degree of institutionalisation involved is
suggested by a description of the Feast of St Takla Haymanot at the Shoan
court during the early 1840s:

An annual muster-roll being kept as a check, all who were ascertained to have
been participators in the distribution of the preceding year were unceremon-
iously ejected by the myrmidons of the purveyor-general, who has the
interests of the state revenues warmly at heart. The mendicants were next
classed in squads according to their diseases, and the dwarf father confessor
. . . proceeded, in capacity of King's almoner, to dispense the royal bounty
with a judicious hand. Sheep, clothes, and money, were distributed according
to the apparent necessities of the wretched recipients, whilst each donation
made was carefully registered by the scribes in attendance; and half-baked
bread, raw beef, and sour beer, in quantities sufficient to satisfy every monk
and beggar in the realm, having been heaped outside the palace gate, all ate
their fill, and dispersed.157

Shoa was the best-administered province at that time.
Poverty and charity were themselves only loosely defined. The terms

used for these and related concepts over several centuries would repay
expert study, but to an unskilled eye it appears that by the seventeenth cen-
tury, at least, Ethiopians used two words (apparently interchangeably) to

27



The African poor

mean poor, meskin and deha,l5S in addition to a rich vocabulary describing
various kinds of poor (orphans, blind, etc.). It is interesting that neither
meskin nor deha specifically connoted lack of wealth, power, or kin, as was
often the case with African terms for poverty. Deha could mean anyone
who worked the land and did not possess a fief.159 Meskin seems to have had
an implication of destitution, at least by the twentieth century,160 but there
is no indication that a clear distinction was drawn between the two. Alms-
giving, similarly, was not clearly distinguished from other forms of gener-
osity, either in language161 or in practice. At his coronation, for example,
Menelik II spent several hours distributing 'alms', but the recipients in-
cluded European residents.162 Begging, similarly, merged indistinguishably
into gift-exchange between clients and patrons, so that a nineteenth-
century visitor listed, as one of his four categories of beggars, 'respectable
persons who would not dream of begging or singing in public, but made gifts
of clothing or other small presents to the nobles in order to obtain in return
a present of twice the value'.163

In a fluid society where the poor were so strongly involved in unequal
personal relationships, it is not surprising that criticism of inequality itself
was rare. Peasants were certainly conscious of their exploitation and revolt
was common, often with millenarian elements. The most serious social pro-
test was led by Isaac the Inciter, a stigmatised metal-worker who told his
judges that 'not finding anybody . . . who could pay me enough to clothe
and feed myself, driven by poverty, I departed for Shoa', where his insur-
rection began in 1686-7. 'After him', the royal chronicle recorded, 'went all
the foolish and wicked who were escaping from poverty. All the people
from the borders rebelled with him.'164 Yet the fact that Isaac claimed to be
the rightful emperor shows that inequality as such was not at issue, any
more than it was at issue in the miracles of saints whose intervention trans-
ferred the wealth of the evil rich to the pious poor. Moreover, rebellion by
'all the people from the borders' illustrated the regionalism - often in social
alliance with local noblemen and priests - which characterised protest
and allowed it to be suppressed piecemeal. 'Abyssinian social history is
markedly less turbulent and markedly more stable than that of medieval
Europe', an authority has written.165 That is true, but only if it is
remembered that major social protest was also rare in Europe before the
thirteenth century.166 In this Ethiopia again shared the patterns of early
medieval Europe.

Ethiopians did not criticise poverty, but nor did they idealise it. They saw
it with the weary realism of those who lived with it every day and had no
thought that it might be prevented. 'When he sees a poor man, his eye
closes', ran a proverb. 'Thinking that I would be righteous, I put her on my
back, but she remained hanging there', said another. Excessive benevol-
ence was thought to bring madness.167 The poor were often brutally treated
and there are accounts of respectable citizens petitioning that the swarms of
mendicants should be dispersed as a public nuisance.168 Yet visitors were
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almost invariably struck by the generosity and kindness shown to the
poor.169 They were simply a normal part of society.

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

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

This, however, is to anticipate later arguments. For the present, the im-
portant point is to have shown that even if Ethiopian treatment of the poor
was distinctively Christian, the poor themselves were mainly products of a
land-rich society. For this means that they may equally have existed in other
land-rich societies of pre-colonial Africa.
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The written sources from the Islamic societies of the West African savanna
before the twentieth century are less numerous than from Ethiopia but
more abundant than from most other parts of sub-Saharan Africa. In both
regularity of contact and similarity of social organisation, the savanna was
closer to the wider Islamic world than Ethiopia was to the rest of Christen-
dom, so that patterns of poverty within Islam had much in common. Never-
theless, abundant land, political and environmental insecurity, lack of
institutionalisation, distinctive family systems, and a pervasive personalism
characterised poverty in the savanna as elsewhere in Africa. What most dis-
tinguished the region from Ethiopia was that towns were more important in
the savanna.

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

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

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

In all the towns there are many sick people who sleep in the markets; when
the market closes they remain there as if it were their home.1

An Ethiopian who observed these unfortunates might have found leprosy
sufferers less prominent than in his own country, for leprosy was not
especially common in the savanna and although its victims were tolerated
and allowed to live within some savanna towns - as they were not in North
Africa - they held a less central place in Islamic tradition than in Christi-
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anity.2 The blind, by contrast, were more visible and culturally central than
in Ethiopia, although blindness itself was not exceptionally prevalent.3

Kano city alone was said to contain 1,300 blind people in the later nine-
teenth century,4 while in Kukawa, the capital of neighbouring Bornu, a
traveller remarked in 1870

the unbelievable number of blind people, who sit beside the road, half-naked
and half-starved, in strident tones appealing for their wretched sustenance to
the kindheartedness of passers-by, or in long rows of ten or more, one behind
the other, grope their way along the busiest streets with the most experienced
among them as their guide.5

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

O my Lord, answer my prayer,
That I may behold myself praying for [Muhammad] at [Medina]
And raise my eyes and look
And see the dark sheen of the Ka'ba there,

And be happy without boasting.6

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

Like Ethiopia, savanna societies also contained endogamous castes of ar-
tisans, but they were not necessarily the impoverished outcastes of India or
Japan. They were indeed stigmatised and polluting, but even among the
despised entertainers and praise-singers known to the French as griots,
'towards whom every insult is permitted',7 the only specifically poor group
were those who directed their praises to 'people of common status like culti-
vators, hunters, herdsmen, strangers passing through the country' and
dressed in rags to emphasise their need.8 The same principle applied to
slaves, who were more numerous in the savanna than in Ethiopia. They
practised almost as wide a range of occupations as did freemen, extending
from the slaves who held one-quarter of the titled offices in nineteenth-
century Maradi (in modern Niger) to the great majority of slaves who, as
cultivators, labourers, and domestic servants, formed part of the working
poor.9 Acquired chiefly by raids on non-Islamic peoples to the south, slaves
were most destitute when newly captured:

A single horseman rode first, showing the way, and the wretched captives fol-
lowed him as if they had been used to this condition all their lives. Here were
naked little boys running alone, perhaps thinking themselves upon a holiday;
near at hand dragged mothers with babes at their breasts; girls of various
ages, some almost ripened into womanhood, others still infantine in form and
appearance; old men bent two-double with age, their trembling chins verging
towards the ground, their poor old heads covered with white wool; aged
women tottering along, leaning upon long staffs, mere living skeletons; - such
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was the miscellaneous crowd that came first; and then followed the stout
young men, ironed neck to neck!10

Slaves could generally expect their material condition to improve with
time, but there were exceptions: in brutal slave-dealing chiefdoms like
Damagaram (in modern Niger), where in the mid nineteenth century 'the
slaves of the Sarkee [ruler] of Zinder are double-ironed, like convicts, and
in this condition jump through the streets';11 among profit-orientated
traders like the Maraka of the middle Niger, whose slaves were found by
early twentieth-century French officers to be 'poorly fed, mistreated, and
poorly clothed', receiving well under half the grain ration they needed;12 in
the harsh environments of the desert fringes and oases such as Tibesti,
where men were known to kill themselves rather than become slaves;13 or in
the hell-on-earth of the Saharan salt-diggings.14 These circumstances were
exceptional, however, and there are indications that slaves - especially
when incapacitated - were treated better than in the brutal frontier con-
ditions of nineteenth-century East Africa. Yet one must not minimise the
degradation of slavery. 'People have nothing but contempt for slaves in
Hausaland', Imam Imoru wrote, and when the French emancipated slaves
in Senegal in 1848 many immediately bathed in the sea to wash away their
past.15

Beggars were as numerous in the savanna as in Ethiopia. The most
ubiquitous were religious students who supported themselves by begging,
in a tradition found throughout the Islamic world and said, like the
Ethiopian begging tradition, to be an apprenticeship in humility. In
Timbuktu they toured the town each evening, crying, 'A foreign student,
friend of God'.16 Kukawa alone was thought in 1865 to have 2,000-3,000,
varying in age up to 25:

In place of all clothing they wear a goatskin slung about their hips. A wooden
board, a small earthenware inkwell, a few reed-pens, and a gourd bowl make
up all their belongings. Thus they traverse the streets begging all day long,
making special demands on those who sell foodstuffs, for only a proportion of
them receive board and lodging in the houses of the notables, among whom it
is the custom to have their sons instructed together with a few students.17

These young men came from societies where youthful violence was ex-
pected and institutionalised: youths from different quarters of Hausa towns
competed for girls and fought one another, in neighbouring Nupe age-
grades fought annual battles on New Year's Day, the four quarters of Tim-
buktu celebrated the end of the rains by playing a kind of mass hockey, and
pitched battles governed by elaborate rules were fought by young men of
rival villages in Wadai, Nupe, and Maradi.18 Given these traditions, the re-
ligious students - educated, rootless, and numerous - were potentially the
most radical social group in pre-colonial Africa. When a jihad in 1818 made
Hamdallahi, on the middle Niger, a major educational centre, its notables
were so harassed that they demanded that the students be expelled, only for
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the jihad leader, Shehu Ahmadu, to join the column, carrying his bundle
and writing-board, 'since I am the doyen of these undesirables'. He agreed
to stay only when the notables promised that each family would provide
food for students three times a day.19

Adult beggars, by contrast, were dispersed less evenly across the
savanna, with the exception of the griots who were found everywhere
among the longer-Islamised peoples. French accounts of Senegal in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries emphasise that although beggars were
common, all were either griots, religious students, blind, or cripples. 'I
never saw a single poor beggar', a traveller wrote after touring the coast
from the Senegal to Sierra Leone in 1785-7. ' . . . In Africa, the only men
who demand charity are the blind', who were treated with great gener-
osity.20 The only unfortunates are the blind and the crippled', Abbe Boilat
confirmed in the early 1850s, although he also mentioned griots and
students.21 The same pattern existed in the Mande-speaking region centring
on modern Mali. As Rene Caillie found when he walked through this
region in 1827, begging was relatively rare and confined to important towns
such as Jenne, where 'a number of beggars, reduced to mendicity by old
age, blindness, or other infirmities', were found especially around the
mosque.22 By contrast, further east in Hausaland was probably the largest
concentration of beggars in Africa. Heinrich Barth, who had travelled
widely in Mediterranean lands, found 'the most troublesome beggars in the
world' at Sokoto during 1853.23 As elsewhere, Hausa beggars were
generally those disabled by blindness, leprosy, crippling, or simple-
mindedness. The beggar's best friend is his cough', said a proverb, and
Kano had a special officer to bury those who died in the market.24 It is not
certain that pre-colonial Hausaland also possessed the able-bodied pro-
fessional beggars common in the Islamic world, but it is likely, for they exis-
ted there as a small but well-rewarded category in the early twentieth
century.25

There were several reasons why beggars flourished in the savanna. They
performed a necessary function where almsgiving was a religious obli-
gation. Savanna societies were highly commercialised, admired lavish gen-
erosity, and (unlike Ethiopians) used a currency of cowrie shells which lent
itself to largess. Yet these considerations do not explain why beggars were
more numerous in Hausa than Mande areas. The reason probably lay in dif-
ferent family systems. Mande-speaking peoples lived in large patrilineages
which could provide strong support for unfortunate members. 'In all these
countries I never saw a mendicant', Caillie reported. The aged who are
unable to support themselves are always maintained and treated with
respect by their children.'26 Hausa, too, often lived in complex patrilocal
families, but their kinship system had a bilateral element which narrowed
the range of significant kinship relations, encouraged individualism, and
perhaps - as Professor Cohen has argued - bred numbers of unfortunate
people who found begging better than family support as a means of
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survival.27 That two bilateral peoples - Hausa and Amhara - should have
produced Africa's most numerous beggars was a revealing example of the
importance of family systems in the analysis of poverty.

Moreover, the same societies, probably for the same reasons, bred
exceptional numbers of unsupported women. Many were widows, for early
marriage of girls (commonly at thirteen or fourteen), polygyny, the notion
that old age began at menopause, and the special misery of childless women
meant that Hausaland had far more solitary widows than widowers, at least
in the twentieth century. Other unsupported women were those 'who have
refused to marry', as Imam Imoru chauvinistically described them.28

Known as karuwai and often misleadingly called prostitutes, they were
women of marriageable age who had not yet remarried after divorce or
widowhood and chose to live apart from their kin. To support themselves
they might take presents from lovers, their houses were recognised centres
of a bohemian lifestyle, and in the twentieth century most were not well-off,
but they were distinct from prostitutes, who accepted any client for a fixed
fee and were known by a different term. Regarded with an amalgam of ad-
miration, envy, and contempt, karuwai were products of early marriage,
easy divorce, a commercialised economy which gave women much econ-
omic independence, and a bilateral system which provided little scope for
an unmarried woman within the family.29 Among Mande-speakers, by con-
trast, there appear to have been no counterparts to karuwai except among
trading groups.30 Probably the cohesive Mande patrilineages gave women a
more dependent but secure status. In modern times Mande-speaking Bam-
bara homesteads have eagerly welcomed even elderly women.31

In twentieth-century Hausaland karuwai existed in both town and
countryside, but little is known of rural poverty in the West African
savanna at earlier periods, for indigenous written sources are of urban
origin and European travellers passed swiftly from town to town. Some
modern studies of Hausaland which have attempted to penetrate into the
nineteenth century have stressed that a grain-based agriculture dependent
upon a short and unreliable wet season bred numbers of very poor culti-
vators whose condition resulted less from shortage of land or accident of birth
than from ill fortune, personal inadequacy, or, no doubt, incapacitation.32

On the other hand, the countryside as a whole was probably more prosper-
ous in the nineteenth century before modern transport systems concen-
trated trade and industry in towns,33 while many devices existed to preserve
even the poorest from starvation, save during severe famine. Apart from in-
herited skills in agriculture and crafts, poor Hausa could establish a client
relationship with a wealthier patron, working on his farm and performing
menial tasks in return for subsistence and help in establishing an indepen-
dent household. Poor men could hope that rulers would forgo taxes and
open granaries in bad years. The incapacitated might have their fields culti-
vated by kinsmen or a work team of young villagers.34 Sheer self-interest en-
couraged reciprocity. As an early British officer in Hausaland wrote, The
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fact that a man can always get a handful of grain here and there is probably
due to the simple charity inherent among peasant folk; but it may perhaps
be also due to an instinctive feeling . . . that bad times may place them, too,
in a position dependent on other humanity.'35 Yet the extent of rural
poverty must not be minimised. Hausaland was the savanna's most
favoured region - 'one of the most fertile spots on earth', according to
Barth36 - yet only three days west of Kano, in 1825, a traveller found 'a
small wretched looking village' whose inhabitants 'were miserably clad, and
exhibited signs of extreme poverty'.37

Elsewhere such poverty was more pervasive. It might be due to shortage
of good land, as in the upper Senegal floodplain, or to insecurity, as with
non-Muslim peoples huddled into mountain retreats, or to extreme en-
vironmental conditions, as with the 'ragged Tubu, struggling with extreme
poverty and constant hunger' in their desiccating Saharan outcrop.38 Nor
was community support always forthcoming. The most miserable villagers
were often elderly people, male or female, who were either childless or
abandoned by their children. Early missionaries had to open refuges for
them.39 In Mande-speaking villages, dominated by large founder-families
who controlled access to land, more recent settlers were often severely
deprived.40 Agricultural slaves might suffer similar deprivation. In some
areas the expansion of slavery and of the use of firearms during the eight-
eenth and nineteenth centuries tended to reduce free cultivators towards
slave status. When the Mande-speaking Vakaba Toure created the Kaba-
dougou chiefdom (in the north-west of modern Ivory Coast) in 1848, his
subjects complained that he converted all the free villagers into slaves.41

This was only one instance of the political insecurity which caused much
rural poverty, if perhaps not so brutally as in eighteenth- or nineteenth-
century Ethiopia. Some was the work of bandits. Highwaymen infested the
forested areas separating settled regions, pirates operated on the Niger
near Jenne in the eighteenth century, the internal delta of the Niger (like
the British Fens) was a traditional refuge for outlaws, and the wonderful
masquerade of the Dogon (of modern Mali) included a highwayman
equipped with arms and leather beer bottle.42 Yet, as elsewhere in pre-
colonial Africa, insecurity owed less to outlaws than to the forces of 'order'.
As Dr Hill has written, the rural savanna world of 1900 was 'harshly inegali-
tarian, heavily-taxed'.43 The Muslim warriors who ruled it believed, as
Sokoto's first caliph wrote, that 'man is urban by nature', and they had little
but contempt for rustics whose faith was, at best, susceptible to syn-
cretism.44 Nineteenth-century Hausaland may have had the best government
in pre-colonial Africa, but the governors' chief rural activity was not patron-
age and largess but the despatch of horsemen - 'lazy, vicious plunderers', as
a missionary described them45 - to bring in the annual grain tax, from which
each level of the ruling class took a share.46 In 1892 the Emir of Kano re-
sponded to an epidemic of cattle plague by raising the cattle tax.47 The rest
of the savanna was convulsed by warfare throughout the nineteenth
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century. Jihad brought famine to the Senegal Valley in 1859-60 and bred a
generation of hunger in Senegambia thereafter.48 When Shehu Ahmadu's
successors quarrelled with Timbuktu and its Tuareg allies, the resulting vio-
lence plunged the middle Niger into 'an abyss of anarchy and misrule'.
'Great numbers . . . were hovering round us, all of them begging for food',
a traveller reported in 1854.49 Thirty years later the borders of Samori's
Mande-speaking kingdom were wastelands of hunger and devastation.50

Political insecurity was only one cause of the periodic famine which was
the chief form of conjunctural poverty in the savanna. Locusts were first re-
corded on the coast of Senegal in 1606 and were occasionally responsible
for dearth, as were other insect infestations.51 Cattle disease could reduce
pastoralists to destitution. An unprecedented Niger flood destroyed crops
around Timbuktu in 1616, while both Senegal and Bornu experienced food
shortages in 1872 owing to excessive rainfall.52 Yet the most common cause
of famine was drought. Within the generally dry and cool climatic phase
which began in the third millennium before Christ and still continues, there
have been shorter cycles of better or worse rainfall in the savanna. The six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries appear to have enjoyed generally good
rainfall until the 1680s, when acute drought affected the savanna from Sene-
gambia to Darfur.53 So severe was the famine of 1697 that a chronicle from
Agades records with horror that men even ate their herds and sold their
books.54 Several decades of climatic instability culminated in the mid eight-
eenth century in the savanna's worst recorded drought and famine. The
chronicles of Timbuktu state that rich as well as poor suffered and that half
the town's people died, while Senegal's slave exports reached an unpre-
cedented peak.55 Major famines occurred again throughout the region
during the 1790s and 1830s, although most of Hausaland may have escaped
the latter crisis. Thereafter no very extensive drought afflicted the savanna
until the end of the nineteenth century.56 Smaller regional catastrophes did
take place. Hausaland experienced severe famine in 1855, localised short-
ages occurred there almost every year, and a careful study of the upper
Senegal Valley has shown repeated food shortages between 1858 and 1897
but only a single major famine in 1867-9.57

Agriculturalists took elaborate technical and social precautions to mini-
mise the risk of famine. Their rain-making rites ranged from the humble
'drought sallcC of Hausa Muslims to the transvestite dances of some Senega-
lese women.58 If rain and crops failed, women exploited their knowledge of
wild plants. During Timbuktu's terrible famine of 1741, 'The most dis-
tinguished people ate nothing but . . . seeds of grasses . . . or of any other
grain which ordinarily were eaten only by the most vile and impoverished
people.'59 When all food resources were exhausted, women and children
might concentrate on conserving energy, while men, helpless and dis-
honoured, might abandon their families, seek work or a benefactor, or sell
themselves into slavery.60

What is not clear is whether the rural peoples of the savanna flocked to
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the towns during famine, as in Ethiopia they flocked to monasteries, pro-
vincial noblemen, and the emperor. The savanna was much more urbanised
than Ethiopia, but, especially in Hausaland, it was the urbanisation of
numerous small towns and large villages rather than the great agglomera-
tions which dominate the African countryside today, so that there was a
marked rural-urban continuum61 and little historical evidence of rural hos-
tility to towns, except among pastoralists. Even Kano, the commercial capi-
tal of Hausaland, was thought to house only 30,000-40,000 residents in
1824. Timbuktu, for all its fame, had only 10,000-12,000 residents four
years later. Saint-Louis, capital of the French colony of Senegal, numbered
some 15,000 in 1865.62 The larger towns were chiefly governmental centres
and places to trade with foreign merchants.63 Their high mud walls often
enclosed large unbuilt areas where crops were sometimes grown and
countrymen and their stock could take refuge in emergency. A chronicle
states that when the ruler of Jenne converted to Islam he prayed 'that he
who, driven from his country by indigence and poverty, may come to inha-
bit this town, may find here in exchange, by the grace of God, abundance
and wealth',64 and the towns did indeed give sanctuary to unfortunate indi-
viduals of all kinds. In Saint-Louis, where written sources survive, these
refugees included famine victims. In 1794 its Governor sought to deport
them back to the mainland, while seventy years later dearth and disorder in
Saloum 'led to Dakar a crowd of people devoured by hunger and poverty.
They were to be met with in every street, eating grass or earth and strug-
gling against death.'65 Towns in Kano province closed their gates to
countrymen during famine in 1908, while a greater catastrophe five years
later brought hordes of starving people into Hausa towns.66 This suggests
that such behaviour may have been normal during dearth, but there does
not appear to be a single account from the pre-colonial savanna (excluding
Senegal) of a mass influx to town during famine.67 This may be because no
European traveller in the region described a major (rather than localised)
famine,68 but the indigenous chronicles are also silent. The alternative ex-
planation would be that there was little advantage in migrating to town in
famine because food was as scarce there as in the countryside, given the
limited economic domination exercised by towns. Food prices certainly
rose dramatically in Hausa towns during famines, despite the existence of
officials to control prices.69 Whether towns attract the starving depends on
the towns: in the large Tswana towns of nineteenth-century southern
Africa, which were artificial political creations, the normal response to
famine was for townsmen to disperse into the countryside.70 There is no evi-
dence of that in the West African savanna. Perhaps an equilibrium between
town and country existed there. Certainly the region had the best animal
transport system in sub-Saharan Africa. Legend said that Kano's prosperity
rested on the grain trade.71 Nineteenth-century Hausaland, at least, may
have made some progress towards establishing control over famine
mortality.
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If the poor of the West African savanna were broadly similar to those of
Ethiopia, their means of survival were often different. This was not so in the
countryside. There agriculture was, of course, the chief resource and land
was scarce only within the close-settled zones around the major Hausa
towns, in certain areas of flood-irrigation, and in the most densely packed
mountain refuges. Many marginal roles in village economies fell to the
poor. Most villagers practised a craft during the long dry season. In the
twentieth century, at least, those performed by the poor often used reeds,
grass, wood, dung, or other bush products, which here as elsewhere were a
precious resource.72 In 1827 Caillie saw women carrying firewood into
Jenne from 12 or 15 miles away. Later in the century a missionary met 'a
woman from Egga [in Nupe], who had been deserted by her husband, made
her way to the Binue, and took to collecting india-rubber for a livelihood'.73

Between foraging and petty trade the line was thin. Traversing the im-
poverished region within the Niger Bend in 1853, Barth met

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

They were poor people from G'ao . . . and the neighbourhood . . . carry-
ing as merchandise on a couple of asses and bull oxen nothing but cotton
strips, or 'tari', rice, and a few mats.74

Trade also merged into porterage, an important resource for the able-
bodied poor. At Wanangi, the river port which supplied Bida with fire-
wood, a missionary saw 'little girls [and] old negresses with unsteady steps
gaily supporting loads which would have made our most vigorous European
workers tremble'.75 Other wage employment was rare in the countryside,
but some poor villagers earned food by agricultural labour, while by the end
of the nineteenth century labourers were migrating from Bornu as far as
Tunisian farms.76

It was the proliferation of small towns that gave the poor of the savanna
opportunities for independent survival lacking in Ethiopia. The only exist-
ing estimate of the numbers of poor comes from Nema, in the north of
modern Mali, where at about the time of the First World War the popu-
lation of 1,167 included 'a hundred poor (misereux), a floating population
who come to seek some pickings (quelques ressources) in the town'.77

Skilled urban craftsmen were not poor, but most crafts employed appren-
tices, who probably lived close to subsistence, and unskilled rural migrants
who did heavy or dirty labouring jobs which even slaves despised. In late
nineteenth-century Jenne these labourers earned only one-half as much as
journeymen, while in Kano the man who mixed mud for building earned
less than one-third of a mason's wages. Such migrants were employed in
Kano Emirate's highly capitalised indigo-dyeing industry, alongside re-
ligious students.78 Moreover, certain crafts were specialities of the poor.
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'Hausa people say, "Calabash mending is the last way to make a living"",
Imam Imoru wrote; '"after that, may God give one the means to sur-
vive!'"79 In Bida rope-making was a speciality of the blind. Poor elderly
women in Jenne had a reputation for medical skill. Presumably they were
also the majority of Senegambia's hired mourners. Brick-making was a
poor man's trade in many pre-industrial cultures; bricks could be bought
ready-made in nineteenth-century Kano.80 The most important means of
survival, however, were scavenging and hawking. Firewood was a major
problem for savanna towns, then as now. The country around Salaga and
Sikasso was denuded of timber for 5 or 10 miles. The firewood sold in
Hausa towns was so expensive and poor in quality that it had to be supple-
mented with other fuels.81 'In some places they leave the [millet] stalks and
whoever likes can gather them', Iman Imoru recorded, 'but in Kanoland,
where there is no "bush" and firewood is scarce, the stalks are valuable and
one does not touch those which do not belong to him. People sell these
stalks in towns and villages for a high price.' In return, the city exported its
nightsoil to fertilise surrounding fields, transporting it in head-borne bas-
kets or fibre sacks slung on the backs of donkeys.82 Fodder for horses was
expensive, especially late in the dry season; in Zaria many young boys lived
by collecting it. Others sold water from house to house or retailed it from
large pots to passers-by.83 Foraging thus merged imperceptibly into hawk-
ing. The people of Soccasso [Sokoto] cry their provisions round the city',
Richard Lander noted in 1825; 'and milk, fish, &c are daily hawked through
the streets by the lower orders.'84 Along with the cries for grain, mutton,
beef, and camel-meat, he listed that for wheat-cakes, because urban Hausa
bought much of their food in the streets ready-cooked, providing employ-
ment for both children who hawked it and mothers who cooked it. In Tim-
buktu, similarly, most trade (except in cloth, salt, meat, and shoes) was in
the hands of women, commonly slaves or lower-class Africans.85 Whether
the poor also found a means of survival in crime is unknown, but a study of
eighteenth-century Daura hints at the existence of an underworld, while
Kano closed its fifteen gates at sunset, enforced an 8.00 p.m. curfew, and
was said to harbour many thieves.86

Not only did savanna towns provide means of independent survival rarely
available in pre-colonial Africa, but Hausaland and neighbouring Nupe
(much influenced by Hausa culture) were the only areas of sub-Saharan
Africa where organisations of the poor existed. These may in part have imi-
tated models elsewhere in the Islamic world, where there were both under-
world gangs and official guilds of beggars, whose purposes included
taxation.87 But there were also models nearer at hand in the craft organis-
ations found in savanna towns. Nupe had true guilds, 'closed occupational
groups, the members of which live together in one locality and practise cer-
tain hereditary crafts'; as elsewhere in the Islamic world, but not in
medieval Europe, 'the guild-heads receive their titles . . . from the Etsu
[ruler]'.88 The situation in Hausa emirates is less clear; they may not have
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had true guilds, but each craft had an appointed chief (sarki) whose func-
tions often included collecting occupational taxes throughout the emirate.89

Each craft tended to concentrate in one quarter of a Hausa town. Although
a craft structure could exist - as in Bornu and Timbuktu90 - without being
imitated by the poor, it was nevertheless probably the pattern for their or-
ganisations in Hausaland and Nupe. In 1824 Kano city had distinct villages
for the blind and for the lame, within the walls but separate from other
built-up areas. 'The lepers' quarter of Kano is very near our house', Imam
Imoru reported. ' . . . The blind have their separate quarter . . . That sec-
tion is like a small town. There is even a "ruler of the blind", sarkin makafi.'
Bida too had a special quarter for blind people in 1891, with their own sarki
and chief mallam, both blind.91 Among Hausa immigrants to Ibadan in the
twentieth century, the sarki of each group of incapacitated organised its
begging activities, taking for himself the alms collected on Fridays but per-
forming onerous duties of hospitality and representation.92 Nothing is
known of such organisation in earlier centuries.

The other group of marginal people who were organised were the karu-
wai. Those of a Hausa town had either a woman chief recognised by the
ruler or were subject to the chief woman grain-seller, whose compound was
a recognised hostel for unattached women. Since karuwai commonly lived
together in separate compounds, they doubtless practised much mutual aid.
In addition, they provided many devotees of the bori spirit possession cult
which survived from indigenous Hausa religion as a cult of affliction closely
comparable to zar in Ethiopia.93 Like zar, little is known of bori before the
twentieth century and there is no direct evidence that it served welfare func-
tions, except in the sense that its rites were believed able to cure barren-
ness, leprosy, or other afflictions.94 Yet its informal services were probably
substantial. Thus a twentieth-century seance involved much exchange of
gifts, a sacrificed beast might be distributed as alms, and there is evidence
that the cult and the karuwai compounds were sanctuaries not only for mar-
ginal men but also for the widowed and forsaken.95 In Tunis, shortly before
the First World War, the bori cult provided accommodation for newly
arrived Hausa members, sometimes found work for them, cared for them
when destitute, and protected them from the final indignity of a pauper's
funeral.96 No such functions are recorded in West Africa.

Despite this limited degree of organisation, there is no evidence that the
poor had any political role in savanna towns, not even the menace of riot
which they exerted in Muslim cities elsewhere.97 Notables might fear re-
ligious students, but the only evidence even of a food riot seems to have
come from Kano in 1908, when a missionary (himself a hundred miles
away) reported during a famine that 'a mob of people infuriated and in
despair of ever getting justice or relief, infuriated with hunger went to
attack the Residency'. No popular action is recorded during Kano's civil
war of 1893-5. There were several reasons for this quiescence. Like the
North African towns which were their chief models, those of the savanna
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were not autonomous commercial communities but administrative centres
dominated by political rulers." They had no representative institutions:
'public apathy . . . is the Hausa criterion of a successful regime'.100 There
were no popular military units of the kind found in Syrian towns, no carni-
vals to mock authority, no tradition of 'town riot' such as was so vigorous in
the Yoruba area of West Africa.101 The Islamic teachers who provided
popular leadership in North African towns did occasionally denounce mis-
rule in the savanna102 but may have been too vulnerable to organise popular
protest. One in nineteenth-century Daura who declared, 'Courtiers belong
to kings; the peasant belongs to our Lord God', was promptly driven from
the town.103 Moreover, many clerics accepted the established structure of
society. Even Shehu Ahmadu, despite his sympathy for mendicant
students, responded to a suggestion that the caste system should be abol-
ished by offering the proposers a meat stew mixed with lizards.104 Within
the small savanna towns, moreover, there was a 'manifold gradation of
social rank'105 bound together by ties of patronage and charity which gave
positive status even to the poorest. Writing of Nupe in the 1930s an anthro-
pologist noted 'the ambiguous attitude of many individuals in the lower
classes, vacillating between bitter resentment against the ruling class and
readiness to identify themselves with its glory'.106

These constraints on popular action were reinforced by the very structure
of savanna towns. As in North Africa,107 they were usually divided into two
zones. The central zone consisted of wards with occupational or ethnic spe-
cialities, but it was not divided economically between rich and poor, who
lived jumbled together. The peripheral zone, by contrast, was generally oc-
cupied by the straw huts of recent immigrants and casual labourers. This
was the pattern of Timbuktu, for example, while in Sokoto Barth noticed
'the part nearest the wall being rather thinly inhabited, and the people
being evidently reduced to a state of great poverty and misery'.108 Saint-
Louis had a similar structure until the mid nineteenth century, when the
French authorities sought to clear temporary housing from the central zone
and create 'a fine central quarter fit to compare with those of our towns in
France and Algeria'.109

Most savanna peoples distinguished linguistically between two broad
classes of the powerful and the weak. Indeed, in the Malinke language of
the Mande family the normal word for both 'poor' and 'indigent' in the late
nineteenth century, fangantan, was the negative form of a word, fanga,
meaning both 'power' and 'wealth'.110 This was a particularly clear example
of the categories used by a people with strong traditions of militarism and
centralised power, as was the Wolof word for commoners, baadoolo, which
meant 'powerless'.111 Elsewhere, however, both language and categor-
isation were more complex. The chronicles of Timbuktu, as a religious and
commercial centre, distinguished a class of notables, who included clerics
and merchants as well as rulers, from a broad lower class including both ar-
tisans and slaves.112 In Bornu, by contrast, the state dominated stratifica-
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tion and a sharp distinction existed between office-holders and commoners.
In a loose sense the commoners were the poor, but Bornu also recognised a
stratum of destitute who approximated closely to the very poor as under-
stood in this book:

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

This identification of destitution with lack of normal social relations, and
hence lack of support (other than charity) when incapacitated, is helpful
when seeking to understand the nature of poverty in the savanna. The
neighbouring Hausa used similar categories. They distinguished office-
holders (masu sarauta) from commoners (talakawa); the latter word conno-
ted humility and was derived from an Arabic term meaning to be
subordinate.114 But Hausa also distinguished talakawa from the destitute
(matsiyata), not without ambiguity but with a clear difference of emphasis.
The earliest Hausa dictionary, published in 1876, translated talautsi as
poverty, humility, meekness, and matsiata as distress, poverty, anxiety,
care.115 Imam Imoru put the contrast more vividly: The common people,
talakawa, make their soup [i.e. relish] without meat, and the destitute, mat-
siyata, are forced to make it without salt.'116 Thus while formal poetry con-
trasted poverty with riches,117 ordinary usage contrasted it also with
sufficiency.

In providing for the poor, savanna societies showed a characteristically
African preference for personal relationships over institutions which was as
unique within Islam as Ethiopian practice was unique within Christendom.
In Islamic towns elsewhere - and especially in North Africa - the chief form
of philanthropy was waqf, a permanent endowment in property or money
to support a mosque or provide schools, hospitals, public baths, bread for
poor students and prisoners, or a host of other services. In some North Afri-
can towns most shops and many houses were waqf, as was one-fifth of
Egypt's cultivated land in the late eighteenth century.118 In West Africa, by
contrast, waqf appears to have been confined to the single region of Tim-
buktu, Jenne, and Masina. According to the chronicles of Timbuktu, Askia
Mohammed of Songhai, who controlled the region, founded a hostel for
West African pilgrims at Medina while on pilgrimage in 1498 and then, on
his return, presented a casket to the central mosque of Timbuktu as waqf to
hold copies of the Koran.119 Later in the sixteenth century a successor
especially rich in slaves, Askia Daoud, 'founded, for the poor of Timbuktu,
a plantation which was maintained by thirty slaves and carried the name of
"garden of the poor"'.120 He also presented the central mosque at Gao with
27 slaves to undertake its upkeep. In the early twentieth century a few waqf
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still existed in Timbuktu for the support of mosques and the distribution of
food to the poor. In Jenne and Masina, too, the chronicles recorded waqf-
in the form of houses, cattle, or books - for the support of mosques,
students, and the poor, although they had disappeared by the early twen-
tieth century.121

These are the only indications that waqf existed anywhere in West
Africa.122 In some parts of the region it is specifically said not to have been
practised, in one area even the notion was unknown,123 while in Hausaland
- a major centre of Islam - the silence of the sources implies that waqf did
not exist.124 Its absence appears to have been unique in the Islamic world
and is difficult to explain. Dr Trimingham suggested that West African land
tenure made permanent endowments of property impossible,125 while an
endowment of slaves was obviously ephemeral. The difficulty with this ex-
planation is that the most common forms of waqf elsewhere were business
properties and urban houses.126 Even if such houses were relatively easy to
build in savanna towns, they were not valueless, for although there was not
a single rented house in Kano in the late nineteenth century, houses were
bought and sold.127 Nor was there any obvious impediment to waqf estab-
lished by the means employed in Jenne and Masina or by endowments in
money, such as were often made in Istanbul.128 It is true that many features
of savanna life - insecurity, polygyny, partible inheritance - militated
against the use of private wealth to create charitable institutions, but that
was presumably also true in other Islamic lands, where waqf was designed
precisely to counter such tendencies towards impermanence. Perhaps the
answer lies more in the strength of West Africa's traditions of personalised
largess.

The consequences are clearer. The rarity of waqf encouraged mendi-
cancy. Religious students begged in the streets because, unlike their coun-
terparts in Fez and Tunis, they were not fed from endowments.129 The old
and handicapped, lacking institutional provision, clustered around the
mosques and relied on informal means of support, much as others relied on
the bori cult. Caillie observed that mendicants were always to be found
around the Great Mosque at Jenne, while blindness was a qualification for
appointment as muezzin in some savanna mosques and elderly women
earned a pittance as sacristans.130 Above all, the absence of waqf gave
special importance to almsgiving.

Islamic law divided alms into two categories. One was the compulsory
zakat, which was partly a poor-rate, normally payable to the state for redis-
tribution, and was fixed at one-tenth of the annual harvest and a compar-
able proportion of other wealth above a certain minimum. The other
category was voluntary almsgiving (sadaka) to the needy.131 Whereas zakat
was necessarily institutionalised, sadaka was characteristically person-
alised. Their relative importance was therefore a valuable indicator of the
nature of charity in Islamic West Africa.

At one extreme, sadaka was an act of personal generosity designed to
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procure worldly prosperity in an instrumental manner. Hausa gave wheat
to the poor to drive away fever epidemics, while in 1940 an anthropologist
heard an elder tell a child in Timbuktu, 'Give half your earnings to your
parents and alms to the old and the poor and you are certain of success in
life.'132 Almsgiving was also a source of social prestige. A chronicle of
Timbuktu tells that the ruler of Songhai's chief slave once exceeded his auth-
ority by giving the produce of a royal slave farm to its poor residents in
order to win himself honour. In the twentieth century the town's Arabs
claimed special rights to give alms as a concomitant of the aristocratic status
they asserted.133 Rulers especially used voluntary almsgiving to display
power and win popularity. Nineteenth-century emirs of Zaria were said
never to wash their clothes but to give them away after wearing them a
week.134 As the Emir of Nupe returned from the mosque in 1879, 'a man
threw to the crowds of people cowries for which they scrambled; and all the
way, the people greeted their King by loud cries of Father! Father!! and
prostrated themselves in the dust'.135 Eighteenth-century Daura had an of-
ficial who 'administered the distributions of sadaka (alms) and chiefly lar-
gesse to malams and presided over distributions of sadaka that
accompanied the rites of death, naming, and marriage at the palace'.136

Largess reached its peak at Sallah, which marked the end of Ramadan and
was the savanna's great annual festival. A sixteenth-century ruler of Son-
ghai is said to have asked at Sallah whether a single person at his capital had
not received a gift from him during Ramadan, and to have been met by
silence.137 Here almsgiving was absorbed into the whole network of redistri-
bution which tied these societies together.

Yet good men knew that the Koran taught that alms were best given in
secret.138 When Caillie visited the mosque at Timbuktu disguised as a poor
Muslim, 'a middle-aged Moor stepped up to me gravely, and without saying
a word slipped a handful of cowries into the pocket of my coussabe. He
withdrew immediately, without affording me time to thank him.'139 Schol-
ars taught that specific acts of generosity could atone for specific sins. A
peck of grain to each of sixty poor persons was recompense for breaking the
Ramadan fast, according to a tenth-century legal authority, while a peck to
each of ten persons atoned for a broken oath.140 More broadly, almsgiving
had its reward in Paradise. The Prophet said', the jihad leader Uthman dan
Fodio reminded his followers, ' "The generous man is near to God, near to
men, near to Paradise and far from Hell."'141 'Give alms frequently', a
Senegalese preacher exhorted his congregation, 'for alms avert calamities
and unhappy accidents. They attract good fortune, and on the day of the
Last Judgment they form a shade to shelter him who has given them.'142

Dying men were exhorted to a final generosity, while popular belief in nor-
thern Ivory Coast at the beginning of the twentieth century held that pagans
would be tormented in hell by a serpent formed from the alms they had
neglected to give.143 Among the evils which would prefigure the Mahdi, so
Uthman dan Fodio wrote, was that 'men will beg from the rich in vain'.144
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As in Ethiopia, there is little to suggest much discrimination between de-
serving and undeserving poor. Only the destitute had a legal right to receive
alms - and even, in dire necessity, to steal - but Islamic tradition was am-
biguous on this point and it does not seem to have been the duty of a pious
man to make enquiry.145 As in Ethiopia, too, almsgiving was part of many
domestic rites. A Hausa family might make a rule of leaving enough at each
meal to feed a beggar.146

These acts of charity were voluntary and personal, but a particular obli-
gation to care for the poor lay on Muslim clerics. Some benefactors sought
merit by making them gifts to distribute. The chronicles of Timbuktu tell of
a fifteenth-century mallam who promised paradise to anyone who gave him
a thousand mithqals of gold to distribute to the poor during a famine; he
received both the gold and a dream warning him, In future make no more
promises in Our name.'147 Where there was no Islamic state to collect zakat,
the imam might call for an annual sadaka from all believers and distribute it
himself, as was the practice among the Maraka of Banamba cercle (in
modern Mali) at the beginning of the twentieth century.148 In the area of
Jenne and Masina, at that time, sadaka and zakat were combined and the
clergy and notables of a village distributed them in the mosque 'to the poor
of the village, travellers bereft of resources, the clergy and their students,
old women left without husbands or children, the imam, the muezzin,
etc.'149

Collection and distribution of zakat by the secular authorities was an
accurate indicator of their administrative capacity and commitment to
Islam. It was normal in the area of Timbuktu and Jenne before the French
conquest and also to varying degrees in the theocracies created by
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century jihads. In Futa Jalon it was collected by
village chiefs, who theoretically sent it to the central government but
actually distributed it themselves. Centralised collection was more effective
in Futa Toro, where it was a critical test of political power. 15° Zakat was col-
lected in at least parts of Hausaland before the early nineteenth-century
jihad; in Daura much of it was distributed to officials, royal slaves, and
clerics. The jihad made it theoretically the only tax collected from Muslims
in the Sokoto Caliphate. Most seems to have been disbursed at emirate
level, as was legally correct, but it also continued to feed the rulers' house-
holds and supporters; by the 1840s Uthman's successors were accused of
failing to distribute it as alms.151 In the Hamdallahi Caliphate zakat was the
chief tax and seven-thirtieths are said to have been given to the poor. There
was also a levy of grain at the end of Ramadan - a kind of obligatory sadaka
- four-fifths of which are said to have gone to the poor and the clergy.152 Fol-
lowing the Tukulor jihad of 1854, zakat was collected in Kaarta, the most
thoroughly governed province, but perhaps not elsewhere.153 In Samori's
military empire zakat appears to have been simply a 10 per cent tax, while
pious purposes were met by an obligatory sadaka at the end of Ramadan.154

West African reformers did not regard the canonical regulations as
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exhausting a true Muslim's charity. Writing of his hero, Uthman dan Fodio
stressed the Caliph Umar's personal acts of mercy: 'He used to take care of
the blind, the chronically ill, the decrepit and the children by night; he car-
ried water and wood to them by himself and removed dirt from them.'155

We do not know whether Uthman himself performed such acts of mercy,
but Shehu Ahmadu concentrated the poor of Hamdallahi around him. The
whole western part of the compound', it was remembered, 'was reserved
for lodging passing strangers, for orphans, for the old, for all the people
without resources who were housed and fed at the state's expense.'156

Shehu Ahmadu came closer to a Franciscan participant approach to the
poor than did St Takla Haymanot. Yet, in striking contrast to Ethiopia,
Islamic holy men were not expected either to heal the poor or to perform
miracles on their behalf. A list of miracles associated with the Tukulor
leader al-Hajj Umar does not contain a single work of mercy, while those
attributed to Uthman dan Fodio are wholly banal.157

Savanna Muslims viewed poverty with much ambivalence. Their tra-
ditions stressed the values of wealth and generosity. At their best, these tra-
ditions evoked the largess of the rich and the hospitality of common people
which many European travellers admired.158 At their worst, the same tra-
ditions bred contempt for poverty, both in others, expressed sometimes in
mockery of the handicapped, and in oneself, for the shame of poverty could
lead men (but apparently not women) to suicide.159 Like Ethiopians,
savanna Muslims lived too close to poverty to idealise it. 'Beg from a beggar
and you will see the blackest miserliness', said a Hausa proverb. 'Poverty
you hate it and are hated for it', added the Fulani.160 Yet Fulani combined
display of wealth with admiration of altruism and the cultivation of a per-
sonal austerity161 which probably explained why the Islam of their state in
Futa Jalon was so joyless162 and why they took the leading role in Islamic
reforming movements. Certainly their jihads were directed in part against
the conspicuous consumption of Jenne and Alkalawa. Once Islam domi-
nated, it coexisted uneasily with the hedonistic traditions and commercial
materialism of savanna towns. It bred much shallow verse about the world
as 'an abode which passes away',163 but it bred also a serious admiration of
self-abnegation. Was it not the Prophet who 'took upon himself poverty
[talauchi], it was better to him than wealth, that all his people might look at
him, that we may follow his example'?164 Ascetics vowed to spend their
lives in the shadows of mosques in Futa Jalon. Sufi mystics in Bornu were
reported to 'dig a hole and make a tunnel and provision it with a little flour
and water . . . and the reason for their staying forty days underground is so
that they may perform Sufism'. Uthman dan Fodio was said to own only
one pair of trousers and one cap.165 Theoretically, at least, rich and poor
were equal in the mosque. They were certainly equal in death - Islam's
simple and uniform funerary rites found rapid acceptance - in the severe
mortification of the fast,166 and in the appalling rigours of the Pilgrimage,
which the exceptionally pious occasionally made as voluntary beggars.
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There is an account of a crippled mendicant from Kano who walked to
Mecca and immediately gave away anything he received as alms. 'A pilgrim
for Mecca is a dead man', said Fulani.167

The spiritual uneasiness of these mercantile and acquisitive societies was
soothed by the professionally poor. This was especially the function of as-
cetic mallams. Abbe Boilat, who hated them, wrote that the mallam, 'in
the eyes of the public, is a man of privations, he rigorously observes his fasts
and vigils'. In Hausaland, too, he was expected to shun wealth and office.
Some were truly poor: the Fulani term for teachers, torodbe, means 'those
who solicit together in groups'.168 To give alms for their support was an act
of special merit. In 1352-3 Ibn Battuta noted that on the night of 27 Ramadan
the King of Mali - still somewhat unschooled in the Faith - 'distributed
among the qadi and the khatib and the faqihs a sum of money which they
call zakaK. Several centuries later, in 1892, a Christian missionary found
that even non-Muslims saw superstitious value in giving alms to a
mallam}*® Yet ambivalence surrounded even these gifts. Unlike much
Indian practice, it was not meritorious for a mallam to live by charity. A tra-
dition attributed to the Prophet declared that 'the upper hand is better than
the lower hand', i.e. that charity was better than begging. Uthman dan
Fodio urged his hearers to 'give up going about begging for anything' and
supported himself by making rope, as did several of his successors.170 The
chronicles of Timbuktu tell of a fifteenth-century scholar who took to trade
late in life because 'I do not wish to be a charge on anyone', although this
meant seeing the Prophet in his dreams only once a year instead of every
night.171 In the chroniclers' view, the greatest merit attached to mallams
who were both ascetic and generous, who gave away to the poor what they
received as alms.172 It was a satisfying blend of traditional and Islamic
values, comparable to the heroic Christianity of Ethiopia.

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

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

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

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

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

One of the first parts of sub-Saharan Africa to be described in detail by
Europeans was the West African coast, especially the Gold Coast and
Benin where much trade was concentrated in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. In the small commercial states which composed this region,
towns dominated the countryside and each state was controlled by an urban
nobility of hereditary political and military leaders, successful merchants,
and priests. Noblemen headed coresident descent groups which might
number scores or hundreds of people. In clothing, demeanour, and some-
times food, noblemen distinguished themselves sharply from commoners,
whose poverty was emphasised by most observers.1 The remainder of the
negroes of this kingdom', a traveller wrote of Issiny (in modern Ivory
Coast) early in the eighteenth century,

are very wretched and impoverished (gueux et miserables), having not a cloth
to cover themselves, nor rightly anything but what the Brembis [nobles]
choose that they should have. Most of the time they die of hunger, which
obliges them to work every day, and often even to engage themselves as per-
petual slaves to the nobles in order to have the means of life.2

Most free commoners were rural cultivators. According to Dr Kea's study
of the Gold Coast in the seventeenth century, they were continuously
threatened by the exactions levied by urban rulers, who possessed military
forces and exercised political control over access to land. On admittedly
slender evidence, Dr Kea believes that cultivators may have paid between
one-quarter and one-half of their output to the ruling class.3 They paid in
gold, which required them to market much produce and expose themselves
to market risks. In addition, cultivators were subject to corvee labour, mili-
tary service, and other exactions. Inability to meet these exposed the culti-
vator to legal penalties or loss of access to land. Unsuccessful cultivators
often joined the urban strata who formed a minority of free commoners.4
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Free townsmen ranged from the modestly prosperous, through the
skilled craftsmen, the numerous fishermen, and the wage-earning day-
labourers (who 'were scorned by all'5) to the lowest-paid domestic servants,
water-carriers, charcoal-burners, and the like. The payroll of the Dutch
West Indies Company for 1659 shows that its highest-paid local employee
on the Gold Coast earned 32 times as much as the lowest-paid. Day-
labourers were especially rootless, for many were young, they often moved
to new towns in search of employment, and a proportion were probably
dispossessed cultivators or runaway slaves and freedmen. Active
discontent took several forms: 'fishermen rioting against the fish tax,
impoverished peasants abandoning their farms and becoming bandits,
mutinous militiamen unwilling to lay down their arms, and hungry urban
paupers stealing crops from farms'.7 Several towns held annual festivals
at which the poor 'may freely sing of all the Faults, Villanies and Frauds of
their Superiours'.8

The final element in the seventeenth-century Gold Coast population
were slaves. They could be acquired by capture, purchase, or legal process.
Although the distinction between slave and free was firmly maintained,
slaves were as sharply differentiated as commoners, some acquiring wealth
and exercising authority while others lived miserably. As retainers to noble-
men slaves were joined by a semi-free category of bonded commoners, who
might be debtors, pawns for debt, those condemned to bondage by legal
process, or those who had chosen bondage as a source of protection. There
is no evidence of slave revolts, but some of small-scale defiance.9

For the free poor, the first lines of defence were cultivation and wage-
labour. Banditry is recorded, while many 'vaggabones' were recruited into
state armies. 'Common whores' existed in several towns.10 Collecting bush
produce brought the lowest recorded earnings, and it is an indication of the
exceptional degree of exploitation on the Gold Coast that those collecting
firewood owed fees to the nobleman owning the bush concerned.11 Visitors
said there was no professional begging,

The Reason of which is, that when a Negroe finds he cannot subsist, he binds
himself for a certain Summ of Money, or his Friends do it for him; and the
Master to whom he hath obliged himself keeps him in all Necessaries, setting
him a sort of Task, which is not in the least slavish, being chiefly to defend his
Master on occasion, and in sowing time to work as much as he himself
pleases.12

Dr Kea believes that these bonded commoners who swelled the retinues of
noblemen included many indebted peasants and families impoverished by
dearth.13 An early seventeenth-century visitor to the Gold Coast mentioned
'young children who are sold by their parents because they lack the means
to feed them and to provide for them',14 while pawning of children was
common in Benin.15 Noblemen were expected to be liberal. A self-made
man who purchased a noble title had to feed the whole town for three days,
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while a rich nobleman would hold several festival days each year on which
he would display his wealth and dispense food and drink to all comers.16

Royal charity was especially conspicuous in Benin:

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

On the Gold Coast, however, Dr Kea believes that during the seventeenth
century individual largess was unable to support the growing numbers of
destitute and was supplemented by institutional provision. As early as 1600
a traveller recorded that 'Those who are blind or who have some physical
defect such as being crippled or lame, so that they cannot make their own
living, are put by the king with the blacksmiths to work their bellows, or
with those who press palm oil or grind dyes . . . or to similar tasks in which
they can be useful and earn their living.'18 A later account added that the
state also provided for young men by enlisting them as soldiers.19 Priests
supported poor people from offerings made at shrines.20 In 1645 the town
council at Kormantse imposed a fine on the town's ruler and distributed
one-third of it 'for the poor'. Elmina town council distributed a fine to 'the
poor' in 1646 and another 'for the use of the common people' in 1659. Euro-
pean companies occasionally distributed to the poor either confiscated mer-
chandise or fines levied on company employees.21 From a single
anonymous statement of 1665 that after the main harvest the cultivators
'furnished the poor for gold' Dr Kea has suggested the existence of a poor
tax.22 However that may be, descriptions of the seventeenth-century Gold
Coast suggest institutional poor relief at least as elaborate as in Ethiopia or
the West African savanna.

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

Urban paupers constituted a propertyless group of manouvriers or adwu-
mafo23 without 'corporate' ties to the production (and reproduction) of their
means of subsistence. They did not own or have direct access to the means of
production and were therefore separated from the conditions of production
which would have made their social existence as self-supporting producers
possible .. . Paupers were dependent upon public relief assistance; their
economic conditions compelled them to live on a day-to-day basis.24

This account presents two problems. One is whether it is distorted by its
sources. Not only did European travellers read and plagiarise one another
extensively, but there seems to have been an oral tradition of the European
forts which attributed stereotyped behaviour and characteristics to Africans,
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despite much real ignorance of them.25 Moreover, the travellers came
from European societies which habitually distinguished small upper and
large lower classes, rarely described the latter precisely,26 expected poor
people to be victims of land scarcity, and were accustomed to institutional
poor relief. The second problem is whether it was the poor, as described,
who benefited from the poor relief system, for the only recipients whose
identity is mentioned were not the working poor but handicapped people
who received either sheltered employment or charity.27 The very poor, it
would appear, lacked access to labour rather than access to land.

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

The tendency for formal European descriptions to obscure the nature of
poverty recurs in the Kongo kingdom (in the north of modern Angola),
which in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was the other area of sub-
Saharan Africa best known to Europeans. A summary of missionary
reports on Kongo prepared in the Vatican around 1590 put their conclusion
concisely: 'There are no poor among them, because all are so. Nobody,
however, lacks what is necessary to life, for they are content with little.'28

The missionaries were struck by how little that was. The poverty is
extreme', one wrote on arriving at the coastal province of Sonyo in 1645.
'Foodstuffs are in very little abundance. The blacks content themselves
with some provisions and vegetables, with millet, panic29 and manioc roots.
The most fastidious drink of the rich is only a little palm wine, and they do
not have much of that.'30 Conditions were worst during drought, which
afflicted the kingdom each decade between 1640 and 1720, and during the
great famines which tended to occur once in each man's lifetime.31 Yet it
was the lack oistorable wealth that most struck the missionaries. During the
mid seventeenth century one listed the possessions left by two 'people of in-
ferior condition' for whom he had acted as notary. One left three pieces of
cloth, a 'beggar's wallet' (besace), some calabashes and clay dishes, and a
cooking pot. The other left an imported clay bottle, two cloths, a bow, some
household utensils, and two cooking pots.32 Dr Thornton has argued that
these repeated accounts of extreme poverty are misleading, because analy-
sis of baptismal records shows that infant mortality rates and average life
expectancy were comparable to those of other pre-industrial societies of the
time.33 That may be true, but its implication is significant: such pre-
industrial societies had many paupers.

Amidst this common poverty, the missionaries identified two special cat-
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egories. Slaves were the lowest stratum, for here there was no suggestion,
as on the Gold Coast, of a free stratum impoverished by denial of access to
land. Some formal accounts gave slaves a wholly distinct status - The slaves
alone work and serve', declared the summary of c.159034 - but missionaries
on the spot realised that this was an over-simplification. Kongo social struc-
ture rested on the kanda, an exogamous, corporate, territorially based,
matrilineal descent group controlling land.35 Slaves were people torn from
their own kin groups and made dependants of a kanda. Their status could
improve with time and they were not always sharply distinguishable from
junior freemen.36 Yet slaves performed the most burdensome tasks,
especially long-distance porterage. 'If these people could offer to God the
work and poverty they suffer, they would derive great merit from it', a
Jesuit wrote in 1625, 'for I do not know a saint reputed for his poverty who
was poorer than they.'37 There are records of strikes by seventeenth-
century caravan porters, and of their severe repression.38

The second category whom missionaries distinguished from general
poverty were aristocrats. They clustered in the capital, Sao Salvador, and
the nine provincial centres, for towns dominated the countryside in Kongo
as on the Gold Coast.39 Missionaries stressed that even aristocrats were
poor. The greatest gentleman when most gravely ill has no other bed than
the hard earth and a poor straw mat', one wrote, adding that during a severe
famine in the 1640s even the provincial ruler of Sonyo - the second man in
the kingdom - was virtually without food.40 Yet aristocrats practised a
distinct subculture. They 'infinitely despise any sort of work and of occu-
pation there may be, even those which are in some fashion honourable', a
missionary reported in the 1660s.41 Contact with the Portuguese
strengthened the cultural distinction by providing new sources of power and
exotic goods. Slave holdings expanded. First the king and then other noble-
men created slave armies. By the seventeenth century aristocrats were raid-
ing the Kongolese countryside itself for slaves, while the concentration of
their interests on the capital increased the impoverishment of the prov-
inces.42 Tribute was recorded in writing and became less flexible. Villagers
withdrew from the roads and occasionally rebelled, as in a rising against
over-taxation in Mpemba in c.165243 or more famously in the millenarian
Antonine movement of the early eighteenth century whose followers, as an
unsympathetic missionary wrote, came chiefly 'from the forests and the
wilds, ruder than rudeness itself, more ignorant than ignorance itself.44

The common people of the towns apparently took advantage of royal
deaths to riot and plunder.45 While aristocrats continued to eat the pre-
ferred millet, common people adopted higher-yielding crops introduced by
the Portuguese, especially manioc (a symbol of poverty in many parts of
Africa) and maize (which in the sixteenth century was thought fit only for
pigs).46 The sources do not suggest an indigenous tradition of aristocratic
largess, although missionaries - like other Europeans in pre-colonial Africa
- found commoners generous to them and to one another.47
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Although many missionaries to Kongo were ascetics - sometimes bare-
foot mendicants eager to share the life of the poor48 - and although they
came from southern Europe where poverty was widespread, they were
nevertheless shocked by the material poverty of the Kongo countryside.
And yet their formal accounts never moved beyond stereotyped categories:
all Kongo save aristocrats formed the poor, among whom only slaves were
distinctly unprivileged. That there was such a gulf between aristocrats and
commoners, and that commoners in general were poor, seems beyond dis-
pute. The problem, as always in Africa, is whether the poor were distinct
from the very poor. The linguistic evidence suggests that they were not,49

but there are occasional references to people in special need. A missionary
in the Bamba province in 1666-7 reported, for example, that 'several Crip-
ples came to beg of me, and I gave them some of those [cowrie] Shells that
serve instead of Mony' .50 Abandoned infants are also mentioned.51 Empha-
sis on the expansion of the kanda may have put barren women at special
risk; a missionary reported that they were repudiated by their husbands and
there is evidence from the early twentieth century that unwanted widows
could be harshly treated.52 The kimpasi spirit possession cult provided some
support for the unfortunate, for a missionary described a kimpasi enclosure
as a 'place of superstition destined to the care of the ill and other pagan cere-
monies' and its officers included cripples, dwarfs, twins, albinos, and others
considered abnormal, who were regarded as incarnations of the spirits.53

Stronger evidence of the very poor comes from missionary charity. The
earliest accounts of almsgiving for the poor in Sao Salvador date from the
arrival of Jesuit missionaries in 1548.54 A diocese of Sao Salvador was
created in 1596. By 1612 the King of Portugal gave its bishop 80,000 reis
each year to distribute as alms.55 In 1631 the bishop also received almost as
much - 175 cofos of cowrie shells - from the King of Kongo as tithes.56 In
Sonyo in 1688 a missionary distributed (presumably to the poor) the baskets
of food which Christians brought to honour their ancestors on All Souls'
Day.57 That such almsgiving was a European innovation may be indicated
by the fact that the late nineteenth-century phrase for alms, lukau lua-
nkenda,58 seems unconnected with the ordinary vocabulary for generosity or
wealth. But the great emphasis which missionaries laid on works of charity
had the result that in the mid seventeenth century an exhortation to 'be a
friend of the poor, give alms for the redemption of captives and slaves, help
the afflicted' was part of the coronation ceremony,5 while as late as 1813
King Garcia V of Kongo assured his brother of Portugal that 'we are very
charitable to the poor'.60

The earliest suggestion of more institutionalised charity is a statement by
an ambassador from Kongo in 1595 that there were six confraternities in the
kingdom whose functions included 'works of mercy' and whose members
included 'benefactors'.61 In the early seventeenth century they were supple-
mented at Sao Salvador by a Confraternity of the Misericordia, the tra-
ditional Portuguese institution caring for the poor and sick. 'Not only
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Portuguese, but also Ethiopians [i.e. Africans]' took part in its charitable
works, the bishop explained in 1619.62 Twelve years later the bishop (whose
see had been withdrawn to Luanda in 1625) reported that the confraternity
had its own church and 'is administered in common by the Portuguese and
the blacks . . . It has its regulations for the exercise of charitable works,
spiritual as well as temporal, but it has no hospital, as its constitution
requires, because the blacks are very poor and the kings not very powerful.
The Portuguese living in the town, on the other hand, are very few at pres-
ent and do not volunteer to guarantee the costs.'63

However, the question of the hospital is more complicated. There was
none in Sao Salvador in 1609, but one witness affirmed that there was a
'House of Compassion' (Domus Misericordiae), and this was repeated in
1621 and 1626. The term might have been used loosely to mean the confra-
ternity itself rather than a building, were it not that the witness in 1626, who
was exceptionally knowledgeable, described it as 'a House of Compassion
in country fashion' {domus Misericordiae ad modum terrae).64 Presumably,
then, for a few years the confraternity supported a building for works of
mercy in Sao Salvador, although it may have disappeared by 1631. Perhaps
it existed only during and shortly after the brief period when a bishop re-
sided at Sao Salvador.

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

During their Sickness, and after they are confess'd, we frequently furnish
them with Refreshments out of Charity . . . Besides this we have several
Slaves belonging to our Church which are skill'd in Phlebotomy, Surgery,
Physick, and what not, who all do what lies in their power to recover these
People when sick, or out of order: This we take care is done for them gratis, to
the end they may have no occasion to run to the Wizards for help. For those
that are poor and old, fatherless, lame, blind, or the like, there is an Hospital
built near to our Convent, where both their spiritual and temporal Wants are
supply'd by us as often as there is found occasion, or that it consists with our
Abilities. This is a Charity which has not a little promoted the increase of
Christianity in these parts.65

Surprisingly, no other record of this institution has been found.66

This analysis of the Kongo kingdom in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies suggests that the missionaries were probably right to see the broad
and growing gulf between aristocrats and commoners as the main social
division. Yet the formal picture they gave of the common people - that,
with the exception of slaves, 'there are no poor among them, because all are
so' - is belied by fragmentary evidence, especially the provision which
missionaries themselves made for very poor individuals. As on the Gold
Coast at this time, exclusive reliance on formal European accounts gives
only a partial and misleading picture of poverty.
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The Kongo kingdom was one of a group of states known as the Kingdoms of
the Savanna which occupied the grasslands spread in an arc around the
Congo forest. These small kingdoms were the major states of Central
Africa, but few were visited by Europeans until the nineteenth century. For
accounts of poverty in this region, therefore, we rely more on oral tra-
ditions recorded by anthropologists or historians than on formal European
descriptions such as exist for Kongo and the West African coast. In ad-
dition, some scattered references to individual poor people exist in late
nineteenth-century publications. Unpublished sources have not been ex-
amined.

Amid much local variety, the picture of these kingdoms taken largely
from oral accounts closely resembles the formal picture of Kongo given by
early missionaries. The chief feature was a sharp distinction between rulers
and subjects, a distinction created and maintained by force. In his account
of the wealthy and culturally sophisticated Kuba state of central Zaire, for
example, Professor Vansina has stressed the contrast among freemen be-
tween the small minority of conquering Bushoong patricians and the far
more numerous commoners. Among free commoners the chief distinction,
as in Kongo, was between people of the capital, where power was concen-
trated, and rustics in the villages. Below the free commoners was a large
category of 'menials'.67 The structure was held together by force, ideologi-
cal domination, and tribute. 'Surplus grew out of political demand', writes
Vansina.68 An equally sharp distinction between rulers and ruled, capital
and village, marked the Lunda Kazembe kingdom in the Luapula Valley of
modern Zambia. 'The first class in the nation . . . are the Chilolos [chiefs]',
a Portuguese visitor remarked in 1832, 'and the second and lowest are the
Bashya or servants, among whom are counted the peasantry, craftsmen,
etc. In the Bulozi kingdom, also in Zambia, patricians grew long finger-
nails to demonstrate that they did no manual labour.70 Since free com-
moners throughout this region had access to land, stratification rested on
political power,71 a pattern taken to its extreme in the Bemba kingdom,
again in Zambia, where an exceptionally autocratic polity was imposed on
an exceptionally crude agriculture. Because these kingdoms occupied
varied environments, the material prosperity of ordinary people ranged
from the relative security of Kuba country, where only one pre-colonial
famine is remembered, to the extreme vulnerability of Lunda and Luba
regions or the bleak aridity of Bembaland where food was a constant source
of anxiety.72 In terms of consumption, the advantages of power might there-
fore be expressed in conspicuous luxury, as among the Lozi, or merely a
more secure food supply, as among the Bemba.73

Within the lower stratum there was generally a significant distinction be-
tween free commoners and a servile category who, in contrast to the slaves
of Ethiopia or Islamic West Africa, seem to have had no chance of high
office. In the Kuba kingdom these 'menials' included inhabitants of subjec-
ted villages (who paid more tribute and had less autonomy than free com-
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moners), pawn wives (who had fewer rights than free wives and did the
most menial household tasks), and slaves (who were obtained by capture or
trade and did 'all the hard work or all the boring tasks', including those
otherwise reserved for women). Slaves could be sacrificed at patrician
funerals, but their descendants gained freedom after two generations.74

This pattern was characteristic of kingdoms with rich environments and
complex economies. In the Zambezi floodplain, for example, the labour-
intensive Lozi economy depended on numerous slaves, who were harshly
treated and barred from access to advantageous economic resources.75

Lozi, like Kuba, were slave importers, whereas the simpler economy of
Bembaland used relatively few slaves and exported many. 'No one would
know the difference between a slave and a poor relative', Bemba told an
anthropologist, ' . . . except that the former worked harder and only ate
the food left over by the household.'76 Outlying non-Bemba tributaries
seem to have borne a greater weight of exploitation.77

As in Kongo, these distinctions between rulers and ruled are thought to
have widened as a result of long-distance trade. The exploitation of slaves
in Bulozi appears to have increased in the late nineteenth century as agricul-
tural produce became marketable in exchange for firearms, so that the king
created a police force armed with whips to supervise slaves. Atrocity stories
about Kuba kings increased during the nineteenth century.78 In the Tio
kingdom around Stanley Pool, long-distance trade reduced slaves and
poorer freemen towards a single lower class, a process paralleled up-river
among the Bobangi trading peoples and with some analogies in Bulozi.79 As
earlier in Kongo, such changes could provoke the poor to resistance. Rebel-
lions by 'menial' groups in the Kuba kingdom were severely repressed on
several occasions.80 'When I tried to explain to King Liwanika [of Bulozi]
. . . that a poor "matlanka" (lowest slave) might be seated in the palace of
God, and a king or chief shut out, he got very excited, forbade me ever to
say such a thing again, or ever to teach such things to his people', a mission-
ary recorded in 1883. ' . . ."Those are not people", they say; "they are our
dogs." '81 A slave rebellion took place ten years later. When European con-
trol was established, the first concern of Bulozi's rulers was to assure their
subjects that 'you are still our slaves'.82

As in Kongo, unprivileged commoners and servile groups clearly formed
the poor of savanna kingdoms. If, however, one asks who were the very
poor among them, then the broad social categories which are the language
of oral traditions are little help. It is revealing, for example, to compare
Professor Vansina's account of poverty among the Kuba, which is
expressed in terms of social categories, with his analysis of the more com-
mercialised Tio, where rich written sources and individual life histories
identify poverty as 'not having many kinsmen, being alone and powerless
.. . The role of kinship as a system of social security is clear.'83 This identi-
fication of poverty with weak families is an important early example of
a pattern which was to be widespread in twentieth-century Africa, but it is
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unlikely to have exhausted the causes of extreme poverty. Certainly the scat-
tered references to very poor people in European descriptions of other
savanna kingdoms suggest a wide range of individual misfortunes. Living-
stone's account of Bulozi in 1855 suggests that orphans were especially at
risk. He described 'poor boys going about picking up grains of corn which
[had] fallen in the kotla [meeting place] - almost skeletons . . . Boys and girls
may be seen undergoing absolute starvation when their masters or rather
owners are scarce of food.'84 In Msiri's kingdom in modern Shaba a late
nineteenth-century missionary quickly accumulated a 'little family of waifs
and outcasts', while others acquired many infants whose mothers had
died.85 There are references to aged paupers in Bulozi.86 Its climate
favoured leprosy and its tributary peoples, especially the Lovale, had ex-
ceptionally high proportions of leprosy sufferers. Among the Lozi these
were rusticated to an area where they would not threaten the purity of the
royal court, as also were the insane.87 In several remote regions early
missionaries found leprosy sufferers or epileptics abandoned to die.88

Kazembe's kingdom segregated leprosy sufferers and also, like Bulozi, had
unusually large numbers of blind people, although there is no record of how
they were treated.89

Just as stratification in these kingdoms was politically imposed to a
remarkable degree, so provision for the poor rested more completely on
political authorities than anywhere else in Africa. There is some evidence
that secret societies cared for their members. The widespread Butwa
society's 'help in sickness or need' was 'much to be desired'.90 But there is
no evidence that the numerous spirit possession cults - studied with special
care in this region - had welfare functions other than treating such con-
ditions as childlessness.91 References to family care are surprisingly rare,
although doubtless it was common. There was no begging tradition, but
among Bemba there was a recognised procedure, ukupula, by which
anyone in straits could offer temporary labour to a wealthy person in return
for food.92 Rich Lozi also practised patronage, but, as Livingstone saw, it
had limits:

There is not among them that constant stream of benevolence flowing from
the rich to the poor which we have in England, nor yet the unostentatious
attentions which we have among our own poor to each other. The rich show
kindness to the poor only in expectation of services in return; while a poor
person who has no relatives will seldom be supplied even with water in illness,
and when dead will be dragged out to be devoured by the hyaenas, instead of
being buried. Relatives alone will condescend to touch a dead body .. .
Having thus far noticed the dark side of the native character, I must not omit
to add that I have witnessed frequent acts of kindness and liberality. I have
seen instances in which both men and women have taken up little orphans,
and carefully reared them as their own children.93

Nevertheless, it was to the chief that men normally turned. Kuba kings kept
huge storehouses.94 Bemba chiefs, too, were expected to maintain food re-
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serves against scarcity and to support those too old or young to provide for
themselves. There, To give with a flourish was the glory of chieftainship.'95

Livingstone wrote that Sebituane's generosity to the poor was one reason
for his popularity in Bulozi in the early 1850s.96 Another alien conqueror,
Msiri, 'would befriend a down-and-outer for no other reason than his
poverty, giving him a house, a wife, and a granary of food. He was accus-
tomed daily with his own hands to distribute cooked food to the lepers and
the aged who would gather in his compound.'97 At the capital and in each
province of Kazembe's kingdom, tributary labour cultivated cassava fields
which could be allocated to people in need or used as food reserves for
those facing starvation.98 Even in Nsama's relatively small Tabwa chief-
dom, east of Lake Mweru, an experienced missionary found in 1905 'a very
large grain store - the largest I have seen among natives. It is 15 to 18 feet
high and about the same in diameter . . . His big grain store was explained
as due to the fact that he is expected to feed the poor, the outcast and the
stranger - it is in fact the first African poor law supply or better the patriar-
chal principle of the Shepherd of his people.'99

The welfare functions performed by political authorities in the kingdoms of
the savanna certainly exceeded those practised in the interlacustrine king-
doms of East Africa. In Buganda, for example, late nineteenth-century
sources reveal both a poor stratum and very poor individuals, as in Central
Africa, and show that a growing cultural gulf separated the capital from the
countryside. 10° Numerous foreign slaves formed the lowest stratum, supple-
mented by a few Baganda, 'men and women who had been sold by a relative
in trouble, children who had been kidnapped, or who had been pawned to
raise money in an emergency'.101 'The poor eat sweet potatoes without salt
or relish of any kind generally, to them plantains are a great treat', a
missionary reported, and there is evidence that poor men without relatives
were especially vulnerable to the state's indifference to human life.102 The
Luganda oral literature was exceptionally rich in proverbs about poor men,
emphasising their isolation as individuals: 'A poor man is like a yam; he
creeps alone.'103 To judge from twentieth-century evidence, these solitary
individuals probably included many elderly people, who often enjoyed
little respect and were barred by custom from living with their married chil-
dren.104 Solitary individuals certainly included men destituted by debt,
women widowed by violence (the common word for a widow connoted a
woman seized in war), victims of famine, epileptics, and especially leprosy
sufferers, who were treated with a ruthlessness unusual in Africa.105

According to an idealised missionary account, poor individuals could seek
support from kinsmen or patrons:

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

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

Chiefs . . . had the care of many women related to them who had lost their
husbands, or who had never been really married, and, as they grew old, had
been turned away or made into household drudges; such oppressed women
escaped from their former homes and took refuge with their relations.106

From the king, however, the Baganda poor could expect nothing. He does
not appear to have fed them ceremonially, as did Msiri, nor to have kept
granaries or special plantations to provide for them. The poor did not
throng his court, as they did in Ethiopia, but avoided it as a place of danger.
In the neighbouring and related kingdom of Bunyoro the coronation oath
included promises to treat poor and rich equally and to care for orphans,
but a king of Buganda was told rather that The peasants are like sorghum -
whosoever mows it down, owns it.'107

The most interesting evidence of poverty in the interlacustrine region
comes from Rwanda and Burundi. It raises again both the reliability of oral
traditions and the question whether numerous Africans were impoverished
by lack of access to land imposed by political power. That this did happen in
Rwanda was asserted in traditions which Dr Vidal collected there during
the late 1960s, a decade after the revolution in which the Hutu cultivators
(over 80 per cent of the population) destroyed the predominance of Tutsi
pastoralists.108 Her informants explained that the crucial issue for most
Hutu in pre-colonial Rwanda was access to arable land. This was controlled
by Hutu lineages until King Kigeri Rwabugiri (1860/5-95) - the real creator
of Rwanda as Europeans knew it - forcibly asserted Tutsi control over
arable land, first at the centre of the kingdom and then increasingly in its
newly conquered peripheries. Tutsi chiefs gradually broke the autonomy
and solidarity of Hutu lineages, leaving the elementary families vulnerable
to exploitation. The chiefs gained direct control over unoccupied land and
indirect control over occupied lineage land which they asserted by demand-
ing tribute in return for the right of continued occupation. The tribute was
paid partly in kind and partly in labour on the chiefs' fields. In the most fully
dominated regions, this corvee, known as ubuletwa, amounted to two
days' work in every five, according to Dr Vidal's informants.

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

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

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

The day-labourers were despised. Look: I am drinking beer with you and
other people of my rank; a day-labourer could not come and sit with us; he
stayed on one side waiting for someone, moved by compassion, to call him
and give him the dregs left at the bottom of the pot.110

Because land itself was not scarce, day-labourers were generally held re-
sponsible for their own misfortunes. They were dogs', the informants
declared. 'Nobody prevented them from cultivating for themselves!'111

Individuals did indeed escape their condition by hard work, but Dr Vidal
concluded that this was difficult, for the labourer's reward provided so little
margin over his daily subsistence needs.112 Nor was the class small or mar-
ginal. Dr Vidal's informants declared that day-labourers - defined as those
who worked for others but never employed others - were about half of all
cultivators in central Rwanda.113

If this account is correct, Rwanda's labourers and poor peasants were the
most numerous and clearly defined class of poor people in sub-Saharan
Africa, and they were created chiefly by the use of power to exclude men
from land. In early twentieth-century Rwanda, Dr Vidal wrote, 'the social
formation was such that the wealth of some provoked the poverty of
others',114 a qualitative difference from the poverty created by incapacita-
tion which existed widely elsewhere. The distinction correlated with the
fact that Rwanda had no slaves.115 Instead the kingdom had created a de-
pendent labouring class which was formally free.

Dr Vidal knew that her information might be contaminated by experi-
ence of the colonial period and especially by the Hutu revolution. She
devised means to counteract this, discovering, for example, that Hutu and
Tutsi informants gave similar accounts of stratification.116 Yet she found
only a single individual who confessed to having been a day-labourer.117

The claim that half the cultivating population were labourers finds little sup-
port in the first written accounts of Rwanda. The most interesting study was
made in 1907-8, when European control was still slender, by a Polish
ethnographer, Jan Czekanowski. He identified four strata (Stdnde): royal
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officials; ngabo warriors (who occupied their own land, did not perform
ubuletwa, and were most numerous in outlying provinces); biletwa (whom
he described as 'free peasants without landed property [Grundbesitz]. They
cultivate the land of the Crown and pay the chiefs a two- or three-day com-
pulsory labour [Frondienst] during the five- or six-day week'); and the Twa
pariah group.118 As a Pole, Czekanowski was quick to see that the Tutsi
ruled Rwanda as conquered territory in which ubuletwa was the core of sub-
jection:

In Mulera the clans have been subjected by the King and pay taxes. The Tutsi
have driven the natives from some hills and have permitted homeless mem-
bers of fragmented clans to settle themselves there. This rabble must render
compulsory labour and support their master in return for the protection they
are guaranteed. These are new communities which one must really regard as
analogous to proprietary districts (Gutsbezirken).119

Nevertheless, Czekanowski never used the word umucancuro or described
day-labourers as a substantial class. Some sub-chiefs, he noted, had their
fields cultivated by 'their clients, whom they have made serviceable through
loans of cattle, as also by wage-labourers, who are paid with butter and
milk'.120 This was his only reference to such labourers, although 'poor folk
who needed something to eat or who worked for beer' are mentioned in
recollections of early twentieth-century Rwanda.121 In general, Czeka-
nowski described a rather undifferentiated biletwa class of tributary but
land-occupying peasants. Indeed, he thought that because there was still
ample land, 'power in Rwanda can be exercised much more simply by mon-
opolising cattle', as was Tutsi practice.122 He added, moreover, that 'The
power-holders must show consideration for their subordinates or run the
risk that, abandoned by their followers and subordinates, they may be wors-
ted by their rivals.'123

Czekanowski's picture of a much-oppressed class of land-occupying peas-
ants with a smaller number of very poor people dependent upon labour was
broadly confirmed by Dr Vanwalle's oral research in western Rwanda
during the late 1970s. She found that Kigeri Rwabugiri had subjected Hutu
lineages to ubuletwa service. She also identified the umucancuro, but as a
man temporarily obliged to undertake day-labour, especially during famine
or the hungry season before harvest, and able to abandon this status or
change his employer at will.124 The picture also has a parallel in Dr Botte's
work on nineteenth-century Burundi. This, too, is based on oral sources
which are difficult to use. 'Informants present two irreconcilable and con-
tradictory versions of labour tribute', Dr Botte writes: 'corvee for some, it
is without importance for others. And why be astonished at that, seeing that
they reflect existing social relationships, the division of society into social
classes, and therefore the manner in which surplus labour weighs on one
and the other?'125 Moreover, leading Barundi historians reject Dr Botte's
analysis, insisting that tribute was levied only by the monarchy and not the
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aristocracy.126 And it is especially dangerous to draw parallels between
Burundi and Rwanda because Burundi did not experience the degree of
centralisation and aristocratic domination which Kigeri Rwabugiri imposed
on Rwanda.127

Nevertheless, Dr Botte's analysis deserves careful attention. Like Dr
Vidal, he holds that the terms of access to land were the basis of society in
nineteenth-century Burundi and that in the central provinces, at least, Tutsi
succeeded in the late nineteenth century in making land tenure contingent
on the provision of tribute, mainly in periodic gifts to the chief but also per-
haps in labour service at one of the many royal demesnes scattered through
the country.128 Such demesnes had staffs of permanent cultivators, ser-
vants, and retainers who were landless men who had volunteered to enter
royal service. In addition, at peak seasons each demesne employed neigh-
bouring Hutu 'recruited from the poorest stratum of the peasantry: people
too poor to offer a pot of beer to the chief in order to escape the corvee'.129

Outside the royal demesnes was a category of poor peasants (abagererwa)
who cultivated a plot of land belonging to a richer man in return for a cer-
tain number of days' labour each year.130 Finally, abashumba were landless
men - perhaps orphans, victims of famine or civil war, debtors, men with
uneconomic plots or inadequate sources of labour, victims of dispossession,
or those simply unwilling to meet tributary obligations - who attached
themselves as servants to a patron, living in his enclosure, subsisting at his
expense, and performing whatever duties he directed.131 The earliest dic-
tionary of the Rundi language defines umushumba as 'one who is in the ser-
vice of a master who in return gives him food and lodging, a domestic, a
slave (in the Barundi sense).'132 The word had connotations of taking to the
road and of poverty, while the standard Rundi words for poverty, ubworo
and ubukene, had implications of humility and labour.133 The umushumba
could leave his master, which no doubt reduced antagonism, as perhaps did
the use of kinship terminology to describe the relationship, but in practice a
landless man found it difficult to free himself, and proverbs said, in effect:
Once servile, always servile.134 Yet the abashumba were permanent ser-
vants rather than day-labourers and they were fewer than Dr Vidal's in-
formants held day-labourers to have been in Rwanda.135 Burundi, it
appears, had a stratum of landless individuals who supported themselves by
dependent labour, much as in early medieval Europe. A proverb recorded
in the mid twentieth century suggests an awareness of family poverty rarely
found in tropical Africa: The poverty of the solitary is exceeded by that of
the woman with a child on her back.'136

Dependent labourers were not the only poor people in Rwanda and
Burundi. There were bandits on the edges of the kingdoms, 'roving girls'
who were either widows or unmarried women and might end up as concu-
bines or prostitutes, and especially the victims of warfare and famine.137

Generally, however, the poor were absorbed into relations of dependence.
'I went to offer a gift to an overlord in hopes of getting a cow . . . I was
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dressed in rags . . . My job was to clean the drinking gourds', a Hutu later
remembered of the early twentieth century. A woman recalled that T was in
such poverty I had nothing to put on but a goat skin, the skin of the poor,'
when her father sent her against her will to serve his overlord's wife.138 Re-
lationships of dependence were all-pervasive. 'To disengage from client-
ship was impossible', Dr Linden has written. 'No sooner did the
missionaries weed out one set of patron-client relationships than another
sprang up.'139

Clientship was the normal context for provision for the poor. The royal
rituals of Rwanda and Burundi did not mention this as a royal obligation,140

but Kigeri Rwabugiri is remembered in western Rwanda as a generous king
whose residence attracted the poor and needy and whose storehouse, rut-
sindamapfa ('conqueror of famine'), was opened in time of dearth.141 Smal-
ler men, not surrounded by the legend which clothes Rwabugiri, were
remembered less charitably. 'Who desires a corvee goes to the chief, said a
cynical Rundi proverb.142 'Those who were content to come and beg some-
thing to eat, without working for the shebuja [patron], were not received by
him', Dr Botte was told. ' . . . He said this: "Are these my own children?
Too bad for them if they die of hunger. It's nothing to me.'"143 The royal
courts of Burundi are said to have burned their unused sorghum stocks at
the end of each year 'in making fire for the cattle'.144 There could be no
more vivid illustration of the brutality with which poverty was made overt in
these kingdoms, in contrast to its concealment in less stratified societies.
Rwanda and Burundi were among the worst parts of Africa in which to be
poor.

This chapter is necessarily inconclusive. That poverty existed in these pre-
colonial states, despite the absence of land shortage or world religions, is
clear enough, but the extent and nature of that poverty remain uncertain
because of the scarcity of sources and the difficulty of interpreting those
that exist. Generally, the poor were probably rendered so by the use of pol-
itical power; on the Gold Coast and in Rwanda and Burundi this power may
have acted by limiting access to land, but the sources may exaggerate this
point. The very poor, by contrast, are less well evidenced but seem mostly
either to have suffered personal misfortune or to have lacked access not to
land but to the labour of themselves (through incapacitation) or others
(through solitude or neglect). Certainly poverty here was, as ever, com-
plex. With regard to the survival and care of the poor, the striking feature
was the importance of power-holders in providing relief. That was a natural
corollary of their importance in creating poverty. Here too, however, the
sources may mislead, for they probably neglect the less spectacular but per-
haps more important actions both of family members and of the poor them-
selves. Problems of evidence dominate the study of poverty in these
societies.
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Unlike land, livestock were a scarce resource in pre-colonial Africa. Pastor-
alists did not live in the egalitarianism often attributed to herdsmen but
instead provided some of the continent's clearest evidence of poverty,
defined - as they themselves defined it - by lack of livestock. Differentia-
tion was accentuated by the riskiness of pastoral environments and the im-
possibility for a domestic unit to practise pure pastoralism unless it
possessed a minimum number of animals.1 The importance of pastoralism
in breeding poor people was a distinctive feature of poverty in Africa when
compared with many other regions.

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

The inegalitarianism of pastoral societies was especially blatant in West
Africa. The Tuareg people of the Sahara and Sahel pursued the strategy of
incorporating all levels of wealth into a hierarchical society. As a desert
people who had spread southwards into better-watered regions, however,
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their hierarchy varied in detail from one region to another. The best-known
desert group were the Kel Ahaggar of the mountain massif in southern
Algeria which dominates the central Sahara.2 Kel Ahaggar society was con-
trolled by a small minority of camel-owning warrior-nobles (ihaggaren). Its
most numerous members were vassal warriors known as kel ulli, 'goat
people'. From among the vassals had emerged specialised clerics (inesle-
men). Blacksmiths (ineden) formed a distinct caste. The pastoral camps
also contained black slaves (iklan). Finally, during the 1860s, but appar-
ently not before, the Kel Ahaggar incorporated sedentary, dependent culti-
vators (izeggaren, called haratin in Arabic).

Further south, in the Sahel, Tuareg groups differed from one another in
social organisation, but all displayed one major difference from the Kel
Ahaggar. Although the nobles remained a pastoral (and commercial)
group, pastoral vassals were less numerous; indeed, the most southerly Kel
Gress and Kel Ewey of modern Niger had no pastoral vassals at all by the
nineteenth century.3 Instead, the most numerous group were the freed
slave cultivators known as Bella in the western Songhai-speaking regions
and Buzu in the eastern Hausa-speaking areas. Tuareg penetrating the
Sahel had presumably found themselves a small minority among cultivators
and had adapted Tuareg social organisation to assimilate and dominate
them.4

Accounts of the Kel Ahaggar in the late nineteenth century show that the
least privileged category were the izeggaren cultivators, a relatively small
group of share-croppers who kept only one-fifth of their produce and paid
the rest to noble landowners. Kel Ahaggar despised agricultural labour, did
not intermarry with izeggaren, and regarded them with contempt. By con-
trast, the kel ulli vassals, although tributary, enjoyed some reciprocity with
nobles. So to a lesser extent did the slaves. These were true slaves of indi-
vidual Tuareg, did the heavy household work and much herding, could be
inherited but rarely sold, and could not marry without consent nor
bequeath possessions to their heirs. But they were raised with their masters'
children, incorporated into their masters' households as fictive kinsmen,
bore arms and accompanied their masters on raids, adopted their masters'
tribal loyalties and enmities, and had important pastoral and commercial
functions. Among the desert Tuareg, therefore, the economic status of a
dependent category correlated with its social proximity to the masters and
the antiquity of its incorporation into their society.5

This pattern also applied in the Sahel. The status of Bella or Buzu cultiva-
tors varied widely. Those who spoke the Tuareg language, acknowledged
Tuareg superiority, and claimed no other origin enjoyed higher status than
those more recently incorporated. A study of a Bella community in modern
Niger has shown that long-assimilated dependants were proud to have
served heroic Tuareg warriors and despised more recent slaves.6 Bella and
Buzu are said to have owed their masters an annual leather sack containing
80-100 kilograms of grain and to have been obliged to lodge them when
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they moved south in the dry season.7 Perhaps worse - because less predict-
ably - exploited were those agricultural communities such as the Hausa of
Adar in modern Niger who were preyed upon by competing Tuareg groups
without being incorporated into their society.8

It is known that among the Kel Ahaggar the elected chief (amenukal) had
the duty of charity to the poor of all strata and that among the Kel Ferwan
of Air the vassals owed their master an annual sadaka in stock which were
sold for the benefit of the poor.9 Apart from this, however, no evidence is
available on individual distress among Tuareg, so that the study of poverty
can penetrate no further than these generalities about social strata.

Among their desert neighbours to the west, the Moors of modern Mauri-
tania and its environs, slightly greater detail is available. They too incorpor-
ated the poor as dependants into a blatantly inegalitarian society.
Warrior-nobles (hassanis) chiefly exploited free pastoral tributaries
(zanegha), whom Rene Caillie thought in 1825 'the most wretched of the
Moors'.10 They paid an annual tribute in grain, stock, and services, as well
as other exactions, in return for the doubtful benefits of 'protection'. Cleri-
cal tribes (zawaya) who shared power with the nobles chiefly exploited
slaves (abid), whose treatment Caillie described in terms which contrast
sharply with those used by twentieth-century anthropologists for Tuareg
slavery:

They treat their slaves with barbarity; calling them by insulting names, beat-
ing them, and requiring a great deal of service in return for very little food,
and having no other garment than a sheep-skin. I sometimes protested
against the cruelty with which these wretches were treated. 'They are slaves,
they are infidels', was the reply.11

Both nobles and clerics also drew exactions from haratin comparable to
those among Kel Ahaggar: freed slaves, either Africans or with much Afri-
can blood, used as dependent cultivators or herdsmen. According to an
early French report, 'the tribute (horma) which haratin pay is generally
lighter than that paid by the zanegha. The normal rate is two cloths a year,
i.e. the same as that paid by the slaves living in the tribe.'12 It may be an indi-
cation of the harsher social order of the Moors that, unlike Tuareg, their
exactions do not seem to have varied with the social proximity of depen-
dants.

As to individual poverty, Caillie noted that among clerical tribes The
poor who have no herds of their own are maintained by their tribe, every in-
habitant of the camp in turn giving them the milk of one cow.'13 A poor stra-
tum also existed among nobles:

There are amongst the Moors a sort of vagabonds called Wadats; these are the
very poorest hassanes, who have often neither tents to lodge in, nor cattle to
feed them; and being too idle to work, which indeed they consider as a dis-
grace, they like better to run from tent to tent and beg for a living... The
parties of Wadats are chiefly composed of women and children; there are
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seldom any men amongst them: they travel on foot and mounted on asses,
and always apply to the chief of the camp, who is obliged to find them pro-
visions.14

Among servile categories, too, women and children were especially liable
to poverty. Mungo Park, who lived in great misery among the Moors in
1796, thought the lot of female slaves especially wretched.15 Caillie pointed
also to the neglect of young boys:

Such of the Moors as have young slaves ten or twelve years old, send them to
the enclosure where the calves are, at milking time; and from every cow they
let them drink a mouthful of milk; which is all the food they receive, so that
they suffer much from hunger.16

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

In contrast to Tuareg and Moors, East African pastoralists incorporated
only certain poor people into their societies and obliged the remainder to
seek their livelihood outside the pastoral economy. The most important evi-
dence here comes from Dr Waller's study of the Maasai of the Rift Valley
during the nineteenth century.17 Although Maasai obtained food from sur-
rounding agriculturalists, they did not themselves cultivate but relied upon
a ratio of stock to human beings which had to be unusually high if the
pastoralists were to survive periodic drought.18 Marked differences of
wealth resulted. 'Rich (// karsisi) and poor (// aisinak) had always coexisted
and, to some extent, complemented each other within Maasai society', Dr
Waller writes. 'The herds of the wealthy provided a local surplus for redis-
tribution in the form of hospitality and stock loans; and the poor might seek
some security as the clients of the rich. The two were particularly linked
through the demand for labour.'19 Large stock-owners kept the delicate
balance between their herds and the labour needed to shepherd them by
recruiting dependent herdsmen, chiefly from poorer families lacking the
stock to support their members. Early in the twentieth century, for
example, most Maasai elders on the Laikipia Plateau of Kenya had up to
three or four herdsmen. 'The relationship between the herder and his
employer was originally conceived of in quasi-kinship terms', Dr Waller
explains. \ . .It can best be seen as a form of patronage.'20 While the rich
formed a stratum with some permanence, the poor were only mobile indi-
viduals, especially as some herdsmen were young non-Maasai who might be
adopted into Maasai families or return to their homes when they had
earned a beast or two. Maasai claimed that any energetic man could build a
herd. 'One heifer is worth a man's head', said a proverb.21 In practice it was
more difficult, especially after the mid nineteenth century when repeated
civil wars concentrated stock into relatively few hands and reduced the
status of herdsmen towards that of 'menials', as they came sometimes to be
called.22
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Only a proportion of poor Maasai were herdsmen. Others who lost the
struggle for stock, grazing, and water might join one of the agricultural
groups - either Maasai- or Bantu-speaking - who surrounded the Rift
Valley; they might even resort to the common expedient of the African
poor and exploit the free resources of the bush as 'Dorobo', a Maasai word
which had come to mean 'poor folk without cattle or other possessions'.23

As Dr Waller writes, The two ideas of poverty and hunting are closely
linked in Maasai history and thought.'24 Yet the successful hunter or agri-
culturalist who acquired enough stock to pursue a pastoral life could return
to the Rift Valley arena and become Maasai once more. Like Tuareg
society, Maasai identity contracted in drought as poor men were forced to
hunt or cultivate, then expanded again with the rains when the milk supply
could support larger numbers. By excluding many of the poor, Maasai
maintained among themselves an egalitarian ideology which harmonised
with their acephalous age-set organisation and contrasted with the ex-
plicitly hierarchical ideology of Tuareg or Moors. The reasons for the con-
trast are obscure. One may have been the relative richness of the Rift
Valley environment which enabled a minority to live as almost pure pastor-
alists, whereas on the desert fringes of West Africa pastoralists depended
more on vegetable food and needed direct control over servile groups to
grow or trade for it.25

Comparable evidence for other East African pastoral societies is not
available before the mid twentieth century. It then shows that all included
identifiable categories of poor people. Destitute families generally existed
only in those societies which also practised agriculture,26 for such families
simply could not survive among more specialised pastoralists, whose poor
were individuals. These might become dependent herdsmen in richer
households, as among the Karimojong, or 'eke out existence on wild fruits
and occasional labour for more wealthy people', as among the Turkana, or
seek to recoup their fortunes by raising small stock at the cost of partial loss
of status, as among the camel-herding Rendille.27 The notion that no indus-
trious man need remain poor for ever was strong among pastoralists and
some studies showed greater mobility and egalitarianism than existed
among the nineteenth-century Maasai.28

The tendency for livestock to differentiate extended beyond pastoral
peoples to those East African agriculturalists who possessed cattle. It was at
least elegant that the Common Bantu root meaning poverty, -danda-, was
not found in the Proto-Bantu language originating in West Africa but took
form among the Eastern Bantu, whose interaction with pastoral peoples
was more intense.29 Among the Kikuyu of modern Kenya, who interacted
extensively with Maasai, marriage required livestock and poor young men
seeking livestock were the chief source of labour for the wealthy. They
might become dependent herdsmen (ndungata) rewarded in sheep or goats;
roving voluntary servants (njaguti) who were often the feckless; temporary
agricultural labourers working for their food; or men adopted into a colon-
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ising group and permitted to use a portion of its land in return for labour ser-
vice, in which case they were called athomi ahoi, a term connoting 'poor
beggars'.30 That the vocabulary of poverty should have been exceptionally
rich among an acephalous, ostensibly egalitarian, but intensely competi-
tive people may say much about societies of this type throughout Africa,32

although in the Kikuyu case differentiation was accentuated by possession
of livestock.

In southern Africa the existence of early European sources permits at least
a glimpse of the true complexity of poverty in pastoral societies. As early as
1632 Dutch seamen reported contact at the Cape with Strandlopers or
beachcombers, a group of 40 or 50 people with 'nothing else to eat but some
rock mussels and greens off the land'.33 Bereft of stock, they were excluded
from pastoral Khoi (Hottentot) society and provided a sanctuary for
'refugees, outcasts, orphans, and other persons without family'.34 They
were, in fact, an epitome of pre-colonial Africa's most common categories
of poor, and they immediately attached themselves to the Dutch settlers as
dependants.35 Further inland, destitute Khoi either herded cattle for richer
men or resorted to hunting and became San or 'Bushmen', who were, as an
early Dutch governor observed, 'the same as the poor in Europe'.36 Khoi
were pure pastoralists and highly differentiated by wealth.37 So, too, were
the Bantu-speaking Herero of modern Namibia. 'One who possesses a herd
of cattle which he calls his own, is called a master', an early missionary to
the Herero reported. 'One who has not acquired or inherited cattle is of no
importance. It is compulsory for such a person to throw in his lot with an
owner of property. .. The poor led a wretched life.'38

Most Bantu-speaking peoples of southern Africa combined stock-
keeping with cultivation. Early accounts of these peoples - especially the
most southerly, the Xhosa - described high levels of reciprocity and mutual
aid which protected the unfortunate from poverty. Ludwig Alberti, who
served on the Cape frontier from 1803 to 1806, put this most strongly:

The Kaffir [Xhosa] gladly and willingly renders assistance to his neighbouring
fellow-creatures which they may stand in need of, and appears to feel the
necessity for this powerful social tie deeply.

If someone is completely impoverished and asks for assistance from a
strange horde, he is immediately provided with nourishment; he then remains
there for several days, and renews his petition every morning, when he adds
that he is compelled thereto by the hunger and want of his family. After a few
days, one believes it to be necessary to create a feeling of confidence in the
petitioner, as he would otherwise, as one says, not look for assistance so
abjectly and persistently; so the impoverished person receives a head of cattle
from this one and that one, and in this way is enabled to satisfy the wants of
his family.39

Alberti's views were publicised by the traveller Henry Lichtenstein, who
likewise reported that if the elderly 'become sick and helpless, every one is
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eager to afford them assistance. Poor relations are not less kindly treated',
he added, quoting a Xhosa saying, 'We must not let even our enemies die
with hunger.'40 Several nineteenth-century missionaries gained the same
impression. 'The ties of friendship among the natives are very strong, and a
poor man is generally assisted', one told a commission of enquiry in 1883.41

The African Christian elite took the same view,42 as has the most recent his-
torian of the Xhosa, Dr Peires, who has described a society ordered by reci-
procity and has stressed the welfare functions of chiefs whose authority
depended on their following. 'Like a father, the chief provided refuge for
culprits, bridewealth for young men and assistance for all who needed it',
he writes. '. . .If enemies swept off the cattle or if the rain declined to fall, it
was the chiefdom as a whole which acted... When misfortune struck an
individual or when a young man lacked bride-wealth, the chief provided for
him.'43 Studies of peoples related to the Xhosa have also stressed the chief's
responsibility for the poor. 'It is when distress and misfortune fall upon the
people that the economic position of the chief is most clearly illustrated',
states the standard work on the Zulu. 'At such times he is expected to use
his wealth to help his people, and he will hand out cattle and grain to those
of his subjects who have not sufficient food to eat.'44 The comparable work
on the Swazi quotes a saying: 'The goods of the king are the goods of the
nation.'45 Accounts of the southern Sotho make the same point.46 Political
authorities among the South African Bantu clearly had welfare functions
paralleled elsewhere in Africa only in Ethiopia and the Kingdoms of the
Savanna.

Yet reciprocity disguised inequality. In 1848 the authorities in newly-
created British Kaffraria conducted a census of the Ngqika section of the
Xhosa living west of the Great Kei River. It revealed marked inequality.Of
the 5,765 households, 40 per cent belonged to the 14 per cent of homesteads
which contained 9 or more households, while 19 per cent of homesteads
contained only 1 or 2 households and were probably the poorest. While 20
per cent of household heads were polygynists, no fewer than 32 per cent of
adult men were unmarried, suggesting that younger and poorer men had
difficulty in finding wives. Marriage depended on access to cattle for bride-
wealth, and cattle were most unevenly distributed. While 32 per cent of
households had no cattle, the wealthiest 20 per cent had between 5 and 160
cattle each.47 By 1848 the Ngqika had been in contact with Europeans for at
least 70 years and were increasingly short of land, which may have accentu-
ated differentiation among them. Yet they had only recently been brought
under European rule and their pattern of inequality is unlikely to have
changed beyond recognition. Xhosa society may have been reciprocal, but
it was certainly not undifferentiated.

For the poor Xhosa, as for the poor Maasai or Kikuyu, advancement lay
through clientage. 'If a man be poor and has no cattle', wrote the first
missionary in the region, 'he goes to the King, and to the Captains, who
always give him more than a sufficient quantity.'48 Dr Peires describes two
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varieties of clientage. In one an individual - characteristically a young man
seeking bridewealth - attached himself to a rich man and tended his cattle
for reward. In the other an unfortunate man - perhaps a refugee or a victim
of drought - obtained cattle on extended loan, keeping a share of the pro-
geny. Both forms, Dr Peires emphasises, bred ultimate independence, and
neither implied unfreedom.49 There was probably also a third situation.
Here a survivor from an unsuccessful homestead became a more permanent
adherent to a larger one, in a pattern of competition for people common in
African societies with strong lineage organisation.50 'In a rich man's kraal'
among the closely related Zulu, 'cooking and other housework used to be
done by dependants (abantu abakhonzile), who lived there in a state of vol-
untary servitude',51 and although 'servitude' may be too strong a word, 'de-
pendence' may not be. Very poor Xhosa families certainly existed. 'They
never eat fish', wrote the first missionary, 'except some kraals, which are
very poor, but they are, as it were, separated from the common society, and
on that account despised.'52

Apart from those impoverished by lack of stock, Xhosa society also con-
tained incapacitated and unprotected individuals. The converts', Dr Peires
writes of the first Xhosa Christians,

were mainly people who lived in Xhosaland, but were out of place there.
There were large numbers of women rejecting various oppressions, such as
unwanted husbands, the levirate, and upundlo.53 Some were accused witches
and others were disfigured - blind, albino, leprous, or just too old . . . All of
these were peripheral to Xhosa society.54

Such 'peripheral' people formed a large proportion of the poor everywhere
in pre-colonial Africa. Among the Xhosa they appear to have come from
certain rather clear categories. Foundlings or destitute children were rarely
mentioned, for cow's milk was available if the mother died in childbirth and
among these strongly patrilineal people, as Lichtenstein reported, 'orphan
children are educated by the brothers of their father', although mistreat-
ment by a dead mother's co-wives was a stock theme of folklore.55 There is
no mention of impoverished elderly men; as in other cattle-owning
societies, they could perhaps claim the produce of their beasts.56 Several
early observers reported that cripples were rare. Those with leprosy, on the
other hand, were quite numerous; advanced cases were ostracised, as also
were many victims of smallpox.57 Yet the chief characteristic of 'peripheral'
Xhosa, as Dr Peires makes clear, was the preponderance of women. That
they should have formed so large a proportion of the poor in this patrilineal,
male-dominated society illustrates the importance of family structure in
shaping forms of poverty. By the late 1820s the pioneer Methodist mission-
ary to the Xhosa had erected 'three rows of small cottages' at his station 'as
an asylum for unfortunate and persecuted widows'.58 Young brides also
often suffered much misery,59 but it was childless women who were
especially vulnerable. In 1883 several European witnesses told the Cape
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Commission on Native Laws and Customs that bridewealth was 'a kind of
poor-law' for widows, but the Paramount Chief and Councillors of the
Thembu flatly denied it in the case of childless widows - The father of the
husband gets the cattle back if she has no children; even if she has and they
die, the ikazi goes back' - and showed complete indifference to the fate of
such women. There are several nineteenth-century case-histories of desti-
tute and maltreated Xhosa women.61

If women were especially insecure in this cattle-owning society, its other
main source of poverty was its vulnerability to natural or man-made dis-
aster. Southern Africa experienced quite regular rainfall cycles and could
expect a famine during each phase of drought.62 Xhosa suffered drought in
1804-5, 1829, 1833, 1842-3, 1850-3, the early 1860s, and 1878-9.6? Yet
their greatest nineteenth-century disaster was self-inflicted, for in 1856-7
many destroyed their cattle and grain reserves at the behest of prophets
who promised that it would ensure the return of the ancestors and the resto-
ration of Xhosa prosperity and power. In April 1857 a missionary wrote
from the eastern bank of the Kei:

Large numbers of people, the whole populations of kraals, may be seen daily
in the open country digging for roots, others gathering the inside bark from
the mimosa thorn, and all presenting an abject appearance... Crowds of
beggars are here every day, with most touching tales of children starving, and
old men dying. .. Kreli, the chief, is hungry himself, and comes to beg of
me . . . He gave leave to all his people to eat new food, and to work as much
as they liked; would consider making application to the Governor for work
for his people on this side, or near, the Kei river.64

According to a contemporary estimate, 20,000-25,000 Xhosa may have
died.65

Although sections of Xhosa resisted white control for another gener-
ation, the cattle-killing of 1856-7 destroyed the nation as a coherent and
autonomous people. Long-standing inequalities were now exacerbated by
European exactions. As the administrator of the Ciskei wrote in 1865:

This distribution of stock leaves the mass of people entirely destitute and they
have nothing but their grain for subsistence and the payment of their taxes.
Corn, when they are able to sell it, brings about 5 shillings a bag and in many
cases a woman or man will have to travel 20 miles with a bag of corn on their
heads for which they will receive 9 pence or 1 shilling and then have to travel
back again for 20 miles and thus raise the tax.66

Later administrative reports suggest increasingly extensive destitution. In
1880, for example, Tamacha District of the Ciskei reported 'many invalids,
aged and feeble, widows and paupers'.67 Three years later Mfengu leaders
in the Ciskei urged the government to create an Orphan Chamber on the
Dutch model.68 The poor were entering the new world of colonial insti-
tutions.
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Despite the evidence of poverty amongst them, Xhosa occupied a relatively
favoured region. To their north and west, on the arid highveld, the risk of
destitution was more acute. Attention here will focus on the Tswana
peoples, for they are exceptionally well documented by travellers from the
first years of the nineteenth century and by resident missionaries from 1816.
These sources make it possible to study a cattle-owning people in detail and
to observe not only the existence of poverty but changes in its nature. Here,
moreover, it is possible to glimpse something of the complexity of poverty,
for the poor and very poor were drawn from at least four sources: servile
strata of non-Tswana origin; incapacitated and unprotected individuals; im-
poverished but able-bodied Tswana; and victims of climatic or political in-
security. Poor categories and poor individuals, the structural poor and the
conjunctural poor, coexisted in a confusion which indicates that one is at
last dealing with the real world.

During the nineteenth century the Tswana held several non-Tswana
groups in subjection. Among them were the Kgalagadi, a related Sotho-
speaking people who occupied the region before the Tswana entered it but
were then broken up, subjected, and incorporated as hereditary servants,
although some broke free again early in the nineteenth century and estab-
lished themselves independently in the Kalahari.69 Some Kgalagadi ser-
vants lived in the desert or on its fringes, hunted or kept their own cattle
herds, and paid tribute in hunting produce to an 'overseer' appointed by a
Tswana chief. Others lived closer to a Tswana settlement, herded their
masters' cattle, and might be summoned to perform seasonal agricultural
labour.70 'I have known chiefs take armed men', a missionary wrote in 1842,
'and travel a hundred miles into desert places, in order to bring back
Balala,71 whom they wished to assist them in watching and harvesting the
gardens of their wives.'72 A master might also take Kgalagadi children into
his household as servants or distribute them among his friends. The Baka-
lahari children', Livingstone wrote in 1850, 'are usually distinguished by the
large protruding abdomen and thin ill-formed legs and arms. The listless
eye shews that youth has few joys for them.'73 Their cultural similarity to
the Tswana meant, however, that Kgalagadi could advance themselves.
'Within the memory of those now living', a missionary wrote in about 1870,
'tribes once independent have been reduced to the condition of Bakalahari;
while others who had been long Bakalahari have been called, through the
grace of their chief, to the privileges of citizenship, and appointed a place in
the town of the tribe.'74

The second non-Tswana servile group were known as (Ma)Sarwa. They
were sections of the San whom both white and black were exterminating
elsewhere in southern Africa at this time, chiefly because San were hunters
who often regarded domestic livestock as game.75 Tswana leaders later
claimed with justice that they had treated San better than had other
southern African peoples, for Tswana, like Tuareg, incorporated such sub-
ject groups rather than excluding them, partly perhaps because San mastery
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of the neighbouring desert made them an asset in this region. Assimilation
of San had probably begun several centuries earlier, but their subjection ac-
celerated from about 1820 when trade with the Cape Colony made hunting
products valuable and supplied Tswana with firearms which for the first
time gave them superiority over San bows.76 In the 1820s most San were still
independent and their status could be compared favourably with that of
Kgalagadi. Thirty years later the major western Tswana groups had subjec-
ted most San in their vicinity, while by the 1880s and 1890s Tswana fron-
tiersmen were penetrating the remote Kalahari to trade with San and
eventually establish suzerainty over them.77

In the mid nineteenth century San status was shaped chiefly by the great
herds of game which ranged the west and north of Tswana territory.
Especially expert hunters could establish a relatively privileged status. Such
were the Dennassena, described by James Chapman in 1852 as 'the pride of
their masters the Bamangwato,78 for whom they had swept this country of
all the elephants with their spears alone'.79 Next day, however, Chapman
met a more typical San group:

The Bushmen here, though a finer race of people, are just as degraded in all
their notions as the worst I have seen. They call themselves dogs, pack oxen
and horses of Sekomi [the Ngwato chief], and never think of aspiring to any
other position. Dogs because they hunt and kill game for their masters, pack
oxen because they must carry home the proceeds of their hunts for hundreds
of miles, and horses because they must act as spies and run from one post to
another with the least information.80

San exploited in this manner lived in extreme poverty. From one Chapman
'endeavoured to purchase the whole of his worldly possessions, which con-
sist of a bow with quiver containing about 20 arrows . . . a small and worn-
out spear, a sharpened stick to grub roots with, and in a knapsack 2 pieces of
wood for making fire, an awl, a needle, some medicine roots, and some
gum and sinews'.81 'The greater portion of these people were skeletons', he
wrote of another group among the Kwena, 'the legs, arms and head bare of
flesh, a big belly on account of the roots they eat. The joints of the knees
and arms very large and the marrow bones t h in . . . The natives were
watching the locusts and at night, when they are unable to fly owing to cold,
they gather large bags full and kill them with a slow fire, and pack them
away after drying in the sun, for winter consumption.'82 For such beings
Tswana had only contempt. 'The Bamangwato are very cruel to the Bush-
men, whom they flog with sticks every 10 minutes', Chapman recorded.
'They hold the Bushmen as beasts, term them bulls and cows, heifers and
calves. In speaking of a female who has borne a child, they say she has
calved.'83 In the event of war between Tswana groups or even conflict be-
tween individual notables, 'it is quite fair . . . to kill all the vassals, as it
would be to lift the cattle, of him who cannot be displaced from his chief-
tainship'.84
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Most San were hunters, but masters occasionally seized children to serve
in their households. These were occasionally bartered for goods, most often
with Afrikaners but sometimes among Tswana. Women, too, were taken
into domestic servitude.85 San could not leave their master's service, they
could be transferred from one master to another, they had no access to
Tswana courts, and their status was hereditary.86

The position of San appears to have improved during the later nineteenth
century. Tswana traditions generally ascribe this to the great Ngwato chief,
Khama (1875-1923), who is said to have removed many disabilities from
servile groups and encouraged them to own cattle.87 'Upon becoming
Chief, he declared in 1916, 'I renounced the right to accept any tribute
from these tribes, and at the same time declared them free to use their prop-
erty to their own advantage.'88 There was truth in this: Khama prohibited
the sale of San children or the transfer of San from one master to another,
while his own San were among the first to own stock.89 But Khama
remained the largest employer of servile dependants, was capable of ruth-
lessness towards them, and appears to have shared the general Tswana view
that San were less susceptible to assimilation than other dependants.90 Per-
haps more profound reasons for changes in San status were that wild game
was declining, so that San were becoming more valuable as herdsmen, and
that Tswana masters had difficulty in preventing San from trading hunting
produce with the growing numbers of white men entering the country.91 In
1887 an official among the southern Tswana reported that dependants
could escape subjection by working for a European or appealing to a Resi-
dent Magistrate.92 Servitude remained most rigorous in the remote Tawana
area further north, but there the most servile groups were not San or Kgala-
gadi but Yei and Noka cultivators and fishermen.93

These non-Tswana subjects were only one section of the poor. In ad-
dition, as everywhere in pre-colonial Africa, there were individual victims
of misfortune and family breakdown. Those most often mentioned were
children. Two of the earliest European visitors to the Tlhaping group of
southern Tswana - Lichtenstein in 1803-4 and Burchell in 1812 - were in-
vited to buy small ill-nourished boys, as was a pioneer missionary to the
neighbouring Rolong.94 Missionaries took into their homes a girl aban-
doned by her parents, a boy orphaned by the execution of his parents for
theft, and a small hungry boy whose hand had been burned by his stepfather
for repeatedly stealing food. They also rescued occasional foundlings and
infants exposed to die.95 'When a poor woman dies and leaves a young
infant, it is killed and buried with her as a rule', a missionary wrote. 'No
one will be troubled with the bringing up of it.'96 'An orphan can learn
the law at his place of service', said a proverb, and an early dictionary
translated the common word for orphan, khutsana, as 'an orphan; a father-
less or motherless child, or both; one stricken with grief; a person of low
degree'.97

The second major category of very poor individuals were unprotected
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women, for, like the Xhosa, this was a male-dominated patrilineal society.
Among the Tlhaping in 1812 Burchell described

a woman with her two children ... Her eldest child was a girl about six years
old; the other was much younger. She appeared to be about thirty, and told us
that she had long been deserted by her husband, who left her that he might
take another wife. Since that time she had wandered about with her two chil-
dren from place to place, making any hut her quarters as long as its owners
were willing, or able, to share their food with her . . .

This poor creature possessed, she said, nothing on earth, but the clothes
she wore . . . She was however, besides her cloak, the owner of a pitsa . . . or
earthen pot.

Such deserted wives appear to have had little legal redress." The other
documented category of unprotected and destitute women were widows.100

Although Tswana women had much independent responsibility for agricul-
ture, this did not give them economic autonomy, for they had access to land
only through males and were probably more vulnerable to exclusion from
the means of production than were male commoners in the Gold Coast or
Rwanda. A Tswana widow normally entered the household of her eldest
son or of a male relative of her husband. She had a right to support from her
husband's estate, but the property belonged to her sons.101 Consequently,
'A bitter sorrowful lot is that of a Mochwana woman who has no chil-
dren!'102 'She receives little sympathy as a rule', an anthropologist later re-
ported:

her husband neglects or ill-treats her; she is scorned by other men and ridi-
culed by her own sex. Barrenness is attributed variously to sorcery, to some
deficiency in the woman's 'blood', to some abnormality of her womb, to some
former abortion, and, above all, to the fact that before marriage she had led a
very promiscuous life.103

Livingstone pictured a Tswana woman saying: 'I am getting old . . . and I
have no child; you know how Bechuana husbands cast their old wives away;
what can I do? I have no child to bring water to me when I am sick.'104 In
1823 a missionary to the Rolong noted the deaths of two elderly women,
one neglected despite having served the chief's sister, the other dying of
hunger 'at a time when the people abound in milk'.105 Old men, by contrast,
were rarely mentioned among the poor, probably because they could
depend on their cattle for sustenance until death.106

A third category of very poor individuals were the incapacitated. A few
were cripples or mentally ill, but these were quite rare, while leprosy was
almost unknown.107 By contrast, the blind were numerous, because the arid
environment bred eye complaints and repeated smallpox epidemics left
many sightless. 'I have never seen so many blind people as in the Kaffir
town of Taung', a missionary reported in 1897: 'in one day I have counted
75 close to the church, all victims of smallpox.'108 The first baptised Tswana
Christian was a blind girl, attracted, so the missionaries feared, by 'the
loaves and fishes'. In 1868 missionaries took in a young woman whose hus-
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band had turned her away when she lost her sight through smallpox. Twelve
years earlier they had reported an 'old blind and almost destitute'
woman.109

Apart from servile groups and incapacitated individuals, the poor in-
cluded also a number of able-bodied 'true Tswana'. They are especially dif-
ficult to identify because observers easily confused them with Kgalagadi,
but indications exist.110 The poor, as my interpreter informed me, are
always kept poor', Burchell wrote of the Tlhaping; 'and if I might judge by
appearances, there are many of that description. Those whom I supposed to
be free or without a master, were always emaciated.'111 A later visitor to the
Tlhaping wrote of 'the poor amongst them who live in the fields', whilst
missionaries mentioned 'poor or field Batlarus'.112 To live permanently out-
side a town was thus one likely indication of poverty. Another was not to
own cattle, for although cattle loans were common, twentieth-century anal-
ogies suggest that they were probably seldom made to men wholly without
stock. A missionary distinguished two categories of Tswana by their reac-
tions to the appearance of locusts: whereas the rich were appalled lest the
locusts ate the grass needed by their cattle, the poor who had no cattle
rejoiced because they could themselves eat the locusts.114 In 1818 a mission-
ary heard for the first time that a thief had been executed because he had
been too poor to pay a fine. Others believed that 'orphans and the children
of the very poor' were especially vulnerable during initiation rites.115

The structural poor of nineteenth-century Tswana society were thus a
complex stratum and perhaps an unusually large one by African standards.
This was echoed in the rich vocabulary of poverty recorded in the twentieth
century. An early dictionary lists five words for destitute. One, humanega -
also the standard word for 'poor' - shared the same root, huma, as the word
for 'rich',116 so that a Tswana proverb could say 'Where there is no wealth
there is no poverty' with a succinctness found elsewhere in Africa only per-
haps among Mande-speakers.117 The starkness of the dichotomy of rich and
poor among the Tswana probably owed much to the existence of despised
servile categories, whose position depressed that of poor freemen, much as
the existence of slaves in the Cape Colony depressed the status of the Afri-
cans.118 Another reason for the dichotomy was probably the pastoral em-
phasis of Tswana economy. And a third reason was that Tswana lived in an
exceptionally risky environment which bred conjunctural poverty. 'This is a
land', a missionary wrote in 1834, 'where the natives may be said to keep
(from necessity) one perpetual fast and their manner of living in general is
far beyond what may be termed abstemious. They live a starving life and
scarcely ever can say that they have had a full meal of wholesome food. In
fact they seem to live in a kind of middle state between the dead and the
living.'119 The customary greeting, according to a colleague, was, 'What are
you eating?' and the reply was, 'Nothing whatever.'120 The whole process of
Tswana history, with groups repeatedly incorporated in subordinate ca-
pacities, suggests recurrent disaster and destitution.
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Tswana country shared southern Africa's cycle of good and bad rainfall,
but accentuated by the fact that the area lay between several rain-bearing
air masses. Acute droughts are recorded in 1825, 1833-4, 1845-51, 1858—
62, and 1876-9, interspersed with years of excellent rainfall.121 'I have never
seen anything like this drought', Livingstone wrote in 1849. 'The very trees
seem to feel it. The leaves crumple together, and we hear that there are
some tracts of the Bakalahari country in which the trees are killed.'122

People collected berries and roots. Men hunted. Women sold their orna-
ments for grain. Locust swarms were 'like the manna to the people'.123

When local resources were exhausted, the whole population abandoned the
towns for the interior in search of rain or bush produce.124 The poor
generally suffered most. San were an exception, for their social organis-
ation was designed to resist drought and their foraging skills were invalu-
able.125 Other dependants might be discarded as a burden during famine. In
1856 The Batuana were bordering on starvation, and some of the Macobas
and poor people, besides many children taken in battle, were dying.'126

Among Rolong, those without cattle suffered especially during the 1820s.
Women, children, the old, the infirm, and the Kgalagadi were said to be the
chief victims of the southern Tswana famine of 1898. Missionaries found the
aged especially vulnerable. Those trekking in search of food might have to
abandon the weak and helpless.127 Disease also took a special toll of the
poor. The careless and heedless who had not been inoculated, the poor
people and the vassals, died every day' during the smallpox epidemic of
1862.128

Yet natural disaster was only one calamity that created and destroyed
poor people. The other was political insecurity and violence. During the
first half of the nineteenth century successive invasions devastated Tswana
country. Starving Sotho refugees attacked the Tlhaping in 1823. Tswana
groups then beggared one another or lost land, cattle, and often children to
the Ndebele.129 From the 1820s frontiersmen from the Cape Colony with
guns and horses looted Tswana herds, scattered and impoverished a pre-
viously prosperous people, and converted the pioneer mission station at
Kuruman into 'the assylum of the destitute and forlorn'.130 They were fol-
lowed twenty years later by Afrikaners who raided and subjected the east-
ern Tswana. The population of the desert edge, so a missionary wrote in
1842, had been swollen 'by fugitives from other towns and villages, which
have been reduced by devastating wars from peace and plenty, to the most
abject poverty, and the inhabitants forced to flee to the desert for susten-
ance'.131

That Tswana took refuge on the desert edge during famine and war indi-
cated how artificial were the large capital towns which characterised their
chiefdoms. The earliest account of Latakoo, the Tlhaping capital, in 1801
thought it 'fully as large as Cape Town', with a population of 10,000-
15,000.132 Later in the century the Ngwato capital was generally reckoned
to house some 30,000 people, which made it twice as populous as Timbuktu
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and almost as large as Kano.133 Yet these towns were population concentra-
tions rather than urban centres. They were built beautifully but imperma-
nently of wood and reeds, moved quite frequently in response to political
and environmental crises, and had neither markets nor economically
specialised quarters.134 Fields surrounded the towns, hyenas might prowl
their streets at night, and many inhabitants were often away tending herds
or supervising dependants. Only fear of attack and the political will of
chiefs held the towns together.135 Such artificial and undifferentiated con-
glomerations offered poor Tswana few opportunities for independent sur-
vival, which is doubtless why townsmen dispersed during famine. This may
also explain their eagerness to accept wage employment. After some initial
difficulty, Kuruman was by 1829 'overstocked not being able to employ the
one tenth of the applicants'.136 By 1824 a few 'individual plebeians' had
already visited the Cape Colony. Their numbers gradually increased during
the nineteenth century, especially during famines, until by 1880 there were
2,135 Tswana at the Kimberley diamond mines alone.137 There is some evi-
dence that many migrants were poor. Khama occasionally sentenced men
to migrant labour in order to earn a fine. In 1877 he apologised to a recrui-
ter for sending only 'a very few Veldt people' - that is, serfs - not 'from my
own town'. An unsympathetic observer in Kimberley dismissed Tswana
migrants as 'dwarfed little fellows, three of whom are scarcely able to lift a
common bag of meal'.138

Where few specifically urban means of independent survival were avail-
able, the poor were obliged, as in Ethiopia, to seek dependence. Their first
recourse was no doubt to kinsmen and especially, as in all societies, to the
younger women who carried the chief burden of family care. 'To the daugh-
ter they cling for protection and shelter in their helplessness', a missionary
wrote of elderly widows,'... and I have seen instances of tender reverence
and devotion in such daughters.'139 A generous man might support a host of
'destitute persons, widows and orphans, more or less connected with him by
blood or by marriage'.140 If kin failed, public begging seems not to have been
an option. Instead, as Livingstone wrote, 'A poor man attaches himself to
the kotla of a rich one, and is considered a child of the latter.'141 The largest
benefactors were chiefs, who were expected to support needy subjects and
act as 'upper guardians' to widows and orphans.1 'To be begged from is
one of the marks of chieftainship among Bechuanas', a missionary
declared, and a generous chief like Sekgoma I of the Ngwato might be
hailed as 'food-giver'.143 In famine, especially, a chief was expected to open
his granaries, while communities had 'chief's fields' worked communally as
famine reserves.144 Public festivities also supported the poor:

During the circumcision of the boy cattle must be killed every day. The poor
people come together to the chief's kraal and he must feed them during the
ceremony; those that possess cattle take perhaps each an ox and give it to the
chief leaving it with him when it is to be killed. In former times Bushmen and
all sorts of people used to assemble on such occasions to partake of the feast
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but now they are not so liberal, restricting their gifts to the parents of the chil-
dren.145

This report of 1835 is the only direct suggestion that liberality may have
declined as stratification increased during the early nineteenth century, but
pioneer missionaries were less impressed than later anthropologists by
Tswana benevolence. 'The standard of feeling is surely at a low ebb
amongst the natives of this part [of] S. Africa towards the aged, sick and
young', one noted in 1823. The characteristic of the native character',
another wrote after twenty years in the country, 4s want of compassion to
his fellow, his brother, and his friend.'146 Given the relatively large scale of
Tswana society, the importance of chieftainship, and the extreme environ-
mental insecurity, the nineteenth-century sources contain remarkably little
evidence of public care for the poor. Perhaps, as in the twentieth century,147

much was provided only in return for dependent labour.
The relatively rich sources describing the Tswana people in the nine-

teenth century give some indication of the extent and complexity of poverty
in a cattle-keeping society. Equally, as later chapters will show,148 the
sources reveal a remarkable continuity between the pre-colonial poor and
those of the late twentieth century. Nothing illustrates the continuity of the
African past more vividly than the study of poverty.
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This survey of the poor and their means of survival in pre-colonial Africa
will end with two special cases, the Yoruba and Igbo peoples of modern
Nigeria. Their interest is partly that they are especially well documented.
Anglican missionaries and evangelists lived among the Yoruba from 1845.
Many were themselves Yoruba and the daily journals they kept are unique
sources. Anglican missionaries also settled among the Igbo in 1857,
although few were Igbo and their knowledge of the country was less pro-
found. Later in the century Roman Catholic missionaries also worked in
both regions.

Among Yoruba and Igbo poverty can be studied at a level deeper than
mere stereotypes. Moreover, the two societies were distinctive. Although
both were only marginally touched at this time by Islam or Christianity,
both had cultural traditions which were among the richest in Africa. Many
Yoruba lived in towns, with populations ranging up to 100,000, and had an
unusually strong kinship structure of large coresident descent groups. Igbo,
by contrast, were a classically stateless people whose egalitarian ideology
made the status and care of the poor matters of special delicacy.

The Anglican missionaries and evangelists who served in Yorubaland be-
tween 1845 and 1900 recorded encounters with exactly 100 identifiable indi-
viduals who were very poor in the sense that they were in a state of chronic
want.1 Other persons in similar circumstances are mentioned, but without
comparable detail. The 100 individuals fell into four categories. Thirty-five
were elderly, of whom 17 were men and 18 women - a higher proportion of
men thaawould have been found among the cattle-owning Tswana. Most of
the elderly men were incapacitated: 3 were dying, 7 were sick, 3 were blind,
and 1 of the blind was also deaf. Characteristically, they either had no rela-
tives or had been abandoned by them. Of the elderly women, only a min-
ority were incapacitated: 5 were dying, 2 were sick, and 1 was blind. The
remainder were generally widows without attendant relatives, for Yoruba
women enjoyed much economic independence from their husbands but, as
a corollary, became especially dependent on their children in old age, so
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that lack of children or neglect by them could cause great insecurity. 'O
thou god Shongo, my maker and preserver in life', an elderly woman
prayed, 'thou hast caused me to wake again this morning, I thank thee.
Thou knowest I am old, and child less, thou knowest also that I am a widow,
and have no husband to care for me. Send me kind persons to do me favour
today, and guide me through the day not to fall into any evil.'2 Early Roman
Catholic missionaries found it necessary to establish a refuge for old people
of both sexes in Abeokuta.3

The largest category of very poor - 42 of the 100, equally divided between
males and females - are mentioned either as adults or without indication of
age, which probably implies adulthood. Of the 42, 35 were incapacitated: 4
were dying, 21 were sick, 9 were blind, and 4 were insane.4 Among mature
Yoruba, it appears, the chief cause of severe structural poverty was inca-
pacitation, as elsewhere in pre-colonial Africa. The greatest misery appears to
have been suffered by strangers and unwanted slaves, but there were cases
of extreme poverty among women with small children who had been aban-
doned by their husbands - the only form of family poverty which appears in
these sources. The most common incapacitating disease was guinea worm.
Less prevalent but more feared was leprosy. In contrast to Ethiopians or
Hausa, Yoruba expelled leprosy sufferers from their towns with a ruthless-
ness rare in Africa:

There are several villages which are composed solely of lepers. They marry
among themselves and form families whose children are born lepers,5 but this
terrible disease ordinarily carries away these little ones very quickly . . .
Those who become very sick are pitilessly expelled from the villages and con-
demned to wander here and there and to take refuge where they can. They or-
dinarily retire into caves in the rocks. Abandoned to the sadness which is the
inseparable companion of this disease, they die of sufferings and hunger.6

Ten children and adolescents formed the third category of poor. Seven
were sick, which suggests that children, like adults, were reduced to poverty
chiefly by incapacitation. Disease appears to have been the most common
reason why these children were rejected by their kin, although a few were
turned away for mystical reasons. Tn this country', wrote a Yoruba pastor,
'a child who has unfortunately lost father and mother is supposed to be pos-
sessed of the witchcraft and is frequently reproached for killing the
parents.'7 Similar thinking partly explained the fourth category of identifi-
able poor: the 13 abandoned infants, not one of whom is mentioned as
being sick. Most appear to have been children of mothers who died in child-
birth, for apart from the difficulty of nursing such babies where only human
milk was available, they were often blamed for their mothers' deaths. Early
missionaries cared (with limited success) for many such infants, although
others were no doubt brought up by their kin.8

Thus severe structural poverty in later nineteenth-century Yorubaland
chiefly affected those among the incapacitated - the old, sick, and very
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young - who were bereft of family care. Less is known of the ordinarily
poor. They doubtless included those impoverished by debt, who were often
forced to pawn themselves or their dependants, and also the inhabitants of
isolated towns and villages who were either preyed upon by stronger groups
or suffered from sheer remoteness. This town Ado . . . is a very nasty
town', an evangelist wrote of one such backwater, 'the people themselves
are very poorly cladded and the majority of the people are invalids. Of
course the town is unhealthy. The population is not above 120.'9 Beyond
such general descriptions, however, very little is known of this kind of rural
poverty. Nor is much known of social differentiation among the able-
bodied inhabitants of larger towns. Their poor no doubt included those who
practised such low-status occupations as porterage,10 but the ample avail-
ability of land and the near absence of taxation among the Yoruba meant
that the impoverishing pressures found on the Gold Coast or in Rwanda
were lacking. What is clear is that the poorer townsmen and villagers, along
with the incapacitated, were the chief victims of the one major cause of con-
junctural poverty experienced by nineteenth-century Yoruba: the civil wars
which racked the country and may have swollen the numbers of poor and
influenced their social identity in ways which are now difficult to detect.
Each crisis in the civil wars spawned its destitute refugees. When Ile-Ife was
destroyed in 1882, 'Old-men, women, and children, who could not escape,
were enslaved.'11 'As the famine increased, many little homeless, starving
wanderers came into the mission compound at [Ijaye]', a missionary re-
called of the appalling siege of 1860-2. 'Some of them appeared to be
demented by sickness and hunger, and when we were not watching,
returned to the streets to perish.'12 By interrupting trade, warfare also bred
unemployment. 'Poverty is great in Abeokuta', a missionary reported in
1892. 'All the canoeists, all the porters who have no farms and who have
been without work since the roads were closed, are dying of hunger.'13 For-
tunately, however, Yorubaland's climate rarely caused serious famine,
especially during the nineteenth century.

It is noteworthy that only 10 of the 100 identifiable poor were described
as slaves, although some orphan children of slave mothers should be added.
There were abandoned and maltreated slaves - the Roman Catholic refuge
at Abeokuta admitted them14 - but Yoruba slave owners had a strong pater-
nalist ethic, favoured slaves could attain high rank, and slavery was prob-
ably a less important cause of poverty than in the Kingdoms of the
Savanna.15 Apart from leprosy settlements and perhaps a few especially im-
poverished villages, no distinct groupings of the poor are discernible. There
seems to have been no underworld. Yoruba had strong traditions of 'town
riot' in which out-groups sought to overthrow those monopolising power,
but such riots seem to have been the work of descent groups (which had
military functions) and do not reveal any action specifically by the poor.16

There is no indication that the social order was criticised. The only evidence
of the destitute behaving with any cohesion was when 'Lepers, Epileptics,
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the Deaf, the Dumb, and the Blind' of Abeokuta, together with many of the
able-bodied, flocked to a self-proclaimed miracle healer.17 Otherwise the
Yoruba poor were individuals - as a proverb said, 'A poor man has no rela-
tives.'18 The evidence is too slight to show whether a distinct subculture of
poverty existed, but Richard Lander, the most plebeian of early European
travellers in Yorubaland, described the poor of Oyo as markedly under-
privileged in food and dress.19 The Yoruba language had a moderately
rich vocabulary of poverty. Both Crowther's vocabulary of 1852 and
Bowen's dictionary of 1858 have separate words of Yoruba origin for a
poor person (osise, otosi, oluponju) and a destitute person (alaini). A later
dictionary, in the early twentieth century, suggests that alaini connoted
moral worthlessness, but this dictionary also eroded the distinction
between poor and destitute, so that only expert linguistic study would
permit a conclusion beyond the obvious point that the poor were a fact of
Yoruba life.20

Nevertheless, the destitute were less numerous and visible in Yoruba
towns than in Ethiopia or Hausaland. Part of the reason was probably that
Yorubaland was exceptionally rich in opportunities for independent sur-
vival. This was true, most unusually, for both sexes. A Yoruba 'agrotown'
combined access to land with a high degree of occupational specialisation.
Just as elderly men cultivated to the last moment of their physical capacity,
so aged women took their places in the market, where, an observer of
Lagos noted in the 1950s, they 'will sit over a dusty tray of rusting tins, ''just
so as not to be sitting for nothing'".21 Yoruba bought even more of their
food ready-cooked in the streets than did Hausa, providing both nourish-
ment for single men and income for women. Many thousands, chiefly
women, found ill-paid casual employment as porters.22 Young men joined
warbands. Old men practised basketwork. Old women spun cotton. Plait-
ing hair was a professional occupation. Perhaps the lowest in the hierarchy
of jobs, as so often in Africa, was the arduous task of collecting bush pro-
duce. 'Many poor women . . . obtain a living by supplying the market with
firewood, which they sometimes bring from a distance of six or eight miles',
a missionary reported. 'Others gather large leaves, which they sell by the
basketful to the market women to be employed as wrapping paper.'23 When
a British official estimated the annual profit from occupations in part of the
Ilorin province in 1918, he put at the bottom, in ascending order: female
spinners; female petty traders, firewood sellers, and preparers of cooked
food; female weavers; dyers, potters, and makers of palm oil and shea
butter; mat-makers; and male weavers, drummers, honey collectors, and
barbers.24 Crime does not appear in the records as a resource of the poor; in
peacetime it was generally attributed to redundant 'warboys' and in war-
time to such unemployed workers as canoemen.25 Nor is there any refer-
ence to prostitution, save for the occasional individual harlot. Yoruba
culture seems to have had no place for the 'free woman' found in Hausa-
land, presumably because the young widow or divorcee returned to her
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powerful kinship group or made a living by trade. However, there were pro-
fessional prostitutes in Lagos, where many poor Yoruba took refuge.26

The wealth of opportunities for independent survival was a distinctive
feature of poverty in Yorubaland. Another was the fact that Yoruba had an
indigenous tradition of begging which may have been unique in Africa out-
side Christian or Islamic regions. Begging in Yorubaland, as in Ethiopia or
Hausaland, was an exploitation by the poor of prevailing religious prac-
tices. The Yoruba beggar - alagbe in nineteenth-century vocabularies - was
customarily described by missionaries as a 'devil-monger'. This was
because the beggar normally carried or sat next to a figurine of Eshu, who
was the intermediary between men and Olorun (Owner of the Heavens) but
was misinterpreted by missionaries as the devil. The beggar either offered
the figurine for passers-by to touch, or invoked Eshu's blessings on them, or
simply sat and waited for them to place a cowrie shell or two beside the
figurine. 'We met an Elesu woman (Devil Priestess) sitting under a tree in
his street blessing the passers by, and receiving a cowry or two from dif-
ferent individuals', it was reported from Oyo.27 Many of these beggars were
probably recent mothers of twins, who were sometimes instructed by divin-
ers to spend a short period in this way.28 Some beggars used representations
of other divinities. A few used no representation at all. It was common for
priests and cult-groups to demand offerings from passers-by in honour of a
divinity. Yet there were also impoverished beggars who exploited the re-
ligious tradition as a means of survival. There is no other means by which I
can earn my livelihood', one told a passing evangelist.29 An elderly woman
carrying a representation of Oya (wife of Shango, god of thunder) and beg-
ging from door to door explained: 'I take up this goddess to go about to ask
for cowries, because I have no helper. I am too old to have a husband, I
have had many children at Oyo, but they are all dead, hence I have no sup-
porter and none to look to again but to the goddess Oya that is now support-
ing me.'30 Some beggars were elderly people who apparently made a
modest living from it. A few were able-bodied 'sturdy beggars', to whom
there seems to have been no popular hostility, for almsgiving appears to
have been undiscriminating. Scarcely any beggars were children, in con-
trast to the family poverty of early modern Europe. The use of cowrie shells
as currency probably encouraged begging, as in Hausaland; indeed, alms
seem to have been given almost solely in cowries, in contrast to the food
often given in Hausaland, and there was no parallel to the Ethiopian prac-
tice of regularly feasting paupers. The possibility that the Yoruba begging
tradition was copied from Islamic models in societies to the north cannot be
ruled out, but its intimate connection with the indigenous religion argues
against this.

Yorubaland had not only beggars but ascetics, another category often
thought peculiar to world religions. Again the practice had religious roots.
A pastor in Ibadan recorded in 1873
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the death of my cousin Otunbaloku, one of the members of the Ake Church
[at Abeokuta], who had been my high priest in the worship of the goddess
Obatala in 1842 . . . He had 72 disciples or followers of this god. He was also a
great farmer by which he made himself a gentleman. But in process of time
this Orisa31 forbad him from the lawful trade of farming for about 25 years,
that he was obliged to carry about, long iron staff which was known to belong
to this Orisa, the use of which was to carry about every five days as a day set
apart for this Orisas worship. He went therefore with this long staff from
street to street, house to house, dancing and blessing people. He received
from individuals a cowry or two, but a generous giver may give 4 cowries for
his arduous labour; and the result of a whole day route in this way amounts
sometimes to 2 strings sometimes to 4 strings.32

Such ascetics operated as individuals and lived in public; Yoruba culture
would have had little room for Ethiopian hermits. Yet there was a notion
that religious experts should be poor, while the association between re-
ligious merit and physical suffering was clear in the mutual flagellation prac-
tised at the festivals of certain divinities.33 That the prayers of the poor were
especially acceptable to the gods was implicit in the begging tradition. It
was explicit in the belief that the blind, lame, mad, and other unfortunates
were fashioned thus by the divinity Obatala and enjoyed his special protec-
tion.34 Yet there is also evidence of some deliberate cruelty to the unfortu-
nate,35 as well as callous neglect. Like Ethiopians, Yoruba lived too close to
poverty to idealise it.

Yoruba evidence is weak on the care of the poor. One reason may have
been that many supported themselves either through the manifold oppor-
tunities for independent survival or by begging. Another reason was prob-
ably that the large coresident descent groups - which might contain scores
or even hundreds of people - cared for their unfortunate members more fre-
quently than the missionary sources reveal. 'Parents are respected by their
children by whom they are cared for and provided in their old age', the
Yoruba bishop Crowther reported; 'they think their duty towards their
parents is not completed till they can give them honourable burial.'36 By
contrast, institutional provision was totally lacking. The many religious
cults had temples, priests, initiates, and funds, but descriptions of them
never suggest institutionalised welfare roles,37 although, like spirit cults
elsewhere, they did provide offices (and presumably access to donations)
for many elderly people.38 Yoruba also had innumerable voluntary
societies providing mutual aid to members, notably the savings clubs of
which there were said to be 300 in Abeokuta alone in 1861.39 These must
have done much to prevent members falling into poverty, but they seem un-
likely to have helped the already impoverished.

In Ethiopia, Kazembe's kingdom, or a Tswana town a destitute man
might turn to the king. Some accounts suggest that this was so in Yoruba-
land. Crowther's vocabulary of 1852 quoted a proverb, 'A poor beggar
never perishes from want in Oyo (the capital)', and Professor Ojo has
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stated that so many of the deformed took refuge at any royal palace that
'the Yoruba regarded it as a circus'.40 Yet of the many descriptions of courts
and palaces in the missionary sources only one makes even the vaguest ref-
erence to destitutes.41 Yorubaland as a whole was characterised by the
strength of social groups and the relative weakness of the state. Its towns
lacked not only public buildings but often planning and public services of
any kind. In the absence of convincing evidence, one must doubt whether
the authorities had the institutional capacity to provide regularly for the
poor, who probably looked instead to individual largess. Here the great
compounds which dominated urban geography went together with the
embracing generosity which was not only the expected behaviour of great
men but the very source of their power. Several leading Christians of this
period had large households where many impoverished people found
refuge.42 Yet no Christian remotely approached the wealth of great chiefs.
The size of their households is clouded by legend, but an evangelist thought
that the most powerful chief of Ode Ondo had perhaps 1,000 followers in
1875, while Ogunmola of Ibadan, perhaps the greatest Yoruba of his time,
is said to have lost 1,200 of his slaves during the Ijaye war of 1860-5.43 The
records say nothing of charity by such men to the poor. It must surely be the
records that are at fault.

Yorubaland provides sub-Saharan Africa's best evidence of the existence
of poverty, begging, and asceticism among people who did not practise a
world religion, literacy, or intensive agriculture. Yet Yorubaland was a
very unusual part of Africa: urbanised, wealthy, culturally sophisticated,
large in scale. It is necessary also to investigate the existence and nature of
poverty among small-scale communities.

The Igbo, eastern neighbours of the Yoruba, received their first mission-
aries in 1857 when Anglicans settled at Onitsha on the Niger. These
missionaries say much less about poverty among the Igbo than did their col-
leagues among the Yoruba. The obvious explanation would be that there
was less to write about because poverty was rare among a stateless people
less stratified than the Yoruba and living chiefly in villages or loosely
agglomerated towns. Yet the study of pastoralists showed the danger of as-
suming that poverty did not exist among stateless peoples.

In reality, as in the Kongo kingdom, the relative silence of the Anglican
missionaries was largely a matter of perception. Unlike their counterparts
in many parts of Africa, they were not alerted by mass conjunctural
poverty, for famine was almost unknown44 and Igboland's endemic inter-
village violence did not breed refugees like the progress of an Ethiopian
army. Moreover, there were fewer missionaries than in Yorubaland, fewer
still were native to the area, and their different terms of employment did
not oblige them to submit daily journals. Onitsha itself was Igbo-speaking,
but otherwise the nineteenth-century Anglican missionaries worked along
the River Niger rather than penetrating Igboland proper, of which they
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knew little. Nor did Igbo come to the Europeans. Onitsha was the largest
town on the river, but with only some 13,000 people in 185945 it was small by
Yoruba standards and attracted rather few poor people. In this it exempli-
fied a larger problem of perception. Igbo concealed their poor. Whereas
the rulers of Rwanda and Burundi deliberately emphasised differences of
wealth and power, and whereas an Ethiopian court or a Hausa town attrac-
ted the poor into the open and made their numbers visible, the few insti-
tutions by which Igbo provided for the poor were designed to disguise their
condition in a society where equal opportunity was the prevailing ideology
and poverty was considered shameful. If missionaries wanted to see the
Igbo poor, therefore, they had to attract them into the open by offering
them genuine relief.

This was clear from the first category of poor people whom Anglican
missionaries noticed: unwanted babies. Almost all Igbo groups killed twins
at birth, as unnatural creatures. If a mother died in childbirth the infant was
often buried with her.46 Both the Anglicans and the Roman Catholics who
also settled at Onitsha in 1885 attempted to rescue and rear such infahts,
often against the fervent opposition of parents and relatives.47 These
attempts extended their attention to other orphans, who were generally
represented in art and folklore as deprived and ill treated.48 'We have no
less than 65 children to raise and feed', a sister reported from Onitsha in
1898; 'the majority are children abandoned on account of diseases or
sores.'49 Concern with infants also alerted missionaries to the fate of the
mothers. 'A little distance on the outside of the town', Bishop Crowther re-
ported from an Igbo village in the hinterland of Bonny, 'is a village of the
outcast mothers whose misfortune was to give birth to twins: after the infant
twins had been barbarously destroyed as unnatural beings, the mothers are
cast out, and forbidden to go into the town to have any dealings in the com-
munity.'50 Supposed witches - predominantly old women - were another
outcast group. 'A number of elderly women who have been driven out of
their own towns on the charge of witchcraft' lived in an impoverished com-
munity on the waterfront at Onitsha, while another group took refuge with
the Roman Catholics at Asaba.51

Apart from caring for infants, the early Anglican missionaries in Igbo-
land had little training with which to offer aid to the poor. By contrast,
Roman Catholic missionaries - especially sisters - were trained and eager
to undertake works of mercy. Soon inundated by poor people seeking aid,
they described Igboland as a place of extensive misery, and although their
accounts were designed to stir consciences and purses in Europe, they also
expressed a difference of experience which followed from a difference of
approach to a society where poverty was habitually concealed.

Almost as soon as Holy Ghost Fathers reached Onitsha in 1885 they built
'a house of refuge for the old and the despised'. West of the Niger, the
Society of African Missions had four such refuges for the aged in 1909, and
generally Catholic missionaries in this region found more need to provide
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for the elderly than was normal in Africa.52 Old men were especially vulner-
able when childless, but missionaries reported that others lost respect once
their health was broken, and later anthropologists were surprised by the
lack of deference for age.53 Elderly women, too, were at special risk when
childless - a barren woman's body might be mutilated before burial54- but
they also seem generally to have suffered more and were certainly more
common among those seeking mission care:

'I am alone', she said to me; 'I built this hut myself. You see this banana? It is
all I have. I spin cotton which I sell in order to have something to eat. Often I
do without food; I cannot go to find wood, and my legs are not strong enough
to support me. When it rains I am soaked through, for the water comes
through the banana leaves which I heap up around my hut.'55

Since widows remained with their husbands' kin, divorce was relatively
easy,56 and women had considerable economic independence, it is possible
that an unusual number of women were left destitute when no longer able
to support themselves. The pioneer anthropologist, Northcote Thomas,
found in the Awka area in 1911 that nearly one-fifth of all the widows he
surveyed were living alone, a pattern confirmed by later enquirers.57

Roman Catholic missionaries also found leprosy especially common.
Indeed, it was its prevalence that made poverty among the Igbo comparable
in scale to that among the Yoruba, for Igboland and its environs had one of
the greatest concentrations of leprosy in the world, with over 3 per cent of
the population infected in certain divisions during the 1930s and figures of
up to 15 per cent recorded for certain clans.58 Treatment of leprosy sufferers
probably varied with the severity of their visible symptoms and the import-
ance of their social positions. While some missionaries reported them living
freely within the community, others found many advanced cases aban-
doned in great misery in the bush.59 A doctor later wrote of Igboland:

The leper meets with no sympathy whatever from healthy people. If he is a
child he is commonly driven from the village and his fate can be imagined. If
he is a strong adult he will be tolerated in the village as long as his disease is
not very noticeable, especially if he is well-to-do. If, as is usual, his disease
advances, toleration gives place to ostracism, and he is either forced to leave
the village and live in the bush, or else he remains in the village, an object of
scorn, blamed for every evil that befalls the community. Women, like chil-
dren, often receive short shrift and are liable to expulsion.

There is of course considerable variation in this treatment of lepers from
one village to another. On one extreme a village may be found where every
leper is expelled as soon as his sickness is known to his fellows. On the other
hand I have found villages where no efforts whatever are made to remove
lepers, but all villages are united in the total lack of sympathy which lepers
may expect. The end of the story is pitiful. Neglected by his friends, fed for a
time perhaps by his companions in trouble, the leper is fortunate if some
intercurrent infection supervenes and saves him from starvation.60

Igbo believed leprosy to be hereditary, but thought that it manifested itself
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only in those who offended the gods, were attacked by sorcery or poison, or
were in contact with manifest leprosy. Prospective marriage partners were
carefully investigated and one doctor claimed in 1937 that in some towns
the elders held periodical inspections of all inhabitants.61 Sufferers in the
early stage of the disease tried innumerable remedies:

The patches are treated with native preparations intended to cause blistering
of the skin; or burnt by rubbing with hot ashes; or fire in some other form; or
scraped, with or without some form of premedication. When the wounds are
healing, pigments or dyes may be rubbed in, to help to restore the normal
colour.62

It was the advanced and destitute cases living alone in the bush who drew
the attention of Catholic missionaries. 'I no longer have anyone', an ado-
lescent sufferer in a squalid hut complained: 'they put me here after my
father's death. When I am hungry, I cry, and the people, tired of hearing
me, bring me something to ea t . . . Nobody comes to see me; all the people
of the neighbourhood keep a distance when talking to me.'63 Such outcasts
sometimes created distinct villages. There are accounts of sufferers being
killed because of their condition, but these are naturally impossible to
verify.64 During the 1890s Catholic missionaries began to give refuge to
abandoned sufferers.65

The Igbo poor were visible only to those who penetrated beyond public
places. 'We have no beggars', an Igbo wrote in the eighteenth century, and
although there was an Igbo word for a beggar in the early twentieth century
and an occasional proverbial reference to begging, not a single beggar is
mentioned in the missionary sources.66 Yet Igbo were intensely aware of
poverty, for the absence of other forms of stratification made the distinction
between rich and poor especially important. 'The Igbo model for viewing
their social stratification is based on wealth', an Igbo anthropologist has
written. '. . . they distinguish between ogbenye or mbi - the poor - from
dinkpa - the moderately prosperous - and the latter from nnukwu madu or
ogaranya - the rich.'67 In 1911 Thomas listed obiam and obwenye as words
for 'poor', while the largest section of his collection of Igbo proverbs
referred to wealth and poverty: 'The rich man puts down his basket in the
market, the poor man fears'; 'The poor man gets a friend; the rich man
takes him away'; 'If one man walks alone, a fly bites and kills him'; 'Those
who have money are friends of each other.'68 A later anthropologist re-
ported 'an almost hypertrophied sense of property' and an extreme ex-
ecration of theft. 'Property, money, honesty are constantly recurring
motifs', she wrote, and the Igbo stress on industry and achievement became
a commonplace to students of Africa. 'The only cure for poverty is
industry', warned a proverb.69 In such a society, as among the Kikuyu,
poverty incurred a special moral odium.

Given this ethos, it is not surprising that there were many ways of being
poor in Igboland, and again it is the complexity of poverty in a stateless
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rural society that is striking. Land was becoming scarce in several regions by
the late nineteenth century. In 1896 there was 'a kind of civil war' in the
Onitsha area when two villages disputed a tract of land.70 While the tra-
ditional staple crop, yams, required good land and was expensive to plant,
cassava was cheap to plant, flourished in poor soil, spread quickly in the
nineteenth century, and was especially the food of the very poor. Those
who through poverty cannot afford to plant yams, plants cassada as a substi-
tute', an evangelist in Onitsha noted in 1863.71 Yet when Thomas sought a
criterion of wealth and poverty in 1911 he chose not food but marriage.
Children were the consolation of the poor. 'A rich man never takes away a
poor man's child', said the proverb. But not every poor man could have
children. 'It is possible', Thomas reported, 'to find men of 40 or 45 who
have never married because they have been too poor to buy a wife', and he
added that bridewealth ranged up to £40, depending largely on the girl's
qualities. Such unmarried adult males were known as 'male women'.73

Thomas's survey of certain quarters of Awka - a rich town famous for iron-
working - revealed 33 married men who were monogamous and 103 who
were polygynous. By contrast, nearby Agolo village had 356 monogamists,
198 polygynists, and 258 unmarried male householders. As a poor village,
Agolo exported women to Awka.74 One means by which a poor man could
respectably secure a wife was to pawn himself in order to raise the bride-
wealth. Pawning or even enslaving oneself or a relative was also used to
meet debts.75

Before a man reached the depths of self-enslavement, however, he could
try many means of independent survival. His first defence was, of course,
the land, and especially the fact that although land was sometimes scarce it
was under lineage control and every male lineage member had a right to a
plot.76 Women enjoyed fewer land rights; for them, as in Yorubaland, the
market was an important means of survival. Crafts were mainly performed
by men, but mat-making was a women's occupation, while an investigator
in one area in the 1930s found that custom reserved trade in pots to barren
or elderly women. He also found many women collecting and selling bush
produce.77 Young, able-bodied men worked for the prosperous for pay-
ment in kind or cowrie shells. Labour migration from barren areas to more
favoured parts already existed in the nineteenth century.78 After a brief in-
itial hesitation, early missionaries found it markedly easier to recruit paid
labourers than was normal in Africa. 'The population is so great and it is so
difficult to live from their farms', one reported from the Owerri region,
'that if they hear we shall want carriers they come in great numbers begging
to be used', even during the farming season.79

As everywhere in Africa, there were also opportunities for dependent
survival. Family care was the norm, despite individual cases of neglect. The
wealthy man was expected to display generosity, especially towards a strug-
gling junior, although proverbs questioned the reality.80 Largess was dis-
played especially by those taking the titles which marked a man's success.
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'On those days', an informant recalled, 'you will feed everybody, you will
give alms to everybody who calls on you for it. You will be cooking, not only
for Awka people, but any passer-by . . . The poor man crawling will come
to you. I haven't a singlet, you give him a singlet. I haven't shoes. You look
at him, he requires shoes, you give him shoes. Until everybody is satis-
fied.'81 In 1906 a missionary described a second funeral ceremony in which
the empty coffin was carried through the town so that people could throw
money into it; the money was then scattered in the market-place.82 It was
characteristic of the concealment surrounding poverty that charity should
have appeared as a by-product of other social activities.

Even by African standards, Igbo markedly lacked institutional provision
for the poor. Igbo were capable of community action, as was displayed in
the Owerri area by the periodic erection of Mbari houses, often at great
expense.83 Yet where social welfare was concerned, concealment was the
rule. One remarkable illustration - much in need of historical study - was
osu slavery, which existed widely in central Igboland and had striking simi-
larities to some Asian outcaste institutions, notably the pagoda slavery of
Burma.84 In principle, osu were slaves bought and dedicated to a divinity as
propitiatory offerings, 'a living sacrifice'.85 They occupied 'the lowest rank
imaginable in Igbo society', lived in separate communities, were unthink-
able as marriage partners, defiled by their very touch, might not be buried
lest they anger the earth, and passed their outcaste status to their children.86

The interesting point, however, is that freemen could take refuge in this
marginal community, at the cost of remaining there for life. Criminals could
find sanctuary there. So could widows anxious not to be inherited, and it is
said that women especially used this means of escape.87 Observers noticed
that a disproportionate number of osu were handicapped, and although
some thought that a number were deliberately crippled to prevent them
escaping, it seems more likely that the handicapped were sold into slavery
as children or themselves later found refuge in this way.88 'A man might find
himself so weak and helpless that he could not earn a living by himself
alone', an Igbo scholar has written. 'By declaring himself an Osu, he
became entitled to feed by the charity of the people, to appropriate certain
things as it were by force, and make them his own, and above all, to a share
of the food and articles offered in sacrifice to the divinity to which he be-
longed.'89 Although osu lived chiefly by cultivating the land, they also pos-
sessed the privileged right to charity.90 In 1878 a pastor found a widowed
slave dedicated to a divinity living on the outskirts of Onitsha and subsisting
'on the gifts of passers by'. Some forty years later a missionary observed a
handicapped osu at a market near Onitsha who 'begged or stole from all
and sundry, and because of his calling nothing was denied him'.91 Houses
near the village market often belonged to osu and it is interesting that the
earliest reference to begging in Igboland states that 'At the entrances to the
market were weather-beaten, hungry beggars who asked the traders for
alms.'92
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Just as begging in Yorubaland appears to have grown out of indigenous
religious practices, so had the most clearly institutionalised provision for
the Igbo poor. It is a fitting point to end a discussion designed to demon-
strate that while the poor were as much part of pre-colonial Africa as they
were of other pre-industrial societies, their identity and means of survival
were shaped by the particularity of each culture in which they were found.
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In 1482 the Portuguese established the first permanent European settle-
ment in sub-Saharan Africa at Elmina on the Gold Coast. During the next
four centuries European powers created trading posts, mission stations,
and colonies in many parts of the continent. This chapter describes the
measures they took to care for the poor, both European and African.
Unlike previous chapters, this is concerned less with the identity of the poor
than with provision for them.

In contrast to the legend that pre-colonial Africa had no poor, European
rulers and merchants were generally concerned to avoid being over-
whelmed by them. This they attempted by introducing poor relief insti-
tutions from their own countries, so that sub-Saharan Africa - itself so
lacking in formal institutions - now experienced early modern Europe's
diverse approaches to poverty. These institutions were already designed to
exclude all but the most deserving. In Africa the filter was even more rigor-
ous lest embryonic services be swamped. Occasionally this parsimony was
relieved by private philanthropy. Often it coexisted with a more generous
benevolence practised by missionaries, especially by the sisterhoods which
during the nineteenth century brought a new quality of charity to the Afri-
can continent.

The fort at Elmina does not appear to have provided for the poor. Its hospi-
tal was 'staffed by two to three Portuguese female nurses, a male attendant,
a physician, a barber-bloodletter, and an apothecary',1 but its inmates were
mainly Portuguese troops and sailors. Other European trading companies
on the West African coast in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries con-
fined themselves to distributing among the poor a proportion of confiscated
merchandise or fines levied on their employees.2 Much the same was true
on the other side of the continent, in Mozambique, where in 1507 the
Portuguese built the first hospital in sub-Saharan Africa, for those taken sick
on the voyage between Europe and India.3 Despite periods of decay, this
hospital survived for the next two centuries. For a time it was managed
by a Superintendent and 'Brothers of the Misericordia', the charitable
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institution which in Portuguese towns cared for the poor and sick, but there
is no evidence that the hospital in Mozambique cared for poor Africans.4

Accounts of the colony in the nineteenth century, however, show survivals
of other patterns of charity, whether the largess of wealthy patrons5 or the
team of blind people whom a missionary saw sing, dance, and play from
door to door in Tete in 1889. 'The oldest have preserved the memory of a
few words of the Ave Maria and Salve Regina', he wrote, 'but it takes good
will to recognise them as a prayer!'6

Portuguese models took firmer root in Angola, but there also poor relief
was confined by colonial circumstances. When Paulo Dias de Novais and
his men founded Luanda in 1576 they built a hospital which became known
as the Hospital of the Misericordia. By the seventeenth century it was
managed by the 'Superintendent and Brothers of the Misericordia', but it
was chiefly financed by the Crown, whose concern was the medical care of
troops.7 The institution was therefore 'always and principally a military hos-
pital',8 although the bishop who restored it around 1630 'attended person-
ally to the good care of the poor sick Portuguese, blacks, and coloureds' and
the Dutch who took it over in 1641 found that it contained 'lodgings for the
poor'.9 Recaptured by the Portuguese, the institution still survived in 1837,
when it was secularised.10 For Portuguese towns possession of a Misericor-
dia was a coveted symbol of municipal status. Massangano jealously de-
fended the Misericordia established there around 1661 to care for casualties
in war against the Kongo kingdom. Benguela later created another. The
Misericordia which existed in Sao Salvador in 1626, with both Portuguese
and African brothers and a hospital 'in country fashion', has already been
mentioned.11 There was another at Cape Verde in the 1620s, while at the
same period the Emperor of Ethiopia gave missionaries 'a large Present for
the finishing of an Hospital, which had been begun in the Kingdom of
Tigre', although this was doubtless abandoned in the warfare which soon
afterwards swept the Portuguese from the kingdom.12

Even in Luanda, however, almost all the inmates of the hospital were
said in 1664 to be soldiers.13 The African poor probably benefited more
from the personal charity which sporadically alleviated Angola's brutality
and provincialism. Among the plantations of the Bengo Valley during the
1630s a Jesuit, Pero Tavares, performed a ministry of Franciscan poverty,
sleeping on a mat, using the discipline, eating local food, and refusing both
the planters' hospitality and gifts offered by Africans. 'It is well to do good
to these poor people without accepting their presents, on account of their
great poverty', he wrote. 'I believe that if the blessed Saint Francis came to
these regions, he would see that his poverty was nothing in comparison with
theirs.'14 In Luanda the Jesuit College was reported in 1625 to give alms ex-
tensively, while in the 1750s a Capuchin friar, Andrea da Burgio, regularly
distributed charity to 'a crowd of poor blacks who came to beg alms at the
door of the friary'.15 Missionaries entertaining African guests sometimes
found themselves also feeding uninvited strangers.16
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Poor relief systems in Portuguese colonies - clergy and lay confraternities
jointly managing an all-purpose 'hospital' and providing out-relief in alms -
followed a southern European Catholic tradition. Elsewhere in sixteenth-
century Europe the organisation of poor relief changed as civic authorities
sought to control and rationalise the heterogeneous charities inherited from
the Middle Ages. The first part of Africa to experience these changes was
the colony founded by the Dutch East India Company at the Cape of Good
Hope in 1652. Its first purpose was to nurse sick seamen landed from pass-
ing ships. The tented hospital for this purpose established during 1652 was
replaced four years later by a permanent institution.17 A formal poor relief
system began in 1665 when the first Calvinist minister arrived.18 It was mod-
elled on the organisation created in Calvin's Geneva, where laymen en-
trusted with the care of the poor were made deacons of the church, thereby
integrating secular and religious philanthropy.19 This system survived in es-
sence until the end of Dutch control at the Cape in 1806. Funds came from
collections after the communion service, legacies, fines, penances, burial
fees, and the like. In 1779 the deacons possessed reserves of 234,155 guil-
ders; their expenditure in 1792 was 15,900 guilders. They investigated
claims of poverty to ensure that they were deserving - a requirement which
became increasingly rigorous during the eighteenth century.20 In contrast to
the vast General Hospital at Geneva, however, the Cape poor received aid
in their own homes or in those of individuals who undertook their care,
since the numbers were small and the community sense of a small colony
was strong. Most expenditure went to provide food for the elderly, handi-
capped, widowed, sick, wives of prisoners, and the like, who also received
clothing, specially built cottages, and funeral expenses. Those too old to
care for themselves were entrusted to a paid attendant. The deacons also
paid a retainer to a 'surgeon' and ran a school for the children in their care.21

Orphans were a special concern, for Cape law allocated property to chil-
dren if either one or both parents died. By 1673 an Orphan Chamber exis-
ted, on Dutch models, to administer this property.22 The deacons boarded
out poor orphans, paid for their education, and then commonly apprenticed
them or put them into service, which some observers criticised as giving
such children scant hope of advancement. In the early days the Church
Council occasionally required neglectful parents to hand their children over
to the deacons for proper upbringing.23

White paupers were few. In 1732, for example, the governor listed 114
'poor, indigent, decrepit' Europeans in the colony, probably excluding chil-
dren.24 'There are no beggars in the whole colony', a British visitor
observed in 1797-8; 'and but a few who are the objects of public charity . . .
Where the mere articles of eating and drinking are so reasonably procured
as in the Cape, it is no great degree of charity for the rich to support their
poor relations, and, accordingly, it is the common practice of the country.'
He added, however:
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Those who come under the denomination of poor are, for the most part,
emancipated slaves, who may not have the benefit of such relations. Nor does
the church provide for such on uncertain grounds. Every person manumitting
a slave must pay to the church fifty rix dollars or ten pounds, and at the same
time give security that such slave shall not become burdensome to the church
for a certain number of years.25

Sick male slaves were initially admitted to the hospital, but from 1685 they
were generally removed to join sick female slaves in the Slave Lodge, an ap-
palling structure which housed all Company slaves, whether incapacitated
or healthy.26 Individual masters were responsible for their slaves' welfare.
Tree Blacks' - in practice chiefly emancipated half-breed or Indonesian
slaves, their children, and a few incorporated Khoi - were initially treated
by the deacons on equal terms with whites when seeking poor relief, but
during the eighteenth century their position deteriorated, as in other
respects. In 1705 the relief paid to them was reduced to roughly half that
given to the white poor.27 A resolution of 1777 required anyone freeing a
slave to pay a deposit to the deacons, lest a 'stream of paupers' threaten the
welfare system.28 Impoverished free blacks were in fact supported chiefly
from legacies for that purpose, just as others left funds for 'decrepit and sick
slaves'. The deacons generally found other free blacks to care for those in
need, but racial segregation was still limited at this time. It was not unusual
in the late eighteenth century for black orphans to share school classes with
children of white burghers.29

In 1798 the Dutch colony contained 21,746 'Christians', 25,754 'slaves', and
14,447 'Hottentots'.30 Slaves could be savagely treated, but poverty was
probably more common among Khoi labourers and herdsmen, for by this
time few Khoi within the colony possessed land.31 They were the first
numerous group in sub-Saharan Africa who were indisputably pauperised
by exclusion from access to resources. 'A Hottentot can now seldom get
away at the expiration of his term', an official report explained in 1809:

If he should happen not to be in debt to his master . . . he is not allowed to
take his children, or he is detained under some frivolous pretence . . . In the
distant parts of the colony a male Hottentot receives no more in the year than
twelve or fourteen Rix-dollars, which may be paid either in money, clothes,
or cattle. A female obtains much less.32

Legislation in that year declared any Khoi travelling without a pass to be a
vagrant who could be assigned to an employer. 'It is now become a
received opinion', a commission reported in 1828, 'that a Hottentot found
anywhere without a pass is a vagrant.'34 In Cape Town 'every Hottentot
(who has not a contract of Service) is sent to Prison to be kept there till he
gets Service'.35 These measures, designed in part to meet the labour short-
age caused by the abolition of the slave trade in 1807, initiated a generation
of misery for the Khoi. By 1828 some 5,963 of them had taken refuge at
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mission stations in the interior.36 Bethelsdorp, near modern Port Elizabeth,
supported many orphans and an asylum for the elderly and indigent. 'All
the old and infirm fly thither', the missionary wrote in 1827,

and there are but few families that have not an infirm father, mother, grand-
father or grandmother, uncle or aunt, or some other helpless relation to sup-
port, which is a very heavy tax ... I suppose there is no people where our
society have sent missionaries who have been and still are in more abject cir-
cumstances than the Hottentots .. . they have been scattered and peeled.37

A year later new legislation removed most special legal disabilities suf-
fered by Khoi, but difficulties of enforcement and failure to make land
available ensured that most Khoi remained dependent labourers held down
by informal arrangements.38 In this they were joined after 1838 by those
newly freed slaves who did not move to the towns, by some 4,000 liberated
slaves landed by the navy, and by growing numbers of destitute Bantu
workers who entered the colony from the eastern frontier and accepted
wages so low that the condition of farmworkers improved only slowly
during the next half-century.39 In 1875 the average wage of a Coloured agri-
cultural labourer in the Western Cape was 15 or 20 shillings a month plus his
keep and the use of a garden. A housemaid in Cape Town earned the same
and a male domestic servant about twice as much.40

Cape Town had its poor. Ms Judges' invaluable study of the town during
the 1830s found that total destitution was quite rare - in 1840 only about 170
of Cape Town's 20,181 people passed through the Pauper Establishment41 -
but many occupations paid a family man much less than the sixpence per
person per day reckoned as the minimum for survival. At that rate a
labourer's monthly wage (£1.16.0) could have supported only 2.4 people.
Often, no doubt, his wife worked as a laundress (at £1.10.0 a month) or wet
nurse (at £1.17.6), but family life was barely possible for an unskilled man,
even when in full-time work.42 Should he be sick or injured, should he be
unemployed or imprisoned, should he father many children, or should he
spend his earnings unwisely in a town where thirsts were deep and alcohol
cheap, then his household faced a form of family poverty common in early
modern Europe but not previously recorded in sub-Saharan Africa. Most
such families were probably Coloured, for although neither Cape Town nor
its occupations were racially segregated, the Coloured people - the emerg-
ing amalgam of free blacks, ex-slaves, and Khoi - did most low-wage jobs.43

Newly emancipated slaves - nearly one-third of the total population in the
late 1830s - were especially vulnerable, for they often had neither kin nor
savings.44 Among poor whites, Irish immigrants were prominent, as were
boatmen and fishermen. A smallpox epidemic in 1840 infected only 5 per
cent of those living in the suburban Ward XIII but over 34 per cent in Ward
I, where Coloured fishermen clustered around the port and 87 per cent of
houses were overcrowded, a problem recently exacerbated by the influx of
newly freed slaves into the slums and the first arrival of impoverished
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Bantu.45 As the nineteenth century progressed, Cape Town's multiracial
slums became places of sickening squalor.

Poor whites had existed in the Dutch colony almost from its formation,
often taking refuge on the frontier.46 During the nineteenth century their
numbers were swollen by unsuccessful settlers, immigrant labourers, and
the more feckless of the Trekboers who had penetrated the interior. The
Cape census of 1875 listed nearly 10 per cent of the adult white population
in four especially ill-paid categories: over 2,000 domestic servants, nearly as
many 'undefined' labourers, some 4,000 transport workers, and 2,500
bywoners (squatters), herdsmen, farm servants, and agricultural labourers
- the last often earning no more than Coloured workers.47 Uri-San (White
Bushmen), as Khoi described them,48 were also found beyond the Cape
frontier. 'I think I never saw white people in Africa so poor', a missionary
wrote in 1867 of Afrikaners living among the Tswana of Molepolole. They
are brown and weather-beaten as gipsies, and wear rags such as few of the
[African] women on this place who dress, would wear.'49 Yet Afrikaners,
like Igbo, were essentially a stateless people with elaborate ways of disguis-
ing poverty. The family instinct is particularly strong among the farming
population', it was reported from the Transvaal in 1908, 'and the aged, the
infirm, and the destitute can usually obtain assistance or a home from their
relatives.'50 Orphans were quickly adopted. Bywoners grazed stock on their
patrons' land, performed tasks ostensibly as favours, and scrupulously
avoided asking for work. As one later boasted, 'Never in my life have I
worked for another man for money.'51 The republican governments gave
them jobs and building plots, while the Transvaal Volksraad long made
grants to poor petitioners much as a Bemba chief might feed his subjects.52

Like their Dutch predecessors, the British authorities who occupied the
Cape in 1806 were first concerned with hospital facilities. Civilian needs
were first met by what became known as the Old Somerset Hospital,
opened as a private institution by Dr Samuel Bailey in 1818 but taken over
by the government in 1828. 'A large straggling building', over 100 metres
square, it was designed as a receiving hospital for merchant seamen, slaves,
and lunatics, but it developed into a repository for the incapacitated of all
kinds who were bereft of family support and too poor to escape hospitalis-
ation. During the 1820s one wing housed the sick while the others accom-
modated leprosy patients, paupers, emancipated slaves, and lunatics, the
last being 'confined in cells better calculated for the confinement of wild
animals'.53

The degeneration of the Old Somerset Hospital into a poorhouse paral-
leled a shift of policy away from the out-relief given to the poor in Dutch
times and towards the institutionalisation of the poor which was embodied
in Britain in the New Poor Law of 1834.54 The first institution at the Cape,
an Orphan House opened in 1814 for 'poor white, not illegitimate [nie
onegte] children' by private benefactors led by Widow Moller, long faced
'the prejudice of the people generally to allow their relatives to be sup-
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ported by public charity'.55 Other races had less choice. When government
slaves were freed in 1827 the former Slave Lodge was converted into a hos-
pital for the aged and infirm among them. Twelve years later it was
renamed the Pauper Establishment and admitted paupers of all kinds. In
February 1841 it contained 11 white and 77 Coloured inmates, who were
supposed not to leave the gates without written permission but in practice
often used it as a base for begging.56 Outside Cape Town the new regime or-
dained that paupers of all races should be treated only in gaol infirmaries.57

This incarceration of sick paupers conformed with the principle of 'less
eligibility' which underlay the New Poor Law. It assumed that no able-
bodied person need be destitute.58 In Cape Town, according to Ms Judges,
the assumption of the 1830s was that people would work until they could no
longer do so and would then either live on savings or be supported by rela-
tives. Those who had neither were consistently treated as exceptional cases
whose admission to government institutions had to be individually
approved by the Governor.'59 A further corollary was extreme parsimony
in providing out-relief, which was available in the countryside only to the
permanently incapacitated - 'friendless people, who are physically in-
capable of earning a living', 'sick persons with young children, widows with
young children, or girls only'.60 This policy was applied during the cattle-
killing crisis of 1856-7, when thousands of starving Xhosa entered the
colony and Governor Grey refused food to the able-bodied unless they con-
tracted to work for a European employer for three to five years. Children
were separated from their parents and apprenticed. Private charitable relief
was deliberately sabotaged on the grounds, as a newspaper put it, that it
was 'a premium on idleness, and prevented the Kaffirs from becoming what
we would find it so much to our and their interest for them to be - labour-
ers'. By the end of 1857, 29,142 Xhosa had been registered for service.61

Similar principles underlay vagrancy legislation of the 1860s and 1870s
which threatened three months' hard labour to anyone wandering abroad
without adequate means of support. The Transvaal enacted similar legis-
lation in 1881.62

For the deserving poor, by contrast, the nineteenth-century Cape re-
commended self-help institutions and private charity. The first voluntary
welfare society outside the purview of the Dutch Reformed Church appears
to have been the European Sick and Burial Society, founded in Cape Town
in 1796. It had 150 members in 1830, mostly respectable poor Afrikaners.63

By 1845 Cape Town had two benevolent societies, one benefit society of
English tradesmen, a society 'for giving pecuniary aid to poor and
distressed old women of a better class', a European sick and burial society,
and four sick and burial societies for Coloured people organised by
missions.64 The Coloured Muslims known as the Cape Malays had no
formal institutions but made such careful provision for their poor that it was
an important motive for conversion among freed slaves.65 The biggest chari-
table organisation was the Dutch Reformed Church, which appears to have

101



The African poor

maintained its out-relief work among its members throughout the nine-
teenth century, as did other Christian denominations.66 Nineteenth-century
British models of charity first appeared in 1810, when a deaconess formed
the Cape Ladies' Society for the Relief of the Poor, which by 1843 had four-
teen district visitors in Cape Town. Among Roman Catholics the first
branch of the Society of St Vincent de Paul began to distribute alms in
1858.67 Privately financed institutions - apart from the Orphan House -
came only during the later nineteenth century, in parallel with a trend
towards specialised institutions in Britain. Anglicans founded Zonnebloem
College with 40 starving orphans from the cattle-killing of 1856-7. In 1862
they opened St George's Orphanage in Cape Town. A year later Domini-
can sisters pioneered schooling for the deaf and dumb.68 The Dutch
Reformed Church began to create specialised institutions during the
1880s.69 The Salvation Army's very successful work at the Cape began in
1883; sixteen years later its institutions included five men's shelters in the
main towns.70

One of the earliest institutions was Hemel en Aarde (Heaven and Earth),
east of Cape Town, originally designed as an asylum for Khoi leprosy suf-
ferers from the Swellendam area but enlarged in 1817 into a settlement to
which non-whites with leprosy could be sent from all parts of the colony. It
was the first leprosy institution south of the Sahara. In 1822 it housed some
120 leprosy sufferers in conditions 'squalid and wretched beyond descrip-
tion', with no useful medical treatment.71 Moravian missionaries then
agreed to supervise the institution, but it remained too remote to permit
proper treatment and not remote enough to prevent healthy family mem-
bers mingling with the sick. Another location was found only in 1843, when
an official inspected Robben Island, a barren and windswept sandbank,
some 14 kilometres from Cape Town, then used as a penal settlement. 'As
the salubrity of Robben Island has long been acknowledged', he reported,

. . . I would strongly recommend . .. the expediency of removing the leper
and pauper establishments of Hemel-en-Aarde and Port Elizabeth, to
Robben Island, also the pauper establishment of Cape Town, and the lunatics
at present confined in the Somerset Hospital at Cape Town. The leper and
pauper establishments which I have referred to, are, I am informed, wretch-
edly conducted, at a very heavy annual expense to the public.72

The move was made in December 1845. Three years later Robben Island
housed 73 leprosy patients, 78 lunatics, and 92 chronic sick and paupers.73

Although the Robben Island settlement was designed as a humanitarian
measure, it was created as an undifferentiated repository for unwanted
people at exactly the moment when British administrators and medical men
were rejecting such institutions. It was in 1845, for example, that Britain's
Lunatics Act required each county to establish an asylum specifically for the
insane and created Commissioners in Lunacy dedicated to the new doctrine
that insanity could be cured by 'moral treatment' in purpose-built insti-
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tutions.74 The conflict between these approaches to the unfortunate was to
be played out at Robben Island for over half a century.

Initially, however, the settlement had more urgent problems. The lepers
moved to the stable sheds, the male lunatics to the late convict station and
the female ones to the officers' quarters, a mere labyrinth of cells and pass-
ages',75 while the chronic sick and paupers occupied the former military bar-
racks. As listed in 1855, the three categories differed markedly. The
lunatics were socially a cross-section of the general population. They were
evenly divided between men and women, came equally from Cape Town
and elsewhere, and included 26 ex-slaves, 23 Khoi, 16 Britons, 14 Afrika-
ners, and 8 'Kafirs'. Twelve were described as 'better-class patients'.
Although one-third had arrived during the previous two years, another
one-third had spent at least seven years on the island and formed the bulk of
its longer-term residents. Among the leprosy patients, by contrast, two-
thirds were men, three-quarters came from outside Cape Town, and nearly
three-fifths were Khoi, the remainder being chiefly ex-slaves or Afrikaners.
Only one leprosy patient was British and only two were described as
'better-class patients' - clearly those who could afford it kept infected rela-
tives at home. Like lunatics, leprosy patients tended to die in their thirties
and forties, but 'long-stay' patients were few. The paupers and chronic sick
differed in several ways. Nearly five-sixths were men, two-thirds came from
Cape Town, and they were mainly either British or former slaves, with
fewer Khoi and Afrikaners. The British paupers may often have been der-
elict sailors. Nearly three-fifths of the chronic sick and paupers had spent less
than two years on the island. Their deaths were more numerous than those
of other categories, mostly took place after the age of 55, and were fre-
quently ascribed to phthisis, old age, or paralysis. Yet there were also 24
'better-class patients' among them, suggesting a surprisingly high level of
genteel poverty.76 Although lunatics, leprosy patients, and chronic sick and
paupers were separated from one another, there seems to have been no
segregation by race or class within each category at this time.

The Robben Island settlement disturbed humanitarian opinion almost
from its inception. In 1852 a committee of enquiry was deeply affected by
the isolation, misery, and squalor it found and concluded that each category
of inmates needed separate provision.77 Further committees of enquiry in
1855 and 1861 urged the complete removal of the settlement to the main-
land, but expense deterred the authorities. The inmates themselves had
little luck. One 'lunatic' who paddled himself to the mainland on a plank
was recaptured and sent back into solitary confinement.78

Among the inmates, the lunatics attracted most sympathy, perhaps
because they came from all classes and were the only category who might be
curable. Humane methods of treatment were gradually introduced from
Europe, especially after the appointment of an expert on lunacy as medical
superintendent in 1862. Mechanical constraint was abolished in 1863. In-
coming lunatics - who were generally committed on the signature of a single
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district surgeon and arrived with no indication of origin or medical history -
were classified and located in appropriate sections. Greater order and
cleanliness were achieved. Those capable were employed, 'Constant occu-
pation being the best relief and means of removing and keeping off mental
excitement'.79 During the 1870s, however, most doctors became convinced
that Robben Island was unsuitable for lunatics, although, as a leading medi-
cal man put it, 'it does very well for lepers and for paupers'.80 Concern also
grew at the apparent increase in the number of insane people for whom no
accommodation could be found - a consequence, perhaps, of declining tol-
erance of abnormality81 - and at the fact that lunatics were not racially
segregated.82 In 1891 a new asylum for Europeans was opened at Valken-
berg on the mainland, but by then the number of institutionalised lunatics in
Cape Colony had increased so greatly - from 354 in 1880 to 1,248 in 1898 -
that those on Robben Island had to remain there until all were finally re-
moved to the mainland in 1913.83

The paupers left the island some fifteen years earlier. Mostly elderly,
incurable, apathetic, and mutually supportive, they were exceptionally
frustrating to doctors. 'It is no use putting those who won't work on short
allowance', the medical superintendent complained in 1871, 'because their
friends would supply them with half of their own share.'84 Nineteenth-
century officials and doctors had no time for such derelicts. 'I would cer-
tainly keep them there', a doctor declared when asked about the
settlement's future:

The very fact of their disliking the Island is in favour of their being kept there,
because it prevents unduly numerous applications to get into the chronic-sick
wards. Those applications are very numerous as it is, in spite of all we can do.
The friends of the chronic sick are always bothering the Executive to get them
into the wards of the Old Hospital; but when they have to go to the Island,
their friends make extra exertions to care for them at home.85

In the event, however, the paupers were the first to leave the island, chiefly
because the doctors there wanted to be rid of them. By 1898 only a single
pauper remained.86 The women were transferred to Grahamstown, while
the men were shipped back to the Old Somerset Hospital, which resumed
its career as 'the place of the broken down, many there from their own fault
- the place of idiocy, a place the whole surroundings of which are depress-
ing'.87 In 1898 it housed 256 chronic sick. 'Many patients are admitted suf-
fering from no specific disease', the superintendent reported, 'but having
become debilitated by their habits and mode of life and by old age. Hence it
appears that many are sent in with no hope of recovery, but merely to have
peace to die. Of that class a larger number than usual was admitted, 19 of
whom died within a week, and 61 within three months of admission.' In that
year there was still no separate accommodation for syphilitics, cancer
patients, or even children.88 Although the whites were gradually moved
out, the Old Somerset Hospital was still virtually the only pauper institution
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for non-Europeans in the Cape Province in 1927, when it had 512 beds and
was officially characterised as 'indescribably bad'. It was finally demolished
in 1937.89

The removal of the paupers during the 1890s and the lunatics in 1913 left
Robben Island to leprosy patients. Predominantly Africans from poor rural
backgrounds suffering from an incurable disease, they were at first left
much to themselves, apart from elementary care and feeding. 'They are a
peculiar class of people, wedded to their own habits', a committee reported
in 1852, 'and it is perhaps better to let them continue to enjoy themselves in
their own way rather than impose regulations which might irritate and
annoy them.'90 The result was much squalor, misery, and neglect. Attempts
at control arose chiefly from the mistaken belief of the time that leprosy was
hereditary rather than contagious, which led to the retention in the wards of
healthy children and to grotesque attempts to separate the sexes.91

After 1874, when Hansen first observed the leprosy bacillus, doctors
again began to suspect that leprosy was contagious. From there it was a
short step to believing that it was prevalent, increasing, and demanded rig-
orous segregation. The Cape enacted compulsory segregation in 1884 and
began to enforce it in 1892. A search for leprosy sufferers identified
unexpected numbers: whereas the Cape census of 1891 showed 625
leprosy sufferers, enforcement of the Act revealed some 3,000.92 Robben
Island was flooded. Between 1891 and 1893 the number of leprosy patients
there rose from 113 to 497.93 They were customarily picked up without
warning, lest their friends should hide them. 'So they came', a missionary
recalled,

disfigured and full of pain and sad of heart, yet some were happy; they had
been told that they should soon return strong and freed from the dread dis-
ease, if only they would come to the island; and they had not had time to
probe the cruel mockery of the promise. The awakening came; and was it
wonderful that anger and despair combined to bring about a rising that was
only quelled by the crack of pistol against an unarmed leper mob?

For many leprosy sufferers, the deepest cause of bitterness was compul-
sory rustication to so desolate a spot. 'We are mostly farmers', one pro-
tested, 'and we have been put in a place intended for penguins.'95 Doctors
insisted that only 'better-class patients' were eager to get away, whereas
'speaking generally the pauper patients are satisfied with the Island',96 but
the evidence shows that Africans hated the isolation. 'We are dissatisfied at
having to remain on the Island', a Thembu explained. 'We Kaffirs are not
accustomed to live in a place with water all around it. Then, secondly, we do
not know what is happening to our children in our own country, especially
in times of drought.'97 He died on the island after nineteen years there,98

having been sent as a punishment for leading a protest at a leprosarium on
the mainland. Such men became obsessed by their isolation. 'We often used
to walk up to near the lighthouse', one explained, 'and from there one can
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get a good view of Cape Town. It is the only view we can get of civilization.
On a clear day, and with a good glass, we can even manage to see the time
on the City Hall clock.'99 The only future in store for us here', another pro-
tested, 'is blindness, rheumatism and consumption.'100 A few tried to
escape and a handful succeeded. Some killed themselves.101 Others ignored
regulations, tore down notices, brewed illicit liquor, brought in prostitutes
and marijuana, and refused any task unless paid. The segregated whites
complained that the operating theatre was in the Coloured ward. The Col-
oured inmates protested at being obliged to mix with Africans.102

Few leprosy patients could accept that their misery might be for the
public good. They do not stop to consider the dangers of contagion, and it
is of little use arguing with them', a missionary explained.103 'Are your
wives and families not afraid of getting the disease you are suffering from?'
an African patient was asked. 'Why should they be afraid now', he replied,
'when they lived with us for many years before.'104 Some were so disfigured
that they did not wish to leave, but others had no such reason:

You have no sores on your body or any outward sign that you have the dis-
ease? - No. I feel as healthy as any of you.

Do you want the Committee to believe that the four doctors who have seen
you are mistaken? - 1 cannot say that, but I do not feel ill. I cannot say what a
doctor can see. He is more clever than I am.105

Some knew how little the doctors understood their complaint. As one in-
sisted, in words with which many doctors would have agreed, 'If our disease
is contagious, then this Island is the means of spreading it, because any man
who gets leprosy is more afraid of this place than he is of the disease.'106

Above all, patients knew that doctors could not cure them. The longer I
stay here the worse I am getting', one complained.107 Extraordinary drugs
were tried - 'gurgun' oil, arsenic, potassium iodide, icthyol, chaulmoogra
oil, various supposedly native remedies - and the patients themselves were
devotees of patent medicines.108 Nothing worked. 'What is the use of keep-
ing me here', one asked, 'if they cannot give me medicine to make me
well.'109

Many faced their fate with courage, most with resignation:
They have all their times of depression; fortunately most of them have also a
blessed gift of forgetfulness and live for the most part in the present without
much thought of past or future, and so there is much more cheerfulness and
lightheartedness than might be expected. Many of them have a firmer and
deeper source of comfort than they care to speak much of, and that one can
only learn by getting to know them well; there have been and are some saintly
lives among them, rising immeasurably above the general tone, which alas, is
certainly a low one . . .

Listlessness and apathy are the besetting infirmities of most. They have lost
the self-reliance which comes of fighting the battle of life; their wants are pro-
vided for; they have no hope, at least, on this earth. There is no need for them
to work, and they become enervated, so that it is difficult to rouse in them
more than a passing interest in anything. ..
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Death comes as a blessing to all, even though sometimes it may come pain-
fully, and at the end they are laid to rest in the bleak little cemetery, amid the
nameless graves, in sight of the continent to which they so longed to return, at
peace - and cured.110

It was not until 1931 that the last leprosy patients left Robben Island111 and
it became available for other forms of misery.

The changing European systems of poor relief which had so profound an
effect in nineteenth-century South Africa made less impact in tropical col-
onies. In Sierra Leone, for example, government provision mainly took the
form of out-relief, distributed initially through the Freetown Poor Society,
founded in 1810, and later as an annual sum voted by the Legislative Coun-
cil and administered first by the Colonial Chaplain, then by the churches,
and finally by lay Charity Commissioners.112 Private benefactors also con-
tributed. The aged and destitute would assemble on Saturdays', Dr Fyfe
has written, 'receive a small dole, voted by government, at the Secretariat,
and process round the town seeking charity at private houses. These
"Saturday militias", as they were called, went on parading the streets
into the twentieth century.'113 Freetown was close to the Islamic begging
tradition, but it also possessed a hospital, established early in the
century, which took in destitute European sailors, recaptured slaves, and
those of the local poor who were beyond outdoor relief. Widows and
orphans, the Governor explained in 1845, were 'almost a sacred duty on
their country people, who willingly undertake and strictly perform this
duty'.114

Yet the chief provision against poverty in Sierra Leone was made by self-
help organisations. These were of two kinds. The 'Creole' immigrants from
Britain and the Americas who created the colony formed their first mutual
benefit society only a few years after their arrival in 1787. The churches,
which were the core of Creole society, imitated this model; by 1817 one
'compin', as these associations were known, had 70 communicant members
paying regular subscriptions in return for aid in sickness or distress.
Another society, formed in 1824 by a demobilised soldier, was so successful
in forming branches and acquiring quasi-administrative functions that the
authorities suppressed it. By the 1890s each compin generally had a galaxy
of officers from King, Queen, King's Son, and Governor downwards. It
helped its members in need, organised communal labour, and sometimes
effectively controlled a whole village } 1 5 The second kind of self-help organ-
isation was created by the more numerous Liberated Africans who were re-
settled in Sierra Leone after the abolition of the slave trade. Since they had
never reached the Americas, their models were mainly African. Yoruba,
especially, recreated the esusu savings clubs of their homeland, while
several ethnic groups established associations which both preserved in-
digenous cultures and performed welfare functions.116 No doubt Islamic
charity also flourished, but no evidence on this point has been found.
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If nineteenth-century British models had little influence in Sierra Leone,
the same was broadly true of French models in Senegal. In France the Rev-
olution of 1789 secularised charitable institutions, brought them under state
control, and attempted to replace charity by a sharp distinction between
relief for the incapacitated and work for the able-bodied, while important
initial steps were also taken towards classifying the unfortunate and pro-
viding more humane and specialised care.117 Senegal, however, had no
charitable institutions to secularise. Like Portuguese colonists, the
eighteenth-century French had chiefly cared for their own personnel by
establishing primitive military hospitals in Saint-Louis and Goree.
Whether these also admitted local civilians is unclear, but the hospital in
Saint-Louis did so in the mid nineteenth century, although the poor rarely
applied owing to the bureaucratic formalities needed to secure free ad-
mission.118 Both during and after the Revolution the authorities also
banned food exports, sold grain below cost price, fixed prices and wages,
and fought a long campaign to repress begging, which both disturbed civic
tranquillity, increased pressure on food supplies, and was thought to conceal
spying and subversion. From the 1790s governors repeatedly ordered men-
dicants and griots back to the mainland, threatening to flog defaulters in the
market-place.119 In 1856 Governor Faidherbe tried to ban Koran school
pupils from begging their livelihood in the streets,120 doubtless with little
success. Beyond controlling prices, the authorities appear not to have pro-
vided for the poor before 1848, although prosperous habitants had a repu-
tation for philanthropy.121

The emancipation in 1848 of Senegal's 6,359 slaves brought the first
major change in these ancien regime policies. Some slaves continued to live
with their former masters. More became independent traders. Employ-
ment on public works was made available for the able-bodied and a village
de liberte was established outside Saint-Louis. Orphan children were
entrusted to guardians who did little more than allocate them as 'appren-
tices' to local residents, often their former masters.122 The elderly and
infirm were provided with a hospice civil which, as described in 1861, was a
miniature version of the Old Somerset Hospital, housing 'the aged, the
infirm of both sexes, and women infected with venereal disease', as well as a
number of prisoners.123 Special provision for venereal patients resulted
from a marked expansion of prostitution after the ending of slavery, when
former slave-owners refused to make special provision for young girls,
many of whom found no other way of making a living.124 The hospice civil
was still functioning in 1887,125 a monument to the failure of nineteenth-
century principles to establish themselves in Senegal. By then, moreover,
the principle of secularisation had also been lost, for the care of the poor
had passed mainly to religious sisterhoods.

The six sisters who arrived in Senegal in 1819 as the first female religious in
sub-Saharan Africa (outside Ethiopia) were members of the Order of
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St Joseph of Cluny. This was a French sisterhood founded fourteen years
earlier by Anne-Marie Javouhey,126 whose anti-revolutionary upbringing
had been followed by training among the Sisters of Charity, an order
created in the seventeenth century to care for the poor of France. Having
established her own community, Mere Javouhey's attention was attracted
to French colonies by the need to prepare for the anticipated ending of
slavery. This drew her nuns to Senegal. Although they worked mainly as
teachers, they brought to Africa a tradition of female care which had been
designed for the traditional poor of Europe, especially the incapacitated,
and was therefore equally appropriate to Africa.

The Frenchwomen who dominated the work of sisterhoods in
nineteenth-century Africa were products of a reaction against the Revol-
ution which revived vocations and ensured that France had more religious
in 1877 than in 1777.127 The movement was personified by Marie de Ville-
neuve, a young aristocrat from an anti-revolutionary family who in 1836
founded the Congregation of the Immaculate Conception of Castres (popu-
larly known as the Blue Sisters), an order modelled on the Sisters of Charity
and dedicated to 'the beautiful work of foreign missions, above all missions
to the negroes, and generally to the most forsaken and despised peoples'.128

Established at Dakar in Senegal in 1848 and at Libreville in Gabon in 1849,
the Sisters of Castres became the first religious to concentrate their work
among the African poor. This was especially true at Libreville, whose mur-
derous climate and brutal slaving justified their reason for choosing it,
which was that it was the most miserable place they could find.129 Twelve
sisters died there in the first eighteen months and the remainder could long
do little but survive. By 1868, however, they were caring for a handful of in-
capacitated people.130

As the sisters' care gradually attracted the poor of Libreville and its en-
virons, the needy proved to be those most characteristic of pre-colonial
Africa, the incapacitated, with the special feature that an unusually large
proportion were slaves in an area where slave-owners habitually carried
whips. 'Slaves, whom old age or sickness renders incapable of continued
service, are ordinarily most unfortunate', a missionary reported in 1873.
The master no longer maintains them, or he even expels them from
the house and the village, and causes them to languish in the forest, where
they die abandoned.'131 For the next twenty years the missionaries
took into their hospitals each year between 60 and 200 sick or destitute
slaves:

I had just said Holy Mass when one of our Christians came looking for me to
lead me to a poor slave abandoned by her masters. She had passed the night
in the wood close to his dwelling. I had her led to the sisters' hospital, where
she was baptised.

A week ago the Sister Nurse [soeur infirmiere] similarly met a slave who
was dying abandoned in the middle of the Glass plains. She had her carried to
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her hospital, where she expired the same night, after having been regenerated
by baptism.

Last week, when visiting Saint-Michel to catechise, I again found on my
way an old negro woman who had great difficulty in dragging herself along. I
asked her where she was going. 'But', she replied, 'I am going to seek refuge
in the Sisters' hospital. My master has driven me from his house with the
blows of a stick, because I can no longer work as he would wish.'132

Yet slaves were not the only unfortunates received into the settlement.
Almost every kind of serious illness and handicap could be found.133

The central figure in this work was Sister Saint-Charles, who served at
Libreville, mostly as Soeur Infirmiere, from 1860 until her death in 1911:

From 1872 she secured the construction of two houses in the native fashion,
one full of incurables: 'cancerous women with large sores bound with a rotten
banana leaf, adolescent girls covered from head to foot with a hideous scatter-
ing of abouke (pustules forming large scabs), old women disfigured with leo-
nine leprosy, consumptives, ulcerous, cripples, even mad'.

At first she herself hunted out these pitiable clients. But soon the natives
brought them to her establishment in return for a few leaves of tobacco.

These women, embittered by sickness and of debased intelligence, were a
heavy moral burden. They stole from the sister, escaped, resisted discipline.
Sister Saint-Charles treated them with a semi-divine patience, never rejecting
them, pardoning all, and discharging towards them the most repulsive of
duties.134

Her counterpart among the Spiritan Fathers who also worked at Libreville
was Brother Henri, whose hospital cared for the male destitute, sick, and
orphaned.135

In East Africa similar works of charity began in 1860 when a Roman
Catholic mission was founded in Zanzibar Island. It included six sisters
from a French order based in Reunion who established an orphanage for
freed slave children and found the same overwhelming suffering as in
Gabon:

Neither in the whole island of Zanzibar nor in its vast dependencies is there a
single asylum for the unfortunate. The sick poor are abandoned in the streets.
Along the ramparts you see the aged dying, extended on the ground . . . In
the filthy lanes you meet young people, children, women of the people,
whose eyes and legs are eaten by hideous sores. Swarms of flies pounce upon
these poor creatures and torment them all day long. Nobody troubles him-
self.136

To care for the sick the mission opened first a dispensary, which was soon
thronged, and later two hospitals for Europeans and Africans. To launch
their work in Ngambo, the crowded African quarter, they found a wealthy
lay woman, Madame Chevalier, who financed and ran a dispensary and
pauper hospital there from 1884 until her death in 1897. In 1904, with a sub-
sidy from the British authorities, this hospital was moved outside the town
to Walezo. As a settlement for the poor under the care of Sisters of Cluny,
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Walezo became one of the largest and most enduring charitable institutions
in the continent.137

Behind the pioneer sisters of Cluny and Castres came religious women
who gradually penetrated all of sub-Saharan Africa. Among Roman Cath-
olics, each male missionary order generally established a female counter-
part. The first Protestant women workers were generally wives of
missionaries or evangelists - women such as Anna Hinderer who pioneered
the care of abandoned babies in Yorubaland during the 1850s138 - but by the
end of the century the increase in female missionaries was the fastest-
growing branch of Protestant work and the Anglican church in southern
Africa had established several congregations of nuns.139 European sister-
hoods were soon supplemented by African congregations. The earliest
were the Daughters of the Holy Heart of Mary, founded in Senegal in 1858
by Therese Sagna and Louise de Saint-Jean, the first African nuns outside
Ethiopia to make vows.140 The subsequent remarkable growth of African
sisterhoods throughout the continent probably testified to the extent of
female dissatisfaction within African societies. It certainly brought to the
Christian church a power of female charity which no other institution could
rival. 'Engrave in your memory', Marie de Villeneuve had told the first
Sisters of Castres, 'the words which have often been repeated to you during
retreat: efface yourself impoverish yourself suffer.' In Europe at that
time the Sisters of Charity were perhaps becoming old-fashioned. In Africa
they met the kind of poverty for which they were designed, and there - as in
twentieth-century Calcutta - it was they who cared for the wretched of the
earth.

Although vowed to poverty, the sisters rarely attempted to share the
deprivation of those they served. It would certainly have made their death-
rate even more dreadful. Yet some missionaries did seek this form of morti-
fication, as had Pero Tavares two centuries earlier. The first ministers of the
London Missionary Society to sail for South Africa in 1798 chose to do so in
a convict ship, 'that they might begin the scene of their labours among the
most miserable and abandoned of their fellow-men'.142 Perhaps the most
remarkable practitioner of Franciscan poverty was the Lazarist bishop,
Justin de Jacobis, who served in north-eastern Ethiopia from 1839 to 1860
and adopted the lifestyle of an Ethiopian itinerant teacher rather than the
heroic manner of St Takla Haymanot. An Ethiopian priest recalled:

Another day, he received in this way a man sick of dysentery. He lodged him
in his own room. Perceiving eventually that the majority displayed a repug-
nance to approach him, he had him put on the terrace of his house and cared
for him himself day and night for three months, rendering him the most
repugnant services . . . In all the letters that he wrote, he preferred to all
honorific titles that of 'Jacob the Poor'.143

On the Protestant side the model of self-abnegation - in a strikingly dif-
ferent idiom - was Mary Slessor, a mill-girl from Dundee who ministered
alone on the Cross River in eastern Nigeria from 1880 until 1915, living for a
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time among the wives of a local chief and then surrounded by a household
of sick and abandoned children.144 Some Africans were impatient of this
approach. The hierarchical and competitive Baganda, a later observer
wrote, 'wish Europeans not to adopt their standard but to raise it. The Fran-
ciscan model is seen not as a challenge to the rich but as a threat to the
poor.'145 Yet more egalitarian peoples may have understood the model
better, especially where missionaries like John White and Arthur Shearly
Cripps in Southern Rhodesia chose an African lifestyle in preference to that
of white settlers.146 Nor were some Africans deterred from following the
Franciscan ideal. At Asaba, on the Niger, Ignatius Bamah was prevented
by defective sight from becoming a priest and instead lived in poverty and
chastity as a voluntary lay brother amidst the striving competition of Igbo-
land and the bewildered incomprehension of his kinsmen.147 That was in the
twentieth century, but there were earlier examples of Christians who 'went
to live with society's rejects - lepers, witches and so on - in a Christian vil-
lage', took the gospel to such remote peoples as the pygmies of the Ituri
forest, or held to their posts as evangelists during the horrors of a sleeping
sickness epidemic.148 In South Africa a missionary who trained former inde-
pendent church ministers seeking to join the Anglican church found them
'astonishingly careless of money advantages. They reminded me of the
Preaching Friars. If they wanted anything extra they asked a friend for it -
15s. for a pair of boots, or 10s. for a pair of trousers - but otherwise they
went on merely asking for food, and content if they might but live.'149

Professor Isichei has written of the Igbo monk, Michael Tansi:

The sacrifice of a man who leaves relative comfort and security for poverty is
easy to recognise and applaud. The sacrifice of a man who was raised in
poverty and chooses a poverty from which he could escape, who chooses, in
fact, to be poorer than those around him who are really poor, this is some-
thing different.150

It was not a common African choice, but it was one choice.
To concentrate on the poor was the strategy of most nineteenth-century

missionaries, not only in Africa, and it was among the poor and marginal
that they generally found their first converts. 'Hardly had we taken our light
meal', the first Roman Catholic missionary to reach the East African main-
land during the nineteenth century reported, 'than there arrived a crowd of
sick people, some afflicted by leprosy, others by ophthalmia.'151 Most early
Igbo converts were 'the poor, the needy, and the rejected: the mothers of
twins, women accused of witchcraft, those suffering from diseases such as
leprosy which were seen as abominable'. In Kasai they were 'the marginal
men in African society: the flotsam and jetsam of the Kasai, men without
position, children without parents, women without husbands, slaves
without roots, and old people without hope'.152 For such people the
missionaries created enclosed settlements on the pattern of Bethelsdorp or
Libreville. By 1911 the White Fathers' vicariate of the Upper Congo, west
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of Lake Tanganyika, possessed 20 asylums or orphanages and 16 hospitals
or refuges, as well as treating over 200,000 patients each year. Kibanga,
their largest settlement, contained over 2,000 people in 1890.153 Perhaps the
most remarkable institution was established in 1892 by Capuchin mission-
aries in the backstreets of Berbera on the Somali coast, where pastoral in-
security and the hope of pickings in coastal towns combined to attract
swarms of homeless boys. When disease drove this community from the
town in 1903, the missionaries and their young charges lived a quasi-
nomadic life in the interior for the next seven years.154

Throughout the nineteenth century missionaries insisted that care for the
poor was only a means towards the greater end of spiritual salvation. 'To
reach the soul', one explained, 'we must first concern ourselves with the
body.'155 Robert Laws, who established Presbyterian work on Lake Nyasa
during the 1870s, was a qualified doctor but avoided difficult operations lest
failure should jeopardise religious work.156 Others, notably Livingstone,
were less cautious, as generally were Roman Catholics, but Protestant
missions were long suspicious of medical work and the Church Missionary
Society despatched its first doctors to Africa only with a warning 'that the
medical work should always be subordinate to the spiritual'.157 The first
Roman Catholic order specifically devoted to medical missions, the Medi-
cal Mission Sisters, was not formed until 1925 - in Philadelphia.

Yet by then the secondary place given to relief of suffering was already in
question. The turning-point was 1913. That was the year when Albert Sch-
weitzer settled at Lambarene in Gabon, choosing it, as had the Sisters of
Castres, as the worst place in the world. In renouncing a career of astonish-
ing brilliance, Schweitzer obeyed the Christian ideal of self-abnegation, but
he went to Lambarene not to convert the heathen but to heal their pain.158

He personified a new approach to African suffering and poverty.
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Poverty in South Africa, 1886-1948

Pre-colonial Africa was a land-rich continent. Its very poor were chiefly the
incapacitated. During the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, how-
ever, the very poor also came to include numbers impoverished by compe-
tition for resources. This took place most quickly in South Africa, where
inequality was greatest and economic change most rapid. Deprivation of re-
sources was not entirely new there, for many Khoi lacked property even in
the eighteenth century and Cape Town in the 1830s already knew the family
poverty of the ill-paid or jobless proletarian.1 Nor was the process fully
worked out even in South Africa, for in the mid twentieth century those
who lacked property but were able-bodied could usually escape extreme
poverty by working for others, except during temporary crises of unemploy-
ment, so that the worst poverty of propertylessness was still conjunctural.
Nevertheless, between the discovery of gold on the Witwatersrand in 1886
and the National Party's electoral victory of 1948 a new pattern of depri-
vation was added to the old.

Two other changes accompanied this transition. One was the gradual
identification of the poor with the black and Coloured. This had not been
the case in Cape Town or Robben Island during the nineteenth century, but
by the mid twentieth century few whites were very poor. One reason for this
was action by the state, whose ever greater control of property relations and
poor relief was the other theme of the period. It culminated during the
1940s in the near-simultaneous creation of a state welfare system and the
Apartheid programme, which together were to provide the framework for
the evolution of poverty in South Africa for the next forty years.

The multiracialism of South African poverty in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries was most obvious in the towns. In the 1830s Cape
Town's poor had included Coloured people of Khoi origin, freed slaves,
and impoverished white men, all huddled into multiracial slums. During the
next forty years inter-racial marriage declined, residential segregation
increased, and the wages, voting rights, and educational opportunities of
white men all became superior to those of Coloured people, but these
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changes probably had least effect among the poor, whose numbers were
moreover swollen from the late 1830s by the first substantial immigration of
Africans.2 Although many lodged separately in the port area where they
worked or squatted on the edges of the town, other Africans settled in the
multiracial slums, especially the area known as District Six which during the
later nineteenth century became the centre of Cape Town's working-class
culture. In 1900 District Six housed the largest group of Africans living in
the city.3

The African influx was one reason for demands during the 1880s and
1890s for greater segregation and social control. Responsible government
in 1874, over 1,000 deaths from smallpox in 1882, racial competition for
unskilled jobs, and doctors anxious to introduce current public health doc-
trines added to the pressure. In 1898 ratepayers in Districts Five and Six de-
manded measures 'to prevent them being rendered unfit for the habitation
of the respectable working classes by reason of the herding of Kaffirs there-
in'.4 When bubonic plague struck Cape Town in 1901 the authorities
blamed it on 'these uncontrolled Kafir hordes' and implemented a plan to
create a segregated African location at Ndabeni near the sewage farm on
the Cape Flats 6 kilometres from the city centre. Some 6,000-7,000 Afri-
cans were immediately moved there, many at bayonet-point.5 Yet Ndabeni
did not destroy multiracial poverty, for it was soon so crowded that further
immigrants had to swell the multiracial slums. 'Natives still throng to Cape
Town from the country districts in search of work', it was reported in 1922,
'and make their homes in the slums, where it is a quite common experience to
find fifty or sixty of them herded in small four-roomed houses at night sur-
rounded on all sides by the demoralising attractions of illicit liquor dens and
brothels. '6

Most South African towns attempted at this time to destroy multiracial
poverty. The most effectively segregated was Durban, whose proximity to
reserves enabled it to accommodate Africans (with rare exceptions) only as
bachelors, controlling their influx by an elaborate administration financed
by a brewing monopoly.7 This 'Durban system' became one model of urban
administration, but at this time it was more common to accept permanent
African townsmen but confine them (e'xcept domestic servants) to a lo-
cation and leave them to provide their own housing. Grahamstown had pos-
sessed such a location since about 1830.8 East London's location of wood
and tin shacks had in 1916 some 9,500 people, 11 water standpipes, mass-
ive rack-renting by African landlords, and (in 1921) a child death-rate fif-
teen times higher than that of the town's Europeans, but it was designed to
make a profit for the town council, as did 191 of the 217 locations in towns
reporting to the Secretary of Native Affairs in 1916-17.9 Unless closely con-
trolled, however, such settlements could develop into multiracial sanc-
tuaries for the poor. When Port Elizabeth's Africans were expelled from
the central town during the plague of 1901-2 they settled on peri-urban free-
hold land, especially at Korsten, and created a multiracial freehold shanty
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town, dominated by extortionate African landlords and described by the
Secretary for Public Health as 'the worst slum in the world', 'inhabited by
Europeans, Natives, Indians, Chinese, and other coloured persons, who
live cheek by jowl in the closest proximity'.10

The most revealing illustration of multiracial urban poverty in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was Johannesburg. Only two years
after its creation in 1886 its Sanitary Committee marked out a separate Afri-
can location, but its remoteness and the absence of legal compulsion to
move there meant that many Africans settled close to the city centre in
racially mixed slums - Ferreira, Vrededorp, Newclare, Fordsburg, Brick-
fields - alongside Indians, Coloured people, and the most impoverished
white men, who were chiefly Afrikaners.11 Brickmaking was an occupation
in which the poor of all races found employment, along with domestic ser-
vice, transport, and prostitution - a very incomplete survey in 1896 sugges-
ted that Johannesburg had 91 white, 83 Coloured, and 48 African full-time
prostitutes, although the true total was probably over l,000.12 In that year,
however, the relatively high wages hitherto earned by Africans were decis-
ively reduced. A year later demonstrations by needy Afrikaners obliged the
authorities to abandon the old distinction between deserving and undeserv-
ing poor and create a public works programme and relief fund confined to
whites.13 British victory in the Anglo-Boer War enabled capitalist enter-
prises to supplant some occupations hitherto performed by the poor.14 The
British authorities were eager, as the Chief Inspector of the Native Affairs
Department explained in 1902, 'to enforce the residence of all native
employees either in the property of their employers or in a licensed
location. All unemployed natives found living elsewhere than in a licensed
location should be arrested and punished under the vagrancy law.'15 Yet
multiracial poverty survived. In 1908 there were 2,403 registered white
unemployed in Johannesburg and perhaps 2,000 'poor whites'. Numerous
white people, especially women, begged in the streets.16 Eleven years later
the slumyards close to the city centre still housed over 20,000 people.17 I t is
not only the Bantu races . . . which are represented in these yards', a mission-
ary explained. 'There are hundreds, perhaps thousands, of Mohammedans
of various races; of half-castes; of low whites and Indians and Chinese,
and other heterogeneous species of humanity.'18 Multiracial poverty had
also spread to two freehold settlements on suburban land which whites did
not want: Sophiatown to the west of the city (because it adjoined a refuse
dump) and Alexandra to the north (because it was too remote). In 1921
Sophiatown and the adjoining Martindale housed 1,457 Africans, 878 Col-
oured people, 557 whites, and 79 Asians.19 These slumyards and freehold
settlements were already breeding a vigorous working-class culture.

South Africa's rulers identified multiracial poverty as the Poor White Prob-
lem. Although destitute white men had long been numerous, they were first
seen as a social problem - rather than as victims of their vices - during the
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1880s and 1890s, when new European notions of poverty as a social
phenomenon mingled with South Africa's growing concern with racial cat-
egorisation.20 Publicised by the Dutch Reformed Church, the Poor White
Problem became in 1929-30 the subject of a report, funded by the Carnegie
Foundation, which remains a key document in the history of poverty in
Africa.21 Investigating before the international depression was seriously
felt, the Carnegie Commission reckoned that 17.5 per cent of white families
with children at school - or a total of 300,000-400,000 people - were 'living
in great poverty'. Not quite every one of these was a Poor White, whom the
Commission defined as 'an impoverished European of rural origin', a defi-
nition which revealed its view that the problem originated in the country-
side.22 The main categories of Poor Whites, the Commission reported, were
'poor "bywoners",23 hired men on farms, owners of dwarf holdings or of
small undivided shares of land, poor settlers, and the growing group of un-
skilled or poorly trained labourers and workers outside of farming'.24 They
were concentrated in the rural Cape and Transvaal, but the Commission
was most disturbed by those who had moved to towns, where a minority
lived in multiracial slums.25

The Carnegie Report and other accounts show that Poor White poverty
was of a kind not hitherto seen in sub-Saharan Africa except among Khoi
and in nineteenth-century Cape Town. It was structural poverty, long-
standing and not due to the international depression or any other conjunc-
ture, although certainly exacerbated by political and climatic insecurity. Of
139 poor landless men investigated by the Commission, 83 were sons of
landless fathers.26 Poor Whites were poor rather than very poor, and they
were poor because they were propertyless rather than because they were in-
capacitated. The destitute, it was stressed, were a separate category and
were still generally 'the sick, the infirm, and especially widows and others
who had lost the family breadwinner'.27 Disease was not an important
reason for the Poor Whites' condition, nor were more than a minority (one
estimate suggested 10 per cent) victims of personality defects, although
poverty tended to encourage mental and educational retardation and thus
perpetuate itself.28 Poor Whites were overwhelmingly the landless. Distri-
bution of land among Afrikaners had long been extremely unequal, but this
had been masked in the nineteenth century when wealthy patrons had wel-
comed bywoners and the frontier was still open.29 Now capitalist farming
was converting bywoners into sharecroppers or labourers or driving them
from the land, war and cattle plague especially afflicted small men, and in-
ternational boundaries had closed the frontier. Between 1911 and 1926 the
white rural population changed little, but its natural increase left the
countryside. Some of these were victims of partible inheritance under
Dutch law, which could fragment land into uneconomic plots where, as was
often the case, the poor married early and sought security in large families.
The Carnegie Commission found that 77 per cent of Poor White families
contained more than four children, against 54 per cent of all white families.
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Unlike the poverty of pre-colonial Africa, Poor White poverty was family
poverty. 'It was obvious everywhere', the Commission's chairman re-
ported, 'that the most helpless people in the towns were those that brought
a family with them.'31

Poor White poverty was the poverty of low wages rather than of unem-
ployment. Investigating before the depression, the Commission found few
whites unemployed, but it found that wages were often far below a level
acceptable to a racial aristocracy.32 The bywoner who had become a herds-
man or shepherd often earned only 10 to 30 shillings a month. In certain
districts, the chairman wrote, 'there are white men who are ordinary farm
labourers and shepherds. I know of a farm in Piketberg near the sea, where
only white men are employed. They are paid £12 a year with rations, less
than the coloured labourers round about Malmesbury.'33 'I worked with a
lot of poor whites', an elderly Coloured farmworker recalled fifty years
later. ' . . . I got 2 shillings a day there but the white workers got 2 shillings
and sixpence, 3 shillings on some farms, for the same work . . . There were
a lot of poor whites in Rietbron who worked for day wages.'34 Some
employers no longer troubled to disguise inequality in the manner expected
by a stateless people:

The 'bywoner' and farm labourer are in many cases no longer received as
social equals by the land-owner and his family. They are very often allowed
only in the kitchen of the house. The labourer's wife comes in the house only
to work as a servant... Thus the poor white in time comes to associate with
non-Europeans. The result is that the respect of the coloured man for the
European fellow-worker disappears, and from social intercourse to mis-
cegenation is but a step.35

The chairman recorded his shock on first hearing a white man call his
employer baas. This growing relative impoverishment was probably one
reason why white poverty was more visible than in the past.36 Another was
that poverty is always more visible in towns than in the countryside:

The rural poor had in many cases been there for a long time, widely scattered
in our thinly populated country. When the exodus in search of something
better began, and particularly when they drifted in ever increasing numbers
to the cities and towns, then for the first time was the fact seriously brought
home to the nation as a whole.37

Afrikaner society offered the poor many means of survival. There were
still nomadic Trekboers on the north-western Cape frontier and others who
lived chiefly from hunting. Transport-riding had been undercut by railways,
but some men still drove wagonloads of firewood to the cities. Itinerant
Afrikaners with donkey wagons still acted as traders or blacksmiths to Afri-
can communities.38 A few desperate Afrikaners even ceased to be Poor
Whites at all and converted themselves into high-status Coloureds.39 Yet
these were extreme solutions. Enterprise usually took more resolute forms.
The frontier was not yet entirely closed. The white population of Bechuana-
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land grew by 93 per cent between 1911 and 1931, the immigrants often sub-
jecting San hunters much as Tswana had done before them. Poor White
families flocked into Swaziland during the 1920s, each with a gun, a swarm
of children, a black servant, and a bitter hostility to Africans.40 Those who
stayed in settled areas took relief work, sought farm employment, joined
with others in opening new land, or tried their luck amid the squalor of the
diamond diggings.41

Only most unwillingly did Poor Whites leave the countryside. Some
moved to small towns in the hope of starting independent enterprises, but
these 'village paupers' rarely prospered.42 The cities, by contrast, might at
first mean the squalor of a multiracial slum, but at least they offered work
and wages. Against most previous opinion - including that of the Prime
Minister - the Carnegie Commission concluded that agriculture offered no
solution to the Poor White Problem and that 'the best prospects for the
family as a whole are offered by the bigger industrial centres'. Of the indi-
gent urban families they interviewed, 77 per cent said that their move to the
city had been 'a change for the better in all respects'.43 Admittedly the Com-
mission found misery, begging, and a disturbing dependence upon charity,
but crime, drunkenness, and immorality were rare, few urban immigrants
had 'gone Kaffir', and resistance to working alongside Africans was still
strong - one town in the Orange Free State had an all-white staff of sanitary
labourers.44 Family structure survived in the towns, mutual aid societies
like burial clubs and Pentecostal churches flourished,45 and above all there
was work, especially for the young. An enquiry in the Transvaal in 1908 had
reported, with much exaggeration, that most Poor Whites lived on their
children's earnings, the girls characteristically working in laundries and the
boys selling newspapers.46 Twenty years later at least 10,000 white women
were working in factories. Often Poor White children went to town first and
then attracted their parents.47 The Congress convened in 1934 by the Dutch
Reformed Church to discuss the Carnegie Commission's report resolved
that the solution to the Poor White Problem required 'the complete segre-
gation of the towns, and the repatriation of all male natives'.48

The Carnegie Commission's optimism about urban opportunities was
based on research in 1929-30, before the depression seriously affected
South Africa, and on a study which ignored the white poverty caused by
incapacitation and unemployment.49 A less optimistic picture emerged
from a study made during the first half of 1933 of those receiving assistance
from the Cape Town General Board of Aid, the city's all-purpose charity.
Some 78 per cent of those assisted were non-Europeans (predominantly
Coloured people), who were only 48 per cent of the city's population. In all,
8.7 per cent of Cape Town's non-Europeans and 2.3 per cent of its Euro-
peans received aid. Recipients were not usully recent immigrants from the
countryside: 70 per cent of the Europeans and 84 per cent of the non-
Europeans had lived at least ten years in Cape Town. Many were in-
capacitated: 26 per cent of the Europeans and 29 per cent of the

119



The African poor

non-Europeans - mostly single persons or childess couples - were aged, dis-
abled, chronically sick, or otherwise permanently dependent, and others
were temporarily sick or only semi-fit.50 In contrast to the Poor Whites of
1929-30, most poverty in Cape Town in 1933 was conjunctural, for 58 per
cent of those receiving aid were able-bodied unemployed, although a study
in the late 1930s, after the depression had ended, found that poverty among
Coloured people was mostly due to low wages.51 Of those unemployed in
1933, 36 per cent of Europeans and 65 per cent of non-Europeans were un-
skilled labourers, while 17 and 12 per cent respectively were skilled building
workers whose trade was notoriously insecure.52 In one respect Cape
Town's poor were closely similar to Poor Whites: their poverty was chiefly
family poverty. Roughly four-fifths of the Europeans and five-sixths of the
non-Europeans assisted had families, averaging 5.2 and 5.6 people respect-
ively, and poverty was especially common among people in their thirties
burdened with young children who both needed sustenance and prevented
the mother from earning - the classic form of poverty in early modern
Europe which had been rare in pre-colonial Africa. This finding was con-
firmed by further study in the late 1930s. As a banner carried during a Col-
oured hunger march in Cape Town in 1938 proclaimed: 'One room, no
food, eight kids.'53

The Carnegie Commission and the Cape Town enquiry agreed that exist-
ing attempts to alleviate white poverty by charity and relief were inad-
equate, misguided, and unnecessarily complicated. Under the South Africa
Act of 1909 poor relief was a provincial responsibility. Each province had
its own system. In the Cape, provincial and municipal administrations joint-
ly financed the Cape Town General Board of Aid and matched in grants the
sums spent by charitable organisations, which in 1933 numbered over 150 in
Cape Town alone.54 The Transvaal spent large sums on poor relief but left
the Rand Aid Association and other private charities to operate in Johan-
nesburg and devoted only £2,000 of its £96,397 expenditure in 1937-8 to
Africans. The Orange Free State was also generous with poor relief,
roughly one-quarter of it going to Africans, but niggardly towards private
charities. Natal, always different, insisted that poor relief for Africans
should be a Union matter and distributed nearly all its funds to charitable
bodies operating among Europeans in Durban and Pietermaritzburg.55 The
Carnegie Commission estimated that in 1929 the provincial administrations
spent £374,664 on poor relief and grants to charitable societies.56

The Union Government's welfare role was at first limited. Its most im-
portant service (in conjunction with the provinces) was medicine, which
was in effect free to the poor, although often difficult of access. The Union
Government also bore responsibility for miners' phthisis and workmen's
compensation. Under the Children's Protection Act of 1913 it made main-
tenance grants to white and Coloured destitute children, orphanages and
children's homes, and eventually needy mothers and grandmothers. Old
age pensions for indigent whites and Coloureds were introduced in 1928,
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making the Union Government for the first time a larger contributor to
social welfare than the provinces.57

Among private charities the most extensive system was that of the Dutch
Reformed Church, which in 1937 (with much help from public funds) main-
tained 14 homes for dependent children, 6 for the aged, and 5 for the sick
and crippled, while its women's organisations specialised in child welfare
and had over 12,000 members. At parish level, Dutch Reformed Church
deacons made monthly grants to the poor, averaging at least £11,000 a year
in direct food relief during the 1920s in the Cape Province alone.58 The
range of other charitable provision for white people was bewildering.
Almost every religious body provided some institutional care. In 1935, for
example, the Salvation Army's facilities included 8 homes, shelters, or
hostels for men, 3 for women, 3 for boys, and 4 for girls; a low-cost tem-
perance hostel (The People's Palace) in Cape Town; 2 'social farms' for
derelict and alcoholic men; and 2 'rescue homes' for women and girls in
trouble.59 National Councils to coordinate charitable work were established
for child welfare in 1924, the blind and the deaf in 1929, and cripples in
1939.60 A survey of South Africa's more than 1,000 voluntary welfare
societies in 1939 showed that roughly one-half dealt with general relief and
welfare, more than three-quarters concerned themselves only with Euro-
peans, and there was a heavy concentration in large towns.61

This uncoordinated welfare provision attracted much criticism during the
early 1930s. The Carnegie Commission complained that amateur relief
bodies pauperised Poor Whites by indiscriminate charity. It pointed instead
to American social welfare practices, themselves derived from London's
Charity Organisation Society, which had stressed the need to investigate
each case and grant relief only in a form which would rehabilitate rather
than pauperise. The Cape Town enquiry made the same criticism of the
Board of Aid, adding that it did nothing to combat the causes of poverty.
South Africa, so experts complained, still assumed that poverty was natural
and inevitable rather than eradicable.62 In response to their insistence that
the Union Government must establish 'a state bureau of social welfare' to
coordinate provision and organise research and rehabilitation, Govern-
ment created a Department of Social Welfare within the Department of
Labour in 1933, linked them as the Department of Labour and Social Wel-
fare in 1935, and then established an autonomous Department of Social
Welfare in 1937.63 It was an important aspect of the growth of central
government power.

Critical o£ indiscriminate charity, the Department of Social Welfare adop-
ted rigorously 'scientific' American principles. Its function, as the Cabinet
defined it in 1938, was 'to rehabilitate the socially unadjusted or poorly
adjusted individual or family'.64 In 1940, when the Department took over
poor relief from the provinces (except Natal), it ordered that every appli-
cation must be thoroughly investigated, only one agency must provide relief
in any area, relief must normally be given in kind and only to those wholly
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destitute and without close kin, recipients must where possible render some
return service, and assistance must not be made attractive.65 The directive
reduced the numbers receiving poor relief in Kimberley by 60 per cent.66

The Department also strove to encourage and rationalise the work of pri-
vate charities, discouraging them from providing general relief and urging
them instead to care for particular categories of poor. The Department's
staff increased between 1939 and 1949 from 257 to 1,278.67 They spent much
time administering the enlightened Children's Act of 1937, which made
child welfare second only to old age pensions as a state responsibility.
Moreover, during the Second World War the welfare system was extended
in imitation of welfare state models in Britain and New Zealand. In 1944 a
Social Security Committee proposed unemployment, invalidity, and other
benefits. Europeans,' Coloured people, Asians, and long-term African
wage-earners who elected to join were to receive full benefits at rates
graduated by race, while most Africans were to receive only old age, blind-
ness, or invalidity pensions and certain minor benefits. The total cost was
estimated at £30,000,000 a year. Parliament drastically reduced the propos-
als, especially for non-Europeans, and in 1945 Government abandoned a
comprehensive scheme in favour of ad hoc improvements. For Europeans
the chief gains were unemployment benefits and family allowances.

One reason for parliamentary scepticism towards the welfare state pro-
posals of 1944 was that the Poor White Problem was fading. Exactly why it
disappeared is still uncertain. It was not eradicated by Afrikaner nationalist
mobilisation: of the £150,000 collected as a reddingsdaad (act of rescue),
less than 30 per cent was spent on the poor.69 Nor, probably, was the prob-
lem resolved by social welfare measures, which were palliatives. It was
ameliorated, but no more, by providing jobs for whites at African expense -
36,000 of them by August 1933, according to a government claim. Rapid
industrialisation after 1933 certainly created much new employment and
wealth, but in 1939 some 298,000 white persons were still reported to be
living in 'terrible poverty' with monthly incomes below £12.71 In little over a
month of 1939 the police rounded up 142 European beggars in central
Johannesburg, while a study of the city's prostitutes in 1939-41 showed that
they included about 1,000 impoverished white street-walkers. 'Ninety per
cent, of full-time professional prostitutes', it reported, 'were originally ill-
paid unskilled workers employed in factories, shops, tea-rooms, domestic
work and similar occupations. A high proportion of these girls were genu-
inely unable to live on the wages which they received for their legitimate
employment.'72 A survey in 1938 found that 40 per cent of white schoolboys
were to some extent malnourished.73 Like other poor people, Poor Whites
no doubt escaped their condition chiefly by their own efforts, but these
remain unexplored. They were helped in the short term by wartime employ-
ment and in the long term by the fact that they had the vote and succeeded
after 1945 in pressuring their rulers into transferring their poverty to Poor
Blacks.74 'You know we had many friends who were poor whites', a Col-
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oured labourer later recalled. They came to our place to eat and we used to
go to their houses for meals. This was on the farms. But these poor whites
got better, and better, and better. . . We couldn't improve because we
were oppressed, kept down.'75

Two things distinguished the African rural areas of South Africa from those
of colonial Africa during the early twentieth century. One was an excep-
tional degree of land alienation which, under the Land Act of 1913, eventu-
ally left Africans with only 13 per cent of the territory. The other was that
the African population appears - on admittedly inadequate evidence - to
have grown continuously from at least the late nineteenth century, without
experiencing the decline common in early colonial Africa. The population
of the Transkei, for example, apparently increased between 1891 and 1904
from 640,000 to 800,000, while the African population of South Africa as a
whole almost doubled between 1904 and 1936 and more than trebled be-
tween 1904 and I960.76 Land alienation and population growth meant that
black South Africans experienced demographic pressure on resources a
generation earlier than other Africans.

It was not that the countryside escaped natural disasters. Cattle plague
reached South Africa in 1896 and is thought to have killed over 2,500,000
cattle there, probably including a disproportionate number owned by Afri-
cans.77 The pride bender', as the epidemic was known in the Ciskei, left the
more pastoral peoples close to starvation, children malnourished for lack of
milk, farmers bereft of plough-oxen, everyone bereft of transport to carry
food.78 Nor was this an isolated plague. Early in the new century East Coast
Fever struck the barely recovered herds. By 1914 nearly three-quarters of
Pondoland's cattle were again dead.79 Drought, too, was recurrent. In the
north and east, rainfall cycles initiated periods of dearth in 1893, 1911, and
1931, although only the first appears to have caused deaths.80 The southern
Cape, by contrast, suffered unpredictable droughts, especially after the two
world wars. In 1945, for example, emergency feeding arrangements were
needed in the Ciskei, 'a high proportion of the people assisted being widows
and orphans', while the Middledrift district reported extensive infant star-
vation and the Lovedale hospital recorded no deaths from actual starvation
but 25 per cent of its deaths from malnutrition.81

South Africa's pattern of famine, like its demography, was about a gener-
ation in advance of tropical Africa's.82 Whereas deaths from famine were
common in tropical Africa until the 1920s, they were rare in South Africa
after the 1890s. As at earlier periods in Europe and contemporaneously in
India, famine mortality was being brought under control by more efficient
transport and government, wider markets, improved medicine, and better
opportunities to earn wages. On the other hand, the dearth of the 1940s,
although caused by drought, was exceptionally prolonged, almost chronic,
suggesting that improved measures for combating famine coincided with
increased susceptibility to it. Unchecked by famine, population growth on
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the limited land available to Africans was precipitating the reserves into en-
demic undernutrition, exactly a generation before the countries to the
north.83

This conclusion must be tentative, however, because the agricultural
history of the reserves is controversial. One authority holds that their
output of grain fell between the early 1920s and the late 1940s by 13 per
cent, while their population grew by 41 per cent.84 Another believes that
their total agricultural production was maintained until the mid 1960s, even
production per head suffering little until the later 1950s, partly because land
was added to the reserves during earlier decades.85 Beneath the contro-
versy, however, it is clear that even in the 1920s the reserves produced no
more than one-half of their food needs and that output in some more arid
and densely populated areas, especially in the Ciskei and the Northern
Transvaal, suffered catastrophic decline thereafter to less than one-quarter
of their needs.86 These were the areas that suffered the chronic dearth of the
1940s.

The clearest evidence of agrarian crisis was landlessness. Scarcity of land
was already apparent in the Ciskei during the 1890s and in the more
favoured parts of the Transkei by 1910. In 1928 only 61 per cent of adult
males in the Victoria East district of the Ciskei had plots.87 Twenty years
later some 30 per cent of all people in the Ciskei were thought to be land-
less, although both indigenous practice and government policy encouraged
fragmentation of holdings. In 1943 nearly 10 per cent of households in the
Transkei were landless and nearly one-half had no cattle.88 Differentiation
was very marked. A survey of the Keiskammahoek area of the Ciskei in
1949-50 revealed annual family expenditures ranging from £2.15.4 to
£251.5.4, the richest families being those with a member holding a skilled
off-farm job.89 Cattle ownership remained a special source of inequality. Of
253 families surveyed in Keiskammahoek, 80 had no cattle but 16 owned
more than 10 beasts each, while in Pondoland, early in the 1930s, some indi-
viduals owned 500 cattle and others none, although late-conquered Pondo-
land still had adequate land and was an oasis of prosperity when contrasted
with such remote and arid regions as the northern Cape.90

The poverty of the reserves was accentuated by a lack of opportunities to
earn cash except by peasant farming or labour migration. South Africa had
fewer rural crafts than many tropical regions - there was no weaving, for
example - and under European rule they atrophied, as did such activities as
supplying firewood and bush produce to towns, perhaps owing to the
exhaustion of supplies, effective government controls, and urban alterna-
tives such as paraffin. South Africa exemplified Dr Hill's claim that towns
have impoverished the African countryside during the twentieth century by
absorbing all occupations except agriculture.91 Moreover, rural poverty was
self-reinforcing. The reserves were too poor to support prosperous local
traders or craftsmen. They were probably too poor even to provide a mar-
ket for local labour, if the absence of evidence on this subject is any guide.
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Both black and white assumed that the African rural poor could rely
upon kin and neighbours for support. Some evidence substantiated this.
The Keiskammahoek survey found that it was only through the generosity
of neighbours that a family with an annual expenditure of £2.15.4 survived.
'Real charity', it concluded, 'is a virtue which still shines brightly in the Re-
serves.' The survey also found, however, that westernised Mfengu com-
plained that less acculturated Xhosa were too benevolent and filled the area
with poor relations.92 In Pondoland twenty years earlier Hunter had heard
old men criticise 'School people' for being 'unwilling to have poor and un-
educated people in their houses'. She had also noted that Mpondo chiefs no
longer had the resources to provide for the poor as popular memory (per-
haps with exaggeration) believed they had in the past.93 Such new rural
institutions as independent churches provided some support, chiefly for the
handicapped who were also the main recipients of government assistance,
for it was policy to aid only those who were incapacitated and bereft of
family support, except during serious famine. The South African state in
the 1930s still held to the principle of the New Poor Law: the remedy for
poverty was work.94

In the late nineteenth century labour migrants appear to have sought cash
chiefly to pay bridewealth, expand the homestead, or relieve famine, but
during the first half of the twentieth century taxation, land shortage, and
lower real wages gradually converted migration into an essential means of
family survival. 'It is, without question, the income from the labour centres
that keeps the congested areas going', a missionary wrote from the Ciskei in
1925.95 The proportion of able-bodied men from Pondoland absent at work
rose between 1911 and 1936 from 25 to 45 per cent. In Lesotho the figures
for the same years were 20 and 47 per cent. The highest proportion re-
corded may have been the 72 per cent of taxpayers absent from the Middle-
drift district of the Ciskei in 1928-9.96 Migration often meant a weary
journey, squalid living conditions, hard work, brutal supervisors, and the
possibility of incapacitation or death - between 1902 and 1914, 43,484 men
from Mozambique alone died in employment on the Rand.97 From the
migrant's viewpoint, however, the greater danger was that he might not
find work. 'If when they arrived in Kimberley there was a glut in the labour
market', an early account recalled, 'then these poor descendants of Ham
were to be seen on the outskirts of Kimberley starving to death.'98 Such
periods of unemployment recurred, especially during the depression of the
early 1930s and the Cape famine of the early 1940s,99 but the demand for
labour was generally high during this period and the farms and gold mines
offered reliable employment for those needy enough to take it. African
poverty here was predominantly the poverty not of unemployment but of
low wages or incapacitation.

As its exemplar of poverty, the Keiskammahoek survey took a family
with no migrant labourer to send remittances. 'All last year is very hard
through no food', its head complained. 'I can only say that if my Lord God
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had not opened the hearts of my neighbours we would have been in a very
bad condition.' She was a widow, like some 38 per cent of the region's
homestead heads in 1949-50.10° Women's economic status was declining
with the land available for agriculture, their chief economic function. White
laws recognised only male rights over land. Monogamy - encouraged by
Christianity, land shortage, and the taxing of plural wives - left many
women alone, especially when widowed or when deserted by migrant
men.101 It was true that complex households still provided protection for the
poor and were positively encouraged by land shortage and labour mi-
gration. Keiskammahoek had two kinds of large households in 1949-50:
those of the rich, who could afford them, and those of the poor, who clus-
tered together for mutual support.102 Nevertheless, economic and social
pressures on family structure was confirming the historic African poor - the
incapacitated, aged, orphans, solitary women - as the new poor of a world
where labour was almost the only defence against poverty. Dr Beinart has
described this process in Pondoland during the 1930s:

Families with migrants were not necessarily the poorest in Pondoland; a sig-
nificant number of homesteads could not even be assured of any wage
income. The size of such homesteads was usually smaller than the
average... Poverty was closely linked to the process of homestead disinte-
gration. Old couples could find their children marrying and leaving them with
no means of support; those who were already poor were probably more vul-
nerable to isolation. Widows could be left with children and no paternal home
to return t o . . .

Those men who were too old to migrate and those of all ages who were too
weak or ill for the heavy manual work in the mines and sugar fields could still
find casual daily labour, or sometimes more regular work, on council road
gangs... Wealthier kin or larger homesteads in the neighbourhood some-
times absorbed the poor, providing them with keep to do odd jobs around the
homestead, or took on boys to herd cattle. Those who were dependent on
poorly paid local employment or on wealthier homesteads and those who
were coming to the end of their lives, had little chance of breaking out of the
trap of poverty . . .

Those families without migrants had little chance of raising themselves out
of poverty.103

The impoverishment of the reserves deprived Africans employed on white
farms or industries of their bargaining power. Before the First World War,
full-time farm labourers were normal only in the Cape, where Africans
earned an average wage of 10 shillings a month in cash and perhaps as much
again in kind. Elsewhere cash wages were somewhat higher: the average
cash paid in Natal in 1910 was nearer 20 shillings a month than 10, while in
the Transvaal the figure of 1 shilling a day was often quoted.104 At this time,
however, most African farmworkers could insist on being rewarded for
their labour not in cash but by the right to use land, while many Africans oc-
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cupied white land as sharecroppers or cash-tenants rather than workers.
Yet like white bywoners they were gradually being proletarianised by the
capitalisation of farming. In Natal over half the African population lived on
white land in 1913, but increasingly as labour-tenants rather than share-
croppers or cash-tenants.105 In the Orange Free State several Resident
Magistrates reported in 1910 that sharecropping was increasing, but a min-
ority declared that it was giving way to labour-tenancy as land values rose,
while 'the more progressive farmer pays his servants a regular wage and
expects a daily service'.106 In the Transvaal, sharecropping or cash-tenancy
was still normal in 1910, but farmers were gradually imposing labour-
tenancy, often on very exploitative terms.107

The Land Act of 1913 sought to prohibit sharecropping but not labour-
tenancy. Sol Plaatje's famous account of the Act's effects - 'that a Kafir
who refused to become a servant should at once be consigned to the road' -
caught the immediate misery for a minority, especially the elderly and
especially in the Orange Free State, but it obscured the fact that sharecrop-
ping died slowly and was destroyed only in the 1960s and 1970s.108 The in-
tervening half-century saw a bitter struggle through which Africans on
white farms were reduced to an exceptionally miserable proletariat. By
1930, when the Native Economic Commission investigated the question, a
labour-tenant in the Cape, Transvaal, or Orange Free State normally
worked three months a year in return for arable and pasture, while in Natal
six months' labour was normal.109 During the next decade wage employ-
ment further replaced labour-tenancy, while terms grew more onerous for
those tenants who survived. The Native Service Contract Act of 1932, for
example, required labour-tenants in Natal and Transvaal to work six
months a year at the farmer's will, forbade them to leave the farm without
written permission, empowered them to contract to the farmer any female
or juvenile dependant, and prohibited farmers from keeping labour-tenants
except on these terms.110

As sharecroppers, cash-tenants, and labour-tenants were driven towards
the proletariat, wages froze at conventional levels which varied enormously
from one locality to another. In 1925, for example, the ruling wage in cash
and kind in the Eastern Cape was £12 a year, whereas mineworkers
averaged £32 a year in cash alone. Wages in cash and kind on maize farms in
1928-9 ranged from £15.10.0 a year on the smallest farms to £26.2.0 on the
largest.111 A careful study showed the total annual earnings of male farm-
workers in the Border area of the Cape in 1933-4 to be £16.10.0 and family
income to be probably less than £36 for an average of 6.34 people.112

Government reckoned in the late 1930s that the average farm wage from all
sources for the whole country was about £20 a year.113 Many labourers were
indebted, often paying interest at over 100 per cent a year. Some were
addicted to alcohol through the tradition of serving out daily pilchard tins of
local wine.114 Few farmworkers had any chance of advancement, for far-
mers rarely graded wages even by experience - only 5 of 29 prosperous
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farms studied in the Grahamstown area did so - and the law made it difficult
for workers to leave farms.115 Many observers noted the sullen and hopeless
air of farmworkers. One recorded 'bitter anti-European feeling'.116

Whether African farmworkers were worse off than those living in towns
or reserves was much debated. The Native Economic Commission of 1930-
2 thought that urban Africans suffered most because their expenses were
greatest, but many observers felt that farm conditions were worst. Haines,
in 1933-4, compared the £3 or less earned each month by a whole family on
a Border farm with the monthly wage of £3-5 earned by an unskilled
labourer in the bigger Cape towns. Hunter, who studied all three environ-
ments in the early 1930s, concluded that farms combined the disadvantages
of reserves and towns and that farmworkers were 'the most consistently
poor' of the three communities.117

In the towns the interwar years were the age of marabi. Obscure in origin,
the word described a specifically urban, working-class culture which was
spawned by the slumyards of Johannesburg, colonised the locations of
smaller towns, spilt over into freehold townships like Sophiatown, and had
an uncle in District Six. Marabi meant many things. It meant first a syncre-
tic style of music, blending the Afrikaans and Coloured traditions of the
Cape with local African rhythms and imported Black American modes; the
result could be played on almost anything but characteristically on a piano
and a banjo or violin, or in more sophisticated form by small jazz groups.
Individuals or couples danced to this, with no fixed steps but any way the
music moved provided it was sexy. The locus was a shebeen. The atmos-
phere was alcoholic, sometimes criminal. Dress was as modern and stylish
as funds allowed: red for the ladies, by one account from 1932, with black
Japanese shoes and hair in 'the French cut'; the men in 'black shirts, black
Japanese shoes and baggy trousers'. Marabi also meant low-class people
who behaved this way, and by extension anything the respectable thought
disreputable. 'Marabi love' was illicit, a 'marabi girl' wanted a good time.
But marabi meant more. It meant youth and modernity. It meant the free-
dom of the town. It meant the freedom of towns not yet in the grip of the
state. It meant hope and ambition not yet crushed. 'It was not all just she-
beeny, smutty, illegal stuff, one who enjoyed it recalled. 'Some places it
was as dreams were made on.'118

In 1927 the slumyards of Johannesburg which had spawned marabi cul-
ture were thought to house at least 40,000 people.119 Six years later the
anthropologist Ellen Hellmann wrote a magnificent account of one, 'Rooi-
yard' as she called it, in Doornfontein, less than 2 kilometres from the city
centre. Rooiyard was owned by a European landlord. It consisted of 107
rooms, a shop, 6 latrines, and one working water-tap. Of the rooms, 29
were of brick, the rest of wood and corrugated iron, the whole 'in a state of
shocking neglect'.120 Rooiyard housed 235 adults and 141 children at an
average of 3.58 persons per room, but it had also a large shifting population
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of relatives and friends. Of 100 families, 60 had lived there for an average of
5 months, the rest for an average of 37 months, but all regarded themselves
as temporary residents and treated the compound fecklessly. Rents
averaged 28s 6d a month for each room, or roughly 40 per cent of the bread-
winner's wage, yet rooms were keenly sought, for Rooiyard was central and
offered many opportunities for informal earnings.121

The leitmotiv of Rooiyard life', Hellmann wrote, 'is the economic
struggle. The Natives of Rooiyard are poor. And their daily activities are,
to a large extent, motivated by the drear struggle for survival.'122 Poor
indeed they were: too poor even to be in debt, since nobody would lend to
them. Yet they were not the very poor, the destitute. Of 33 families studied,
17 had a bicycle, 17 a sewing machine, 4 a gramophone, often bought on
hire purchase, for Rooiyard people spent every penny available because, as
one explained, 'If I buy things I save. If I don't buy I don't save, because the
money goes just the same.'123 Meat was usually eaten daily and took
roughly one-quarter of all expenditure on food. Tea, sugar, and coffee were
in general use. Bread was popular. Most residents thought they ate better
than in the countryside.124 In other senses, too, Rooiyard people - and
marabi people generally - were poor but not very poor. They certainly did
not practise an anomic 'culture of poverty'. Family life survived vigorously,
if in urban forms. Only 3 of the 107 rooms housed more than one family and
women took immense care of their rooms.125 'Somehow', a visitor wrote,
'those paper frills made me feel more ashamed than anything else I saw.'126

While older people clung to rural values, the young adopted the marabi
style and pursued money and advancement with cheerful ruthlessness.
Ironically, South Africa's racialism probably helped African townsmen to
endure their poverty: at least they need not see themselves as failures.

Race also helped to preserve a sense of community. Marabi culture was
not a conscious working-class culture: it had no political content, it was
alcoholic, and the sprawling townships encouraged cross-fertilisation be-
tween elite and plebeian cultures.1 Yet, as a denizen remembered,
'although people didn't seem to be interested in one another, they spoke
with a subtle unity of voice. They still behaved as a community.'8 Slum-
yard dwellers were not ripe for revolution, but they might repel a police
liquor raid. Hellmann mentioned a two-year-old child who would not allow
his policeman father to caress him while in uniform. Their 'undeclared guer-
rilla warfare' with the police129 was one reason why slumyard people were
not like the apolitical, instinctively conservative casual poor of outcast
London but more like the slum-dwellers of Latin America, realistic,
striving, and self-reliant. They were the poor in Booth's sense, struggling to
avert destitution.130

Marabi people escaped extreme poverty chiefly through employment in
the formal sector. In 1933, 89 of Rooiyard's 100 male family heads had regu-
lar employment, earning an average of £3.12.0 a month, chiefly as store
workers, delivery men, and laundry workers. Their average wage was the
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norm for unskilled urban workers during the 1930s. African urban poverty
was thus the structural poverty of low wages, the poverty of those who were
poor even when employed. It was exacerbated by high price levels resulting
from the protection of agriculture and infant industries. A study in Durban
in 1946 showed that malnutrition and undernutrition were common even
among the best-paid African workers.131

The path from poverty to destitution lay through insecurity. Illness might
throw a family into indigence. Many unskilled occupations were inherently
unstable: of immigrant workers entering Johannesburg between 1936 and
1944, 47 per cent took first jobs lasting less than six months, and although it
was often the workers who found something better, turnover was especially
high in such insecure occupations as domestic service (55 per cent) and
building (52 per cent).132 Cyclical unemployment peaked during the early
1930s, when the international depression was exacerbated in South Africa
by drought and mistaken economic policies. 'Go to the Native Affairs
Department, Johannesburg', an African wrote in May 1932, 'and [see] the
thousands of thin, hungry young men looking more dead than alive...
Never was there such hunger and unemployment before.'133 Early in 1934
officials estimated that there were 10,000 unemployed Africans in the
Johannesburg area. Their children were seen scavenging in dustbins or
'prowling round the market trying to pick up rotten fruit and vegetables for
food'.134 The Communist Party organised violent confrontations with the
police and encouraged the unemployed to coerce shopkeepers into subsidis-
ing relief kitchens. Agitation secured official aid for Johannesburg's unem-
ployed whites, but the issue of relief food to Africans was quickly halted lest
it attract even more into the city.135 Several municipalities provided relief
work for a few long-resident Africans, but the potential demand was almost
limitless and the work provided can scarcely have outweighed the loss of
African jobs through the white labour policy.136

'For all that it mattered', a victim later reflected, 'the depression of the
early thirties did not seem on the surface to add an ounce of pressure more
to the poverty of the Black man.' He remembered that 'there was much less
to eat at home', but scrabbling in dustbins was nothing new in his family.137

White liberals, too, stressed the resilience of marabi society. 'Native
workers have shared jobs as well as food', it was reported.138 But one ob-
server added a caveat:

During the depression years of 1930-1932 there was much unemployment,
but little actual suffering was reported, no actual cases of starvation on the
Witwatersrand. The unemployed found food at the homes of relatives and
friends and ate from their meagre stores. The whole Native population simply
sagged down to a still lower sub-economic level. Indications point, however,
to a gradual yielding to stern necessity's law here, an acceptance of the man
versus man scramble for material goods. The old ties are giving way.139

Nor did the return of economic 'normality' in 1934 entirely clear the streets
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of the 'unemployed Bantu who linger with glaring eyes of a hungry wolf out-
side the chief Pass Office .. . hungry and fatigued, subdued and unsure of
themselves and hardly able to raise their voices above a whisper', showing
'all the weariness and despair brought about by hunger and a fruitless job
hunt and dodging of the pick-up cruising the streets'.140

For those without formal-sector jobs, an alternative was one of the small-
scale, commonly self-employed activities which economists call the 'infor-
mal sector'. The search for these opportunities was feverish, for in South
Africa's towns, as in the countryside, the informal sector was unusually
small. In East London in 1932, for example, Hunter recorded 9,451 male
and 3,210 female African employees but only 131 men and 71 women who
were self-employed, although she omitted certain categories such as
women brewers. A survey of the less impoverished African areas of Johan-
nesburg in 1940 found only 12 per cent of men working 'in African industry
either on their own account or as assistants'.141 The most important reason
why the informal sector was small was that the state discouraged African
traders. In the Orange Free State, Africans were simply banned from trade,
as they were also in East London until 1952.142 Elsewhere Africans had
little prior commercial experience and faced competition from expert
trading communities. During the early 1940s, for example, Kimberley had
'six African grocers, two milk sellers, two cafe owners, one baker and two
woodsellers. They all, however, lead a very precarious existence, particu-
larly the grocers who have to compete with Chinese and Indian store-
keepers on the outskirts of the Locations.' African traders were most
successful on the Rand, where there were 500-600 African retailers in
1936, many allegedly in debt. Ten years later only 891 of South Africa's
33,065 retail businesses were in African hands.143 Similar obstacles faced
hawkers, who were anathema to municipal councillors elected by white
businessmen and obsessed by hygiene, but hawking was the most common
informal-sector activity for Africans. Of East London's 131 self-employed
men in 1932, 40 sold fresh produce, 35 tobacco, 14 wood, and 12 cakes. In
Johannesburg the growth of industrial employment and the removal of
African residences from the city centre to outlying townships during the
1930s created a market for cooked food which was met by a proliferation of
mobile 'coffee carts', built of scrap and often operated by ill-paid assist-
ants.144 Another obstacle to informal enterprise was the scale and vigour of
its formal competitors. Even filthy occupations like collecting scrap were
often controlled by capital. In East London even bottle-collectors might be
employees. A comparison of Hunter's list of informal-sector activities there
in 1932 with Reader's survey in the mid 1950s shows that many activities -
skin-dressing, mattress-making, sack-repairing - had meanwhile largely
disappeared. During the same period Sophiatown's washerwomen were
driven out of business and District Six saw its exceptionally lively informal
sector undermined by the mechanisation of laundering and the clothing
industry.145 The only male rural craft which flourished steadily in towns was
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herbalism. Artisans were few, probably owing to official controls and com-
petition from machinery and other races. East London's 20,000 Africans in-
cluded only 6 tinsmiths in 1932, while its 49 carpenters were partly
employees.146 The most vigorous centre of informal activity at that time was
the Salisbury compound in Johannesburg, better known as Mayimayi:

Here are to be found a battery of barbers whose charge for a hair-cut is six-
pence. Here are carpenters who will make trunks and suitcases from packing
cases for from ten to thirty shillings apiece. Bootmakers do a thriving busi-
ness, as do the tailors, bicycle repairers, snuff vendors, dry-cleaners and
leather and metal workers. The latter make 'bangles' from brass or copper
wire. Furriers also do a good business in monkey tails, skins, and trimmed
hats. These craftsmen and salesmen pay rental for their stalls and living quar-
ters in the compound.

Mayimayi, however, was already scheduled for demolition. Its foodstuff
section had been closed, as unhygienic.147

The dominant informal activity in South African towns was brewing. It
was a woman's enterprise. In 1911 Johannesburg contained 4,357 female
Africans; in 1936, over 60,000.148 Because male wages were designed to
support only single migrants, the influx of women bred the first family
poverty among Africans that the continent had seen. 'Childless couples
have a decided advantage over couples who have to provide for children',
Hellmann wrote of Rooiyard. The women are keenly alive to the ad-
ditional economic burden of feeding an extra child.' 'Requests for contra-
ceptives and abortive measures', she added, 'were the most frequent of all
those addressed to me.'149 In these circumstances, many women - especially
those with small children - turned to brewing for unmarried townsmen,
earning average profits higher than a normal manufacturing wage. In the
Marabastad location of Pretoria in 1934 about 70 per cent of women
derived some income from brewing.150 Some towns permitted brewing for
domestic consumption, but all prohibited Africans from selling beer and
many banned its production altogether. The shebeens which sold beer and
bred marabi culture were therefore surrounded by the crime, danger, crud-
ity, and squalor of Prohibition. 'They drank and drank and drank', a deni-
zen recalled. 'In case the police should come, they drank the beer without
taking the measure from their mouths and held on to their stomachs as
though they were in pain.'151 The pain may have been real. To get drunk on
traditional beer needed quantities so conspicuous that Shebeen Queens
laced it with carbide or worse to make 'Kill me quick' or a hundred other
concoctions, hiding their stocks in holes dug beneath slumyard floors:

Your Commissioners inspected an illicit liquor yard in Johannesburg. From
the car to the yard was a matter of two minutes. There were some twenty
Natives, men and women, in the yard. There was an all-pervading smell of
alcohol, but no drop of liquor, no utensils which might have contained it,
were to be seen.152
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Undeterred, the police destroyed 568,807 gallons of illicit brew during 1933.
In 1935, 6,041 African men and 7,761 women were convicted of possessing
liquor.153 Illegality bred close supportive ties among women neighbours
and friends. It also bred resentment of the authorities and their municipal
beerhalls. Sophiatown's major political action between the wars was a beer-
hall boycott.154 Apart from their criminality, shebeens also attracted a
penumbra of destitute alcoholics, unemployable men, barren or deserted
women, the deformed, and the degenerate. A survey of East London in
1955 found over 130 women and nearly 100 men sleeping rough in the bush
where illicit drinking took place, sharing an undiscriminating, tolerant life
of failure. Their counterparts on the Rand were the simbamgodi, the der-
elicts who earned beer by digging the holes in which women hid it.155

The attraction of brewing, despite its accompanying violence and squa-
lor, can be understood only by comparison with other jobs available to
working-class women. Those with small children could take in washing and
earn all of £1-2 a month in Sophiatown during the 1930s. Those with more
freedom might become domestic servants, as did 80 per cent of the econ-
omically active women enumerated by the census of 1936 (which did not, of
course, enumerate brewers).156 Female domestic servants in East London
in April 1932 earned an average of 25-30 shillings a month, plus food, and
were the worst-paid workers in a notoriously ill-paid town. In Kimberley in
1942 African women worked in Coloured families for 5 shillings a month.157

So badly was domestic service paid that it was increasingly confined to Afri-
can women,158 whereas in the late ninteenth century both men and women
of all races had entered service. It was one of the most important fields in
which the multiracial poverty of the late nineteenth century gave way to the
black poverty of the mid twentieth.159

For African parents with rural values, marabi culture was of the devil.
The proportion of recorded African births described as illegitimate was 59
per cent in Pretoria in 1934-5, 51 per cent in Germiston in 1936-7, and 46
per cent in Bloemfontein in 1932, while Hellmann found in the late 1930s
that one-third of Johannesburg's African girls aged over 16 had borne 'il-
legitimate' babies.160 'Soshal Senta and baiskopo will give you a baby and
no father', a mother warns in Dikobe's Marabi dance, but the stigma
attached to 'illegitimacy' in the wider society was often small, except among
aspiring bourgeois.161 Marriage was not easy either to define or to complete
in a slumyard. Hellmann reckoned that 20 per cent of Rooiyard's
couples lived in informal 'town marriages', while a survey of part of Durban
in the mid 1940s found that less than half the couples living together were
'properly' married.162 Since women married later in town - at 22 in East
London as against 16-18 in rural Pondoland - pre-marital sexual activity
was inevitably common, indeed universal in Rooiyard. Illegitimacy was due
as much to frustrated marriage as to rampant promiscuity. Many young
townspeople saw marriage as a personal rather than family contract.163
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Their attitudes merged with the more powerful impact of labour migration
to create independent urban women, often heading their own households.
Ezekiel Mphahlele's account of his childhood in the Marabastad location of
Pretoria during the 1930s - a rare account of an unhappy African childhood
- describes a brutal, drunken father abandoning his all-enduring wife to
bring up her turbulent but deeply attached children.164 Hunter noted
women in East London in 1932 living alone with their children, 'keeping the
household with their own earnings'. Two decades later more than half the
owners of wood-and-iron shacks in the town were women, 59 per cent of
them widows. What a South African historian of the period called 'the most
general type of poverty in the world, the poor and solitary woman' was
already a feature of South African towns.1

Missionaries devoted much energy to protecting urban women,
especially domestic servants who might contaminate white families. Afri-
can women themselves created organisations ranging from the Bantu
Women's Self-Improvement Association (1918) and the Purity League
(1919) to the manyano prayer unions which began in Natal in 1912 and
expressed parental concern with their daughters' 'immorality'.166 Such
formal, western-style welfare institutions attracted middle-class Africans.
A Bantu Relief Committee was formed in Johannesburg in 1932 to assist
the unemployed, a 'Social Service Committee of Bantu teachers, nurses,
and others' undertook the same function in East London, and Bloemfon-
tein had a similar organisation in 1940.167 In 1935 James Ntshinga created
the Blind and Crippled League in Port Elizabeth 'to consider how to
combat the daily occurrence of the Native blinds and crippled, begging
from door to door for necessities of life', whereby they 'become a reproach
to us and an affliction to our European friends'. It was imitated in Johannes-
burg two years later.168 An African Blind Welfare Association was founded
in 1940 and a Handicapped African Welfare Association in 1945, its chair-
man explaining:

The crippled and blind African beggars who daily stand at City street corners
are just where they ought not to b e . . . Among the important signs that a
race has passed out of barbarism is that which is characterised by the earnest
efforts of that race to take care of its less physically or mentally privileged
members.169

The first Bantu burial society was founded on the Rand in 1932, in imi-
tation of long-established white and Coloured institutions. In 1944 some 65
per cent of households in Western Native Township subscribed to burial
societies.170 Little is known of the urban welfare activities of African
churches or tribal associations at this period. In 1937 a Bapedi Union was
planned on the Rand with the intention, inter alia, 'to make some means to
those who are homeless of getting jobs and to deal with matters which affect
them',171 but this subject awaits study. The evidence of ad hoc mutual aid is
stronger. In the slumyards, for example, funerals were financed mainly by
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collections among neighbours and friends.172 Institutionalised African wel-
fare activities were probably even more limited in South African towns than
in tropical cities, partly perhaps because South Africa's pre-colonial
societies had possessed few institutions transferable to towns and because
white repression made institutions difficult to create. Whatever the reason,
the effect was to throw the burden of poor relief on to kinsmen, neighbours,
and informal arrangements.

Educated Africans welcomed this. East London's Social Service Com-
mittee, for example, 'was troubled lest attempts to give relief to the unem-
ployed should make persons who were still in employment cease to relieve
their kin, which the Committee considered it was their duty to do'.173 Refer-
ence to this tradition accompanied any appeal for funds to aid the poor. 'In
ancient Bantu Society', it was explained when the Bantu Relief Committee
was formed, 'the poor and the needy were not allowed to starve by the com-
munity in which they lived... This generosity of our forefathers must be
perpetuated and put into practice from now.'174 Nor was it only ideologi-
cally important. Hellmann stressed the pervasiveness of family support in
Rooiyard, where there was little begging but much sponging on relatives,
who were willing 'to share [their] last pot of mealie meal with destitute
tribesmen'. Krige's study of Marabastad in 1934 revealed 'a wonderful spirit
of co-operation and generosity among Natives which largely accounts for
the fact that Europeans seldom become aware of the extent of poverty in
the locations'. 'No one need starve in a location', a missionary reported
from Bloemfontein. 'One young man of seventeen keeps a bedridden
father by (I regret to say) rack-renting two rooms, and by sawing tree-
boughs into lengths for firewood. He said he made at best 5s. a month by
this, but that when he made no profit the neighbours helped him with gifts
of food.'175 Others were less sanguine. Hunter drew a nuanced picture of
East London in 1932:

In spite of this loosening of mutual economic responsibilities it is still con-
sidered obligatory that kin should provide for one another in need, and I
found a number of cases where persons had been supported by their kin in
sickness or unemployment... Nevertheless, the fact that the economic
struggle is keener under town conditions, and that everything is on a cash
basis, is breaking down the old sense of the mutual obligations of kin. The
strain of supporting impoverished relatives is undue. A trained Native nurse,
who has been ten years working in the location, told me that she knew of
several cases in which persons had died of starvation, although they had rela-
tives in the location.

Alongside kinship, the most important institution of mutual aid, the stok-
fel, drew upon neighbourhood and occupational ties. Stokfel (from the
English 'stockfair') embraced much diversity, but its core was a rotating
credit club which originated in the Cape but flourished especially among the
women brewers of Johannesburg. Like hire purchase, it was a means of
saving where the pressures to spend cash immediately were compelling.
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Members contributed a weekly sum to a pool which each received in turn.
The week's recipient used it to organise a party which the public paid to
attend. The takings were hers to use. If a member suffered a bereavement
or went to gaol, her fellows might support her or care for her family. In
Western Native Township in 1944 some 20 per cent of households belonged
to such clubs. They combined profit, mutual aid, entertainment, and cor-
porate solidarity in a manner epitomising marabi culture.177

One novel feature of South African urban poverty was that the poor in-
cluded many children. Child poverty had been rare in pre-colonial Africa,
except in famine. In South African towns it was blatant. 'A few months ago'
a missionary reported in 1921,

a few Johannesburg men investigated some stables in a disreputable part of
town. In two or three of these stables, sleeping in lofts above the animals in
air which choked the raiders, were found fifty children, both boys and girls,
native children who have run away and are drifting into ways of vice. It is esti-
mated that here in the heart of Johannesburg could be rounded up over two
hundred children who have no homes and who are living by their wits.178

Such amalalapipe ('those who sleep in pipes') provided sub-Saharan
Africa's first child beggars, other than religious students. Trevor Hudd-
leston described them in the 1950s:

Sometimes in Johannesburg at night when the cinema crowds are flooding out
on to the pavements, I have watched African children - some of them cer-
tainly not more than eight years old - hanging about the lighted entrances,
darting through the legs of the emerging throng, watching the Greek shops
with their brilliant windows. They are filthy dirty. They are hungry. They
hold out their hands - 'Penny, baas, penny, baas' - and sometimes they get
what they ask and run off in search of more. But nobody cares what happens
to them or from where they come.179

Public concern for child welfare first became acute shortly before the First
World War, largely in response to infant mortality statistics, and led to the
formation of the National Council for Child Welfare in 1924 and to the Chil-
dren's Act of 1937, which provided maintenance for children needing
care.180 Yet this provision rarely benefited Africans, for they and their
rulers long assumed that the 'extended family' cared for all African chil-
dren. Government explained in 1939:

Having regard to the fact that under Native law it is the natural duty of the
head of the kraal or guardian-at-law to support any minor belonging to his
kraal or under his care, and that the granting of maintenance by the State will
probably lead to an evasion of the responsibility resting upon the Natives
under their own customs, grants will not be made in the case of Native chil-
dren residing in rural areas.

In towns Government would 'endeavour, where circumstances permit, to
repatriate the child to the care of relatives living in rural areas'. Conse-
quently only 197 of the 14,760 children then receiving maintenance grants
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were Africans.181 Only 27 of South Africa's 120 orphanages and kindred
institutions admitted non-Europeans at that time. Ten years later the
number had risen to 57.182

Given the lack of public care, African children and youths found their
own means of survival. Selling newspapers was a highly organised youth ac-
tivity from the late nineteenth century. Coloured boys of seven could earn
6 shillings a week from it in Cape Town in 1918, while twenty years later
Sophiatown lads made £2 a month in central Johannesburg. Others cad-
died, scavenged, or sang, danced, or played the penny-whistle at street cor-
ners, creating a child culture, kwela culture, the juvenile counterpart of
marabi.183 Crimes against property were especially common among juven-
iles of less than sixteen years old. Child gangs existed at least by the 1930s
and culminated in the Vultures, a huge gang founded in Sophiatown in 1950
which ran protection rackets on rich children and Asian traders but, like
most gangs, was chiefly concerned with territoriality.184

Children borrowed gang organisation from their elders. In order to
understand the 'juvenile delinquency' which obsessed South Africans from
about 1933, one must remember that young Africans were expected to be
violent, although they were also expected to moderate their behaviour as
they grew older. Among the Xhosa even adult women deliberately encour-
aged aggression in small boys. Almost everywhere village youths habitually
sparred or fought pitched battles with sticks.185 Gangs of young men known
as Amalaita - often domestic servants - took this tradition to town in the
early 1900s, holding bloody public contests on Sunday afternoons,186 and
'juvenile delinquents' subsequently preserved the tradition of violence,
probably to rather later ages, while their elders switched to softer urban
values. Much juvenile delinquency also resulted from inability to gain full
adult status owing to lack of education and jobs. In 1951 Johannesburg
had 20,000 male African teenagers in neither school nor work. In the mid
1930s some 72 per cent of juvenile offenders before the Johannesburg
courts came from unsatisfactory homes.187 The background of almost
every confirmed skolly', an authority wrote of Cape Town's delinquents
in 1950,

is one of filthy slum or pondokkie188 housing; perpetual neglect and hunger
while an infant because both parents are working; the gnawing pain of veld
sores, septic wounds and rotting teeth all his life; no supervision over his
schooling so that he never passed anything higher than standard three or four;
continued idleness while a youngster because there was nobody to make him
go to school or work; filthy streets for play-grounds because the house is
locked while parents are away at work; illiterate, drunken and often demoral-
ized parents.

Yet although the link between deprivation and delinquency was as clear as
in tropical Africa,190 South Africa's juvenile delinquents were immensely
more violent.
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The main reason for this was probably exposure to adult criminals in
prison - South Africa's prisons contained 2,554 juveniles aged under eight-
een in 1938 and were already notorious for gangs and homosexuality - and
to hardened juvenile offenders in the few brutal reformatories which exis-
ted before the 1930s, especially the Porter Reformatory in the Cape which
was truly a school of criminality for the Coloured people.191 These insti-
tutions especially bred juvenile gangs, apparently in two traditions. One
was African and originated from an adult criminal society known as the Nin-
evites, formed around 1890; this spawned the Amalaita groups of the 1900s
which were imitated by children and youths in the 1930s and probably bred
the juvenile tsotsi gangs, such as the Berliners, which terrorised the Rand
from the later 1940s.1 The other tradition concerned the Coloured people
of the Cape. There were adult Coloured gangs in Kimberley in the 1870s
and juvenile gangs in Cape Town by 1906, but they became more violent
and organised between the wars, possibly in response to increasingly viol-
ent policing, and culminated during the 1940s in street warfare in District
Six between the Globe, representing long-established townsmen, and the
Jesters and other gangs formed by recent immigrants.193 The poor survived
by preying on the poor.

For a generation after the First World War South Africa's rulers struggled
ineffectively to control black urban poverty. Legislation in 1923 and 1937
empowered municipalities to require Africans to live in designated areas,
authorised them to deport the 'idle, dissolute or disorderly', obliged Afri-
cans entering towns to leave again if still unemployed after fourteen days,
and facilitated municipal financing of low-cost accommodation.194 Yet the
few municipalities that seriously attempted slum-clearance found it hope-
less. Korsten was 'cleared' from 1936 and an 'almost idyllic' new township
replaced it, but in 1948 more Africans than ever were living in Korsten,
many in shacks made from packing-cases.195 Cape Town opened a model
African township at Langa in 1927 but could not keep pace with an African
population which increased between 1921 and 1948 from 8,684 to 31,258. In
1936 some 37 per cent of the city's residential area was still racially mixed.196

Durban's housing policy was even less successful. In 1921, when the city
contained 46,000 Africans, most were still housed in bachelor hostels and
barracks, but in 1946 half the 114,000 Africans were living in shanty towns,
the best-known being Cato Manor.197

Johannesburg had the most acute problem, especially in the slumyards
close to the city centre. Its solution was to build a massive township 15 kilo-
metres away at Orlando to house 80,000 Africans. The first moved in
during 1932. The slumyards were then cleared: Rooiyard was largely de-
molished in 1934. Yet in 1938 Orlando housed only 26,000 of the 105,445
more permanent Africans living in Johannesburg, let alone the 93,000 Afri-
cans on the Witwatersrand who 'live by their wits, sleep with their friends at
night, and are not included in the census'.198 Many clustered ever more
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densely into the surviving slums. Pimville, created 15 kilometres from the
city centre in 1904 as an emergency camp during a plague epidemic, housed
15,000 people in the late 1930s in 'a heterogeneous collection of closely
packed wood, iron and brick buildings, constructed about small yards
where humans and animals share the restricted space'.199 Sophiatown,
Martindale, and Newclare housed 5,823 people in 1921 and 28,502 in 1937,
including 100 whites, 1,377 Asians, and 3,215 Coloured people. The mostly
white landlords often accommodated over 80 people in 16 rooms on a
'stand' 50 x 100 feet. Bourgeois and proletarian, social club and shebeen
jostled one another. Marabi culture, uprooted from the slumyards,
flourished again in the more sophisticated form of jazz orchestras. Resi-
dents of Sophiatown called it Little Harlem.200 And further out, beyond the
city's northern border, the population of the freehold township at Alex-
andra rose between 1930 and 1943 from 7,200 to 45,000.201

By the late 1930s the white electorate was acutely alarmed at its leaders'
inability to control black urbanisation. Johannesburg's ratepayers cam-
paigned for the demolition of Sophiatown, Alexandra, and their satellites.
The Purified Nationalist Party made complete urban segregation part of its
platform.202 Yet in reality the problem was only beginning, for between
1939 and 1952 the African urban population almost doubled. In March 1942
the Minister of Native Affairs admitted that it was for the time being
beyond control.203 One response was to abandon restraints, accept African
urbanisation as irreversible and even as the best answer for Poor Blacks as
well as Poor Whites, and argue that the real problem of low wages could
best be met by recognising African trade unions. This was the view of the
influential wartime Secretary of Native Affairs, D. F. Smit, and the ener-
getic Minister of Finance and Social Welfare, J. H. Hofmeyr.204 It was en-
couraged by the first systematic study of non-white poverty carried out in
sub-Saharan Africa: Professor Edward Batson's survey of Cape Town in
1938-9, which found that some 53 per cent of the city's Coloured people
and 48 per cent of its Africans lived below the Poverty Datum Line (the
minimum needed to preserve mere physical efficiency), chiefly owing to
low wages.205

While Government confessed its helplessness, wartime urbanisation
swamped housing and other facilities. By 1942 some 10,000 Africans were
living outside Cape Town on the Cape Flats, mostly in pondokkies made of
'pieces of corrugated iron, old tins and drums, rough bows, sacking, any-
thing which can possibly offer protection against the weather'. Six years
later the Council estimated that the city had 150,000 squatters. Port Eliza-
beth and East London were thought in 1949 to share the highest tubercu-
losis rate in the world.206 The urban influx brought whole families in
unprecedented numbers, owing to growing rural population pressure and
widespread food shortages. Early in 1946 a Johannesburg baker 'had
several times seen an African so hungry that he had eaten his half loaf of
bread207 before receiving his change. In another shop, an African who had
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come in to buy bread after the day's stock had been exhausted collapsed on
the doorstep.'208 Yet the war also brought expectation. The years 1942-5
were the only period between 1910 and the 1970s when wage differentials
between black and white workers narrowed. Recognition of African trade
unions encouraged activity which climaxed in the mineworkers' strike of
1946. Five times between 1940 and 1945 the people of Alexandra organised
bus boycotts to prevent fare increases. This wartime ferment culminated in
the squatter movement of 1944-7, when nearly 100,000 Africans - mostly
from overcrowded urban locations - settled in self-built camps around
Johannesburg, living in 'shacks of hessian, tin, poles, tattered canvas or
mealie stalks', 'no go' areas roughly controlled by popular leaders of whom
the most spectacular was the ex-murderer, lawyer's clerk, and school-
teacher James Sofasonke Mpanza.209

As the urban crisis deepened, the one point on which South Africans agreed
was that its solution required central government intervention. For Afrika-
ner Nationalists this conviction pointed towards the Apartheid programme.
For liberals it necessitated the extension to Africans of welfare benefits
hitherto confined to other races. Until the 1940s the chief forms of state aid
to the African poor were food rations for the permanently destitute and
short-term emergency relief given in food or work, all administered until
1940 by the Native Affairs Department at a cost of £50,000-100,000 a
year.210 Institutional care long centred on subsidising the Bantu Refuge at
Germiston, established in 1927 in an abandoned mine compound as 'a
Home for aged, infirm and maimed Natives and for children who have no
relatives capable of supporting them'. In 1940 the Refuge had accommo-
dation for 200 men and 54 women but actually housed only 60 and 21
respectively, for its depressing cheerlessness encouraged the poor 'to make
their living on the streets'.211 African dislike of institutions also extended to
the Elandsdoorn rural settlement for the aged and infirm, which was only
half full in 1949, and to insane asylums, whose dreadful conditions were an
added disincentive.212

Most aid to the African urban poor was left to municipalities - some large
towns formed social welfare branches and established almshouses during
the 1930s and 1940s - and to a few private charities which relied heavily on
public funds. In 1936 only 5 per cent of charitable expenditure in Johannes-
burg was by organisations catering for Africans to any considerable
extent.213 Ezekiel Mphahlele's recollection of Marabastad - 'a white
woman came to put up a soup-kitchen. After a few months she disappeared
with the kitchen'214 - captured one kind of charity, but others did enduring
work. Among them were pioneer African nurses like Sister Dora Nginza,
who worked in Port Elizabeth as a health visitor from 1920 to 1955 and vir-
tually created the public health service in the New Brighton location. In
1941 the Jan H. Hofmeyr School of Social Work in Johannesburg began to
train the first African social workers.215
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Alongside poor relief, the state granted African miners compensation for
phthisis and silicosis from 1911, while the Workmen's Compensation Act of
1934 extended compensation to disablement and death in other industries.
The Blind Persons Act of 1936 excluded Africans from the pensions then
established, but shortly afterwards the Native Affairs Department began to
pay a monthly pension of 10 shillings to blind Africans, increased in the
early 1940s to 15 shillings in towns and 20 shillings in cities, subject to a
means test and a minimum age of nineteen. In 1943 some 20,600 blind Afri-
cans received pensions.216 A year later the Act of 1936 was extended to
them. These initiatives were the work of Hofmeyr, who became Minister
for Social Welfare in 1937 and retained oversight of domestic policies for
most of the next eleven years. Until the vital administrative history has
been written, Hofmeyr's personal role in the expansion of welfare benefits
to Africans will remain uncertain, but it was undoubtedly important.
Although a parsimonious Finance Minister, he 'found it intolerable that
any social welfare scheme should apply to white people only'.217 In addition
to blind pensions, he insisted on extending the Social Welfare Depart-
ment's functions under the Children's Act to small numbers of Africans in
1940, an important step because it broke the South African tradition that
services for Africans must be provided separately and through the Native
Affairs Department, which in 1940 also lost its responsibility for poor relief.

The centrepiece of Hofmeyr's work emerged from the report of the
Social Security Committee of 1944. It proposed that permanently employed
or urbanised Africans should receive the same range of benefits as other
races, although generally at lower rates. The chief benefits should be old
age pensions, family allowances, invalidity pensions, and unemployment
benefits. All other Africans should pay lower taxes and receive fewer bene-
fits, but these should include invalidity payments and old age pensions.218

When parliamentary criticism caused Government to abandon a compre-
hensive scheme, Hofmeyr salvaged the most important African benefits
by including them in his budget.219 The pensions hitherto paid to the
blind were extended to other incapacitated or elderly Africans, so that in
1947-8 some 27,264 received disability grants, 21,864 received invalidity
grants, and 196,846 received old age pensions. Provision for the elderly
was to have a profound effect on the subsequent history of poverty in
South Africa.22d

At the time, however, controversy centred on unemployment benefits,
which were introduced in 1947 for permanent urban employees, including
Africans. These evoked furious opposition from white men who insisted
that the unemployed should be assigned to labour-hungry farms and that
white men were paying for most of the 74 per cent of benefits which went to
non-whites. 'It is now really a joy for the native to be unemployed', a
National Party member told the House of Assembly in April 1947.221 A
month later the Government suspended the Act as refusals to contribute
grew and an election approached. The victorious National Party then
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amended the legislation to exclude all lower-paid Africans, thereby termin-
ating the reforming impulse of the 1940s.222

Ironically, during the next forty years the National Party was to elaborate
the most extensive welfare system in Africa, a system which, like the Apart-
heid programme, was born of urbanisation, inequality, state power, and
rampant technocracy. For the present, however, the point to emphasise is
that the welfare measures of the 1930s and 1940s provided for the inca-
pacitated who had historically provided most of Africa's poor - the old and
young, the blind and disabled - rather than the new poor, the property less
and conjuncturally unemployed, who had first become numerous in South
Africa during this period.
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During the one long lifetime which elapsed between the partition of tropical
Africa and its liberation, immensely complicated changes took place in the
nature of rural poverty. Until many local studies have been made it would
be idle to pretend that any overall understanding is possible. All that can be
done at this stage is to indicate certain patterns of change which are already
documented for particular regions.

Yet two generalisations may be made. One is that conjunctural poverty
changed most. With certain exceptions, the great famines which in the past
had periodically decimated populations ceased in the mid colonial period
and were replaced by more subtle problems of nutrition and demography.
The second generalisation is that no such dramatic change transformed
structural poverty. Here, as so often in the history of the poor, continuity
predominated. With rare exceptions, colonial Africa remained rich in land.
Its very poor continued to be chiefly those who lacked labour and family
support. Where especially unprivileged strata had existed, they often sur-
vived. A few escaped poverty. Certain new categories of poor were created
by colonial rule and economic change. They included groups impoverished
by land alienation, but these were less numerous than in South Africa and
the able-bodied among them were generally able to escape extreme poverty
by working for others, for the means of survival for the poor were also
changing. All these developments deserve analysis, but they often ran
counter to one another, and even when taken together they did not out-
weigh the underlying continuity of structural poverty in the colonial
countryside.

The experiences of slaves illustrate the complexity of change in structural
poverty. Under colonial rule a minority found themselves instantaneously
freed, partly as a punishment to their masters for resisting European con-
trol, as in Benin in 1897 or following the Tuareg rebellion of 1916,* but
more often because slaves took advantage of colonial invasion to free them-
selves. As French troops marched into Dahomey in 1892, thousands of
Yoruba slaves fled home, while in 1905 newly captured slaves in Banamba
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(in modern Mali) deserted their hated Maraka masters en masse.2 Here,
however, the French authorities imposed a temporary compromise be-
tween slaves and masters, for colonial rulers generally desired a gradual
emancipation which would convert slaves into wage-labourers. In the West
African savanna, which contained the largest concentration of slaves, both
French and British abolished the legal status of slavery and left it to slaves
to assert their rights, while creating villages de liberte for those needing
sanctuary, who were chiefly the old, sick, or very young.3

Discrimination against former slaves probably waned most quickly in
those non-Islamic societies of West and Central Africa where kin groups
customarily assimilated slave descendants, but even there some stigma
usually survived. In Asante it was insulting to refer to slave ancestry, but
nobody forgot it. Familiarity with agricultural labour could enrich former
slaves in the colonial period,4 as could early access to education, but more
often slave status left a legacy of deprivation. One form emerged in Zanzi-
bar, where the British abolished the legal status of slavery in 1897 and tried
to convert the slaves into plantation labourers by punishing unemployed
freedmen as vagrants, only for the freedmen to escape full proletarian-
isation and instead become squatters on the clove estates, cultivating food
plots in return for seasonal labour and personal deference to the land-
owner.5 Elsewhere freedmen provided many early labourers and soldiers.
Three-quarters of the troops recruited in French West Africa during the
First World War were former slaves, by one account, and much heavy work
in West African towns fell to former slaves of Tuareg masters.6 Freedmen
and their descendants often suffered discrimination in access to land. In the
internal delta of the Niger the French negotiated an agreement in 1908 by
which freed slaves obtained land rights by paying one-sixth of their crop to
their former Fulbe masters. In Futa Jalon, Nupe, and parts of Hausaland,
too, Fulbe demanded rent from freedmen until the end of colonial rule.7
'Under every chief there are considerable numbers of persons who give him
half of every day's work, and who receive no compensation for it', it was re-
ported from Dahomey in 1931. These helots are the descendants of slaves
who were released when the territory was conquered by the Europeans.'8

Two of the most oppressive slave regimes in pre-colonial Africa had been
those of Tuareg and Moors. Tuareg slaves had diverse experiences under
colonial rule. In the Sahel, some acculturated slaves deliberately clung to
dependent relationships, but the newly enslaved fled to their homes when-
ever possible and Bella and Buzu cultivators gradually loosened their ties to
Tuareg masters, while iklan slaves in nomadic camps lacked resources and
found emancipation more difficult but were by the 1950s widely abandon-
ing their masters.9 Among the Tuareg of Ahaggar in the Sahara, however, a
study in 1948 found that dependent haratin cultivators averaged only about
two-fifths of the income enjoyed by their masters, 7 per cent of the seden-
tary population lived in abject poverty, the normal accommodation for
haratin was a hut of reeds or branches housing about 10 people in 15 or 20
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square metres, and between 20 and 100 people died each year directly or in-
directly from famine. Only during the 1950s did haratin manage to raise
their share of the crop from the traditional one-fifth to about one-half.10 In
Mauritania many haratin abandoned the desert oases for the Sahel and the
Senegal Valley from the 1930s, but they remained dependent on their
masters for access to land and a survey in 1957-8 showed that nobles had
cash incomes 60 per cent above those of haratin. The position of slaves in
the camps of nomadic Moors is obscure but may have changed little
throughout the colonial period.11

Slavery survived in Ahaggar and Mauritania because French policy
rarely challenged it, because colonial rule created few economic alterna-
tives for dependants, and because masters clung to slavery in the knowledge
that their pastoral economy and social order could not survive without it.
These considerations generally determined the fate of slaves in the colonial
period. It was because so few economic alternatives were open to them that
slave women often found emancipation more difficult than men.12 It was
partly because their claim to racial superiority was threatened that Fulbe
resisted emancipation so strongly. The same considerations may also
explain the paradox that - as in other continents13 - the inferior status of
Africa's stigmatised groups survived more vigorously than its slave systems.
Colonial governments were less concerned about the stigmatised, their
specialised economic roles left them few alternatives, and their stigma
aroused an especially emotional resistance to emancipation.

This was illustrated by the experience of Igboland's osu cult slaves. Chris-
tian missionaries were exceptionally successful among the Igbo and
denounced discrimination against osu, who often responded by accepting
Christianity and seeking to use education to escape inferiority. A number
became wealthy or gained important colonial posts. Yet in the 1930s osu
were still almost totally segregated. Marriage with them was nearly un-
thinkable, even for Christians. They were barred from town unions and im-
provement associations. An anthropologist was astonished by the strength
of the revulsion. When the Eastern Region legislature formally abolished
the special status of its estimated 60,000 osu and prescribed penalties for
discrimination in 1956, it did so against the vigorous opposition of a diala
(free-born) movement.14

Change was almost as difficult among the Tswana, where pre-colonial in-
equalities of wealth and status had been especially marked. Their Kgala-
gadi subjects were already improving their condition during the nineteenth
century and the little that is known of their history during the colonial
period suggests that their advancement continued. Two observers writing
in 1945 thought that the Kgalagadi had benefited especially from labour mi-
gration. 'Many Kgalagadi are indeed still attached to the families of their
traditional masters as cattle-herds and domestic servants', they wrote, 'but
they are now usually paid for their services, and need not remain against
their will', although they added that there was still political and social dis-
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crimination against Kgalagadi, marriage with whom was thought demean-
ing, and that The very term "Kgalagadi" is often still used as an insult or
sign of contempt.'15 During the next thirty years much of this contempt dis-
sipated. The Bakgalagadi are Bamangwati in the way that any Mongwato
is a Mongwato', a Tswana declared in 1971, and eleven years later intermar-
riage was said to be common.16 By contrast, the San were culturally more
alien from their rulers and enjoyed less advancement. Those in western
Bechuanaland were freed from subjection to Tswana chiefs during the
1890s, but land in the Ghanzi area was alienated to Afrikaner farmers and
many San became farmworkers. In the east, European rule offered sanctu-
ary from the worst oppression and provided opportunities for wage-labour,
but from 1887 it was British policy to avoid sudden interference with
San status while announcing 'that Government refused to recognise
any difference between the natives of the country; that . . . all were free
agents'.17

How far from the truth this was in practice emerged during the 1920s,
when enquiries revealed cases of homicide and brutality and the Medical
Officer who examined labour migrants from the Ngwato chiefdom reported
that many showed marks of flogging. Many San were still held in subjection
as unpaid domestics, hunters, or herdsmen. Those who took refuge in
labour migration or otherwise deserted their masters without permission
might be pursued on horseback and dragged back, but others were required
only to offer their earnings to their masters, who might take token sums
before allowing their dependants to invest the remainder in cattle.18 An of-
ficial enquiry in 1931 found that the administration had been so deferential
to Tswana chiefs as to have done almost nothing for the San.19 Further in-
vestigation in the Ngwato chiefdom in 1937 enumerated 9,505 San, with
perhaps another 1,000 overlooked. Some had no masters, but most were
dependants of 213 masters, of whom at least 141 were Ngwato and 38 were
Kgalagadi. The Ngwato chief, Tshekedi Khama, had 1,395 San depen-
dants, while 24 other men each had between 100 and 400. Subjection was
generally mild: 'a very small percentage of them actually render services to
the masters, and fewer still render continuous service'. Hunting on behalf
of masters had almost ceased. Most San lived at cattle-posts, cared for their
masters' stock in return for free milk and an occasional beast, and were
visited only rarely from the town. Many were summoned to aid in plough-
ing their masters' fields and then had use of the plough teams for their own
fields. An estimated 35 per cent of San attempted to cultivate, often with
little success. Permanent service was largely confined to girls employed as
domestic servants. San status varied with location. Those in the east had
access to wage employment and were the most independent and accultura-
ted. In the north they were more backward. In the west they were very
primitive indeed. The enquiry found few attempts by masters to interfere
with San who migrated as labourers but recorded brutal responses to the
ancient complaint of cattle-theft. It noted many children of Bantu men and
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San women, observed that it was Ngwato policy to incorporate San into the
tribe, and believed that progress was satisfactory.20

The issue of San status then slumbered until the late 1950s, when their
position in a future independent state aroused concern and led to a new
enquiry.21 This described the condition of San living in Tswana villages or
cattle-posts in terms almost identical to those used in 1937, but accounts of
those living in western Bechuanaland under Kgalagadi masters were more
reminiscent of the nineteenth century and suggested both that the investi-
gations of the 1930s had overlooked the more remote areas and that all but
the most elusive San were being subordinated.22

The Hutu cultivators of Rwanda and Burundi experienced contradictory
patterns of change under colonial rule. In Rwanda, during the early twen-
tieth century, Tutsi chiefs with German backing extended their demands
for ubuletwa services - two days' work in five as a condition for occupying
land - into the peripheries of the kingdom. It was during the First World
War, for example, that ubuletwa reached the northern provinces. Popu-
lation growth increased the power exercised by chiefs who controlled land.
In 1927 the Belgian regime reduced ubuletwa to one day's work in seven,
and in 1933 to thirteen days a year, but also extended it to many hitherto
exempted and added new demands for poll tax and corvee labour - with
the chiefs selecting the labourers.23 In Burundi, where nothing so oppress-
ive as ubuletwa had existed, the Belgians extended tribute and added their
own exactions.24 These pressures eased after the Second World War, when
ubuletwa was commuted to a tax payment in Rwanda and the abashumba
farm-servants of Burundi were replaced by wage-labourers.25

The poverty of such subject peoples was revealed by studies made in the
1940s of the Hangaza of Bugufi, a small chiefdom in north-western
Tanganyika which had once been part of Burundi. Bugufi had two sources
of cash: labour migration to Uganda and coffee-growing. Both were ruth-
lessly exploited by Tutsi chiefs and nobles, who controlled land but grew
little coffee, instead extracting the earnings of the Hangaza. Between the
1920s and 1944 the fee charged for allocation of a plot rose from a token
sum to three times the annual tax. Tribute in pots of beer (and increasingly
in cash) was 'a continuous burden' on Hangaza, whose standard nourish-
ment was one meal of grain or bananas a day. Hangaza had no security of
tenure because chiefs could allocate land to any aristocrat, reducing resi-
dent Hangaza to tenants. Lacking security, Hangaza avoided cultivating or
even inheriting coffee plots, preferring to earn a maximum of 12 shillings a
month in Uganda, whither at least two-thirds of the men went each year.
Should a Hangaza offend his chief or landlord, he could be evicted and
replaced from among the 800 families who entered Bugufi each year from
overcrowded Burundi and accepted the even lower status of squatters. In
1944 there were some 3,700 squatters in Bugufi.26

Colonial rule not only preserved some existing forms of poverty but created
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new forms. The most blatant resulted from alienation of land to European
settlers in parts of southern and eastern Africa. In the extreme case of
South-West Africa the entire Herero people was deprived of its land and
cattle following a rebellion.27 Elsewhere land alienation impoverished par-
ticular categories of people. The contrast between Southern Rhodesia and
Kenya is revealing. Europeans seized nearly 6,500,000 hectares of
Southern Rhodesia - one-sixth of the entire country - within a decade of
their invasion in 1890, occupying most of the desirable highveld.28 Yet
absolute landlessness emerged only slowly, for European farmers long per-
mitted many Africans to remain on alienated land as tenants, government
limited the acreage which wealthier Africans could cultivate in the re-
serves,29 and African land remained communal property to which each
local family had a claim. Information on landlessness in Southern Rhodesia
is scarce, but in part of the Karanga reserve during the 1960s some 6 per
cent of men aged over 45 were landless, as against 81 per cent of those
under 30. The burden of propertylessness was thrown on to the young.30

By contrast, the Kikuyu of Kenya lost little land to Europeans - perhaps
only 6 per cent of Kikuyuland31 - but experienced greater differentiation,
because a circle of European land prevented expansion of the Kikuyu re-
serve to accommodate population growth, government did not prevent
wealthy Kikuyu from acquiring a disproportionate share of land, and the
tenurial system of the stateless Kikuyu threw the burden of land shortage
on to the unprivileged. Kikuyu land was not communally owned but con-
trolled by families descended from members of mbari colonising groups.
Land alienated from the Kikuyu was therefore alienated from particular
families who had no claims elsewhere. 'If a certain githaka [plot] owner had
a slice taken off, a witness told the Kenya Land Commission of 1931, 'it was
bad luck for him but he didn't get any more given him from other githaka
owners.'32 Moreover, many mbari included dependants - ahoi and athami
- without full land rights, while the markedly inegalitarian society of pre-
colonial Kikuyuland had also contained many propertyless young clients.33

When land became scarce, it was expropriated families, ahoi, athami,
clients, and many women who chiefly suffered. In the early twentieth cen-
tury many temporarily acquired access to land as labour-tenants on Euro-
pean farms, until the capitalisation of white farming during the 1940s led to
their expulsion. In the later colonial period women and former clients pro-
vided many of Kikuyuland's hired labourers, while former ahoi were often
without land.34 Many forest fighters during the Mau Mau rebellion of 1952
were landless and Dr Kershaw has shown a correlation between intra-
Kikuyu violence and conflict between mbari members and ahoi.35 Very
uncertain figures suggest that at Independence in 1963 some 23 per cent
of rural households were landless in Central Province, which included
Kikuyuland.36

For poor Kikuyu, as for many former slaves, wage employment was often
a new means of survival, but for others the compulsory labour of the early
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Index of real wages in European agriculture in
Southern Rhodesia and Kenya (1914 = 100)

Year

1911
1914
1921
1930
1938
1939
1946
1951
1961
1964

Southern Rhodesia

80
100
45
92

99
72
98
140

Kenya

100
35
76
78

77
61

104

Source: Paul Mosley, The settler economies (Cambridge,
1983), p. 116.

colonial period could be a cause of impoverishment. In southern Uganda in
1914 a peasant might legally owe the equivalent of five months' labour each
year to chief, landlord, and colonial government, although in practice this
was exacted chiefly from the poorest.37 Forced labour ceased in most col-
onies during the 1920s, but in Mozambique the shibalo system of conscrip-
tion at very low wages lasted for another 40 years. The people have to work
almost beyond human endurance', a missionary reported from Alto
Moloque in Quelimane Province in 1925:

The men at forced labour, often hundreds of miles away, for at least six
months of the year, and the women and children for varying periods at the
boma. The latter two get nothing for their work (except abuse) while the
former get a few miserable shillings. Of 400 men who left here in Jan. last for
forced labour, 50 are dead and the rest mostly skin and bone.38

The people he described were Lomwe, who were then the lowest-paid com-
pulsory workers on sugar estates in the Zambesi Valley, where they earned
one farthing a day plus rations, while volunteer Ngoni cane-cutters, the
labour elite, earned some 10 shillings a month.39 Such differentials were an
important means by which wage-labour benefited some Africans and im-
poverished others during the colonial period. In Kenya, for example,
skilled workers invested in land and labour in the reserves, while low-paid
labourers had to leave their land in the hands of their wives, who might in
adverse circumstances be forced to sell it or seek ill-paid employment them-
selves.40 Juveniles received the lowest wages of all. In 1955 some tea estates
in Nyasaland paid children only one penny a day.41

The real value of wages varied over time. Accurate statistics are scarce,
but wages were usually quite high during the early colonial period when
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Africans still had the alternative of cultivating their own land. A major
decline followed the First World War, owing to international economic
instability and the compulsion widely exercised by governments at that
time. The table on p. 149 shows that 1921 was probably the nadir of wages
on European estates in Kenya and Southern Rhodesia. Real wages re-
covered during the prosperous 1920s and survived the depression of the
1930s because prices generally fell at least as much as wages - for those in
employment. Thereafter local circumstances varied but real wages
generally fell during the 1940s, owing to war and price inflation, before
rising markedly during the 1950s as a result of general prosperity, trade
union action, and official steps to stabilise labour. Yet these increases left
many workers deprived. In 1973 farm labourers and their dependants were
over 20 per cent of Rhodesia's population but earned only 3 per cent of its
Gross Domestic Product, the worst wages being given by African farmers,
who sometimes paid only a food ration and no cash wage at all. It is an effort
to realise that one-third of Rhodesia's farm labourers were immigrant
volunteers from the even lower-wage economies of Malawi and
Mozambique.42

Even where European settlement and land alienation did not occur, the
greater integration of African economies with the world market bred new
categories of poor. Migrant labourers on African cash-crop farms were one
such category. Mossi and other migrants from Upper Volta provided be-
tween one-half and two-thirds of Ivory Coast's plantation workers during
the 1960s. Excluded from minimum wage regulations and forbidden to
form trade unions, they were an exploited under-class. They are good
workers from Volta', an Ivoirian chief explained in 1966. 'We call them
slaves.'43 What had obliged these men from one of the most prosperous
areas of the pre-colonial savanna to undertake migrant labour was that the
French authorities had demanded tax but had constructed a transport
system which left Mossi country remote and neglected. Other once-
prosperous regions suffered similar decay. Railways from Lagos and Dakar
to Kano and Bamako helped to destroy the trans-Saharan trade, ruined the
Tuareg, and left their former dependants to become unskilled labourers in
colonial towns. Isolated by colonial transport systems but protected by col-
onial laws, the servile groups of Bulozi and the Upper Senegal migrated to
work elsewhere, leaving irrigation-based economies to decay. Peace, re-
moteness, and taxation forced predatory peoples such as the Bemba of
Northern Rhodesia and the Fulbe of Futa Jalon into migration.44

Income statistics collected at the end of the colonial period showed wide
regional variations. In Tanzania in 1967, annual Gross Domestic Product
per head varied from 1,186 shillings in the sisal-growing Tanga region near
the coast to 177 shillings in the remote Kasulu region.45 Differentials be-
tween town and country were equally marked and tended to widen. Esti-
mated annual per capita income of Africans in Northern Rhodesia in 1946

150



Rural poverty in colonial Africa

was £16 in towns and £4 in peasant areas; the equivalent figures in 1964
were £43 and £12. Average earnings of Senegalese groundnut producers,
expressed as a proportion of those of Dakar's unskilled workers, fell from
73 per cent in 1890 to 50 per cent in 1927-31 and 38 per cent in 1957-61. Dr
Hill's claim that motor transport and modern technology enabled Hausa
towns to drain trade, industry, and wealth from the countryside was sup-
ported by evidence that per capita income in Northern Nigeria was highest
in villages furthest from cities,46 but elsewhere rural wealth increased
during the colonial period - in 1938 the Gold Coast had an estimated 37,000
small cocoa traders - and the most prosperous villages were those nearest
the capital.47 Rural Africa had no universal economic experience during the
colonial period.

Migrant labourers often came from the poorest strata: Bella dependants
of Tuareg, for example, or servile categories in the Ndebele and Lozi king-
doms.48 Some Voltaic migrants to the Gold Coast in the early twentieth cen-
tury claimed to be former slaves robbed of their land by the chiefs. Labour
migration was also a means of escape from colonial or indigenous op-
pression.49 Often, like those from the northern Gold Coast in 1930,
migrants arrived in appalling condition:

Generally speaking they are dirty, lousy, ill fed, and of very poor physique.
They are veritable museums of helminths of all descriptions, yaws and guinea
worms.

A high proportion of these people arrive in Kumasi and are unable to work.
They cannot obtain food and arrive at the hospital in semi-dying conditions.
Consequently they have to be admitted and the hospital is over-crowded with
these poor starving creatures.50

Yet not all migrant labourers were poor. A careful study of Bechuanaland
in 1943 found that the poor, especially those without land or cattle, were
most liable to migrate, but that nearly 90 per cent of all men in several chief-
doms had migrated at some time, including many from wealthy families.
Among migrants from Futa Jalon, Fulbe were proportionately more
numerous than their former slaves because Fulbe had fewer alternative
means of earning cash honourably.51 Moreover, labour migration was a
means of survival open only to the able-bodied. As in South Africa, the
poorest were often those who could not migrate. As a missionary in
Katanga complained, The boys go off, even the girls follow and the crip-
ples remain to cripple the town.'52

African farmers employed not only migrants but poor local workers.
Normally in a cash-crop area only a proportion of cultivators adopted the
new crops on a substantial scale. The remainder became the ordinarily
poor, with a very poor minority. A study of a Hausa village in 1939 ident-
ified these three categories by their access to food: rich families had 3.3 lb of
grain per head per day, with condiments and meat in addition; ordinary
families had 1.3 lb per head per day; and poor families had 0.83 lb per head

151



The African poor

per day for only five months of the year. To work for a neighbour as a hired
labourer was still 'a stigmatised sign of abject poverty' in Hausaland at that
time, but twenty years later it was relatively common.53 A study of six
Yoruba cocoa-growing villages in 1951-2 found that 67 per cent of hired
agricultural labour was local, although that proportion was probably un-
usual.54 Little is known of these casual workers. Some were poor young
men, but they often preferred the anonymity of migration. Others were vic-
tims of misfortune. In Basutoland, for example, 'paid labourers are usually
people whose own crops have failed or whose ploughing equipment was in-
sufficient to till their lands, or who have few or no lands of their own'. Many
of these were women.55 The same pattern existed in Yako villages in south-
eastern Nigeria during the 1930s:

There are 'poor relations', generally members of small households who,
through disability or misfortune, have outputs well below the general level. In
many such cases both the men and women offer their labour at times of plant-
ing and harvesting in return for payments in yams which enable them to make
up the deficiencies in their own farm outputs.56

One unusually detailed study was made in an Igbo village in 1938-9 and
showed that casual labourers represented the whole range of personal cir-
cumstances which created the rural poor. While the highest annual male
income recorded was £19.1.9, one of the lowest was the £3.8.9 earned by a
man of 35 with a wife, two small children, and an idle brother. His cash
came chiefly from selling yams and working for others. He was poor
because he was at the most burdensome stage of his domestic cycle. Yet
some female villagers were much poorer. The lowest cash income was
earned by a widow with three sons aged fifteen, eleven and seven. Her
Christian brother-in-law had refused to marry her and she received £1.3.5
in the year studied, 8s 6d from selling crops, 4s 6d from making and selling
pots and mats, 4s 2d from selling bush produce, and Is 3d from working for
other women. The two next poorest women were a barren wife and another
widow with a Christian brother-in-law and two infant children. All these
women received income chiefly from selling crops but supplemented it with
small earnings from handicrafts, bush produce, and casual agricultural
labour at a wage of threepence a day.57

Christian marriage laws which deprived a widow of care or prevented a
neglected woman from divorcing and remarrying were among the many
ways in which colonial change damaged the situation of women, just as
other changes improved it. The most important new source of female
poverty was labour migration, which often left women to support their chil-
dren and meet obligations to the state. Migrants' wives probably fared best
in uxorilocal societies, common in Central Africa, where they lived in their
natal villages as members of sorority groups owning land and sharing
food,58 but Lala villages of this kind in Northern Rhodesia in 1947 neverthe-
less contained women obliged to sell their labour:
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In the larger villages there are usually one or two women who have no family
ties there and consequently no one from whom they can demand food; but in
these villages there is always more possibility of a woman who has plenty of
food giving it to one who will work in her garden for her. In several villages
women were questioned, usually widows or divorcees, who obtained most of
their food in this manner.59

In Nyasaland growing population and land shortage reduced women's econ-
omic autonomy, increased their dependence on male earnings, and created
a category of women with inadequate land and family support who depen-
ded on casual labour and other income-earning devices. Such women
generally lived alone or with only their young children, forming probably
the most common category of poor people in the villages of colonial Africa,
where wealth and large households commonly went together.60 On the out-
skirts of Kano city, however, Dr Hill described during the 1960s a pattern of
large complex households formed by the poor where land scarcity obliged
them to cluster for mutual support.61 This phenomenon, already reported in
Keiskammahoek,62 suggested that new forms of poverty were emerging in
rural Africa at the end of the colonial period.

Yet old and new patterns of rural poverty mingled. This was well illus-
trated in Buganda. By the 1950s most Baganda peasants grew cotton or
coffee, often employing immigrant workers from Rwanda and its environs
who by 1959 were three-sevenths of the population. Except when labour
was scarce, immigrants earned little: in 1966 Baganda paid them only one-
third or one-quarter of the rates commonly paid by other employers. A few
poor Baganda also undertook agricultural labour. Observers in the 1950s
reported an emerging class of cottagers who needed wage employment for
cash income.63 A decade later an anthropologist 'came across several
younger Baganda peasants who did not have any land at all and were doing
odd jobs such as pruning, desuckling [sic], coffee picking, or brewing
Kiganda beer, while waiting for an opportunity to find a tenant plot'.64 A
proportion of these immigrant workers and poor Baganda were reduced to
destitution by personal circumstances. In 1961-4 a survey of 26 villages
showed that 10 per cent of all homesteads housed people living alone, a con-
dition unusually common in Buganda - where adults of adjacent gener-
ations were expected to live separately - and associated closely with
poverty.65 These solitaries numbered 210 men and 78 women. The 64 who
were immigrants fell mainly into two groups. One contained older men who
had contracted such serious diseases as epilepsy, tuberculosis, or leprosy,
knew that if they returned home they would be rejected, and had grown ac-
customed to solitude. The other consisted of failures, often alcoholics - 30
men and 3 women in the whole sample drank too much and 5 men smoked
marijuana. Among the solitary Baganda the most common reasons for iso-
lation were old age - 30 per cent of the whole sample were aged over 60 -
poor health, and personality defects. Of all those living alone, 5 suffered
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from leprosy, 3 were blind, and 11 were epileptics or mentally ill. The inter-
action between the old poverty of incapacitation and the new poverty of
migrant labour was especially clear in this case.

Money itself, the need to pay tax, and economic fluctuations emanating
from the world market all bred new types of rural poverty. In itself neither
money nor taxation was always novel, but the level of colonial taxation
could be very high, especially in the early days. In the Teso district of
Uganda in 1927 an unskilled labourer earned 5 shillings a month and paid
an annual tax of 21 shillings. In northern Nigeria the initial British tax was
simply added to that already paid to emirs.66 Few colonial administrations
had the capacity to relate taxation to earnings in an equitable manner. Most
levied flat-rate taxes which fell especially heavily on the poor. Among the
Tukulor of the Senegal Valley in 1957-8, tax absorbed 24 per cent of the
expenditure of the poorest households, as against 7 per cent for all house-
holds. Yet the burden had been much heavier during the depression of the
1930s, when people in Futa Jalon pawned their crops and children or sold
their stock, grain, pots, and even their Korans to pay their taxes.67

Taxation drained money from rural communities and contributed to that
'cash hunger' so widespread in the Third World.68 For poor villagers money
had a rarity value far above its face value. In the remote Mbulu area of
German East Africa in 1906 'a rupee was placed on a stone in the house for
fear that it might sink into the ground'. As late as the 1950s Rwandan peas-
ants spoke of 'buying money' with labour or produce.69 'Peasants will walk
for three days to sell an item for a profit of 100 francs [20 pence]', an anthro-
pologist wrote from Niger, 'because walking costs them nothing.' She
added, in some bewilderment, that they then seemed to spend the money
instantly and irrationally,70 but perhaps the point - as for the slumyard
dwellers of Rooiyard - was that money was so scarce that unless spent im-
mediately it was begged away.71 A study in the late 1960s showed that
Hausa villagers had immense difficulty in obtaining the money to pay tax,
buy essential consumer goods, and make the obligatory gifts to neighbours
at domestic crises which in one village totalled £900 a year. There the
'search for money' was met partly by its rapid circulation and partly by bor-
rowing, which in turn meant selling much of the harvest to repay debts and
then repurchasing food later at higher prices and on credit.72

Debt pervaded rural life, as in any agricultural society. Often it was an
ancient practice. Moneylenders existed in the Katsina area of Hausaland by
the eighteenth century and the Akan peoples of Ghana have pledged
almost anything - cloths, farms, children, themselves - for as long as
anyone can remember. In East African villages most borrowing seems to
have taken place among neighbours and without interest charges,73 but in
West Africa it was often at very high interest rates which expressed not only
the difficulty of securing repayment but also the extreme scarcity of cash.
Following the abolition of slavery, the pawning of children into a relation-
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ship regarded as particularly degrading was a common resource for the
poor throughout West Africa until governmental interference and the
growth of wage-labour largely ended it during the 1930s. At least 3,000
human pawns existed in the Nupe emirate alone in 1933, commonly de-
posited in return for loans averaging £3.10.0. Young girls were still pawned
as housemaids in the Gold Coast in the late 1940s as a substitute for interest
charges of £2-3 a year.74 The need for such loans was revealed by a study of
a Gold Coast cocoa-growing village in 1932-5, which showed that the
average family spent £21.14.0 a year, of which £11.10.0 was taken in debt
charges, while its income included £6.11.6 from interest on debts. Studies
also showed, however, that most creditors were other cocoa-farmers and
that indebted households spent more than solvent ones.75 Debt was not a
particular characteristic of the poor but a normal part of village life, the
reverse side of saving. As a later student of Hausaland observed, it was the
inability to borrow, except from fools or strangers, that was the acid test of
poverty.76 Yet in savanna regions, especially, the need to sell their harvest
to meet their debts did hold many peasants in a vicious cycle of poverty and
hunger. Studies in Northern Nigeria in 1937 and 1957 both showed that
68 per cent of the population had to seek loans. In contrast to the Gold Coast,
47 per cent of loans in 1957 were to buy food. The annual interest rate was
90-100 per cent.77

That debt and pawning excited much concern during the 1930s was in part
due to the general economic depression of the time. Conjunctural poverty
caused by the trade cycle was one indisputably new form of misery which
the colonial period brought. African producers were especially vulnerable.
While world prices of cocoa and most other tropical crops fell by roughly
two-thirds during the depression, the price paid to cocoa producers at
Abengourou in Ivory Coast fell by 86 per cent and tenants at the Gezira
scheme in the Sudan had no net income at all in 1930, 1931, and 1933.78

Import prices also fell, but less. To buy 1 tonne of cotton cloth, Ivory Coast
had to export 5.8 tonnes of cocoa in 1929 and 10.3 tonnes in 1932.79 For the
poor, food at least was cheap. Senegalese groundnut growers could buy
more food per pound of groundnuts in the mid 1930s than at any time
before the 1950s, and it has been seen that the real earnings of agricultural
labourers generally rose during the depression.80 But this did not necess-
arily meet the need for cash, for the great novelty of the depression was
tropical Africa's first serious experience of unemployment. Between 1930
and 1933 the Katanga copper mines reduced their African workforce from
73,000 to 27,000. 'We scan the sisal prices anxiously each week', a Tanganyi-
kan district officer wrote in 1931 as he watched disconsolate migrant labour-
ers return without finding work.81 Some colonial governments threw the
burden of the depression on to the poor. Although Nigeria's estimated
gross income fell by nearly 66 per cent between 1928 and 1934, direct tax
revenue rose by 19 per cent. The Belgian authorities salvaged the Congo's
mining sector by forcing Africans to grow low-priced food crops in a
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manner which radically widened the differences of wealth between town
and countryside, a pattern seen in many parts of the continent at this time.82

Although ironic, it was in the logic of the colonial economy that the trade
cycle should have its greatest impact in areas most remote from trade.

As a cause of conjunctural poverty in rural Africa, the international de-
pression was trivial when compared with famine. This was where the col-
onial period had its most important consequences for the poor.
Environmentally, the middle decades of the nineteenth century had
generally been prosperous, but the 1880s initiated nearly half a century of
natural disasters. In eastern Africa the relatively high rainfall of the 1870s
gave way during the 1880s to erratic precipitation and a decade of famine
before any substantial European invasion. Lake levels began to fall in both
East and West Africa during the 1890s, while in 1899-1900 the Nile flood
was the lowest yet seen. In 1913-14 it was lower still, however, and it
remained low until the 1920s.83 Tropical African rainfall as a whole was low
and exceptionally erratic during the first half of the colonial period but
began to increase and stabilise between the wars and reached relatively gen-
erous levels during the 1950s.84

Drought was only one catastrophe of the early colonial period. Locusts
ravaged crops throughout the continent during the 1890s, often for the first
time for several decades.85 Cattle plague, probably introduced by the Ita-
lian army, precipitated the terrible Ethiopian famine of 1889-92 and then
swept westwards and southwards, reaching the Gambia in 1892 and South
Africa in 1896. Often it killed more than 90 per cent of cattle,86 reducing
pastoral peoples such as the Maasai to destitution:

There were women wasted to skeletons from whose eyes the madness of star-
vation glared . . . 'warriors' scarcely able to crawl on all fours, and apathetic,
languishing elders. These people ate anything. Dead donkeys were a feast for
them, but they did not disdain bones, hides, and even the horns of the cattle
.. . Parents offered us children to buy for a scrap of meat, and when we
refused the exchange they cunningly hid the children near the camp and made
off.87

Famine as a result of drought, locusts, and cattle plague was almost univer-
sal in tropical Africa during the late 1890s, as also in India. The Great
Famine', as Kikuyu called it, killed two-thirds of the people in one mbari.88

As usual, most died not of starvation but of disease, in this case smallpox.
'Corpses and skeletons lay along the caravan route from Nairobi and Fort
Smith', a veterinary officer recalled, 'while natives in the eruptive stages of
the disease knelt by the roadside mumbling appeals for help.'89 Venereal
diseases spread widely in equatorial Africa at this time, while sleeping sick-
ness devastated the Congo Basin.90 And to all these natural catastrophes
were added deaths from warfare and the movement of peoples which ac-
companied colonial invasion.
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This period of disaster extended into the twentieth century. Between
1911 and 1927 there was not a single year without major famine over some
large area of Africa. The sequence began when the rains failed in the Sahel
region of West Africa during 1911. The great famine that followed in 1913
and 1914 killed tens or hundreds of thousands,91 if not the 25-50 per cent of
the whole population suggested by some administrators:

The stricken people tore down the ant-hills in the bush to get at the small
grains and chaff within these storerooms . . . The great city of Kano drew the
starving thousands from the country in the faint hope of scouring in the streets
or markets to pick up what they might, or beg the chanty of the townsfolk . . .
They died like flies on every road. One came across them in the town mar-
kets, emaciated to skeletons, begging feebly for sustenance, or collapsed into
unconsciousness where they sat.

This famine was exacerbated by new tax systems, crop exports, declining
trans-Saharan commerce, and labour migration.93 Yet drought was its chief
cause, for like other great Sahelian droughts it extended not only eastwards
to Ethiopia and western India but southwards through the arid lands of East
Africa as far as Basutoland and Angola.94 Just as it was ending, the First
World War campaign bred famine in many parts of East Africa, including
the devastating Rumanura famine of 1916—18 in Rwanda.95 While East
Africa was recovering, French Equatorial Africa experienced the greatest
famine in its history from 1918 to 1926, probably owing to excessive
demands for labour and food.96 Then in 1926-7 famine returned, more
briefly, to the West African savanna, as a result of drought and locusts, per-
haps accentuated by taxation, labour migration, and cash-crop produc-
tion.97

From 1927 to the end of the colonial period major 'famines that kill', as
many Africans described them, were confined to three sets of circum-
stances. First, there were a few severe but localised famines, the most
serious taking place in Rwanda and its environs in 1928 and in Niger in
1931.98 Second, Ethiopia is reported to have experienced serious famine in
1927-8,1934-5,1947-50,1953, and 1957-9; the severity of these disasters is
unknown, but it was probably greater than elsewhere in tropical Africa.99

Third, there was widespread famine during or immediately after the Second
World War, when drought combined with wartime exactions and a break-
down of administrative capacity, perhaps especially in Rwanda, where
300,000 people are alleged to have died, and in parts of French West
Africa.1 Apart from these three sets of circumstances, famines causing
great mortality ceased in colonial Africa from the later 1920s.

This fact is of great importance to an understanding of modern Africa and
its poor, but it has not yet received adequate study. One reason for the
decline of famine mortality was probably a higher and less erratic rainfall
than during the earlier colonial period.101 Yet later colonial Africa also
experienced many of the changes which had previously eradicated 'famines
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that kill' from other continents.102 The idea that effective government, good
transport, wider markets, and some increase in average wealth could
reduce famine mortality was not new to Africa. In Rwanda, for example,
the densely peopled, closely governed central regions had long been less
liable to famine than the newly settled borderlands, and these advances had
taken place in South Africa at the beginning of the twentieth century.103

During the 1920s they became widely evident in tropical Africa. Stable and
competent administrations were increasingly able to foresee famine and
prevent or alleviate it - the French neglect to do so in Niger in 1931 rein-
forces the point.104 In the Teso region of Uganda, thousands of people died
during famine in 1918 before Government intervened to provide relief and
control prices for the first time, but when famine returned in 1928 the relief
provision was quickly in place.105 Colonial regimes also pressed root-crops
like manioc which resisted drought and locusts.106 They broke a vital link
between food shortage and death by using vaccination to end epidemic
smallpox, which was generally accomplished by the 1920s. In Mozambique,
for example, smallpox epidemics frequently coincided with major famines
before 1900 but not thereafter.107 Global improvements in hygiene and
medical control may also explain why cholera - a great killer in nineteenth-
century Africa - was absent between 1923 and 1970. There is evidence that
access to wage-labour was important in preventing deaths from star-
vation.108 It was during the 1920s that motor vehicles became widely avail-
able to assist in controlling famine mortality, not only by transporting relief
food but, perhaps more importantly, by creating wider grain markets,
sometimes territorial in scope, and releasing the immense quantities of
labour hitherto consumed by human porterage. Albert Schweitzer noted
the consequences of the old transport system during Gabon's terrible
dearth of 1925. 'Along the navigable portion of the Ogowe', he wrote, 'the
provision of rice from Europe and India is possible. But in the interior to
which the rice would have to be transported for hundreds of kilometres by
porters, it can only to a very limited extent be reckoned on as a means of
feeding the population. So in those parts there is severe famine, while here
the famine is mild.' By contrast, Nyasaland's food shortage of 1926 - its last
of the colonial period, with an isolated exception in 1949 - was also the first
partly relieved by motor transport.109 Rwanda's disaster of 1928 was due in
part to the fact that, although food existed in certain regions of the country,
there were only nine motor vehicles in all Ruanda-Urundi in 1927.no In-
formants in Niger remembered that 1931 was the last famine year of the col-
onial period because 'From then on the communication systems . . . were
so far developed that it became possible to move in very substantial quan-
tities of food from elsewhere.' The commoditisation of the Hausa grain
crop, which lay behind the growth of indebtedness among the poor, had its
reverse side in the lorry-loads of food whose arrival during shortages in the
1950s was later remembered by Northern Nigerian peasants.111 By contrast,
the survival of mass famine mortality in Ethiopia was probably due to its
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lack of modern transport, medicine, and government, while one reason for
widespread deaths from famine during the 1940s was, as an observer wrote
of Futa Jalon, that 'the dearth of lorries put us back into the age which pre-
ceded the era of roads'.112 One advantage of this analysis of the decline of
famine mortality is that it explains those severe famines which still took
place.

The analysis also finds support in the one colony examined in detail,
Southern Rhodesia, although control of famine mortality was established
there earlier than in most African territories. Southern Rhodesia's first
famine after the European conquest was a classic early colonial famine due
to the devastation wrought by the Ndebele and Shona rebellions of 1896-7
and their suppression, exacerbated by drought, locusts, and cattle plague.
Faced with this crisis the British South Africa Company's administration
experienced immense transport difficulties and could provide only limited
aid. As its head explained to Ndebele leaders, 'Hunger moves more quickly
over the veldt than the wagons of the Company.'113 The result was heavy
mortality from starvation and disease in Ndebele country.114 During the
next three decades Southern Rhodesia experienced four serious droughts
and food shortages - in 1903, 1912, 1916, and 1922 - any of which might
have caused numerous deaths. In fact none did, because indigenous sur-
vival techniques were supplemented by an efficient administration which
gave early warning of famine, provided medical protection against epi-
demics, and organised the supply of grain, using the railway and European
traders with wagons drawn by oxen, mules, or donkeys. It was because
Southern Rhodesia was more intensively governed than other colonies and
had better trade and transport systems that it controlled famine mortality
relatively early. Yet small numbers did die during the famines of 1903,
1912, and 1922. They were chiefly old, very young, or feeble people living
in remote areas or where drought or flooding hampered animal transport.
As the responsible official telegraphed amidst the crisis of 1912, 'No diffi-
culty about grain it is transport that presents trouble.'115 After 1923, how-
ever, motor transport and better roads combined with further
administrative and commercial development to eradicate famine mortality
from Southern Rhodesia. Although the colony experienced widespread
harvest failures in 1928,1933,1942,1947, and 1960, no deaths are recorded
except a few doubtful cases during the 1940s.116

Yet the control of famine mortality had a corollary. In France it brought a
growing endemic poverty, while in Asia it led experts to claim that the in-
ability of the poor to purchase available food was the very nature of
famine.117 This development was logical. When improved transport ex-
panded grain markets, it ensured that few people in a locality died when
their harvest failed, but it also condemned the poor of that locality to indi-
gence even in good years, when their harvest was extracted (often through
debt) and transported to areas where prices were higher. Feast and famine
waned together. Famine had always borne most heavily on the poor and
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continued to do so during the late colonial period,118 but it was no longer
true - as in mid eighteenth-century Timbuktu - that even the rich struggled
to survive during the most severe famine,119 while in addition the poor now
remained hungry even in good years. 'Before the 1954 main crops began to
come on the market', an official reported from the Nupe area of Nigeria,
'food prices were high and some hardship was suffered by the lower income
groups such as daily paid labourers. This was due to the heavy demand for
foodstuffs from the North, where partial crop failures had occurred and
from the South, where cash is plentiful.'120

Undernutrition and malnutrition were not new to Africa, but from the
middle of the colonial period they replaced periodic famine mortality as the
chief problems of subsistence, and it may not have been accidental that
European concern with nutrition in Africa began at precisely this moment:
Belgian authorities in the Congo discussed the issue in 1923, kwashiorkor
(the most dangerous deficiency disease) entered medical knowledge
around 1930, and during the 1930s most colonial governments mounted in-
vestigations.121 These studies generally concentrated on two points. First,
certain especially disadvantaged regions experienced endemic under-
nutrition. The worst situation described was that of the Bemba of Northern
Rhodesia, where in 1933-4 Richards and Widdowson recorded an average
intake of 1,706 calories per head per day in the Kasama area, as against
2,077 for the closely comparable Lala in 1947 and the 2,530 which nutrition-
ists recommended for active adult men in the late 1970s. Bemba also suf-
fered an exceptionally long hungry season each year, but their protein
intake was almost certainly adequate at 50 grammes a day.122 Bemba
experienced acute food shortage because they had been a predatory people
with a crude agriculture much harmed by labour migration, especially
during the depression years when Richards and Widdowson studied there.
Although the first investigators often thought that nutrition was even worse
in towns, this view was soon abandoned.1

The other nutritional problem widely identified during the 1930s was
malnutrition: shortage not of food but of certain nutrients, especially pro-
teins. This is a complicated subject, but early nutritionists certainly exag-
gerated the amount of protein which human beings needed.124 They were
on stronger ground in believing that protein supplies were threatened by
the destruction of game, the death of cattle from disease, and the expansion
of drought-resistant root-crops such as manioc at the expense of grains with
higher protein contents. In Burundi in 1927, for example, the Belgian ad-
ministration responded to the sequence of early colonial famines by press-
ing manioc so vigorously as to threaten serious protein deficiency.125 Many
Africans despised manioc - 'cassava and maize are only the poor relations
of yam', said a Yoruba poem - and regarded it as the food of the poor, who
indeed often grew relatively more of it than did the rich. Peoples especially
associated with a manioc diet, such as the Lomwe of Mozambique, were not
only ill nourished but ill regarded.126
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As knowledge of nutrition grew during the later colonial period it became
clear that not only certain regions but certain social groups were especially
at risk. By the 1950s concern was focussed on infants. During their first year
of life they were most threatened by marasmus, which was simply a form of
starvation from total calorie deficiency. During their second and third years
they were most vulnerable to kwashiorkor, which was caused by protein de-
ficiency following weaning and not only killed advanced cases but could
cause lasting retardation - 'An empty stomach means an empty head', ran a
later slogan.127 Both conditions were exacerbated by disease and parasit-
ism, but their chief immediate cause was a lack of suitable foods to replace
human milk. Protein-energy malnutrition of infants was therefore 'a prob-
lem which is knit into the very pattern of the life of culturally retarded and
socially depressed classes'.128 Such notoriously impoverished, manioc-
dependent regions as the Kwango area of the Belgian Congo had exception-
ally high kwashiorkor rates. Often a high proportion of cases came from
homes where the father was absent. 'Poverty played an important part' in
cases of kwashiorkor at Maseru hospital, a doctor reported, 'and I was fre-
quently told that the family had no cows, or money to buy milk. I did not see
a case of malnutrition in the children of the educated or wealthier
Basuto.'129 A later study of the Chagga of Tanzania, with many implications
for other regions, showed that they attributed kwashiorkor in infants to the
moral failings of parents, especially mothers. Scientific evidence also sug-
gested that infant malnutrition had its roots in maternal malnutrition.130

Women as well as children were at risk.
This was indeed one conclusion of a nutritional study made in Nyasaland

during the late 1930s, the most elaborate investigation of the mid colonial
period.131 Although it found a debilitating poverty afflicting all villagers,
the worst-affected were those bereft of labour and family support, who in-
cluded many whose breadwinners were absent as migrant labourers. The
poorest rural people encountered were elderly widows in a land-short
Christian village who did not enjoy the care which widows normally
received. More generally, however, the worst-nourished were women,
infants, and boys aged between ten and sixteen who often fended largely for
themselves. Other studies showed similar inequalities within families.132

Nutrition was not only the most important food problem of late colonial
Africa but also a sensitive indicator of poverty. Its history in particular
regions is one of the most urgent tasks awaiting students of Africa.

The decline of famine mortality during the later 1920s and 1930s removed
one of tropical Africa's chief constraints on population growth.133 After
catastrophe and widespread population decline during the early colonial
period, a general demographic expansion now became apparent. It began
at different times in different regions. Perhaps because Southern Rhodesia
established control of famine mortality so early, its population appears to
have increased continuously from the beginning of the twentieth century.134
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The forest region of West Africa also escaped most early colonial disasters
and may have experienced continuous demographic increase.135 Equatorial
Africa, by contrast, was devastated by sleeping sickness and by the long-
term effects of venereal diseases, which in the early 1960s still left one-half
of all women aged 26 years permanently infertile among the Nzakara of the
Central African Republic.136 Not only did this cause perhaps the greatest
misery and neglect to be found in colonial Africa, but it meant that equa-
torial population levels did not begin to recover until the 1950s.137 For trop-
ical Africa as a whole, however, the 1920s probably initiated a population
growth which was to accelerate through the late colonial period into the
first decades of independence.

Given that pre-colonial Africa had been a land-rich continent and that
the early colonial period had further depopulated it, the demographic
expansion of the late colonial period was probably a source of prosperity for
most Africans and certainly for the continent. On the eve of independence,
however, indications existed that new forms of poverty were arising from
pressure on resources. They were clearest in the Kikuyu area of Kenya
because land alienation and the local system of tenure bred exceptional
numbers of landless people.138 A more common problem was the fragmen-
tation of holdings in constricted areas of high fertility and dense population,
especially mountain outcrops. Such problems could usually still be met by
intensifying cultivation, as in the Kigezi area of Uganda, by resettling
surplus people elsewhere, as with the Kabre of Togo, by exporting migrant
labourers, as did the Igbo of Nigeria, or by all these methods, as among the
Bamileke of Cameroun.139

For the future, however, these problems were ominous. Their impli-
cations were best revealed by the most detailed study of a rural community
ever made in Africa: Dr Haswell's investigation of the Maninka village of
Genieri in the lower Casamance area of the Gambia, which she studied in
1949-50, 1961-2, and 1973-4.140 During this period Genieri's population
increased from 483 to 771 while its cultivated area per head fell from 0.58 to
0.47 hectares. The village experienced major agricultural innovations,
taking up cattle-keeping, extending swamp-grown rice, and adopting ox-
ploughs for dry cultivation. While the village population grew between
1949-50 and 1973-4 at an average of 1.9 per cent a year, its food production
grew at 2.0 per cent and its total crop output at 3.0 per cent. The traditional
hungry season largely disappeared. Genieri outpaced its demographic ex-
plosion - but at the cost of greater inequality. Increasingly the village was
dominated by the 22 per cent of larger, longer-settled, wealthier house-
holds which owned draught-oxen, had access to swamp-ricefields, and con-
trolled relations with the outside world. On the other side stood households
without access to swampland who depended on their betters for the loan of
draught-oxen and were often indebted at interest rates ranging up to 157
per cent over eight months. The poorest of these households - drawn, it
appears, chiefly from recently settled or ex-slave families - were being pro-
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letarianised. 'With growing pressure of population on land', Dr Haswell re-
ported in 1974, 'the beginnings of a class of landless agricultural labourers
are emerging; casual labour seeking cash wages and food during the peak
season of demand found employment especially on groundnut crops among
the farmers in the highest income bracket.'141 'While fear of hunger has
been largely dispelled because of the greater ease with which surpluses can
be mobilised', she explained, 'fear of poverty has become the new area of
darkness.'142 Genieri was the colonial African countryside in microcosm.
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Urban poverty in tropical Africa

The poor of pre-colonial Africa were bred in the countryside but seen in the
town. That is why they were so often overlooked: pre-colonial Africa had
few towns. During the colonial period towns grew quickly. Observers,
white or black, noticed more and more poor people and assumed that their
numbers were increasing and that towns created them. Colonial Africa - in
contrast to the Africa of the 1980s - regarded poverty as an urban problem.
The children picking over Nairobi's dustbins or the destitutes sleeping in
Kumasi's markets were seen as products of urban degeneration. In reality
most were countrymen hoping to exploit urban opportunities.

Yet if towns rarely created poverty, they gave it new forms. The crowded
squalor of a slum, exhausting and repugnant labour, hunger amidst plenty,
a prostitute's life or a pauper's death, the humiliation of prolonged unem-
ployment, the discovery that even kinsmen were not infinitely hospitable -
all these were lessons for the urban poor to learn. As new forms of
poverty - proletarianisation, unemployment, prostitution, delinquency -
supplemented older forms of incapacitation, servitude, and hunger, so
towns pioneered the transition in the nature of poverty which is a central
subject of this book.

Late nineteenth-century Lagos provides a starting-point, for it is richly
documented and was an indigenous town brought under British rule in 1861
at an early stage of colonialism. Most of its ordinarily poor people were
long-established townsmen. Of 32,508 people enumerated in 1891, 12,040
were traders.1 Clustered into compounds on a low, unhealthy island, they
were racked by diseases of damp and dirt: ulcers and abscesses, rheuma-
tism, digestive disorders, malaria, diarrhoea, dysentery. Certain groups
were poorer than most: the 818 fishermen and their families, for example,
whose crowded quarter at Of fin had exceptionally high infant mortality.2
Heavy manual labour had hitherto fallen to slaves. Under the British it was
left to young male immigrants: men from Cape Coast, Kru from Liberia
and, increasingly, escaped slaves or freemen from the Yoruba mainland.3
These immigrants formed distinct low-status communities. 'Low in their
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habits and extremely worldly minded', according to a Yoruba clergyman,
Kru clustered into temporary shacks, brawled with local residents and the
police, predominated in the prison, had a separate and insalubrious ward in
the hospital, undertook hard and dangerous jobs which others refused, and
earned substantially less than the minimum wage accepted by other
workers.4 Almost equally encapsulated were the Hausa, who came as
traders, clerics, and mercenary soldiers. By 1903 their quarter accom-
modated 1,548 people and was denounced as 'a rendezvous for the scrum
[sic] of the Hausa population'.5

The Hausa quarter was a stronghold of traditional poverty. 'Apart from
being old and infirm', a spokesman explained in 1906, 'your petitioners rely
mostly for a livelihood upon selling brushwood gathered from the bush as
fuel and in tending herds.' Some took in lodgers or washing. Others retired
to outlying farms. While poor men fished, 'poor women . . . hawk pepper,
salt, cocoanut and boiled corn and such like things about the streets . . .
These women's earnings in the majority of instances, do not exceed a shill-
ing per week, and from this small sum she has to manage a livelihood often
for herself and very often for a child.'6 Like other Yoruba towns, Lagos also
had a vigorous craft sector. The census of 1891 showed 1,026 dyers, 186
weavers, 424 tailors, 291 sempstresses, 93 blacksmiths, 20 snuffmakers, 33
bamboo- and thatch-cutters, 22 thatchers, 22 barbers, 9 hair-plaiters, 439
washers and ironers, 470 canoemen, 8 hunters, 100 'fetish priests', 102
'native doctors', and 39 drummers.7 There was also much theft, including a
lively trade in purloined building materials. Of 313 persons committed to
prison during 1878, 159 were convicted of larceny or theft, 154 were aged
over 30, and 231 were described as labourers.8 Serious crime was thus com-
mitted chiefly against property by poor men of mature age.

The poorest Lagosians were those equally at risk in the nineteenth-
century countryside. In Yorubaland, unusually, they included many chil-
dren. Of 2,695 children registered as having been brought into Lagos
between 1877 and 1887, 60 per cent were girls - many doubtless sent to be
'fostered' by relatives needing child labour - and 568 were from distant
Ilesha, where warfare not only bred captives but 'necessitated in some
instances, the sale of freeborn children to get the means to prolong the
struggle'.9 Beggars were also numerous. Some practised the Yoruba tra-
dition of religious begging, others 'travel from house to house on Saturdays,
or stand at the corners of streets and in the market places begging alms, and
. . . in the majority of cases are maimed or infirm', while by the end of the
century Hausa professional beggars had arrived and 'The town is simply in-
undated with begging impostors, mostly from the interior - stout, hale,
hearty fellows who, feigning blindness or pretending to suffer from some
imaginary malady tramp from street to street and from house to house,
chanting some doleful ballad.'10 More disturbing were those too helpless
even to beg. They slept in the markets, survived briefly on refuse or charity,
and eventually died unnoticed in the streets. Some were mentally
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disturbed. Many were strangers like the unknown woman 'discovered in a
dying state in one of the public markets at Faji' or the 'pauper . . . found
dead in the market place at Ereko'. Several were former slaves or servants
abandoned in Lagos by their masters, but Lagosians, too, could starve to
death unheeded, as did Lucy Johnson, 'found dead in the piazza of a house
at Cow Lane' at a time of high food prices owing to drought and disorder on
the mainland.11 A newspaper observed:

Indigence among the natives may be traced in almost every instance to the un-
fortunate individual becoming incapacitated either through sickness or acci-
dent and thrown upon the liberality of his relations and friends, who speedily
become tired of him and neglect him altogether and thus compel him to seek
from the public that support which is refused him in the bosom of his family.
Reluctant to become a public pauper, the unhappy individual endeavours to
make shift and procure food as best he can, living upon what he can pick and
scrape till at the last he is driven by starvation to solicit alms on the street.12

The case that outraged Victorian Lagos concerned Adeola, a slave
woman aged about sixty from the mainland whose husband, child, and
master were dead, 'and there being no one else in the village to care for her,
she resorted to this place for care and help - but not knowing anyone here,
she was obliged to take shelter in one of the sheds', where in June 1888 she
'was found in a helpless and friendless condition by the Police', suffering
from incurable elephantiasis, long-standing diarrhoea, and extreme emaci-
ation.13 Because Lagos had no poorhouse, she was admitted to the Colonial
Hospital, but there the doctors - observing a principle relentlessly pursued
in Britain - were determined 'to prevent the Hospital being used in a con-
siderable measure as an Alms House to the injury of its usefulness as a Gen-
eral Hospital'.14 Finding that Adeola was incurable and made the ward
offensive, a doctor ordered her discharge. She was carried on a stretcher to
bushes 100 metres from the gate and dropped on the ground, where she
remained for the next 24 hours. 'I was turned out of the Hospital', she told
passers-by, 'because I was sick.'15 Nearby householders gave her a mat,
covering, fire, and food, but nobody took her in. Eventually the police
returned her to the hospital, where she died. Subsequent outcry revealed
that several other incurable paupers had been ejected from the hospital to
crawl into the town or die in the bush. 'These persons', it was asserted,
'. . . were each and every one of them altogether friendless .'16

Adeola personified the ancient poverty of Africa, the poverty of age and
sickness and slavery and friendlessness, a poverty so often relegated to the
bush. It was still the chief form of poverty in late Victorian Lagos. Along-
side it, however, new forms of poverty were also appearing. 'Groups of
labourers may be seen daily congregated in the vicinity of the public works
department and other places where Government employment is procur-
able, and who stoutly refuse to work for anything less than the sum fixed per
diem by the Government', the press reported in 1895. Four years later, at a
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time of international recession, it noted 'the large number of Hinterland
natives loafing about the streets in quest of work'. Another five years and it
described 'labourers rushing to the shop doors whenever a person enters a
shop to purchase anything, in the hope of getting the job of carrying the pur-
chased goods'.17 Change in urban poverty had begun.

As the British built their new town alongside it, old Lagos came to exem-
plify the city centre slum, 'a rabbit warren of shanties and rickety wooden
"upstairs" \1 8 It had counterparts in the Ga settlement at the core of Accra,
the Douala waterfront, or the Old Town of Mombasa. Yet there were other
kinds of popular quarters in early colonial towns, especially where these
were new creations. As soon as it became a municipality in 1897 Salisbury
set aside land 4 kilometres from the town centre for a distinct African lo-
cation, known to its inhabitants as 'MaTank' from the corrugated iron
sheets of which it was built. Other towns were less efficient. Unless pre-
vented, the poor occupied central locations because access to work was
easiest. In Dar es Salaam, for example, they created a central 'red light'
quarter at Kisutu. Generally, however, early colonial officials prohibited
this but could not afford planned locations, so that Africans instead created
what Blantyre's Medical Officer called 'collections of badly built, insanitary
and densely packed huts of a temporary character springing up around the
margins of the township'.19 This happened even in such a bastion of white
power as Nairobi, whose government offices were in 1910 separated from
African village settlements only by a river valley occupied by mud or iron
huts alleged to house numerous prostitutes. Bamako, similarly, soon had a
quarter called Kolikotobougou, 'the hooligans' place'.20 Some towns
almost spontaneously divided into privileged and popular quarters. Zanzi-
bar was an early example, but the clearest case, ironically, was Monrovia,
where the thatched huts of Krootown were in 1930 ten times as densely oc-
cupied as 'Monrovia Proper' where the Afro-American settlers lived. Out-
side Southern Rhodesia the first towns to be planned from the start with
distinct European reservations and native quarters seem to have been
Lugard's new settlements in Northern Nigeria, which followed Indian
models.21

Because initial urbanisation was ineffectively controlled, the next gener-
ation of officials faced the same problems of urban squalor and slum-
clearance as their South African contemporaries, with whom they shared
fears of epidemic disease and racial mingling. Nearly a century of attempts
to sanitise the old town of Lagos culminated in the mid 1950s in a slum-
clearance scheme which caused riots and much hardship but still left
untouched some of Africa's most distressing squalor and poverty.22 Some
administrations were more successful. In Luanda, Lourengo Marques, and
Ouagadougou the authorities gradually squeezed Africans out to the edges
of the town by building rules, tax levels, property values, and discreet press-
ure.23 Brazzaville, by contrast, was systematically rebuilt on segregated
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lines in 1909 and Bamako in 1917-19, while after the First World War the
British adopted a German plan to divide Dar es Salaam into racial zones
and a governor-general impressed by Johannesburg provided Elisabethville
with a distinct cite indigene.24r Other reconstructions were less effective.
Blantyre, for example, was too poor to build the native location which its
South African models dictated. Several schemes met vigorous opposition.
A German attempt to shift the Africans of Douala from the waterfront to a
location at New-Bell provoked appeals to the Reichstag and was never com-
pleted. When the French took advantage of a plague epidemic in 1914 to
attempt to relocate all Dakar's Africans to a new township called the
Medina, riots, strikes, and the political rights enjoyed by citoyens ensured
that it was only slowly and partially effected.26 Given such opposition, some
colonial governments chose discretion. No other Yoruba town was attacked
with the energy devoted to Lagos, so that in the 1960s less than one-tenth of
Ibadan's houses had running water.27 The Islamic towns of the savanna
were either left to decay or new quarters were built outside their walls.

Even where energetic reconstruction took place during the early twen-
tieth century, it often created only a new problem. By the 1950s New-Bell
was a place of extreme overcrowding and poverty. The Medina became an
obstacle to all further attempts to modernise Dakar.28 The location created
for Nairobi's Africans between the wars at Pumwani was originally on the
town's periphery but soon became relatively central, and since it was also
too small it soon displayed a squalor and overcrowding which earlier infor-
mal settlements had never matched - an investigation one night in the late
1930s revealed 492 Africans sleeping in 11 houses designed to accommo-
date 163. Similar conditions were then common in Southern Rhodesia,
where employers were responsible for housing their workers.29

Behind these plans and their repeated failure lay the growth of urban
populations. Statistics are unreliable, but the experiences of different towns
varied. Ouagadougou's population halved before 1930 but then expanded
again. Yoruba towns little affected by colonial rule grew no faster than the
general population.30 The most rapid growth in Louren^o Marques took
place during the heady days of the Portuguese Republic (1910-26) and in
French West African towns during the depression of the 1930s, while
Leopoldville, whose African population fell by nearly 40 per cent between 1929
and 1935, then experienced great expansion during the 1940s, as did other
towns such as Douala and Nairobi which were of special importance during
or after the war.31 From 1950, however, urban growth - especially in capital
cities - became almost universal as a result of Africa's general population
increase, economic and educational expansion, and widening differentials
between urban and rural incomes. Between 1952 and 1963 metropolitan
Lagos swelled from 329,000 to 1,090,000 people and was the fastest-
growing city, rivalled by Abidjan (which grew between 1948 and 1965 from
48,000 to 265,000) and Addis Ababa (which numbered 306,766 in 1950 and
912,090 in 1972).32
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Just as interwar population growth subverted urban planning, so the ac-
celerated increase after 1950 outran building schemes. Leaving aside elite
areas, the 'typical' African city had four zones of housing at independence,
although each real city naturally varied to some degree. The city had an old
indigenous core or a location built before 1939; either was likely to be dil-
apidated and overcrowded but to contain a range of services and social
strata. Either alongside this or beyond it was a belt of rented accommo-
dation, generally owned by municipalities in East and Central Africa and
by private landlords in West Africa. Still further from the city centre work-
ing people erected their own housing, either legally and with some planning
- as in Dagoudane-Pikine, carved out of the bush 13 kilometres from cen-
tral Dakar in 1952 and containing 28,780 people eight years later33 - or il-
legally in what became known as unauthorised or squatter settlements.
Some cities, notably Lusaka,34 had possessed numerous unauthorised
settlements since early colonial days, but everywhere they expanded during
the 1950s as young married working people with children failed to find ac-
commodation in overcrowded city centres. The drawbacks of unauthorised
settlements - distance and lack of services - were even more pronounced in
the peri-urban villages which formed the fourth ring of settlement.

Each of these zones had its distinctive kinds of poor and means of sur-
vival. The elderly, for example, concentrated in old city centres. In Yoruba
towns 3-4 per cent of inhabitants were generally 65 or older, whereas the
equivalent proportion in Nairobi in 1979 was only 1.1 per cent.35 Unem-
ployed bachelors clustered in rented accommodation, often as lodgers with
more fortunate kinsmen or friends. Whereas central settlements often had
vigorous crafts and markets, rental zones demanded cheap furniture, infor-
mal settlements created construction jobs, and peri-urban villagers brewed.
As in Victorian Lagos, so in Elizabethan Lusaka, the poor survived by
exploiting the ecology of the city.

Most of the poor in colonial towns were unskilled labourers. They became
very poor in one of four circumstances: when they were unemployed; when
they worked in especially ill-paid occupations; when they had unusually
large families; or when general wages were especially low. To understand
severe urban poverty therefore requires a discussion of wages and con-
ditions of work.

Early colonial towns were often appalling environments. In Elisabeth-
ville in 1911 most African workers were forcibly recruited and lived in
camps whose death-rate was 24 per cent a year.36 This was an extreme case,
but the young migrants who made up early colonial workforces suffered
much privation. In Dakar, so it was reported in 1908, they 'sleep no matter
where, eat no matter what, crowd together in a narrow hut'.3 Their real
wages, on the other hand, were relatively high, because most had to be
attracted from viable agricultural economies. In Katanga, for example, the
real wages of unskilled Congolese miners were higher in 1914 than at any
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time during the next decade.38 The same circumstances ensured that unem-
ployment was rare - indeed virtually unrecorded, it appears, except in
Lagos. Immediately after the First World War a combination of depression
and inflation damaged both employment and real wages, provoking the
first large strikes in several colonies, notably Nigeria, the Gold Coast, and
Mozambique.39 Wages and employment soon recovered, however, to make
the 1920s an especially prosperous period until the depression of 1929 inter-
vened. Although many French colonies created jobs by investing in public
works, elsewhere the depression brought Africa's first serious unemploy-
ment. By 1934, 41 per cent of able-bodied men in Elisabethville's cite indi-
gene lacked jobs. Nairobi's male unemployment rate was estimated at
nearly 25 per cent in 1933.40 An invitation to the unemployed of Lagos to
register themselves in 1935 produced some 4,000 responses. Over one-half
were Lagos-born. More than one-quarter had at least five years of school-
ing and the largest single category contained 969 men, mostly aged 18-25,
who had never been employed. It was probably the first time in tropical
Africa that educated young men were numerous among the poor. The auth-
orities and the African elite merely advised them to return to the land.41

Apart from an unsuccessful dock strike and riot in Louren^o Marques,
riots in Katanga and Lusaka, and a single stoppage in the Gold Coast gold
mines, the depression provoked remarkably little resistance among
workers, chiefly because they lacked bargaining power, but perhaps also
because food prices often fell more than money wages.42 For those in
employment the crisis came in the later 1930s when money wages lagged
behind prices in regaining pre-depression levels. Numerous strikes re-
sulted.43 In Nairobi, for example, the average African monthly wage in
1939 was Shs. 23.57, while the reasonable minimum cost of living was
reckoned to be Shs. 38.25 for a family of four and Shs. 20.75 for a single
man. Even these figures concealed the differentials which were so import-
ant in creating poverty. While the average monthly wage (including rations)
of a bus driver was Shs. 79.50, a labourer earned Shs. 15.16 and a male chil-
dren's nurse (probably a young boy) employed by non-Europeans earned
Shs. 6.87.44 'The skilled Africans are robbing the unskilled ones', an associ-
ation in Dar es Salaam protested in 1936.45

The Second World War and its aftermath further worsened these con-
ditions. In Douala the purchasing power of the official minimum wage
halved between 1938 and 1944. In Accra the real wages of unskilled
workers fell by one-third between 1939 and 1945.46 Workers replied with
numerous strikes - there were seventeen stoppages in the Gold Coast's gold
mines between 1938 and 1944 and eight dock strikes in Mombasa alone be-
tween 1939 and 194547 - but they were generally localised actions quickly
repressed under wartime regulations. More serious industrial unrest
occurred immediately after the war, its high points being major violence in
Douala in 1945, general strikes in Nigeria (1945), Tanganyika (1947), and
Southern Rhodesia (1948), a rail strike in French West Africa in 1947-8,
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and dock strikes in Mombasa in 1947 and Lourengo Marques in 1949. The
Gold Coast experienced 118 strikes between 1947 and 1950.48 This mili-
tancy was provoked by continuing inflation. Douala's minimum wage, after
nearly doubling in real value between 1944 and July 1946, was halved again
by March 1948. In Accra, similarly, real unskilled wages rose 30 per cent be-
tween November 1945 and November 1947 but then fell back again below
their 1945 level. For Kenyan workers this was the worst phase of the col-
onial period as falling real wages coincided with increasing urbanisation and
unemployment.49

This period of hardship ended during the prosperous 1950s, when col-
onial Africa entered its brief 'compassionate period'. Fearing unrest and
nationalism, and animated by the reforming zeal of the postwar world, col-
onial governments encouraged 'responsible' trade unions, instituted mini-
mum wages, and sought to create skilled, settled, better-paid labour forces.
Between 1954 and 1960 average real African earnings in Nairobi rose by 38
per cent to levels which purely market forces could not have sustained.50

Amidst this new prosperity, however, four forms of poverty survived
among wage-earners. First, although skill differentials were narrowing,
they remained wide. A survey of Nairobi in 1957 showed that only the best-
paid 10 per cent of workers could save and invest in their homesteads. The
lowest 34 per cent depended on rural subsidies and appeared to eat scarcely
anything during the last days of the month.51 Early Poverty Datum Line
studies revealed the same picture in Central African towns. They also
showed that certain colonies like Nyasaland had exceptionally low wages
for all urban workers and that the increasing stabilisation of labour was
creating new forms of family poverty. 'It is the presence of the wife and
children which creates the poverty', one investigator concluded.52

The fourth form of poverty apparent during the 1950s was a rapid
increase in unemployment, both structural and conjunctural. Mechanis-
ation, a recession in the late 1950s, rapid growth in the number of young
adults, an expansion of primary schooling, and in some cases land shortage
in the countryside all contributed to it. Yet the most important reason,
ironically, was the increase in urban wages favoured by governments, which
attracted people into towns, encouraged employers to replace workers by
machinery, and bred the unemployment, overcrowding, and ancillary prob-
lems which the authorities had intended to prevent. Rising unemployment
rates attracted attention in Lagos in 1952, in Leopoldville in 1955,54 and
almost everywhere at the end of the decade. Most figures ranged between 8
and 15 per cent: 8 per cent of adult males in Monrovia in 1959; 10 per cent in
Dakar in 1955; 14 per cent of the workforce in 27 Nigerian towns in 1963;
perhaps 15 per cent of male wage-labourers in Ghana in I960.55 Rates could
be especially high in rapidly expanding capital cities (18 per cent in Abidjan
in 1955,22 per cent in Lagos in 1964), in squatter settlements (29 per cent of
adult males in Dagoudane-Pikine in 1960), and especially during times of
crisis (52 per cent of the workforce in Leopoldville in September I960).56
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These figures were exceedingly unreliable, for unemployment was difficult
to measure, or even to define, and some calculations (such as that for
Leopoldville) counted only those with formal-sector jobs as employed. Yet the
alarm of the late 1950s was not groundless. Unemployment, especially of a
structural kind, was adding new categories of people to the urban poor.

Unemployment was high in all age groups. Some of the jobless were
aging, hopeless, and probably unemployable. Others were family people:
of 72 women with children interviewed by the Nairobi City Council Welfare
Office during July 1962, 26 attributed their poverty to their own or their
husband's unemployment.57 Yet the largest category of unemployed were
young men with primary schooling, not normally ex-schoolboys in their
early teens but young men of 16-25 seeking their first job. In Leopoldville
in 1961 some 57 per cent of all men of that age were neither at work nor
school. In Kampala and Jinja in 1965-6, 29 per cent of the unemployed
were teenagers and another 40 per cent were aged 20-24. Such young immi-
grants often lacked family responsibilities and could wait quite long periods
for posts whose rewards would hopefully outweigh temporary privation,
especially if they had homes in or close to the town. In the meantime they
frequently survived at the expense of kinsmen or friends - a study of Lulua-
bourg in 1957 showed that workers spent no less than one-quarter of their
earnings on this impdt de solidarite.58 Their hosts naturally viewed the
unemployed with much hostility. In 1961 Leopoldville's 20,000 young
unemployed were blamed for most crimes and regarded as the city's lowest
social category. Asked to describe the poor, townsmen in Accra in 1975
commonly referred to the unemployed - an indication of how greatly urban
poverty had changed.59

While some were wholly parasitic, other unemployed men sought tem-
porary jobs. Much work in colonial towns was casual, often fluctuating with
the fishing seasons or the agricultural cycle. In the late 1950s some 10,000-
15,000 migrants flocked to Bamako each year during the eight-month dry
season in an ancient pattern found throughout West Africa. Many became
temporary water-carriers or porters, so little committed to the town that
often they did not even seek accommodation but slept rough in markets or
on verandahs.60 Much work was in unstable service occupations. In the
1960s nearly half the men of Old Ibadan worked in building or transport,
both notoriously fickle trades. Many major towns were ports, where casual
labour was both necessary and often preferred by men who valued their
freedom. A man might well have a dozen occupations before he was 35.
Wages were often especially low in these casual occupations, as also in
retailing, hotel and bar employment, and domestic service.61

The scramble for cash was even more frantic in towns than in the country-
side. So valuable was it that during the 1960s Ouagadougou's traders could
buy articles from European stores on credit, sell them for cash at a loss, and
lend the cash at a profit before repaying their debt. During the Second
World War more than 80 per cent of Freetown's workers were indebted. In
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1957 low-paid Africans in Dar es Salaam borrowed 27 per cent of their
monthly income.62 Moneylenders often charged 25 per cent or more a
month and still failed within a few years.63 To escape such charges, one
Nigerian or Gambian townsman in six belonged to a rotating credit society
during the 1970s. Such associations had many relatively wealthy members,
but there was an especially elaborate one in Monrovia composed of Kru
labourers, while shoe-shiners in Addis Ababa possessed an association to
which they contributed 10 cents a day.64

Once the appalling conditions of the early colonial period were rem-
edied, most African townsmen were healthier and better nourished than
countrymen, but often this was not true of the poorest. The detailed nu-
trition survey in Nyasaland in the late 1930s found that what distinguished
Ndirande, an African township in Blantyre, from rural villages was a wider
difference between food consumption by rich and poor. Similar differences
were observed in late colonial towns, where kwashiorkor was often more
common than in the countryside, the unemployed were especially ill
nourished, and low-paid families in Central Africa were found to spend
only two-thirds of the Poverty Datum Line requirement for food.65

Thus the unskilled workers who predominated among the poor of
twentieth-century towns became very poor when unemployed, especially ill
paid, burdened with families, or in periods of declining real wages. Yet
seldom were they the majority of the very poor. Many people in colonial
towns never received a regular wage at all.

When compared with South African towns, those of tropical Africa were
often rich in informal means of survival. In 1953 some 46 per cent of Accra's
household heads were self-employed, although the proportion fell to only 3
per cent of the African labour force in settler-dominated Nairobi in 1957.66

Some townspeople still had access to 'Sunday farms', as they were known in
Kumasi. In 1962 Ouagadougou's farmers were twice as numerous as any
other occupational group, while Kampala, Blantyre, and Bangui merged
almost imperceptibly into the countryside, and many smaller Yoruba
'towns' were still chiefly agricultural settlements.67 As cities grew, however,
peri-urban food plots often gave way to commercial market-gardening, just
as fishing-grounds were destroyed by the draining of swamps and inlets and
fuel came from ever greater distances. In the late 1890s the Africans who
had long supplied Lourengo Marques with firewood and charcoal were
supplanted by Portuguese wholesalers using railway transport (and later
lorries). Yet the old woman with her load of sticks did not entirely disap-
pear into folktale, for consumers bought firewood and charcoal in tiny
quantities from African hawkers, even in Louren^o Marques. Kampala's
beer supplies arrived on bicycles and trucks from rural areas where suitable
bananas grew. In the early 1970s some 3,500 donkeys brought rural pro-
duce into Kano each day.68

This process of destruction and re-creation was the general experience of
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the urban informal sector. Modern industry destroyed many petty occu-
pations but created others. Nigeria's highly capitalised baking industry, for
example, flourished only through 'the vigor of the hawkers' response'. The
multiplicity of petty traders was itself a symptom of poverty, for poor con-
sumers could only buy in minute quantities and poor sellers would compete
relentlessly for minute rewards. Traders were most numerous in West
Africa because of its tradition of female marketing. In 1960 Ghana had
323,900 traders, or slightly under 5 per cent of the population; of these, 83
per cent were women. In central Lagos in 1958-9, 87 per cent of women
traded.70 In other regions the trading tradition was weaker, but it grew
quickly. In 1954 Lusaka had some 280 market traders; in 1970, some 2,000,
including many women. This increase was probably connected with politi-
cal independence, for colonial governments in East and Central Africa had
often discouraged petty traders, banning them from locations in Southern
Rhodesia and squeezing them relentlessly in Louren^o Marques.71

Urban growth created many opportunities for petty traders to supply the
poor. Accra's cooked-food business, once a residual occupation, expanded
during the late colonial period into the city's most important trade,
although ease of entry made it also the least profitable. In the 1970s Nai-
robi's markets did a brisk trade in sukuma wiki ('stretch out the week'), the
outer leaves of cabbages tied together to form an artificial cabbage costing a
penny.72 The tablier- known in Eastern Nigeria as the 'article man' - set out
his tiny stock of manufactured goods on a table beside the road, just as his
nineteenth-century predecessor had spread his goods on a mat or carpet.
Abidjan had 3,884 tabliers in 1957; they sold cigarettes singly, raising the
price when the shops closed.73 Streetside selling was often the least-
rewarding urban occupation, but not the least prestigious. Nairobi's shoe-
shiners had a history stretching back before Mau Mau, but when studied
in 1978 they numbered some 500-600, mostly Kikuyu in their twenties
with primary education seeking permanent jobs. It needed about Shs. 100
in equipment, plus contacts and a strong right arm. Men in their twenties
might have those. Boys in their teens did not.74

For a newly arrived youth with only primary schooling, the best hope was
often apprenticeship. In the early 1960s Nigeria alone had about two mil-
lion apprentices, four times its labour force in large organisations. Appren-
ticeship was strongest there, flourished in most of West and Equatorial
Africa, and developed in less structured forms in East Africa during the col-
onial period, but not apparently in Central Africa.75 Nearly all West Afri-
can apprentices were less than 25 years old; one study in Yorubaland found
an average age of 12 in indigenous crafts and 17 in newly introduced crafts,
but that was probably younger than normal. The period of apprenticeship
there was usually between three and five years, but in Abidjan in the 1970s
it averaged six years and in Nairobi only one year.76 In West Africa the only
apprentices paid a regular wage were printers. Many worked unpaid in
return for accommodation, a daily meal, occasional presents, and whatever
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skill they could pick up - for formal tuition was rare.77 Many paid fees,
which were usually modest in West Africa - the longer the apprenticeship,
normally, the lower the fee - but higher in East Africa, especially in modern
trades, and so high in Brazzaville that apprenticeship was closed to the
poor. A ten- or eleven-hour day, six days a week, seems to have been
normal.78 The arrangement could be thoroughly exploitative, for many
crafts survived only through this cheap labour. It also held down wages for
skilled adult workers. On the other hand, it gave great numbers of men a
cheap training and it was better than no craft regulation at all. In the very
poor Nima quarter of Accra in 1975 the worst-paid jobs for young people
were in informal occupations without apprenticeship.79

Older and better-educated apprentices paid higher fees in the new trades
of the colonial period because here, too, economic change was destroying
old occupations and creating new ones. Leatherwork and blacksmithing
decayed, tailoring was overcrowded and ill paid, but there was opportunity
in photography, electrical work, vehicle repair, and metal manufacture.80

Repair work flourished among the poor. New townsmen needed cheap fur-
niture and domestic appliances. Kampala's entrepreneurs made charcoal
stoves from old car doors. Nairobi's street-corner craftsmen made lamps
from oil-tins and bicycle-carriers from metal rods annexed from building
sites.81 Boys at Hargeisa in Somaliland

have organised themselves into an engineering firm on a rubbish dump. With
home-made tools and materials which others have thrown away, they make
tin mugs and tambourines and tumblers from bottles. In this way from
twenty-five to thirty boys support themselves. They live, rent free, in a dis-
used shed, and grew four sacks of millet on a piece of land lent them for the
purpose.82

Whereas the very poor of Yoruba towns had scoured the bush, the very
poor of colonial towns scavenged industrial wastelands. Sanitary workers in
Louren£o Marques reworked collected trash and resold bottles, plastic
bags, rope, metal, old clothes, and a host of other articles.83 Ibadan had an
Association of Worn Out Tyre Traders. In Abidjan men toured the streets
with bathroom scales offering to weigh people for twopence a time. They
joined the continent's bizarre occupations: the lotto professors, the parking
boys, the money doublers, the professional queuers.

Scavenging and crime are hard to separate. Crime was an important
source of income for poor townsmen, but its history has not yet been stud-
ied and statistics chiefly illustrate the changing sizes and preoccupations of
police forces.84 Contemporaries naturally noticed the spectacular. Lagos re-
corded organised gangs terrorising the town in the 1860s, predictably from
bases on the mainland.85 This stereotype long survived, as did the image of
the master criminal, desperate, magically protected, and living outside
society like the hunters of the past.86 By the 1950s Lagos had an elaborate
criminal underworld with its own jargon and meeting-places. Nairobi, too,
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had an underworld of particular nastiness, especially during the extreme
overcrowding and unemployment of 1945-52, when armed Kikuyu gangs
dominated the townships.87 There was evidence that crime flourished in
unstructured quarters which lacked community control, and not simply in
the poorest areas. Yet there was also evidence that most urban crime grew
out of poverty. It was crime by individuals against property, rather than the
gang violence of South African cities,88 and most of the individuals were
poor. Of those tried for robbery in Brazzaville in 1935-6, 42 per cent had no
trade and 40 per cent were unemployed. 'I was without work and destitute
of resources', one explained. 'I stole to eat', said another. The same was
true in Timbuktu in 1940, in Cotonou in 1952, and in Kinshasa during the
1960s. Of all males arrested for property offences in Kampala during 1968,
61 per cent were recorded as unemployed.89

In their struggle to survive the urban poor drew upon many relationships
and institutions. The first sociologists to study African towns stressed the
importance of voluntary societies, especially ethnic and other 'primary' as-
sociations. More recent research has questioned this.90 In fact there was
probably much variety. The most interesting research has concerned Elisa-
bethville, where the most important associations before the First World
War were not new urban societies but the indigenous village associations of
Katanga and surrounding regions, notably the Butwa society whose urban
cells provided food and care for sick members.91 This pattern awaits study
in other towns. Butwa was supplanted in Elisabethville after the First
World War, first by dance societies with welfare functions - as also in
Lusaka92 - and then by specifically tribal associations which were especially
active in feeding unemployed members during the 1930s. In West Africa
tribal associations had a longer history. Nineteenth-century Freetown's
ethnic benefit societies have been mentioned and the various Yoruba sec-
tions had societies in Lagos at that time.93 Perhaps the most enduring tribal
association was the Kru Corporation in Monrovia, where public welfare
services scarcely existed, immigrants were administered by tribal headmen,
and there was overt antagonism to the Afro-American elite among 'we
Kru', 'we tribal people', 'we poor people'. In 1958-9 a Kru stevedore might
give one-third of his wages to kin and fellow-tribesmen before even reach-
ing home.94

The most embracing ethnic communities were the zongo quarters which
Muslim northerners created in many towns of the West African coast and
forest. Like the Hausa quarter of Lagos, they usually contained numbers of
elderly people, beggars, and destitutes, for whom the zongo chief often
cared generously.95 Formal tribal associations were frequently more am-
bivalent towards the poor. Many gave high priority to burying the dead,
partly to escape the squalor of the pauper funeral often performed by con-
victs. Their next most common objects of aid were sick members. Many
ethnic societies paid to repatriate destitute tribesmen, not only from charity
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but lest they discredit the tribe. Compulsion might be used, as also in
deporting prostitutes.96 Some associations gave the poor more positive
help. The edder self-help groups pioneered by Gurage immigrants to Addis
Ababa admitted both rich and poor members and initially concentrated on
funerals - the poor dug the graves - but later also helped the unemployed.
Akwamu women in Accra in the 1950s ran a society encouraging the adop-
tion of destitute children. The Wanyamwezi Association owned rest houses
in Zanzibar and Pemba for immigrant clove-pickers. The Ogbomosho
Union in Jos in the early 1960s owned rent-free flats to accommodate new
arrivals. The Ibo State Union, although in many respects a paper tiger, was
an active employment agency.97 The most highly organised group were per-
haps the Moba, a small and conservative tribe from northern Togo number-
ing 2,000-3,000 in Lome in the late 1970s. All Moba employed there paid a
percentage of wages to community funds, from which a council of elders
gave loans in sickness or unemployment to the victim and his clansmen,
who were jointly responsible for repayment. Corpses, the mentally ill,
juvenile delinquents, and those endangering the community were repatri-
ated at its expense. Whereas most tribal associations neglected women,
Moba had a female assembly regulating their behaviour. Most remarkably,
the community ran a collective farm 60 kilometres from Lome for those
tribesmen who had difficulty in adapting to urban life and needed a tran-
sitional period. The farm sold food to Moba tribesmen at wholesale
prices.98

This was an extreme example. Most tribal unions were too loosely organ-
ised and short of funds to aid more than a small minority of the poor, few of
whom were usually members.99 Sometimes, as among the Luo in Kampala,
clan associations of 10-40 members helped the needy more than did the
larger tribal union, but even these generally ended in disillusionment.100

Tribe was chiefly useful to the poor in less formal ways. It was within groups
of four or five fellow-tribesmen that the immigrant factory workers of
Lagos or the young unemployed of Brazzaville sought to survive, while
Tukulor migrants to Dakar lodged in wooden barracks named after their
village of origin.101 Tribe could also give privileged access to an occupation,
for colonial towns were full of 'tribal specialities'. It was not surprising that
Kikuyu from heavily forested Nyeri supplied Nairobi's charcoal, nor that
Fulbe pastoralists sold Dakar its milk, nor even that Kamba living astride
the Mombasa-Nairobi road almost monopolised the manufacture of rubber
sandals.102 But it took more organisation to ensure that everyone selling
indigenous cloth in Niamey market came from a single Zarma village or
that all collectors of empty bottles in Accra were Zabrama.103 And little but
custom and late entry into the labour market explained why sanitary work
was monopolised by Frafra in Accra, Chopi in Louren^o Marques, or
Lovale in Lusaka.104 Sanitary workers veiled themselves in Lagos to avoid
recognition, but everywhere they showed much corporate solidarity and
some achieved considerable economic success.105 The commercial advan-
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tages of stigma were well illustrated in Senegalese towns, where both casted
artisans and griots formed associations to defend the caste system and its
economic preserves. The Dorze weavers of Addis Ababa suffered extreme
insult and discrimination but earned perhaps three or four times the
national average in 1970.106 Generally, however, caste monopolies gave
way to economic change, although caste origin continued to obstruct inter-
marriage or social advancement, as sometimes did slave origin. In Mom-
basa, for example, free and slave cultures mingled during the twentieth
century, but free women still did not marry men of slave ancestry.107

Apart from primary associations, the poor could seek support in religious
groupings. Religious charity is considered in the next chapter, but religious
activities conducted by rather than for the poor seem to have given only
limited assistance. Among indigenous institutions, spirit possession cults
treated many disabilities, such as sterility and mental disorders, but the
only evidence that cults made regular provision for the urban poor is the
informal care provided by bori among the Hausa and zar in Ethiopia. Zar
may have become increasingly a cult of the poor,108 but otherwise there is
little to suggest change in these institutions. Some Christian sects and inde-
pendent churches specifically presented themselves as churches of the
poor. Many concentrated on healing and gave status to marginal people
such as elderly women. Some provided a home for those undergoing heal-
ing, gave temporary shelter to the homeless and solitary, or made special
provision for such unfortunates as prostitutes and unmarried mothers.109

Yet the detailed evidence is slender and independent churches, like spirit
cults and tribal unions, probably lacked the organisational and financial re-
sources to operate regular poor relief systems and were most effective as
networks for informal, sporadic, and personalised aid of the kind character-
istic of Africa.

The same was probably true of trade unions. Their chief service to the
poor, of course, was to organise them to resist the low wages and unemploy-
ment which would reduce them to destitution. Where this failed and men
experienced extreme poverty, however, trade unions were probably little
help. Many small craft associations had welfare aims and provided assist-
ance with sickness and funerals, but the large unions formed after 1945
rarely had the resources for anything but wage-bargaining and job-
protection.110 Men unemployed during the 1960s complained that trade
unions would do nothing for them because they could not pay dues. Only in
Accra in 1950 are trade unions known to have organised the unemployed.U1

The poor were not easy to organise. Their interests and views were
diverse and not necessarily radical, for their urgent need and their vulner-
ability to change generally dictated action which was conservative in objec-
tive, if sometimes tumultuous in form. In Lagos, for example, the Yoruba
art of 'town riot' was first employed against the British in 1889 when they
proposed to introduce municipal government and its attendant taxation.
'Who does not remember', a newspaper recalled, 'the raging mobs, the
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"madding crowd" that besieged the Government House and paraded the
streets with their wild songs insulting those who dared to express their sym-
pathy with the proposed Bill?'112 During the next two decades agitation
opposed taxes to finance street lights and a public water supply. In 1911
women besieged the Provincial Commissioner and threatened Government
House when the authorities attempted to ban domestic animals from the
streets.113 Women traders were especially vigorous opponents of taxation
and 'modernisation'. Elsewhere in Nigeria they were prominent in tax riots
in Abeokuta in 1918 and Aba in 1929. In Togo and Cameroun they success-
fully resisted the introduction of poll tax. In Accra they prevented a ban on
smoking fish in the town.114 Behind these protests lay a moral economy
which asserted the right of the poor to cheap food, cheap housing, and tra-
ditional trades in city centres. In 1914 Dakarois took up arms against those
seeking to evict them during a plague. Food shortage in 1919 led to riots in
Freetown, where Lebanese shops were sacked on suspicion of hoarding.
Bulawayo's police liquor detachment had to travel in armoured vehicles.115

Where the moral economy was not threatened, public excitement generally
needed an external stimulus. Religion was one. The poor were eager fol-
lowers of wonder-workers, whether child prophets in Lagos or witchcraft
eradicators in Dar es Salaam. Christian or Muslim teachers could generally
excite mass action only when they preached a traditionalist message, as in
the riots against the modernising Wahhabi community of Bamako in
1957.116 Socialist ideas reached the poor chiefly through the minority of
workers in modern enterprises, whose existence helped to give the popular
politics of late colonial cities more diversity and radicalism than was normal
in the towns of early modern Europe. The workers' influence was greatest
in Ghana where the radical railway strikes of 1961 and 1971 won support
among market-women and the unemployed.117

Unemployment did not generally provoke collective action, except at
moments during the 1930s when large numbers of workers were laid off. At
least five associations of unemployed men appeared in Lagos between 1929
and 1966, but none came to anything. A careful study in Accra in the 1970s
noted 'the consistently acquiescent stance of the unemployed'.118 Among
the young unemployed of the 1950s, however, there was more ambiva-
lence, for they both expected eventual success in the established order and
were embittered against the rich and powerful who currently denied it to
them.119 Everything depended on the leadership offered to them. Amilcar
Cabral observed in 1964 that they 'have proved extremely dynamic in the
struggle' to liberate Portuguese Guinea and had provided many of its
cadres.120 But that experience appears to have been unique.

More often the urban poor acquiesced in inequality, provided that the
rich had acquired their wealth by means open to others and distributed it
generously. This attitude was rooted in a rural background, where inequali-
ties of wealth and status were normal and hard work was seen as the route
to success.121 It was encouraged by the extreme social mobility of the
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colonial period. Belief in the possibility of self-advancement, reinforced by
fear of sharing their condition, also explained the contempt with which the
ordinarily poor regarded the unemployed and the destitute.122 Another
reason for acceptance of the existing order was that African residential
areas were as yet rarely segregated by wealth. In Addis Ababa 'rich man-
sions and poor hovels abut each other all over the city'. In Lagos 'rich and
poor live side by side, in the same crowded quarters. In one house, for
instance, the head of one household made about six thousand a year, and
another seven pounds a month: a casual visitor would not have recognised
which was which.'123 Together with widespread self-employment, this
meant that class divisions were blurred, the possibility of success was ever
visible, the rich were constrained to be generous, the poor were wise to seek
patrons, and rich and poor were often joined by family ties.124

The family was both a reason for acquiescing in the social order and the
chief source of security within it. Sociologists used to think that kinship ties
weakened in towns, but more recent research has shown their continuing
vigour while stressing that their character often changed, diffuse relation-
ships replacing corporate groups.125 To this one must add that different
family systems responded to urbanisation in different ways. Generally,
there was much evidence that urban families supported their poor, the prac-
tical burden falling chiefly on younger women. In central Lagos 70 per cent
of family heads helped at least one person outside their household in 1958-
9. In one area of Accra during the 1970s, 75 per cent of daughters and 70 per
cent of sons were helping their mothers. To support aged parents was 'an
absolute duty' in Abidjan in the 1960s, while 49 per cent of new arrivals in
one quarter of the city went immediately to a relative.126 This was a normal
pattern:

As I understand that Seth Mgaya, my brother-in-law, and who is a relative
and close friend to you has obtained an employment at Dar es Salaam . . . I
am writing to request you to be kind as to accept his company to your unity
especially in matter of food. Because as he is a stranger and very new to town-
life or on depending, he won't be able to support himself with 25/- pay unless
some bodies like you his relatives are his leader.127

Over one-half of a group of Ghanaian factory workers interviewed during
the 1960s had stayed with a relative on first arrival, mostly for over ten
weeks. Of the unemployed in Kampala and Jinja in 1965-6, 51 per cent
were living with relatives, 27 per cent with employed friends, and only 2 per
cent were sleeping rough.128 Yet kinsmen were not infinitely generous. Aid
to kin in Accra in the 1970s was heavily concentrated on those with whom
one lived. New arrivals to Lagos or Nairobi in the 1960s who sought hospi-
tality from relatives would be accommodated somehow, but might be coldly
received:

I told my uncle that I had no bed anywhere and did not know where I could
sleep. At first he told me to go home or to sleep at the race track where a lot of
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other people sleep at night. But I told him that I would go home and tell my
father that he was treating me badly. I only wanted some help and I was will-
ing to work for him [i.e. to help him in the house]. When I told him that he
allowed me to stay with him. Later his wife came home and she cursed me. I
stayed for seven days and slept in the kitchen. I then left and moved to the
house of a friend who was glad to see me.129

To turn to friends, preferably of the same age, was a common second step; in
the Highfield township of Salisbury in 1969 people preferred not to live with
relatives because it was too burdensome and constraining. When even friends
would no longer support an unsuccessful job-seeker, he could only take
refuge with other unemployed or drift into solitude and degradation.130

Exactly how far family responsibility extended caused much anguish and
resentment. Unemployed men often complained that they were treated
more as servants than kinsmen, while Ghanaian workers stated in the 1970s
that prosperous relatives showed much hostility when approached. Much
depended on the town: Copperbelt families in strictly controlled housing
could be less hospitable than most.131 Much depended on the applicant: a
youth with education or a prosperous father could often expect a favourable
reception.132 Much also depended on the host. In Abidjan in the mid 1960s
the newly urbanised, who hoped to return to the countryside, struggled to
support a wide range of kinsmen while the more permanently urbanised
defined their obligations more narrowly.133 The wealthier townsmen
generally bore the main burden, which was one reason why they commonly
had the largest households.134 'Friends and relatives come expensive', they
said in Abidjan, where the poor led narrow and isolated lives.135 Occasion-
ally, however, the poor clustered into large family units. The biggest house-
holds in Lagos in the early 1970s were in the poor areas of the old town,
while a small sample in Kinshasa in 1968 showed that the largest and
poorest families were those of mature unemployed men.136

Much depended, too, on family structure. Luo immigrants to Nairobi in
1968-9 could expect more hospitality than other tribes - as indicated by the
number of lodgers per household - because they had an exceptionally
strong system of corporate descent groups. In Addis Ababa the only com-
munity with such a kinship system were the Gurage, whose young immi-
grants consequently prospered in the informal sector.137 By contrast, the
shallow bilateral kinship and unstable marriage of the Amhara, which had
bred so much poverty in the past, provided little urban protection. In 1960
only 121 of 600 family heads interviewed in Addis Ababa 'supported mem-
bers of their family living outside of the household or contributed to the
upkeep of some relatives', while 12 per cent of children under fifteen were
fatherless, 22 per cent of women were divorced, and 41 per cent of families
had disintegrated. A survey in 1972 indicated 189,000 divorced women but
only 39,000 divorced men in Ethiopian towns.138 Such figures raise many
difficulties, but they suggest both the importance of diverse family systems
and the categories which might face destitution should family support fail.
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Women were at special risk in towns. Of 91 needy people interviewed by
Nairobi City Council's Welfare Office during July 1962, 72 were women, all
of whom had children, averaging nearly five each.139 The nature of female
poverty varied with types of town, family systems, and available means of
livelihood. Whereas Salisbury contained seven African men for every Afri-
can woman during the 1950s, Addis Ababa had a female majority.140 It is
tempting to assume - as perhaps in Ethiopian figures for 'disintegrated'
families - that women were best situated as wives in elementary families,
but there is evidence that this situation could create much unhappiness
among urban immigrants, wives often bearing the chief brunt of male
unemployment and responding to crisis more positively than their hus-
bands.141 Yet it is equally dangerous to assume that women were necessarily
best situated when most independent of men, for men controlled so much
wealth and power. A study of Kampala in the late 1960s showed that soli-
tary women were usually very poor.142

Perhaps the most important determinant of female poverty was the range
of economic opportunities open to women. In Kampala trade was virtually
barred to a respectable woman,143 whereas in much of West Africa it was
the core of female survival. In 1948 some 89 per cent of all economically
active women in Accra were traders and a study has suggested that market-
women generally prospered during the colonial period, at least until the
1950s. The same study also found, however, that other occupations for
women declined under European rule in face of male control of education
and large-scale enterprise.144 Women factory workers were uncommon and
sometimes despised. Of those studied in Kinshasa in 1966, only 1.5 per cent
were currently married, although most dreamed of a 'good' husband. 'Fac-
tory work is the last means of subsistence for women in distress', the re-
searcher reported.145 Addis Ababa may have been the only tropical city
where women were numerous as factory workers, although in 1973-4 they
earned as little as one-quarter of the wages paid to men there. Ethiopian
women were also domestic servants, an occupation generally confined in
tropical Africa to males or young girls.146 Many women everywhere
escaped poverty by practising crafts. Lagos in 1948 had a thousand women
dyers, several hundred hairdressers, probably as many washerwomen, and
smaller numbers who boiled soap, sewed dresses, pierced ears, or carried
on a hundred other occupations.147 In East and Central Africa, as in the
south, brewing was a vital female occupation. In the low-income Mathare
Valley area of Nairobi during the 1970s it employed 75 per cent of women
surveyed, while one peri-urban village near Blantyre earned over half its
income from illicit maize-spirit during the 1950s.148

The most successful brewers were often women living without husbands.
In strongly controlled colonial towns, such as those of the Copperbelt, they
might be prohibited from occupying houses, but elsewhere female-headed
households were increasingly common: 21 per cent in Addis Ababa in 1960,
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42 per cent among the Creoles of Freetown in the early 1950s, and 59 per
cent in the old Ussher Town area of Accra in 1958 - although there the pat-
tern was traditional.149 Some were prosperous, but many were among the
poorest. 'Incomplete households of the "scratch-collection" type are often
headed by self employed women or men, engaged in petty trade and petty
commodity production', it was reported from Cape Coast in the early
1970s. 'This type of household appears to be closely associated with con-
ditions of misery.'150 Strictly matrifocal families were most extensively re-
ported from Mathare Valley, where some women deliberately limited their
families on account of poverty and lack of male support, a concern also re-
ported for very poor women in Addis Ababa, although it was probably
more common for the poorest women to seek security in numerous chil-
dren, as in Accra.151 Female-headed households often accompanied a pre-
ponderance of consensual and unstable marriages. Divorce rates were high
in West Africa: some 20 per cent in Lagos in 1958-9, for example, owing not
only to infidelity and polygyny but to poverty and unemployment, and
there was evidence from Accra that divorce increased when economic con-
ditions worsened.152 Divorce was also frequent in Addis Ababa, especially
among women married at their parents' behest in their early teens to men
whom they generally remembered with bitter hatred.153 Temporary 'town
marriages' were common everywhere. In Mathare Valley they normally
lasted a few months and gave the woman her rent and food in exchange for
domestic and conjugal duties. Ethiopia recognised a temporary marriage in
which the (usually poor) woman received almost a monthly salary. In Braz-
zaville in the early 1950s town wives successfully sued in court for financial
recompense.154

Town marriage merged imperceptibly into prostitution, best seen as an
extreme point on a continuum of sexual relationships in which gifts changed
hands. Prostitutes are diverse in most cultures and were certainly varied in
colonial Africa, where, moreover, different peoples displayed an extraordi-
nary (and unexplained) variety of sexual mores. West Africa was generally
more tolerant of extra-marital sex by women than East or Southern
Africa.155 The richest and most prestigious courtesans were therefore found
in the west, notably among the vedettes of Kinshasa and the karuwai of
Hausaland and its environs.156 Less prestigious but still successful were
westernised girls willing to go with any man for money, or the toutou who
worked in many West African cities, essentially as migrant labourers, and
specialised in ephemeral encounters solicited from their own rooms.157 The
latter were also the predominant patterns in East African towns during the
later colonial period.158 Prostitutes of these categories were not generally
compelled by poverty; rather, they sought to prosper in the city by gaining
access to male earnings.159 Their profession lacked both the association
with outcaste status common in Asia and the exploitation and criminality
associated with the semi-legality of organised prostitution in modern
Europe. Although a few brothels existed in African cities, the madame was
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important only in Addis Ababa. Africa's impatience of institutionalisation
was an advantage here, as was the tolerance of colonial governments except
where their troops' health was threatened. In Africa, unlike eighteenth-
century France, prostitution was certainly not a one-way ticket to
poverty.160

Yet it was for some. Alongside entrepreneurial prostitution there was
also a subsistence prostitution by women driven by poverty. Like unem-
ployment, it grew more common as the colonial period progressed,161

although it had existed in both Ethiopia and Senegal in the mid nineteenth
century and among freed slaves and other destitute women in the early col-
onial period.162 Many Hausa karuwai were forlorn women making a poor
living, while Kinshasa's vedettes were few compared with its despised
chambres d'hotel, one of whom told an anthropologist, 'I am a woman and
have no learning; what work is there for me except prostitution?' Of factory
workers interviewed there in 1966, 72 per cent said they had formerly pro-
stituted themselves but grown sick of it.163 Abidjan's toutou included some
said by their leader to be 'sent by their family, which is generally poor',
while 'the eldest daughter in a large family with a very uncertain income'
and an elderly or unemployed father was a common type of prostitute in
Douala.164 Kinshasa's prostitutes multiplied with the unemployment sur-
rounding independence. The Hutu revolution of 1959-61 left Kigali flooded
with Tutsi bar-girls 'waiting for an aeroplane'. During the 1970s drought-
stricken Tuareg daughters were sent to earn their keep in savanna towns.165

By that time Nairobi's estimated 4,000 professional prostitutes earned
markedly less than their predecessors half a century earlier and included a
category of very young girls, often dull, neglected, and from large but
broken families, who gave themselves for a shilling or two or for food or
shelter.166 The exploitation and even outright sale of young girls on the
West African coast had been a scandal for several years.167

The most disturbing growth of prostitution took place in Addis Ababa.
Ethiopia's subsistence prostitution expanded greatly in the twentieth cen-
tury, especially during the Italian occupation. In 1938 the capital alone was
said to have 1,500 prostitutes. 'I had no job and had lost my husband and
had nothing to feed my children', a woman later explained. 'I had a number
of friends whose husbands had also died. So we all started to prostitute our-
selves. The Italian soldiers used to give us 20 lire each time.'168 Continued
urbanisation after the Second World War extended the trade and reduced
its profitability. In 1973-4 Dr Dirasse counted 14,789 drinking-places in
Addis Ababa with perhaps 27,000 prostitutes working from them. Perhaps
another 35,000-45,000 prostitutes operated independently. Altogether it
was reckoned that 80,000 women in Addis Ababa were prostitutes.169 Even
if this number seems barely credible,170 prostitution was more widespread
than anywhere else in Africa.171

The initial reason was the insecurity of women resulting from Amhara
social customs. They married very young: the average age at first marriage
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of the prostitutes interviewed by Dr Dirasse had been fourteen. Divorce,
sterility, and abortion were common. Peasant women rarely owned land.
The bilateral kinship and elementary households of the Amhara offered
little refuge in misfortune. Young women consequently flocked to the city,
swelling its own complement of forsaken girls. Yet employment for women
was scarce. Some worked as domestic servants. Others brewed, begged,
traded, or became ill-paid factory workers. For the rest, prostitution was
the only means of survival, especially as it carried little stigma for Amhara.
Of those whom Dr Dirasse interviewed, 40 per cent said lack of employ-
ment was their chief reason for becoming prostitutes, 30 per cent cited div-
orce, and 13 per cent said they wanted to improve their income. Of all those
interviewed, 38 per cent worked from their own rooms or kiosks. On
average they had become prostitutes at age 21 and earned E$44 a month.
Below them were the street-walkers, generally runaway girls of 13-17 who
earned a maximum of E$20 a month and either clubbed together to rent a
shack or, in desperation, joined other destitutes sleeping in churchyards.
'During the day we wear our old clothes and go begging', one told Dr
Dirasse. 'At night we go out with men.'172

That prostitutes were most common in the city with the continent's
highest proportion of women threw a flood of light on the nature of African
poverty in the mid twentieth century.173 Other groups also risked pauper-
isation. One was the young. Orphaned, abandoned, or vagrant children
had existed in pre-colonial societies, although they were probably less
numerous than in some other cultures. Many found refuge at early
missions. During the late colonial period, however, child poverty appeared
to increase. The chief reason was probably that the social welfare officers
appointed in many colonies during the 1940s actively looked for poor chil-
dren and - as so often with poverty in Africa - found what they were looking
for. In addition, European views of how children should be treated were
changing, some African methods of providing for children were perhaps
breaking down, and broader patterns of socio-economic change were
breeding child poverty.

Like most pre-industrial peoples, Africans regarded children not merely
as adults-in-training but also as family members with specific contributions
to make to the household economy, especially in poor households.174 In the
countryside this might mean herding goats or minding babies. In the col-
onial towns it might mean paid employment. This was rarely in large enter-
prises. There were exceptions: between the wars young boys handled coal
on the dock at Lourengo Marques, while Gold Coast mines employed boys
of thirteen or less underground on firewood trains at sixpence a day and
paid girls of the same age one shilling for carrying 25 barrels of sand or 100
kerosene tins nearly half a kilometre. Generally, however, the problem was
that children were not employed in modern enterprises but rather had to
scrape a penny however they could.175 For girls, especially in West Africa,
this often meant hawking food, which was regarded as an admirable prep-

185



The African poor

aration for adult life. Roughly one-fifth of Accra's schoolchildren doubled
as hawkers during the 1950s, although fewer than one in ten kept the money
she earned. When social workers in Lagos tried to ban girl hawkers in 1948,
lest they be exploited, there was violent popular opposition.176 In Hausa-
land the seclusion of adult women during the colonial period increased re-
liance on child hawkers, for a woman with a child to sell her cooked food
earned about three times as much as one without. Lagos hawkers in the
1950s included twelve-year-old girls and boys working quite independent of
adults.177 In Eastern Nigeria boys acted as night-watchmen in stalls and
canoes. Everywhere they might sell newspapers, collect scrap, carry par-
cels, or work as 'small boys' on building sites or in workshops. But boys
were less useful in town than girls, and as competition grew they invented
ever more marginal 'jobs', culminating in the 'parking boys' who charged
motorists for not molesting their vehicles.178 Social workers saw all this as
either exploitative or delinquent.

Child labour often merged with the West African practice of fostering,
where children were given to other adults to be trained in skills which their
parents lacked.179 Rural foster parents were usually kinsmen, but urbanis-
ation, schooling, and new skills led some parents to turn to non-kinsmen,
sometimes recompensing them by payment or the child's labour. Fostering
thus merged with pawning and apprenticeship, and like both it was open to
abuse. As the Gold Coast sociologist K. A. Busia put it in 1950, The prac-
tice of assigning the training of one's children to other relatives is apt to fail
under the new and tempting conditions of urban life.'180 His main concern
was for young girls sent to town as housemaids in return for schooling or
payment either to the girl or (more often) her parents. The practice was
widespread on the West African coast and became common in Addis
Ababa, Nairobi, and Kampala during the twentieth century. Child servants
were probably most of the 1,000 girls and 500 boys under nine years old re-
corded as gainfully employed in Lagos in 1950.181 Busia was one of many
who thought they were often grossly exploited, especially when they were
pawns. 'They are poorly fed', he reported, 'are not given adequate clothing,
often sleep without pillows, on mats, rags, or the bare floor, in kitchens or
verandahs, and may work continuously from 4 a.m. till bed-time, which
may be as late as 10 or 11 p.m.'182 Housemaids have been among the most
exploited of the poor in many cultures. In Africa - perhaps because of
polygyny and early marriage - they were also exceptionally young.183 Yet
there were worse fates. In Eastern Nigeria the 'fostering' of children as ser-
vants or labourers, in some cases apparently to complete strangers, merged
into child slavery and prostitution. Many of the children so abused were
said to be osu. In 1957 one Karimu Adisa received ten years' imprisonment
for his twenty-fifth conviction for child-stealing.184

When such children escaped or were abandoned, they might join the
waifs wandering the streets of colonial towns. Such children had existed in
nineteenth-century Yorubaland and were doubtless absorbed into the
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bands of religious students found in Ethiopia and the West African
savanna. Children of eight or ten from Hausaland pilfering food on account
of 'hunger and sheer necessity' were reported in Lagos in 1916. Forty years
later they were almost certainly more numerous there: twenty were picked
up each month sleeping in the streets and markets, and more could not be
handled.185 'I arrived at Niamey at night', one vagrant recalled, 'and I knew
nobody in Niamey . . . I stumbled on the market and I saw the kayakaya
[casual porters] who slept on the tables and benches, and I too joined them
. . . I had 150 francs left in my pocket and I was hungry.'186 Several West
African governments had to forbid vehicle-owners to carry unaccompanied
juveniles.187

This increase in child vagrancy probably had many causes. One was the
hope of schooling in town - Addis Ababa's street-boys were more
interested in education than jobs. Another, perhaps exaggerated at the
time but nevertheless real, was a degree of family disintegration in urban
conditions; of 59 children under twelve years old found sleeping rough in
central Accra one night in 1953, every one had at least one parent in the
city.188 A third reason, in certain circumstances, was rural dislocation owing
to competition for resources or the disorder accompanying the recovery of
political independence. In Nairobi, for example, the Salvation Army set up
a welfare centre for destitute children in 1934. Fourteen years later juvenile
vagrants were 'one of the most urgent social problems in the Colony'. But
the crisis came with the Mau Mau insurrection, in which, according to one
account, 10 per cent of the 430,000 Kikuyu children either were orphaned
or lost touch with their families.189 Most were eventually taken in by rela-
tives, but in 1954 some 300 were accommodated in an 'orphan village',
another 300 were with their mothers in prison, and more than 1,000 were
believed to be homeless in Nairobi. 'They sleep in doorways, drains, any-
where they can find shelter', it was reported. 'They scrounge food just
where they can get it. Almost before they arrive in the towns they are on the
natural path to delinquency.'190 Provision for Nairobi's vagrant boys cul-
minated in the formation in 1959 of the Starehe Boys Centre. Of its 400
inmates in 1961-2, 112 had slept in rough shelters around the city, 44 had
begged in the streets, and 214 had appeared in court.191

Juvenile delinquency was an obsession of the late colonial period.
Vagrant youths were nothing new. In the nineteenth century they had
joined East African warbands or the 'swarms of ragamuffins' around the
Freetown docks.192 Lagos and Freetown had youth gangs in the 1920s, Dar
es Salaam in the 1930s. Several colonies established reformatories between
the wars and Southern Rhodesia appointed an official to handle European
juvenile delinquents in 1936.193 Yet it was the Second World War that made
juvenile delinquency a 'problem'. The key step was the appointment of
Donald Faulkner to study the vagrant boys of Lagos in 1941. He found
hundreds of them sleeping in gutters, parks, railway yards, markets,
mosques, and graveyards:
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Here at night come stealthy figures. Small and agile, they scale the walls
quickly and, dropping lightly on the other side, disappear into the gloom.
Some carry fowls under their arms, some yams, while others come swagger-
ing, smoking cigarettes, with money chinking in their pockets. They are
desperadoes of 12-14 years of age who make this graveyard their home, steal-
ing food from the market places, cooking and eating it communally in the
evening, later sleeping out under the stars. Their days are spent in gambling
and loafing, pimping for prostitutes, and picking pockets. Criminal - because
that is the way to live, carelessly, irresponsibly, among good companions.194

One boy in three had a home in Lagos. The rest were quite recent immi-
grants. Those under twelve 'have been left stranded in Lagos, are or-
phaned, truants from school or runaways from home'. They lived by
begging and petty theft. Older youths fell into three groups: newly arrived,
inexperienced boys who found themselves destitute and lived rough; boys
entirely adapted to a vagrant life of petty theft; and older, generally unem-
ployed 'boma boys' who acted as guides or touts for brothels. Faulkner be-
lieved that the root problem was neglect and destitution. He established
youth clubs and a remand home, juvenile court, probation services, and
approved school which provided a model for the rest of tropical Africa.

Other colonies soon followed: Kenya in 1944, the Gold Coast in 1946,
Uganda in the early 1950s, all urged on by a Colonial Office influenced by
contemporary concern with juvenile delinquency in Britain.195 The French
had a similar obsession which issued in approved schools in Senegal in 1946
and other colonies a decade later.196 The extent of 'delinquency' was often
exaggerated, especially in the late 1950s and 1960s. In Upper Volta in 1964
only 0.22 per cent of males aged 10-18 appeared in court, while Southern
Rhodesia's delinquency rate in the mid 1950s was only 6 per cent of Bri-
tain's.197 The problem had much more to do with the rapid increase of the
juvenile generation owing to population growth - of all Kenyan African
males aged over 15, the proportion aged 15-24 increased between 1948 and
1962 from 20 to 32 per cent - and with its attraction into town by the 'com-
passionate' policies of the 1950s and 1960s.198 Nevertheless, the obsession
revealed much about poverty in late colonial Africa.

That poverty was the root cause of delinquency, as Faulkner insisted, was
generally confirmed by later studies. Of the 600-800 adolescents living by
their wits in Ouagadougou in 1965, for example, two-thirds were strangers,
chiefly from the most densely peopled and impoverished rural areas, who
came seeking work but, finding every avenue closed, drifted into marginal
occupations like cigarette-selling and often ended in petty crime.199 In
Niamey in the early 1970s the typical 'delinquent' was a youth of 18-20
living on the streets and stealing in order to eat.200 Everywhere the bulk of
juvenile crime was against property rather than persons. In Kampala in
1968,40 per cent of thefts by juveniles were worth less than 3 American dol-
lars.201

Yet poverty was not all that brought young people before a court. Cultu-
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ral traditions were important. Many rural societies expected youths to be
both aggressive and mobile, so that it was logical that delinquency peaked
in savanna towns during the dry season. Nor was it odd that Ethiopian
street-boys blamed their misfortunes on failure to find a patron.202 Family
structures were also important. Only 49 of the 222 juveniles who passed
through Naguru Remand Home in Kampala during 1956 had both parents
living together. Of 271 Yoruba admitted to Lagos Remand Home in 1950-1,
209 came from homes broken by death or separation of parents. Social
workers there blamed the problem chiefly on the Yoruba family system,
with its large compounds, extensive fostering, and very authoritarian disci-
pline - whips cost a penny each in Lagos in 1948.203 The chief emotion of
juveniles found in the Lagos streets during the 1950s was fear: fear of
punishment at home or school, fear of the cruelty or supposed witchcraft of
stepmothers, fear of sleeping alone in the open, fear of being kidnapped
and killed for medicine, fear of what awaited them if they went home:

A common sight in Lagos is to see a child hawker, who has dropped her tray
because some adult has collided with her, surveying the damaged articles in a
paroxysm of fear and grief, while she shrieks and howls piteously, terrified of
the punishment she knows will follow...

The Yoruba young delinquent is an outcast from the family, not from
society: he is running away from the parent-figures, not from 'the cops'; he is
flouting the rules of the home, not the laws of the land; he is failing to
measure up to the family standards, not to social demands; he is conscious of
parental disapproval, not moral guilt.204

Juvenile delinquency, as two Ugandans observed, was better defined as
juvenile misfortune. Yet there was 'true delinquency': deviant, anti-social,
criminal.205 As in South Africa, it was usually associated with gangs formed
initially for mutual aid but developing into criminality. In Lagos this hap-
pened under the influence of adult criminals, in Ouagadougou as a result of
brutal prison experience.206 Gang leaders (known in Ouagadougou as Doc-
teurs en droit) were usually educated and urban-born - 'sugar boys', as they
called themselves on the Copperbelt, used to the sweets of urban life.207

The most violent gangs operated in Kinshasa in the early 1960s. They in-
cluded both educated and uneducated youths, used a distinct costume and
argot (Kindoubil = Ki + Indian + [Buffalo] Bill), smoked cannabis,
imposed 'curfews', fought with weapons over territories and girls, raped
women, and preyed especially on the squatter settlements.208 It was fitting
that delinquency should have been greatest where social pathology was
most acute.

Those at risk in towns also included the aged, incapacitated, and desti-
tute. Their numbers varied with the town, its rulers' policies, and its
people's cultural traditions. Indigenous towns often had three or four times
as large a proportion of old people as did new colonial towns.209 European
legislation generally criminalised destitution and mendicancy. Northern
Rhodesian laws empowered magistrates to deport the unemployed as
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vagrants and instituted six different kinds of passes to move around Lusaka.
This was the normal pattern in settler territories and also in the tidy-minded
Belgian Congo, whose first vagrancy law dated from 1896.210 French of-
ficials, with an ingrained fear of urban riot, made a 'banal and daily' but in-
effective practice of deporting the population flottante, which meant almost
any unemployed immigrant. In 1944 Dakar's courts punished 853 people
for simple vagabondage, 41 for vagabondage with associated crime, and 250
for lacking identity cards, with the aim of 'ridding the Federal Capital of
useless people'.211

Yet in some colonies local opinion restrained the authorities. Lagos had
vagrancy legislation from 1911, but even during the depression only a few
dozen were deported under it. Freetown, by long tradition, regularly gave
out-relief to some hundreds of paupers.212 Pre-colonial begging traditions
proved impossible to uproot. Yoruba religious beggars still operated in the
early 1970s, some making a living by it.213 They were few, however, when
compared with the Hausa beggars who flooded Yorubaland during the
twentieth century. By 1921 Lagos had an elected Head of the Blind, clearly
modelled on a Hausa Sarkin Makafi. A survey in the mid 1940s found that
139 of the city's 153 beggars were Hausa. Thirty years later a sample found
259 Hausa and only 28 Yoruba among 366 beggars.214 A similar pattern
existed in Ibadan, where the 421 beggars counted one Friday morning in the
early 1970s included 234 blind (a few of them women with children) and 102
leprosy sufferers or cripples, almost all of them Hausa, as were the 40 ap-
parently able-bodied people, most of whom were temporarily down on
their luck. Only 18 were mothers of twins, the traditional characterisation
of Yoruba beggars.215 A survey216 in eleven Gold Coast towns in 1954 had
found that Hausa were 273 of the 379 beggars and 80 of the 217 destitutes
counted, or 59 per cent of the whole. No less than 110 of those counted were
able-bodied. Social workers reckoned that professional beggars earned
about as much as unskilled labourers. By contrast, the 217 destitutes were
the traditional poor of Africa, Adeola's people, the old, the sick, the handi-
capped, the feeble-minded. In 1953-4, 58 destitute people were found dead
in Gold Coast streets and markets. Although a few destitutes were handi-
capped people abandoned by relatives, most were strangers. As beggars
they were ineffectual. The most degraded were the feeble-minded, who
were also those most unpopular with the public. Leprosy sufferers also
seldom received much in alms.

The expansion of the Hausa begging tradition was paralleled by its vigour
within Hausaland. One morning in 1974 a sociologist counted 4,591 beggars
in Zaria (population c. 150,000), although the authorities told him there
were 7,650. Of those he counted, two-thirds were under twenty years,
chiefly Koran school pupils. Of the adults, two-thirds were men, mostly
either blind or professional beggars. Most adult women beggars were inca-
pacitated. Any large Hausa town would have shown the same picture.

Africa's other major begging tradition, in Ethiopia, also flourished in the
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twentieth century but perhaps changed more, chiefly owing to the novelty
of urbanisation there. Thus a small sample of disabled beggars in Addis
Ababa in 1962 showed that 91 per cent were immigrants to the city and
54 per cent had come to seek medical treatment. In other respects they were a
stable and professional group. One-third were literate. The same propor-
tion were married, averaging 2.4 children. Some 53 per cent lived in owned
or rented houses, 35 per cent in accommodation provided by the munici-
pality, churches, or individuals, and 14 per cent slept in the streets. More
than half 'expressed their satisfaction with begging' and had no desire to
return home. Another survey found that even beggars with serious mental
illnesses showed 'a quite adequate capacity for survival'.218 These surveys
did not include the numerous child beggars who came to seek schooling
much as their elders sought medicine.219 Outside the capital, begging and
destitution doubtless kept much of their traditional form, but even in small
towns official pressure obliged the very poor to cluster together. In Dire
Dawa, for example,

Beggars and other poor people used to live in the market and on the veran-
dahs of shops and small hotels, but the municipality wanted them to move to a
more remote place and join the poor who were living there. These people had
built their houses on the slopes of a hill. The leprosy patients started to
occupy its top. At present [1975] the population counts approximately 1000
poor of whom 100 have leprosy. This settlement is called Ganda Miskina (vil-
lage of misery, village of the poor).220

At least 27 of these communities existed in Hararghe province at that time,
with 2,867 inhabitants.221

While old begging traditions survived and restrained colonial regimes,
new begging practices were rare. Most African societies continued to con-
ceal their poor in the countryside. Western education and mission teaching
encouraged them. Newspapers and elite associations repeatedly demanded
that the destitute be confined or deported.222 John Chilembwe, that inde-
pendent African, 'warned his country men against the habit of begging, he
explained that begging was very much disgraceful system on the face of the
world'.223 The unemployed rarely begged. As a result there was little beg-
ging in African towns, except where pre-colonial traditions survived, until
perhaps the late 1930s, when mendicancy was more widely reported. The
expulsion of all beggars from Nairobi in 1946 may have been one symptom
of a growing problem; another was that by 1962 there were again 255 in the
city.24 As colonial towns grew older they bred increasing numbers of aged,
incapacitated, and destitute people. Bulawayo first noted the problem in
1933. Sixteen years later its Native Commissioner reported that 'the
number of people too old to work who have lost all ties with the Reserves is
increasing. The plight of these people and their families is pathetic as they
can no longer live in the Location or at Luveve [Township] when they stop
working. Many of them squat illegally on plots round the town, making a
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living as best they can.' Shortly afterwards Southern Rhodesia's Land Hus-
bandry Act accentuated the problem by cancelling the land rights of long-
term townsmen and their widows and dependants.225 Northern Rhodesia's
problem was less acute but growing. There a survey of Broken Hill in 1959
showed that although most aged and handicapped people had retired to
their villages, nevertheless 38 per cent of all disability was due to age and
was concentrated in the oldest and most permanent locations.226 Because
women married earlier than men they were especially vulnerable. Of per-
sons aged over 56 in Stanleyville in 1952-3, 81 per cent of women but only
34 per cent of men were living without a partner. Aged former prostitutes
were particularly at risk, as was any elderly woman without surviving chil-
dren. The aging unemployed were another growing category:

In the industrial area of Lagos, and near the docks, these older men often
stand together in groups outside factory gates while some younger boys jeer
at them and tell them that only younger men with education and skills have
the right to get jobs.228

As the colonial era ended, African urban poverty was changing. The tra-
ditional poor were still there. Blind beggars still felt their way through the
streets. Market-women still jostled for tiny profits. Babies still wasted from
malnutrition. But now new categories of poor joined them in the swollen
towns. Unemployed youths sat on the kerbs awaiting the chance to unload a
lorry. Unmarried women sat in their rooms awaiting the sound of a man's
approach. Policemen with street urchins and old women with nothing sat in
the shade awaiting the arrival of the social worker. Poverty in Africa has
been a cumulative phenomenon.
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The care of the poor in colonial Africa

Previous chapters have identified the poor of colonial Africa and described
their efforts to survive. This chapter is about the provision made for them
by others. Much of it is about institutions. Because these were rare in pre-
colonial Africa, the institutions created to assist the poor during the col-
onial period generally embodied the traditions, preconceptions, concerns,
and circumstances of the foreigners who devised them. They were therefore
diverse: independent Africa was to inherit a welfare system of baffling frag-
mentation and complexity. Partly for that reason, but more because the
needy were so numerous, institutions cared for only a minority of poor Afri-
cans. Most continued to survive either by the care of their families or by
their own efforts.

Victorian Lagos displayed the personalised nature of provision for the poor
in early colonial Africa. The provision was made chiefly by Africans. The
main benefactors were probably wealthy patrons who adhered to Yoruba
religion - as did 74 per cent of the population in 1871l - and practised
largess according to a code in which honour accrued from generosity either
to the poor or to the community at large. This is speculation, however, for
such largess left no evidence except echoes in the behaviour of Christian
and Muslim notables. Chief Taiwo, for example, was a trader and early
Christian 'noted for his readiness always to help those who appealed to him,
and he was instrumental in relieving many from difficulties, and his house
became a sort of house of refuge for natives of the Hinterland in distress
. . . Chief Taiwo was a true type of the African "big man".'2 Mohammed
Shitta Bey, the leading Islamic philanthropist, not only spent £2,000 on a
mosque and gave generously to clerics but 'is reported to have relieved in a
most liberal manner several people who were in distress, and some of whom
he did not know personally'.3 He insisted on anonymity, but others held to
the older tradition. In December 1902 'a Moslem gentleman Mr Disu Ige
. . . began from early morning to give alms in the shape of five yards of
cloth to each poor and continued to do so throughout the whole day, and in
this way gave away hundreds of pieces of cloth'.4 Both individual Muslims
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and the Islamic community distributed alms at festivals and special oc-
casions. When the government proposed to rid Lagos of beggars, Muslims
'cried out that the poor should always be with us and larges [sic] freely given
to them'.5 Although the community was said to own 21 properties in 1885,
presumably as waqf, there is no indication that they were used to care for
the poor.6

The Yoruba tradition of largess influenced even the British authorities,
who distributed alms on state occasions such as the Queen's Jubilee, when
some 150 poor people received 'a sum of forty pounds in money and a quan-
tity of tin bowls'.7 Yet Victorian Englishmen generally deprecated largess
and preferred institutions, either the workhouses and hospitals of the New
Poor Law or the specialised institutions and charitable societies of the later
nineteenth century. Lagos saw attempts at both. The Colonial Hospital
built soon after British occupation admitted the poor freely, although, as
Adeola's case demonstrated, it also discharged them if incurable.8 In 1873
'sick and starving female paupers' were lodged in the gaol. Their male coun-
terparts were housed successively in the debtors' prison, the Contagious
Diseases Hospital, and the gaol, before a poorhouse was opened during the
1890s. This accommodated about a score of paupers at the end of the
decade, but apparently lapsed shortly afterwards. Destitute children,
meanwhile, were cared for either by indentures or by the Hussey Charity
Institution, founded for the industrial training of orphans in 1882 with
money bequeathed to benefit slaves.9

The Christian-educated Yoruba recaptives known as Saro also inherited
the tradition of public largess. In 1896, for example, one of their leaders
'made a public distribution of alms on New Year's Day at his villa to the
poor of Ebute Metta and the surrounding villages. Over 400 persons as-
sembled to receive charity, which was dispensed for over several hours, and
included food and money to the extent of about thirty pounds.' Two months
earlier the wealthiest Saro, R. B. Blaize, had given £100 to the Wesleyan
Poor Fund on his fiftieth birthday.10 Others marked important occasions in
this way. Saro often contributed generously towards public purposes. The
businessman J. H. Doherty gave £2,000 towards the building of Christ
Church Cathedral and £1,284 was quickly subscribed for a public hall.11 Yet
attempts to collect funds for pauper institutions met repeated failure. It was
not that Saro opposed institutionalisation. Unlike Muslims, they were
eager to clear the poor from the streets.12 But they saw poor relief insti-
tutions as government responsibilities. A plan to build a poorhouse in
memory of a respected physician had to yield to a less expensive stained-
glass window. When a Yoruba clergyman with an exceptionally westernised
cast of mind again proposed a poorhouse, only some £30 was subscribed. A
third proposal was made in 1897, to mark the Queen's Jubilee, but the spon-
sors decided instead to complete the public hall.13 When the governor
inspired Saro women to form a Ladies' League 'for the purpose of visiting
our poor and our uneducated sick people, and doing what you could for
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them', they took up the idea eagerly - during 1901 members attended 799
people - but within four years the League was extinct.14 With regard to the
poor, imported institutional models had as yet made little headway against
the Yoruba tradition of individual largess.

Institutional provision for the poor in the early colonial period came chiefly
from missionaries. In 1931 the Holy Ghost Fathers alone managed 132 or-
phanages and 176 hospitals or dispensaries in tropical Africa. During the
following year 648 people passed through the poor asylum run by the Sisters
of Cluny at Walezo in Zanzibar. Missionaries also provided most of the
rapidly expanding institutional care of leprosy.15 No other organisations op-
erated on this scale, and because the African poor remained predominantly
those of a land-rich continent, these traditional forms of care retained all
their value. Generally they were conducted on the ancient principle that
material aid was chiefly a means towards spiritual salvation. A study of
Roman Catholic periodicals published in Belgium has found no change in
this approach between 1889 and 1940,16 while a reading of the main French
missionary journal suggests that concern for poverty in Africa actually
declined after 1914 in favour of interest in education.17

Beneath the surface, however, missionary charity was changing. The
catalyst was Albert Schweitzer, who went to Lambarene in Gabon in 1913
and worked there, with intervals in Europe, until he died in 1965. His
motive was Christian: he went to Lambarene to obey his vocation and
save his soul. But he chose to do it by healing rather than preaching, for he
believed that suffering lay at the heart of all life, that it was the Christian's
duty to relieve and atone for it, and that action was superior to thought.18

This new form of activity', he explained, 'I could not represent to myself as
being talking about the religion of love, but only as an actual putting it into
practice.'19 Schweitzer's self-sacrifice was in the heroic style of St Takla
Haymanot, and like his predecessor he gave without taking or learning
from his beneficiaries.20 But he was the pioneer of modern philanthropy in
the Third World. To finance his hospital required discreet fund-raising, in-
ternational publicity, and explanation to a secular audience. To this end
Schweitzer appealed not to religious duty or merit but to what he called
The Fellowship of those who bear the Mark of Pain', by whom he meant
those in the prosperous, medically skilful West who had experienced pain in
themselves or others and recognised a duty to relieve it elsewhere. Like
Livingstone, Schweitzer's self-sacrifice caught European imaginations and
validated European civilisation. He sanctified secular philanthropy and
secularised missionary work. He was a vital bridge from nineteenth-century
charity to modern secular relief.

Pressures for change came also from other quarters. Among Roman
Catholics, one stimulus was Social Catholicism, which emerged in Euro-
pean cities but influenced missionaries from the 1920s, especially in the
mining towns of Katanga, where it bred a paternalistic concern with social
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welfare.22 Social Catholicism stressed the lay apostolate, whose most im-
portant manifestation in Africa was Ad Lucem, an organisation founded at
the University of Lille in 1932 to encourage laymen to exercise professional
vocations in the mission field. Led by the remarkable Dr Aujoulat, it began
work in 1936 in Cameroun and eleven years later had 78 members working
in 19 countries.23 Even the normally conservative sisterhoods experienced
change. In 1937, for example, an Irish nurse and religious, Marie Helena
Martin, founded the Medical Missionaries of Mary in response to a Vatican
decree authorising the full medical training of nuns. The sisterhood
explained:

Medical Mission work presupposes doing physical good to all who ask us - as
Our Blessed Lord did. The question of conversion or change of life may come
later... It is not for us to go out preaching the Gospel - although we are
always ready to answer our patients' enquiries - we pave the way for the ac-
ceptance of Our Lord's teaching... True, we baptise infants in danger of
death, unless we have been expressly asked not to by fervent Mohammedans
or Hindus, but the paediatrician goes all out to save life and with modern
scientific nursing the results seem almost miraculous the cure rate is so high.24

From their base near Calabar, the Medical Missionaries of Mary spread
throughout south-eastern Nigeria, concentrating especially on the treat-
ment of leprosy, and thence to eastern Africa, Angola, and to other conti-
nents, until by 1962 they had 28 major foundations throughout the world.25

On the Protestant side, Social Catholicism had its counterpart in the
social gospel which American missionaries in particular preached during
the 1920s, especially in South Africa.26 The most active body, however, was
the Salvation Army, which was always strongest in settler territories but
entered tropical Africa between the wars. There it largely shared the
evangelistic and educational preoccupations of other missions, but it also
undertook pioneer welfare work among Africans, running a welfare centre
in Nairobi, a poorhouse in Lagos, approved schools in Nigeria and the Gold
Coast, and several other institutions. In 1955 the Salvation Army had 1,562
officers in sub-Saharan Africa. At that time its strength in personnel, its
concern with suffering, and perhaps its far-sighted leadership enabled it to
become the continent's pioneer in providing specialised care for the handi-
capped. In Kenya alone, in 1981, the Salvation Army managed four schools
and two workshops for the blind; two schools, a hostel, and a workshop for
handicapped children; a children's home; two boys' training centres; two
girls' centres; a home for destitute persons; two feeding programmes for the
destitute; and a host of other activities.27 Specialisation was a general fea-
ture of missionary charity in the last years of colonial rule. The White
Fathers in Upper Volta gave special attention to vagrant children, opening
a craft school for them near Bobo-Dioulasso in 1956, a garderie in 1958, and
a children's village outside Ouagadougou in 1959. In 1958 specially trained
Roman Catholic sisters opened a home for mentally defective children at
Bulawayo. Four years later missionaries staffed a new mental hospital in

196



The care of the poor in colonial Africa

Northern Rhodesia.28 Although older institutions like Walezo survived,
emphasis shifted somewhat from relief to rehabilitation.

Christians had no monopoly of charity. Islamic practices spread widely in
colonial Africa, as was demonstrated by the tendency for standard Islamic
terms for poverty and charity, which commonly had connotations of indi-
gence and ill-fate, to supplant words connoting lack of power, kin, or
friends.29 As in Lagos, however, Islamic charity remained largely uninsti-
tutionalised. In Zanzibar during the late 1950s, for example, the revenue of
Islamic institutions was insufficient even to support the mosques and could
provide nothing for the poor.30 There is no evidence of wag/endowment for
that purpose in tropical Africa, but individual philanthropists occasionally
financed such institutions as the almshouses in Mombasa built by Sir Ali bin
Salim, the Liwali of the Coast, while in Zanzibar individuals gave rooms in
their own houses for aged paupers.31 The zakat tithe, which had been the
most institutionalised form of poor relief in Muslim Africa, often lapsed
under the rule of Unbelievers. It did survive in some small communities. In
Senegal it was sometimes paid to religious authorities for distribution, while
others gave it directly to the poor as sadaka, as was already the practice in
Futa Jalon at the end of the First World War. In south-western Niger zakat
and sadaka fused, while in certain areas, as in the Muslim quarter of
Kumasi in the 1960s, zakat was generally given not to the poor but to promi-
nent teachers.32 Sadaka merged easily with African traditions of honour
and largess. Alhassan Dantata of Kano, founder of the richest African
trading family in the continent, slaughtered a herd of cattle for the poor
each year at Idd el-Kebir. His son Ahmadu distributed alms to all comers at
a city gate each Friday after prayers.33 The specifically African bodies which
grew up within Islam during the colonial period laid special stress on
charity. Amadou Bamba, who founded the Mouride brotherhood of Sene-
gal, taught that almsgiving could save the giver from hell, solve his difficult-
ies, protect him against sickness, and achieve his desires, while the
brotherhood itself attracted many impoverished people, often former
slaves or from low castes, and redistributed wealth among them. In one
Mouride village studied, fifteen old and poor disciples received food from
their shaikh each day and many others were occasional recipients.34

Other religions also had charitable traditions. No community was more
generous than the Indians of East Africa, who not only provided for their
own members by means of out-relief, widows' houses, children's homes,
and medical institutions,35 but also extended charity to Africans. It was
from a bequest by a caravan financier, Sewa Haji, that the first free hospital
and the first government leprosarium were built in German East Africa
during the 1890s. The Social Service League, founded by Indians in Mom-
basa in 1920 and later extended to other towns, 'had the avowed purpose to
assist destitute and unfortunate members of any community regardless of
race, colour or creed'. In 1947 Indians inspired the Zanzibar Voluntary
Social Welfare Society, which largely financed the most efficient welfare
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system in tropical Africa.36 West Africa's Lebanese community also in-
cluded generous philanthropists. European settlers - and especially their
wives - were often active in charitable works, especially in Southern
Rhodesia where the Federation of African Welfare Societies, formed in 1936,
was in fact a federation of European bodies concerned with African wel-
fare, much of which at that time concerned recreation. In 1952 two pioneer
tea planters in Nyasaland bequeathed £232,000 for leprosy work.37

Africa's indigenous religions could not match institutional charity on this
scale. Like urban spirit possession cults, they probably contributed more by
creating networks through which poor people could enjoy individual sup-
port. One interesting exception was the Bwiti cult, formed in Gabon early
in the colonial period to reintegrate the fragmenting intellectual and moral
system of the Fang people, but incorporating also structural features taken
from European institutions. Among the eleven major themes identified in
Bwiti teaching in the late 1950s was 'the problem of poverty and suffering
and the piteous and despairing condition'. The income of a Bwiti chapel (as
of a mosque) was devoted first to its upkeep and that of the leaders, the resi-
due being distributed 'to the needy who weekly come forward to make
prayers to that effect', grants often taking the form of communal meals or
Bwiti uniforms.38 Another African community practising extensive charity
were the Children of the Sacred Heart, who broke away from the Roman
Catholic Church in Northern Rhodesia in order to practise a Franciscan
ideal. By 1960 they had 22 friars and 7 sisters and had built a Village of
Mary, near Kasama, 'from which they go out to give charity to others, and
to it they gather the very poor and orphans and other sufferers, and support
them there with the gifts from the Copperbelt'.39 Many rural independent
churches attracted the sick, the barren, and the old who often found no
place in mission systems, but evidence that they cared specifically for the
poor is rare, perhaps because they lacked the resources available to
missions.40 On the present evidence, pre-colonial Africa's methods of poor
relief appear to have provided few models of religious institutions on which
men could build during the colonial period - in contrast, for example, to the
Hindu institutions available to Indian reformers.41

Secular institutional charity was a colonial innovation, but it grew slowly.
Initially the flow of funds was from Africa to Europe. The first collection
for charitable purposes in Dakar appears to have succoured French troops
wounded in Tonkin. The first in Nyasaland was for Italians wounded at the
Battle of Adwa, while the Nyasaland Charitable Purposes Committee,
formed in 1921, collected funds for deserving causes in Britain. This was a
common pattern. In March 1918 the British Red Cross was reported to have
received over £50,000 from Nigeria.42 Only gradually was the pattern
reversed. The Red Cross, founded in 1863, was the world's first inter-
national secular charity and the first to establish itself in Africa, where it
appears to have initiated medical work after the First World War. It was
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especially strong among European communities in French and Belgian col-
onies. A Kenyan branch was established in 1927. The Gold Coast branch,
founded in 1932, was active in child welfare and won much support among
the African elite. Red Cross activities at this time appear to have touched
only the largest towns.43

Colonial Africa was largely closed to secular philanthropic bodies by the
entrenched position of missionary societies, the existence of European
governments, and the fact that secular overseas charities began only as the
great famines of the early colonial period were ending. The situation was
well illustrated by the Save the Children Fund, the oldest of modern relief
agencies. Created in London in April 1919 to aid destitute children in
Vienna, the Fund was not attached to any one religion but was inspired by
compassion for children and by the desire, in its founder's words, 'to ele-
vate charity into an exact science'.44 Like the Red Cross, it saw Africa in-
itially as a source of funds for expenditure in Europe, receiving £45,000
from South Africa in two years. Following the Rand strike of 1922 it began
to remit funds in the other direction. In 1929 it appealed for aid during the
Rwanda famine - one of Africa's last old-style famines - in which its Bel-
gian counterpart, L'Oeuvre Nationale de l'Enfance, provided relief.45 The
Fund's interest in Africa grew at this time because conditions in Europe
were improving, for relief work in the Third World has flourished when
Europe has been secure. In 1931 the Fund held an international conference
on African children at Geneva, concentrating on infant mortality, edu-
cation, and child labour.46 Then the depression intervened, soon followed
by war in Europe, and interest in Africa waned. The only exception was
Ethiopia, where the Fund met the Italian invasion of 1935 by organising
Africa's first modern relief operation, albeit on a small scale, sending food
and clothing, appointing a coordinator, supporting children in refugee
camps in Kenya and Somaliland, and establishing a children's welfare
centre in Addis Ababa which became the nucleus of work among Ethiopian
women and children.47 Yet this was the Fund's last important operation in
Africa for two decades. In 1945 it briefly sponsored a child welfare worker
in Ibadan. In 1950, with Europe again recovering, it announced that 'SCF
prepares to re-enter Africa', but of the two initiatives launched then, a child
welfare centre in southern Sudan was closed by political complications and
a camp for destitute boys at Hargeisa in Somaliland met many difficulties
until handed over to a Somali administrator with Save the Children Fund
support.48 In the mid 1950s the Kenyan branch of the Fund was active in
caring for vagrant youths and children orphaned or abandoned during Mau
Mau. Yet in 1959, as African independence approached, the Somali worker
and a newly appointed Child Care Adviser in Uganda were the only Save
the Children Fund staff on the African continent. Oxfam, founded to re-
lieve starvation in Europe during the Second World War, had even less in-
terest in Africa in 1959, except in Algeria. The day of the relief agency had
not yet come.49
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In British colonies governments made little provision for the poor before
the Second World War. Officials believed that African families and com-
munities looked after their needy members and that any supplementary
care could best be given by missionaries. Government provided general ser-
vices: increasing control of famine; free but limited public health services;
legislation against abuses; rudimentary urban sanitation and control of
working conditions. District Officers generally had small discretionary
funds to relieve distress. By 1939 most colonies possessed a reformatory,
one or more state-subsidised leprosy settlements, perhaps an asylum for the
insane, and occasionally a poorhouse in the capital and a sprinkling of clin-
ics for mothers and infants. Not a single British colony in Africa possessed
poor law legislation, although Jamaica, for example, had enacted its first
poor law as long ago as 1682.50

This relaxed attitude began to change during the later 1930s. The de-
pression had created visible unemployment and highlighted the poverty of
migrant labourers and their families. Investigation of this problem led
Nyasaland to establish a pioneer Native Welfare Committee in 1935. A
year later the Colonial Office urged each colony to set up a committee on
nutrition.51 Then in 1937 poverty gained political urgency from riots in the
West Indies, where destitution was widespread. In the long term these riots
gave rise to a new strategy of development and welfare for the whole col-
onial empire. In the short term they led to the creation of a Social Services
Department within the Colonial Office in March 1939.52 Four months later
each colonial government was asked to create a Social Welfare Committee.
At this time the term embraced all social services.53

During the 1940s concern with social welfare centred on the West
Indies,54 but the Colonial Office's global perspective ensured that Africa
felt ripples from the Caribbean. Thus the appointment of a Committee on
Young Offenders in 1940, which coincided with the arrival of European
troops in West African coastal cities and the discovery of juvenile delin-
quency there, introduced African colonies to the new profession of social
work and its expensive apparatus of casework, juvenile courts, remand
homes, and probation.55 Social welfare in English-speaking Africa never
entirely lost this emphasis.

Yet most British experts on Africa regarded the West Indian model as a
snare which diverted attention to a tiny minority of unproductive urban
dropouts and away from the continent's real problems, which were econ-
omic development and village improvement for the peasant majority.56 The
point was made to the Colonial Social Welfare Advisory Committee in 1946
by Audrey Richards, the anthropologist and expert on African nutrition
then working in the Colonial Office:

Dr Richards emphasised that in the past the tendency had been for Social
Welfare Officers to concern themselves with the minority of the community
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instead of the majority, and gave as an example the keenness of Social Wel-
fare Officers to cater for the blind or for lepers, and their comparative reluc-
tance to consider the needs of the community as a whole. It should be a rule
that the needs of the majority should come first.

Agreeing, the committee resolved that the first priority should be 'Activi-
ties to raise the general economic standard of the community', followed by
'Stimulation of community and group activities' and 'Care of the ado-
lescent'.57 During the next two years this strategy merged with plans for
mass adult education (themselves influenced by wartime army experience)
to produce the policy of Community Development, later defined as 'a
movement designed to promote better living for the whole community with
the active participation and on the initiative of the community'.58 When
compared with social welfare, community development had great attrac-
tions for British administrators in Africa. It proposed to cater for the rural
majority rather than the urban minority. It undertook to stimulate develop-
ment and generate wealth rather than spend scarce resources on the least
productive members of the community. It planned to encourage untrained
African initiative rather than rely upon professional European social
workers. It was 'constructive' rather than 'remedial', active and vigorous
rather than patient and gradual. It promised to work with people rather
than for them. And it merged easily into a 'hearts and minds' strategy to
wean colonial subjects away from emerging nationalist movements. Com-
munity development also offered influential Africans opportunities for self-
advancement and patronage, whereas social welfare offered them little but
taxes. It must not be implied that community development was miscon-
ceived. It was a successful British invention which even the French imita-
ted.59 But it had a price, and that price was neglect of the very poor, who
were those least able to take advantage of its self-help programmes.
Although humanitarians insisted that to neglect social welfare was false
economy, colonial officials and their African successors knew that a strat-
egy of maximum economic development must push the weak to the wall.

These issues were played out in each British colony during the 'com-
passionate period' after the Second World War, but with much variation
according to local circumstances. Nigeria, for example, had an abiding em-
phasis on juvenile welfare from the moment when Faulkner created boys'
clubs and a remand home, juvenile court, and probation service to rehabili-
tate the vagrant boys of Lagos. Officers posted to Calabar in 1948 and
Onitsha in 1950 immediately reported that 'juvenile delinquency, pau-
perism, abuse of child labour etc. stand out a mile as the main job'.60 When
Nigeria's three regional governments took control of social welfare during
the early 1950s, they maintained the emphasis. 'There has been little vari-
ation in the scope of welfare services in Nigeria since the 1940s', a Nigerian
scholar wrote in 1984. 'The emphasis has continued to be on family welfare,
juvenile welfare, especially youth club organization, and juvenile correc-
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tion work.'61 This emphasis did ensure a concern with at least one section of
the poor. Admittedly, Faulkner's clubs gradually attracted 'boys with a
more solid background' than the original members. Admittedly, Lagos
parents falsely accused their own children in order to gain them free vo-
cational training at an approved school.62 But there were more than enough
destitute boys in Nigeria to absorb the energies of Social Welfare Officers.

One reason why this emphasis survived in Nigeria was that community
development remained a separate service there. The Gold Coast had a dif-
ferent experience. There, too, social welfare work began during the war
with concern for 'juvenile delinquency'. The Secretary for Social Services,
appointed in May 1943, defined his priorities as the care of the young and
the construction of a community centre in each district. By 1951 there were
28 community centres. Personal casework, initiated at that time, had to be
limited in 1954 lest it become unmanageable, but child welfare remained a
priority. There was also some provision for leprosy sufferers, the blind, and
the disabled, although for the beggars and destitutes surveyed in 1954 the
main concern was to remove a public nuisance by institutionalisation.63

Meanwhile community development began in 1948 and rapidly outpaced
social welfare. In 1964 Ghana's community development service employed
over 1,000 field staff, including professional social workers, and was re-
garded as a model for the continent.64 Sierra Leone experienced a similar
transition: a service founded in 1941 'with a strong bias towards juvenile
delinquency' expanded through community centres catering for 'the ex-
secondary school and teacher class' to concentrate during the 1950s on com-
munity development, while direct concern for destitution - which the Social
Welfare Officer in Freetown described in 1948 as 'a great problem' - was
left largely to the Kissy Institution, where the paupers of Freetown had long
found refuge.65

The contrast between social welfare for the poor and community devel-
opment for the masses was even starker in East Africa. At one extreme,
Zanzibar Island, small and heavily urbanised, possessed the most effective
social welfare organisation in tropical Africa. The Welfare Section of the
Provincial Administration, created in 1946, did not need to concentrate on
destitute children, who were rare in Zanzibar except where a whole family
was destitute, but concerned itself with adult paupers, especially the beg-
gars who flourished in an Islamic environment. Support came from the
Walezo poorhouse and the Zanzibar Voluntary Social Welfare Society,
which was founded in 1947, largely at Indian instance, to collect funds for
the poor and eliminate begging. Aided by government grants, the society
gave out-relief to over 200 poor people at its peak in 1954. It also main-
tained eight almshouses, four rented houses, and numerous rented rooms.
The Welfare Department provided craft training for aged and handicapped
people, repatriated destitutes, prosecuted mendicants, and taught 'the
value of careful case-work in substitution for indiscriminate alms giving'.
The result, during the early and mid 1950s, was a welfare organisation genu-
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inely focussed on the poor but confined largely to towns.66 As political ten-
sion increased during the later 1950s, rural community development grew
more important and the Voluntary Society's funds declined, so that by
Independence in 1963 Zanzibar's social welfare system was in danger of col-
lapse.67

While Zanzibar concentrated on the poor, social welfare on the East
African mainland developed in other directions. In Kenya municipal auth-
orities took the initiative. Both Mombasa and Nairobi built almshouses by
1944, while Nairobi appointed a woman welfare officer to work with Afri-
can women and hired a former district commissioner to deal chiefly with
juvenile delinquency. 'They are really doing awfully well', Whitehall
noted.68 The pattern changed when the war ended. As part of its demobilis-
ation programme, the government trained numerous ex-servicemen
(chiefly from the Army Education Corps) as community development
workers. By 1951 it had a unique 'social welfare' organisation, with 8 Euro-
pean officers (mostly former demobilisation officers) who had no pro-
fessional qualifications and were part of the provincial administration,
some 70 African social welfare workers employed by African District Coun-
cils, and over 30 community centres. Their main functions were literacy
training, education, and recreation.69 'Community Development work',
the embattled governor observed in 1952, 'can make a very substantial con-
tribution . . . towards the creation of a sound public opinion.'70 This organ-
isation had won the acquiescence of the European settlers on the
Legislative Council, who refused to finance welfare work among Africans
and hankered after the South African principle of leaving everything con-
cerning Africans to the Native Affairs Department. The Colonial Office, by
contrast, complained that the Kenyan system was unprofessional, racial-
istic, and provided 'no Government organisation responsible for the welfare
of Africans in the towns or settled areas'.71 The settlers were unmoved.
When a Ministry of Community Development was created in 1954 (and
entrusted to the only African minister), it was specifically not given re-
sponsibility for social welfare. By then, in response to the widespread desti-
tution caused by Mau Mau, government and the Nairobi municipality were
building up overlapping welfare systems in the capital. The result was
described in 1962 as 'chaotic'. Elsewhere the provincial administration
remained responsible for the relief of distress until 1968.72

Tanganyika's postwar 'social welfare' was even more idiosyncratic. In
1945 the government obtained £50,000 from the Colonial Development and
Welfare Fund to build 42 welfare centres in the main townships in order to
provide 'for the returning soldiers a counterpart to the canteens and com-
munity life to which they had become accustomed'. When the returned
soldiers disappeared painlessly into civilian life, the welfare centres became
dance halls for educated townsmen.73 In 1947, therefore, strategy changed.
The former commander of the East African Education Corps was ap-
pointed Commissioner of Social Welfare but concentrated on mass edu-
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cation. In 1950 he told the Colonial Social Welfare Advisory Committee
that 'he looked upon the work of Welfare as really Community Develop-
ment, because if one started case work, the whole population needed it'.
The truly destitute, he added, could either be cared for by missionary
societies or repatriated to their rural homes. Mass education served larger
purposes:

Agitators easily disturbed people who were ill-informed. Social Welfare must
put over Government policy and the reasons behind it to the people . . . Mr
Dorman [of the Colonial Office] supposed that not all Government policy
would be put across but only Rural Development policy? The speaker replied
that in his opinion the population should be informed of the reasons for
Government laws and actions e.g. suppressing newspapers, &c. Mr Dorman
asked further if it was right that the Welfare Officer should associate himself
with a policy that might be opposed to the feelings of the population. Would
the Welfare work suffer? Mr Blaxland said no. If a chap thinks a thing is right
and stands up for it, he will get the respect of the Africans. Mr Dorman asked
if he thought that it was always possible to convince Africans that the Govern-
ment view was right? Mr Blaxland said yes; it should be assumed that Govern-
ment always has good reason for its laws and actions.74

During the 1950s rural community development had considerable success
in Tanganyika, especially with mass literacy.75 Social welfare fell into the
background. In 1958 the Social Development Department reported that
Tor various historical reasons, dating back to the days when this Depart-
ment was known as the Social Welfare Department, there remained a
number of "welfare" commitments from which it has been necessary to dis-
engage.'76

What Kenya and Tanganyika stumbled towards, Uganda did coolly and
deliberately. In 1940 Buganda needed a vagrancy law to deport or, failing
compliance, to gaol for up to six months the 'unemployed and destitute
natives [who] have been collecting at various big centres', yet when a
Department of Public Relations and Social Welfare was established in 1946
it promptly announced that 'Apart from the generally low economic stan-
dard of the population, destitution in Uganda is not a major problem. The
family structure still tends to act for the relief of its own members.'77 From
the first the Department emphasised community development, and was so
renamed in 1952. Leprosy sufferers, orphans, and adult destitutes were left
to mission or local authority care. In 1953 a Colonial Office committee sug-
gested that 'Government might profitably play a more positive part in or-
ganising social welfare work in urban areas. They understood that there
were no officers in Uganda trained in case work.' There was no response.78

Uganda was a relatively rich and progressive colony whose rulers had
firm development priorities. Nyasaland was a poor and stagnant colony
whose rulers had long lost hope. They did not respond to Colonial Office
initiatives until 1949, when a woman education officer was given charge of
juvenile welfare. Two years later a proposal to appoint a Commissioner for
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Social Development was rejected on the grounds that The conclusions are
to spend more money and we have no more to spend', a view described in
the Colonial Office as 'defeatist'.79 In 1954 the Legislative Council refused
to finance an administrative officer - 'we have removed any ideas of
experts', the Chief Secretary noted - to survey social development needs.80

In 1957, after further prodding from London, a former district com-
missioner was made responsible for social welfare. His attention soon con-
centrated on community centres, women's organisations, and football
clubs. 'Owing principally to the fact that tribal traditions have remained
substantially intact in the villages', he reported, 'the problems of delin-
quency, parental neglect, illegitimacy, and the care of mentally and physi-
cally handicapped people, etc. have not yet become very real.'81

Middle-class Africans agreed. As early as 1952 a provincial commissioner
complained that local Social Welfare Committees 'are working on the
wrong lines. They are organizing "snobs classes" among the "intelligent-
sia" and their wives, such as knitting classes, basket-ball classes, football
teams and such like.'82 A few years later the trend was positively welcomed.
'Social development work', government reported in 1959, 'is now treated as
a positive contribution to the general progress of Nyasaland, and not as a
mere palliative (the term "welfare" is confined to personal problems).'83

'The womens section cleared the Netball pitch', a social club reported in
January 1959, 'and held a meeting to plan activities for February. They
passed a resolution to help and visit sick people in and round the Boma and
nearby villages. Visits were made and an old sick woman given a shilling.'84

Nyasaland was the no man's land between black and white Africa. Nor-
thern Rhodesia in the 1940s was part of the white south. African urban wel-
fare was left to municipalities and companies. Lusaka, for example,
appointed its first Director of Social Welfare in 1945. He began by organis-
ing youth clubs, welfare centres, sports, and literacy classes. He added
family casework in 1950, largely from anxiety about juvenile delinquency,
but other towns were slow to follow and the 350 grant-aided welfare
workers employed by local authorities in 1955 were chiefly concerned with
recreation.85 Meanwhile, rural welfare was left to the provincial adminis-
tration, orphans were entrusted to missions, and the central government -
in accordance with South African principles - provided social welfare ser-
vices only to non-Africans, chiefly old age allowances and probation ser-
vices. From 1952 local authorities received 50 per cent government grants
for welfare work, but only in the late 1950s did the central government take
over African casework, leaving community development to local auth-
orities.86 This change coincided with increasing urban poverty both among
the elderly and among young people seeking employment. In 1964 no less
than 11,988 people sought casual relief or public assistance. Of these, 5,769
were work-seekers, 1,588 old or infirm, 964 deserted or widowed, and 835
physically or mentally handicapped. More than half the applications were
in Central Province, which meant chiefly Lusaka.87
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Southern Rhodesia trod in South African footsteps. In 1936 it instituted
old age pensions for non-Africans, later adding widows', orphans', and war
pensions, but African urban welfare was left to municipalities or voluntary
organisations, both of which concentrated on recreation, while regular
rural poor relief was in 1938 confined to fewer than ten old or blind people
each receiving between 5 and 30 shillings a month, or rations, from the
Native Affairs Department, provided that an official certified each year
'that the native has no relatives able, or willing, to assist him'. Six years
later provision for handicapped Africans was confined to one mission
school for the blind, an old age home in Salisbury with two inmates, and
some individual care at mission stations. Apart from small grants to
missions, the state accepted no responsibility for African children unless
they were delinquent, when it beat or imprisoned them.88 A plan was pre-
pared in 1944, again on South African lines, for tax-financed welfare ser-
vices which would have included urban Africans, but the scheme
implemented by the Department of Social Welfare (established in 1947)
omitted Africans on the grounds that the reserves guaranteed them 'the
minimum social security'.89 Until 1964 the Department's only dealings with
Africans concerned juvenile delinquency and a small amount of child wel-
fare. The burden of urban poverty remained with the municipalities, among
which Bulawayo, under the enlightened administration of the anthropol-
ogist E. H. Ashton, developed an extensive system of welfare and com-
munity development which in the late 1960s employed over 200 people and
spent over $600,000 a year, financed on South African lines from a liquor
monopoly. In 1964 African welfare was transferred from the Native Affairs
Department to the Department of Social Welfare, but a year later the uni-
lateral declaration of independence subordinated everything to white sur-
vival. During the later 1960s the Department took over public assistance in
Bulawayo from the municipality and ran it down on the grounds that jobs
were available on farms, although the numbers needing relief remained
substantial. The regime also used rural community development to extend
its control over the reserves, in a blatant demonstration of the programme's
political potential.90

In French Africa, as in British colonies, official concern with the poor was
chiefly a consequence of the Second World War, but it took a characteristi-
cally different form. The first Colonial Social Service was created in France
itself in November 1943 to care for colonial subjects and French adminis-
trators and their families stranded there by the war. In 1946 it became the
Social Service of the French Union, and in 1948 the Overseas Social Ser-
vice. A section was to be established in each overseas territory to resolve
social problems, including 'poverty and public calamities', working out-
wards from towns to countryside.91 Yet social service differed from Anglo-
Saxon social work. It was an exclusively feminine profession tied to the
powerful French tradition of community medicine. All assistantes sociales
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had nursing training. Most saw the mass welfare of mothers and infants as a
more urgent priority than the concern for the juvenile delinquents and
demobilised soldiers so important to the British. Social service was not born
of any such crisis as the West Indian riots of 1937. It was never intended to
concentrate on the poor. Moreover, French Africa lacked resources and its
postwar planning stressed infrastructural development. Funds for social
services were rarely available before about 1953, at roughly the same time
as British notions of community development began to influence French
thought. Social service therefore grew slowly according to the idiosyncrasy
of each colony and its administrators.92

The service first took root in Equatorial Africa because its governors-
general (notably Cornut-Gentille) were more sympathetic than their coun-
terparts in Dakar. Assistantes sociales arrived in each territorial capital of
Equatorial Africa during 1948-50. Eventually there were about a dozen
there and a similar number in Cameroun. Their task was to create a social
centre in the African quarter of each important town as both childcare
clinic, kindergarten, and meeting-place. In 1960 there were 29 social
centres in Equatorial Africa and 9 in Cameroun.93 Each colony had its
peculiarities. In southern Chad the whole operation was financed by the
all-powerful cotton company, while in Gabon the missionaries were so
entrenched that nothing was achieved until the first social centre was
entrusted to a sister. Broadly, however, as Dr Audibert concludes, 'the ter-
ritorial colonial administration desired to do a little "social", but not too
much, and on condition that it did not cost too dear'.94

In French West Africa the operation was even more hesitant. The
governors-general of the late 1940s were hostile and the federal Grand
Council, with strong settler representation, refused funds for social service,
which therefore depended on territorial and municipal budgets. The first
field staff arrived in 1951 in Ivory Coast. A year later Cornut-Gentille,
transferred from Brazzaville to Dakar, warned territorial governors that in-
ternational opinion expected them to provide services for mothers, chil-
dren, and the deprived.95 Although impoverished Niger and Mauritania left
these questions to their medical authorities, the other colonies of French
West Africa employed 18 assistantes sociales in 1955 and had 47 social
centres in 1960. The chief weakness was in Senegal, where alarms over
juvenile delinquency in Dakar led to a concentration on probation work
within the city, plus some elitist community development activities. The
latter tendency was apparent in several other colonies.96

For the French, as for the British, one important aspect of social service
was to train indigenous staff. Colonial governments quickly realised that in
this field Africans could be especially effective without being politically
dangerous. In October 1943 seventeen students from British West Africa
and one from Zanzibar began training at the London School of Economics.
During the next decade several British colonies established training
centres, followed later by diploma courses at local universities. The
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numbers trained were largest in the Gold Coast (with 420 professional staff in
1962), Northern Rhodesia (with 48 African social workers in 1960), and
Kenya, while Jesuit missionaries opened a particularly effective School of
Social Service in Southern Rhodesia in 1964. In French Africa in 1960 there
were 38 African social welfare staff with diplomas gained in France, 103
with local diplomas (66 of them in Ivory Coast), and 237 with in-service
training (98 of them in Ivory Coast); most, if not all, were women, often
with prior training as nurses.97

Yet social service was only one branch of French social policy. The other
was social security: retirement and invalidity pensions, accident and sick-
ness benefits, family and maternity allowances. Here French and British
practice diverged sharply. In most British colonies, the only benefit avail-
able at Independence covered occupational injury, a provision instituted in
the 1940s at employers' expense. Most French colonies, by contrast, legisla-
ted during the compassionate 1950s to provide sickness, maternity, employ-
ment injury, family, and sometimes retirement benefits, generally
financed from contributions by employers and workers.98 These benefits
covered only a relatively privileged group - urban workers in large enter-
prises, rarely more than 10 per cent of the economically active - arid there-
fore did little to alleviate poverty directly, although their 'trickle-down'
effects may have been considerable. The generosity of French benefits - to
the point of paying prolific Africans family allowances designed to stimu-
late France's flagging birth-rate - was due to the applicability of metropoli-
tan laws to French citizens (especially public officials) working in the
colonies and to the leverage exerted by colonial trade unions. In the Bel-
gian Congo, however, an even more elaborate system was established
without significant trade union pressure as part of the general policy of
paternalism and the attempt to stabilise Katanga's labour force. Union
Miniere du Haut Katanga instituted an accident compensation scheme as
early as 1928. Most other forms of social security followed in the early
1950s, while in 1957 the Belgian authorities also created the first extensive
system of old age pensions in tropical Africa. By 1959 it covered nearly a
million workers.99 Yet the fact that not even in the Belgian Congo were bene-
fits extended to the unemployed, who were most of the new urban poor,
illustrated the extent to which social security, even more than social welfare,
was captured by the relatively advantaged. The welfare institutions of
land-scarce societies had limited relevance to the poor of a land-rich continent.

During the last years of colonial rule the trend towards more specialised
philanthropy, already seen in missionary work, also affected secular
charity. Apart from leprosy patients, the first group to attract specialised
care were generally the blind, owing to the drastic nature of their handicap.
Protestant missionaries had long been active in this field. The British
Colonial Office was alerted to it by the need to rehabilitate servicemen blinded
during the Second World War. Its enquiries in 1946-7 concluded that the
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greatest problem was in Northern Nigeria, where blind beggars were so
conspicuous, and that training and employment schemes and preventive
medicine were widely needed. Except for Northern Nigeria, which agreed
to experiment with training institutions, colonial governments responded
coolly, arguing that limited funds could be better spent on general medical
services and that blind people adapted skilfully and productively to their
handicap. French officials agreed and did little for the blind except to
exempt them from taxation and distribute rations where necessary.1 The
British, by contrast, turned to private charity. With official encouragement,
the British Empire Society for the Blind established an affiliate in each
major colony during the 1950s to collect funds, encourage voluntary
effort, and occasionally open training institutions. In the Gold Coast its
daughter society had 27 branches by March 1952 and opened its first train-
ing centre two years later, while in Uganda it initiated the training of blind
craftsmen and farmers, an approach later extended to other colonies.101

The Society's investigations also showed that blindness levels were highest
not in Northern Nigeria - where the blind were conspicuous rather than
especially numerous - but in remote riverine areas, especially in the Volta
Basin where onchocerciasis might blind more than one person in ten.102

This was an important demonstration of the real nature of African poverty,
but only a tiny minority of the blind were actually treated before Indepen-
dence. The less numerous deaf had recourse only to scarce missionary insti-
tutions. The most remarkable was a school at Mampong in the Gold Coast
founded in 1957 by a deaf Afro-American graduate and preacher, Andrews
Foster, and a deaf Ghanaian, Seth Tetteh-Ocloo, who later also graduated
from an American university. Their example inspired a similar school with
a deaf headmaster at Ibadan.103

Little was done before Independence for the crippled, whose prevalence
went largely unperceived. One remarkable exception occurred in
Southern Rhodesia. In 1948 Jairos Jiri of Bulawayo was about forty years
old and a shop assistant when he was moved by the elderly blind beggars in
the city streets and took some into his home. Three years later he founded
the Bulawayo and Kikita Society, which ran a small home for the blind and
also for cripples whom he found in the villages. When neither self-help ac-
tivities nor his friends could support the numbers concerned, he sought
wider African and European assistance. The Jairos Jiri Association began
to receive municipal aid in 1952, government grants in 1956, and then over-
seas support. In 1961 there were 110 crippled, 72 blind, and 18 deaf at the
Jairos Jiri Centre in Bulawayo. By 1967 the Association had become a terri-
torial organisation caring for handicapped Africans of all kinds. Jairos Jiri
himself, Founder Life President of the Association, reflected at that time
that he had become a small cog in a large machine. He was certainly the
continent's most famous African philanthropist.105

Generally, African generosity was not easily channelled into large organ-
isations of a European kind. An attempt by Africans in Lusaka to imitate
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the Jairos Jiri Association failed.106 Smaller organisations often did useful
work. Of 67 self-organised mutual benefit societies listed in Accra in 1954,
more than half 'extended their concern to the wider public, especially to the
socially handicapped. Members visited the sick in the hospitals, inmates of
the Child Care Home, the Destitutes Hostel, Prisons, Leper Settlement
and the Blind School, taking presents in money and kind, and giving words
of encouragement to all they met.'107 Individuals also created successful
institutions, such as the home for motherless babies which Mrs R. O.
Solanke, a nurse, opened at Ibadan in 1960. More often, however, African
charity remained personal. Isaac Akinyele, senior chief of Ibadan during
the 1950s, went incognito into the streets at night to give clothes and money
to destitutes sleeping there. Freetown's Creole families made elaborate
provision for poor relations and the community's Masonic lodges had
almoners and welfare funds, but they did not establish the welfare insti-
tutions so often founded by Freemasons in other continents.108

African attitudes to poverty also often differed from those of Europeans.
The elite were impressed by postwar welfare schemes - 'real, practical
vision', said a Gold Coast clergyman.109 But, except where pre-colonial pat-
terns of charity remained strong, the elite drew a sharper distinction be-
tween deserving and undeserving poor than did European social workers.
Probation was generally seen as a 'let off' and African-controlled courts
rarely awarded it. Approved schools were thought 'to set a premium on del-
inquency'. Physical handicaps often carried associations of guilt, shame, or
danger which led many to think that elaborate care was wasteful and im-
proper. Eastern Nigerians displayed enthusiastic support for local welfare
services in the early 1960s, but with a strong emphasis on institutionalising
marginal groups.110 These attitudes were to appear more clearly after Inde-
pendence.

The difficulty of integrating modern welfare practices with indigenous
traditions was best illustrated in Ethiopia. Its charitable customs were
everything that European social workers most despised: personalised, in-
discriminate, dependency-creating largess. The social workers' impersonal
approach was equally offensive to many Ethiopians. It was therefore a
major intellectual leap when Ras Makonnen, Governor of Harar in the
early twentieth century, responded to pressure from European consuls by
asking Roman Catholic missionaries to build a leprosarium outside the
town. He made his nine-year-old son, the future Haile Selassie, its protec-
tor.111 Thereafter, imitation of European welfare models accelerated. The
first modern government hospital in Addis Ababa was opened in 1910 and
several followed in the 1930s. 'It was difficult to explain that what she
wanted to do was to improve the life of children in their own families', a
welfare worker found at that time. 'The Abyssinian mind, even the most
enlightened, always came back to the idea of orphanages.'112 Always gen-
erous to such institutions, but equally determined to control them, Haile
Selassie endowed the Haile Selassie Welfare Trust in 1947 'to promote edu-
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cation, to combat disease, to care for the young, the orphaned, the sick, the
old and infirm, to establish hospitals, schools and ecclesiastical seminaries,
to rehabilitate delinquents'. Some of its institutions, such as an old people's
home at Debra Libanos, were imaginatively integrated with traditional
charity.113 The Emperor created a Ministry of Public Health in 1948, a Min-
istry of National Community Development in 1958, a School of Social
Work in 1959, and an Ethiopian Council of Social Welfare in 1964.114 He
also habitually threw bread from the windows of his car and once told an in-
terviewer, 'Rich and poor have always existed and always will. Why?
Because there are people who work and others who do not work . . . Every
individual is responsible for his own misfortune.'115 Novel views took firmer
root among the western-educated. In 1965 a discussion group under the
auspices of the Council of Social Welfare proposed

that certain national institutions such as the Senbete, Tezkar, etc., in which
many people spent a lot of money in providing food and drinks mainly for
people that do not need it in memory of the dead or for the salvation of their
soul should be diverted to a better use...

Along with this the church should also teach against indiscriminate charity.
If this is diverted to an organized welfare agency it could be a good potential
resource.116

In practice, however, street-boys still sought a patron and much traditional
charity survived. State or missionary institutions supplemented it, but, as so
often in Ethiopia, were only rarely integrated with it.

As the colonial period ended, tropical Africa had an extraordinary variety
of provision for the poor. The proliferating state, religious, and secular
institutions and societies represented the manifold strands of European,
Asian, or African tradition.117 In the later 1950s Mombasa alone had nearly
150 welfare organisations.118 Yet one had only to walk the streets of Mom-
basa - and still more of Lagos or Addis Ababa - to realise how much
poverty remained uncared for. And in the countryside, where 90 per cent of
Africans lived, institutional poor relief rarely meant anything other than
mosque or mission.

Much responsibility in the countryside had often rested on the chief, but
by the later colonial period his role was waning. Among the Kingdoms of
the Savanna whose political authorities had especially succoured the poor,
a Bemba chief's capacity to feed his subjects collapsed when he could no
longer command tribute. Ngoni rulers in Nyasaland had supported aged and
needy subjects in the nineteenth century, but administrators reported in
1949 that the aged and infirm in these chiefdoms 'are not entitled to assist-
ance by their own custom from any unit higher than the family'. Basuto
chiefs, similarly, ceased to support the poor and became instead merely a
burden upon them.119 Occasionally a chief's welfare functions passed to an
institutionalised native administration. In Benin, where royal largess had
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been spectacular, the native administration in the 1930s maintained
Nigeria's only substantial poorhouse. Emirate governments administered
welfare services in Northern Nigeria, while native administrations in
Northern Rhodesia maintained orphanages, leprosaria, old age homes, and a
lunatic asylum.120 All these were areas where pre-colonial rulers had ac-
tively cared for the poor. Historians, however, have neglected native ad-
ministrations.

Because institutionalised provision was limited, the care of the inca-
pacitated poor fell chiefly on families and neighbours. How far they met
these obligations is unknown. That they did so was a matter of faith to of-
ficials and anthropologists, in contrast to the diametrically opposite view of
early missionaries. There are no uncared for children where the strength of
African conceptions of kinship is unimpaired', Lucy Mair assured her
readers in 1944 when explaining why social welfare was needed only in
towns. 'There is no problem of delinquency in a village where the authority
of chief or elders is respected and therefore effective, no unemployment or
destitution where every one draws his living from the land.' Some de-
tailed enquiries supported this view. In 1936, for example, a perceptive
study of insanity in Nigeria found that lunatics were far more numerous
than hitherto realised, especially in the countryside, but were generally
treated with 'kindly consideration'. Those most likely to go to asylums were
the epileptics and chronic maniacs who were most frightening to vil-
lagers.122 Yet other evidence suggested that family care was far from com-
plete. In 1960 more than 40 per cent of the inmates of Tanganyika's main
mental hospital were not acute cases but were senile or mentally defective.
'There is an increasing denial of social responsibility on the part of the Afri-
can people themselves for their dependants', the Superintendent con-
cluded, 'and there is also a tendency to send vagrants, beggars and other
social nuisances to mental hospitals as a line of least resistance.'123 Unusual
strains exposed the limits of family care, as in the structural unemployment
of the later 1950s, the impoverishment of village women by labour mi-
gration or household disintegration, the inability of some Southern Rho-
desian families to care for poor relatives after the imposition of the Land
Husbandry Act during the 1950s, or the neglect of the sick and aged in equa-
torial villages denuded of young people by venereal disease and population
decline.124 The occasional famine of the late colonial period could destroy
complacency even more brutally. 'There were people in the villages very
nearly dead and the village communities doing nothing to assist . . . this
came as a great shock to me', a provincial commissioner complained after a
localised famine in Nyasaland in 1949. 'I have been 26 years in this country
and I never imagined for a moment that the African village community had
ceased to look after its own people, and that points to the fact that your old
customs of community life are breaking down very fast.'125

Even those who had stared into this abyss believed that failures of family
care were due to recent collapse of social ties. Just as Victorian England at-
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tributed its insane to 'mechanical civilization', so colonial Africa attributed
its neglected poor to 'social change', to the 'disintegrated and maladjusted
society' which Busia described in Sekondi-Takoradi.126 Yet there was noth-
ing new either in the fact that families did not always care for everyone or in
the fact that most families did care for most of their unfortunate members
most of the time. It was the enduring reality of a continent whose patterns
of structural poverty were quite sufficiently entrenched to survive a brief
period of foreign rule.
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Leprosy

Leprosy deserves separate discussion for two reasons. First, although not
all those afflicted by it were poor, many were. They provide valuable evi-
dence of the nature of poverty in Africa, and their care was a special con-
cern to Africans and Europeans. Second, the treatment of leprosy passed
through phases which paralleled approaches to poverty in Africa generally
and enable these to be seen more clearly: a diversity of pre-colonial atti-
tudes; neglect or ruthlessness in the early colonial period; generous but
ideologically coloured concern between the wars; scientific optimism in the
late colonial period; and divergent trends following Independence. Leprosy
brings into high relief the scale and tenacity of African poverty, the dedi-
cation of those relieving it, and the courage of its victims.

Leprosy is caused by a micro-organism which chiefly affects the skin, eyes,
certain peripheral nerves, and the mucous membranes of the nose and
throat.1 It can be transmitted from one person to another, although the
means of transmission are unclear. It is not hereditary, but natural resist-
ance may be in part hereditary; this, together with shared environment and
opportunities for infection, explains why leprosy seems often to 'run in fam-
ilies'. Natural resistance is high in most adults, so that leprosy is less infec-
tious than many diseases, but a minority of people are susceptible,
especially in childhood. The strength of an individual patient's resistance
probably determines whether he suffers active lepromatous leprosy, which
is infectious, or tuberculoid leprosy, which is not infectious and is the more
common in Africa. Leprosy generally develops slowly in the body.
Although most infection probably occurs in children, the disease often first
becomes apparent in adolescents or young adults. Many deformities at-
tributed to it are not caused by the disease itself but result from ulcers and
injuries which the patient suffers because parts of his body cannot feel pain.
Leprosy is rarely fatal in itself but weakens resistance to other diseases. It is
often self-arresting.

Although leprosy sufferers were most visible when they congregated in
towns, the disease was most common in the countryside, especially in
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remote and backward areas. In this it typified the causes of African
poverty. Since such remote areas were often relatively egalitarian and un-
likely to see much poverty as a result of lack of access to resources, leprosy
was a major cause of poverty in such regions, as has been seen in Igboland.2

Although the connection is obscure, the disease was especially prevalent in
hot and humid areas.3 Infant malnutrition may also have increased suscepti-
bility.4 Broadly speaking, leprosy was most prevalent but also least virulent
in Africa's equatorial regions. In higher latitudes it was generally less
common, but a larger proportion of cases were lepromatous. The highest
recorded prevalence is in north-eastern Zaire. The highest national preva-
lence is in the Central African Republic.5 Away from the Congo forest,
severely affected regions in the early colonial period included Igboland and
its environs, the riverain and lakeshore areas of Northern Rhodesia, the
Nile-Congo watershed between the Belgian Congo and Sudan, most
regions bordering Lake Victoria, southern Tanganyika, and southern
Nyasaland. Up to 10 per cent of the population could be infected in the
worst localities.6

The extent to which different cultures - and different individuals within
them - have stigmatised leprosy and isolated its sufferers has varied greatly
and is difficult to explain. Christian Ethiopia's ambivalence7 was paralleled
in Islamic societies. In the nineteenth century leprosy sufferers were ex-
cluded from Kukawa, the capital of Bornu, but occupied a separate quarter
in Kano, where, however, an early nineteenth-century visitor described the
ostracising of an advanced case. Later accounts of Hausaland confirm that
attitudes varied with stages of the disease.8 Some peoples were more tol-
erant. In southern Sudan, where leprosy was very common, surveys during
the 1930s showed that even the most infectious cases mixed freely with
other people. Such attitudes often followed from the belief that leprosy was
not infectious. A survey in the Kigezi district of Uganda in 1950 showed that
only 4 per cent of sufferers lived alone.9 In other areas, as in parts of nor-
thern Ghana, much tolerance went together with elaborate precautions for
the burial of leprosy victims.10 The next point on the spectrum was where
sufferers moved among the community but were subject to precise restric-
tions, as among the Thonga of Mozambique, where they 'live in the village
with other people and even attend beer-parties, but they bring their own
mugs, whilst every other guest receives a drinking utensil from the master
of the village'.11 Special regulations might govern marriage and offspring.
Strangers were often treated more harshly than kinsmen,12 or treatment
might be matched to social status as well as severity of symptoms. This was
the case in Igboland and southern Nyasaland, two areas lacking large-scale
political organisation and the machinery for consistent segregation.13 Only
in certain African states did anything approaching segregation take place.
In Asante, for example, some leprosy sufferers were apparently rusticated
to the remote but holy area of Lake Bosumtwi, where twentieth-century
surveys showed unusually high prevalence.14 Kazembe's kingdom on the
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Luapula strictly isolated advanced cases.15 The two most ruthless segrega-
tion policies were practised in Buganda and Yorubaland. Ganda - who had
a horror of mutilation - feared and ostracised leprosy sufferers, treated
them harshly, and had at least one large leprosy settlement on an island in
Lake Wamara. 'Where there is a leper present', said the proverb, 'one does
not speak in proverbs.' Colonial surveys showed less leprosy in Buganda
than in most other parts of Uganda.16 Yorubaland was also relatively free of
leprosy, despite proximity and environmental similarities to Igboland,
where the disease was so common. Yoruba commonly expelled leprosy suf-
ferers from their towns.17

Modern understanding of leprosy dates from 1874, when the Norwegian
scientist Hansen first described the micro-organism. Earlier doctors had
known little about the causes or treatment of the disease. In 1862 a com-
mission of the Royal College of Physicians of London had declared it her-
editary.18 Two years earlier Livingstone had ascribed the Lozi king
Sekeletu's leprosy to 'mental anxiety' and treated it first with a poultice of
cow dung and then with combinations of sulphate of zinc, rhubarb, soda,
quinine, calomel, morphia, tartar emetic, nitrate of silver, and ginger.19

Following Hansen's discovery, however, most European doctors concluded
that leprosy was infectious and that, since it was also incurable, patients
must be isolated. Isolation was thought to have eradicated leprosy from
Western Europe and to be destroying a surviving focus in Norway.

The first European authorities in Africa to adopt a consistent segregation
policy were in South Africa. A degree of isolation had been practised there
since the eighteenth century, but universal and compulsory segregation was
introduced into the Cape Colony only in 1892. The other South African col-
onies followed after the Anglo-Boer War. For a generation patients were
gradually collected from the African rural areas where they were most
numerous. Compulsory segregation met strenuous resistance from kinsmen
and neighbours who regarded it as a living death. They had reason. Until
the First World War all patients (including tuberculoid cases who were not
actually infectious) were confined for life.20 The hastily erected leprosaria
were dreadful. The most important was Em j any ana in the Transkei, which
housed 255 patients in 1898. Guarded by twenty men of the Cape Mounted
Rifles, it saw repeated attempts to escape. Following one, 'all the rooms
were carefully searched and a number of sticks, stones, specially sharpened
knives and portions of sharpened iron, were found secreted amongst the
bedding and clothing in a number of the rooms. The ringleaders, six in
number . . . were then and there arrested and conveyed under escort to the
Engcobo Gaol, from whence they were removed a few days afterwards to
Robben Island.'21 Emjanyana's death-rate at that time was 20 per cent a
year. It was totally segregated by sex, there was no doctor, and the Superin-
tendent reported ten years later that no drug he used had any effect. It is not
surprising that only the threat of Robben Island prevented mass escapes. In
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1903 the Superintendent of the Pretoria Leper Asylum, also with an annual
20 per cent death-rate, 'asked for barbed wire fences, ten feet high, well
laced, and with the top wires projecting inwards', lest 'the natives again
prove troublesome'. The wire was still there in 1920, hung with warning
bells and crowned by four watchtowers.22

Yet the system seemed to work. In 1920 there were 2,248 segregated
leprosy patients in South Africa and the known incidence in the total popu-
lation had fallen by 11 per cent during the previous eight years.23 Apart
from the United States and Norway, South Africa was probably the only
country in the world which had both endemic leprosy and the money to
segregate all known victims; in the early 1920s the government was spend-
ing almost as much on leprosy as on all other human diseases. Unlike the
United States and Norway, moreover, South Africa appeared to have no
hope of eradicating leprosy at that time except by incarceration. Here too,
as so often, its rulers were prepared to impose their logic at whatever
human cost.24 Whether the apparent decline of leprosy was actually due to
segregation is uncertain. Effective segregation is extremely difficult
because early and infectious cases often show no visible symptoms. Modern
opinion is more inclined to attribute the decline of leprosy to the spread of
tuberculosis, a related disease which is propagated especially in towns and
appears to give immunity to tuberculoid leprosy. There is evidence in
modern Africa that leprosy is least prevalent where rates of urbanisation
and tuberculosis are highest.25 Both urbanisation and the spread of tubercu-
losis were rapid in South Africa during the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury,26 which may explain a decline of leprosy. On the other hand, such a
decline need not have a single cause. Recent research has confirmed that
isolation helped to reduce high levels of prevalence in nineteenth-century
Norway.27 It may have been one factor in South Africa.

By contrast, the ineffectiveness of isolation where funds and ruthlessness
were lacking was demonstrated in Basutoland, the only colony to imitate
South African practice before the First World War. In 1913 the Basutoland
National Council made segregation of leprosy patients compulsory. In
February 1914 a government leprosy settlement was opened at Botsabelo,
near Maseru, at a cost of £36,375. Within six months the chiefs had sent 657
patients, mostly advanced cases.28 But in May 1914 there was a serious riot
at Botsabelo. Behind it lay the patients' realisation that the chiefs had
tricked them into the settlement by promising that they would be cured.
Instead 'they found that they were in a prison and not a hospital'.29 'It was
pathetic', a visitor reported, 'to listen to frequent repetition of the lament
that the doctor neglected to give the medicine which was to cure the suf-
ferer's disease, or that the medicine if given had failed to do what the
patient had fondly hoped from it.'30 By the end of 1914 some 245 patients
had absconded. The legislation remained but was not effectively adminis-
tered and Botsabelo's inmates did not regain their 1914 numbers until 1929,
when the government decided that the settlement was so expensive that it
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must be made effective. This time segregation had more public support and
success, but the prevalence of leprosy in Basutoland at Independence was
anomalously high.31

No other colony seriously attempted universal segregation. The nearest
approximation was German East Africa, where the law provided for com-
pulsory isolation and 47 authorised leprosy settlements existed in 1912, con-
taining nearly 4,000 patients and often as many healthy relatives. These
were only a small proportion of leprosy sufferers, however, and the auth-
orities recognised that they could neither cure the patients nor in practice
hold them against their will.32 Other German colonies also had government
leprosaria. Senegal's leprosy decree of 1907 outlined a similar policy, but it
was apparently not implemented seriously. Segregation was theoretically
compulsory in British Somaliland, but not in practice. Native Commission-
ers in Southern Rhodesia were instructed to isolate sufferers close to their
homes, but without compulsion.33

Early in the twentieth century British officials adopted a vigorous policy
in Igboland, where the problem was so acute. At Ugboko in 1904, for
example,

The king called a meeting of the town to give them the new laws from the
Government and tonight a boy has been going all round the town calling out
loudly that those who were lepers were to be taken away. They have been told
to clear ground behind the town and the lepers have to live by themselves
there. But there are very few even amongst the Christians who confess there
are lepers here.34

Three years later a missionary in another Igbo area described how 'the
policemen take by assault, one by one, each dwelling occupied by lepers',
meeting much resistance:

All ages and castes are jumbled together: the child is beside the old man, the
poor accompany the rich. There they are, gathered together in disorder with
all their belongings on their heads, that is to say two or three calabashes
topped with a few maize cobs and yams.

The blast of a whistle and the lugubrious column sets off, before a large
crowd of the curious. In the distance large numbers of people crying. Mutin-
eers attempt another act of violence. The police feel obliged to show their
teeth. All the way through the town there are attempts to escape, but resist-
ance is manifestly impossible and, once beyond the houses, the procession
moves on without further faltering. The less crippled soon take the front of
the column, leaving the others to space themselves out according to their
strength and the condition of their feet. Those most ill, laid out on litters, are
carried on the heads of their relations.

Altogether 200 of these sufferers were set down in a camp of thatched
bamboo huts on the edge of the forest, 10 kilometres from their homes and
too far for their relatives to carry food daily. They asked what crime they
had committed.35 Such settlements probably soon collapsed, for the policy
was apparently unknown to leprosy experts in Igboland in the 1930s. There
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is no evidence that it extended to Yorubaland. In Northern Nigeria the
British initially provided sanctuaries for advanced and needy cases whom they
wished to remove from the streets. Over 1,000 were concentrated into two
Native Administration camps in Bornu. Several Hausa emirates main-
tained similar settlements.36

Most other tropical African governments neglected leprosy at this time.
In 1918 all government hospitals in Nyasaland together had one leprosy
in-patient and two out-patients.37 Care was left to missionaries. It was Capu-
chin Fathers who in 1901 accepted Ras Makonnen's invitation to found
Ethiopia's first leprosarium outside the walls of Harar. It was Sisters of
Cluny who cared for Zanzibar's advanced leprosy patients at Walezo. It was
the London Missionary Society that inaugurated Northern Rhodesia's first
leprosy settlement at Kawimbe in 1893.38 Given the lack of a cure, how-
ever, all these settlements were no more than sanctuaries for a tiny minority
of sufferers.

At the end of the First World War European doctors came to believe that
they could cure leprosy with derivatives of the oil of hydnocarpus trees.
This substance, known as chaulmoogra, had been used against leprosy in
India for 2,500 years; its adoption by European doctors in 1853 was an early
use of indigenous remedies. Hydnocarpus was used without success in
nineteenth-century South Africa and was the source of hope and disillusion-
ment at Botsabelo, but at that time it was administered orally and was naus-
eating. Injections were tried in 1894 but were too painful.39 The
breakthrough was the discovery between 1910 and 1920 of less painful
methods of injection. This was the joint work of American doctors and a
British physician working in India, Sir Leonard Rogers. In 1923 Rogers and
others founded the British Empire Leprosy Relief Association (BELRA)
to publicise 'the hopefulness of the latest treatments'.40

Once the hope of curing leprosy existed, the strategy of treatment
changed to a pattern which doctors in India had advocated for decades.41

Hydnocarpus was thought most effective against early cases; indeed,
Rogers asserted in 1925 that nearly every early case could be cured within a
few months. The essential, therefore, was to attract early cases. They were
probably unknown to chiefs or neighbours and would not be attracted but
only deterred by compulsory segregation, which was anyway impracticable
in most of Africa and necessary only for a minority of active lepromatous
cases. The new strategy, therefore, was to abolish compulsion and rely
instead on the hope of cure.42 To understand how this worked in practice,
one must grasp the importance of hope to both leprosy patients and doc-
tors.

Hydnocarpus had its chief impact in tropical Africa, especially Nigeria.
There the breakthrough took place at Itu, a Church of Scotland mission
hospital inland of Calabar. In 1926 Dr A. B. Macdonald began to inject
hydnocarpus into leprosy patients there. As always in Africa, real help
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attracted unexpected numbers. Within six months Macdonald had 400
leprosy patients. A settlement took shape in the forest.43 Organised by
dedicated missionaries as a largely self-contained community, supported
financially by government and native administration, chiefly run by the
patients themselves, and centring on regular hydnocarpus injections, Itu
became the model for leprosy settlements throughout Africa. It was first
imitated elsewhere in Eastern Nigeria and then in the north, where mission
settlements replaced refuges for advanced cases during the late 1930s. By
1938 there were some 7,000 leprosy patients in Nigerian settlements.44 But
with a logic repeated many times in Africa, the operation revealed vastly
more sufferers than expected. In 1924-5 Nigeria had reported 32,000; its
estimate in 1936 was 200,000.45

Macdonald's experience at Itu was paralleled by Dr F. H. Cooke at Ho in
British Togoland, where hydnocarpus injections also attracted so many
patients that a settlement was needed to house them. It became the Gold
Coast's major leprosarium. Elsewhere in British West Africa lack of funds
prevented action before the Second World War.46 In eastern Africa
BELRA prompted missionaries in Nyasaland to begin using hydnocarpus
in 1924 and to seek government aid to open leprosaria. By 1931 these con-
tained 560 patients.47 In Uganda the Church Missionary Society established
two settlements (one for children) in 1930, soon followed by two run by
Roman Catholic sisters. Tanganyika moved more slowly, abolishing its
theoretically compulsory segregation in 1930, adopting hydnocarpus, and
encouraging greater missionary involvement, but otherwise advancing
rather little from the German refuges for advanced cases until a settlement
modelled on Itu was established at Makete, near Tukuyu, during the
Second World War.48 Zanzibar abolished compulsory segregation in 1936
and established a voluntary treatment centre in Pemba, while arrested and
handicapped cases continued to find sanctuary at Walezo. Northern
Rhodesia, by contrast, took little notice of the new approach and had no more
than 250 leprosy patients in institutions in 1939. Kenya moved even more
slowly, for as late as 1950 only some 350 cases were under active treatment
of the more than 35,000 estimated to exist.49 The most spectacular insti-
tutional development of the period took place in south-western Sudan, one
of the continent's main foci of leprosy. Between 1928 and 1930 over 5,000
leprosy sufferers were concentrated into three huge camps. They were
treated with hydnocarpus and large numbers - some 40 per cent by 1935 -
were discharged as arrested. These settlements were compulsory govern-
ment institutions (although many inmates came voluntarily), contained
many healthy relatives, and were an amalgam of the old and new methods
of treatment.50

Even in southern Africa hydnocarpus injections led to a reconsideration
of policy. After opening a voluntary leprosarium in 1905, Southern Rho-
desia enacted compulsory segregation in 1919 but abolished it again in the
early 1930s, under BELRA's influence, and the government leprosarium at
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Ngomahuru became a model settlement of the new type. Its Superinten-
dent, Dr Moiser, was Africa's most enthusiastic advocate of hydnocarpus.
By 1939 he had discharged 54 per cent of Ngomahuru's patients as arrested
cases.51 South Africa, by contrast, did not abandon segregation but adopted
hydnocarpus and discharged arrested cases. Hope of cure transformed
morale, prison-like conditions were relaxed, and patients began to volun-
teer for treatment, so that between 1923 and 1949 the average duration of
the disease prior to admission fell from ten to two years. Patients at
Emjanyana insisted that hydnocarpus treatment be compulsory.52 Their
one desire', the Superintendent reported in 1931,

is to become healed so that they may return home to their people. They firmly
believe in the efficacy of treatment. At one time the suggestion was put to
them that certain patients would be returned to their homes where special
huts would be built for them, and they would live under a modified form of
home segregation. They were enthusiastic about the idea until one man asked
where they would get their treatment. When it was explained to them that the
District Surgeons would not be able to give them their injections, they turned
the whole idea down. They want to be healed and then sent home.5

Despite the influx of early cases, the total number of patients in South Afri-
can leprosy institutions long remained stable. In 1918 it was 2,374; in 1938,
2,265.54

Hydnocarpus injections, like community development, were an Anglo-
Saxon innovation which convinced even Francophones. By 1924 Albert
Schweitzer at Lambarene was aware that they were the treatment of
choice. Systematic treatment began in French West Africa in 1934 with the
opening of the Central Leprosy Institution at Bamako, which organized
treatment centres in other colonies. By 1936 Senegal had five such settle-
ments, all using hydnocarpus with encouraging results. French Cameroun,
with major leprosy concentrations in the south, had 25 settlements with
4,477 inmates in 1936. As everywhere, the search for sufferers revealed
daunting numbers. Known cases in French West Africa rose between 1933
and 1937 from 12,924 to 41,045.55 In the Belgian Congo the Itu model
became official policy in 1938. Two years later Roman Catholic missions
alone had 120 leprosaria treating 11,111 patients in Belgian Africa.56

A great leprosarium was a complex institution. The patients were not uni-
form. In 1938 Uzuakoli, in the Owerri Province of Igboland, admitted six
categories: those needing hospitalisation; educated people who could be
trained to treat others; the destitute and infirm; those most infectious; chil-
dren; and a number, equal to all the others, of able-bodied patients to do
the work.57 Many leprosaria also contained healthy relatives, especially
infants, for although this was anathema to specialists, others held that to
exclude relatives deterred early cases from seeking treatment and that
infants separated from infected mothers generally died. Leprosaria varied
greatly. Some were sanctuaries for advanced cases and ranged from the
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relaxed village atmosphere of Walezo to the depressing Native Authority
settlements of Northern Nigeria. By contrast, the most vigorous institutions
were large treatment settlements like Itu, where 'the patients are kept occu-
pied mentally or physically from morning to night'.58 Apart from growing
its own food, Itu had palm-oil plantations, made soap and lemon-grass oil,
did most of its own building, paid its patients piece-rates for agricultural
and industrial work, required adults to attend literacy classes, ran football
teams and a brass band, had huge church congregations, and graced its
premises with an equestrian statue of Edward VIII in cement. Itu had an
elected chief, a court, several policemen, and a flourishing market, apart
from its medical facilities.59

For many leprosy patients the worst moment was the first realisation of
their condition, generally in adolescence or early adulthood. 'I was a leper',
one recalled. 'I shall never forget the misery, when I first saw the marks on
my body.'60 'Sometimes patients were so terrified', a doctor wrote, 'that
they hid themselves until signs of advancing disease made their appearance
. . . With little to show in the way of physical signs, they found it difficult to
believe that the disease was really leprosy, and some patients refused to be-
lieve it for weeks or months.'61 Initial self-hatred gave way gradually to a
more or less embittered resignation. In Ethiopia a psychiatrist observed
that while most other patients dramatised their illnesses, those with leprosy
did not: 'When the leprosy patients were relating their desperate stories in a
calm and matter-of-fact voice the tears were often silently running down
their cheeks.'62 The road to the leprosarium could be cruel:

There was an occasion when I saw a patient sitting a mile outside the settle-
ment with his head bowed and covered with a filthy cloth. Flies were swarm-
ing round his head and feet. I spoke to him several times, but he did not
move. He remained there all day, and did not move until darkness fell. The
next morning he was in the settlement, but in the same attitude . . . He had
been shut out by the world, and he was now for his own peace shutting the
world out of his life. It took two weeks to get him to talk at all.63

Arrival at the leprosarium confronted early cases with the spectacle, in the
advanced patients, of what might happen to themselves. To avoid this,
several institutions segregated advanced cases into a special camp. 'The
psychological effect on the early cases is wonderful', one superintendent
wrote.64 Some patients despaired utterly. 'I was not surprised by their
deformities and sores', a nurse remembered of Likwenu in Nyasaland, 'but
I was appalled by their apparent dejection and indifference . . . They called
themselves The Dead.'65 A large leprosy institution, even if voluntary,
could be difficult to control, especially if patients refused routine work. A
proportion were often uncooperative and even violent.66 Yet others adap-
ted with remarkable flexibility. One common trait was alternation between
exaltation and depression, which helped to explain the eagerness with
which patients clutched at any new hope of cure and the sullenness with
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which they abandoned it at each new disappointment.67 That hydnocarpus
evoked feverish hopes was fortunate, because it was often extremely pain-
ful. 'We rammed - 1 fear that is the only word that describes the treatment -
we rammed in the oleaginous product of the hydnocarpus wightiana', a
nurse remembered, 'causing in some cases more pain and destruction than
the lepra bacilli.'68

To work in such institutions required a self-abnegation which justly made
leprosy workers the humanitarian heroes of their time. W. A. Lambert,
who spent sixteen years as a lay worker in several leprosaria, had been a
Sunday School teacher, scoutmaster, and wartime medical dresser. 'My
first intimation of the need for help for these afflicted people', he recalled,
'came through a broadcast to Toe H and I was so touched and shaken by the
appeal that I had no respite until I had determined to take steps toward
offering my services. Worldly advancement no longer had any weight.' Itu
immediately evoked his sympathy:

It was very saddening to us to see strapping lads smitten with this terrible dis-
ease, and dwelling among the maimed and disfigured. After witnessing such
affliction, borne with almost incredible patience and stoicism, whatever of
qualms or regrets slumbered in the sub-conscious, were for ever eliminated.
Nothing remained but a great compassion, and the growing urge to dedicate
oneself to such an afflicted people. 9

Others restrained the same emotion behind a nurse's training or a coif.70 At
least two missionaries, Father Honore in Nyasaland and Brother Josue
Delcas of southern Sudan, died of leprosy during the 1930s, while in 1948
the Society of African Missions opened a leprosarium at its European head-
quarters, chiefly for its own staff.71 Other workers absorbed themselves in
the intellectually fascinating problem of defeating the most tenacious of
human diseases. Graham Greene's fictional doctor spoke for them: 'I don't
want leprosy loved. I want it eliminated.'72

Yet the chief burden of caring for leprosy patients did not fall on doctors
or missionaries. It fell in part on their African assistants, the dressers and
dispensers of whom little is known save the occasional name: Cosmo
Mango, chief dispenser at the huge settlement at Peramiho in southern
Tanganyika, with 1,556 leprosy patients in 1938; Elizabeth Tolo, Christian
matron of the Em j any ana settlement to which she had herself been admit-
ted as a patient in 1898; Harcourt Whyte, the Igbo choirmaster who
inspired Uzuakoli for more than a generation.73 Among Africans, as among
Europeans, leprosy attracted self-sacrificing care. Early in the twentieth
century John Alegbeleye, a former slave skilled in herbal remedies, sought
out sufferers in the Benin region and attempted to heal them. Sixty years
later a Yoruba, John Lakin, was so moved by a visit to Abeokuta lepros-
arium that he returned to care for its inmates and transformed it into a pro-
gressive and prosperous settlement.74 Yet the chief burden of caring for
leprosy patients fell on other patients. Many were trained to give hydno-
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carpus injections, while others inevitably did much routine nursing. Like
any stigmatised minority, inmates found support among their own kind.
Tribe had little significance for them. A macabre camaraderie was
common.75

Logically, leprosy sufferers figured among the very poor chiefly when
they were not in leprosaria. 'Often enough' in Igboland lepers are dis-
charged with every possibility of their diseases remaining stationary, only
to find that the people at home will not accept them and they have to live on
the borderline of starvation with only one result.' Missionaries in South
Africa founded a special colony for them. Elsewhere they often entered
refuges like Walezo or asked to be readmitted to leprosaria. Some formed
small independent settlements.76 As leprosy treatment improved, so the
number of destitute former patients increased. Yet more sufferers never
entered a settlement at all. Many deliberately avoided them. Others could
not gain admission. Impoverished Itu required an entry fee of £3, which
'excludes the poorer type of patient'.77 This was unusual, but the better
mission leprosaria turned away many applicants for lack of facilities or
money, while the cost of institutionalising more than a small fraction of
cases was prohibitive. In the late 1930s Uzuakoli treated less than 2 per cent
of the sufferers in its province.78 Some small colonies, such as Burundi, had no
leprosy institutions until the 1950s. In such remote areas as the eastern
Congo it was still possible during the 1930s to stumble on forest settlements
of advanced leprosy cases driven from their villages to die.79

Expense was one reason why the authorities in Eastern Nigeria devised a
new strategy during the later 1930s. Another reason was their belief that
leprosy was rapidly increasing, even reaching epidemic proportions, when
isolated peoples without immunity were suddenly incorporated into the
larger world. The immediate impetus came from the Igbo practice of segre-
gating leprosy sufferers in distinct villages, where conditions were often
'appallingly bad', especially for the incapacitated. In 1935 the superinten-
dent of Uzuakoli decided to encourage the formation of leprosy villages as
satellites of his leprosarium to receive treatment from dispensaries served
by former patients trained to give hydnocarpus injections. A year later this
became the centrepoint of Nigeria's anti-leprosy strategy.80 In practice
it worked only in the east, for only there was there local support for
segregation villages. There, however, it was immensely successful.
Owerri Province alone had 43 out-patient clinics with over 11,000 weekly
attenders in 1943.81 'The early days of a clinic', the scheme's director
reported,

witness many distressing scenes which would be a revelation to anyone un-
familiar with the situation. On the appointed morning a motley crowd of
lepers gathers at the site, unkempt, hopeless, penniless and in rags; many
have dragged themselves along with the aid of sticks, their untreated sores an
eloquent testimony to their neglected condition. There is little noise, most of
the patients exhibiting that apathy common to Ibo lepers, the result of the
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contempt and ostracism with which they are regarded. Nigeria's 'untouch-
ables' are revealed in all their misery.82

Only rarely, he stressed, did out-patient treatment arrest leprosy; the point
was to check its spread by encouraging segregation and attracting early
cases, using hydnocarpus injections as the bait. 'The object of our work is
not leprosy treatment, but leprosy control.'83

In 1945 out-patient work passed to a Government Leprosy Service and
became the new model of mass treatment, much like Itu twenty years
earlier. By the early 1950s experts believed that they had contained and
even reversed the spread of leprosy in Igboland. Surveys in the village area
of Ndi Oji Abam showed the prevalence rate of active cases to have fallen
between 1947 and 1955 from 7.6 to 1.7 per cent, following the opening of a
clinic and isolation village. The decline had been especially marked among
children. There was no evidence that tuberculosis had replaced leprosy.84

Yet by the 1950s it was also widely realised that if leprosy had declined in
Eastern Nigeria, this was not due to hydnocarpus. Some workers had never
believed that it had any effect on leprosy. Others had been enthusiastic.85

Energetic advocacy by Rogers and his disciples ensured that the Inter-
national Leprosy Congress of 1938 recognised hydnocarpus as the best drug
available, but American scientists were especially sceptical. There is some
scientific evidence that hydnocarpus had beneficial effects, but modern
opinion generally holds that they were slight or negligible.86 Rather, hydno-
carpus was an enormous, unintentional, and brilliantly successful confi-
dence trick. Leprosy is usually self-arresting. The point of arrest depends
largely on the body's resistance. Many cases treated with hydnocarpus were
arrested naturally. Others entered a leprosarium, enjoyed better nutrition,
were treated for parasitic and other complaints, and regained hope, thereby
improving their resistance. As hydnocarpus injections attracted an increas-
ing proportion of early cases, so the proportion arrested increased. And as
the number of active cases institutionalised increased, so their chance of
infecting the healthy declined. Hydnocarpus was, literally, a confidence
trick.

The notion that leprosy was a disease of social change matched interwar
ideas of social pathology. The technocratic bias of development and welfare
policies in the 1940s and 1950s had a similar counterpart in a new leprosy
treatment. The remedies were sulphone drugs, synthetics devised before
the First World War, tested on tuberculosis, and applied to leprosy in 1941
by Faget and other American physicians.87 Some European experts, no-
tably Rogers, found this American innovation difficult to accept,88 but most
leprosy workers quickly recognised that in the commonly used form, dap-
sone, the sulphones had three great advantages. They were cheap. They
could be administered as tablets. And they worked, although they sup-
pressed leprosy rather than curing it.89 Treatment at last became primarily a
medical rather than a charitable enterprise.
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It took two decades for dapsone to replace hydnocarpus in Africa's
hundreds of leprosaria and clinics. Experiments began at Uzuakoli in 1946
and in South Africa in 1947, but Zanzibar did not use sulphones until 1951.
A year later only one patient in six treated in French West Africa received
sulphones, while a few remote mission settlements still used some hydno-
carpus during the 1960s.90 Relieved from the pain of repeated injections
and once more promised cure, patients again flocked for treatment:

The miasma of death began to depart as the contagious patients with their
hideous nodules showed dramatic improvement. The news of cures spread far
and wide. Those who had sat without hope in the village arrived, many
former sufferers who had long ago run away now returned. Although not all
responded to the tablets, we had at last a weapon with which to fight the
scourge.91

Most leprosy institutions experienced rapid expansion. Albert
Schweitzer spent his Nobel Peace Prize of 1952 on a leprosarium at Lam-
barene to handle the influx. Patients at Yalisombo leprosarium near Stan-
leyville increased from 118 to 1,025 in two years.92 Soon, however, the
numbers again declined as arrested cases were discharged. New admissions
to leprosaria in Southern Rhodesia peaked in the late 1950s, but the
number of inmates was already declining and Ngomahuru closed in 1971. In
Zanzibar discharges exceeded admissions for the first time in 1956. Patients
in South African leprosy institutions declined from 2,398 in 1944 to 1,115 in
1968 and only 111 in 1980, although the last figure excluded the Transkei.93

South Africa continued to institutionalise active cases, but elsewhere dap-
sone in tablet form encouraged out-patient treatment, which was cheaper
and was already becoming fashionable because of its success in Igboland. A
mass campaign in Northern Nigeria during the 1950s gradually de-
emphasised segregation in favour of dapsone tablets distributed by African
dispensers at nearly a thousand clinics. Each territory in eastern Africa or-
ganised a similar campaign. A programme launched in French Equatorial
Africa in 1954 integrated dapsone with the French technique of mass exam-
ination by mobile teams, producing one of the most successful anti-leprosy
campaigns ever seen.94 By 1962 one distinguished leprologist was alarmed
at the emphasis on 'pills and land rovers'.95 Yet political independence only
accelerated the trend. The most influential project was launched in
southern Malawi in 1965 to eradicate leprosy by mobile out-patient treat-
ment with dapsone. It was later extended to the rest of Malawi and imitated
in Zambia and Sierra Leone.96 Several schemes in Tanzania were co-
ordinated into a national programme in 1977. Liberia launched a National
Leprosy Control Programme in 1975, Mozambique in 1982. The Mozam-
bique scheme and a similar operation in Sudan were integrated into the gen-
eral rural health service.97

As dispensers and mobile units penetrated the countryside, so they dis-
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covered that the need was vastly greater than expected. In 1908 Nyasaland
was officially estimated to have 769 leprosy sufferers; in 1921, 2,100; in
1927, 5,000-6,000; in 1950, 30,000; in 1965, 80,000.98 Yet experts remained
convinced that leprosy was being defeated and that total eradication was
possible. Powerful evidence supported them. In 1948 Owerri Province had
32,000 leprosy cases; in 1957,15,000. Surveys in the Gambia suggested that
prevalence declined between 1947 and 1977-8 from 2.5 per cent to 0.6 per
cent, with an even more rapid decline among children. In 1966 Upper Volta
had a prevalence of 3.5 per cent; a survey in 1976 showed only 0.5 per
cent."

Where hostility to advanced cases remained strong, traditional lepros-
aria, with both active and arrested cases, still functioned during the 1980s.
More often, the new treatment left behind increasing numbers of disabled
former patients needing care. 'A determined effort' in Southern Rhodesia
in 1960 ' . . . to clear out non-infectious patients from the Mtemwa Leper
Settlement' had to be abandoned because many had nowhere else to go. At
some leprosaria, including Itu, arrested but disabled cases became so large
a proportion of the declining population that self-sufficiency collapsed. One
solution was to convert redundant leprosaria into sanctuaries for 'welfare
cases', usually supported by missions, native authorities, or voluntary or-
ganisations. In the early 1970s over 80 per cent of patients in Sudanese
leprosy colonies were severely disabled.1 With time, care often lapsed and
sanctuaries decayed into pockets of destitution:

Most of the patients could not count upon the help of their families. They had
either lost contact with them, or had married another leprosy patient with
problems similar to their own; 70% had remained in the settlements near the
institution after discharge. The fear of rejection was advanced by one-third
(32%) as a reason for not returning. Of those who did go home 27% soon
returned to the settlement because they had been repudiated by their families
or communities . . .

Severe disabilities, lack of support from able family members, and poor
land were important factors in the economic stress of patients. 66% had no
money, poultry, or livestock, and not enough to eat . . . Despite their severe
deformities most of the patients wanted to, and did in fact, contribute to the
support of their households. Only 27% said that they could do nothing but
beg. 62% of the severely disabled farmed occasionally, 40% cut wood, 39%
cooked, and 15% reported that they carried heavy loads .. .

The patients had, in general, low levels of skill. Only 8% had ever been
employed in jobs other than farming; 86% had received no formal education,
and 70% spoke only their tribal language.101

Some leprosy sufferers were among the poorest people of post-colonial
Africa.

These consequences of sulphone treatment showed especially clearly
against the background of Ethiopian tradition. Modern leprosy treatment
there fell to missionary societies until 1954, when the state began to take
charge, shifting the emphasis from charity to healing and from institutions
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to out-patient treatment. Dapsone was made available at markets as well as
mobile clinics, while health workers on mules carried drugs each month to
remote areas. In 1974 some 48,352 patients were under treatment, but esti-
mates of sufferers had also risen from 9,000 in 1950 to 80,000 in 1964 and
180,000 in 1975.102 Expanded treatment and the closure of many leprosaria
left numerous handicapped people bereft of care. They often joined the
leprosy communities and 'villages of the poor' which formed near towns,
places of pilgrimage, or leprosaria where treatment was still obtainable. In
the mid 1970s perhaps one-quarter of those in Hararghe Province who
knew themselves to be infected were living in such communities, varying in
size from fewer than 10 people to 1,116. Not all their inmates were econ-
omically poor. Some ran successful businesses, sent money to the country-
side, and had normal families. But about one-half were extremely poor,
especially among the older and more disabled whose sole means of survival
was begging. They shared a remarkable faith in dapsone. Three-quarters of
those interviewed in the 1970s said that they had used it as their first treat-
ment, knowing that nothing else worked.103

In 1975 Pearson and others reported numerous cases of resistance to dap-
sone in lepromatous patients.104

During the 1970s, as Africa's eager hopes of Independence waned, leprosy
experts also began to doubt their ability to control and eradicate the dis-
ease. They still did not know how it was transmitted. They were coming to
think that it was more infectious in more cases than earlier specialists had
believed. They discovered that in endemic areas the micro-organism was
present in far more people than displayed clinical symptoms. They found
evidence of infection in several animals, which could make eradication
more difficult.105 Above all, resistance to dapsone threatened the whole
technique of out-patient treatment. By the mid 1980s resistance had been
found everywhere it had been sought. It was estimated in 1983 that 10 per
cent of the world's lepromatous patients were already resistant and another
one per cent were becoming so each year.106

Standard response to drug resistance was to use several drugs simul-
taneously. This became recommended policy as soon as dapsone resistance
appeared. New and more active drugs were discovered, especially rifampi-
cin. But this raised other problems. Even with dapsone it was difficult to
ensure that out-patients took drugs regularly; in southern Malawi only about
half of the recommended dapsone was taken. A multi-drug programme
would be not only somewhat more expensive but much more difficult to
administer, possibly beyond the capacity of medical assistants.107 In the
early 1980s few countries used multi-drug treatment regularly. They were
often delighted by the results, but a further problem was appearing. By
1985 leprosy patients were showing resistance to the other drugs, including
rifampicin.

Meanwhile, even if Africa's rapid urbanisation may have been acting
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against leprosy, its economic and political difficulties hindered treatment.
The departure of staff at Independence dislocated some programmes. The
Congo crisis of 1960-5, the Sudanese Civil War, and especially the Nigerian
Civil War (in which Uzuakoli was extensively damaged) harmed treatment
systems in especially endemic areas. By the late 1970s drugs were seriously
scarce in several regions. Francophone Africa's mobile units lost effective-
ness owing to economic decline.109

As problems grew, so did evidence that leprosy was becoming more
common in certain areas. In 1982 there were an estimated 10,000,000 cases
in the world. The number had changed little during the previous twenty
years because population growth balanced more effective treatment.
Africa, with perhaps .3,500,000 cases, had the highest prevalence and the
lowest proportion of cases under treatment.110 Local studies revealed high
levels of prevalence in areas hitherto thought largely unaffected. Other
studies showed numbers of previously undiagnosed cases among the
young.111

Amidst this gloom, however, leprosy workers also had reason for hope.
In 1971 Kirchheimer and Storrs at last succeeded in infecting an animal, the
armadillo,112 thereby facilitating experimentation and opening the possi-
bility of preparing a vaccine which, it was hoped, might eventually eradi-
cate leprosy. The World Health Organisation expected trials to show the
first results during the early 1990s.113 Leprosy had once more demonstrated
its tenacity. Human ingenuity had once more rekindled hope. In this, as in
other respects, the disease epitomised independent Africa's larger problem
of poverty.
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The growth of poverty in independent
Africa

Those fighting poverty in tropical Africa during the 1980s shared the mixed
disillusionment and hope of leprosy workers. The bad news was that after
relative prosperity during the 1960s, Africa suffered economic crisis during
the later 1970s and its very poor people increased in number. As in the col-
onial period, structural poverty changed less than conjunctural poverty.
The incapacitated, the aged, unsupported women, and the young were still
the bulk of the structural poor. They were supplemented by the new poor of
the twentieth century - inhabitants of neglected regions, the unemployed,
and especially the ill paid - and by growing numbers who, although able-
bodied, were barred from resources by the competition of a growing popu-
lation or by a more ruthless use of power and wealth. Yet structural poverty
remained a cumulative phenomenon and only a minority of the African
poor were yet landless, in contrast to their Asian or Latin American counter-
parts. Conjunctural poverty, by contrast, showed more discontinuity
with the colonial period, especially in the return of mass famine mortality
after nearly half a century. This in turn brought important changes in the
care of the poor.

The good news was of two kinds. On the one hand, the crises of the 1970s
and 1980s showed that the poor had lost little of their resilience and capacity
for survival. On the other hand, awareness of African poverty grew rapidly
at that time. It was realised at last that the poor were mainly rural. It was re-
alised, too, that earlier public policies had contributed to poverty. This
awareness opened the possibility of action, but on the whole, in the mid
1980s, the bad news still outweighed the good.

In post-colonial Africa the structural poor changed less than the methods of
studying them. The first global estimates of poverty, measured against arbi-
trary Poverty Datum Lines, rested on such factual ignorance that their de-
tailed findings had little value. Their estimates of those living in poverty
varied improbably from 25 per cent in Tanzania to 66 per cent in Sierra
Leone.1 Yet the broad profile of poverty was interesting. Of the world's fif-
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teen poorest countries tabulated by the World Bank in 1984, eleven were in
tropical Africa: Ethiopia; Tanzania and Uganda; Togo, Zaire, and the
Central African Republic; isolated and overpopulated enclaves like
Burundi and Malawi; and the arid Sahelian states of Mali, Niger, and
Burkina Faso - to which Chad and Mozambique might have been added had
they produced statistics.2 Poverty was generally more common in the
countryside than in towns. In the extreme case of Zambia in 1980, 80 per
cent of rural and 26 per cent of urban households were classed as poor.
Urban-rural income differentials were at least twice as wide as in any other
continent during the 1970s.3 Perhaps most revealing was evidence that
Africa had more poverty than Latin America in the late 1970s, but about
the same amount (relative to population) as Asia. Setting the Poverty
Datum Line at the maximum income of India's poorest 45 per cent of
people, proportions below that level in 1975 ranged from 35 per cent in
Nigeria to 68 per cent in Ethiopia. During the next decade Africa's relative
position deteriorated.4

Especially disturbing was evidence that Africans were growing poorer.
Between 1965 and 1984 average real Gross National Product per head fell
by an estimated 0.1 per cent a year in the low-income countries of sub-
Saharan Africa. It was the only major region to experience a decline.
National experiences varied. Whereas Botswana's real Gross National
Product per head rose by 8.4 per cent a year in that period, Ghana's fell by
1.9 per cent a year.5 Decline was concentrated in the poorest countries,
although the chief reason for the most extreme impoverishment was usually
prolonged violence.

In many countries income distribution was increasingly unequal,
although statistics were especially uncertain. In Zambia, for example, the
share of income enjoyed by the poorest 60 per cent fell between 1959 and
1972 from 27.2 to 19.5 per cent, while the share of the poorest 20 per cent
fell from 6.3 to 3.7 per cent. There were exceptions to this pattern. In Tan-
zania income differentials between senior civil servants or urban workers
and the rural smallholders narrowed dramatically during the later 1970s,
but by impoverishing townsmen rather than enriching peasants.6 Broadly
speaking, the more prosperous a country, the less equal its income distri-
bution, especially if it produced minerals or housed non-African settlers.
Even a notable reduction of poverty after Independence did not prevent
Kenya from having the highest level of inequality among 36 developing
countries studied in 1975.7

Non-economic evidence showed a more complex pattern of change. Life
expectancy in sub-Saharan Africa was still only 49 years in 1984, but it had
apparently increased from 42 years in 1965. The chief reason was declining
mortality during the first year of life, which fell between 1965 and 1984 from
155 to 129 per thousand, although these averages concealed variations
ranging in 1984 from 77 per thousand in Zimbabwe to 176 in Guinea, Mali,
and Sierra Leone.8 Urban infants generally survived best, because rural
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nutrition and health care were worse. In Banjul, for example, infant mortality
in 1973 was only half that in the Gambian countryside.9 Overall nutrition
probably worsened, for the best of the very unreliable estimates suggested
that Africa's food production per head declined by up to 10 per cent during
the 1960s and up to 20 per cent during the 1970s. In all low-income African
countries in the early 1980s calorie intake was estimated to be 10 per cent
less than required.10 Yet such figures obscured the real incidence of
poverty. Detailed research in the Gambia showed that townspeople and
rural men were adequately fed, but the calorie intake of rural women and
small children was only 60-70 per cent of the norm, while that of pregnant
and lactating women in one village during the rainy season was less than
half the desirable level. Half the children in this village died in their first
four years of life. Undernourished rural women and children formed 35-40
per cent of the Gambia's total population in the later 1970s.11 Infant malnu-
trition and mortality were often worst among poor families with unedu-
cated mothers. The very growth of education made illiteracy an important
form of relative impoverishment and marginalisation.

The reasons for growing structural poverty probably lay on two planes.
At the deeper level, post-colonial Africa struggled - not entirely unsuccess-
fully - with the demographic expansion which had begun between the wars.
In the early 1980s sub-Saharan Africa's population grew at about 3 per cent
a year.12 In no other continent was the birth-rate still rising or population
growth outpacing food supply. Moreover, because Africa's population was
young, its growth-rates would take long to decelerate. In 1986 the World
Bank projected that Nigeria's population would eventually stabilise at about
528,000,00013 - unless it was reduced either by contraception (rarely prac-
tised by more than 10 per cent of women at risk during the 1980s) or by
major famine. Most Africans still regarded population growth as desirable.
Experts could show that in the twentieth century both China and India had
escaped predicted Malthusian crises such as pessimists feared in Africa.
Pessimists could reply that Africa's population was growing with unique
suddenness and speed, within less productive and malleable agricultural
systems, so that available investment could scarcely even maintain existing
standards of services.14 In the 1980s this pressure on investment was prob-
ably a more widespread cause of poverty than was pressure on land.

Growing poverty also had a second level of causation in human action.
The actors were not only Africans. Although world market prices did not
consistently turn against African producers until the late 1970s and could
not explain the fortunes of individual countries, nevertheless one econo-
metric study found that export prices correlated more closely than any
other factor with the economic performance of sub-Saharan Africa as a
whole.15 Producers of minerals (other than oil) suffered especially. When
copper prices collapsed, Zambia's per capita Gross National Product fell
between 1974 and 1980 by 52 per cent - a disaster.16 During the great de-
pression of the early 1980s real copper prices were the lowest of the century
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and real commodity prices generally were lower than at any time since the
Second World War.17 Meanwhile the fivefold increase in real oil prices
during the 1970s devastated transport systems. In 1980 Tanzania spent over
55 per cent of its export earnings on oil.18 Extensive international aid kept
many economies afloat but was less effective in promoting development
than in other continents. The econometric study previously cited found no
correlation between aid and growth rates. Black Africa's foreign debts rose
between 1970 and 1979 from $5.7 billion to $31.8 billion. By 1984 it was the
most heavily indebted continent relative to exports or Gross Domestic
Product.19

Policy failures were probably even more important. The eager hopes of
Independence conspired with current economic theory to direct develop-
ment policy towards unbalanced growth through urban industry and infra-
structure, which bred unprofitable enterprises, heavy recurrent costs,
unpayable debts, and exploited villagers. Insecure regimes and parvenu
rulers tried to preserve their countries and themselves by concentrating
wealth and economic power into their hands. Westernised politicians recon-
structed peasant agriculture on 'socialist' lines.20 The result was to convert a
respectable economic performance during the 1960s and early 1970s into a
serious decline thereafter.

Even where development occurred, it often did not benefit the very poor.
Capital investment did not profit those evicted by irrigation schemes in Nor-
thern Nigeria, nor the workers made redundant by capital-intensive tech-
nology in Kenya, nor the Malawian smallholders whose low producer prices
financed large African estates, nor the Ethiopian or Mozambiquan peas-
ants who subsidised unprofitable state farms.21 'We are tired of being devel-
oped', a village elder in Shaba declared in 1975.22 The rural poor supported
inflated bureaucracies - public consumption in Black Africa as a proportion
of Gross Domestic Product rose between 1960 and 1982 from 10 to 14 per
cent - while services often deteriorated.23 Governments fearful of urban
unrest deliberately held down food prices. Zambia's rural-urban terms of
trade declined by 65 per cent between 1965 and 1980, which meant that
rural people had to sell three times as much in order to buy a constant quan-
tity of urban goods. Uganda's coffee growers received 15 per cent of their
crop's value in 1976-7, while 66 per cent went in tax.24 This steady drainage
of cash from the countryside was the continent's most pervasive cause of
poverty. As in early modern Europe,25 national economic integration went
together with a polarisation of wealth and poverty.

Amidst widespread rural impoverishment, certain individuals, groups, and
regions suffered especially. The landless were the most obvious, although
their condition was less common than in Asia.26 Landlessness was most
prevalent in Kenya, where only one-quarter of the country was cultivable
and many inequalities of ownership survived from the colonial period. In
1976 Kenya's smallholder areas contained an estimated 190,000 landless
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households, of which between 60,000 and 120,000 were poor.27 The largest
numbers were in the Kikuyu region of Central Province, where in 1974
some 11.5 per cent of householders were landless and in low-income activi-
ties.28 Yet landlessness had decreased since Independence, partly owing to
redistribution of European land. In Central Province, unreliable figures
suggested that the proportion of rural households which were landless (not
all of them poor) fell between 1963 and 1974 from 23 to 15 per cent.29 More
numerous and widespread were smallholders with tiny holdings. In 1976, 30
per cent of all Kenyan landholdings (i.e. 508,000 holdings) were less than
0.5 hectares.30 Yet their owners were not necessarily becoming poorer. In
Central Province the proportion of smallholders below a poverty line fell
between 1963 and 1974 from 49.8 to 22.4 per cent. This was because their
access to high-value cash-crops and off-farm employment improved.
During 1974 the average smallholder household in Central Province owned
2.67 hectares of land and earned Shs. 5,082, whereas in the more remote
Western Province it owned 3.27 hectares but earned only Shs. 2,784.31 This
pattern dated from the colonial period and was found throughout tropical
Africa: the rural poor were characteristically those without cash-crop or
livestock sales or off-farm earnings.32 Yet the poor were to be distinguished
from the very poor, whose condition had other causes. Landlessness was
one.

Outside Kenya, population pressure on limited land steadily impover-
ished Zimbabwe's rural population - between 1962 and 1977 maize produc-
tion per capita fell by 36 per cent in the reserves - while absolute
landlessness became increasingly serious among younger men.33 Elsewhere
these problems were most common in islands of special fertility and popu-
lation density. Rwanda in the mid 1980s had an 'ever-growing "reserve" of
landless and near-landless peasants'.34 A village near Kampala studied in
1983 included 24 poor smallholders and 24 landless labourers among its 92
household heads. Most labourers were unmarried children of peasants too
poor to bequeath them land. Some worked regularly for a richer villager;
others hired themselves out for the day, sometimes earning only food. They
relied heavily on waragi, the local firewater - 'Waragi is my blanket', they
explained.35 This region was exceptional, however, because land was free-
hold property. In south-western Uganda the overpopulated Kigezi high-
lands displayed not landlessness but 'a fantastic degree of fragmentation, a
general depletion of soils, widespread rural poverty and ragged children
everywhere'.36 Such fragmentation was much more common than landless-
ness. In southern Malawi, for example, landlessness was relatively rare but
at least one-quarter of peasant holdings were sub-economic and a category
of very poor households was emerging.37 Ethiopia showed similar patterns.
There the revolutionary land reform of 1975 ended landlessness and
tenancy but not fragmentation, which had become acute in many areas
during the twentieth century. In one Sidamo area of southern Ethiopia
studied in 1980-1, 51 per cent of landholdings were less than 0.25 hectares.
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The destitute peasant - and quite a good portion of the peasants in our
study are in this position - often has a mini-plot and a small hand tool', the
researcher concluded.38 Elsewhere, especially in the West African savanna,
competition focussed on the best land. In four Nupe villages studied in 1976,
the poorest households cultivated over half as much rain-fed land as the
richest but less than one-seventh of the desirable valley-bottom land.39

As the Kenyan evidence showed, land shortage was a spectacular cause
of rural poverty but not the most common. Africa's most destitute areas
were its backwaters, remote from transport, bereft of services, unable to
market crops or secure local employment, obliged to export labourers, vic-
timised more by neglect than exploitation. In Zambia in 1980 the average
annual rural income in regions close to the railway was 34 kwacha; in
remote regions (with three-fifths of the rural population) it was 5.8 kwacha.
In Tanzania in 1973 a new-born baby in the most remote region could
expect to live little more than two-thirds as long as one born in the capital.40

Many remote peoples were pastoralists whose welfare declined after Inde-
pendence owing to drought, violence, marginalisation, and the hostility of
non-pastoral rulers.41 Others were cultivators who survived only by export-
ing labour. In the early 1980s two packed trains left Ouagadougou each day
for southern Ivory Coast. There the real minimum wage in agriculture fell
by one-third between 1960 and 1976.42 Real wages fell 24 per cent on Gha-
naian cocoa plantations between 1957-9 and 1970, 20 per cent in Malawian
agriculture between 1968/9 and 1976/7', 50 per cent for Liberian rubber-
tappers during the 1970s, and 80 per cent in sections of Za'irian agriculture
during the first two decades of Independence. In newly independent
Zimbabwe, by contrast, the government fixed the minimum farm wage at
more than double the previous average.43

Alongside the landless or isolated, many poor countrymen inherited
their poverty. Of the stigmatised groups surviving from pre-colonial Africa,
none liberated itself as fully as did the Hutu of Rwanda and the Africans
(often slave descendants) of Zanzibar. Even the new Hutu order was far
from egalitarian: day-labourers remained despised and the Twa pariah
group lost the protection of Tutsi patrons and Belgian officials.44 Elsewhere
egalitarian ideals proved difficult to implement. Eastern Nigeria's legislat-
ive assembly formally abolished osu status in 1956, but much prejudice
remained even among Christians.45 Although Guinea's nationalists cham-
pioned the serfs of Futa Jalon, Dr Derman found in 1969 that they still had
to rent land from Fulbe owners, perform most wage-labour - during 1969
every male adult of serf origin in the village he studied worked for a Fulbe -
and suffer cultural domination by Fulbe who held all Islamic offices. Yet
Derman also found that many accepted their inferiority. 'Whoever says a
Fulbe and a serf are equal, it's true for the blood', elderly serfs declared.
'But for the law, that which Allah has made, they are not equal.'46

Such attitudes were tenacious. In the Borgou region of northern Benin
during the 1960s the machube servile groups prided themselves on depen-
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dent status. 'No, we are not equal', a servile group among the southern
Tuareg told a party militant. There, however, dependants did gradually
secure autonomy, with the support of black sedentary governments, leav-
ing former masters to tend their own herds and starve in the famines of the
1970s. In Ahaggar the Algerian nationalist regime sent gendarmes into
Tuareg camps to liberate dependants, although lack of assets often left
these as casual labourers or paupers.47 The most tenacious problem con-
cerned the 100,000 black slaves and 300,000 haratin of Mauritania, whose
Moorish masters regained power at Independence. Urban demonstrations
organised by an emancipation body called El Hor induced the regime to
decree the abolition of slavery on 5 July 1980, for the third time in sixty
years, but its effectiveness remained uncertain amidst prolonged drought
and social dislocation.48

The stigmatised group best studied were the San of Botswana. There, as
in Mauritania, the old rulers regained power at Independence. Tswana
prided themselves on incorporating strangers and hoped eventually to as-
similate San, but national leaders were also influenced by Christian and lib-
eral ideas, humanitarian pressure groups, and San wishing to preserve
cultural autonomy.49 The result was some ambivalence. While the Remote
Areas Development Programme spent considerable sums on San advance-
ment during the 1970s, boreholes opened former San hunting grounds in
the Kalahari to wealthy Tswana ranchers. Generally the assimilation policy
predominated.50 Of the roughly 30,000 San in Botswana in the early 1980s,
less than 1,000 were independent hunters. At least 5,000 worked on the
farms of Ghanzi district as a depressed group, bitter, resentful, and increas-
ingly marginalised by competition from Bantu labourers- 'clawed animals',
as San described them - who were paid two or three times as much. Other
San either herded cattle for Tswana or Kgalagadi owners, sometimes
without payment, or lived poorly in the towns and villages of eastern Bots-
wana.51 A survey of 10,594 people in and around the Ngwato capital in
1969-71 showed not a single San among the 43 per cent with some edu-
cation.52 A decade later another study 'found a San element in and around
the village which was totally integrated into the village economy . . . But,
whether they were in employment or sold firewood, wild fruit or other pro-
duce, the economic situation of the San was very poor.'53

There was extraordinary continuity between the poor of independent
Botswana and their nineteenth-century predecessors. As in the past, San
were only one category among the 38 per cent of rural households thought
in 1974-5 to fall well below a Poverty Datum Line.54 Poorest of all were
refugees from warfare in neighbouring countries. Next to them were certain
of the 40 per cent of rural households without a resident adult male
member.55 Not all female-headed households were poor; that depended on
their members' ages and abilities, their access to wages, and especially their
assets. Women over 30 were especially liable to poverty, particularly if they
had no supporting child or adult male. One rural survey in 1972 found that
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3 per cent of households had no observable means of support whatever.
Another, in the later 1970s, showed that about one-third of rural house-
holds possessed no employed man of working age.56 In 1974-5 female-
headed rural households without a resident adult male possessed on
average cattle worth 439 Rand and 6 acres of land; the equivalent figures for
male-headed rural households with a resident adult male were cattle worth
1,322 Rand and 14 acres. Altogether 37 per cent of rural households owned
no cattle, the chief form of Tswana wealth.57

Botswana's able-bodied poor relied heavily on casual labour. One village
study in 1978-9 found that 12 per cent of households had no land of their
own, 6 per cent 'were completely destitute living off begging and "piece-
jobs'", and 22 per cent 'were very poor having no cattle, no wage earners
and harvesting four bags of sorghum in 1978 or less. This group also relied
heavily on "piece-jobs" in exchange for food.'58 Rural wages were only
one-fifth of urban unskilled earnings at that time and were often paid in
kind. Some 23 per cent of agricultural workers earned no regular wage.59

Instead, many poor women, children, and San worked for their betters on
the majako system, cultivating fields in return for food and an unspecified
share of the crop:

There is very little straight forward charity in the village and most of the weal-
thier households who help poorer people with food do this primarily in
exchange for the performance of domestic chores. During the arable season
women and children do majako often travelling to more fertile neighbouring
villages . . . in search of such work; men and women destump agricultural
fields; whole families may be involved in constructing thorn-bush fences
around arable lands .. . women usually stamp corn in exchange for the husk
which is eaten; they collect the manure and mud for repairing or building
houses and assist in this; fetch water, wash clothes, sweep the lolwapa's [com-
pounds] - in short, all the more laborious household chores are done as
'piece-jobs' in exchange for food or a few thebe [cents].60

Perhaps the most striking indication of continuity was that poor peasants
and unskilled urban workers in the 1970s commonly originated from the
lower strata of pre-colonial society and came from the smaller western vil-
lages where pre-colonial poverty had concentrated.61

Hereditary poverty was increasingly common elsewhere. A study of two
locations in Kikuyuland in the early 1970s found that families supplying
hired labour were often descended from the client groups of pre-colonial
Kikuyu society. Their members consumed on average 12 per cent fewer cal-
ories per person than members of labour-hiring families.62 Here, as else-
where, hereditary agricultural labour was becoming difficult to escape.
Workers in southern Cameroun called plantations 'the garbage can of or-
phans', while Dr Watts's study of a Hausa village in northern Katsina in
1977-8 concluded that lack of inherited access to the best land, off-farm
skills, and extra-village contacts was creating a class of poor peasants barely
self-sufficient even in good years, unable to practise risk-averting strat-
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egies, and forced to sell their labour-power in order to survive. Dr Kohnert
found the same in neighbouring Nupe, where a family's prosperity in 1976
closely paralleled that of its ancestors 50 years earlier.63 Yet not all ob-
servers were convinced. During the 1960s and 1970s Dr Hill studied two
Hausa villages in great detail. One, Batagarawa, had ample land; the other,
Dorayi, adjoined Kano city and had little. Yet both had numerous poor
people - 24 per cent of farming units in Batagarawa and 27 per cent of men
in Dorayi64 - who lacked grain, manured land, or off-farm skills and were
forced to sell labour, collect bush products, or practise unrewarding crafts.
Poor men found it increasingly difficult to escape their condition, but Hill
nevertheless insisted that hereditary classes were not yet formed because a
rich man's wealth dispersed among his numerous sons at death, personal
enterprise was vital to success, and the insecurity of the savanna environ-
ment and the risk of disease could still determine men's fortunes.65 In Sierra
Leone, similarly, accident or sickness, especially at a peak farming season,
was an important cause of poverty.66

The rural poor were indeed heterogeneous. Eritrean guerrillas divided
them into three main categories: those who lacked the equipment to culti-
vate independently; those who lacked land because they were young or
recent immigrants; and 'those who own land but have no labour power',
characteristically orphans, widowers, old men, and solitary women.67

Unsupported women were numerous among the very poor everywhere.
Roughly one-quarter of Zambia's rural households were headed by women
in 1980; often lacking access to urban wages or kinship ties with other vil-
lagers, they were the bulk of the 200,000 weak households which were the
core of the country's rural poverty. 'Households of widows plus separated,
abandoned and divorced mothers' were also among the poorest villagers in
southern Zimbabwe in 1984:

Many of these are in a state of destitution since they have lost the property
and cash accumulated by the household to the family of the children's father.
Without cattle or cash income, eking out survival on such informal sector jobs
as brewing beer and prostitution these households are closest to total destitu-
tion.68

The poorest villagers in southern Malawi in the early 1980s were often
women whose marriages and kin groups had disintegrated. One 'had gone
from place to place trying to find somewhere to stay until she had found a
headman who had given her a small plot of land on which to build a house'.
A total stranger, her household was chronically short of grain, her four chil-
dren were malnourished, and she tried to support them by brewing beer for
sale.69 Women were especially vulnerable when land was scarce, for access
to it might then be restricted to men. Women were vulnerable, too, where
local culture denied them the right to work. In the Hausa village which Dr
Wratts studied, men did virtually all agricultural work and 12 per cent of
householders were chronically poor and unsupported women who did not
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farm at all but depended chiefly on selling cooked food or receiving gifts
from kinsmen.70 Yet that was an exceptional situation, for the poor could
generally still scrape a living by selling labour. Even in Northern Nigeria
elderly women could work for wages, sometimes receiving as little as one-
sixth of a man's earnings.71 'Women at the Chambeshi River, Chinsali
District', an observer reported from Zambia,

were in 1980 doing a day's work in rice harvesting for a small dish of salt, and
considered this a good wage as they could resell the salt by the spoonful to
their neighbours in exchange for beans, sweet potatoes, groundnuts and the
like. At approximately 100 gm weight and a controlled price for salt.. . this is
a day's work for . . . one-fifth of the minimum rural wage and slightly over
one-hundredth of the urban minimum.72

As in the past, the most unfortunate were those too old, sick, or bur-
dened with children to work for wages. They relied heavily on charity. In
the Katete area of eastern Zambia in 1968, the poorest rural people
obtained 24 per cent of their total income from gifts. During the hungry
months before harvest, the poor of the Maragoli region of Kenya relied
heavily on food available at funerals.73 A researcher in Mbere, also in
Kenya, recorded the daily movements of a retired policeman, living alone,
who had suffered crop failure:

9th October [1972]. Giconjo today was looking if he could get someone to give
him food. He was out of cash and he struggled here and there but he couldn't
get any. After his struggle he came to sleep. He did not do any work due to
hunger.
12th October. When Giconjo woke he went to chase the squirrels (away from
sown seed) from sunrise to nine o'clock. Today he had no food to eat, not
even a cent had he in his pocket. So he set out to look for one who could give
him something to eat. He got some little flour which he prepared as por-
ridge.74

Patronage was still the last resource of the rural poor. In a Mende village in
Sierra Leone during the early 1980s, where 'those who live in smaller than
average households (especially where the individuals concerned are old
and/or handicapped or chronically sick)' were especially likely to suffer
poverty and hunger, Dr Richards found that patronage relationships were
'buoyant and durable'. 'I once heard the story of a man who died of star-
vation', he reported. 'It was emphasised, however, that this man was a
stranger without a patron.'75

Dependence upon patronage inhibited the poor from collective action to
advance their interests as distinct from those of community leaders, even if
- as was unlikely - they had the political initiative to do so. Poor peasants
participated in rural protests, but as members of the crowd. They joined the
Agbekoya revolt in Yorubaland in 1968, but its leaders were hunters,
tenant-farmers, and middle peasants alienated by misgovernment and rural
capitalism, all fighting for 'farmers' kingdom'. Zaire's rural rebellions of
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the mid 1960s attacked anyone with visible wealth but shared Pierre
Mulele's vision of a two-class society, 'the rich' and 'the poor, or the "popu-
lar masses'". The Eritrean Peoples' Liberation Front claimed that poor
peasants were the bulk of its forces, but they fought alongside other peasant
categories and joined with them in the land redistribution which political
cadres instigated.76 Arson and machine-breaking took place in northern
Ghana, western Kenya, eastern Zambia, and southern Ethiopia, but were
the work of 'not the dispossessed so much as the non-joiners, the believers
in traditional ways, the non-progressives'.77 Apart from attacks on mer-
chants' granaries in Sudan, possibly some recruitment of hungry men to
rebel forces in Chad, and accounts from Northern Nigeria of migrations
eastwards to await the Mahdi, famine provoked remarkably little protest
among people anxious to conserve energy.78 The rural poor were too vul-
nerable to transform their situation radically by their own efforts.

During Africa's first decade of Independence the urban influx of the 1950s
accelerated. Capital cities generally grew most quickly, especially those fed
by rural disorder. Kinshasa's population increased from 380,000 to 800,000
during Zaire's first three tumultuous years of Independence.79 During the
1970s, however, urban growth changed character. It was still very rapid.
Between 1975 and 1980 tropical Africa's towns grew at 5.9 per cent a year,
the world's highest rate.80 Growth was still most dramatic when stimulated
by rural disorder. Between 1974 and 1982 civil war swelled Luanda's
population from some 450,000 to 1,200,000. One estimate suggested that
Salisbury's population might have doubled during the last two years of
Rhodesia's liberation war. Drought raised the proportion of Mauritania's
people living in towns from 25 per cent in 1970 to 65 per cent in 1981. Dar es
Salaam's growth between 1967 and 1978 from 272,821 to 851,522 was prob-
ably related to dislocation caused by Tanzania's villagisation programme.81

Some capitals were still the main growth points. Lagos had something over
1,000,000 inhabitants in 1967 and perhaps 5,000,000 by the early 1980s. But
not all capitals were still magnets. There was little net immigration into
Nairobi during the 1970s, although many smaller Kenyan towns grew
quickly.82 In Africa generally rural-urban migration was no longer accel-
erating. Instead, towns increasingly grew by their own natural increase and
the fact that immigrants stayed longer.83 Urban populations became more
stable. In 1973 a census first showed a female majority in Lagos. Yet greater
stability did not prevent the International Labour Office from estimating
that Africa's urban poor doubled during the 1970s.84

Governments and municipalities could not cope with urban growth. Be-
tween 1964 and 1969 Tanzania's National Housing Corporation built some
6,000 houses, mostly for low-income people, but between 1975 and 1980 it
built only 480. Zimbabwe's new government planned to build 115,000 hous-
ing units within three years but constructed only 13,500. Abidjan needed
20,000 new housing units a year in 1981 but built only 8,000.85 Even the
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cheapest public housing was generally too expensive for the poor. In the
mid 1980s only an estimated 7 per cent of Nouakchott's people could afford
to rent a one-room house built by the parastatal low-cost housing com-
pany.86 Many authorities scarcely attempted to provide cheap housing. In
1979 Nigerian towns were reckoned to lack 1,000,000 housing units. An of-
ficial survey in 1971 found that 3.8 persons shared each room in Lagos, as
against the legal maximum of 2.0, but unofficial studies suggested as many
as 8.7 per room in the Obalende quarter.87 Working-class households in
Lagos generally paid between 30 and 40 per cent of their income in rent
during the 1970s and considered rents a greater grievance than overcrowd-
ing.88

Unable to find or afford formal housing, the poor clustered into the
'informal' or 'squatter' zones which ringed many cities. By the early 1980s
these housed almost half of Lusaka's people.89 Squatter settlements often
had an evil reputation. In Mathare Valley - which respectable residents of
Nairobi feared to enter - this was justified to the extent that between 60 and
80 per cent of adult inhabitants lacked formal employment during the
1970s, only 14-17 per cent of women were currently married, the median
income in the poorest section was less than half the minimum wage, and
three women out of four engaged in illicit brewing.90 Yet this was abnormal.
More typical was George, an unauthorised settlement in Lusaka, where in
1973 well over half the household heads were in wage employment and
many others were self-employed.91 Most squatter settlements housed some
of the very poor, commonly the unemployed or incapacitated, but they
generally had lower unemployment rates than city-centre slums.92 Most
were working-class dormitories built by established wage-earners escaping
high rents and overcrowding, 'slums of hope' created by aspiring people
proud to own their homes. Where building land was scarce, however, low-
income housing could take more exploitative forms. This had long been the
pattern in Lagos and Addis Ababa.93 From 1969 it became especially
blatant in Nairobi, where largely Kikuyu housing companies gained control
of land in Mathare Valley and within sixteen months built 7,628 rooms,
each 10 feet square, in barrack-like rows, constructed of unseasoned wood
painted with waste engine oil to repel insects. Rents enabled the companies
to recover their capital within twelve to eighteen months. By 1980 three-
quarters of Nairobi's 'unauthorised' housing was owned by companies or
private landlords, in a pattern comparable to the slumyards of interwar
South Africa.94

During the 1960s formal employment generally supported a declining
proportion of townspeople as urbanisation continued and industry became
more capital intensive. The high urban unemployment of the later 1950s
was still generally reported, with figures of 12-22 per cent of the potential
workforce commonly said to be without jobs.95 When associated with insta-
bility, this could sharply depress earnings. Between 1960 and 1968
Kinshasa's real official minimum wage fell by 54 per cent, while Ghana's
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declined by some 45 per cent between 1960 and 1970.96 More commonly,
however, the 1960s were good years for urban workers with jobs, as trade
unions, minimum-wage legislation, and investment by high-wage multi-
national corporations added to the unnaturally high earnings of the late
1950s. In Kenya, African real wages outside agriculture more than doubled
between 1959 and 1968. Zambia's wage-earners added 32 per cent to their
average real earnings between 1964 and 1968, while smallholder incomes
rose by only 3.4 per cent. Almost everywhere the differential between
skilled and unskilled workers narrowed, while that between formal-sector
and other earnings widened.97 During the 1960s Africa's more fortunate
workers began to raise themselves out of general urban poverty.

During the 1970s and early 1980s many returned to it. Depression, in-
flation, and the destruction of trade union power restored urban wages to
market levels. In Kenya, African real wages outside agriculture fell be-
tween 1968 and 1978 by 32 per cent in the public sector and 27 per cent in
the private sector, while agricultural wages rose by 31 per cent. Tanzania's
real minimum wage fell by 43 per cent between 1974 and 1980 to a point
18 per cent below average smallholder incomes, although urban costs (for
rent, etc.) were higher. Real unskilled wages in Nigeria roughly doubled be-
tween 1964 and 1974 and then halved again by 1979.98 Yet worse was to
come, for the depression of 1979-84 and the abolition of food subsidies de-
manded by the International Monetary Fund hit urban workers especially
hard. Many lost half their real earnings. In the extreme case of Ghana, the
minimum wage of 1983 was worth only 13 per cent of its value in 1975.99

Reliable data on urban unemployment during the 1970s and 1980s
scarcely exist. Estimates ranged up to 50 per cent in Monrovia in 1980, 40
per cent in Dar es Salaam in 1983, 30 per cent in Senegal in 1985, and 12-18
per cent in Zimbabwe in 1986,10° but most figures were lower. Dr Peil found
in Nigeria and the Gambia during the 1970s that between 2 and 9 per cent of
men aged over fifteen declared themselves unemployed. Nigeria's national
unemployment rate was estimated at 8-10 per cent in the mid 1980s. Nai-
robi's male unemployment rate fell between 1969 and 1978 from 10 to 6 per
cent.101 There were several reasons for these lower figures. One was less
rural-urban migration. Another, in certain countries, was that lower real
wages encouraged employers to hire more workers. In Kenya, for example,
non-agricultural formal wage employment rose between 1968 and 1978 by
6.3 per cent a year.102 A more general reason was that the slippery concept
of unemployment was defined more rigorously. No longer did it embrace
everyone without a formal-sector job, whatever his informal activities.103

Moreover, observers were increasingly convinced that the unemployed
were not the real problem because they were seldom household heads but
normally either married women or the young. In Nairobi in 1974, only 19
per cent of unemployed males were household heads, while 80 per cent
were relatives of household heads. Poverty correlated less with unemploy-
ment than with the low earnings of many household heads in full employ-
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ment - 'the working poor', as they were described.104 'What the poor need',
one report concluded, ' . . . is . . . not more work, but better work.'105 This
waning of concern with the young unemployed was accompanied by declin-
ing provision for 'juvenile delinquents' and a loss of interest by govern-
ments in the relief programmes and youth corps which had flourished
immediately after Independence.106

Another reason for falling unemployment figures amidst depression was
an expansion of informal-sector occupations. Growing towns, wealthier
African elites, and decaying services and industries all created oppor-
tunities for the enterprising, whether as self-employed builders in squatter
settlements, repairers of aging vehicles, or pedlars of cigarettes outside the
shuttered windows of abandoned modern shops. The greater stability of
urban populations and the fact that more were urban-born probably
strengthened survival skills. Kenya's informal-sector employment grew by
an estimated 10 per cent a year during the 1970s. Nigeria's employed an
estimated 72 per cent of the urban labour force in 1978. Proportions were
lower elsewhere but invariably increasing.107 Earnings differed greatly. In
the Medina and Pikine quarters of Dakar in 1977 those self-employed in the
informal sector averaged 9,960 CFA francs per week, whereas their
employees averaged 4,266 and apprentices only 833.108 Hawkers often
earned little more than half as much as unskilled labourers because compe-
tition was devastating in an occupation which engaged many married
women and otherwise unemployed youths - in 1974, 56 per cent of Lagos
street traders had at least six years' schooling.109 Another entry to urban life
for young men was apprenticeship, whose terms of employment appear to
have deteriorated as applicants increased. It became quite normal for a
young man to begin his working career in an unpaid job. Three-quarters of
apprentices in Lagos during the 1970s were unpaid. In Kumasi they
averaged about one-fifth of the minimum wage.110

Although many economists urged encouragement of the informal sector,
African authorities often harried it. 'Deliberate efforts must be made to
ensure the highest level of environmental sanitation in Abuja', the Secre-
tary to the Nigerian Federal Government proclaimed when the new capital
was opened in 1982:

Mechanics workshops must not be allowed to mushroom everywhere. Heaps
of refuse must not be allowed to disfigure the city. The army of beggars and
destitutes that regularly parade the streets of Lagos must be contained within
the confines of rehabilitation and welfare centres. Trading activities must be
strictly restricted within the locations provided for the purpose and street
trading must be absolutely prohibited. The growth of shanty towns must not
be allowed.111

What tidy minds meant for the poor was expressed by an old woman in
Nairobi:

'I have always been selling gruel . . . and maize and beans. But now this
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government is giving us a lot of trouble. I don't have a license and I have been
arrested three times. Last month I was in Langata Prison because I didn't
have Shs. 100/- to pay the fine.' She shook her head - 'an old woman like me.'
Then she became angry - standing up and shouting, 'I'm not stealing! I've
done nothing wrong! Where do you think I could get a hundred shillings?'112

The closure of Nairobi's food kiosks in 1980, for fear of cholera, was
thought to have left 5,000 people jobless. Four years later an offensive by
Nigeria's military rulers against informal activities in Kano deprived an esti-
mated 50,000 entrepreneurs and dependants of their livelihood. Indepen-
dence and economic decay brought hard times for Accra's market-
women.113

Repression of the informal sector was seldom effective - Nairobi's shoe-
shiners re-emerged after each international conference - but encouraged its
tendency to merge with truly criminal activity. Black markets and smug-
gling created many opportunities for the poor. Open piracy reappeared off
Lagos. Political conflict created 'work' for unemployed youths - a Nigerian
accused of electoral irregularities in 1964 described himself as 'a daily paid
thug'. Personal assaults reported to the Nigerian police increased between
1960 and 1975 from 16,000 to 65,000.114 Governments replied with dracon-
ian legislation. Kenya introduced the death penalty for robbery with vio-
lence. Mauritania restored the full brutality of Islamic punishments. In 1984
a Nigerian court sentenced a youth of twenty to death for the armed rob-
bery of two torches and a beret.115

Yet the urban poor were not anomic. They had a lively moral economy.
Their characteristic protest of the 1970s and 1980s was demonstration
against the threat or reality of higher food prices. One such demonstration
in Monrovia in 1979 destabilised the True Whig party after 102 years of
power, another in Khartoum in 1985 destroyed Nimeiry's government, and
many regimes feared similar fates. Like their rural cousins, however, the
very poor were probably faces in the crowd, for their vulnerability, ignor-
ance, immediate need, and sense of impotence inhibited autonomous
action. The dispossessed of Mathare Valley might riot and loot during an
attempted coup. Addis Ababa's shanty-dwellers might purge student
'revolutionaries' when incited by their military rulers. Abidjan's unem-
ployed youths might demonstrate when organised by secondary-school
graduates. Ghanaian townsmen might back demands for democracy and
social justice articulated by organised labour. Youth protests, with oppo-
sition political leadership, might even overthrow a government, as in
Brazzaville's Trois Glorieuses of August 1963.116 Left to themselves, how-
ever, the poor generally saw themselves realistically as part of thepovo, the
people - a broad populist perspective of 'us' and 'them' which acquiesced in
much inequality provided that 'they', the grands types as they were known
in Abidjan, acquired wealth legitimately and spent it generously.117 An in-
vestigation in two poor Ghanaian townships in 1975 found that 15 per cent
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of those interviewed were class orientated, 37 per cent populist, and 48 per
cent acquiescent.

The most vivid illustrations of popular feeling and its limitations were the
street battles which left several thousands dead in Northern Nigerian towns
between 1981 and 1983.119 They were fought by the Yan Tatsine, disciples
of an Islamic teacher named Muhammadu Marwa. Yan Tatsine were for
once truly the poor in action. Many were young men from the countryside,
often gardawa, the derogatory term recently applied to the itinerant Islamic
students so entrenched in savanna culture.120 Muhammadu Marwa was said
to post agents at railway stations and motor parks to recruit them. Their
numbers swollen by land shortage, their casual occupations supplanted by
modern technology, their survival threatened by inflation, and their
appeals for charity neglected by oil-rich townsmen, gardawa turned to a
prophet who made them proud of their poverty. 'He condemned affluence',
an enquiry reported, 'preaching that anyone wearing a watch, or riding a bi-
cycle, or driving a car, or sending his child to the normal State Schools was
an infidel and an unbeliever destined for hell.'121 Such teachings gave dig-
nity to men like Musa Maikaniki, the former apprentice roadside mechanic
who became Muhammadu's successor and led the movement in Yola.122 An
elect community, introverted and paranoid, its members created 'a private
republic' in the streets of Kano until destroyed by the army. Yet gardawa
themselves were not destroyed. They awaited a Shehu Ahmadu.

The care of the structural poor, like the poor themselves, changed only
within narrow limits. The family remained their first defence. That Africans
cared for their own was a matter of faith and pride, an area of moral superi-
ority over developed nations. Concern for the extended family, the aged,
and the infirm was an essential component of Zambian Humanism.123 Oc-
casionally a westernised politician like Tom Mboya might bewail 'the unde-
sirable situation in which a member of a family whose income increases is
suddenly and constantly besieged by demands for support from a large
number of distant relatives'.124 Few were so brash. The new elite as a whole
admitted its burdensome obligations.

How far the obligations were met in practice is difficult to assess. Prob-
ably, as in the late colonial period, family care generally remained strong,
but with identifiable limitations. Family systems varied: Luo recognised
wider obligations than Ganda, Gurage than Amhara. Environments dif-
fered: duties to kin were more easily and commonly met in an uxorilocal
Zambian village than a Copperbelt town. Circumstances differed, as unem-
ployed youths found when they outstayed their welcome or widows dis-
covered when their husband's kinsmen seized his land.125 Of workers
interviewed in Abidjan in 1980-1, 82 per cent claimed to help someone out-
side their immediate households, but now the city was so dominant that re-
ciprocal aid rarely came from the countryside. Urban crisis could put almost
intolerable strains on family care. In 1955 each worker in Kinshasa
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supported 2.8 people; in 1967, 5.7.126 In the countryside these strains and
limitations were most dramatically revealed during famine, but they were
apparent also in daily life. On Kilimanjaro in Tanzania during the 1970s
obligations to poorer relatives were met more generously than in a Western
society, but 'erosive inroads' meant that 'the poorer Chagga are left largely
to fend for themselves in small groups of similarly disadvantaged', while the
more prosperous used state or church welfare programmes to shield them-
selves from 'the chronic drain of the hungry families', who were held to
blame for their own poverty. In 1973 some 1,802 Africans in Rhodesia were
given pauper burials.127

The interaction between family care and institutional provision was
especially intricate. Care of orphans was one example. Ideology insisted
that institutional orphanages were confessions of moral failure and 'com-
pletely foreign to our traditional society'. 'Surely', Zimbabwe's President
declared in 1986, 'we must all long for that day when there will be no
orphanages because all Zimbabweans will have renewed and rededicated
themselves to the sacred traditional values of the extended family that
sustained succeeding generations of our founding fathers.'128 Adoption,
too, was seen as alien, in contrast to fostering, which did not alter a child's
social identity.129 These beliefs found practical application in Nigeria after
the Civil War, when the authorities returned thousands of Biafran war or-
phans to their kin or placed them in foster-homes but rejected adoption and
made only limited use of institutions. A later survey concluded that those
sent to institutions had been the least happy, and other studies of Nigerian
orphanages during the 1970s were highly critical.130 Yet in 1979 there were
some 150 homes for motherless babies in Nigeria, for, despite the ideology,
orphans had been numerous in many pre-colonial societies and proliferated
in the twentieth century.131 In other independent states, orphanages were
generally few but crowded.132 Child welfare was Africa's most vigorous
form of philanthropy.

Elderly people presented a similar, although smaller, problem. Zambia's
experience was especially revealing. Shortly before Independence the
British established institutions for aged townsmen lacking kin or rural homes.
The independent government resolved to use institutions for other pur-
poses and encourage 'the old traditions in Africa of persons looking after
their own aged'. Another year in office convinced it that this was impractic-
able. 'Although the [Social Welfare] Department discourages institutional
care of aged persons, in preference to family and community care, in line
with the Party and Government policy', it was explained in 1977, 'in prac-
tice it has been realised that due to factors such as urbanisation, childless-
ness and certain cultural taboos connected with ageing, there will always be
some aged persons for whom the only mode of care will be in an insti-
tution.'133 There, as elsewhere, the number of elderly people seeking aid
grew as the population increase of the 1920s swelled the elderly of the
1980s. For an aged relative to enter an institution implied failure or gross
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neglect in many parts of Africa, and the elderly often resented it bitterly,
but the need for institutions nevertheless increased.134 A study in Salisbury
during 1980 showed great diversity of view among elderly people and a pro-
portion eager for institutionalisation. In that year Tanzania had 43 old
people's homes with some 4,000 inmates.135

As in colonial times, most Africans, except in Ethiopia and Islamic
regions, distinguished sharply between deserving and undeserving poor.
Alohg with the young and old, the deserving generally included the handi-
capped, although there might be residual feeling that their handicap was
due to moral offence. The blind continued to attract dedicated care. In 1980
Tanzania had seventeen schools for the blind and the Salvation Army's
remarkable institution at Thika achieved the second-best examination re-
sults of any high school in Kenya. The most important attack on blindness
was the campaign against onchocerciasis launched by the World Health
Organisation in 1975 in the Volta Basin of West Africa, where blindness
rates were probably the world's highest.136

Blindness had long attracted concern. Care for the crippled, by contrast,
was an important post-colonial innovation. Except where begging tra-
ditions existed, the crippled, as a Ghanaian put it, 'were kept in the dark
corners of village huts'. Southern Rhodesia's census of 1962 showed that
the proportion of people unable to use limbs rose from 2.5 per thousand in
towns to 5.5 per thousand in African rural areas.137 Because cripples were
often invisible in colonial Africa, little was done for them, and because little
was done they were not attracted into the open but remained invisible. Two
developments changed this situation after Independence. One was the
appearance of epidemic poliomyelitis, which was a major cause of dis-
ability. Although early doctors recorded occasional cases, they thought
polio rare in Africa until visiting European soldiers contracted the disease
during the Second World War - even in 1960 it was said not to exist in Ethio-
pia.138 The first small epidemics recorded during the 1950s appeared to
attack mainly Europeans. Africans were known to harbour antibodies, so
doctors concluded that most Africans suffered mild polio in infancy and
thereby acquired immunity. When epidemics appeared among Africans -
as in Kenya in 1960 - they were attributed either to new strains of polio or to
loss of acquired immunity owing to improved hygiene.139 'Paralysed limbs
can be seen nowadays in the deepest bush', a doctor remarked in 1975.14°
Epidemics may indeed have been new, but paralysed limbs certainly were
not. Polio was known to be widespread in French colonies during the 1950s.
The first studies in Nigeria and Ethiopia in the early 1960s showed a propor-
tion of children permanently handicapped by the infantile polio which left
the rest immune.141 It was in fact an endemic disease and studies gradually
revealed its scale. One in 1964 estimated that 2,000,000 Africans were
crippled by polio. A year later Nigeria alone was thought to have 200,000-
300,000 victims. A study there in 1982 reckoned that over 13,000 children
were crippled by polio each year, although less than 1,000 cases were
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reported. Another survey in Zimbabwe found polio to be much the most
common cause of lower limb disability.142 As so often in Africa, a major
cause of poverty had gone unobserved until specialists looked for it. Hope,
as with leprosy, was pinned on a vaccine.

The search for the handicapped was the second innovation to accompany
Independence. It began in Ghana following the enquiry into destitution in
1954. A Ghana Cripples' Aid Society was founded in 1958. Nkrumah's
government ordered a survey and rehabilitation programme in October
1959. By January 1964 some 13,325 handicapped people were registered,
including 5,326 cripples. Only a fraction could receive vocational rehabili-
tation at training units, which in 1975 had an annual intake of about 500.143

But other countries had followed Ghana's lead. Zambia adopted a national
programme in 1967, Kenya in 1968, and Nigeria in 1970 with particular
attention to rehabilitating Civil War victims.144 The same motive led Zim-
babwe to launch in 1981 the first thorough survey of disability undertaken
in any African country. It showed at least 250,000 disabled people, or over
3 per cent of the total population. The most common disabilities were of the
eyes (70,000 cases) or lower limbs (60,000). Over half suffered their dis-
ability in childhood, nearly half of the identifiable causes were disease, and
the overwhelming majority of disabilities could have been prevented.
Handicapped children were seriously disadvantaged in schooling, while
those disabled as adults rarely remained economically productive. The
survey demonstrated how widespread and truly crippling in Africa were the
consequences of disease, especially in childhood.1

Orphans, aged, blind, and cripples were deserving poor. To the un-
deserving, by contrast, many independent regimes offered only incarceration.
Beggars, in particular, were parasites and symbols of backwardness to
modernisers without traditions of religious charity. Nkrumah's regime
again set a pattern by launching the grand renfermement which colonial
governments had hesitated to undertake. In January 1956 it opened a Cen-
tral Destitute Infirmary at Bekwai. When beggars did not go there volun-
tarily - and with Independence celebrations approaching - the government
sought powers of compulsion. The resulting parliamentary debate revealed
the spectrum of African attitudes to the poor. 'Beggars in the streets of
many of our main towns have become a public nuisance', the responsible
Minister explained, 'and the sight of dirty, sick and often apparently men-
tally defective persons sitting or lying on the sidewalks of our roads does not
reflect credit upon us.' Other members insisted that the destitute were
heterogeneous:

We all agree that begging is a great social evil and should not be allowed to
thrive in any healthy society. All the same we would agree that there are real
beggars - those who are so infirm and poor that they cannot make their liveli-
hood. Such type of beggars really deserve the sympathy of everybody; we
expect our Government which boasts of being a socialist Government, to be
sympathetic towards them.
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Northern Muslim representatives, by contrast, defended the Islamic tra-
dition of begging and charity. The bill eventually passed, but only when
amended to permit 'soliciting or receiving alms, in accordance with a re-
ligious or native Custom'.146 It provoked much hostility in the north and was
never fully enforced, but beggars became relatively inconspicuous in
Ghana. Bekwai had 69 inmates in 1961 but only 42 a decade later.147

Other independent regimes adopted different strategies. Nairobi, always
an enemy of the beggar, opened a 'Village of Mercy' in 1965 and concen-
trated on clearing beggars from the city centre. Zambia created a public as-
sistance programme and claimed to 'proudly count herself among the very
few nations with virtually no street beggars'.148 Nigeria had an especially
acute problem to which successive regimes responded with sporadic auth-
oritarianism:

There have been a number of ad hoc rehabilitation centres established by
some state governments to cater for the welfare of beggars as well as training
them for specific jobs. But these centres have never operated consistently for
more than six months. Often beggars are dragged to such centres to clear
them from the streets when an important visitor is coming to a particular city
or town. After his departure the beggars find their way back to the streets.1

These measures won some support in the south, but in northern Islamic
regions begging and charity still flourished. Yet even Islamic charity was
susceptible to the growth of capitalism. Workers who burned capitalist rice
farms in northern Ghana explained that the owners 'like plenty money but
they wouldn't give zakaf. Yan Tatsine learned the limits of charity in the
streets of Kano and Sembene Ousmane imagined them superbly in the last
pages of Xala, where the beggars of Dakar invaded a bourgeois home and
the police prepared their rifles.150

'This Africa knows only one law', said the prostitute in James Ngugi's
Petals of blood. 'You eat somebody or you are eaten.'151 The ruthlessness
was probably no greater than in pre-colonial Africa or poor societies else-
where, but institutional defences against it were exceptionally weak. Some
countries had effective voluntary welfare systems. Zimbabwe, with a settler
legacy, had in 1983 some 29 locally based organisations caring for the dis-
abled, employing over 300 professional staff.152 More often, however, a
state had a mass of heterogeneous bodies, inherited from the colonial
period and diverse religious traditions, which gave small quantities of aid to
the poor in an unsystematic way.153 Attempts to coordinate them through
national councils of social service often created only another committee.
Some welfare bodies became important channels for foreign aid. In an
extreme case, Lesotho's branch of the Save the Children Fund was in 1984
supplying school meals to one-fifth of the entire population.154 Leadership
of welfare bodies passed increasingly to the African elite, whose philan-
thropic work merged with the still vigorous tradition of personal largess
which was the African counterpart to the institutions of Hindu or Buddhist
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inspiration which undertook welfare work in India or Sri Lanka after Inde-
pendence.155 In 1981 alone, by his own account, the Nigerian politician
Obafemi Awolowo gave -N281,444 in charitable donations. Like their pre-
colonial predecessors, Africa's new rulers understood the uses of philan-
thropy. The Kwame Nkrumah Trust Fund took over the collection of
money for all Ghana's charities. One of Major Mengistu's first actions on
gaining power in Ethiopia was to bring lorry-loads of Addis Ababa's desti-
tutes to a feast in the former royal palace.156

Official welfare systems had a mixed history after Independence. Social
security measures for modern-sector workers expanded to provide for old
age, invalidity, widows, and orphans. Additional territories adopted social
security legislation - Sudan, for example, in 1975. Ghana created a limited
unemployment insurance scheme.157 Only small and oil-rich Gabon attemp-
ted in 1983 to extend a Social Guarantee Scheme to all citizens, although
with markedly reduced benefits for those with incomes below the minimum
wage 'as an incentive for categories belonging to the modern sector'.158

Elsewhere, inflation reduced real provision, funds paying immediate bene-
fits like family allowances fell into deficit, and reserves accumulated by pro-
vident and pension funds were dangerously attractive to impecunious
governments. Many social security schemes verged on insolvency.159

Government social welfare departments often expanded after Indepen-
dence and Africanised their staff. By 1971 Ghana's Department of Social
Welfare and Community Development employed 136 people at head-
quarters and 1,638 in the regions.160 Official approaches changed remark-
ably little. Despite much talk of 'authenticity' and the need for even greater
stress on development, most social welfare officers continued to spend most
time on casework and institutional aid, probably to the benefit of the
poor.161 Francophone territories continued to stress family health. Nigeria
still emphasised the young. Yet the demand for aid outpaced the supply. In
Zambia applicants for short-term public assistance increased between 1962
and 1969 from 6,008 to 15,105, while those receiving long-term assistance
peaked in 1971 at 4,446 before declining to 1,667 in 1978 as economic crisis
reduced the funds available. During the mid 1970s suppliers (including state
shops) refused the Social Welfare Department's purchase orders, petrol
was rarely available for officers' transport, the numbers in state institutions
fell drastically, and such essentials as blankets were no longer issued.
'While social problems continued to increase', the Department reported
sadly in 1978, 'the machinery to deal with them continued to weaken.'162

The growth of structural poverty after Independence was disturbing, but
the return of conjunctural poverty in the form of mass famine mortality was
terrifying. Famine came in two forms. One resulted from warfare and politi-
cal conflict. By suddenly uprooting people and preventing them from seek-
ing alternative subsistence, violence could create almost instant famine.
Only months after Independence Africa's first modern disaster occurred in
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the southern Kasai province of Zaire, where some 150,000 Luba took
refuge from ethnic conflict:

Many of them had been on the road for weeks or months with very little food,
and that of the poorest kind. The only food usually available to them was cass-
ava .. . About half of the total had settled in an area north-west of
Bakwanga, the capital; this area had been practically uninhabited because of
poor soil and lack of water . . . The picture which presented itself was one of
great helplessness and suffering.163

Virtually deprived of protein, these refugees suffered several years of epi-
demic kwashiorkor. Meanwhile the rebellions of 1964 and their repression
brought starvation, disease, and emigration to other regions. Late in 1966,
Zaire was thought to have 500,000 internal refugees.164

Three other conflicts surrounding Independence bred numerous
refugees during the 1960s. One was the flight of Tutsi pastoralists from the
Hutu revolution in Rwanda, followed a decade later by Hutu refugees from
Tutsi oppression in Burundi.165 The second was the Sudanese Civil War,
which had driven some 165,200 people into neighbouring countries by 1972.
Meanwhile even larger numbers had fled the liberation wars in Portuguese
colonies. In 1972, 415,800 refugees from Angola, 81,000 from Portuguese
Guinea, and 51,000 from Mozambique were sheltering outside their
countries. At that time there may have been about 1,000,000 refugees in
sub-Saharan Africa, excluding those internal to Zaire. Almost all were vic-
tims of warfare.166

Yet these numbers were already overshadowed by the Nigerian Civil
War. An estimated 1,500,000 Igbo refugees returned to Biafra before the
war began. Several millions more escaped outwards into federal territory or
inwards into central Biafra as Nigerian troops advanced. Central Biafra was
a food-deficit region which normally imported 80 per cent of its animal pro-
tein. Now kwashiorkor killed tens of thousands of children between May
and November 1968.167 'People are dying in the gutters', a relief worker re-
ported, 'and the whole area is like Belsen.'168 International response
brought protein-rich foods which dramatically reduced kwashiorkor, but by
1969 Biafrans lacked not only protein but calories derived from grain,
which was more difficult to transport. Several thousand people were dying
each day when the war ended in January 1970. Nearly 1,000,000 may have
died altogether, but there was no mass starvation after the war, nor any
major epidemic.169

After 1970 Africa's refugees increased until by May 1979 they were
thought to number some 4,000,000. Angola remained a major source as its
liberation struggle merged into civil war and then into the wider southern
African conflict, which by December 1979 had also bred 220,000-250,000
refugees from Rhodesia, apart from those haunting Salisbury's garbage
dumps.170 Violence in Uganda and the expulsion of aliens from Ghana and
Nigeria created new refugee problems. But the main trends after 1970
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were, first, the merging of political crisis with drought, and, second, the
concentration of the refugee problem in the Horn of Africa, owing to con-
flict between Ethiopia and the Somali, Eritreans, and Tigreans on its bor-
ders. By mid 1980 Somalia, with some 1,500,000 refugees, had the worst
such problem in the world, while the number from Ethiopia in Sudan was
716,000 in early 1985, when there were probably also over 300,000 refugees
from Chad in neighbouring countries.

Most refugees settled themselves in peripheral rural areas and became
the poorest of the poor. Those from Angola in Zambian border villages
earned just enough by agricultural labour to survive, while the average
household income of refugees in Botswana in 1974—5 was one-quarter of the
national mean. In 1984 an authority estimated that 12,000,000 people had
been 'mass distress migrants' in sub-Saharan Africa during the previous
twenty years. Of these, one-half had fled war or persecution, one-third had
been famine victims, and one-sixth had suffered both.172

The second reason for the return of mass famine mortality was drought.
During the 1960s famine due to drought was confined to arid regions of
eastern and southern Africa. In 1961 Kenya's pastoralists experienced
widespread famine which affected also parts of Sudan and, slightly later,
drought-prone central Tanzania.173 In Kenya and Tanzania this pattern was
repeated, less seriously, in the mid 1960s, but on this occasion the worst-hit
areas were northern Uganda, central Somalia, and northern Ethiopia,
where several thousands may have died.174 The arid areas of Kenya and
Tanzania suffered again between 1969 and 1971. In southern Africa, mean-
while, the rainfall cycle declined during the early 1960s. Children dead of
starvation were reported from the northern Transvaal in 1963. Two years
later there was destitution from Lesotho to the Cape. From 1966 rainfall
improved, but several regions again suffered briefly in 1968-9.175 Serious
fears of desertification were first expressed in independent Africa in 1968 -
with reference to the Kalahari.176

These fears were soon overshadowed by famine in the West African
Sahel. Rainfall faltered in 1968 and then failed throughout the region in
1972 and 1973. Mass famine appeared in certain areas during 1973. One-
quarter of the Sahel's livestock may have died.177 The number of human
deaths is unknown and was probably exaggerated,178 although the Tuareg
of the desert edge suffered especially severely. There was no major epi-
demic disease.

The Sahelian drought extended also into the Horn of Africa and south-
wards into East Africa. Rainfall in the Wollo region of northern Ethiopia
had been low since the mid 1960s and failed seriously in both 1971 and 1972.
By May 1973 many were dying.179 Deaths were more numerous than in the
Sahel, possibly 50,000.180 During 1974-5 drought shifted south-eastwards to
the Ogaden border with Somalia, but there the death toll was lower.181

Rainfall also failed in arid regions of Sudan, Kenya, and Tanzania.
Drought and famine returned to arid Africa during the early 1980s. In the
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Sahel the worst-affected countries were Mauritania (which between 1982
and 1984 produced only about 10 per cent of its grain needs), Mali (where
pastoralists again suffered most severely), and especially Chad (where civil
war so hampered cultivation and relief efforts that some thousands appear
to have died of starvation during 1984).182 Elsewhere in the Sahel, however,
the drought was less destructive than that of the early 1970s, while in other
arid regions it was almost universal but caused deaths only where exacerba-
ted by violence. In East Africa, for example, Kenya and Tanzania
experienced regional food shortages in 1980-1 and 1984, but numerous
deaths - one estimate was 30,000 - occurred only in northern Uganda
during 1980-1, when drought coincided with violence following General
Amin's overthrow.183 Southern Africa's rainfall cycle also reached its
lowest point of the century at this moment, but numerous deaths from star-
vation occurred only in Mozambique, where warfare exacerbated the situ-
ation.184

As a decade earlier, the crisis of the early 1980s was most disastrous in
north-eastern Africa. Food shortage appeared in northern Ethiopia during
1977 and gradually worsened, but relief work averted a crisis until 1983,
when the main rains failed and Ethiopia faced Africa's most terrible famine
since the 1920s. The worst-affected areas were Wollo and Tigre, where, as
in neighbouring Eritrea, warfare between secessionist guerrillas and Ethio-
pian troops compounded the problem, so that perhaps half those needing
aid early in 1985 were outside the government's control. By then famine
was penetrating southern Ethiopia and nearly 8,000,000 people were affec-
ted, but thereafter the numbers declined.185 The crisis lasted longer in
Sudan, which had largely escaped famine during the 1970s but was forced
by harvest failure to seek aid during December 1984. Eighteen months later
some 5,000,000 Sudanese were still at risk, chiefly in the remote western
regions but increasingly also in the war-torn south.186

The chief reason for most of these famines was drought. After gradually
increasing rainfall in savanna regions during the later colonial period, the
mid 1950s initiated a decade of instability. In 1961 Lake Victoria rose more
than its total range of fluctuation during the previous sixty years and Lake
Chad reached its highest level of the century, but a slow downward trend of
rainfall was nevertheless already under way in the West African savanna.
During the late 1960s this collapsed into acute drought, for reasons which
are still unknown.187 The drought continued with only brief interruptions
until the mid 1980s. The Nile flood of 1984 was the worst for 350 years and
in the mid 1980s both Lake Chad and the Senegal River fell to their lowest
levels of the twentieth century, although by early 1986 Lake Chad was again
rising quickly.188 Africa's drought of 1968-85 was certainly its worst of the
twentieth century. Not since the 1830s or possibly the 1740s had it
experienced such a catastrophe.

The rainfall sequence might have been calculated to maximise the dis-
aster. Since the 1920s, population growth had encouraged the settlement of
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marginal land. During the benign 1950s and early 1960s, for example, culti-
vators in Niger and neighbouring countries pushed northwards into for-
merly pastoral regions of the Sahel, while veterinary measures, boreholes,
peace, and good pastures swelled Niger's cattle herds from 760,000 beasts
in 1938 to 4,500,000 in 1970. It was among these pastoralists and frontier
farmers that the Sahel famine - like many earlier African famines - was
most serious.189 In Kenya, similarly, the famines of the 1960s and 1970s
centred in newly settled lowlands. The Ethiopian famine of 1972-3 was
worst in those areas of Wollo province occupied by pastoralists or recently
settled by cultivators.190

To drought and population growth was added a range of secondary
causes, just as the decline of famine mortality between the wars had been
due to a combination of factors. One secondary cause was warfare, whose
contribution to famine ran from Zaire and Biafra in the 1960s through nor-
thern Uganda, Mozambique, and Chad to the Ethiopian disaster of the
early 1980s. Another was declining agricultural production in several
regions. In the 24 African states affected by famine in 1984, grain produc-
tion per head had fallen between 1970 and 1980 by 33 per cent, even after
allowance was made for drought.191 One reason why Sudan suffered so
seriously during the 1980s was that agricultural investment had concen-
trated on exports to the Middle East. Many Ethiopian pastoralists suffered
especially during the 1970s because they had lost land to agricultural pro-
jects, while the revolutionary government's emphasis on mechanised state
farms contributed to Ethiopia's food shortage in the early 1980s.192

Many observers believed that a major reason for famine was the break-
down of the devices by which Africans had traditionally averted or survived
it. In Hausaland, for example, it was claimed that complex households had
disintegrated, local granaries had disappeared, collective institutions had
atrophied, rural trade and crafts had decayed, rulers no longer adjusted
taxes to grain yields, great men no longer aided the poor, peasants had to
sell grain cheaply to repay debts, and the poor lacked the land and re-
sources to practise risk-averting agricultural techniques.193 These changes
were widely reported. Agriculturalists in Senegal in 1973 and pastoralists in
Sudan in 1961 and the Sahel in the early 1970s were all said to have survived
best where indigenous practices were least changed. Shuwa Arabs in north-
eastern Nigeria called the dearth of 1972-4 The Era of Refusing to Recog-
nise Brotherhood'.194 Yet against this must be set evidence that survival
techniques were practised widely and successfully.195 In the savanna, as in
post-colonial cities, the poor still survived chiefly by their own efforts. Of 74
informants interviewed in a Hausa village after the famine of 1973-4, 68
had intensified a secondary occupation (crafts, trade, etc.), 58 had received
support from kin or friends, 52 had borrowed grain or money, 44 had sold
assets, 37 had undertaken wage-labour, and 35 had sold livestock.196 The
family was still a first line of defence. In one Mossi village in 1973, house-
hold heads responded to famine by taking personal control of grain stores
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and instituting rationing. Mutual aid flourished in this village: one unfortu-
nate family begged two months' food from kin and neighbours, while
distant relatives from other regions received self-sacrificing hospitality.197

Yet, as always, family solidarity had limits. Men abandoned their families
to seek work or food for themselves or pasture for their cattle, to relieve
their foodstores of a hungry stomach, or simply to escape dishonour:

I heard a story of a young mother who had arrived a week before with her four
children. She was crying bitterly. When the family had come in sight of the
town after two days of walking, her husband had told her roughly to go on
ahead with the children. When she looked back he was hanging from a tree at
the roadside.198

Not only were many traditional forms of famine behaviour practised, but
new means of survival existed. The most important were towns. Men
moved to towns as migrant workers from the less devastated rural areas,
raising from 37 to 75 per cent the proportion of males aged 15-44 absent
from one Nigerien village.199 Families fled to towns as starving refugees.
Both in 1972 and 1982 northern Ethiopian villagers converged on market
towns and main roads in the ancient belief that power spelled food. Ouaga-
dougou took in over 100,000 refugees between 1968 and 1973. In 1984-5
over 1,500,000 Sudanese were thought to have left their homes in search of
food. In December 1984 government repatriated nearly 40,000 of them
from Omdurman alone.200 Elsewhere refugees squatted for years on the
flanks of savanna towns, hopeless, bitter, struggling to survive by casual
work, begging, and prostitution.201

Both old and new means of survival deserve emphasis, for the striking
point about post-colonial famines is how few people died in them. Perhaps
only Biafra, the two Ethiopian famines, Mozambique, and northern
Uganda saw death-rates remotely comparable with earlier 'famines that
killed'. Officially, not a single Nigerian died during the famine of 1972-4.202

The chief reason was that no famine precipitated a major epidemic of dis-
ease. There were alarms over measles in Biafra and the Sahel and over chol-
era in Somalia and Sudan, but the main causes of mortality (apart from
kwashiorkor in Biafra) were routine infections acting on malnutrition.203

This severing of the link between famine and epidemic was one means by
which famine mortality was brought under control during the mid colonial
period and it was the one that survived best after Independence, probably
because it was the easiest to preserve. The other means of controlling
famine mortality - effective government, modern transport, large-scale
food trade, and generally increased levels of wealth - survived more un-
evenly in a manner which, along with the incidence of drought and warfare,
determined the severity of famine mortality in each region.

Several governments exacerbated famine by refusing to acknowledge its
existence or seek international aid, chiefly for reasons of national pride - 'a
sign of self-respect vis-a-vis the international community', as President
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Lamizana of Upper Volta described it.204 Deliberate concealment was
common in the Sahel during the early 1970s, in Sudan in 1982-4, and
especially in Ethiopia during 1972-3. Ethiopia was the one African country
that had never established control of famine mortality and in the early 1970s
its administration proved incapable of managing relief efficiently.205 The
governments of Niger and Chad also showed themselves incompetent at
that time. Nigeria insisted on meeting its less severe famine entirely from its
own resources and did so more effectively, although the relief provided was
no more than one additional means of survival open to sections of the popu-
lation.206 The famine of the early 1980s was generally handled more skil-
fully. Only in Sudan was there serious concealment. Niger, so badly hit in
the early 1970s, largely escaped a decade later owing to improved agricul-
tural policies, while several Sahelian states had built up food stocks.207 The
Ethiopian Relief and Rehabilitation Commission, created in March 1974,
grew into a massive organisation - said in October 1985 to have 17,000 field-
workers - with greater administrative competence than Ethiopia had
hitherto seen. In southern Africa, drought-ridden Botswana was especially
successful in preserving control over famine mortality.208

Transport was also vital. In Biafra the worst-nourished were often those
deep in the bush.209 By the 1970s higher oil prices and the associated decay
of motor transport made the problem still more difficult. Even Nigeria's
system experienced bottlenecks, but generally it worked well and farmers
there gave better transport as the main reason why the drought of 1973
wrought less damage than that of 1913. Sahelian pastoralists and the remote
cultivators of Chad and Upper Volta were less fortunate. Disintegrated
transport systems contributed largely to famine in Angola and Mozam-
bique during the early 1980s.210 Ethiopia's problem was unique, for
although a main road bisected the chief famine area in Wollo, feeder roads
scarcely existed. Tn those people who could stagger to the [main] road . . .
the famine is over', relief workers reported in mid 1974. ' . . . Away from
the few roads, both in the north and south of the country, it is not yet known
if famine exists, let alone its extent.' 'It's like you have to cross about four or
five Grand Canyons to get to where the people are', an exasperated relief
coordinator complained in 1985, while a journalist saw 'the uncounted dead
in the remote highlands' as the problem which made famine so destructive
of life in Ethiopia.211 In Sudan the problem was different but equally grave,
for there the main rail and road routes to the west collapsed entirely during
the rains of June 1985 and left millions of people without supplies.212

Transport and governmental capacity were inextricably linked with grain
markets. In this respect post-colonial famines were of two kinds. At certain
times and places there was an absolute shortage of food, as towards the end
of Biafra's agony and in northern Ethiopia and the western provinces of
Sudan at periods during the 1980s. Elsewhere food was often available, but
at prices which many could not pay. On the Nigerian side of the Civil War
battle line, for example, 'At some places, even in the war-affected areas,
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some surpluses of, for instance, beans, maize and rice were available, which
the farmers could not sell, in spite of being surrounded by starving refugees
who had no money to pay with.'213 The same was true in Ethiopia and Niger
in 1973-4, while peasants in Kano observed that whereas in 1913 there had
been money but no food, in 1973 there was food but no money.214 In reality
this was probably not a new phenomenon, for grain prices had soared
during famine in nineteenth-century Kano, but the expanded commerce of
the twentieth century had reduced regional food-supply variations at the
cost of the poor. During post-colonial famines some market systems oper-
ated both effectively and ruthlessly. Nigerian entrepreneurs trucked food
to the areas of greatest demand, so that a study in July 1973 showed a
remarkable uniformity of grain prices throughout Nigerian Hausaland, but
at levels which the poor could often not afford.215 Elsewhere, however,
transport was often inadequate, governments had destroyed trading
systems, or market mechanisms collapsed under the weight of fears and
expectations. When this last process occurred - as in Ethiopia and the Sahel
in 1973 and Sudan in 1984 - the price of food could multiply several times in
a few weeks and precipitate those dependent on the market (chiefly the
poor) into almost instantaneous starvation, especially because the prices of
their assets (chiefly stock) generally fell equally fast.216 This did not make
famine more common or severe than in the past, but it did change its charac-
ter.

Although relatively few people died in post-colonial famines (except in
Ethiopia and Biafra), nevertheless suffering and death were probably con-
centrated more exclusively among the structural poor than hitherto. If this
was not quite 'class famine',217 it approached that. Especially numerous
among famine victims were those who were poor because they were
remote, as the account of transport has shown. Pastoralists suffered every-
where. In the Sahel their death-rates were several times those of cultiva-
tors, while perhaps one-quarter or one-third of the Afar pastoralists of
Ethiopia may have died in 1972-4. Among the Mursi of Ethiopia the most
vulnerable families were those without cattle to sell. In southern Africa
they were those without reliable off-farm income.218 At Wollo's famine
shelters, The poorest people came first but small landowners followed,
having pawned, sold or simply deserted their holdings to seek work, whilst
women and children sought relief. Their number was compounded also by
pastoralists from as far as the Danakil desert.'219

Among the poor, moreover, those most at risk were the traditionally vul-
nerable. Wollo's relief shelters in 1974 contained a normal proportion of
those aged 15-44 (although with a disproportionate number of women), but
those aged 5-14 were over-represented and those aged less than 5 or more
than 45 were under-represented, for the very young and the elderly were
often already dead.220 Children were always especially vulnerable. Infants
under 5 formed 60 per cent of all those malnourished in parts of Biafra.
Among children, girls were often worse nourished than boys. Yet in most
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famines the death-rate increased most sharply among the elderly - and that
meant anyone over 45.221

Despite its horrors, the return of mass famine mortality did focus attention
on Africa's poor for the first time since the missionary campaigns of the late
nineteenth century. The overseas relief agencies were affected first.
Although their attention was shifted from Europe to the Third World by the
World Refugee Year of 1959 and the Freedom from Hunger Campaign of
1960, it was the Congo crisis of 1960 and the ensuing famine, malnutrition,
and refugee problems that first drew them into sub-Saharan Africa.
Oxfam's first substantial grant to the region was the £300,000 it sent for im-
mediate relief work in the Congo.222 Then, after some years of developmen-
tal work in drought-stricken areas of southern and eastern Africa, the
Biafran crisis of 1967-70 drew the agencies into their first massive relief op-
eration - in 1970 the Save the Children Fund alone was responsible for feed-
ing nearly 1,500,000 people in Nigeria223 - involved them in intense political
controversy, and etched the image of starving African children on Western
minds. This experience alarmed the agencies, which would have been glad
to return to long-term development projects, but the famines of 1972-85 re-
peatedly obliged them to concentrate on emergency relief. The famines
also greatly expanded their operations. In 1970-1 Oxfam's income,
£3,301,450, had scarcely risen for a decade. Five years later, following
famine in Ethiopia and the Sahel, it was £6,500,000. In 1984-5, at the peak
of the Ethiopian crisis, it was £51,000,000. Oxfam spent £21,700,000 in
Ethiopia and Sudan during 1984-5, while late in 1985 some 47 voluntary
agencies were delivering relief to Ethiopia and the Save the Children Fund
had 540 staff working in Sudan.224 Meanwhile famine had also brought into
Africa the vastly greater resources of the (largely American) food aid
agencies. Between 1955 and 1974 only 5-6 per cent of world food aid went
to Africa. In 1980-1 the proportion was 52 per cent.225

The relief agencies did immense practical good for the African poor. Like
Albert Schweitzer, they also validated Western civilisation for a generation
of young Europeans. By the mid 1980s they had gone far to convince world
opinion of their own confident specific for African poverty and famine,
which was small-scale, participatory development projects for the poorest
of the poor.226 The relief agencies also offered an organisational model
which some Africans imitated. In Burkina, for example, Captain Sankara
articulated a widespread resentment when he exclaimed that 'a bit of us dies
with each grain of millet that we receive', but Burkina established its own
self-help programmes and voluntary organisations. Sudan set up an Islamic
African Relief Agency and a Commission for Relief and Rehabilitation.227

The latter was probably modelled on Ethiopia's organisation, whose effec-
tiveness was appropriate to the African state with the richest history of insti-
tutional care for the poor.

The return of mass famine mortality also restored the poor to an import-
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ant place in thinking about Africa's economic future, whereas during the
1960s they had still been seen as an urban category interesting only philan-
thropists and novelists. Even Julius Nyerere, while stressing rural needs,
had been silent about the very poor. The impact of famine in the early 1970s
coincided with the first modern research into African poverty.228 As the two
revealed the scale of rural misery, first the International Labour Office with
its strategy of Basic Needs, then the World Bank under McNamara, and
finally in the 1980s African governments altered their development strat-
egies to give at least verbal emphasis to the need to alleviate poverty. By
1986, when a special session of the United Nations discussed it, African
poverty was recognised as a critical problem.

Yet it was rarely understood. Men of the left commonly misconceived it
as a recent phenomenon due to colonial and capitalist exploitation. Men of
the right misconceived it as a recent phenomenon due to the weather or
population growth or the incompetence of African governments. Few re-
alised that conjunctural poverty had changed its nature during the twen-
tieth century. Fewer still realised how much of structural poverty had not
changed at all.
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14
The transformation of poverty in
southern Africa

The very poor of twentieth-century Africa showed much continuity with
earlier periods. Most were either those made destitute by famine or those
unable to work and neglected by others. The able-bodied, even when
deprived of land or other resources, generally found work to avert extreme
poverty, except at moments of conjunctural unemployment.

In southern Africa, however, new patterns of poverty emerged during
the later twentieth century. The very poor of the past survived, but to them
were added victims of structural rather than conjunctural unemployment:
able-bodied men and women who could not compensate for their lack of re-
sources by working for others, because no such work existed. For them, to
belong to a large family could be a reason for poverty rather than a source
of wealth as in the past. Southern Africans began to suffer the land-scarce
family poverty long predominant in more densely peopled continents. They
suffered it especially severely because the South African government
sought, with considerable but incomplete success, to remove and confine
the poor to the most remote countryside.

The National Party gained power in South Africa in 1948 with a determi-
nation to check African urbanisation, redirect labour to farms, and ensure
that those Africans indispensable in towns should live not in freehold town-
ships or squatter settlements but in segregated, orderly, and easily con-
trolled locations. This required not merely urban reform but almost total
urban rebuilding. The Group Areas Act of 1950 gave power to relocate
population groups. The Native Building Workers Act of 1951 broke the
monopoly of white construction unions. The Native Services Levy Act of
1952 obliged employers who did not house their African workers to pay a
weekly levy to the municipality.1 In April 1955 Benoni on the Witwaters-
rand became the first of many towns with an entirely new African township,
financed by the National Housing Commission, linked by electric rail to
workplaces 11 kilometres away, composed of two- or three-room concrete
houses with laid-on electricity, and divided into eight 'tribal' zones with
schools teaching in appropriate languages.2

260



The transformation of poverty in southern Africa

The rehousing of African townsmen was a remarkable administrative
achievement, but its success varied with place and time. It was most effec-
tive in Johannesburg, which had the worst housing shortage and the
greatest potential for political disorder. Destruction of squatter camps and
freehold townships began in 1955, amid much protest. Their inhabitants
were moved to Soweto, 13 kilometres to the south-west, leaving only Alex-
andra, to the north, as a separate settlement which in the early 1980s
housed 50,000-70,000 people in 'one of the most squalid, overcrowded
townships in the country', popular with the poor for its low rents.3 With this
exception, the authorities successfully concentrated all Johannesburg's
Africans into Soweto, at the cost of enormous overcrowding. In the late
1970s and early 1980s Soweto's 113,000 houses (most with four rooms,
some with three or two) averaged ten occupants each. Another 70,000
single people lived in hostels and an estimated 23,000 families in illegal
backyard shacks, while many of the poorest occupied scrap car bodies or
slept in the streets or under the eaves of churches.4

The rebuilding of Durban had a different outcome. Here the authorities'
first priority was to destroy Cato Manor, 3 kilometres from the city centre,
which in 1958 housed some 120,000 Africans in self-built housing on Indian-
owned land. Their transfer to new townships at Kwa Mashu, 18 kilometres
to the north, and Umlazi, to the west, was largely completed by 1965, but it
failed to eradicate informal housing because urban immigration from
nearby KwaZulu was more difficult to control than in Johannesburg.
Whereas in 1952 an estimated 200,000 were 'illegally housed in shack slums'
in Durban, in 1980 the number inhabiting informal settlements in the
Durban Metropolitan Region was at least 300,000, or one-third of the Afri-
can population, and it was expected to exceed 1,700,000 by the year 2000. A
survey of African urban attitudes in the early 1980s revealed exceptional
discontent among Durban's squatters.5

Cape Town's rehousing was as brutal as Johannesburg's and as unsuc-
cessful as Durban's. In 1952 Cape Town was still the least segregated city in
southern Africa, with only one-third of its African inhabitants living in of-
ficial locations. Thirty years later not only Africans but the entire Coloured
population had been removed from the city centre and relocated in arid
concrete townships which bred crime and bitter resentment.6 Yet because
the authorities concentrated on rehousing those evicted rather than the
population increase, overcrowding was acute. In 1977 the new townships
already contained 50 per cent more people than they were designed for,
reaching 5.6 per habitable room in Elsies River in 1982-3. At least 120,000
Coloured people were squatters in 1977.7 The situation was even worse for
Africans because Coloured people enjoyed legal preference in employment
in the Cape Town area, so that from the mid 1960s no further African family
housing was built. The result was a large illegal black population - 43 per
cent of the 199,600 Africans in the region, according to official figures in
1981 - perhaps one-third of whom were squatters.8
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South Africa's squatter settlements resembled the informal housing
zones of tropical African towns, except that they were even more illegal. In
Cape Town's largest squatter settlement, Crossroads, in only 3 per cent of
married couples were both partners legally qualified to reside in the city in
1977.9 Their shacks were acutely overcrowded:

The 'average' household in Crossroads [in 1983] . . . will consist of 13 inhabi-
tants spread over 5 rooms, each room measuring approximately 8 to 9 square
metres with a ceiling height of 2.1 metres. The six immediate family members
of the household head will probably have a separate kitchen and two sleeping
rooms. Seven lodgers will occupy the remaining two rooms... Most of the
lodgers will be related to the household head's family... There will be one
outside toilet for the entire household, and no running water or electricity.10

Yet most residents accepted these conditions. 'Overcrowded, yes', one
remarked, 'but my children and I have come to live with my husband.'11 In
1977, 85 per cent of households had both parents present. They were settled
people: the men had averaged eighteen years in Cape Town, the women
twelve. They were stable working people: only 6 per cent of household
heads were unemployed. A network of male and female committees ran the
settlement and organised schools. Observers believed that there was less
crime or drunkenness and more satisfaction than in new municipal town-
ships. Yet Crossroads was very poor. The proportion of its households
living below the Poverty Datum Line was three times that in a municipal
township such as Guguletu.12

By the 1980s the National Party's attempt to abolish black slums and
squatter settlements had failed in the face of population growth, rural
poverty, industrial expansion, and the resourcefulness of the poor. Govern-
ment had already reduced its building programme in order to concentrate
on housing in the African homelands. In March 1983 it announced a new
policy of selling existing houses into private hands in order to encourage a
black middle class.13 Many homes constructed during the 1950s were
already decaying, but conditions were worse in smaller towns which had not
been reconstructed. Of African families in Grahamstown, 60 per cent occu-
pied backyard accommodation in 1978. Beaufort West's 'location' was con-
demned in 1953 and still housed some 6,000 people a generation later.14

'Look at the filth', an old woman told a visitor to Philipstown in the Karoo
in 1984,

look at the way the houses are all almost breaking down. There's no running
water in the houses and the state of the common water tap is disgusting, and
ten to twelve people live in a room where there isn't space enough to move
around. Most of the houses have dirt floors, several are nothing but store-
rooms. We hardly have any furniture, some families haven't even got chairs
and have to sit down on empty cans or broken stones. Fleas and bugs? There
are plenty of them. You couldn't live in a worse place than this.
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Nearby, when it rained, shanty-dwellers slept in garbage bags.15

An observer likened the rebuilding of Cape Town to 'a man with a stick
breaking spiderwebs in a forest'.16 The webs were the networks of kinship
and neighbourhood which helped the urban poor to survive. Yet webs
could be re woven. Both ideologically and in practice they were a precious
inheritance. 'Reciprocity and sharing is the basic principle underlying
neighbour relations', a researcher reported of Grahamstown in 1978, 'and
the community claims that nobody goes hungry as long as someone has
food.' Any woman there who refused to lend and borrow in a neighbourly
manner was dismissed as 'too much of the "English" \1 7 Most immigrants to
Grahamstown stayed with a kinsman. The unemployed relied chiefly on
family support rather than subsidiary earnings.18 In a survey of a peri-urban
area of Natal in 1982-3, '71 per cent stated they could depend on others, in
most cases indefinitely', although other studies suggested, as in tropical
Africa, that support had limits. The chronic sick received more care from
friends and relatives among Africans and the Coloured people than in other
communities.19

After their kin, people in Soweto turned first to those from their home
areas. 'Homeboy' groups were especially vital to migrant workers.20

Formal ethnic associations, by contrast, remain obscure. In 1967 the Wit-
watersrand Shangaan Welfare Association was said to supply food, cloth-
ing, and blankets to the aged, to give advice on welfare facilities to the
indigent, crippled, bereaved, and incapacitated, and to provide creches for
children needing care, but no other tribal association is known to have done
so much and it was perhaps significant that Shangaan were long-distance
migrants from Mozambique.21 By contrast, the fact that Cape Town's she-
beens lent money at 30 per cent interest a week22 helps to explain why rotat-
ing credit societies - stokfel and mahodisana - remained vigorous. A study
in one quarter of Soweto in 1972-3 showed that 13 per cent of women be-
longed to a credit society. Membership was even more common among
such lonely people as domestic servants in white areas. In the Langa town-
ship of Cape Town only the poorest belonged to these clubs.23 Burial
societies, by contrast, attracted all classes. Half the households surveyed in
Soweto in 1972-3 belonged to one, while another 29 per cent held funeral
insurance. 'Getting a pauper's funeral is like a dog', one woman explained.
'One must be honoured unto death.' The chief benefit offered by the new
trade unions formed after 1979 was funeral benefit.24 The other widespread
self-help organisations were the hundreds of independent churches. In the
early 1970s there were some 900 in Soweto alone. Those of Zionist type had
an average membership of only 30.25 More active in welfare than those in
tropical Africa, the churches appealed to the poor - of Zionist families stud-
ied in the Kwa Mashu township of Durban, 90 per cent were below the
Poverty Datum Line - but specifically to 'the upright and respectable poor',
especially the elderly, the uneducated, and women, who were three-
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quarters of their members.26 Not only did Zionists teach earthly resig-
nation, but their puritanism encouraged wise use of limited funds, they
offered cheap healing, they relieved the boredom of poverty, and they pro-
vided collective aid. They are caring communities', one observer reported,
'where concern is shown for all, but particularly for the sick, the aged, and
those in adversity.'27 In the Nyanga township of Cape Town, for example,
'it is common when a congregant becomes unemployed, for an announce-
ment to be made after the service for others to be on the look out for a job
for "Brother So-and-So" \2 8 'If they do not overcome poverty', another ob-
server commented, 'at least poverty does not overcome them.'29

The proliferation of small urban self-help groups matched the inad-
equacy of formal welfare institutions. When the incoming National Party
government amended the Unemployment Insurance Act in 1949 to exclude
low-paid African workers it ended South Africa's period of creative welfare
legislation. Wage increases subsequently multiplied the number of African
contributors to the Unemployment Insurance Fund but also threatened its
viability. In the early 1980s only an estimated 0.3 per cent of unemployed
Africans drew their main support from unemployment benefits.30 Old age
pensions did remain vital to Africans,31 as did grants to the blind. Provision
for other handicapped Africans was less systematic, despite the enormous
burden carried by the state hospital system in sprawling townships like
Soweto. A study of non-institutionalised chronic sick in Cape Town in
1974-6 found that only 22 per cent of Africans so handicapped received
financial assistance, as against 54 per cent of Coloured people and 66 per
cent of whites.32 The number of elderly Africans, especially elderly men,
needing institutional care increased as both rural ties and resistance to insti-
tutionalisation weakened, but few institutions existed and such expedients
emerged as an organisation in Soweto which recruited younger people to
help the elderly and disabled in return for taking over their coveted houses
when they died.33 In 1982 over 5,000 people were thought to be sleeping
rough in Cape Town alone. Charitable bodies sought to assist them34 and re-
lieve many other social needs, but they faced not only the scale of the prob-
lem and the inequity of the social order but the obstacles erected by
apartheid legislation. Once the Native Affairs Department gained control
of African welfare in 1960 it discouraged private white involvement, trans-
ferred institutions to the homelands, and in 1966 outlawed multiracial wel-
fare organisations.35

The urban poor had to rely chiefly on their own ingenuity. Although the
informal sector was smaller than in tropical Africa, apartheid policies ex-
panded it. Separated from white or Asian enterprises, commuters from
African townships bought cooked food from Johannesburg's 2,000 coffee
carts until the authorities eradicated them during the 1960s.36 Informal ac-
tivities also flourished in new townships like Soweto (where they may have
provided between one-quarter and one-third of all employment in the early
1980s), in surviving freehold townships like Clermont in Durban (where in
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1978 the informal sector employed some 20 per cent of the economically
active), and in squatter settlements - during the early 1980s the proportion
of people engaged in informal activities was twice as high in Crossroads as
in any other African section of Cape Town, partly because official control
was weaker in Crossroads.37 Commonly at least half the informal-sector
workers were hawkers, especially 'township aunties' selling fruit and veg-
etables at very low profits. Women also sold cooked food, while men
hawked dry goods (often rather more profitably) and children sold news-
papers.38 Little information is available on prostitution, but unemployed
women in Johannesburg used it as a means of survival and Greater Cape
Town alone was said to have 26,878 prostitutes in 1970, or 2.4 per cent
of the total population.39 Other important sources of illegal income
were drugs - between 1971 and 1976 some 80,000 people were gaoled for
selling or using cannabis - and especially liquor, for although marabi was
dead and Africans could legally buy alcohol for home consumption after
1961, nevertheless shebeens remained centres of popular culture.40 In
1975-6, 33 per cent of Clermont's informal-sector workers brewed or sold
liquor:

A man will take his whole week's pay and buy drinks for half a dozen of his
friends. 'Fill the table and count the empties', he will say to the shebeen
queen. The idea seems to be to live well while you can and face the troubles of
tomorrow when they come.41

The students who led the urban riots of 1976 made shebeens special targets
of attack.42

For those evicted from familiar slums, new townships were horrifyingly
violent. Murders tripled between 1960 and 1977. In 1972 Soweto averaged
15 murders and 60-80 serious assaults each weekend.43 Most were commit-
ted by the poor against one another. Of 450 deaths by stabbing studied in
Cape Town in 1981, 62 per cent of victims were labourers and another
15 per cent were unemployed, 73 per cent died within the area in which they
lived, and 85 per cent had alcohol in their blood. Their average age was 29.
Another study twelve years earlier showed that 60 per cent of victims knew
their assailants.44 Urban reconstruction destroyed gangs like the Globe but
encouraged many successors. In 1982 an incomplete survey counted 280
gangs on the Cape Flats alone, with perhaps 80,000 members.45 Most were
defence gangs, often armed with stolen guns, which sought to control a ter-
ritory and exploit its resources as a means of survival:

Many of the gang are BJs [boere jongs, farm youths]... These upcountry
guys get arrested and they're sent to Tokyo [Porter Reformatory, situated in
Tokai]... Maybe they join a gang in reform. When their time comes they
don't want to go back home now... So a gang leader he says to them, 'You
can stay here by me and get to know the place. I can find you work.' So there
he starts, you see. Little jobs - go get some sweets or milk from the shop, sell
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a little garu [dagga (cannabis)] and maybe some buttons [mandrax]. Maybe
after a time he can be trusted to pull a job.46

South African towns used little child labour, except to sell newspapers.
'A recurring comment by social workers throughout the 1970s was: "Child's
father deceased. Whereabouts of mother unknown. The child has no fixed
abode. He is 10 years old. Found selling newspapers."' Child poverty, how-
ever, was widespread. In 1982 at least one hundred children were thought
to be sleeping rough in Cape Town alone.47 Children's homes revealed a
changing pattern:

Today the emphasis has shifted from the parentless children of some disaster
to (almost exclusively) the products of broken families. It is the lucky youths
who go to children's homes. Their street brothers - and there are perhaps
thousands in Cape Town - scratch out a living by petty theft and selling news-
papers, sleeping around the warm air-conditioning pipes of big buildings in
the inner city at night.48

Better sanitation, medicine, and earnings brought better health. Soweto's
infant mortality rate declined between 1950 and 1979 from 23.2 to 3.5 per
cent, compared to 13.0 per cent in rural Transkei in the early 1980s. Child
malnutrition also fell steadily during the 1970s in Cape Town and Soweto.49

Yet major differences existed among Africans. In Cape Town in the early
1960s some 70 per cent of victims of gastroenteritis (a major killer of
infants) came from households below the Poverty Datum Line. A measles
epidemic in Port Elizabeth in 1982-3 was concentrated in impoverished
squatter areas. A disproportionate number of malnourished children
attending a clinic in Crossroads had single mothers, 58 per cent of whom
said they had no income whatever.50

The same clinic reported that over 75 per cent of women practised family
planning - a proportion probably unique in sub-Saharan Africa. Urban
families were becoming smaller, but probably as much in response to pros-
perity and lower infant mortality as to poverty. Urban malnutrition was
most common in large families.51 Other studies confirmed the evidence
from Crossroads that female-headed households were especially likely to
be poor. They were also numerous. In 1982 some 25 per cent of mothers
surveyed on the Cape Flats were raising a family without a husband, while
in older townships 40 per cent of household heads might be women.52 The
difficulty of raising a family while working encouraged young women with
children to live with their mothers in three-generation female-linked house-
holds. It also made child-minding an important occupation for elderly
towns women.53 Single mothers had difficulty in obtaining houses - a bogus
'shilling marriage' existed for this purpose in Soweto - and claiming state
maintenance grants.54 Yet many younger mothers preferred to remain
single, finding that men were poor providers and wanted large families
which urban women found burdensome. In the 1980s more than half the
children born in townships like Soweto were technically illegitimate.55
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Many single mothers were ill-paid domestic servants. In 1970 there were
641,180 African female domestic servants in South Africa. They had largely
replaced men during the 1940s by accepting lower wages.56 In the Eastern
Cape in 1978-9 their average wage was R.23 a month plus limited benefits
in kind, whereas average African monthly earnings in trade and accommo-
dation services in 1980 were R.149. The 175 domestic servants surveyed in
the Eastern Cape averaged 5.53 dependants; 102 were sole breadwinners.
They worked an average 61 hours a week, had no legal protection, suffered
maddening paternalism, and found extreme difficulty in escaping to
another occupation. Two-thirds were daughters of domestic servants and
four-fifths had been in service for at least 20 years.57 The predominant
response', it was found,'... is a sense of being trapped; of having no alter-
natives; of living out an infinite series of daily frustrations, indignities and
denials.'58

Other especially ill-paid occupations included catering, the clothing
industry, service industries generally, and almost any job which was either
filled mainly by women or the young or took place in the homelands.59

Generally, however, formal-sector wages improved, especially during the
1970s, and began to dissolve the poverty of low wages which had prevailed
among townspeople since the 1890s. Real African wages in manufacturing
roughly doubled between 1939 and 1951 and increased slowly thereafter,
Real African mine wages remained static from 1911 to 1969, but the
average paid then multiplied nearly fourfold in eleven years in response to
strikes, a high gold price, and declining migration from independent nor-
thern countries.60 Average African real wages outside agriculture and
domestic service rose by 89 per cent during the 1970s, then stagnated during
the early 1980s.61 Africans' share of personal income rose between 1970 and
1980 from 20 to 29 per cent. By the late 1970s their industrial wages were
higher than those paid in India or Brazil. Government was by then commit-
ted to a relatively high-wage urban economy, the recognition of African
trade unions and permanent African urbanisation, and an attempt to divide
urban workers from the rural poor.62

The corollary of higher wages was higher structural unemployment,
which now became the chief form of urban poverty. 'Every day' in Soweto
in the early 1980s

large crowds of unemployed workseekers gather outside the West Rand Ad-
ministration Board Offices in Albert Street, and swarm around any car which
slows its progress, in the hope it may be someone offering work. At week-
ends, hundreds of people stand on roadsides seeking casual labour; some are
unemployed, others seek to supplement inadequate wages. The general de-
meanour is one of defeat, as they stand, hands raised in supplication, as they
literally beg for work, as cars speed past, creating the impression of bewil-
dered people who have been left behind by the rapid changes of a capitalist
economy.

Unemployment was impossible to calculate precisely, but one authority
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reckoned that between 1970 and 1980 the proportion of the total labour
force unemployed (including underemployment) rose from 12 to 21 per
cent.64 As in tropical Africa, unemployment was most common among
women and the young but perhaps most devastating for heads of house-
holds:

It's a terrible situation. When you look at people and they look back at you
and you think that they know you're unemployed. People think you're worth-
less. Any real man can support his family. I used to be a real man now I am
worth less than a loaf of bread. Bread is more use to them than me.65

Although South Africa's rulers still believed that poverty was chiefly an
urban problem,66 it was estimated in 1981 that in reality only some 7 per
cent of the poor lived in cities. Roughly twice as many lived on farms and in
small townships on the platteland.67 There the poverty of low wages sur-
vived. South Africa's farm labour statistics are difficult to interpret, but
farm employment appears to have risen steadily until the late 1960s and
then declined.68 This suggests that the mechanisation of South African
farming - between 1946 and 1973 the number of tractors in use rose from
20,292 to 164,10069 - did not dramatically reduce the labour force or raise its
wages. Instead mechanisation destroyed surviving labour-tenants and
replaced them by fully proletarianised workers and their families. Between
1960 and 1983 over one million people were evicted from white farms.
Meanwhile urban influx controls virtually bound farmworkers to their
employment and destroyed their bargaining power, already weak enough
owing to the ban on registered agricultural trade unions and the lack of
minimum wages, employment legislation, or protection for strikers.70 The
result was to hold down agricultural wages. In the Eastern Cape, where
wages were notoriously low, the average farmworker's household in 1957
earned £8.18.4 a month, or £1.6.8 per head. This was somewhat less than
the unskilled wages paid in nearby East London, although better than
average income in the Ciskei reserve. Eastern Cape farm wages had just
outpaced inflation since 1932. In the central Orange Free State the average
farmworker's household income in 1957 was £14.13.4 a month. During the
next fifteen years farm wages remained about two-thirds of mining wages
and rose only very slowly.71

The impact of urban wage increases in the 1970s varied with the degree of
agricultural commercialisation. A sugarcane-cutter's basic cash wage multi-
plied five times between 1969-70 and 1975-6, but a study of the George
area of the Cape suggested only a 17 per cent real increase between 1970-1
and 1978. Farm earnings, especially in remote areas, remained well below
urban wages. In the early 1980s they were roughly R.60 a month in George
and R.80 in the Karoo, against R. 189 in occupations outside agriculture and
domestic service in 1980. Average farm earnings also concealed especially
ill-paid occupations. Many farms made increasing use of the wives and chil-
dren of permanent workers, often at very low wages. Women were about
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one-third of all farmworkers during the mid 1970s. Those on northern
Transvaal plantations earned only R.20-40 a month during the early 1980s.
The lowest regular wages in all South Africa were probably paid to
domestic servants in farmhouses. In 1978-9 they averaged R.15 a month on
western Transvaal maize farms and R.ll in the Eastern Cape.73

In 1981 an estimated 80 per cent of South Africa's poor lived in the home-
lands.74 Whatever may have happened to agriculture there before 1948,
food production per head undoubtedly fell dramatically thereafter. One
estimate suggests that in 1946-8 annual per capita output of maize and sor-
ghum averaged 113 kilograms; in 1955-7, 81 kilograms; in 1971-4, 50 kilo-
grams. In Lesotho the average household produced 21 bags of cereals in
1950 and 9 in 1970. KwaZulu, which in the 1890s had produced much
surplus grain, averaged only 30 per cent of its needs between 1960 and
1977.75 A survey in 1974 found that 67 per cent of Transkeian households
had never produced enough to feed themselves. Studies there and in Kwa-
Zulu in 1975-7 suggested that average household income was about R.25 a
month, or much the same as a domestic servant's wage.76

The chief cause of rural poverty was shortage of land. Between the late
1940s and the early 1970s the population of the reserves more than
doubled.77 In 1943 nearly 10 per cent of Transkeian households were land-
less; in the early 1980s, some 20-30 per cent. In the desperately over-
crowded Gazankulu homeland, in the northern Transvaal, roughly half the
population had no land in the early 1980s.78 The proportion of landless
households in Lesotho rose between 1950 and 1970 from 7 to 13 per cent
and the arable land available per person fell from 1.41 to 0.91 acres.79

Despite the shortage, however, 20-30 per cent of arable land in the home-
lands was left uncultivated each year, chiefly owing to lack of access to
labour, ploughing teams, or cash to purchase inputs.80

Cattle were at least as important as cultivation to homeland economies.
Between 1946-8 and 1971-4 their number scarcely changed, but the
number of large stock units held by each person fell from 1.50 to 0.66.81 The
proportion of households without cattle was 45 per cent in the Transkei in
1974, 50 per cent in Lesotho in 1970 and KwaZulu in 1980, and 74 per cent
among the Tshidi Barolong in 1974.82

One means of survival for the rural poor was casual labour, either for neigh-
bours or for white employers. It provided much of the cash earned by rural Zulu
women.83 Yet the few wealthy African farmers could employ only a small
minority of the poor. Informal activities were widespread, especially among
women, but extremely ill rewarded. Of women undertaking such activities
in a poor area of KwaZulu in 1983, 85 per cent earned less than R.30 a month,
while a study in the Transkei showed that two common activities, grass-
work and collecting firewood, earned 27 and 15 cents an hour respectively.84

The rural poor could still rely on much family aid. In KwaZulu in the
early 1980s some 67 per cent of those interviewed declared that in need they
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would borrow food (and 48 per cent money) from neighbours or relatives,
while in the Ciskei, where poverty was acute, 'it is only in this burdensome
and impoverishing sense that the ''extended family" still exists, except in a
few anachronistic pockets... Consequently few starve, but not many can
prosper.'85 The burden of family aid fell heavily on young women. A survey
of 150 households in the Nqutu area of KwaZulu in the early 1970s counted
973 household members of whom only 7 men and 158 women were aged
between 22 and 55. Inevitably, therefore, family aid had limits. Even
Swaziland had its 'neglected wives, abandoned widows, and women strug-
gling to feed children on inadequate resources'.86 In less favoured areas
such unfortunates suffered malnutrition and disease. A cholera epidemic
which affected part of KwaZulu in 1981-2 struck four times as large a pro-
portion of the poor as of the more prosperous.87 Child malnutrition, too,
was especially grave in the homelands, where it had largely replaced
famine. In 1976-7 it affected 7 per cent of children in the Nqutu area of
KwaZulu, while figures for remote areas - not always easy to evaluate -
ranged up to 26 per cent of all children aged from one to five in an isolated
part of Gazankulu. Occasionally malnutrition merged into frank starvation,
as in the arid Kuruman area in 1968.88 Nor was hunger confined to children.
In the Ciskei in 1980 Dr Thomas described 'a paralysed old woman, persist-
ently scraping the bottom of an empty pot and putting her claw-like hand to
her mouth in a despairing imitation of eating'.89

Dr Thomas reckoned that half the children in the Ciskei in the early 1970s
were to some degree undernourished, while of those malnourished - i.e.
positively sick - some 80 per cent had been deserted by their fathers and
another 10 per cent had fathers who were dead, sick, or unemployed. Some
60 per cent of malnourished children were illegitimate. Only 40 per cent
were being cared for by their mothers, 25 per cent by grandmothers, and
the rest by others. By contrast, 80 per cent of well-nourished children were
legitimate and supported by their fathers, while 95 per cent were being
cared for by their mothers. Although sheer poverty caused undernutrition,
malnutrition was due to the destruction of family life by migrant labour.90

Others, however, believed that the problem was more complicated and that
poverty was also the primary cause of malnutrition,91 but they agreed that
rural family structures were being transformed. The most dramatic evi-
dence was 'illegitimacy'. Of women with children in Botswana in 1971, 66
per cent of those aged 15-19 and 49 per cent of those aged 20-24 had never
married. Illegitimacy rates had increased dramatically during the previous
generation.92 Similar evidence existed in Lesotho, Swaziland, and the
South African homelands, where the proportion of children born outside
marriage rose between 1960-70 and 1980 from 35 to 43 per cent.93 Although
Africans lamented these 'children of women', in fact a new family structure
was emerging to meet the paramount need for migrant labour. Many
unmarried mothers were in process of marriage, for the separation of child-
bearing from formal marriage enabled migrant workers to accumulate the
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resources needed to establish homesteads while also meeting obligations to
aging parents dependent upon their earnings. As a Sotho migrant
explained, 'On your first trip to the place of the whites, you support those
who brought you up. On your second trip, you take out money that counts
as cattle for marrying a wife. On your third trip, you look after everything in
your own homestead.'94 While the young migrant father remained a
member of his parents' household, the young mother and her children often
remained with her own parents, forming the three-generation household
which was not simply a survival from the past but an adaptation to the
labour-migration economy. During the 1970s half of Lesotho's households
fitted this pattern.95 If such a household lost its male breadwinner, the result
might be a three-generation structure linked by female ties. Some 30 per
cent of Lesotho's households were female-headed during the 1970s, com-
pared with 34 per cent in the Ciskei in 1964-5 and 24 per cent in the Tran-
skei in 1968. The difficulties which women faced in obtaining jobs and
acquiring and ploughing land meant that the poor included many young sol-
itary women without land and old solitary women without labour.97

For such vulnerable households, the key to survival was access to a re-
liable source of cash income.98 Two sources existed. One was labour mi-
gration, which had replaced agriculture as the economic basis of rural life.
In 1982 two-thirds of the Transkei's male workers were absent at any time.
Migrants' remittances provided 71 per cent of rural household income in
Lesotho and 78 per cent of KwaZulu's total Gross Domestic Product in
1976.99 Most studies found that migrants sent some 20-25 per cent of their
earnings to their immediate families, but they also distributed sums to other
kinsmen.100 Exactly who received the money was a vital question to which
nobody knew the answer. Probably most went to the bigger and more pros-
perous households. In Botswana members of more fortunate households
got the better jobs and were possibly more likely to make remittances, but
although poorer households received less from migrant labour, the sums
they received were relatively more important to them. Among Transkei
rural households in 1982, similarly, migrants' remittances provided 67 per
cent of income for those earning less than R.500 a year, 46 per cent for
those earning R.2,000-3,000, and 13 per cent for those earning R.4,000-
5,000.101 Many poor households were utterly dependent on a single distant
labourer. 'I cannot sleep at night any longer', one mother lamented,
'because my son was so ill when he last came home. But I sent him back to
work because his is the only income we have. I am being forced to kill one
child in order to feed the others.'102

The second source of reliable cash income, for those within South Africa,
was a state pension. Indeed, the pension system created during the 1940s
gave South African poverty a unique pattern. Pensions were paid from gen-
eral revenue to men over 65, women and veterans over 60, blind people
over 19, and other disabled people (including leprosy sufferers) over 16,
subject to a means test.103 When instituted in 1944, maximum pensions paid
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to Africans were £1 a month in cities, 15 shillings in towns, and 10 shillings
in rural areas. (The differentials were abolished in 1965.) During 1946-7
(the first full year) £788,329 was paid to 167,416 old age pensioners.104 The
relative value of the African pension then fell until the 1970s, when its real
value increased by 131 per cent, much in the same manner as wages, only to
stagnate again thereafter.105 In 1982 the maximum cash payment was R.49 a
month, while the average Household Subsistence Level (the former
Poverty Datum Line) was R.242. In 1980 Africans received 560,834 old age
pensions and 158,305 disability grants.106

To obtain a pension, even at these low rates, was a matter of survival for
many poor South Africans. It required a 'book-of-life' (a birth certificate or
some substitute), perhaps a letter of credence from a former employer or
other responsible person, endless queuing, a means test, the approval of a
magistrate, and often months or years of waiting. To obtain the money
could then be a bi-monthly ordeal:

About 40 pensioners slept in the freezing open veld outside the Soweto Coun-
cil Chambers on Monday night in an attempt to beat yesterday's long queue
for their bi-monthly pension payouts . . .

Mrs Elizabeth Morake, who said she believed that her age could be 75, said
she had always been an early bird since she had started receiving her pension
10 years earlier.107

Elderly recipients might be pushed to the post office in wheelbarrows.
Shebeen-owners carefully escorted indebted customers. In the countryside
the regular payout attracted traders from far and wide.108

By the 1980s pensions vied with local employment as the second source of
rural cash income after migrant remittances. In the Transkei in 1982, for
example, the poorest 50 per cent of households received about 69 per cent
of their cash income from migrant labour, 16 per cent from pensions, and
12 per cent from local employment. The poorest 20 per cent of those house-
holds which received nothing from migrant remittances obtained 64 per
cent of their cash income from pensions in 1983-4. In Gazankulu in 1984,
45 per cent of all those receiving a steady income were pensioners.109 By subsi-
dising the elderly, the Government may have hoped to buy the compliance
of a group it considered influential. Certainly the elderly enjoyed enhanced
status. Often they were breadwinners for whole households. During the
drought of 1983 homesteads in northern Natal 'actively attempted to recruit
pensioners into their ranks'.110

Where subsistence depended on a secure cash income from migrants or
pensions, the very poor were naturally those lacking such sources. That the
poorest were not labour migrants but households lacking migrants had been
noted in Pondoland in the 1930s,111 but after 1948 it became normal in the
southern African countryside. It was the traditional source of African
poverty - lack of access to labour - in a modern idiom. This kind of poverty
was probably worst in Lesotho, where there were many migrant labourers
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but no pensions. One study there in 1975-6 showed that migrant earnings
provided 71 per cent of all rural income but only 8 per cent of the income of
the poorest 27 per cent of households, many of which were female-headed
or composed chiefly of elderly people. The same pattern existed in Bots-
wana, where the very poor were the roughly one-third of rural families with
no wage-earner in the towns or South Africa. Similar circumstances were
reported from KwaZulu and the Transkei during the early 1980s.112

Where pensions and migrant earnings were lacking and land was scarce,
a large household could be a disadvantage, so that the southern African
countryside displayed, perhaps for the first time in rural Africa, the family
poverty already familiar in South African towns. This did not mean that
poor households were necessarily large. Most contained only an abandoned
mother and her child, a widow, an elderly couple, or some other tiny group-
ing.113 But it did mean that a minority of large households was very poor. A
small study in KwaZulu in the early 1980s found that larger households
tended to have lower per capita income. Small households often contained
a pensioner. A study in the George area in 1982 showed that the poorest 29
households averaged 8.52 members, against 7.12 for the whole sample, but
that the average number of earners was 1.79 and 2.31 respectively.114 In the
desperately overcrowded Ciskei, illegitimate children were often unwanted
and neglected. 'Infanticide is a socially accepted and tautly "hushed up"
solution', Dr Thomas reported. 'Babies are "delivered" into lavatories, or
found and cleared away with the rubbish in the bins in the morning . . . The
fabled extended family now usually consists of one old woman, in a hut on a
hill, too decrepit to work, who is forced to carry on the backbreaking
struggle of caring for small children.'115

Differentiation was accelerating in the homelands. Between 1960 and
1980 the per capita incomes of 71 per cent of their population roughly
doubled, owing to increased urban earnings. Another 15 per cent received
higher absolute but lower relative incomes. A further 10 per cent suffered a
deterioration in absolute terms, while a final 4 per cent were destitute in
1980 as in I960.116 They said that independence has made the rich richer
and the poor poorer', researchers reported from Bophuthatswana.117 More-
over, because the total population rose rapidly, so did the number of poor
people.118 The rank and file, the sans culottes . . . the people down there,
the underdog', as a Transkei politician described them,119 were more
numerous than ever. And the nature of their poverty was changing.

Rural households without a member fit to work in the modern economy
experienced a new variant of Africa's traditional poverty. Alongside them,
however, was a new category: those willing and able to work but continu-
ously excluded from employment by an absolute shortage of jobs and land.
Not only did the proportion of South Africa's labour force unemployed or
underemployed increase between 1970 and 1980 from 12 to 21 per cent,120

but for the first time in South African history the cyclical upswing of 1978-
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81 did not reduce unemployment levels. By the mid 1980s structural unem-
ployment had certainly increased further and all projections expected it to
grow until the end of the century.121 Increased wages and mechanisation led
even the gold mines to stabilise their labour force by issuing re-registration
guarantee certificates to migrant workers on their obligatory annual visits
to the reserves. This shut out new applicants. Those outside the Union suf-
fered first. Botswana's labour exports to South Africa peaked in 1976, then
fell. Workers from Lesotho employed in the gold mines declined between
1977 and 1983 from some 127,000 to 116,000.122 As two observers
remarked, The fact that ablebodied men can no longer assume that they
can obtain contracts to work in South Africa is potentially perhaps the most
radical change in Lesotho history since its loss of political independence and
incorporation into the South African economy at the end of the nineteenth
century.'123 During the late 1970s and 1980s homeland residents who had
technically lost South African citizenship also found jobs more difficult to
obtain. Transkei's migrant workers declined between 1978 and 1980 from
420,000 to 345,000. Unemployment rates in many homelands were about
20-30 per cent at that time.124

In other countries the rural unemployed would have swollen peri-urban
shanty towns. In South Africa influx control partly restrained them. Its
formal abolition in Namibia in 1977 brought a flood to the towns, as hap-
pened also when the police tried the experiment of not asking for reference
books on the streets of Pretoria.125 Unemployment was also concentrated
into the homelands by the Government's massive resettlement programme,
which between 1960 and 1983 removed at least 3,548,900 people - well over
10 per cent of South Africa's population - from their homes to locations of-
ficially considered appropriate to their ethnic identity. Most were resettled
in the homelands, whose share of the African population increased be-
tween 1960 and 1980 from 39 to 53 per cent.126

Resettlement areas varied greatly. The worst were 'closer settlements' in
small homelands where hundreds of thousands received little but plots on
which to build shacks - areas urban in density of population and lack of agri-
cultural land, but devoid of urban employment or services. Qwaqwa, on the
Lesotho border, occupied 48,234 hectares; between 1970 and 1980 its popu-
lation increased from 24,000 to 300,000. Onverwacht began in midwinter
1979 as a tented camp to accommodate Southern Sotho forced out of a
nearby Tswana homeland; three years later it had nearly 200,000 people.127

The population of Kangwane, the dumping-ground for Swazi, grew be-
tween 1970 and 1982 from some 120,000 to perhaps 400,000. Winterveld's
population may have been even larger; it consisted of resettled squatters
who paid R.3-5 a month to African landowners in Bophuthatswana for a
building plot.128

As always, poverty in resettlement sites was diverse. Lack of land meant
that many residents could not farm. Informal-sector activities scarcely exis-
ted in such impoverished agglomerations, apart from some petty retail-
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ing.129 Malnutrition and disease were common. Of the children in the
Tsweletswele resettlement area of the Ciskei 10 per cent had kwashiorkor
in 1982 and household income was less than one-sixth of the minimum sub-
sistence income calculated for small towns in the region.130 In the notorious
Sada resettlement camp in the north-eastern Ciskei, in 1982, 32.6 per cent
of children died during their first five years. Sada had more than twice the
national average of Africans aged over 64, two-fifths of its families included
grandparents, and at least 10 per cent of its income came from pensions.
Those who studied Sada in 1982 reckoned that 50 per cent of its people were
on the breadline and another 30 per cent were below it and were absolutely
destitute, people who 'live virtually on porridge, are always hungry' - a
distinction between poor and very poor which exactly fits the categories
used in this book. Tor the very poor in Sada', the researchers concluded,
'survival becomes like a job.' They hated it.131

Sada was one of the older resettlement sites. Much borrowing and mutual
aid took place there among neighbours, 65 per cent were church members,
and 32 per cent belonged to burial societies, but there was little organised
community action. People were too poor, too dependent on government
and the cash economy, too brutally uprooted from homes and kinsmen to
organise themselves.132 Some newer settlements lacked even Sada's degree
of social integration. In Winterveld, for example, 'Women do not trust,
speak to or help neighbours - "friends destroy marriages" is a typical
response.' Winterveld had much wife- and child-beating.133 In three par-
ticularly bad resettlement sites in the Ciskei studied in 1982, only 33 per
cent of women were living with their husbands and fewer than 10 per cent of
children were cared for by their parents.134 Crime and violence flourished in
'closer settlements'.135 So did the exploitation of newcomers by earlier resi-
dents. So also did that rare condition among the African poor, despair:

There are many men in their sixties or older, and men, for whom forced re-
moval, involving physical duress and drastic severance from a familiar social
setting has produced psychosomatic effects equivalent to those of a stroke.
They sit glassy-eyed and dumb or shuffle round like zombies, and many
actually die within weeks or months of the uprooting.136

One woman recalled that her husband had been 'a good, brave man . . . he
never gave in . . . [But] Here in Elukhanyweni he just gave in and stayed in
bed the whole time and then he died . . . I can understand why my husband
died. He died of shame and sorrow.' 'People here simply don't care',
another resident explained. 'They don't have time to think about these
things. During the week they are away at work. During the weekend they
are dead drunk.'137 These were the people who had created marabi culture.

The circular identifying those to be resettled listed first 'the aged, the
unfit, widows, women with dependent children'.138 The transfer of the poor
to the homelands was integral to apartheid. As the Minister of Bantu
Affairs explained in 1955, 'We want to evolve a system whereby we

275



The African poor

reinstate the natural obligations of Bantu authorities and Bantu children in
regard to their old people, with the support of an equal amount of money to
that which we now spend wrongly in caring for them.'139 This involved clos-
ing 'wrongly-situated institutions' and 'devising social and welfare services
for the Bantu on their own lines'. Under the first heading, the Bantu
Refuge, which had cared for the Witwatersrand's aged poor since 1927, was
closed in 1965 and its inmates removed to the homelands. Under the
second, institutions for juvenile delinquents were reorganised on ethnic
lines and Bantu authorities were initially subsidised to erect 'suitable ac-
commodation for the aged at or near places of residence of Chiefs or Head-
men', but during the 1970s this gave way to a simple transfer of
modern-style institutions (often run by missionaries) to the supervision of
homeland governments.140 In 1984 Lebowa had two homes for the aged
(with 227 inmates) and one for chronic sick (with 79 inmates). It employed
19 qualified social workers. Homeland authorities took over rural health
services during the 1970s.141 Responsibility for pensions was also gradually
transferred to them, starting with the Transkei in 1964, although the funds
still came largely from Pretoria. In 1980 Africans received 361,269 old age
pensions and 71,325 disability grants in the homelands, 199,565 and 86,980
outside the homelands.142 Homeland control created further bureaucracy
and political favouritism. Because there was not enough money to pay all
those entitled, pensioners who established their eligibility might be put on a
waiting list - for up to five years in Lebowa. KwaZulu was said in 1984 to
have 100,000 eligible pensioners not receiving payment. A study in
Qwaqwa in 1982 found that at least one-third of those entitled were not
paid143

The elderly or handicapped deprived of pensions were one category of
the very poor, but South Africa's rulers preserved a nineteenth-century
distinction between deserving and undeserving Africans, so that the wel-
fare system scarcely recognised that able-bodied and industrious country-
people could be poor and in need of aid as a result of structural
unemployment. These new poor were increasingly numerous. As the
number of Sotho admitted to work in South Africa fell after 1977, men
without re-registration guarantee certificates were 'jammed', as they put it,
in Maseru, seeking casual jobs, sometimes sleeping rough and scrabbling in
dustbins, waiting in the hope of recruitment. 'I left home with a lot of
money saying I am coming here to queue', one explained. 'This money
could have been used at home. Now if I go back again, when I get there, the
children will look up at me and say, "What has our father brought for
us?" '144 In Botswana some frustrated migrants transferred their poverty to
those weaker than themselves by ousting women from the firewood
trade.145 Similar frustrations existed in those resettlement areas which were
far from employment opportunities. In remote Qwaqwa in 1982, 'Work-
seekers . . . were walking 20 kilometres daily to wait, for the most part
hopelessly in a crowd of hundreds' at labour bureaux.146 'There's no work',
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one explained. 'We can't get jobs so that we can work for our children . . .
When you want work you go down to the office there and hang around but
there's nothing at all, you could wait a year without picking anything up.
And the children are being killed by hunger.'147 Average unemployment in
resettlement areas - 24 per cent of both sexes of working age in 1980-3 -
was no higher than in the homelands generally, but certain areas had
exceptional rates. The highest reliable figure was 38 per cent at Glenmore
in the Ciskei, where 31 per cent of families had no wage-worker.148 These
families were the new poor. 'In closer settlements the families of migrant
workers are becoming a relative elite', an authority reported. 'They are the
ones with brick rather than mud houses, some furniture and more mealie
meal to eat.'149 Some families, especially with female heads, appeared to
have no income whatever. 'We beg from our neighbours', one explained,
'and they help us because we Africans believe in sharing.'150

In these circumstances, a large family might be a source of poverty. At
Mdantsane in the Ciskei, in 1980-1, 'The better-off households (R.81+ per
month) tend to be small, their mean size being 3.7 people . . . The poorest
households (R.0-25 per month) are generally large, with an average of 8.6
people... Quite a few are of extended, three-generational families.'151

The 25 per cent of people in Elukhanyweni resettlement area in the Ciskei
who were then classified as destitute showed the same characteristics:
'Examples: family of 7 with one female in domestic service, family of 4 with
a single pension, family of 9 with the remittances of one male migrant,
family of 8 with no cash income.'152 The resettlement site in the Transvaal
with the largest average household (modal size nine members) was also the
most destitute.153

The story of African poverty had come full circle. In the nineteenth-
century Tio kingdom, membership of a large family was the very definition
of wealth.154 That was a world where land was abundant and labour scarce,
where lack of access to labour was the root of poverty. In South Africa in
the 1980s - although rarely as yet elsewhere in sub-Saharan Africa - the
world had been turned upside down. Labour was abundant, land and work
were scarce, and the great transition which has dominated the history of the
poor in every continent was taking place.
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