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Abstract Rotating saving and credit associations (ROSCAs) are ubiquitous inworld cultures.

Drawing on a case study of local-turned-transnational equbs (Ethiopian ROSCAs) in Los An-

geles (L.A.) and Seattle in the USA, in this contribution, I examine how equb (and ROSCAs in

other communities cross-culturally)work as forms of investment in ‘good lives’ and futures, the

success of which depends on participants’ ‘wealth in people’ values. By extending the ‘wealth

in people’ framework into the discourses of ROSCAs, I show how intersubjectively assessing

equb actors’ ‘wealth in people’ values is vital to the success and workings of equbs, through

which investment capital is created by and for the participants. In doing so, I offer three fresh

insights. First, equb actors (leaders and members) are repositories of ‘wealth in people’ that

consists of embodied and embedded relationships and personal characters. Second, equbs

(ROSCAs broadly) are key resources with which marginalized immigrant and local groups

fight against financial, social, and racial exclusion, and create diasporic communities. Third,

I show how actors perform both as investors and borrowers in the creative practices and pro-

cesses of equbs, through which they actively mobilize and create various forms of capital and

deploy ‘wealth in people’ to create ‘wealth in things’ (money, properties, and businesses) and

diaspora communities such as Little Ethiopia in L.A. In doing so, I juxtapose Little Ethiopia

with ROSCA-mediated formation of other immigrants enclaves (namely, Chinatown and

Koreatown) and ‘racial enclaves’ (such as the African-American communities in Tulsa and

Durham).

Introduction

“We created our own banking system.” (equb leader in L.A. June 12, 2022: Inter-

view)

“Excluded by banks,minorities in California became their own lenders.” (L.A.Times

journalist, Shyong 2019)
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94 Saving and being safe in the Ethiopian diaspora

Studies on rotating savings and credit associations (ROSCAs) have long established

thatROSCAsareomnipresent traditionalfinancial institutions thatplayamajor role

in providing alternative saving and lending services to peoplewho lack access to ‘for-

mal’ financial and credit markets (Geertz 1962; Ardener 1964). Both Geertz and Ar-

dener,arguably twoof themost influential classical theorists onROSCAs, character-

ized ROSCAs as practices of capital formation. In his analysis of a local Javanese tra-

ditional financial institution in Indonesia,Geertz coined the phrase “rotating credit

association” (RCA), which he defined as offering “rotating access to a continually re-

constituted capital fund” (1962:243). Similarly, based on her extensive research on

ROSCAs in Nigeria and Cameroon, Ardener dubbed ROSCAs “capital-forming in-

stitutions” (1964:223). She redefined ROSCAs as: “An association formed upon a core

of participants who agree tomake regular [emphasis added] contributions to a fund

which is given, in whole or in part, to each contributor in rotation” (1964:201).These

early theoretical perspectives shaped subsequent generations of scholars who con-

ducted a vast range of studies on ROSCAs in multiple cultural contexts.

Started as local, traditional banking institutions, equbs, like other ROSCAs, have

confounded scholars’ predictions thatmodernity and globalizationwould eliminate

them (Geertz 1962). Instead, they have refused to remain local and have become

global, transnational informal financial institutions through migratory processes.

Ethiopian immigrants (and other immigrant communities) use equbs and other

ROSCAs to advance their well-being and create new communities and identities

in the USA and elsewhere. By transnational, I refer to the fact that ROSCAs have

been brought by migrants to their destination countries, for example, equbs in the

USA.The term also refers to how ROSCAs are created by people who live and work

transnationally and use them to achieve diverse life aspirations both in the diaspora

and countries of origin.1

In this article, I extendGuyer’s (1993) andGuyer andBelinga’s (1995) perspectives

on ‘wealth in people’ into the world of ROSCAs, with a focus on equbs. By reworking

anthropological perspectives on ‘transactions’ from two regions – Equatorial Africa

and Melanesia (with a focus on New Guinea) – comparatively and examining the

processes of “valuing people’s qualitatively different dimensions”, anthropologist

Jane Guyer developed a ‘wealth in people’ framework (1993:246). Guyer’s relational

constitution of values as ‘wealth in people’ strongly resonateswithBourdieu’s “forms

of capital” (1986), in which he expanded the definitions from economics’ narrow

and abstract idea of financial capital to include cultural, social, symbolic, and, of

course, economic capital, the formations ofwhich he relocated in relationships.This

underpins the interpretation of capital as socially valued resources (Neveu 2018:348)

1 I would like to thank Lisa Bohmer, my wife, Sophia Thubauville and Kim Glück for reading

drafts of my manuscript and providing me with valuable critical suggestions and editorial

assistance that helped me improve my article.
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used here. Similarly, Hossein’s (2023:188) apt conceptualization of black Caribbean

women’s lived experiences with ROSCAs as “the Black social economy” or “co-op

economies” echoes perspectives of ‘wealth in people’. Through her body of work,

Hossein (2023, 2018, 2013; Hossein/Austin/Edmonds 2023; Hossein/Christabell

2022) has analyzed ROSCAs that are organized and led by black women, whom she

calls “Banker Ladies”, in five Caribbean countries and their diasporic communities.

Hossein’s “Black social economy” is relevant to our discussion of equbs in that it

highlights the self-help and cooperative aspects of ROSCAs, i.e., the relationships

or ‘social solidarity’, which are foundational to the success of ROSCAs and come in

various forms in different contexts.

Following these three lines of thoughts, as the epithets at the top hint, I argue

that equbs function as types of investment and equb actors perform as both investors

and borrowers in the creative practices and processes of equbs, through which they

actively mobilize and create various forms of capital. The concept of ‘wealth in

people’ emphasizes the cyclical process of using equb to create both tangible wealth

(wealth in things) by saving money and intangible wealth (social networks, and

relationships) by investing in social capital. By analyzing the valuation process

and interrelationships among equb actors, I analyze participation in equbs as acts

of investment in and by people who embody and are embedded in relationships

that are generative of various transferable forms of capital (Bourdieu 1986) and

wealth (Guyer 1993). In doing so, I provide insights into how relationships play both

foundational and constitutive roles in the life of ROSCAs.

This article is based on ethnographic research, including observation of the dy-

namics of equbmeetings in L.A. and in-depth interviews in L.A. and Seattle. I con-

ducted a total of 14 interviews with individuals (two equb leaders and 12 equb partic-

ipants, of which four were female and ten were male) both in-person and via Zoom

during 2021–2022 (supplemented by digital research). In doing so, I generated data

on aspects of two equbs in L.A. and Seattle, which I use as examples of a number of

equbs that exist not just therebut also inother citieswith a concentrationofdiasporic

Ethiopians across the USA.2 In the following, I present brief backgrounds of the

equbs, the evaluation process of their participants, their manifestations as ‘wealth

in people’ and forms of capital while working as forms of investment, and their role

in building diasporic communities such as Little Ethiopia (juxtaposed with other

ROSCAs-mediated immigrant communities), before offering a conclusion.

2 This study on equbs in L.A. and Seattle is part of a multisided research on informal banking

and insurance associations among diasporic Ethiopian communities funded by the German

Research Foundation (DFG). Elsewhere, I have analyzed aspects of this research in an article

(Nida 2024), where I examine how Ethiopian immigrants use equb associations to craft their

‘good lives’ and futures.
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Equbs in Ethiopia, L.A., and Seattle

Equbs are common in Ethiopia as reported by various scholarly studies that have

provided motivational, historical, economic, and ethnohistorical accounts of these

associations (Dejene Aredo 1993; Engdawork Desta 1995; Nida 2022; Mamo Tirfe

1999). Equbs are the Gurage-turned-Ethiopian version of ROSCAs and have played

crucial roles in Gurage entrepreneurial success. They are widely found both in

Ethiopia and its diasporas (Nida 2006; cf. Abraham Asnake; Dagne Shibru Abate/

Hanna Getachew; Glück; Sebhatleab Tewolde Kelati; Kelemework Tafere, this

volume).

Elsewhere, I have examined how the Gurage emerged as the quintessential

entrepreneurial class of Ethiopia over the last seven decades (Nida 2006, 2022).

In those studies, I demonstrated that equbs were one of the three key intersecting

elements of what I call the three-legged scaffolding of entrepreneurial success:

individual initiative, ethnocultural resources (mainly via equbs), and political oppor-

tunity structures. The Gurage used the practice of equb as shorthand for solidarity,

and the associations generated otherwise scarce capital. They provided an organi-

zational structure and ideology for building and expanding business enterprises.

Gurage migratory experiences transformed equb, a village institution, into a cap-

italist enterprise and helped the Gurage achieve demographic and leadership

superiority within the national entrepreneurial landscape of Ethiopia. The Gurage

data reveals that, historically, equbs were an innovation by Gurage village women,

who used them to mobilize scarce resources such as milk, butter, and money for

annual festivities and weddings in village contexts (Nida 2006). Later, these institu-

tions proved their flexibility when Gurage migrants begin using them in new ways

in urban and migratory contexts. Thus, in the context of Ethiopia, I argue that the

practice of equb was a Gurage innovation,3 one that was subsequently adapted by

non-Gurage Ethiopians living in Ethiopia and in the country’s diasporas.

Some have argued that equbs originated in urban contexts (Pankhurst/Endrias

Eshete 1958). However, based onmy research, the Gurage data show that equbswere

village institutions that were transplanted into urban settings through migratory

and entrepreneurial processes, and, at least in the case of the Gurage, were pre-ur-

ban, pre-capitalist, and traditional institutions that served social, cultural, and eco-

nomic purposes, with their own operational and organizational structures that did

3 Cf. Nida (2022). Similarly, contributions in kind were commonly used in various ROSCAs,

see Bascom (1952) for how Yoruba people in Nigeria contributed in cowries to esusu, their

ROSCAs, in pre-colonial times. Parallel stories of the evolution of ROSCAs from women’s ac-

tivities are reported elsewhere (see Ardener/Burman 1995). In their edited volume, Ardener

andBurmanprovide comprehensive accounts ofwomen’s ROSCAs in a variety of sociocultural

contexts around the world.
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not necessarily involve the use of writing. However, once they were transplanted to

cities, they evolved operationally andorganizationally, andwere reorganized to sup-

port people’s commercial economic lives (Guyer 1993:250), which involvedmonetary

and writing systems. They did however, continue to perform their social and cul-

tural functions even in urban, capitalist market economies. In a similar vein, equbs

were (and are) practised in rural and urban contexts among other communities in

Ethiopia (cf. Abraham Asnake; Dagne Shibru Abate/Hanna Getachew this volume).

As anthropologists, we should value and respect the local people’s stories of their

indigenous institutions and inventions as told by themselves.

Further, the cultural idea of equbhas been transplanted fromEthiopia to someof

theworld’smost advanced capitalist societies, including theUSA (cf.Glück,Keleme-

work Tafere, and Sebhatleab Tewolde Kelati this volume, for diasporic case studies

in Israel,Dubai, andGermany, respectively).This transplantation process via forced

or voluntarymigration, leading to transnational cultural elements, has been seen in

other contexts too. For example, Hossein (2023:188) has recently written about how

five local ROSCAs (invented by Black Caribbean women, whom she calls the Banker

Ladies) travelled across national boundaries from the Caribbean countries to their

diasporas in the USA, Canada, and Europe.

Equbs in L.A. and Seattle

Diasporic Ethiopians have organized many equbs of various sizes in cities through-

out the USA, including L.A. and Seattle. My study focuses on two examples in L.A.

and Seattle. The histories of equbs in L.A. and Seattle are related to the history

of Ethiopian immigration in the two cities. Ethiopian immigrants in L.A. and

Seattle, like many other diasporic groups, live and work transnationally in a global

and globalizing world that is characterized by flows of people, ideas, cultures,

capital, and labour. Participating in these flows of things and people, Ethiopians

brought elements of their cultures, including equb, through waves of immigration

to L.A., Seattle, and other cities in the USA from the 1950s. Ober (2022) reports that

70,000–80,000 Ethiopians live in Greater L.A.4 Ethiopian immigrants in L.A. and

Seattle come from various ethnic groups in Ethiopia including the Amhara,Oromo,

Wolayta, and Gurage, where equbs originated.

The practice of equb was transplanted to other regions of the world outside

Ethiopia through the acts of immigrants such as Mr. S and Ms. W, two of my in-

terlocutors. When Mr. S. came to L.A., there was one Ethiopian restaurant, whose

business was not thriving. Mr. S. created an equb based at this restaurant in order

4 For more on Ethiopian diasporas, cf. introduction, this volume, Chacko (2003), Nida (2007),

Kebede Kassahun (2017), Mary Goitom/Indemudia (2022), and Mary Goitom (2019).
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to both help the owners improve their business and to provide other Ethiopians

with loans in order to advance their well-being. Mr. S. said that equb is “a historical

process, in our country, in Ethiopia, where people come together, improve their

lives, build, and lead their future lives by contributing a specific amount of money.

That iswhatwe brought here” (June 12, 2022: Interview).Thedevelopment of equbs in

Seattle followed a similar pattern.Ms.W. toldme that she created her equb in Seattle

to improve her own and the equbmembers’ life chances. She came from Ethiopia to

Kentucky in the 1990s for school and subsequently moved toWashington, D.C., and

then to Seattle in 2008. After struggling to survive on low-wage jobs and working

multiple shifts, she wanted to work for herself. Ms. W. told me, “I was living from

paycheck to paycheck. I was struggling with life, [and] work. One night I just came

up with this idea that I have to create an equb and start my own business, instead of

working for others with little payment” (January 12, 2023: Interview). In response to

my question about where she got the idea for starting an equb as ameans to improve

her life, she said, “equb yemetanibet new, bahilachen new” in Amharic, i.e., equb is part

of our history, our culture. Growing up in Ethiopia, I sawmy father participating in

equbs with friends for so many years, and sometimes he would take me to the equb

meetings with him on Sundays. That is what came to my mind. I know that equb is

useful” (January 12, 2023: Interview). That is how Ms. W. created her first equb ten

years ago, and she has been the leader of that equb ever since.

These stories reveal how equb actors lean into their values and the belief that

wealth resides in people to run successful of equbs. The value of ‘wealth in people’

consists of equb actors’ embodied and embedded cultural and social capital, and

specifically in two of Bourdieu’s (1986) four forms of capital (social and cultural capi-

tal), whichMs.W. andMr. S. were enculturated into while growing up in Ethiopia.5

Building on Bourdieu’s concept of habitus,Neveuwrites, “embodied cultural capital

… [is] embodied in perceptual or interpretive dispositions” (2018:351).This resonates

with my interlocutors’ dispositions and the cultural views on equb that resulted

from their enculturation. As repositories of ‘wealth in people’, these equb leaders

(like other organizers of ROSCAs) are capable of mobilizing individuals who are

also repositories of ‘wealth in people’ and of (re)producing various forms of capital

for investments in activities aimed at building good lives and futures.6 As such, the

leaders (and members) function as investors, “the banker gentlemen and ladies”,

to borrow Hossein’s phrase (2013:423–42). Both leaders and members invest money

and other forms of capital that they embody in each other. In addition to this,

leaders invest their time, knowledge (cultural capital), and networks (social capital).

5 Including, cultural, social, economic, and symbolic capitals.

6 Elsewhere, I have developed a framework, equbs as “technologies of the good life and future”, to

examine the transformativework of equbs as a socialmeans of fighting poverty and advancing

well-being (Worku 2024).
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Thus, equb actors’ ‘wealth in people’ (that is, the cultural and social capital stored

in them through their socialization) translates into their capacities to imagine what

a ‘good life’ might look like and how to realize it. ‘Wealth in people’ in the form of

equb becomes a resource with which they envision and build a ‘good life’; it becomes

a form of investment in a ‘good life’, as equb actors’ capacity to envision is shaped by

andembedded in the culturesof equb.FollowingAppadurai (2004), I characterize the

practice of equb asdiasporicEthiopians’ socio-cultural capacity to lift themselves out

of poverty. As unbanked and marginalized people with no or little access to formal

financial services in the USA, equb enables diasporic Ethiopians to fight against (so-

cial and financial) exclusion and inequity in a racialized US political economy. The

success of these efforts depends on effective ways of evaluating equb actors’ values

(trustworthiness, strongwork ethics, social/cultural capital) as ‘wealth in people’. In

discussing how Caribbean Banker Ladies create “equitable economies” both in the

home countries in the Caribbean and countries of their diasporic destinations in-

cluding the USA, Canada, and UK, Hossein underscores that ROSCAs are tools for

taking care of collectivity/community and fighting against exclusion, arguing that

“ROSCAs are an antidote to racial capitalism” (2023:187); “ROSCAs take care of peo-

ple’s needs through collaboration and mutual aid. In proposing collective banking

the women show that they are also addressing financial exclusion” (ibid.:188).

In a similar vein, other immigrant diasporas in the USA, such as the Korean,

Chinese, and Japanese have used their versions of ROSCAs tomitigate against their

financial and social exclusion. It is worth noting that some equbmembers have ac-

cess to formal credit systems because they have already established some collateral,

and that some individuals join equbs for social reasons, not just for economic ones.

However, almost all equbmemberswithout demonstrable have little access to formal

bank loans; the same is true among other minority immigrant groups in the USA.

For example, in his aptly titled L.A. Times column, “Excluded by banks,minorities in

California became their own lenders”7, Shyong offered the following assessment of

the role of ROSCAs in immigrants’ lives and in creating communities:

“In Los Angeles, diverse neighborhoods probably wouldn’t exist today without

ROSCAs, which are most often run by women. When banks wouldn’t lend to mi-

norities, the kye helped Koreatown business owners cluster in central Los Ange-

les. The hui helped finance Chinatown, and tanomoshis helped start some of Lit-

tle Tokyo’s early businesses. There are also Latino tandas or cundinas, Filipino

paluwagans and Ethiopian ekubs, and in South Los Angeles, family investment

teams were formed after the L.A. riots to help black people buy property.” (Shy-

ong 2019)

7 This affirms that other ROSCAs also work as forms of investment and their participants are

both investors and borrowers.
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‘Wealth in people’ – The evaluation process of equb actors

These reconstituted equbs in the USA can be interpreted as cultures in action (i.e., as

putting cultural ideas into practice) (Swidler 1986). In the equbs’ processes and prac-

tices, being able to assess equb actors’ ‘wealth in people’ values intersubjectively is

vital to the success of equbs. According to the equb leaders andmembers that I inter-

viewed, the assessment of who should be a valued member and why is always car-

ried out in reference towhether individuals possess ‘wealth in people’ values, includ-

ing embodied cultural and social capital and socially valued personal charactersitics

such as trustworthiness, embodied relationships, leadership skills, and knowledge

about equb, all of which are rooted in relationships.

In a similar vein, Ghosh (2020:195) deployed Guyer’s (1993) ‘wealth in people’

model to examine the relationships between investors (running venture capital

companies, VCs) and start-up entrepreneurs in India, providing insights into how

prospective investors assess the ‘wealth in people’ values of entrepreneurs seeking

investment capital, and how entrepreneurs actively establish their wealth in person

(values) by “performing self through pitching”. In the case of India, “investment

is made in the specific personhood of the entrepreneur rather than the business

plan” (Ghosh 2020:190). By contrast, in equbs among diasporic Ethiopians in the

USA, investments aremade both in the specific personhood and the business plans.

According tomy interlocutors, the specific personhood consists of both the relation-

ships (ethnic and kin ties, for example) embodied by prospective equbmembers who

are seeking investment capital and their personal qualities/characters. For example,

one equb organizer told me that when individuals approach him about joining his

equb, they always share their desires, ideas, and plans for improving their lives with

him. He said people know that the main aim of an equb is to improve lives and that

they do not join just for the sake of joining an equb. He further reflected on the ways

in which he diligently judges the values of prospective equbmembers/borrowers as

‘wealth in people’ as follows:

“If you are an equb organizer, you cannot allow [just] anyone to join your equb.

You do not want someone to take the lump sum, which is other people’s money,

and disappear on you, or not be able to repay. You have to be very careful and

selective in order to avoid problems such as default. When someone was pro-

posed who I did not know about, in terms of their history, background, and charac-

ter, I did not accept them as a member, unless someone else who I knew vouched

for him/her [emphasis added]. Bahiriachewenmawekewesagne new [i.e., ‘knowing

their characters is critical’].” (June 12, 2022: Interview)

Another equb leader echoed the significance of assessing people’s ‘wealth in peo-

ple’ values (social/cultural capital and socially valued personal characteristics), by
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highlighting the importance of trust for an equb’s success: “Trust is our collateral

guarantee. For anyone to join my equb, either I must know them well personally or

they have to come through my friends or other people who I trust […].” (November

20, 2022: Interview). It is particularly revealing that this equb leader invoked the

phrase “collateral guarantee”, which is a mechanism through which formal finan-

cial institutions ensure that their borrowers will pay back the money that they lend

them by linking the loans to other assets, properties, and businesses owned by the

borrowers. These testimonies illustrate how equb leaders/organizers work like in-

vestors, judging prospective borrowers’ value and worth. Unlike in formal banking

and credit systems, however, what equb leaders/organizers look for as a guarantee

from a prospective equb member/borrower is their ‘wealth in people’ and personal

character rather than material assests, which most individuals seeking equb capital

do not have. In contrast to formal institutions, equbs (and ROSCAs broadly) work as

an alternative banking system that is based on trust – itself based on socially val-

ued relationships and specific personhood – which translates into various forms of

capital, both ‘wealth in people’ and ‘wealth in things’.

Aside from trustworthiness and ‘wealth in people’ values, equb leaders also look

for other qualities in prospective equb members. All members are potentially bor-

rowers and lenders, including the leaders, because a member becomes a borrower

when it is their turn to receive the lump sum; the other members who contributed

to the lump sum are lenders. The organizers/leaders of equbs also act as investors,

as do the Banker Ladies in the Caribbean cases. In this context, the assessment of a

prospective equbmember’s values and relationships is necessary but not sufficient

to secure their access to investment (equb) capital. In addition to being embedded

in and embodying the relationships that are the sources of their ‘wealth in people’,

prospective equbmembers must perform two tasks. First, in approaching the lead-

ers/investors, prospective equbmembersmust tell compelling stories as to why they

want to join the equb and what they intend to use themoney for. I interpret this as a

form of the pitching that start-up entrepreneurs perform to convince potential in-

vestors to support them in places that include India (cf., for example, Ghosh 2020).

Many non-leader equb actors told me about the critical role pitching/sharing their

visions with the equb leaders plays in securing investment capital. One of them re-

flected, “whenever I join an equb, I have a plan to improve things [emphasis added].

I have a vision for the future. When you tell equb leaders that you have a plan, they

want to help you achieve your goal. They have to view you as a person who plans

for the future” (November 22, 2022: Interview). Second, prospective equbmembers

are expected to embody the good character that translates into ‘wealth in people’.

What one leader called “melkam bahiry yalachew” (“those who have good characters”)

are individualswho are trustworthy, creditworthy, visionary, hard-working, and are

not drunkards and extravagant with their money.These are the specific elements of

personhood that are valued by the investors, that is, equb leaders, and this provides
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a critical insight into the workings of equbs as forms of investment.8This resonates

withGuyer’s argument: “Themultiple dimensions of the value accorded to persons –

manifest in the sheer breadth of techniques for the cultivation of personal beauty,

strength,skill, andgeneralworth –are intrinsic to anyunderstandingof thedynam-

ics of the wealth in people model” (1993:258).

This evaluation process is intersubjective in that it is not just equb leaders who

evaluate prospective equbmembers. Equbmembers, on their part, judge the ‘wealth

in people’ value of the equb organizers and leaders while electing them and making

equb commitments.Bothgroups evaluate oneanother basedon their being reposito-

ries of socioculturally valued relationships and on the personal characteristics of the

individual, using what Guyer refers to as the criteria to evaluate “the multidimen-

sional characteristics of people” (Guyer 1993:245). This is because both equb leader-

ship and membership depend on people’s values as wealth. My interlocutors men-

tioned that the same criteria are applied to assessing the values and worth of both

leaders andmembers, that is, of all equbactors.Onemember recounts the following:

“Due to elections, there is always a change in committee members, that is,

leaders of equb. But everybody knows everybody else. Members would not elect

someone who is not trustworthy (abalate yemiamenute sew eza lie aysekemetum).

The same is true for people who are joining equb, and who are taking the equb.

When you receive equb, they have to trust you. Since people’s characters are

known in the community, members and leaders know the who is who of equb

community members. If you have a fishy character or a bad reputation in the

community, people tell on you. They [equb leaders] will make you wait until the

end of equb, that is when you can have the lump sum.” (November 22, 2022:

Interview)

These vetting processes are critical to creating equb capital for investment.

Equbs/ROSCAs working as forms of investment

The experiences of diasporic Ethiopians show that equbs are a social means for

fighting poverty, achieving development, and advancing well-being. “Equb is a

ladder for development” (February 22, 2022: Interview), one equb participant told

me. “As equb leaders, we are lifting people [equbmembers and their families] out of

poverty” (November 1, 2022: Interview), one equb leader said. These two personal

8 I used these examples in my upcoming (Nida 2024) article, but I use them in this piece from

the perspective of ‘wealth in people’, as the interlocutors’ own definitions of the values that

constitute ‘wealth in people’.
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testimonies represent the local interpretations of equb associations among dias-

poric Ethiopians in the USA, who see them as tools to achieve development and lift

people out of poverty. Such testimonials constitute a story (or stories) about how

diasporic Ethiopians use equbs to envision and create their ‘good lives’ and futures.

Fischer underscores that it is critically important to value local people’s aspirations

and agency: “Aspiration, a hope for the future informed by ideas about the ‘good

life’, gives direction to agency – the power to act and the sense of having control

over one’s own destiny” (2014:207).

Diasporic Ethiopians in L.A. and Seattle join equbs with clear ideas about their

futures and building well-being and a ‘good life’.They imagine/envision better lives

and futures for themselves and their (transnational and translocal) families to be

achieved through membership of equbs, and this constitutes one of their cultural

capacities to aspire that is deeply rooted in their ‘wealth in people’ values. One in-

terlocutor benefitted from his equb’s priorities due to his clear vision and plans; he

recounted a story of his own lived experiences with equb savings as a type of invest-

ment:

“I was working as a taxi driver when I joined [an] equb for the first time in my

entire life because I wanted to buy a taxi in partnership with my friend, half a

taxi each. In equb, when you start new work and a new business, you get the first

prize [i.e. the lump sum of equb]. … I consulted with the judges, and I shared my

goal of purchasing a taxi. They said you can have the first prize, according to

our bylaw. That is what the first paragraph of the equb bylaw says, especially for

people who want to start a new business. That is one of its primary goals [emphasis

added]. I purchased my first taxi using the first prize of US$20, 000, in partner-

ship with my friend. The taxi cost us about US$53,000, which we split between

us. My friend and I agreed that I should drive our new taxi, as my friend already

had his own taxi, which he was driving.” (November 22, 2022: Interview)

This equb story explains how things work from the perspective of the local people,

which can translate into what Nader (2011) dubs as “ethnography as a theory”. This

specific story illustrates how equbs function as forms of investment in the ‘good life’

and a better future.This interviewee’s development did not stop with the purchase

of his first taxi. Using equb as goal-directed saving and investment, he said that he

savedmoney from being a driver-co-owner of his taxi andworking long hours,with

no vacations and limited sleep.He paid off the first equb debt, joined a new equb, and

purchased another taxi that he fully owned. He also became a full owner of his first

taxi, by paying his friend off. Subsequently, he bought a third taxi and employed a

fellow Ethiopian as his driver, becoming an owner of three taxis, all by using equb

money. Further, he told me that the equb leaders made him wait his turn to bid for

the equb payouts that he used to buy his second and third taxis. Similarly, one of the
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leaders of the equb also used his equbmoney to purchase his own taxis. According to

the leader in L.A., 45–50 people had become owners of various businesses –mostly

taxis, restaurants, grocery stores, and liquor stores – because of the equb he estab-

lished9: “We created our ownbanking system (yerasachenbahilawi bank fetirene). First,

our people used our bank to buy taxis, then to purchase property,mostly residential

houses, then grocery stores, then restaurants, etc. Because of such equb benefits,

equb expanded in L.A. and throughout the US subsequently” (June 12, 2022: Inter-

view). It is interesting to note how the leader used the word ‘we’, as it suggests that

equbs are inherently social.The ‘we-ness’ also signifies the collective agency required

to create your own banking system, evidencing my argument that all equb actors

(leaders and members) are both investors and borrowers, simultaneously creating,

seeking, and using investment (equb) capital.These stories also illuminate that equb

actors actively create new ‘wealth in people’ values – in addition to mobilizing the

‘wealth in people’ values that people already embodied when/before they joined –

through the practices and processes of equbs as forms of investment. The collec-

tive nature of ROSCAs has been underscored and characterized by other scholars

as “community economies” (Hossein/Christabell 2022), “Black solidarity economy”

(Hossein 2018; 2013), and “the helping ideology” (Wingfield 2008), to mention just a

few.

TheSeattle equbmembers followed a similar pattern of using the practice of equb

as a type of investment in business and wealth creation. Ms. W., the equb leader in

Seattle, told us: “Many of us in this equbarewomen.Almost all of us noware engaged

in businesses in health care (some are nurses running elderly care and daycare cen-

tres with licences), and real-estate sectors thanks to my equb” (January 20, 2023: In-

terview). A total of eight out ofmy 14 interlocutors had acquired homes, businesses,

and rental properties, and had amassed considerable wealth with which to create

good lives and futures both in the USA and in Ethiopia.

Equb actors thus create assets by investing equb capital in various activities,

and these newly created assets signify people’s ability to produce new capital out

of ‘wealth in people’. These processes change the equb actors’ terms of reference

(Appadurai 2013), as they make the transition from being people ‘without collateral’

to individuals ‘with collateral’ from the perspective of formal financial and credit

institutions. This shows how ‘wealth in people’ translates into ‘wealth in things’.

Furthermore, the process of creating assets (namely, businesses) has translated into

the building of diasporic communities, as I will show below.

9 Beyond L.A., taxis constitute a niche formany diasporic Ethiopians in several cities. including

San Jose, Seattle, Dallas, andWashington, D.C. where many people have evolved from being

employed cab drivers to driver-owners and owners of their own taxis. On taxi driving as a

niche among diasporic Ethiopians in Washington, D.C., cf. Chacko (2016).

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471272-007 - am 14.02.2026, 07:55:21. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471272-007
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Worku Nida: ‘Wealth in people’ 105

Making diasporic communities through equbs/ROSCAs: Little Ethiopia
and other immigrant communities

As forms of community building themselves, equbs have been instrumental in start-

ing various businesses, including Ethiopian restaurants and stores, the concentra-

tion of which paved the way for the emergence of Little Ethiopia in L.A. (Chacko/

Cheung 2011; Chacko 2003). A widely shared version of the story of Little Ethiopia

is that an Ethiopian restaurant called Adolis was the first business to be opened on

Fairfax, but it did not survive.Then Rosalind’s Ethiopian restaurant was opened in

the late 1980s. According to their website, the owners of Rosalind’s claim that Ros-

alind’s is the “oldest Ethiopian restaurant in L.A.”. Subsequently, other Ethiopian

businesses moved to the area and several new ones opened on Fairfax in the 1990s.

As a result, currently, there are 13 Ethiopian-owned businesses in the area, of which

eight are restaurants. This concentration of Ethiopian businesses gave birth to Lit-

tle Ethiopia on Fairfax Street, between Pico and Olympia. It was officially named

in 2002 and is demarcated by colourful Little Ethiopia street banners, positioned at

each entrance to the neighbuorhood.

In addition to their entrepreneurial activities in this neighborhood, the political

work of some diasporic Ethiopians, especially one group of business owners and

political activists, contributed to the emergence of Little Ethiopia. This group of

individuals worked hand-in-glove with locally elected African-American city offi-

cials and campaigned hard to get the neighbourhood renamed as Little Ethiopia.

Today, more than two decades later, with its bustling ethnic restaurants, stores,

cafes, and barbershops, Little Ethiopia has evolved into one of Southern Califor-

nia’s most attractive destinations for both local Angelenos and tourists. After an

in-depth interview, one of my interlocutors in Little Ethiopia walked me out of his

restaurant. As we stood in front of the restaurant, he pointed to his restaurant and

the Little Ethiopia sign at the northern end of the neighbuorhood and said: “We are

here because of equbs” (November 12, 2023: Interview). This clearly illustrates the

link between the equbs and Little Ethiopia. This particular interviewee owns one of

the Ethiopian businesses that gave birth to Little Ethiopia in L.A. and played a lead-

ership role in the struggle to receive official recognition for the area. He also served

as the president of the Ethiopian Business Association in Little Ethiopia for several

years.10 Thus, by mobilizing their various resources, including ‘wealth in people’

values, diasporic Ethiopians in L.A. have constructed a new identity and commu-

nity, reshaping the ethnic landscape of the city. In doing so, they have changedwhat

Appadurai (2004:83) referred to as “the terms of recognition”, becoming a (social,

economic, and political) force to be reckoned with.

10 Ethiopian business owners established the association immediately after the formation of

Little Ethiopia in 2002.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471272-007 - am 14.02.2026, 07:55:21. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471272-007
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


106 Saving and being safe in the Ethiopian diaspora

Ethiopians are not unique in using ROSCAs as instruments for creating dias-

poric minority communities and fighting against financial and social exclusions in

the diaspora. In a similar way, other diasporic groups in the USA (and across the

world) using culturally specific versions of ROSCAs have constructed businesses,

identities, wealth, and communities, and have changed their terms of recognition.

Stories of the ROSCA-mediated formation of businesses and communities have

become part of public discourse as well. Like Ethiopians, other immigrants lack

access to formal loans and, therefore, resort to their cultural capacities (such as

ROSCAs) to create ‘good lives’ and futures. Shyong (2019), a journalist writing on

diversity and diaspora for the L.A. Times, observed: “In Los Angeles, home to one of

the highest unbanked populations of any metropolis, the popularity of ROSCAs is

both a product of discrimination and the tool to fight it” (Shyong 2019). Meanwhile,

a PBS documentary, Nailed It, told the story of how Vietnamese Americans used

ROSCAs to create and dominate the multibillion-dollar nail salon industry, which

started in 1975, when American actress, Tippi Hedren, hired her manicurist, Dusty

Coots, who trained 20 Vietnamese in nail work, laying the foundations for the

industry.11 Similarly,Netflix’s 2020 filmTheDonut King followed the entrepreneurial

trajectory of Cambodian refugee Ted Ngoy, recounting how Cambodian Americans

came to dominate the doughnut business in California, largely by using tontine,

their ROSCA. As Shyon (2019) notes, “If you’ve ever been to a Cambodian-owned

doughnut shop, fried chicken restaurant, or jewelry store, there’s a good chance it

was financed by a tontine.”Thus, the Ethiopian saying “equbsmake people” appears to

apply to the lived experiences of other groups, including Cambodians, Vietnamese,

Korean, Chinese, and Japanese, as their own versions of ROSCAs have worked as

engines of entrepreneurship and community building.These groups have also built

their own ethnic enclaves, including Koreatown,Chinatown, and Little Tokyo in Los

Angeles (Shyong 2019).

Scholarly studies have analyzed the entrepreneurial success of these diasporic

groups and their neighborhoods (Woodrum/Rhodes/Feagin 1980; Bonacich 1973;

Bonacich/Modell 1981; Light 1972; Porters/Back 1985; Light/Kwuon/Zhong 1990).

Studies that suggested that African Americans lack entrepreneurially relevant re-

sources to generate businesses overlooked and misrepresented the specific mutual

help mechanisms of African Americans. African Americans have been portrayed

as groups without the cultural resources needed to build entrepreneurship, and

are hence lacking entrepreneurial acumen, in mainstream (dominant) studies

on immigrant entrepreneurship in the USA, which Light (1972) spearheaded in

sociology. It is interesting to note that journalist Shyong (2019) included African

11 NPR’s Lulu Garcia-Navarro’s interview with the director of the film Adele Free Pham, https:/

/www.npr.org/2019/05/19/724452398/how-vietnamese-americans-took-over-the-nails-busi

ness-a-documentary (accessed, June 23, 2023). Cf. Light/Kwuon/Zhong (2009).
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Americans in his account of groupswith cultures ofmobilizing versions of ROSCAs,

including family-based resources, for building businesses and property. In con-

trast, however, some African-American scholars have provided correctives to these

stereotyped (mis)representations of African Americans in the entrepreneurship

literature.These scholars include Hossein and Christabell (2022; and Hossein 2018;

2013), who have critiqued mainstream topical studies that have excluded Black

people’s experiences with ROSCAs in both the Global North and South. Although

Hossein’s treatment of Black people’s long-established cultures of ROSCAs focuses

on Caribbean women, she rightly and forcefully critiques mainstream scholarship

on ROSCAs in general and those created and run bywomen in particular for leaving

out Black people’s experiences. In her own work, she traces the long histories of

BlackCaribbeanwomenwhohave createdROSCAs infive countries locally andused

them in diasporas in various cities in North America and Europe (namely Great

Britain and Ireland), and have made these local co-ops transnational, uplifting

themselves, their families, and communities. Yet, some important works on the

topic by African-American scholars including John Butler (2005) and Aida Harvey

Wingfield (2008) are curiously absent from her otherwise significant work.

In his seminal work, Butler (2005) debunked the stereotyped views of African-

American entrepreneurial experiences expressed by Light (1972) andothers, through

his robust archival and historical research. He reconstructed the histories of

African-American entrepreneurship, showing that African Americans had long

used their own ‘wealth in people’ values, which largely consisted of family- and

faith-based resources, to create thriving business enterprises that gave birth to two

famous Black business districts – one in Durham, North Carolina, and another

in Tulsa, Oklahoma – which emerged during the last decades of the nineteenth

century and the first two decades of the twentieth century, respectively. In Tulsa,

Black entrepreneurial activity gave rise to a bustling business district in the Green-

wood area, which came to be known as Little Africa and the Negro Wall Street.

The area was burned down by white race-rioters in 2021 during the Tulsa race

massacre (Butler 2005:215).12The Black business district in Durham was also called

the Negro Wall Street. African Americans achieved these feats despite racial seg-

regation and discrimination that was uniquely applied to African Americans, an

accomplishment that Butler analyzed as “entrepreneurship under an economic

detour” (2005:151–237). In a similar vein, Wingfield, drawing on her ethnographic

and archival study of Black women’s hair salon businesses, has provided powerful

perspectives onhowBlackwomenused variousmutual supportmechanisms,which

she explored as “the helping ideology” (2008:74–86), to create their businesses. Us-

ing insights from feminist scholarship to fill the gender void in Butler’s otherwise

important work, Wingfield (2008) developed a theory of “gendered racial enclave

12 For more on the story of Greenwood in Tulsa, cf. Butler (2005:207-237).
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economy” to specify and explain the uniquely gendered racial segregation that

Blackwomen face in their entrepreneurial trajectories,which are different from the

trajectories of those who worked in an ethnic enclave economy.

No other (non)immigrant groups were subjected to the economic detours and

gendered racial enclave economies that have meant that African Americans have

not been allowed to do business outside their own communities. For example, data

from my own participant observation of businesses and interviews with Ethiopian

business owners in Little Ethiopia shows that non-Ethiopian customers constitute a

largemajority of clientele for four successful restaurants there. In contrast,most, if

not all, of the clientele for businesses owned by African Americans and operated un-

der an economic detour and gendered racial enclave economy – in places like Tulsa

and Durham which were racially segregated – were African Americans themselves.

By banning African Americans from doing business with non-African Americans,

the US government denied African Americans access to wider business opportuni-

ties as they were forced to do business only among themselves.This did not happen

with other ethnic minorities such as Ethiopians, Koreans, and Chinese.Thus, those

scholars who portrayed African Americans as non-entrepreneurial in comparison

with other immigrant groups did not pay attention to the uniquely racialized socio-

historical realities of African-American experiences in the USA.13

Conclusion

Rooted in villageGuragewomen’s practices inEthiopia, equbshave refused to remain

local, becoming critically important resources with which diasporic Ethiopians ad-

vance their well-being and struggle against financial and social exclusions. In this

article, I used Guyer’s ‘wealth in people’ model to rethink ROSCAs/equbs as forms of

investment in the ‘good life’ and future.Deploying her framework enables us to shift

the focus from discussing ROSCAs as just saving mechanisms to examining how

ROSCAs work as forms of investment in which a) actors’ ‘wealth in people’ values

are actively assessed and constructed by prospective investors and members seek-

ing investment capital, and b) various “forms of capital” (Bourdieu 1986) and wealth

are co-constructed and change from one form to another in and through the prac-

tices and processes of equbs/ROSCAs.The relationships among equb actors (between

investors/leaders andmembers seeking investmentmoney) generate various forms

13 Butler (2005:41–68) reclaimed the intellectual history of African American scholars, who re-

searched and wrote about African American business histories and developed concepts such

as ‘themiddleman theory’ and ‘ethnic enclaves’ used by leading scholars of ethnic immigrant

entrepreneurship (Light 1972; Bonacich/Modell 1981; Portes/Back 1985) without citing those

earlier studies.
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of capital and individual/personal characters. I hinted at the broader application of

my fresh theoretical perspective: equbs/ROSCAs as forms of investment inwhich so-

cial relationships are foundational and constitutive of success,which I dubbed tech-

nologies of the ‘good life’ and future. I demonstrated how equb actors participate as

depositories of values as ‘wealth in people’ that are shaped by past relationships and

experiences, which in turn are mobilized to create and manage new relationships

and to shape future relations. Equb narratives reveal that relationships need to be

socially valued and are necessary but not sufficient to ensure an equb’s success. For

equbs to be successful, equb actors must also look for personal characters, including

thedevotionof personal timeandenergy to theworkof organizing, leading,manag-

ing,pooling,and redistributing equb resources. I provided comparative perspectives

on ROSCAs by comparing the case of equbwith how other diasporic groups (includ-

ing Korean, Chinese, Japanese, and Vietnamese Americans) in the USA use ROSCAs

to craft their versions of ‘good lives’ and futures by creating businesses (namely nail

salons anddoughnut industries),wealth, and communities such asKoreatown,Chi-

natown, and Little Tokyo. Like Ethiopians, through ROSCA-induced processes and

activities, these groups have also shifted their terms of reference at multiple levels

and have shaped the ethnic landscape of Southern California.

Further, I juxtaposed the stories of equb/ROSCA-users with the uniquely racial-

ized experiences of African Americans, who have used various family and faith-

based resources to build their ‘good lives’ and futures, as well as business districts

in Tulsa and Durham. In doing so, I provided comparative perspectives on the

cultural capacities to aspire to a ‘good life’ and future among newAfrican Americans

(diasporic Ethiopians included) and historic African Americans by following Butler

(2005) and Wingfield (2008) in challenging biased views in the mainstream litera-

ture on ethnic (immigrant) entrepreneurship that have falsely claimed that African

Americans lacked the cultural resources and entrepreneurial acumen to improve

their lot. Thus, my narrative about equb and comparative analyses contributes to

scholarship onROSCAs, ‘wealth in people’, values, capital,well-being, and diasporic

experiences more broadly.
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