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Dear Mr. Nelte:

In "L'Agriculture au Dahemey", published in 1906, less than
twenty years after the French conguest, N. Savariau wrete:

nSince Dahomey has been part of eur colenial domain, it has
alwvays been & very prospereus ceuntrys it is sdministered
by its ovn means witheut financial aid frem metrepolitan
Frances; frem the first years ites budget has shewn & surplus.
This situation is due te the rapid development of cemmerce
and agricul ture.®

Sad reading, half & century later! Fer Dahemey is today
a very peer eceuntry. It is administered, net by its ewn means, but
with the help ef an annual French budget subsidy ef 83 millien. Ita
experts coever less than twe-thirds ef its imperts. Dahemeyan ex—
perts are beceming less competitives its eil palms, source ef the
main expert, are less preductive than these of neighbering ceuntries.
The Dahemeyan pessant seratches a meagre existance frem a seil whese
preductivity is being gradually censumed. His oenly teels are & primi-
tive hee and a machete, and he has ne draft animals: few farmers in
the werld get as little foed fer as much effert as the Dahemeyan. He
suffers frem a lifeleng shertage of pretein in his diet, and he tends
therefere te have little physical er mental energy to apare.

Other than agriculture, which eccupies mere than feurth-fifths
of the pepulatien, gevernment is the enly impertent seurce of jebs. It
pays much betters the lewest paid gevernment empleye earns in & menth what
the peasant earns in o year. Therefere, here as elsevhere in West Africa,
s gevernment jeb is the gesl ¢f & ysung men with seme educatien, The dif-
ference in Dahemey is that there is ne mere reem in the gevernment, Sa-
laries eat up 80 percent of the budget (net ceunting the French subsidy).
Only abeut 250 Frenchmen remain in the gevernment — less than half the
number of Dahemeyan students at the University ef Dakar alene. The uam-
empleyed young maa whe effers te wateh yeur car, er wash it, er change
meney, speaks fluent French and hes a degree that weuld guarantee him
& gevernment jeb in meat parts of Africa. An expensive educatienal sys-
tem - 29 percent of the budget gees te keeping 20 percent of the scheol-~
age pepulatien in scheel ~ is buaily grinding eut mere young men like
this, yeung men whe flee the bush fer reasons e¢f meney and prestige but
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for whem the city has ne roem. Te add te the burden of unempleyment,
seme 50,000 Dahemeyans in ether countries of Africe are likely teo be
forced te ceme heme eventually; 12,000 were driven eut ¢f the Ivery
Coast in 1958.

Faced with enrushing bankrupcy, the Dahemeyan gevermment
suddenly bestirred itself last year. Theugh Dahemey is cenventien-
ally classed as a "censervative" African astate, it set eut en an ag-
ricul tural pregram unparalleled in its riger. Every village in Da-
homey was ordered te start a collective field; village leaders whe
did net ebey were simply tessed in jail. The gevermment had twe .
goals in mind: te increase by 20 percent the land under cultivatien,
and te teach better farming practices which the peasants weuld then
apply en their own land. The peasants can woerk beth their land and
the collective, the government argues, since they new enly werk 80
te 120 days & year. At first the entire revenue frem the collectives
was te go to such social prejects as achools and dispensaries, but the
state quickly backed dewn and decided te let the peasants themselves
have 50 percent of the meney earned frem the cellective crep.

Their first crep has net yet been harvested, se it is teo
early te pass judgement en the cellective fields. Recent reperts te
the gevermment, writtemn after the fields were well underway, shew
many failures but alse many apparent successes. Mest of the cellec~
tive fields I visited shewed the effects of bungling er neglect; but
in each case I was teld that the yield frem the collective, lov as
it might be in relatien te what it sheuld be, weuld still be higher
than the miserable yields en the peasants' ewn land (fer example,
100 kilegrams of cetten te the hectare).

Howvever — and leaving aside all ideelegical preferences -
the cellectives are epen te seme serieus deudbts. The first and sim-
plest is the pessibility that added productien en the cellectives will
be balanced by reduced preductien en individual fields. True, the pea-
sant enly werks 100 days a year, but the peak seasen coemes at the same
time en his field and en the cellective, and his stamine is se lew that
net much mere effert can be required of him. Will the peasant gain
ensugh te metivate him te werk veluntarily in the cellective next year?
In theery, yes. But the peasant new is disceuraged by an archaie mar-
keting system in which cern, fer example, falls te 7 francs a kile at
harvest time and jumps te 50 francs in a ceuple o¢f menths., The gevern-
ment has premised te buy all the cellectives preduce — but it dees net
seem to have sterage space for the creps. And, in a seciety where cer-
ruptien is cemmenplace, village leaders and gevernment efficials are
likely teo siphen o¢ff much ef the 50 percent share that is suppesed te
ge ta the peasants. But despite these pessibilities of failure, the
collectives will be woerthwhile ~ this is the reasening of seme dedica-
ted Dahomeyans — if they succeed in spreading bhetter farming metheds.

At the same time, Dahomey is trying te settle seme of its
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unemployed yeuth en the land. The results ef these experiments, which
se far have generally failed, shew hew hard it is te de anything abeut
this basic African preblem. The theery is that the young men will
stay en the land if the gevernment can help them earn a decent inceme.
This theery gets ne enteuragement frem what happened at & place called
Hinvi., There the gevermment settled 40 unempleyved ysuths frem the
city, many of whem had eriginally ceme frem the ceuntryside. When

the revenue frem the first crep was divided, after the state's expenses
were deducted, each youth feund that he had earmed 10,000 francs

(840) clear, plus his keep. This amount, earned in six menths, is
mere than the average peasant clears in a year. The beys asked for

& two-week vacation. After the vacatien, the majerity failed te
retura te Hinvi; even after censiderable official pressure en their
relatives, ene~third ef the young men refused to ge back. And yet
10,000 francs was mere than any ef them had ever earned, or even

seen, in their lives,

In anether experiment, the state previded leans and land
for 14 families expelled frem the Ivory Ceast. When I visited them,
several men had drepped eut, less land had been planted than last
year, and the greup was deeply in debt te the govermment. They said:
"We need were money frem the govermment... It weuld be all right fer
peasants, but net fer us..." The recerds of the technical lycee and
the trade schoel shew thati enly abeut ene—feurth eof their graduates
are working in the trades they learned; mere tham ene~feurth are un-
empleyed and the rest have jobs that have ne relation te their educa-
tien., "They have exaggerated ideas of the jebs they sheuld have,"
the Dahemeyan directer ef the technical lycee said ef his graduates.

These “exaggerated ideas" are of course the preduct ef =
system in which the minerity that gees te scheel is led to expect the
meney and prestige of gevermment jebs. Fer a ysung man te work as an
artisan, much less as a farmer, is to accept lifeleng defeat, The
young men whe refused te return te the farm at Hinvi were, in peker
terms, splitting a pair of sixes in erder to draw te a straight,

They prefer te hang areund the city as leng as thete is any chance,
even the faintest, that seme relative may help them settle en the
state's payrell,

The French—derived system of educatien, which bears much of
the blame fer this situatien, is suppesed te be everhauled in the
next few years. The plan is to create cembined farm cooperatives and
scheols., In these the children weuld learn te read and write and
would practice medern agriculture; the school's fields would previde
the children with the adequate diet they do not get at heme, The plan
contains the mest searching criticism I have seen of the effects of
transplanted French educatien in Africa, but it has ene all-impertant
drawback: it is & French, net a Dahomeyan plan, which Dahomey received
from a greup ef French experts. There dees not seem toe be much enthu-
siasm ameng Dahemeysn officials fer discarding the system under which
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they were raised. At the moment, the gevermment simply dees met
seem interested eneugh te make the effert necessary te put the
plen iate effect.

In this generally gloemy picture, there is ene encouraging
sign. This is the grewing awareness ameng ysunger educated Dahemeyans
that their ceuntry is in treuble, The cenventienal epinien is that
the Dahemeyans are the quickest and mest adaptable of the peeples of
former French West Africaj it is the Dahemeyans, mere than any others,
whe leave heme te seek their living in a hestild enviremment. Natienal
character is of course & slippery subject, and the ebserver can find
;whatever he is leeking for. Nonetheless, my impressiens accerd
with the cenventienal view of Dahemey. Conversations with efficials
seem te get te the peint faster here. Preblems are discussed realis-
tically, uncleuded by the feggy generalities prevalent elsevwhere in
West Africa (except in Toge befere Olympie's assassinatien).

Teday these Dahemeyans talk in pessimistic terms. Yeu
hear remarks like "I came back with lets of ideas, but now I'm
ready te give up", and even "If we had & referendum temerrev, we'd
all vete for returning te celenial rule". Aad as yet there has been
little change in attitudes at the top level of the gevermment. Ne
meneYy is available for cern sterage, but werk preceeds enm Presideat
Hubert Maga's $3 millien palace, and the city ¢f Cetoneu has recently
been graced with a set of totally unnecessary traffic lights. Maga
himself seems still te believe that his gevernment's financial preb-
lems can be selved by making the peasants werk harder.

For all these reasems — a stagnant econemy, ne mere reem
at the top, an intelligent and realistic peeple - it is & fair guess
that & prefeund secial upheaval may ceme some day seen te Dahemey.

cerely, a
\ ﬂuﬂ.(} e ( L/(St’gl
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