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In a three-page article titled "Writing in
Dahoney todey” Irene D'Alneida writes:

Writing in Dahomey started in {he thirties

after the first generation of intellectuals

completed their studies.]

The second gencration, according to her, are those people

"born in the 30s but whose works appeared after

Independence," .
|
Born on July 21, 1931 at Djougou in the north of

>

Benin,” Jean Pliya belongs to this second literslx'y

genera.tion.h
Though & geographer by profession Jean Pliyk made
his début into literature with "L'Arbre fétiche' which
in 1963 won for him the first prize in the competition
organized by the Preuves review in Paris, Another short
gtory "La Chambre noire” by a Congolese author Sylvain
Bemba also shared the same prize., In the course| of our
interview with him in July 1978, Jean Pliya himself

affirmed how the success ol "L'Arbre féliche" propvided

him with the necegsary stinulus to continue to write:
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Le concours Ge¢ la nouvelle auquel j'ai p
a été pour moi comme un test pour voir s
princiges auxguels j'adhérais en lisant

en étu
valables pour me nemettre dtécrire corr
Bt quand j'ai eu le prix de la nouvelle
suis dit: _fAh} donc, ces principes~ld ce
pas mal,!

Preuves also published this story in number 15

review in 1964,

The publication of "Lt*Arbre fétiche" was 1

by three other stories: '"L'Homme qui avait tout
published ia nwmber 6 of Afrigue in February 1
L& Voiture rouze™ - ia nuaber 6 of L'Afrique
et artistigue in August 1969, and "Le Gardien

in number 75 of Prégence Africaine in 1570. In

iant la littérature ei le style &

rticipé
les

pu. bien
taient
potement.
je me
ntegt

L

D of their

ollowed
donné" -

067,

ittéraire
nuit" =

1671 all

the four stories appeared in one collection under the

title of L'Arbre fébiche® edited by Fditions CI
Yaoundé,

However, Jean Pliya did noi confiue himsel
short stories, In 1966 his firat play titled X
M‘? was published by Les #ditions du Bénin,

His second theairical work La Jecrétaire partig

L4
was published in 1970 by the Zditiona A, Cotd

Jean Pliya's second collection of shori si

Le Chimpanzé ai ';zutrcs"a.:c9 was published in 1977 i

E in

T to

ondo le
Cotonou.
8
ou,

ories

)y “he
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Editions Saint-Paul, Issy les Moulineauvx, and cf

"La Polabre de o Gernitre chance” which accord]
author had been comwlcied since 1971,
anoureux® which had earlier appeared in nunber |

rii

- -

ey

Arai

L'Afrique lLittéraire o ytigque in 1972, and
Rendez~vous” which wor a prize in the licerary
at the Cotonou Irde Tair of 1970. The atory A
published i» number 81 of Présence Africaine in

Jean Pliya hag also made other publicatio:
the literary field.10 We shall »e referrin: to
then in the course of our atudy.

When one exanines then from the point of v
their settinss one discovers that the literary
Jean Pliya extend over a fairly long period of
They fall into three categories. One of them i
in the pre~colonial period; two have their sett
colonialisn, and the rest belong o the pogi-co

The one renarkable feature of Jean Pliyu'sg

—
3

mprises;

|, to the

"Le Chinpaenzé

21 of

"Le
competition
ho later
1972,
outside

gone of

iew of

rorka of
vinme,

5 situated
ings during
Lonial era,

vorks is

that they are for the most part bosed on factis, Their
subject-matter ranges from historical reality Yo the

author's personal experiences and oLaervations

around him, But in malking thio point we do 07

of the life

wea. to say
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that imagination has no place at all in our aushor's workn,
for one can hardly imzgine & work of art beiny domposed
outoide the realm of imagination. By following [the order
of the three categoricg of settine already polufed oub

ve shall novw give gome brief baeckground informaiion which
we congider ag woseful in vhe compeosition and, iy ceriain

canes e success of Jean B 1it Y Workd,
ea, bl f Jean Pliyats literary works

Kondo ie requin is a three~act historical drama
poritraying the cowrage with wiich the Abomean King
Gbehanzin fouwght in his attempt 4o save hio kingdom from
falling into the nands of ‘the invading Frenech forces at

the cloge of the nineteenth cenbtury, The author who io

<}

aldo a historian has no doubt been fapcinated by
Cbehanzin's role in Benin's history ws he even frefers to
the monarch elzevhere g lun personnage unique ?ana

i

lthistoire,™ To write his play Jean Pliya himoelf

confeages that he d to make paingtalking documéntation
drawing from both historical records and oral tradiﬁion.12
His great-~grandfatier who died in 1950 when the(author
was nineteen waa the deacendant of the Migan, King

Gb&hanzin's Prine Hinister, Also, Jean Pliya ot some

of his information from his o™ mothere-in-law who was the
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great-granddaughier of King Gb&hanzin.

Kondo le reguin wao received with anthusiagm. It

won the "Grand Prix de Littérature d'Afrigue Hoire" in
1967, I% also won the second prize in the competition
organized by the Freuch Radio Corporation (0.R.F.F.).
This historical drama was given much public esipen when
it was staged in the Ivory Coagt. Hor the Benip audience
the play continued to earn deep appreciation so that
eventually it was translated into "Fon", the auwthor's
mother-tongue, by a Benin Rowan Catholic priest, Jean
Pliya recalls how the "Fon' translation of hiSJplay was

staged with perfection by a non-professional and almogt

illiterate group of actors: .

Kondo le requin, la premibre pikce de tHéatre
que nous avons &crite, a bénéficié dfuhe
remarguable traduction en langue “"fon", celle
méme Gu peuple d'ibomey ow a’vécu le Roi
résistant Gbédh.nzin., Grice & cela nous (avons
eu la joie d'entrevoeir ce gue pourrait étre

un véritable thédire populaire en Afriqye., Des
acteurs choisis dans le peuple des travgilleurs:
ouvriers, paysans, certains illetrés, dfautres
analphabdtes, mais parfaitement maitres de leur
langue maternelle et de la culture traditionnelle,
ont su rendre avec une vérité exiracrdijpeire le
mesgacge de ce drame hisvorigue. Le public

populaire a mieux participé et réagi, Il s'exprimait
spontanément, aspostrophait les acteurs, |pleurait,
riait, gringait des denis.!
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Outegide this drametic work of nmational resigtance
Jean Pliya also delves into his personal expericinces,
Ve are in the worl. of "Le Gardien de nuiv” and JLe
Chimpanzé amoureux”, Lhe author himself has affirmed
that both stories have been inspired by his clzilﬁlhood
memoriea.m Linking this affirmation with the information
wve get in reading: "A dix ans, l'honme que j'adpirais
le plus stappelait Zannou" (p. 67) in “Le Gardieh de
nuit" we can situate the story as taking place in 1941,
We also know the date of the evenis in "Le Chimppnzé
amoureux": "Nous étions en 1943" (p.9). Despiie the fact
that the two marratives have their settings in the
colonial period the author is hovever more concerned with
portraying the impact of the traditional village life,
and it is only in "l.e Chimpanze amoureux” that we hear
of the villagers' complainis about the White man's
exorbivant dem@nds and vhe itragedy that followed his
arbitrary conscriptiion of innocent Africans intqg his
army during the Second World War,
Put these childhood experiences hovever ri¢h they may
appear do not form the most important aspect of [the Benin

author!s works, The reraining works which are !fa:i.nly inspired
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by the auvihor's observations of the life around [him
congtitute the bulk of his liverary productionsd ~They deal
mostly with the pocial problems ol pousi-colonial Jenin,

Ve hoeve already seen lov with “L'Arbre fétiche% |Jean Pliya
made his débui into literature. This story reci’unts the

tragedy that befalls Dossou who defies Tradiviof by cuiting

Gown a fetish iroio-tree, The author clains that his

story has Lecen inspired by wiet had acitually taken place

o

at Abomey, But at the same time he specifies that the
interpretaiion that Dossou's death is a punis
the gods is o view held by the fetish worshippe
"Ltiloare qui avait tout donné" is another
is baged on an actuwal happening. Jean Pliya
affirms thot while he was Deputy of Abomey he !
story of a certain Fiogbé who had been publicly flogged
by revenue officials for failing to pay up his [taxes
promptly.“’ The auithor builds his story around the
character of Fiogbé and uses hin to show cervain aspects
of social injustice in denin,
"La Voitwure rouge® which hao a poor and mngry litile
boy for its hero is not however inspired Ly Jejm Pliya'p

chiléhood, But vhile the author denies bei:y; the hero of
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the otory he affirmms at the same time thatv vo mLke hiz
narrative appear real he Jad one of hic sons in|mind
while writing i-:;.ﬁ' Yet, it would be wrong to ppply the
author's clainm te the levter for all his children are
much betber off then the Mensavi ve meet in the| story.
Jean Pliya thus uses this narrative to depict the plight
of children of poor parents around him,

The satirical comedy La Secrétaire particiiidre
which attacl:s corruntion and otviier malpracticeg in Benin's
public service io the sum=total of the obhcervagions nade
by Jean Pliya wher he held the post of Directox of
Cabinet in lLis country!'g Ministry of Education.w Degpite
the poignant and virulent nature of its attack| the
play haa received wide acclametion having been|successfully
staged in the People's Republic of 3enin, Togo, the
Ivory Coast, Ruanda, Zurunci, Zalre and Nigerig,.

The story titlet "Le Renlez-vous' depicts|the tragedy
of an urban girl vho cceliz to realize her dreajs of
material happiaeus by selling herself to her rfich lovers.
It appears to have heen inspired by the authorf's careful
cbservavion of the Denin fenale teenagers as they dream

of a soci.ty in which thoy would atitain sclf-gnancipation,
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And, in "La Palabre dc la dernidrc chance" Jcan
warns against the danzers of political organiza
regimc s adopiving repressive ncasurcs in pursuan
heir objeectivega., This story also higlighio &
hapvincsc for cveryvody.

As can LG socn Joan Pliya cxploits two 1i
gonrca; the short story as well as drama, The
author has rcasons fer this., Mirst, as regards
short story gonrc Jean Pliya is quite conwvinced|
fact that the art ol story-telling has alvays w
ic X

tremendous popularity amons Africans, It

French—-gpeal:in lest Africa the profcssional 3y
enjoyed a special monopoly

In Les Contes 4'Amad

Imown as the griot"
perpetuatvion of this art.
for example the Senegalese author virago Diop d
that it was from i mouth of & certain grioi d
Amadou Iownba that he had hoard the storics whi
eventually decicCed to put down into writing., I
Dadié fron the Ivory Coast hog also exploited i
atory--telling with remriahle success, Though
argue that hoth Diop and Dadié write “contes" 1

Pliya writes "nouvclleg“ ithe fact still rem.inT

Pliya
tions or
¢ of

¢ nced for

Lerary
jenin

whe

of the

pil

n¢ that in
cry-teller
in the

O

laima
inlled

ch he

Jermard
he art of
one nmight

Thilc Jean

that these
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two forms of story-telling can be traced back
Sae origin,
"nouvellegh as pogscsging the basic requiremen:

"econte" when he declares:

Les nouvelles gue jlécris jlessaie d'y w

le suspense comme dans W corbo,]

Another impoertant rcasgon why Jean Pliye v

gtoriecs ig the degirc to respond

capacities of his public, Since his worky are
for the African public tae 3enin
he considers to wve the teste of this publics
La nouvellc corregpond aux besoins du niy
africain qui n'aine pas Lire de longues
At, nous sommes iosus en afrique dluns
civilisation du conte et des "short sto]
It is also quisve obvious thati because of ithe b
its form the meassaze carried In the short gtor
concise and condense thus producing o poignont

)
[

on vne wind of the recder in o mannaer gquito un
by the long rambling account given in 2 novel.

writer of short storics therefore aimg at expl

g
“

Moreover, Jean Pliya himself viey

“0 ‘the readerg

author expres;

¢ vhe

5]

his

of a

4

etire

Piies short
s 11in
deygiinaed

Be 5 Why

iblic
ChOSED.

?ies”go
Povity of
;i
impocet
rivalled
The

piting this

advantage,
As to why Jeanl Pliya is clso a dramatist fthere ig
one main reason, He regards dramt as the nmost| effective

weapon for a wriver who congiders himpelf corm

itted ‘o
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cauge: .
Wous nous somnes coaverti aw théiire lor
avone sentl l'appel de la vecation qu' A
agsignaiv A Y'déerivain, Mo bouche
gera la bouche dos malheurs qui ntont pa

Sque nous
imé Césaire

5 de bouche,

Mo wvoix, la liberté Jde collé? qui g'affafissont au
cachot du dASeanoilesvee o’
According Vo Jean Pliya draum ghould be o reflection

of the society. It should alm &¢ eXpressing thk agpirations

and problems of the milieuw Lrom which it origimates.

play thot fulfils these ownjectives ecan Hhus be

A

regarded

as 2 liviing witness of how rmeh ite author is dommitved

tovards his people,

particulidre Jean Pliya in an interview with I

Ahua declared:

Speaking about La Secrétuire

ernard

Lorague jlai édcrit La Secrdtuire particytibre, je

ne miengageals pas pour de vagues idées,
bien pour une cause concrdte,
au public un défaut de mon milicu yue j¢

AaLs

J'ai voulu dénoncer

connais

et gue jtal’cu le verps dfobgorver,
congigtait & dire aw public;
comuent dans tel ou tel cas, les dhoses

Thus, for Jcan Pliya drana becones a correctiv

Elsowhere he oxpressus the following view:

Moy propod
"Attontion,

voila

ae passent.“22

Woapon.,

Le thédtre offre 1o possibilité justement do

transmetire rapidement un'messesd quand

vous croyeg

que vous avesz des choses & dire a vos cpupatriotes

ou & Vvos contemporains, ot deg lagons 4
des appels pour qutils sg%ent attontifa
situation qui ne va pas,

leur donner,
a telle
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One can therefore gec that perhaps the mool important
reason why Jean DPliy: uwakes use of both drana and the

shoit story genres i that they provide him witly the most

effoctive means of commnicating with hies publiqg.

There alreadyv exlst some articlcés on Jean Prliya out

of which we lave been able to read the following

L1

L
"Jean Pliya, écrivain dav‘m:mu_f:t‘:an,"2F by Alain Ricgrd,

", 'Espérance tacite de Jean Pliya, écriavain dahcméen,"zb

and also "Jean Pliya: Poriraitist ol Benin Socig ty,"26
by Uniommwan Edebiri, "Deux écrivaine béninois: (Richard
Dogbeh, Jean Pliya,® 2? by Adrien iiuannou, Jean Pliya:

. Le Chimpanzé amoureux, n?8 by Moudjib Djibril, 4lso, in

his translation of the collcetion LlArbre féltiche into

BEnglish, Wendy 8. Charlcs gives some uvseful bibliographical
29

information cbout Jean Pliya. Hovever, it magt pe

pointed out here that these critics are more copcerned

at this stage vith simply presenting Jean Pliya|and his

works to the gencral publie, They do not therelore go deep

into his subject-matter,
Qur intention in this work is to make o fajrly detaiied

study of what we feel arc some of the major prepccupacvions

of Jean Pliya in his literary works. The study|has been
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divided into five chapters with each chapter embpdying one

particular thome, Chapier One titlcd "Iradition
vital Force", will revcal hov for many Deninois
ig an important virilc force vliich cannot be ign
in 2 modern nation. I our secoid chapter, "AtU
against Assimilution to the West” we shall try +©
how Jean Pliyz is critieal of those people who 1
undergone festern influcnce itend to discard thei

traditions and bHecome virtually "Jesternized®,

as a
tradition
pred even
pcl:

o show
ving

r

In a vay

this chapter is to be scen as a complement of chapter One.

Chapter Three is “Bxposurc of social injustice and other

ills", This is perhaps the central tTheme ia thd

of Jean Pliya, for the Jenia author sees himsel]

wvorks

first

and foremost as the spokesman of those who are gppressed,.

Zlsewvhere he says:

I1 7 a des choses qui sont imposées ou vien qui
nuisent aux populations qui ne peuvent pds parler,
Bt j'ai pensé que moi je peux 2tre leur gorte-parcle,

Chapter Four treats "The Quest for Happincss",

should be seen as an antithesis ond complement 9f the third

This theme

choptler, for it shovs how in pluce of social injustice

Jean Pliya stresses the need for both the individual as well

30

ag the comaunity to be haspy and sug;ests octive participation
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on the part of all to achieve this goal. We have devoted
Chapter Five 1o the giudy of vomen. One digecovers that
there ig alvays a place Lfor women in overy one ¢f Jean
Pliyats werke, Ve have {therefore considered it |necessary
in this final chapier %o treat this under the theme of
"Women in Denin Society.

Obviously, one is bound to find other taemgs in the

works of Jean Pliya. Ye would like %o reuark here that
in making our choice we have limited oursclves jo those
themes that strike ws most in our authorts works,

In our presentation of the works in each chapter
we shall try as much a8 posaible to follow the
chronological order ¢f their publication wnlesy otherwise
stated, This ig to ensure that there is a consjiatent

approach throughout our study.




CHAPTER T

TRADITION A3 4 VILAL FORCE

1
y

Hueh

b of what cun be referred to as itradit

works of Jean Pliya ig boged upon animism or f

R, Grivot, o one-tine French Administrasor of

Dahomey defines animisnm briefly as “le culve d

de la nature.“1 The ain of this chapler howev

to dizcuss hovw animiem functions, Ve are only

ion in the
etishism,
the formel
o forces
er ig not

concexrned

with portraying how Jean Pliya views thisg moded of belief

oo constituting a fornidable foree in the awver
Beninois! interpretotion of the world around h
snall also treat other aspects of traditbion,

In "L'Arbre fétiche" the fetish tree is 1
of tradition., Jean Pliya's choice vo write all
fetish tree in his first work is Dby no means 4
In reality over the ceniuries one important as
fotishi=ni in Beunin has been expregsed by the (
of ceortain brees commonly regarded as being a4
Ifany of such treeg Imown asg '"febtish treesg" exj
over the country, &nd it was even customary U
gone members of the commnity to see to the pi

of such trees, The French 2xplorer, Edouard I

makes mention of a certain fetish tree situnted at Whydahs:

[

1

ace

im, We

he symbol

out a
lecidental.,
pect of
legignation
cred.,
Lated all

b appoint
Fotection

04 even
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Ltarbre fétiche de Whydah fut longbomps

dang le royaswie; 11 était concliddré comm
Crétallt un

un pouvolir surnaturel illimité.,.
bagbab imacnise dont l¢ trone mesuraii i

plus de 15 obtres de diamdire... Tous co
voulurent le photographicr ou lu degsina

mture aveicent été arrdtés par log autory

forcés do payur unc fortc ancnde, TI1 ¥

poste ¢¢ fétichours habitant tout prés
chargés do prondre goin dc son cmplacome

Joan Pliyata YL'Arbre fétiche” depiects thu

that dovelops botween tradiition and modernism.
ig brought abouv by colonigation since the coly
along with him modern ideoas and technigues whic
variance with the traditional patitern of lifc.
has its setting a+b Abomcy.and One can sce that
author is inverested in showing the rich culiux
of this ancient city with its fotish culis whid
observerg very often tend to ignore, It is thg
which make Abomey guitc distinet from a modorn
Cotonou which the author roefers to as "unc vill

passé," (p.9)
| However, it is importont to note that whil
tlon spearhcaded by colonization may have gucce
various ways in upsetting some aspects of the ¢
poattern of life in Abvomey the fact still remain

fetish cults have in spitec of all this managed

~dl1dbre
possédant

¢crisin

This criagis
nizer brings
h arc at
The story
the Bonin
al past

h modorn
s¢ cults
city likc

QC gans

e modernizge

cded in

traditional

g that the

to survive:
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La vie gul anime la c¢ité le lonz de la mMe

principale scmble donner le ton.

Cepcndant, dang

le secret des couvenis fétichistes, et dans la
téte des vieux alourdie de sigesgse, la force

mystérieuze, gqui soutint l'ardeur des ro
vivace, di vous vous promenez dans les
disadminés dang la verdure, vous remarqu
les venelles poudreuses ont dés déitours
Bt si, &tonné, vous demandez @ Lfun des
enfan%s aux yeux intelligents que vous X

la raigon 66 ces coudes bruagues, il voy

girement que la paillote sordide abrite

et que llarbre sacré symbolise un anc@ty
The phenomenon just painted by Jean Pliya 1ls cg
those places in Benin which gtill have vesliigeg
past. Abomey is unique in the sense that 1t is
porirayed in the story as a receptacle of tradi

modernism, a meeting point of the old and new,

game time, Jcan Pliya is very much coucerned wi

is demcurs
quartiers
crez gue
curieuX, ..
nombreux
gnconiresz
s répondra
un fétiche
e (p. 8)

mmon  in
of the
being
tion and
Av the
th

highlighting the traditional aspect of a city which in

gpite of its modern outloock appears vy and larg
repository of tradition asuch as one finds in th
The author is intereated in pointing ous the ay
aspect of Abomey which would normally atitract §
of a foreign viaitof. That suceh aninistic culy
important element of the Beninois' beliefs and
which do not escape tvhe notice of a foreigner |
expressed by two Benin historians, Adolphe Akij

Cyrille Aguessy as follovwe:

re as a

e villages,

himtatic

g form an

practices

1S been

délé and

he attention
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La religion primitive des peuplades du Dahomey

est le culte des "Vodoun"
fédtichisme ou andimisme. ﬁ'étranger qui
un village du Dahomey est frappé par le

bogquets sacrés, petits groupes de paill
Jes objets

assis a ltombre des cases de chefs...

divers indiquent lthabitat des di%inité:

par legs hobitants: les "Vodoun."

apnelé communément

traverse
nombre des
ottes

adordcs

The balance peiween tradition and modernism in

C"LV'Arbre fétiche" ig upset with the construciigun of the

new road,

as an agent of modern changoe. In only one zen

Paul Tenta the municipal works enginpeer appears

Lence Jean

Pliya giveg the true portrait of this young man's character:

Moderne jusqulau bout des cngles, il pempsall que

la jeunesse actuelle ne devait sTincling

aincun obsitacle,

(p.9)

Having been brought up emtirely in the nmodern ¢

Cotonou Peul Lanta is virtually cut off from
traditioml beliefs of the country folk, In %
is gquite distinct from Mdhou the old priscner,
Abomey, & city which as we lve already seen 8
strong links with Benin's past traditional wvald

Imbued with an exaggerated desire for mod

Lantae insiats thev the fetish irokowtree be cu

b davant

ity of

the

g way he
native of
111 maintains
hes,

erinism Paul

v down in

order to build a modern city. He thercfore re%ards

fotishism as an oub~moded form of supersiition

be discarded in 2 modern age:

which munt




En plein xx° si#cle, nous ne pouvons plus croire
aux fétiches, 3Sans quoi, malgré notre indépendance,
nous n'édificrong jamais unc nation moddgrne et

civilisée, Jous deovons abattre cet arbnme pour causc
d'utilité publigue, ¢t rien ne nous arrdtera, Il
faut donner & la villc d'Abomey un aspeqt neuf et
modernc., (p. 15)
The words of Paul Lanta are a rominder of the
gituation in which Benin finds itself today,
modernize by discardinz one's traditional valugs only
succeed in creating instebility.
The tregedy in "L'Arbre fétiche" is brouglit about by
Paul Lanta's total refusal to understand the traditions
of the people of Abomey, Had he shown some regoect for

the country's beliefs he would not havec been go adamant

in his approach, The posaibility was quite op¢n to the
works engincer to lei the new road by-pcss the (fetish tree,
thus avoiding a posnible clagh with the peoplels beliefs,
Unionmwan Edebiri suggests a compromise stand ¢n this
matter and deplores the destruction of the iroko-tree,
which is for him a symbol of African civilization:
Jean Pliya ne croit pas que la nouvelle|voic passe
immanguablement par la destruction dec n¢s traditions
et croyances, Le mariage forcé des civilisations
africaine ¢t eurdpéenne doit aboutir nop pzs &

1tabdication ou a l& démission de celle+lid maic a
son enrichiscement,

By refucing to undersitand the reality around him Paul
Lanta can be likened to Doctor Pangloss in Voltaire's Candide,
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Juch people are not ready to learn from lilc be¢ause of
their personal pride, It is with a note of irony that
Jean Pliya tells us about the attitude of the aglounded
yet uncompromising Paul Lanta whe is not reudy po accept
the possibility bthat tradition could be a force| to be
reckoned with judging from Dossou's {tragic annihilation

by the fetish trce:

M. Lanta, stupéfié par les événements, np
comprenzit pas. Il ne pouvait pas comprpndre. (p. 26)

Vengeance is at the bagis of the encounter] hetween
Dosgou and the fetish tree. We learn in the story thet
at the age of fourteen Dossou had fallen from a tree and
received a compound fracture on his right leg. | Hencelorth
he took to wood-cutting:
Abattre des arbres signifiait désormais pour lui
agaouvic- une vengeance personnelle, réglisr un
compie avec ll'instrument dont le destin |g8'était servi
pour le rerdre infirme. Ses bras ne savaient
manier gue la cognée. (p. 18)
Jossou may prove to Dbe an able woodocutter judging ILrom
his past performances but the tusk which he is now being
confronted with is not an easy one. Anatole tHe security
guard warns him of the danger he would be facins by attenpting
to cut down the iroko-tree widecly regarded asg the symbol
of the ancestrsl zodaz, Dousou's insistence on |felling the

tree thus shows his flagrant wioclation of tradition,




- 21

At this point the confrontation between Do

the fetish {tree agsunmvs the dimensions of & ver

combat between two antagonizing forces: noderni

tradition.

referred 4o as 2 Ypuissant adversaire” living ij

protected surroundinge.

the skin of a crccodile, a reptlle that is note

forocity cspecially towards human beings,

to the tree the entangled liznas have to be cut

the author uses the word "déshabiller" as if he

referring to a human being.
ig involved in a struggle against = formidable

force embodied in +whe fetigsh tree, The combat

as can be seen by the images evolked by the auth

Les mouvemnents du bucheron, calmes et pu
au début, devenaient fébriles, Jes yeus
de sang. Il prenait l'arbre & partie co
un combat singulier, 4 mesure que le sy
s'amenuisait, il était comme possédé dA'y
meuritridre et se sentailt engagéd dans une
sans rémission. (p. 23)

On the other hand Dossou too is being pred
formidable enemy. He has strong physique and i
as "un véritable athldte au cou de taureau” wif
"biceps noueux," and "mains calleuseg” ag well

What is more, the woodg

The tree ceages to be an ordinary t

Its cracked trunlk ia ¢

To &

A11 this shows thal

p3ou and
Ltable

ot Versus
Fee and is
n vell-
pmpared to
l for its
nin access
down and
vere

t Dossou
sup erhuman
is bloody
ors .
igsants
stinjectaient
mme dang
pport

ne Irénésie
Tutte
sented as g
|8 described

h his

as possessing

hutter is armed

a "poigne de lutteur.”
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with that sacrilegious instrument, the axe with|which he

hopes to demoligh iiis arch-encmy.

It is an irony of fate that when Dossou approaches
his tragic end e nourishes the feelings that he is going
to emerge ag the victor in this gingular combat|with the
iroko-trec:

Convaincu de sa propre pulssance et certain que
l'arbre pencherait dans la direction qu'il lui avalt
imprimée, il allait et venait d'un grouwne a Llautre,
se pavanait, stamusait de la consternation générale,
flatté du regard admiratif des prisonniers. (p. 24)
One can see that Dossou like Paul Lante ignores| totzlly the
éupernatural gualities attribtuted to their enemy. The
two men fail to realisme thet by seeking to desitpoy the
fetish tree they are in fact trying to dismantlp the country's
traditions, and this aciually means a declaratipn of war
against the supernatural forces.,

At the end of "L'Arbre fé&tiche" the vengeahce mission
is reeciproecal, yet this needs further clarificaltion. First
of all Dossou can be said to have gcored a partial victory
by felling the fetish tree, thus accomplishing his
vengeance mission. 0On the other hand the viciory scored
by the tree over Dossou appears to us to be overwhelming,
Though the tree is cut down this doeg nev mean [the total

eradication of Beninl's traditional volues. Whille the forces




of modernism are silenced by Dossou's tragic d

path the

traditional forces assure greatcr dimensions in their

insatiable quest for vengeancec,

thunder expresses his indignation by spitting

Furthermore, Dossou's corpse is refused burial

in the open air to serve as food for jackals a

"Teviegso® th

e god of
But fire,
and thrown

hd vultures

as the fetish worshippers contend that even th death

of the woodcutter is not sufficient punishment

crime of deicide,

This provides us with ample

for his

| pI‘OOf

that for many Beninois, tradition is sacred and this fact

has been stated by Unionmwan EBdebiri:

The ordinary Beninois who continues to
traditional beliefs, will regard the w
as a desecrator whose death is not onl
and direct consequence of, but also an
and exemplary c
and irreverence

"L'Arbre fétiche" thus reveals the dangen

to sacrifice tradition for modern progress in
where the majority of its members are by and 1
traditionalists.
tradition is viewed as a living force ready to
when its position is being threatened by an ez

Since "Le Gardien de nuit® presenvs sinil]

to "L'Arbre fétiche" in its approach to tradid

h?stisemeni for his fooll

cherish his
dcuiter as

a natural
nstantaneous
hardiness

g of irying
a society

Arge

The story provides 2 good example of how

retaliate
ternal force,
.y features

ion we consider

it pertinent to treat the story here as a norﬁul scquel to
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our discussion =o far, In both storios wo find
supurnatural forcos arc actively at work in the
for vengeance the moment they feek that their p
being thrcatoncd by forces from without.
"L 'Arbre fétichet vongeance is carriced out in a
confrontation in "Lie Gardicn de nuit? 1t bceome
affair. In the latter story it 18 not the actu
who are punished but their progeny. Innocent ¢
are made o suffor the consequences ol thelir po

guilt, By zuilt hore we nean the violation of

that tho
Lr gquost

poition is

But whoereas in

dircet

£ an indircct
1l offenders
hildren
rants!t

the norms

periaining to witchceraft as shown in "Le Gardidn de nuit,®

This form of retribution appears to be very con
just in Jean Pliya's Benin; similar cases occul
in the traditional African societies. Among th
of central Nigeria this wag the customary way o
the adulis who had violated the norms of witche
Pliyats story has wWo distinet paris which need

examined separately.

In the first part the action is cenitred anm

mon not
elsewhere

¢ Tiv people
T punishing
raft.

Jeon

o be

ound David

who is talken ill following the destruction of thrce owl

fledglings under the roclf of his father's housd
digtinet attitudes tovards tradition are heing

here. 0On the one hand there ig David's nother

Two

L]

manifested

who ig more
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inclined towards modarn healing
her child Tesgtera drugs much to
Gousei,
medecine ana contents that:

Les Iancs ne savent pes guérir toutes 1
maladies des Noirs, (p. 73)

When a traditional healer iz congulied he disecl

David is wewritched,
materialize for it is the traditional hecaler th

David's benign illness. Though this is only an

case e neverthelesz consicer the heoler's then

succegs Lo be significant. It shows that Afrig
healin; methods can in certain cases prove ito |
effective than JTestern medicine, 7There is ihex
suggession on the partv ol Jean Pliya that the )
should “evelop confidence in his traditional T
The second part of the story is more compl

is yet anovher cage of bhewitchment, and this t
3

techniques as si
the annoyance of

The lathter is a gtaunch belisver in Trg

Tante Goussi's advice conmep

LeX,

e gives
Tante

ldisional

0osep that

7 Lo

Bt cures
isolated
apeutic

an traditional

& more

refore o tacit
black man

nerapy.

There

ime the victim

is Cieavi, Zannou's daughter. Vhen consulted b local
soothsayer reveals that o sorceress is behind pverything,
As o matter of fact Zannou had captured an owl| in broad

daylight, killed it and gave out one of its fe

gorcerass in quesvion, ile had therefore made

mistake for the feather he gave to the sorcers

athers to the
a §eriocus

g9g meant
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that he gave baclk life to nis enemy as the scothsayer
poinis ouis

Quand on tue le hibou megsager Jd'lun sorcier,

celui~ci, avec une seule plume peul reconstituer

1foigeau et poursuivre son oeuvre de morf. (p.33)
The words of the soothsayer express ths basic cpancept
which many Africin peoples have aboul owls as hessengers

of sorcerers and sorceregses. This belief 1sg very comnon

among the Tiv people ag reported by R.M. Downes
It ig a Tiv belief that the lives of some men are
bound up with night animals and birds, and there
ig a very strong suggestion that disembddied
apirits also clothe thempselves in the badies of
night birds of vhich the owls are egupecizlly to
be noted. here is danger for the soul [if the
animal. or bird was huri or lkilled and, qf course,
for the person of whom it is a part for [the soul
is the man; it is og value and may be ty¥apped if
its place is known,
In Jean Pliya's story Ayélé the sorceress |revenges
the death of ler messeunser~bird by causing the [decath of
Cicavi through bew¥itclment, Zannou also rotaijaies by
killing thoe sorcerces through witcheraft, Cicavi dios
becaugc the nature of her illness is gerious, poi boenign
ag wvas thoe cage vith David, With the death of [Ayélé and
Cicavi thc rovonge process is complote for ho Yho causcs
the death of another must pay back dearl; by cliher his

own death or ‘the dewth of his ofispring. Such|is the general
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principle governing witcheraft as well as fetis)

as we have alrcady scen in "L'Arbre fétiche".

1 cults

There is another important aspcct of "Le Gardicn

de nuit" which makecs it similar to "L 'Arire f‘t1
We have aliready remarked how Davia's mother in
de nuit? is a modornist in her use of lestern d
We realige that she is not the only character ij
rith modernist tendencies, :ler husband monifes
a deeper degrce of modernism, Not only does he
at that time in a storeyed building, he also do
to belicve in wvitcheraft, Though he appears sﬁ
to Zannou'!n cause as the latter carries out his

against Ayélé hec does not actunlly belicve in €

j che',

"Le Gardien
Fugs .

h the story
ts yet

own a shop

8 not seem

mpathetic

revenge

he powers

attributed to witcheralt,
"une empoisonneuse de premier ordrec® but the s
immodiately corrects him contenaing that it is
question of poisoning mt of sorcery., do’ever,

remaricable feature of "Le Gardien de nuit" is 4

David's parents appear ac modernists they do no

Accordin~ o him &y:t

6 is only
thsayer

mot a

one

hat though

4.

(7]

openly

flout their coumtry's traditional bLeliefs os Paul Lanta

and Dossou do in "L!'..rbre fétiche®,
It can be sgeen that in "Le Gardien de nmuift

paints a vorld in vhich -riteherafi prevails.,

" Jean Pliya

he picture
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iz sombre., It shovrs o terrible forld in tthich b

hman beings

deatroy onc another with utmost cruelty in accordance with

the norms of witcheraft, This sad situation onlly helps

in confiming the vords of David's healer that "la

méchanceté des homines est #ans bornes,” (p. 79)

Prom the vorld of gorcery "re shall 1107 mMoOVE

into an

entirely differont aspect of tradition which emphasizes

the need for the corporate existence of a commupily coupled

vith the desire to Llive in harmony with the past
ig the world of Konde le regquin. In this play i
means respect Lor the customs of the land and pp
homage o the ancestors. The King's role is pol

vell as spiritual., Ile rules over his people and

. This
adition
ying due
itical as

sees Lo

it that ithe poople live in accordance uith the [rules laid

can be

dovn by the ancestora and the gods. Iovever, i1t

obacrved in the play that King Gbéhonzin, though a gtaunch

traditionalist, is coustantly modifying his atiitude

torrards tradivion in accordance rith vhe dictapges of

circumstances, This evolution regarding the ling'a

approach torards tradition marks the tro important stages

in Xondo le reguin vhich we shall hercby treal] separately.

The first part of the play strevches from the time of

the arrivol in Abomey of a French mission led |by Bayol and
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runs up to vhe zcene vhere the new King is enth

roned, The

future King, !morn as Xondo before his enthronement, is

porirayed as a siricy traditionalist. Ile spend

night precedin:, his installation meditating on

of his predeceszors, e iz guiie avare of his

respongibilities as King. When he is installed

Gbehanzin promises to honour his deceasged faths

[».]

5 the cusiom desires

abundant human sacrifices &
Jean Pliya reveals hot for any nev King the off

human gacrifices to his predecessor vwas regardg

firet test to prove vhether his rule wag accepd

anceastora:

Sa. premibre responsabilité consiate i ™
prédécesseur ev auz anclires un oculte d;
de grandes cérémonies renouvelées chaqu;
Sans_ltaccord des ancéires, il n'est pa

3 The entire
the tombs
heavy

as Xing,

r by offering
« DBlagevhere,
ering of

d as the
able %o the

sndre b son
e,
E année,

h vradnend

lors

Roi.
Human sacrifices as seen here thus gerve as an| important
link between tho living and the dead., <The belfief thav

both the living and the dead form part of the
commnity sharing the same 1life is very comnon
It is also a theme exploiited by weny . frican 1
hig poem "Soufflesg" Birago Diop sivaltes explici
"les morts ne soni pas morts”.a Léopold Jédax

expresses the same bpeliel when he spealks aboud

riteryg,.

same hinan

in aAfrica,

In

tly that

sSenghor
“(les) Morts,
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gui aver btoujours refusé de mourir, gui avez su Yésister
& la Morb“g

It is againgt this baclkground that onc can appreciate
fully an important arew of conflict betwesn ithe Abomeans
and the French ag exposed in this early parxt of the play.
The Freiuch cull. for the cessation of the practicg of
human sacrificea which they consider as bhorbarig. Xondo
rejects the Trenclhh demand by protesting vigorousgly to

Bayol:

Je ne puig discuter avec vous quand vous insultez
mes ancéires el critiques les sacrificesjqu'on
leur offre., (p». 15)

The second pery of Xondo le reguin stretches from the

enthronement cerenony o the end of the play. From the
moment of his installaiion Londo receives netv important
directives as monarci from agassounon the chiel] consecrator:
Kondol..tu vag recevoir nmaintenunt les_altridbutes de
ta gouveraineié., Asseois-tol sur le trdne de
Houdgbadia dont tu es le successecur désigné par
les dieux,,. Chausse los sandales de Houégbadja,
Mets tes pas dans ses hérolgues empreinies pouxr
rotéger la terre du Danhomd et btouves ges coultunes,
PP 22 = 23)
newr King . y understands the ¢ nre before
The newr King fully derstands the challefge bef
him. The flrs, vords he ulierg soon aflier his|inguallation
reveal thaty he wvould be known first and foremokt as o warrior

King determined 4o ligep iutoct all the bordarg of his kingdom:
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"Gb& han zin al 4jrd". Le monde tient 1'qg
la fterre désirais et dont l'écleosion serd

euf que
L urn signe

des temps. J'accomplirai de¢ grandes choges... Tel

Je requin féroce, je sbmerai la ierreur
c¢dto danhomdenne et malheur aux b@tes de
s'y hasarderons. (p. 24)

The nev Kirg thus lays emphasis on land., That is

defies the oraclets andvice that e should not go

r la
mers qui

why he

to war

in order to justify ~rhatv he congsiders to be his misclon.

He has chogen "Héasou' which is courage and reje
VHegsi' which gtands for fear,

of Cults

cted
When Alplogan, the Minister

and Guardian of Traditions ashks him wvhether his

decision to @&o to var dees not indicate his hopfility towards

the ancestors the Ting's reply is:

Je défends leur honneur et colte terre Jui

(p. 44)

le parantitb.

GrBhanzint e great asset as a sirategist is $is ability

to make sure that tradition suits the prevailing
In a wvar situation the King cinooses Lo rely upon

rather than anything else;

circumatances,

nisg army

Jo ne trouverai pag de solution au sein fle cette
agsemblée de courtisans, ni dans les ceuplés des

fétichern. 3esuls mes guerriers m'alderonf

a sSauver

le Danhomd,,, car #i la cadence dfun tamrtem change

11 fautv que change aussi le pasg dez dans

In this the XKinzg's avtitude contragts sharply v

curs, (p. 61)

ith the

uncompromigsing and orthodox pogsition of the ancestors avout

vhom Guddbgbé cexpresses thiy viewpoint:
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Les ancelres et les fétiches ne varient pas

d'opinion au gré des circonstances,

perspective can be geen in the scene ol vhe White

The recception of the hostages by the King has dual

significance, In the first place, it is symbolic

possible reconciliotion thet can exist between th
warring factions, the Abomeans and the French who

tuo different cvliures, odecondly, the scene is i

as it helps in defining vhat Gb&hanzin uandersiand
‘bradition.

hostages the Xing touches the shoulder of one of

In the course of his interview with 1

The Abomeans assembled there consider the King's
Akplogan protestis pu

b

a violation of the custons,
arguing that it is wrong for the Xing whom tradij
as sacred and most poverful to touch a foreigner,
defends ':is action by evoliding what he has often
as the core of tradition:
Poucher uwa 3lanc ne déshonore pas les and
Laisser arracher par des Atrangers la tex
ils reposent, voild la supreéme honte., (g

These are vords of o person o hi.s gone tiarougst

L

(po 41

Thet Gbehanzin now vieus trudition in an enti

)

rely nev
hoatages,
of the

e Vo

stand for

pportant

8 by

he White
‘“hem,
cesture as
blicly

ion regards

Gb8hanzin

regardced

atres,
re ou

58)

an

S e
o e

important chinge in the cou of this play, T

he Gb&hanzin

£]
v

who spealis nowv is not the same person who av th

of the play had refused to shake hands with Dey

beginning

pl out of his

bigotry for tradition,



'he pregervation of the ancestral land from
ocoupation as hig heen geta iy Gbdhanzin'g most i
preoccupation, The Hiug would at all costs pursuy

objective rather than ropain a slave to tradition

foreisgn

moortant

e thia

Comaent puis—je vivre tranquille si en ne

; rendant
esclave des traditions, je laisse les armgwu

démonitques des Blancs dépeucler le Danho

7 Jtai

voulu sauver notre lerre pour yue nog enfanis vivent

demain la t&te hauta. 9i mes amis me quiy
cause de mon choix, j'accepte la solitude;

tent A

Je nue

renierai pas mon honneur poul ma tranquillité. (p. 97)

In the closing scenes of Kondo lg reguin trs

given full amplituce for it is viewed from the s
point of view, This iz m.de possible due %o the
that has talken place in Gh3hanzin'’s charaoter.
intransigence and callousnsss which were charact
thg King at the beginning of the play now give W
regpect and understanding of the opiniona of otul
When Guddbdgbé tries Lo progtrate Lefore the Xing
latiter tells him to remain stanpdlins "comme un nd
GbBhanzin who now becomes more humane than ever
abolishes the practice of human sacrifices:

I1 ne faut »lus que coule le sang, vaz m%
deg escleves eh Gep prigsonniers. Les an
n'ont plus que fuire de nog sacrifices kv
(p. 109)

As his favourite son, Ouanilo addresses hinm as

de Ltuniverg" the King?fs reply is:

oy GO

dition is

piritual

transformation

e

eristic of

wrue

er poople,

the

pame 1ibreh,

hefore

e calul
atres
asinge

e nalitre
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Ma
{p. 101)

In these final secenes of the play images of f

abound, Yaced with an impending wilitary defea
Prench, Gv&luszin beging o see things not from
material point ol view but ravher fron tue apir
Thus, to gtop ithe iivaders from violating abome

sacred pluces ((b8hanzin gives orders that theue

burnt dowmn, for cs the King argues:

itre de lLtunivers? Je suis un homne, Ougnilo.

Pcoeur!
t by the

the

ithol angle,
v and other

places be

Pour sauver lthonneur de nes ancébres je ferai
ntimporte quoi. 4% puis 1'4me du Darhomd | n'hablve
poin% les nurs, ni les toitsy, ni mBme les|reliques
aacrées. Lant que batira le cosur a'un vrai
Danhoméen Le palails peul briler,le Danhom@ vivra,
(p. 87) .

With regards to his abolition of human sacrific the Xing

contends thats

Ils (lep ancétres) goliteraient mieux le |

des coeurs fidtles unis pour la grandeur
patrie., {(p. 109)

Though accepting the fact that the French have

victory over him CGuBhunzin nevertheless remaing

that morally he hog not been vanquished, for a

him:

T

Seuls les gens & couite vue me croient v
ntest jomais vainen gque par soi-méme., N
continue de batire A grands coups victor
Je demeure en état dtinvincibilitéd., (pp

A1l is net lost for the Abomean in hio heart al

nr homiage
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convinced

¢cordaing to
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't his identity.

on vith the struggle to win nac L]

true Abomean Gb8&hanzin pledies to figh' on:
A non destin je ne tournerai plus le dos.

face et je marcherai, OCar la vlus belle V]
ne ge remportec nas s une armée enunemie of

ke a

Je ferai

ictoire
n des

advergaires condamnég au silence du cachotl Est
vraiment viclorieux, L'homme resté scul et qui
contime de lutter dans son coeur, (p., 107)

Gb&nhanzin as seen a’ the end of ggggg“;q__ﬁguin has

nade important innovetions wo ti.dition, This dg

es not -

horrever mean that the Kiny hos departed from tradition, On
the contrary his love and respect for the cu-tomg of the
land are much deeper, Thiu can be seen in these|words of
Gubddgbé addressed to the King towards the end of the play:
Votre fidiélité honore nos morts et ils acpeptent
que vous leur préscatiez des offrandes. (p. 1006)

Poerhaps the greatest hoaze that is being paid ©

o Go&hanzin

as a great innovator of tradition is thoi conming from
Djikada, one of the ing's vives:
Je ¢rois gue vous n'avez comais aucune fgute, Vous

étes plutét 1'47al de Dada T4zbéssou oui.
traditions, all&gé les coubumes et pernd
de voir le Roi & visagze découvert, Tégbd

pas été pour zutont un sacrildgce. 3

important way of life of a pecople., It is the r
tradition and the love of the land which harbou

C

- . —

invaderg,

(p. 97)
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The play 2lso siresses the need to ensure that
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tradition is alvayz geared to sulv the prevailinq sitwation
of the communivy.

The innovation of tradition to suit the demdnds of
the community is also portrayed in "Le Chimmonzé amoureux",
This iz seen in the authorts intention., Jean Pliya -
dedicates his atory o vhe youth of Africa rishing that

they remain: N

& lo foio enracinds danz leur terroir et bendus
vers la conqudte de 1la science et Ge la flraternité
universelle,

The author thus sugrests thot tradition should He used
ag the springbo.rd of modern development, In cgner worde
thig is a ple. Lfor the welding topether of tradition and

modernigm, ihisz is w.de possible Tfor the 1ittle noy who

is the hero of the story combines nhis love for jradition
with his questv for Vesitern education.
The action in "Le Chimpanzé amoureux" talep place in
two different milieus with eacn milieu having Gistinct
characverissics, On the one hand ve are pregenped with a
Bypically rurdl envirenment. Je are plunced infio the African

village life where tradition has ivg roavs. Hepe there is

peace and harmony amongs all vhe nembers of the [commnity.
People sce thenselves not as icolated individugls but as

pecple bound tosether hy the pame parentage, When the little
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schoolboy comes home on helidays it is everybody

out to welcowe him ag he reports on one of such o

Tout & coup, reto?air
1ouabol Kouabol®
par ¢esg milliers dléchos,

répéténs de~ci de-li,

n'entourdrent goiment,
mtéerasaiont les dolzis,
desg accolades., {(p. 7)

Though everybody in this village community

a8 importzav the elaers are hovever given gpecial

as required Ly tradition.
g\

]

conzidered to he the custodizns of tradition,
1ittle schoolboy vho Jas just arrived in the vil
taken to grandfother's it after everynody has
Jeleconinz him, It is while the boy ig seated in

fatherts hut that prayers are offered to the Bup

]

i

as well as the ancestral geds for leading the b

-
=

good health and making him as wise og the White
hig part the schoolboy also paye due respect o
After drinking sowe water from a bovwl he pours
water on the ground in order to appease the opi;
doparted ancestors.

The other nmilieu depicted in "Le Chimpunzé
iz the urhun life, :ere one discovers that the

or no place atv all for tradition to thrive, 1o

ent des crig do Lienv

Ley, parents sul
de touns cdids, sg nrécipiidrent vers moi &
Lea mains rudes dg
Leg femucs me dg

11is da bhecause the el
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reason Ghat the schoolboy iz alvays yearnins to Tetum to
his oom villa e in order to be intepgrated into the traditional
life of his people.

e Chimpanzé anoure-ux" also ireats at its uv«il end

the qucstion of African traditional medecine, When SBnami
becomes wiconscioun after her ordeal withh the chimpanzee
it is the traditional healer vho iz called upon (to perform
the tasl of revivin:, the girl., ‘e are impressed by the
remarimble science with which the healer carrieg out his
examination of the mental condition of the girl, He pusses

sound judgenenis on the sitate of his patient lile a modern

Western-trained doctor, +hat he succeeds in reviving
S8nami is siguificant in dispelling the miscondeived belief
amon;; sone people today thal our traditional healers are
mere qguacks,

One can see that in "Le Chimpanze amoureux” Jean Pliya

paints the village as the reservoir of tradition. We have
also seen that the nurrator of the story is more attuaciied
to hip traditions vhan he is to the modern lifle of the city.
On the wvhole, the role played by tradition in the wvorks
we have examined in thi: chapter cunnot be overemphasized,
As a genercl rule wve haive seen taat traditio values have

their sirongholc in the villasges ravher than i the urban
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areag Wwith the excepiion of Abomey. Lfurthermore,| there is

the important fact that as much of tradition in

‘ghe works

of Jean Pliva is based upon tae fetish cults, peqple with

modernistic tendencies -~ generally acquired from jtheir

Westem education ~ tend to overlook iws imporiiince, fhe

only exception to thiz is n #le Chinpanzd asmounry

the hero of the story is o synthesis of modern &y

ux"' whers

d traditional

values, We consider this bo be of speciol smignificance

in interpreting the author's general attitude to

tradition.

Often, Jean Pliya makes a juxtapositvion of tradition and

modernism, and e does so with the aim of welding the two

value-~gystems tosether, This has been amply shown in

"L'Arbre fétiche”, Dven in a work like Koudo lg¢ Tequin

which has a very strong traditionnl flavour, the
suggents the need to innovate tradition to sult

rrevailing circumstonces.

Benin author

the




CH/PTER 1IT
ATTACK AGATIIST ASSILILATION PO THE WEST
WYhile one find®in the works of Jean FPliya pepple who
cling Tirmly to their traditions, aps seen in vhe preceding
chapter, there also exisi certain people who attaph great
importance to foreisn values introduced by colonihlis

This latter group of people tend to deny thelr ocyltural

identity by preferring Yesitern values to their tyaditional
values. Juoh an assinilation very cfien extends |to cover
even the domein of politiecs, %The present chaptery will
try to show how Jean Pliyva's worls ave criuieal of this
form of wssimilation to the Vest,
Albvers Tdvoedjre, who ig a Benincis, defined political
and cultural asgimilavion with reference to Afripa as
follows:

L'ageinilation politique et culturellie sgel traduit

par la volontéd systématigque Ge détruire chez
1tafricain vout ce qui peut le ruviacher p gon passé,
I1 apprend dons legs dcoles frangalscs qutfil n'a pag
d'histoire, gue ases aleux sont des Caulois et que

les anciens chefo de son paye ne sont gue deg

sauvages et deg barvres, Le drapeou frangais
deviens son Grapean, le frangais so langye maternclle,
Demondez~1lui mon pigueport ou sa carte dlidentité, 1
vous y découvriresz qu'il est de nutionalité frangaise,

Though not all the things mentioned by Albert T4veodjxrs
can be found in Jean Plivatg voris dhe mogi impqrbtant thing

however ig that the Wwo men are bdouh against the idea of
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asgimilation to the West, But it must be stress]d here
that whereas Albert wévoedjré apnears to lay theTblame of
assimilation on the colonial magiers Jean Pliya %riticizes
the African hingelf for adopting this form of as#imilation
a3 we shall see l.ter,
Bven iu a worl: Like "L!'Arbre fétiche” where tradition
appears to be predonincnt thoere are still certain elements

of cultural assinilzition, By his education and mentalivy

Paul Lanta is 2 good example of an assgimilated Jeninois.

He is portrayed as beins meticulous in ma;tersrlf aress

and we discover that his dress is purely Western in outloolk:

I1 (Paul Lanta) s'habillait toujours de fagon
recherchée: pontalon de tergal aux plis impeccables,
¢hemise de nylon ét cravate de soie rouge, mocassins
& boucles en fer & cheval., (p. 9) |

Yet, it is not only in matiers of dress that the young
man's apruearance differs from that of mosi of his country-

nen, 4We come to knovw thet his style of living is quite

different from that of an ordin.ry Beninois who continues
to maintain siron; links with his neighbours ng maiter

whethcr they arce cducated or not. As to Paul ILianta he

frequents only young graduates, Lives in the ir¢gsidential
digtrict of the ecityr enc ghuns the company of ¢lders, In
this way hec appears to have aore affinitices to(tho Vest

than to Benin .
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Sven in the executlon of his official i'v,nci'.il ns
Paul Lanta proves to be rather thorough in his 4 ings
with othera, His love of issuing commands in a qeremptoxy
nanner to his subordinetes can only be lilened tq that
sceverity of sone of the former colonial masters in their
treatment of the .airicans vhom they rcgarded as inferior
beings., Liike the White colonialisis of the pasi(Paul
Lanta refuses to listen to his subordinates' point of viow,
When the prisoners protucest over the idea of cutuing down

the fetish troc he immediavely threatens thom wilth

sanctions., As a government funciionary Paul Lanva is
imbued with @ senge of his own importance and thii is why
he tends to look down on the illiverate traditignalistas,
This again is colonial mentality and it is very commnon
among sonc ol Jean Pliya's educaced chiracters,| And yet,
this is notv @ peculicrity of Benin; it is the problem of
nodern Africa, In his cearch for tecinical and| scientific

sltills to carry oui developuent projects in the| sontinent

the Western~educated African tends to breai: with his

traditional valuces thus creating the impression that

modern progress is incompatible with African vilues,
About a decadc prior to the publicaiion of "LtArbre fétiche

the Senegalese writer Cheik Yamidou Xane had | raised a
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gimilar problem in L'iventure ambisu®., In this npvel the
Chief of the Diallobé mekes known wiat he considers to

be the negative effecis of Jestern education on the

Diallobd people:

84 je leur dis d'aller a 1'école nouvelle, ils
iront en masee, Ils y apprendront toutes|les
fagons de licr le bois au bois gque nous ng savons
pas., Mais, apprenant, 118 oublieront ausgl. Ce
qu'ils apprendront vaut-=il ce qu'ils oublieront?

-

Curiocusly enough, one Tinds that even among| the
illiterate people there are thope who attach undpe
importance o Weptern values, Dossou is one ol uch people,
One of the reagons why this woodcutter is deterplined about
felling the Tebtish tree i Lhis burning desire vq please
his prefuct or "commandant®, This he hopes mnight lead o
his being employed as a civil servant., Another [possibility
is that he might eventually bve decorated with a|medal, for
after all the White "commundants' had promiged pin a mecal
five years ago for cutting down a baobab-iree ap Covd, a
tasgk which nobody else couvld accomplish.

We ghall atv thig gtae exanine Jean Pliyatp use of
the word "commandant® which appeuwrs in geveral ploces in
zone of his works. ‘e have already scen that Dossou refers
%0 his prefeet as "commoandant?, In the first piace ?compandant”
is 2 colonial ternm being the short form for "egmuundant de

gercle, In Their policy ol direct adminigiration of their
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former colonieg the French nade use of these Ycon

¢e cercle" who were usually Jhite officials, Dec:
their rigorous enforcement of French policies in Qhe
colonies the "comnandanits Ge cercle! vere generalﬁy hated
anong the Africans, It is iromical that when the |colonies
gained their Inuependence fron FPrance nany of their Black
leaders continued 4o behave exactily like the former
Teormandanta de cercle’ and come ol them were even flattered
to be addresged as such, slgewhere, Jean Jliya nregses
his dissatisfaction with this neo-colonialigt attitude of
vhe rulin; elite of Independent Africa:

|
lMalheureuseaent lo plupart des gens qui ont accédé

au pouvoir apreés L'indépendance ouv conliaué tout
simplenent & vouloir imiter la manitre de| gouverner

des Blunes, puisqu’on continuait toujours|de les

cpveler YcomaanGants® coume on anpelait lps Blancs,

et ils étaient conients, Or, ou temps dep colons

ils voyaient comment les cormandanis ge comportaient.

Ils nfont pas essayé dfoublicr ce que les colona 3

evaient fait, et c'easl en cela qu'ils se ressemblent,
It is clear from the words above that the author is strongly
againsy the tendency vhereby an individucl Geliberately
falgifics his true political or culiturcl identity and
assumes the personality and style of adninistragion of o
foreign pover which he considerz to be superior| to hia,

This after all is wvhat cultural and political agpsinilation

are avout.
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A8 resards Yosson, one does not ive to blamg hinm
for wishi;y~ to pleasc his "commandani”, The reproach
which one c.ii azke ageinsc him is why he should 4ttach
go much importance to such decorations like med;ﬂs. In
the firgi place, it iz «a knovn fact that decorations of
this nature are relics oif coloniclisn. ‘i‘he formeér colonial
regimes in Africo vere known vo have introduced fthe sysien
whereby nedale and other foras of decorations were awarded
to those Africans considered to have rendered invaluable
services Lovards the promotion of the colonial chuse,
Wiille such avards an¢ decorations might have ma sense
to the colonial masters they did nov satisfly the true needs
of the Alrican recipients. et it is ironical |that
certuin Africons vere flaiytered by such awards gnd used
them as o way of shoving their person:l importance in the
society, They regarded themselves ag favourites of the
White man, As tinc went on somc ifricau writcrg began

to ridicule this form of assimilation, Ferdinand Oyono

.

¢ Jiggre ot

la médaille which was writien and published towards the

even nakes it the subjcet of his novel, Le Vi
end of the colonial rule in the Cancro@n. Oyono prescents
a situation wvhere Mcl:a the hero of the novel gges through

various kinds of physic.l endurance, Gesgpite his old age,
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before he ig decorated with a medal by the Big White Chief.

The satire here is hichlichted especially as Mella s known
$0 have lost his sons and land 1o the White nan onpy to
be compengated with o medal! {owever, Mela hinsclf does
not view thinos in that light; on the contrary he jconsiders
his decoration ag o specilal honour and beasts of his
self-importancao: )
Qui prétendait que les Meka étaient finis?
N'en é%ait~-il pas un, lui, un Meoka, le soul
indigdne de Dounm gue sollt verm décorer le
Chef des Dlancs?... Bt ga, tout Lle monde 1
saveit, tout le monde avail vu commont la

main néme du Jaut-Commissairp avait épingd
la mé&daille sur 8o poiltriunc,t

=

[y2Y

Jean Pliya's Dossou who apiwars boasgtful in his gnticipavion

of a medal avard has very mch in common vith Oyone's Meka
in their atiitudes resarding this form of colonigl
indoctrination.

If assimilation to the West is to be interpreted as

meaning the sweriority of the Western culture o the
African ~ulture then in Kondo 3l¢ requin Jean P14 shotg

the folly ol such a belief, Throughout vhe breadth and
length of this histerical dram~ the author tried as much

a8 posgible to portray the culbural ond volitiedl attitudes
of hoth the French and the Abomecns of that perisd, The

overall pogture of Bayol's miscion as scen at whe beginning




of the play gives one some idea of hov the French

-
o+

congidered vhemselves os leadin- a "eivilizing mi

during their colonial campaigns in Africa.
opening gecene Doyol in his stermness and haughtin
rnanner creztes the iupression that the Lrench re
te B

while the Abomeans are mere gava-eg. e refer

)
o
[

as "nprres (J..) gui ont besmoin A1@

(p. 12)

Abonean hos

civiligds?. The Trencil representiiive

a kind of master-servant relaticnahip botween him

the Aboneing, for as he declares:

Jo ne puls traiter d égalité avece des bary
avidos de sang. (p. 13)

Qbviousaly, when duyol talks of the Avomeans as a

thirgty people he hag the nractice of human socrl

nind. As seen in the previous chapier, human saf

congtituted at one stase an immortant element in

traditvion, ilovever, il would be wron:. to condem

Abomeans as wacivilized fox thelr shedding of hyf

a2 such pracitices were known o have exigved eve

Bayolts concept that the Abomeans are uncivilig

barbaric reflectn thic general visws held by soms

veople about the Alricans especially during the

era, Ior iagtance, the French historian Zdouard

his boolk +isol ay, which he dedicates fo
i
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20.G8 who coovure.. sboney Ior srance, nwlies the following
observetion zovout e Lbomeaus of Thot periods |
Il fous ce rappeler gue nous avons arlfoire icd
a des peupl.es sauveses, . ui 19 comaisseny pas
encore avjourdlimi sucune de ceg couveaiions
nombreuges, dout lfenzemble porte le non fle

Qivilisavions
the geenz of Jhe Jhite hosicres co.iirns L.)\L'; the
degtruciion of 'munan life tiwroussh sacrifices iz not a
practice that iz peculiar only vo the Aboneang. | 48 Le
Pére Dorgkre ri atly poinis out Burope oo is Jnovn e
have passed thronsh irying periods in its histoxy when
its inhabditants were gucrificed for one reason Qr another:
Il y a longterrrs Aéja, nos ancétres les Goulois
faisaieni des sacrifices huaiins. i8n sspasne
pour” féter l'arrivée de l'épouse du Roi ¢h.rles
IIL A Madrid, on = brulé ircize hommes el six
fenmeu, ilaic cel: ne se fuit plus maintenanv,
(p- 56)
It means then that il the shHoneans can be descerfijed as
barbaric for their vractice of human sacrifices the irench
in their turn caiot 2scape vhe Hlane Tthat ther] toe had
been barbaric in the past having comnitted tThe [same
atrocities ithemselves, lhere is therefore no qus'i;i:fic“"sion
for the Preach to suart moralizing to the Abomdans, Whet
Jean Pli:r» gesns o sugreat here is thae Jiven|Tthe necessary

time and opnortunity, the ibomean culture is cipable of
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evolving before arriviig, av a relfined siage similpr to

that already reacheol by the Yesuern cultures,

Kondo le reguin also treats the problem of %ssimila%ion
ag it is rel:itved to freedom. The strugsle again#t the
French invegion as poritruyed in the play is a st#uggle
for freedom on vhe antionel level as well a3 on %he personal
level, The Abomedns express their opposgition wo
asgimilavion by Lighting vo foreaguall the French|occupation
of their Iingdom, They knov that an asginilaved|nerson
is one who hes logt o ceridain cegree of his perspnal
freedom, e ceascs vo be a ltrue reprementation pf his
culture by assuming the personnlity of @ foreimm culiture.

It is to aveoid such & situnvion $hat Gr8hanzin insigss

upon goins to war asariansgtc the French, The King lis guite
gware that [rench penetration of his kingdom vould pose
e serious threats to the custons of the land, This can

be seen in hiag rhetorical questions

A

31 nous laiszsons ravir la terre des aleug,
le vaingueur ng remplacera~t-il pas nos
coutunies par leg slennes cu'il juge naiturellement
supéricures? (p. 97)
On ©vhe other hand the French forces in fthefir occupation
of Benin promise an era of freedom and peace, ﬁho Abomeans
are therefore faced with the difficult tasl: of jchoosing

between GbBhanzin's idea of freedom by resistarjce and the
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Prench concept of freedom which promises an eand t&

further bloodshed, liany Abomeans defect to the FLench

side while a few others prefer to renain loyal to;abéhanzin.
By surrendering themselves to the Irench the Abom%&n
dissidents are thus faced with che ris: of loosing their
national and person=l freedom. Whe French olier Pf

freedom may appear very attractive from tho oucaét but

) ) [
it could also be ecnovher way of luring tie Avomexn into

|

asginilating completely the French culture, Such fears
have been stron:ly expressed in a mutshell by Gbghanzin
in that famous tirade which summarises whot Jean Pliya
means by assinilation to the Yest, In a direct Teforence

©o the dissidents the [ins declares: |
Je les plains... Le goit de 1la soumission|les
rendra bienidt ridicules. On les affublera de
chéchias rouges; ils st'étrangleront avec licou
comme les 3lines, car ils penseront déchoir en
sthabillant & la mode de chez eux, On chargera la
poitrine des meilleurs comédiens de médailles
md ticolorcs, sSux, fous gqu'ils sont, se croiront
devenus les éraux de leurs maltres, Quaiad un honme
renie sa dignité est-il encore quelque chiose?
Ahl s'ils pouvaient préférer aux vains tijtres de
gloire, aux douceurs offeries par les conyuéranis,
la noblesse de lfhomme libre ou celle dujguerrier
mourant pour la liberté! (p. 103)

[
It can be obacrved from the words just quoied L%mt through

idea of an individual gradually losing his self

the mouth of Gb&hanzin, Jeon Pliya attacks not just the
dignd ty;
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but he also condemns in uneguivocal teras cultural
imperialism whicii is & well !mown problem today.| This

viev hos already been expressed by Alain Ricard +ith
reference to Gb&hanzin's tirade: :

|
Wtest—-ce pas la une mise en cause de lfimpérialisme
culturel, tout & fait d'actualité? A travers le
conflit du pascé, Jean Pliys poce le probldme
dfaunjowrd*thui, Aueoci, nous voila bien aw-deld de
la déploration tragiaque, av nom toujours d'une
certeine imoge de l'homne, ou dignité et liberté
comptent plus que tout,

It is significant that at 2 time when many [of his
follovers abandon him to join ranks with the Frlnch,
Gb8hanzin becomes involved in a dialogue with his son
Ouanilo who is only about ten years old, e coysider this
to be important, for in this play Ouanilo appears as the

symbol of the future generaiions of DBenin., <The future

generations should try to avoid the nistakes of| the present

|
generation and that is why Gb8hanzin adviscs hip son about

the need to beware of the snares oi the White pkople.
Thus, concluding his tirnde the King tells Ouaﬁila:

Quel que soit ton avenir, méfic-toi dca%flattcrias
dcg Blanca, Ils to ghAtoraicnt 1lc cocur. 1o
rccherche que leur savoir, LA résgide 1d seeret de
lcur forcce ct l'cxplication dc notrec déflaitc,
Puise 2 cette source jusqu'hd satiété, mgis garde-
toi dc¢ devenir un cunuque dort on ne sait s'il est
hommc ou femme, Slanc ou lNoir., (po. 10? - 104)

At this point we would like to remar: that the conflict
|
|
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which opposes the French and the Abomeans in Kondo le reguin

may be considercd as a struggle betwoen two civiiizations.
Nevertheless, the military victory won by the Frénch ghould
not be interpreted as signifying the annihilatioh of the

Abomean civilizavion by the French civilization.| The fact

is that the Abomean civilization though threaten#d from
without continues to exist since its gtandard-bearsr
Gbéhanzin and his few loyal supporters still maiptain that
national and personal freedom which the dissidentts have

losgt, In this way Jean Plivals Gbéhanzin algo merits the

following romarke which Josceph Djivo makes aboul the

historical Gh&hanzin:

Veincu sans dovtc par los armos, il ost Yostd
jusqu'tay bout invincible dans la liberté,7

In sum, Joan Pliye in Kondo lc roquin stredscs the

r
need for the individual as well as the community to strive:

- towards maintaining their cultﬁral and politicai identity
as that is the only way bto prescrve that freedop which is
denicd to thosc who becone totally assimilated fo a foreign

cul, tu.re . "

In "L'Homme qui avait tout donné" Jean Pliya puts into
gvidence some of the characteristics of asgimilation already

advanced in Xondo le¢ requin, In that story there are two

protagonists, FPiogbé and the engincer, cach of Whom has a
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distinet life style which reflects his cultural bgckground.

|
Thig can ve noticed even from whelr dress. Fiogbd appears
}

in his troditional "boubou' while we digeover that the

engineer is: "habillé & l'curopéenne, lc nez surmbnté de

verres cerclés dlor," (p. L8)

Qur attention iz i

hmediately

focusod on the engincerts dress vhich alrceody inFicates

that the wman is assimilated to the Woest at loust

rospect.,

attitude to othcrs, morc cspecially the illiterat

From the

Soon wo got to lmov him more, talking ne

in that
te of his

e people.

gtart it loolks as iT¥ the enginccr is someonce who

nixes frecly with oven the ordinary people judging fronm

the manner he volunbtecrs to help Milogbé out of h
diffieitics., DBut soon we begin %o have our dou

is the engincer who enters the pharmacy, ignorcs

quene of cliente and goes straight to the pharma

attended to. Conscious of his scli-ixporiance h

even have the politencas to excuse hinsclf befoq

is

bhta.

This
the long
cist to be
¢ does not

o the

waliting clienta., ZEquipped with his Wesitern edug

a good position in life the engineer like Paul 1

YL Arbre fétiche" appears to look doyn on others

geen even in his dealings with ¥iogbé., He is a}

hurry as he tries to get rid of the farner., In

neeting with Fioghé the engineer becones inpatie

ation and
anta in

as can be

lways in &

his first

nt as the
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farner shovers praises on hin for his kirndness, He immediately
leaves the farmer standing chere with his daughta; gaping
a8 he mrries awvay to dash off in his ecor., Iven #n his
own house the engineer is always trying to disnis? the
farrer cach time the latter calls on hin., This attitude
of the engineer ouly helpe in confiming that Cuﬁturally
he has very little¢ in corvion with l'iogbé, |

There are also other agpeccta of the engineeﬁ‘s life
style which point to the fact that he is a.ss:i.nilE'ited to the
West, Like Paul Lanta he too lives in the resid?ntial
district of tle city., Hec has 2 beautiful new ho?se which
on first seeing, Fioghé classifies as ore of the houses
regerved only Tor the Whites and cannot believe that the
engincer could occupy such = housze, Yet his dau%hter
Phina corrects hin with a nalve bul hard {truth ag to vhy
the engineer as a Western-cducated Black nan haé the right
to live in such quarters: -

Maintenant, les ntgres qui ont étudié en %rance
vivent corvie les Blancs, (p. 53) '

Phina is proved right for one discovers that th? engineer's
house and ite surroundings are narked by a stro¢g European
flavour. There is a grecn garden with well-triﬁhed lawns as
well as a beautiful fountain., The engineer thué livesa in

this Western-stylecd quarters and is cut off fron the village

|
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people. IHe refuses vo identify hinmseli with th

problens

|
of thesc villagers who for the nost part are the custodians

of the traditional values, TYhisg is shown in hi

attitude to Fiogbé's invitation denanding hin 1

|
? nonchalant

? o out

and neet the villagers in their interior bush ahd speak

to then about their rights. Hovwever, as Fiogbé
harders also on the prodblen of social inegualitd

treat it in detain in the next chapter,

Fur thernore, assinilated as he is, the eng

enploycd the services of a certain nunber of do
as ig usually done in the Western society. He

gardener, a servant as well as a naid who 2lso

"a invitation

y we shall

ineer has

mestic staff
haog a

nurses hig

child,
i
Bven in ratters of food the engineer adopi

attitude, In that first visit Fiogbé pays hin

offers his hos+v sorne ral which is an alcoholice

introduced into Africa by the furopeans. Howed

tmffles us nosv about the engineer!s attitude ¢

g a Western
the engineer
liguox

er, what

o food iz

to be seen in the scene of Fiogbéd's last visit

to his house,

Fioghé arrives at the tine when the engineer ig

1

the company of his wife., We discover that the

not invive Pioghé to join them at the tauvle., I

-

engineer engajes in a conversalion with his hog

dining in
couple does
Agtead, the
t and has no
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scruples ab all., While such & behaviour is accepted as
gquite natural in the West it is much frowned upo£ in the
traditional African society where the practice o% sharing
one's reals -menatter how neagre they nay be - Iith any
visitor or passer-by is widely appreciated,

"LYHorwe gui avait tout donmé? thns shows tﬁe shori-
conings of a Yestern~itrained African intellectu#l vwho has
1ost contact with his traditional valueg, J3uch jan
intellectual lives in 2 gecluded world as he cr4ates a anall
Burope around himself and ceaseg to sec himsalf;as Torning
part of the traditional environnent,

Another exanple of an educated African who(prefers

destern valves to the African tradition is furtﬁer

adas the

Head of a governuent depurtuent is Westernized Fs segn aven
from his dressing habits, He always appears iqiEuropaan guit
ania has the curious habit of constantly adjustﬂng the position
of his tie. It iz guite evident that Nr Chada# becones

virtually a slave to these foreign conventions |of dress
: |

about the

although he hinself is not ready to accept thig fact. At a
certain nonent we gee hil conplaining seriousl;

heat in his office yet he considers it improper for hin %o

take off even his coat for, according to hine
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Un pairon doit donner le bon exenple, jusqu'i
LthéroYame inclus, Certains ne diront esdlave
deg manidres de RBlancs, Bah! Jten ai entendu
dlautrea, (p. 35)

Theae are the words of »# man who claing vo he le%ding an

i
exerplary life of velf-discipline; but as ve shall soon
digcover My Chadas only pretends to be what he ié not,
There is nothins heroic abouv his minia for'ﬂestérn dreas:.
Inotead, hins ettitude pertrays hin as a peruson who fooliohly
|
undergees all sorts of hordships %o try to nppent exactly
like people whose culturc and enviromnent are gquite different
fron his own.

One i surprised to find that Mr Chadas insists that

even his subordinates in the office should folloWw his cxample
and appear always in Yestern dress. He ic furioﬁs when
Jacgues the rail deliverer reporxrts for worik in tﬁaditional
~dresgs. Dut Jacgues defends his action by recalling what Mr
Chades hinself Iad said the previous night during & union

novenent neeting. The Departmental Head was kndun to have

called for o revival of the country's ﬁraditionﬁ in the

- speech he made on that occasion. Ilowever, ir Cﬁadas rejeets
dJacques'! interpresation of his sgpeech arguing tﬁat he

(Mr Chadas) had spoken of Wecoubtunes® and not “costwies, One
can gee how Mr Chadas is alvaysg preachiiy what he hinself doeg

not seen to appreciate fully. In fact, both “coutunes" and
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“costunes” form an invegral part of a people's cuétons and
thus they should not be viewed separately, Iowever, it
would appear that lr Chzdas does not reason in tﬁis vay and
that is why he conderms dJacques' atiitude while advancing
what he considerz to we valid argunenis in favou; of the
wearing of Wesiern dress. We see hin here sernomeing to
Jacques on the need to copy the French way of life:

Indépendance ne veut pas dire laisser-aller,

Ne savez-vous pas que le Frangais eat notre

langue officielle? Cornent voulez-vous parler

la langue frangaise sans porter une cravate? ...

Nous qui nous piquons de civilisation frangaise,

nous devons en ecopier le neilleur aspect, le plus

visible, c'est-a-~dire le costune., (pp. 1§ - 17)
We consider ihese vords as having far-reaching implications
rnore egpecially as they are uttered by a nember;of the ruling
elite in a country that has just energed fron tﬁe colonial
rule, The nost unfortunate thing 2bout all this |is that lMr
Chadas speaks in a dictatorial menner as he promises to
apply sanctions against Jacques should the young nan cone
to the office again in traditional dress, Virginic the
new enployee to the office compares lMr Chidas' #ction to
the arbitrariness of {the colonial period. The Departnental
Head fcels the prick of this renark and retalia%es;

Je ntaine pas les enployés qui ont réponse a tout

et comparent le régire actuel au régine colonialiste,
Ils son’t dangereux, (p. 17)
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One can see from this that like all leaders who ex?rcise
dictatorial powers ir Chodas is not intorested in fialogue.
Like Paul Lanta in "L'Arbre fdétiche” he insigtg atiall
tines that his orderg nust be obeyed no matter how:unreasonable
they 1ay be, |

The ferale personnel in the office are also iffected
by Mr Chadas'! orders, YThe Lepartnental Head insi%ts that
they zhould always put on "une robe & la node awtant que
possible’,. (p, 17) Nathalie itakes to wearing shorxt dresses
in order to satisfy the demands of Mr Chadas, Inpidentally,
the mpnia for short dresses wasg the vogue in Fran%e in the
early 60s, ILike many a wmodern African wonan Nat%alie ends
up by copying this fushion fron the West, In tr#ditional

]

Africa however, such droasses are considered to b* indecent
and they portray the wearer as a person of loose;morals.
Virginie who, though a nmodern girl, does not go ébout in
short dresses is frowned upon by both Nathalie }nd Mr
Chadas, By dreagsing decently to the iraditional) taste
Virginie is conétantly being jeered at egpecial by Hathalie
who at a certain momcut tells Jacques the need flor Virginie

to change her style of dress:

Blle (Virginie) pourrait pieux s'habille?® au lieu de
porter des robes du terps de nos grand!mdres, {p. 33)



It is an irony tlhat in those closing scenes of thg play when

Nathalic is no longer on good terms with Mr Chadag the young

girl is seen dresced decently in flowing weappers [like
Virginie, Nathalie does this purposely to expres% her anger
as she feels that Mr Chadas no longexr acts o8 her}god»father.
Yet we congider tho.young girits gesture - even tﬁough
notbivated by wrath - og being a significant step !owards

the restoration of an important aspcet of traditipn which

had hitherto bsen negleeted by her.

The FPrench language is also being used in the play as
one of the criteria for determining whether an i#dividual
is cultured or not, Cerbain speakers of the lanéuage look
down on those who cannot gpealk it., 4 glaring ex%mple of
this is_where the Farmer and the Lady neet outsiﬁe Mr Chadast
office, Both of then arc there as visitors but fhe Lady
who speaks good French considers lhergell to be mire civilized
and therefore morc inmportant than the illiteratel Farmer
who has no clain to this inmportant ingtrument of| French
culture, <The Lady insists that she rnust be a%tegded to
before the Tarner in spites of the fact that %heflatter had
been waiting there for guite o long tine beforeéher arrival,
When the Farmer addregsecc her in his mother ton%ue which ghe
definitely understands the Lady answers back by!using strong

abugive French terms againsi her interlocuior,. jShe even
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succeeds in seein iir Chadag while the Faruer isfkept outagide
8till waiting. The “eivilized” Lady takes precedence over
the illiterate Farmcr in accordance with the norns of
"eivilization" as interpreved by the Orderly: |

Voua (le paysun) pouvez atiendre GncoTe, .,

3elon 12 bonne ripgle des gens civilisés,

les fervies dlabord, les enfants ensuite

et les horves aprds, (p. 42)

In that same scene the girl in nini-skirt and the
ex-gerviceman in his worn out colonial unifori déspiao the
Farmer because they both lave a cultural privile:ge over
the illiterate rustic Farmer, 4part from serving as a good
exarple of how Western culture even though badly assinilated
can be wrongly interpreted as oeing superior o l'the
traditional African cultureythis scene also provides us with
an instance of social injustice which we shall :iiscusa in
the next chanter, At the same tine we would lil.lr.e to stress
again the fact thatl not every speaker of French:in this
play looks down on the illitcrate people, Virginie and
Denise are striking examples of estern-trained| intellectuals
who ningle freely and even identify themselves yrith the
aspirations of people who have little or no edugation at 2ll,
Jean Pliya deliberately nakes use of these two highly educated

young girls to gerve as models of educated Afric.ns who

have assinilaied only the gooa elenenis of Western culture
|
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while at the sane time showing respect for their traditional

values.,

The scramble for govermment jobs is alse ev%dent in

La Secrédtaire particulidre, People who normallyiscramble

for such jobs are tliose who believe that a govertment post
is more important than any other loocal occupatio# Llike
farming. This explains why the Orderly in the piay, by
virtue of the fact that he ig a govermnent emplogee, looks
down on the Farmer whon he addresses in rude tar#s:

Ve sais—tu pas on tu te trouves ef & qui tu parles?
Ignorcs-tu 1'importance d'un planton? Nﬁfsais-tu

Pas que sang moi, personne ne peut ontrer ici? Je
suis 1o porte dtacceds de ce grand sexvice, Et

puis je suis fonctionmoire, HEntends-tu cela? Sais-
tu ce que signifie fonctionnaire? bLalaine garanti
pour la fin dw mois, travail ouw pes travail, Je

suls plus puissant que le chef de ton village. (p. 45)

Two attitudes of colonial indoctrination come out clearly
in the QOrderly's spesch, The first attitude isjthat it wae
the former colonial masters thet introduced the}idea of a
civil service invo ifrica 2s an important neans|of securing
white~collar jobs for the few educabed Africansy In doing
this the colonial masters made no attermpt to en'ourage the
other traditional trades lile farming that fiouyished in
Africa bacore their arrival., The educated Afriéan therefore
hegan to fesl that apart from governnent smploy%ent, all

other occupations including farming vere nov derent enough



for his siatus, R, Grivot menticns this attitude as being

particularly comron among the educated youth of Benin even

in the days vhen that country was still a colony:
fais pourguoi un Dahondon "certifié", comne on dit
encore, c'est-i-dire muni de son certificat d'études,
ne vetourne-t-il pas aux chanps une fois son diplome
acquis? Ctest une des énignes de lfifrique et
particulidrenent du Dahomey, Les é1dveds ont quelgue
tendance 4 se considérer comme "éldves A vie" comme
certains phénomdnes parni les étudiants du gquartier
latin, Beaueoup estinent au-dessous d'eux de faire
autre chose que du papier et inadnissible en tout
cas de reprendre la houe du paysans qu'ils néprisent,
bien & tort,8 -

Things reachcd a stage vhere even the semi~illiterate
like this Orderly here had all their aspirations on the
acquisition of govermment jobs., Another aspect of
indoctrination in the Orderly's speech is his contenpt for
the African institution such as the chieftaincy, This
again can be traced back to the history of French colonial
rule in Africa, =Ihe French policy of direct rule aimed at
assimilating the African to tae Irench culture had no rcspect
for the chiefvaincy institution. Even in areas vhere such
traditional institutions hid existed before,the French
preferred to rule independently without having recourse to
then, The result was that by the time the former French
colonies gained the’r Independence many of the educated

Africans in these nev nations regorded the chieftaincy with
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contempt. A8 o maiter of fact, most oi these educated -
and in many cases quagi-cducated Africans - weregto be
found in the civil gervice. The Orderiy ic seen:here
expressing what can generally be regarded as thel colonial
mentality of the assimilateﬁ govermment functio Pries
towards their local chiefs,

Another instance in this play of a person 2 0 shnsg
farning in search of o govermment job is the ex{service
man, Having been demobilized after serving in @hc colonial
arny the ex~service nman now feels that he is to# inportant
to go back to the farn, And, since he has finighod spending
his gratuity there is no other alternative 1eftff0r hin
than to roam about in search of & white-collar job. It 1is
possible that hefore Joining the colonial arny ﬁhe ex-gervice
man might have heen a zealous and diligent fnrm#r. Yet,
his brief career as 2 colonial soldier nakes hi# adopt a
hostile attitude tvowards farming. Moreover, h# henceforth
becones a great admirer of the Irench and theiﬂ way of life,
At a certain moment he gocs as far as condemning anybody
who takes up arms againsy the Frenchs

]
Quand on lutte contre les Frangais on e$t mauvais
citoyen et sauvage, ol j'ai fait guerre contre
?allgm?nds. Tous leg Blances sont pus mdme chose,
P. 43

Thus, for the ex-gervice man the Irench peoplclare the

paragons of civilizatione.,
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I% beconus obvicus that the cx-scrvice nman ié a pcerson
living in the past., He enjoys parading the strecits dressed
in his old military uniform, His kepi coastantly rceminde
hin of thosc days he pasgscd in the Freanch regiment., It
thus establishes @ psychological link between him and his
cherished former colonial masgters:

Quand je porte képi noi grand quelqulun.
Quand noi cnlevé, noi ricn du tout. (p. 47)

Jean Pliyata ex-sorvice nan displays his ncdals and
var decorations to show that he is inportant, dé is also
very fond of quoting his reginental numbcr and sees nothing
wrong with his attitude of substituting an ar.y number for
his name, This is the tragic consequence of an ill-
agsinilgted culturc, It shows how seni~illiterate pcople
very often go to cxtremce as they try to copy what
faoscinates them, W¢ have glready seen this tendency
nocnifested in the character of the Orderly,

La Scerétaire particulidre ic hence o play which
ridicules the attitudes of certain people who bj their actions
and utterances poriray themsclves as sluves to the Wesiern
culture and nmode of belaviour,

In "Le Rendez-~vous" Jean Fliya presentis yet another
character who detaches hersclf frori her traditional values

and bccomes infatuated with the Buropean way ol life,



Canmillc is & slavish initator of the West especially in
matters of dress. She feels that the local drese is not
sophisticated enouch for her and so she gets all her dresses
supplied by Frenci. stores, "Les Goleriea Lafayetke.“ There
is a sharp contragt betweei Camille and Solange her friend
even from the way they dress. Like Virginie in La Secrétaire
particulidre Solange is ucon vearing the traditional
African wrappers,

As we have already seen in somc of the works already
treated in this chapter people with little education are
usually very prone to agsinilating rapidly many aaspects of
Western civilization. Camille can be said To be one of
such people. Unlike Solange, Canmille has not béen able to
complete her studies for we learn that she had been expelled
fron the college, Yet, despite her nediocre eduncational
background it is she who aspires to live like the Whites,
She is fond of kissing her fricnds each tine she meets
them, a practice that is very common among certain Buropean
women, In fact, Solange even feels that Camille overdoes
this duropean mannerism and at one moment she {ells her
friend:

Tu es plus blanche que les Blanches,..

En multipliant les baisers de fagon mécanigue,
ne crois-tu pag gu'or les déprécie? (p. L44)
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The irony is thav all those who become slavishly}assimilated
to the Weot never see anything strange with theil behaviour,
On the contrary they even try to defend their acLions.
Canille says: “Je suis de non temps et dans le vent¥ (p. L4)
thus revealin« that it is +the deaire to be moderﬁ that makes
her belmve the way she does. In thie respeet she is like

Nathalie in La Secréiaire particulidre. The terrible

expériences thege fenmtle nodernists go through in their lives
is mlready an indication that theire ig SOmGthili vrong with
their approach o life,

Lilke several of Jean Pliya's worka '"Le Renlez-vous“
condernnsy a situction whereby an individuol in tﬁe nage of
modernism tries te deny herseli of her cultural identity
by bvasing her hopes and aspirations on & foreign way of life.

The pheoomenon of assimilation % the West%as we have
already seen in this chapter is not confined to;ﬁhe
intellectuals alone., In certain cuses the semifilliterate
and even the illiterate are also involved, The'fact is that
agsinilation ig o way of thinking by which the lndividual
aims at attaining whiat he feelg oifers more proppecis of
a happy existence., Dut very often one may havegaome
nisconceptions on what actuwally constitutes a b?tter way
of life, The fundamental nessage of Jean Pliya?in this regard

|
15 that no one culture can clainm the monopoly of representing
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the true civilizaltion, At the same time the author is not
against the idea of the important role all cultures can
play in the formation of a truly universal Black man:
Je souhaite que l'homme Hoir ne s'enferme pas sur
lui-nme, qu'il ne se coupe pos des autires
civilisations,9
We are not far from the domain of acculturation which appears
inevitable in a world where ideas and people circulatie nmore
freely everyday in this modern age. The danger herc is
that - and it ig what Jean Pliya inplies - even ﬁhile accepting
the ideas and way of life of other cultural groups one
should always try to be critical in one's approach., This
is necessary to avoid the unpleasant situation in which an

individual becomes slavishly attached to another culture,



CIHAPTER TIII
EXPOSURE OF SOCIAL INJUSTICE AND OTHER ILLS

Jean Pliya's major commitment as a writer is to defend
the intcrest of the oppresscd people, His area of concern
in this regpcecet is the post--Independence Benin society.

A8 a2 keen observer of his milieu he docs not fail to pin-
point the wide social gap and the general malaise existing
between the elite and the predominantly peasant populatiorn,
Prominent among the elite are people who by virtue of
their cducation occupy official posts. They are economically
better off than the farming population which is usually
illiterate and poor, I[lembers of this elite excreise
considerable influence and very often they use their positions
to victimize the less privileged people., It is this

unhappy situalion that Jean Pliya criticizes,

"L'Homae qui avait tout donné" presents a clear picture
of social inequality in Denin, The two most important social
clagses are being representced in the story. On the one hand
there is the engineer who has been highly cducated and is
well-to-do. Ile belongs to the privileged group of pcople,

On the other hand we heve Piogbé who is illiterate and poor.
Hc forms part of the underprivileged folk.,

To highlight the social gap betwecn the engineer and

Fiogbé, Jean Pliya also paints the living conditions of the
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two men. The rich like the engineer live confortably in
beautifully deeigned quarters gituated in decent, areas of
the city. The poor like Fiogbé live in nasty surburbs that
are quite unsuitable for human ezxistence, The aunthor
furnishes us with a meticulous descripiion of one of these
guwrburbg:

gtétait le royaume des insectes suceurs dont les

noirs essaims grouillalent our les tas dlordures .

¢t dans les wmaisons, Les mouches souillaient les -

ustensiles de cuisine, les aliments, sfacharnaient

sur lce plaies des enfants et, warfois, ,

stengouffraient dans leur bouche., Les chiens agaocés

tentaisnt de les happer. Leurs crocas clagquaient

vainement., Le jour, les piglres des moucherons et

des feons vous irritaient l'épiderme; la nuit, le

stylei des moustigues et leur vol acérd vous

interdisaient Le sommeil, (p. 54} ’
This is perhaps the most grucsome tableau of human misery
ever painted by Jean Pliya., Tilogbé's hut is also being
described ag "vétuste et branlante”., Une odeu# de miskre®
cmanates from the hut, In the interior we find}thc 0ld man's
ciling wife lying on a "grabat", This is a clenr example of
how the underprivileged people arc being subjected to variocus
kinds of hardships. ‘his is so because the nmw!administration
that has taken over from the colonial regime does not live up
to its pronises, l

Since the new political leadership falls shiort of iis

expectations the peasant population bas become the victim of

i
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poverty., Fioghbé realizes that even though the farmers never
fared well in the previeus regimcs -~ namely, the pre-colonial
anu the colenial - their social and cconomic condition has
deteriorated with Indenendence, Ienceforth the #ounﬁry

goes through a slump and naturally 1% is the poof farmers
that are worst hit. TYet, in spite of all this the governnent
still insists that ihe pesganbts continue to pay ﬁp their
normal taxes ag if nothing had gone wrong.

The severity and corrupt manncr in which revenue officials
goe about collecting taxcs from the poor algo comes under
bitter attack in "L 'Houme gui avait tout donné'. One hag
the impression thatv the populace simply live Yo pay texes
to the govornment., We leurn that on one occagion Plogbé
heed been stripped almost nnked and tied to a maét where he
was publicly flogged by his tax-collector on thé groundg
that he (Fiogbé) had failed wo pay wp his taxes?when they
were due, Yet, we learn that on the day following his
flogging the poor 0ld farmer went to the tax-collecter and
offered him a_turkey-cock imploring for his patience. But
even if TFioghé camnot be spared Trecm the rigours of taxstion
there is however no jusiification for his contipual payment
of taxes in the neme of his deceased son., This is no doubt
a blatant form of social injustice. During the colonial

era such acts of injustice might have been condoned but now
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with Independence one cxpecis such malpractices to be
rectified, It is in the liszht of this constant sapping of
the poor's meagre resowrccs that elsevherc in the story
the author reveals Fiogbé's impression cvout the noew cras

A son avis, 1'indépendance conduisait lcs paysans
a la déchéancec, (p. 52)

Piogbé as one can sec herce despite the fact that he is an
illiterate person is being depicted as a man of sound judgement,
He appears to be a shrewd observer of the socieiy around

hinm and is able to tell whether things are getting better or
vorse for the underprivilegsed people,

The plight of thc poor in the face of excessive taxaiion
is not the only social malnractice that is highlighted in
"L'Homme qui avait tout donné"; the story also reveals the
injustice and sufferins that the poor cncounter regording
the provision of public hcalth facilities. The well-to-do
enjoy frece medical services irn the country's heelth institutions
while the underprivileged pecople who hive through taxation
and lahour contributed imaensely to the setting up of such
anenities are denied the free use of them. This makes the
domain of public health a source ol public scandal., Yet, it
is is not only the injustice involved here that is dishearten—
ing; thc sufferings that such a system entails need also be
taken into consideration, fiogbé spends a lot of his tine
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and encrgy to procurc a nedical examiration for his wife,
He pays six hundred francs Tor this, and lwe to pay ancther
two thousand france to cover the cost of The drugs prescribed
by the doctor. The poor farmer cannot afford to settle the
bill becausc of his weagre resources, And yoi it is necessary
that his wife shouwld regain her health for moral as well
a8 economic reasons. We learn that it was throudgh sickness
that Fioghé had lost hias elder son '"le plus vigoureux
cultivateur du village®, It would therefore be unbearable
for the farmer tco lose hin wife in a similar maLner at a
time when he necds her support and services mosF. i

In the light of all this ve do consider Fi%gbé's veeping
in fromt of the phamacy as a public outery of %the poor
against social injustice, The engineer's response to the
farmer's lanent is spontaneous. He immediatelﬂ gettles the
old man's pharmacy bill and drives off not waiéing gven 4o
be thanked., 1t appears that the engineer's belaviour is
motivated by his desire to have a clear consclience, He is
quite aware of the fact that the underprivilegéd prople
guch as Fioghbé have been denied a fair share of +the country'’s
regources and public amenities. The engineer %herefore refuses
to take any gifis from Fioghé for according to him such an

action would only contribute towards widening the social
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gap between the rich and the poor., e affirma categorically
that "Llthomme ne doit plus &tre un loup pour lthomme®, (p, 62)
In his own heart the engineer drcams of a fuir society in
which everybody would be reasonably caterced for, His words

b

to Fiopbd reveal his conceptions:

&

Grice & vons, vion des gens comme moi sont devenus
des privilégidés et viveni confortablement, Par
justice, noun devons €tublir une socidté qui puisse
vous asgurer le vivre, les soins médicaux 21 la
sdcurité, Sano ccla, gquelle serait Ltutilité de
notre science, meintentnt surtout que nous-mémes
sommes respoinsables de notre pays? (p., 62)
The words of the engineer remind I'iogbé of those sweet yet
wunfulfilled promises already made by politiciang of post-
Independence BDenin., Tn reality the enginecr is; like these
politicians for onc¢ digcoverg that he too has thﬂt pover
to convince people eagily, Je consider his rofusal of
Pioghétls gifts as only & nanoeuvre ained at couwinoing the
farmer of his assumed innocence in the face of mocial
injustice. Jubt by refusing to take Fiogbé's zifts the engineer
seems to forget thet this means that he is in Zaelt bre king
th~t bond ol friendship besed on generosity thch he ig known
to hive estnblished with the frrmer. Dut even.cs reghrds
the guestion of generosity the firmer oppenrs to be nore

nmagnonimous thrn the engineer. The 1ntier is prepored to give

just o smal)l frociion of his income to the former., Tor his
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part Fiogbé oifers his benefacior 211 th~t he possesses in
life: his only chickens, then his only goat, ond fin:lly
his only douchter rhinc, That the engineer should refuse
cc.tegorically to receive -t lecst one of Fiogbé's gifts is
unfortun~te, Ve share Alain Ricard's point of view when
he considers the engineer'!s refusal g o communicotion gap
betwveen the intellectunl and the former and he calls it a
"triste métaphore de 1l'incompréhension entre le monde
paysan et le monde urbonisé dans l!'Afrique d'a.ujourd'hui."1

The plight of the poor calls for immedicte attention
so thot justice might preveil; unfortuantely the engincer
is not fulliy prepared to take up this chollenge., [He huas
chosen the facile opproach of generosity whose shortcomings
are quite obvious L.s_he himself points ou%:

-

Des actes généreux isolés ne gervent A rien. Il

fout storganiser pour donner A tous les démunis

les moyens de vivre comme des hommes sans tendre

la main. L2 justice nous en fait un devoir, (p. 63)
tlowever, the engineer like mony an intellectual is a2 man
of vords but not & man of action, and herein lies the main
difference between him and the farmer. Fioghé is interested
in concrete actions, not sweet words, He tries to test the
engineer's sincerity by inviting him to go into the willages
and tell the poor people how they huve been multireated by

the political authorities in the country., According to Fiogbé,
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the engineer is beust suited for such o task since he possesses

all the requirementis of o privileged person, But alas! the

intellectual is afrcid of becoming actively involved in the

struggle for justice. In his usual manoeuvres he sends

away Piogbé from his house for the lagt time while offering

him yet another gifiu of one thousand franco. It is significant

that just at this moment in the story the engineer begins

to have 2 guilty conscience., He starts to wonder vhether

he is not really trying to evade his recsponsibilities as

an enlightened nenber of the society who should strive for

justice for everybody. The engineer questions himself whether

he has not in his own way been "un loup pour les cutres", Yet,

in spite of his_troubled conscience the engineer is not ready

to cccept Fiogbé's earnest call for the political struggle

for justice; instead he dismisses the faormer, Jean Pliya

explains vhy he ends his story on such a dramatic note: _
J'ai arrété 1l'histoire 12 on l'ingénieur a démissionné...
OQui, il 2 démissionné 1'ingénieur, Son histoire est
finie, L'autre (Fiogbé) lui o offert beaucoup de
chances pour s'enguger dons 1la lutte politique, Mais,
1'ingéniour tient trop & oo tranquillité, Ctlest un
intellectuel qui cherche le confort de sa bonne
conscience, Il g'cst pas un homme engngé. Il a peur
de 1l'engogement,

There is no doubt thoat the author frowns ot a situation whereby

an intcllectual refuses to use his privileged position to defend

the cause of justice, Commenting on the need to ensure social
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justice Jean Pliya says with particular referencd to this

story that:
Tout paysan tout enfant malheureux dang la rue est

un 8ppel pour nous & nous engager pour que celn
changé, 7 i

"L (Homme gqui avait tout donné! can also he viewed as
a story which ghovg the gelfish attitude of the well-to-do
towards the poor. The enginecr is aware of the social
ills in the country but he is not ready to fight for their
eradication 25 long as he himself is not a victim of such
ills. On the other hoend Fiogbé whose financial problems
gcem to Mave veen partly solved by the engineer does not
consider himself to have already won the betllie for justice,
Having reccived some enlightenment from his bénekactor Fiogbé
feels that other unfortunate people in the villages should
also be made to hear that same megsage which he has justl
received, Unfortunately the engineer is not prepared to
carry out such a miscion and herein lies the moral superiority
of the farmer over {the intellectual.

Another example of the sellfish attitude of %he privileged
people in their treatmens of the underprivileged is to be
secn in the secene in {ronit of the pharmacy, Foilowing the
oxrders of his employer an erployee of the pharm%cy drags

Fiogbé brutally from the establishment on the grounds thet
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the old man's weeping is a nulsance and disgracé to the
Blacks, Madame Dupont the White pharmacist could be right
in ordering for Fiogbé's expulaion but at the same time
one cannot overlook the haughty manner in which the whole
operation is being carried out. It shows the hostile and
unsympathetic attitude of the rich towards the poor.

Thus, while portraying the presence of social injustice
"L tHomme qui avait tout donné"™ atl the same fine revezls vhatb
much of this seocial malaise is due to the failure of the
well-to~do to gtrive for the well-being of the under-
privileged people,

Whereas the illc of ihe society are even made a subject
of discussion in "L'ilomue qui avait tout donné" in another
story "La Voiture rouge" Jean Pliya simply presénts the
gituation and leaves the reader to pass his own judgements.
The social digparity between the rich and the poor is
amply shown in that shopping scene at the "Monoprix", As
usual the author juxtaposes the two main social' classes,
the privileged and the underprivilepged. The former are
characterized by their ostentitious way of living. At this
Christmas shopping trip to the supermarket they continmue to
pile wp their purchases, The author uses two expressions:
"les bras chargés" and "les brog encombrés" to refer to their

exuberant style of shoppingz. Bven the children of these

|
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rich shoppers are coddled, .. siriking example of thic is
the married couple with their child dressed in & sailor
suit, “The Lfather of this little boy buys everything his
son can point his finger to. On the other hand ‘the
underprivileged represented here by the wandering and hungry
ragamuffin ilensavi becone disnmayed at tiiis marked difference
between the rich and the poor,
lensevi ané liis porenis live on ihe verge of a society
which disowns then, lNobody talkes the trouble to find out
about their desolate environnent with the view Jo
ameliorating it, Not only is this family badly fed, but
they camnot even afford to clothe themselves decently, Yet,
it is from such & milieu that Jean Pliy» chooses his hero.
By this the author aims at inforning the public that there
are people in Jlenin socicty who live in deplorable conditions
and such people should not be ignored, In fici, Jean Pliya
has even stated that his intention of writing the story
has been to "troubler les gens“.u
The usual unsympathetic and selfish attitude of the
well-to-do towards {the needy population is also being
portrayed in "Lz Voiture rouge" ia both the scene of the
White man and his dog as well 2s in that scene where Mensavi

is expelled from the "Monoprix" by an employee of the supermarket.,
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That the White ma: should let loose his dog on the harmless
little players of "Caletta®™ is yet another instance of the
White peoplets inhuman treatmeat of the poor Africans in
jhose worké of Jean Pliya with a post-Independence setting.
e have already szen the ruthless attitude of Hadame Dupont
towards Fiogbhé in "Lt'lomme qui avait tout donnéh. Incidentally,
anony this geoup of works by ouy railiir it is only in these
two stories that we see Vhite people. In "Le Rendeamwvous®
we only heur of another White man, Monsieur Terrixz, He
too is presented in vud light for we learn that he hag
succeeded in seaucing Camille with 2 promise of marriage,
When the youns girl becomes pregnant he immediately drives
her away from him, All this helps in stiessing the fact
that any solution to African problems can only be obtained
from the Africans themselves., A5 to "La Voiture rouge®,
in reference to the scene of Mensavil's expulsion from
the "Monoprix", Adrien Huannou considers the act as an
example of hovw the well=to-do in every human society are
always preoccupied with mainteining = monopoly of their
privileges to satisfy their egoism and pride.5

Surprisingly enougl: the poor degpite their very meagre
resources appear Lo be generous and are not selfish like the
rich, VWhen ilensavi comes into possession ol the fortune that

has dropped from the "Chambord" he uses it judiciously,
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Having tried in vain even at the risk of his own life to
give th2 Lullen paclage back o its righiful owner Mensavi
is filled wich the desire to share his new fortune with
other people, He gocs into the cathedral and throws some
aweets as gifts to the child lying in the manger, Like
Piogbé the little ragamuffin appears to be more magnanimous
than thosc¢ rich shoppers in the "plonoprix” who are only
concerned with satisfying their sclfisihi interests,

On the whole "La Voiture rouge” may beat be cummerized
ag a gtory which condemns the callousness of the rich to
the plight of the poor and needy,

Prom a criticism of the socictiy in its general
perspeciive Jean Pliiya delves into his country's bureaucratic
syastem and pin~points the malpractices that exist in it,

We are in the world of La Sccrétaire particulidre, This

play falls within the category of what Alphamoye Sonio
would olasaify «s plays inspired by the society.6 In fact
one discovers that the author's couccption of his comedy
even supersedes the narrow aspect of the Benin milieu,
Jean Pliyae dedicates his play not¢ jusi to his gode~dauzhter
Léocadic S8idi Cenda but also to all Africans, who according
to him, are:

victimes de leur légitime désir de travajiller et de

s!'épanouir dans une socidté juste,pacifique ol 1'homme
vive libre et ne soit pas un loup pour L'homme, (p. 4)
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We have already scen this idea of man being "un loup pour
1lthomme" c¢xpressed in "L'Homme qui avait tout donné", DBut

in La Secrétaire particulidre the author treats the problem

of social injustice in a wider scope, This is @ drama in
which corruption, nepotism, hypocriocy, intimidation as
major aspeci®of social ills are attacked,

Mr Chadag misuscs his position as Head of a government
department to amocs wealth by telting bribes, Nofore his
employment in iir Chadas' departmeni Jacques had to offer
two turkey=-cocl:s and drinks to the Head., Virginie tests
Mr Chadas' integrity by offering him a bottle of whisky and
she is surprised to find out that her gift is received with
much appreciation, This shows how corrupt Hr Chadas is
even though the man himself does not accepi this fact, e
is basically o hypocrite., As he prezches to his subordinates
what he calls "lcs r@zles primordiales du parfait fonctionnaire"
Mr Chadas at¢ the pane time tacitly makes allowances for
corruption which: he pretends “o be condemning:

I1 faut du z@le au travail, la conscience
rofesgionnelle, le désintéressement, la haine de
corruption, DBien siur, la générosité est une
quzlité louablé, et aussi le dévouemen’ envers les
chefs, enfin, & l'occasion, la reconnaissance pour

les scrvices renGusS..s. (pe 14)

There can be found certain ambiguities in the speaker's words,

Vhen 1My Chadas speaks of Lhe need Tor an individual to show
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gratitude for serxvices rendered one would find it difficult
to believe that this does notlimply the offering of bribes,
Ambivileunt as he in Ur Chadas plays with words fn on attempt
To cover up that cankerous aspect in him, When;he wants

to take or give a bribe the Departmental Head staric by

condemnine such an act and then finnlly ends up by putting
forward reasont o justily his "honest" intentions. Jacques
tells us that Mr Chadas had employed thiw worv gf tactics
in taking bribe from him, We witnees with our own eyes

Mr Chadas using the same manoeuvres in receiving Virginie's
bottle of whisky. Alsc, in that acene where his scandal
with Nathalie comes out into the opea Lir Chadaé tries in
vain to stop further publicity Lo the affair by}proposing

& bribery deal to Denise so ag to dissuade the parrister
from taking a lepgal action against him about the scandal:

-

Je déteste la coryuption, licis sl quelques billets
de banque peuvent régler la situation de Nathalie,
nous pouvons nous entendre, (p. 85) .
That ir Chadas should try to give a bribe %0 Deniue
in order io cover up hls gcandal does not come as a surprise
to us. DParlier in the Avoce® Holonon affair the Deparitmental
Head, though guilty of knocking down hig vietim with his
car, had succecded in using money as a weapon to win his
fresdom, With 10,000 franca ir Chudas intimidaﬁed the

plaintifif into abandoning the legal action takeh againgt him,
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Avoc® Holonon is an example of the poor who lack the necegsary
courage and resources to fight against the injustice meted
out to uim by Ir Chidaa, In 2 way Denise who is Avock Holonon's
counsel is also lir Chadas' victim, Ais he emerges Uriumphant from
the Avock iHolonon affair, Mr Chadac becomes confident that
with money he can always win justice on his side, That is
what prompts him to offer bribe te Denise, Dut This time
Mr Chadas! evil machinations fail, for Jenise - now Nathalie's
counsel - publicly unmasks the villaing

Ainsi, vous croyez que lfargent peut toul arranger

et vous voulez vous en servir comme une éponge poulr

laver vos vilenics. Qulavez-vous faiti pour mériter

llargent que vous pocsédez? Tout homme riche, tel

un voleur, l'est toujours aux dépens de la société

et des miséreux, (p. 85)

The greed Tfor bribery is not confined only to those who
are highly placed in governmeni service; even thoase at the
bottom of the bureaucratic pyramid do engage in it, The
Orderly is porirayed as bheing corrupt for he uses his official
position to victimize the Farmer, This govermment functlionary
ingists that he cannot attend to the l"armer unless the
latter givea him a bribe. 1In hig presentation of the
character of the Orderly Jean Fliya reveals the mentality
of small people occupyiiy; official positions. Such people
are characterized by their pompous atiitude as they try to
agsert their authority, They will do everything in their

pover to prove thai they are important before those who require
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their gervices, vUevold of the rigours of a solid formal
education thege pelti;y emplorecs use e MOST crqde meands
for realizing their goals, Whus, the Orderly is very
blunt in his demand for a bribe from the Farmerq

3i tu tiens & volr le patron, ne vieus Jamals icd

%es maing vides..., Pnag de cadeau, »as de planton,
= .

Pe U45)

The Farmer 1o not attendad to beéause like ‘his
. !

counterpart in "L 'Homme qui avail tout donné® hé belongs
to the underyrivileged clasgn of people, The other visitors
to Mr Chadaa'! office are given prcfercence over the Parmer
becauge they wield mome kind of influence; the,female
visitores beeause Mr Chadas bakes special intere%t in women,
and the ex-gervice man by virtue oi the lact that he had
fouzht in the colonial army. L8 he appears in Lis army
wiform the ex—service .an comaends regpect in Fhe eyes
of the semi~-illiterate Orderly. And yet, the Férmer occupies
an important position as counscllor of his village Chief,
That he should be tossed about by the OQrderly eTplains the
contempt which governmenti functionaries renifest for.Airican
traditional institutions as we bave already explained in the

second chapter,
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In his presentation of the character of the Farmer
Jean Pliya raises at the same time the problem of human
suf ferin; amons the Denin populzce, <The author prefers to
let his Farmmer remain anonymous., Wc¢ congider this to be
significant for the Farmer here is a symbol of the vasgt
majorivy of the poor who continue to suffer patiently in
their interior villa~es without the government even taking
notice of their 'erdships.

The Farmer in La Secrétagire particulipre is as much
critical of the poci-Independence sra ws his counterpart in
"L 'Homme qui avait toui donné", Both men highlight the
fact that the change-over from coloniazlism o Indepeadence
has not yiclded jood rcsults for the peasant populaiion,.
In their aspiration for power the Black politicians had
promised that the reism of oppression that had characterized
the colonial period would give way to & period of justice
and equal rishis for everybody the moment they assumed office,
Judging from the expericnce he has ir the play the Farmer

comes to realize that far Lfrom brinsing about justice and
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equal rights for all, Independence has only succeeded in

{
maling some people more important then others, Bxaasperated

by this unheppy situwation the Farmer asks:

Ah! qud. me disait gu'avec le départ des BLancs le
temps de la justice est venu? (p. 46) |

I+ should hovever we noted thay nowhere in.his works
does Jea:n Piiya meintain that coloninlism iz more bencvolent
than Independenice, Uhat the author has alvays emphasgsized
is that instead of improviy the soecial and economic condition
of the poor Independence hag worgened the situation as the
Farmer in the play rishtly remarks: '"Plus la situation change,
plus les paysans soulfrent". (p. 42)

Put it weould be ridiculous to rexard the Parmer ag
cxpressinzg the authorts views in every one of his utierances.
We mugt not forgel that the Farmer reacts angrily fo the
bad treatment he hag received, He is infuriated by the fact
that he has alrcady spent much money for his two trips o
see Mr Chadas, Unfortunately, he is now Leins humiliated
and abused outside the Departmental Head's office, Disillusioned,
the Farmer asgks ithe ex~gervice man when Black rule would
give way: ’

Toi qui connais les sccrets des Dlanes, quand
reviendront-ils et quand finira 1ftIndépendance? (p.ll)
. 1
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The Farmer's remarl:s here are particularly significant since
they reveal that s lon as the new ruling elite of Benin
continue to encour:e social injusiice the oppressed poor
will continue Go yeara for ithae past colonial regime
irrespeciive of hov eruel it might have proved to be,
Another kinl of social ill that comes unfexr attack is
nepotianm and all forms of patronaze, Thie malicious practice
appears to have eaticn deep into senin's public service.
Thanks to it certain people are given employment not because
of their merit bul simply because they are relaved %o an
influential person., iJe learn from the mouth of Mr Chadas
thut even the Orderly holds o government post because he
is a relative of & certain minister,
Closcly linked with nepotism iz the gystem of patronage.

There is the growing belief amon certain people thit to
be successful in the civil service one necds to have
'a3¢ say-ar golidly behind one, (i Chidas who ovns his
official position as a result of patronasze adopis a nonchalant
attitude to tlic notion of ucademic merit as a prerequisite
for a successful career in the service:

Moi,... Sans dipldme reconnu par les universités,

jlai fait mon petit bonhomme de chemin, £% wujourd'hui

je suis haut perché et je sais commander, Avoir des

relations, &tre malin et débrouillard, en cela
consisie lthabileté supréme, (p. 16)
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Mr Chadas even goes ac far ag applyins the sysiem of patronage
in his department, Il acis as godfather to liatiialie, his
private secretory with wiaom he jets involved in an unhealthy
relationship, Because of the undue attention she receives
from her patiron lNathalie be;ins to look don upon hker
colleasues in the office, Armed with Ilx Chidas! support she
mekes life difficult for Virginie who han refused to be
paironized in this way. Virginie believes sironzly in the
principle of success based upon merit and that is what creates
a conflict between lher and people like Mr Chidas and Nathalie.
Thug, in the proposed examination the Ilinistry intends to
conduct in order to weed out incompetent typists in the service
Mr Chadas predictis disaster for the diligent Virginie while
promigin success for the indolent Havhalie his protégée:

Tu pagseras ton examen comme tout le monde ef

tu réussiras., Dans ton genre Htu es une élite...

Laigge-moli faire,,, J'ai le bras long, Hathlie,

et je sais m'en servir, (p. 57)

It is an irony that such dishonest public servanus like

Mr Chadas should continue to flourish in spite of their
deplorable practices. This is made possible because the whole
fabric of the public service appears to be wvanting starting
from the very top. The dishonest ministers are responsitle
for the low ebb of moral integrity in the service, In what
turns out to be his last promotion as a zovermment Executive

Mr Chadas reveals the gecrel behind his success:
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Et voild que srfice & 1llexcellente idée du ministre
des diplomes et de la qualifieation professionnelle,
Jlavance de deux Achelong par intégiation., A dire
vrai, je sais bien me débrouiller, Le gystlme "DW,
voila le gecret do la réuscite. (p. 60)
Begides this, we algo knov thati Mr Chadas is the protégé
of the {iinister of Yroletarian Affairas. There is irony
here for this particular liinister does not appear from the
beginning to be representins the genuine interests of the
proletariat, Hisg Lirst visit to Mr Chadas' oftice leaveg
much to be desired. The llinister Hacitly condones his
protéaéts irregponoible behaviour until such & time that
Mr Chadag! scandal with Nawuhalie is made public. Trom
that moment the Minister has nce hetier choice than to
denounce his protégé before everybody there:
Je vous défends de me considérer comme votre
protecteur, D&s cet instant je ne Vous connais

pPlus,.. Votre cas dépasse mes compéiences, La
juastice suivra gon cours, (p. 91

Nevertheless, the Hinister of Proletarian Affairs doeg not
egeape public blame. Hig denunciation of I1r Chadas though
spectacular as 1t miy look comeg rather late. Tiad hins
protégé’s moral decadence not been uncovered it is possible
that the Miniuver would have continued to act as o god-

father to him,

The social ills eveled in La Secrétaire particulidre

are problems which by and large are not peculiar Lo Benin
alone, They are the perennial problems of the new Indopendent



n~tions of Afiricer, It i3 ironiccl thit Afric:ts agonies
should begin to loom ~t . time when she cuswacs the conirol
of her destiny. Henceforih the enenmy of the continent is
not reclly the former coloainl powers but the Africrns
themselven; this fret hhs ~lre~ndy been explicitly sicted
by Aimé Cés .ire:
Le tenps de 1o décolonig~tion ser: plus difficile
pour le monde noir porce que nous ntovons p.o
geulement A nous dresser conire un ennemi commun
plus ou moins niocément discerm~ble, m:ig a lutter
en nous-mémes contre nous-mémes, Il otogit 9,'un

combnt gpirituel qui ne f~it que commencer,

In sum, La Secrétoire porticulidre shows how on Africon

by his corrupt prociices onn become an enemy of his own
nm.tion, The comedy thus assumes grecter importonce since

it trerts problems that ore of gpecinl interest not just

to Benin but 2lso to other Independeni Stotes of Africao,

The play is also unique in showin? thet the victims of social
injustice are not only the poor illiterate folk, In certein
ci.ses even the privileged educaied people who are gympothetic
to the ctuse of the poor are mcde to suffer in the hands of
o gelfish and corrupt ruling elite,

With the exception of La 3écrétaire particulidre the

works thot we have discuused so for in this chapter are
dominated by their depiction of illitercte folk drown from
very poor fonily background., In "La Palabre de l.. dernid®re

chionce' 211 the protagonists ive acquired a certain level
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of education, Lhrough an intcllectual discussion they try
to find solutions to proulems thav preoccupy then, In a vay
they form part of ,ihe 3enin elile., Though the narrative
haes its setting in post-Independence 3Zenin,in reading it,
we are reninded ol Jean Pliye the intellectual activist of
the late 19508 who tosether with Albert Tévoedjr€ founded
a movenent known s "Lie Mouvement de Libération NHationale"
(L .N.) 28 reported by the Benin historian Maurice A, G1lélé:
Le Mouvenent de Libération ilationale (M.L,.N,) de
tendance spiritualiste (était une) formtion
politique, crééde en mars 1959 por MM, Albert
Tévoedjred et Pliy= Jean, (et) avail pour nots
dfordre: Indépendance inconditionnelle du Dahoney
et Unité Africeine,., Le M,L.N. s'enploya & faire
de l'éducation civigue; il organisa de cours et des
conférences en collaboration avec le Secrétariat
Social de Porto-llove sur les th#nes tels que 8
"Le Socialione", "Les pays sous-développés,,."”
It would however, oe wron; to identify "Le [Mouvenent de
Libération Natvionale® (M.L..,) with "Le llouvenent de
Patriotes Incorruptivles® (M,P.I.) that is nentioned in Jean
Pliyats svory., This is because the M,P.I. has a comunist
outlook as opposec to the spirituclistic tendency of the
M,L.N. The only comion factor between the two novenents is
that they are both political organizations forned with the
purpose of rallying round the poople for a definite cause.
As to the MJ.I. we learn through one of its nembers, 3Sovi

that it is "un nouvenent politique en gesintion depuis guelques
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années et gqu'animaient de jeunes cadres décidés A tout
changer." (p. 83)

The policies pursued by the MP .I. reflect the composition
of its membership, This is a political movement that is
dominated Ly intellectuals: people whe are nore concerned
with theorizing with words than with the improvenent of the
lot of the oppressed people Vhose interesis they claim to
be defending. Their watchword is always political stability
and they are ready to adopi any foin of brutal necsures to
achieve their ains, Guy Landry llazoumé, a Beninois himself,
conderins this attitude of the intellectual activists in his
country while pointing ovt the futility of their policies:

Leurs conceptions ¢t leurs tentatives seront
inévitablement narquées par l'échec, dans la
negure ou elles ne débouchent pas nettenent

sur nos nasses populaires; et ou, deuxidnenent,
elles nient le maiantlen, dans notre société,

de gtructures d'exploitation économique colonizle
et l'existence révoltante de foifs d'injustice et
d'actes collectifs dloppression.

The radical policies of the MJP .I. do not discourage
Sovi frou joining it. The young man sees this political
organization as an inporitant springboard for elininatiing
social injustice by geiting rid of the new bourgeoisie who
exploit the poor., In joining the movemen®t Sovi tries to
find a meaning to his own life by beconing a nilitant,

Convinced about this objective his friend Jiichel also
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pronises his adherence to the MJF «I.
There is in "La Palabre de la dernidre chance" much
insistence on the individual as well ag the comaunity,
with the latter receivin: more atitention since Africa itselfl
is fundamentally a comunal society., YTet this is not to
say that the individval's role can be ignored, Thus, by
layins emphasis on the importance of the commnity while
playing down on the rights of the individual the M,P,I,
ceases to represent the true aspirations of the African society,
This can be geen from the dramatic expulsion of Sovi from
the movement and the turning down of ilichel's application
for membership on the grounds that the laiter attaches undue
importance to the prerogatives of the individual,
Michel appearg to bc expressing the author's views when

he states the nced to bring about social justice as follows:

I1 faut organiser la société seclon des lois saines

et justes, neuiraliser les profiteurs et les parasites,

dénoncer ct combattre les freins intérieurs et

extérieurs A l'indépendance nationale, (p. 87)
This means thut in the final analysis the individual should
be given maximum opportunity to develop his potentialities
to the full, Commenting on this aspect of the story Jean
Pliya declares:

8i 1'tindividu est plus développé dans unc société, et
81 la société est bien organisée pour ne pas écraser
1tindividu,je crois que nous aurons des sociétes
formidables et que 1l'Afrique sera vraiment le
continent de demain,10
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In "La Palabre de la dernigre chance' the author as a

one-tine militant casts a critical look into the politics
of an African society. Ile siresses the neec for our
political regimes to uphold the rights of the individual as
well as of the cormunity so as to build a just and humane
society, In a way, the story proposes a new imige of our
gsocictiies, and Moudjib Djibril is right when he considers
the nmarrative as pregenting "une vision neuve de l'avenir
de nos pays sous = développés".11

All the vorks that we have discussed in this chapter
show that it is very often a selfish elite that constitutes
the main threaty to the preservation of justice in our societies,
Therefore, to bring about a change for the Letter there
must be an ardeni desire on the part of this elite to
re~dedicate themselves to ensuring justice for the
underprivileged, This is the only way to elininate human
suffering which very often is the consequence of social
injustice. If the DBenin author insists so much on the need
to eradicate human hardships it is because he himself admits
being very passionate about this:

Notre peuple, nos peuples africains souflfrent
beaucoup, si bién que dans tout ce que j'éeris

33 ne pa?i pas manquer d'évoquer 1. gouffrance
e gens,



CHAPTER IV
THE QUEST FOR HAPP INESS

I
|
While revealing the injustice and other malpractices

that{ plague the Benin society, the works of Jean Pliya

alsd show ths ardent desire to be happy. Children who

occupy an important place in our author's world seek

happiness. Other characters pursue the same objective

either on the persomal level or through political meanss

This chapter unlike the preceding one does not limit itself

to a particular group of works, since the quest for happiness

is to be found in virtually all the works of Jean Pliya,

In addition, due to the naturc and scope of the present

chapter the works treated in it are not necessarily

preaented in their chronological order of publication,
Childhood in the works of Jean Pliya is essentially a

period of happiness, Through playing and active participation

in the 1life around thoem, children in eur author'!s works -

satisfy much of their psychological and social desires,

They become more or less adventurers constantly trying to

explore the world around them. *"La Voiture rouge" which

was the earliest to be published among the childhood gtories

pregents a hero who is noted for hig love of small adventures.

Mensavi ho.g those inner resources of ciaracter which Jean Pliya

himself referg to as "une grande richesse in‘bérieure“.1



- 97 =
This proves Lo be a great asset tc a boy who otherwise
would have perpetually been haunted by his poverty.

By his liveliness Mensavi derives some kind of pleasure
- which enables him to contain himself under difficult
conditions. ™e is quick in improvising means of finding
solace when he meets with distress, The incident of the
spinning-top and the severe thrashing he receives from his
i fasher does not make the boy to retire Lo a cornexr and
become sulky. On the contrary, he leaves his home and
joins the company of his ever laughing friends Aboki.

The scene at the public tap reveuls how vefy often
children derive much satisfaction from very livtle things
which adults tend to overlook, In spite of his bruised skin
Mensavi 8+%ill finds immense pleasure in getting himself
inmersed for a long time under a running tap:

Mensavi se pencha sous 1o robinet deau. Lteaun

{tiédie par le soleil s'écoula limpide, comme une
beguette de crictal, Elle brlila les dcorchures du
dosy mais bientdt elle devint un baume rafraichissant,
Mengavi gigetait dans une pluie de gouttelettes,

riait aux éclats. Jon camerade lui frottait le

torse. (p. 34)

But there is another imporbant aspect of the Mensaviw
Aboki relationship: it is the joy that children often gev by
living together in & group, Bven the "Caletba" play ought

to be viewed as a practical manifestation of this kind of joy.



Significantly enough the author refers to the “Caletta"
players as "les Jjoyeux lurons'. DMensavi and his friend
get thempelves integrated into the “"Caletta® dance in
order to participaie in this form of collective happiness,

In some of Jean Pliya's works the poor seek not just
their personal happiness but also the happiness of other
pecople around them. This ig evident in the clozing scene
of Wia Voiture rouge" where lMensavi picks up the packet
that hag dropped from the “Chambord® ., The little boy!s
reaction is spontaneous as he immediately thinks ol the
possible wayg to use hig newly acquired foriune for the

|

happiness ol others: |
|
I1 stenfonga dans la nuit scintilliante de mille
feux de jole. I) scourit aux étoileg gquil palpitaient
el aspira une bouffée dlair frais, Il eut envie
de courir et de danser, Il désira partager son
bonheur. (p. 43)

Mensavi's acquigitlion of the coveted red car narks
an important develoyment in the story. There ig a
remarkable change in the hoy as his good fortune makes
him view things in an entirely new perspeciive, He
imagines himself living in an ideal world of happinesa:
Le voila soudain plus heureux qu'un roi, plus
fortuné que le président de la Républigue qui
vit la~bas, dans son cologsal palais de aparbre
et de verre, sous la garde des gendarmeg chamarrés,

Avec dVinfinies précautions, il retourna la
voiture, la caressa. (p. L) '

-
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The story enis on & note of happiness anc this is
being highlizhted in the proverb "4 chaque jour suffit sa
joie.," The author thus cleverly modifies & well known
French proverb by replacin; the word "peine"with "joie",
This also underlines the fact that this story should be
considered first and foremost as a Christm.s narrative,
As in any typically Christmas narrative it is the
atmosphere of joy that prevails at the end, That the
story ends with the word "joie" is of particular gignificance
a8 it helps to show that the satisfaction which the hero
obtains in the final analysis overghadows all the difficulties
he is lmown to have encouniered in the past,

"La Voiture rouze" is thus unique for in it the
concept of happiness is noi based simply upon nmaterial
possessions but also upon the heart, Mensavi succecds in
makinzg his own happiness, He does not wait for other people
to do everything for him since he is conatanily struggling
in his heart for a happy exisience, DBecause his sense
of joy is founded upon his inner self he triumphs by
rejoicing in the end,

That childhood experiences constitute a vital aspect
of a persont's life is being portrayed in "La Palabre de la

dernidre chance", Michel and Sovi make important references
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eithcr to their own childhoold or to that of others. As a
child Hichel faces ceriain difficulties especially with
his cruel father whose constant vociferations always haunt
him, Farthermore, he is exposcd to hunger and misery,
This makes his childhood very siailar to that of Mensavi,
Like the hero of "La Voiture rouze" Michel too posscsses
that spirit that endures cnd emerges victorious not letting
his unhappy experic.ces to cloud his happy vision of life,
Apart from his own childhood Michel eXamines the child-

hood of others and tries ©to compare it with his pergonal
experience, In tmi scene of his car-breakdowa wviiich he
revives in his discussion,lichel reflecis on a scene he
had witnessed in which joyful children were playing on a
thick cushion of sand, Ve have already remarlked how the
nere act of playings together in a group constitubes a very
important source of happiness for children., <The scene
which Michel iries to revive is therefore not an exception.,
According to him a wrong orientacion given to such cliildren
in school would only succeed in disiractinz them from the
true path of happinecss,

Ils (leoc 4dcoliers) tAtonneront trente ans, quarante

ans, toute leur vie, ignoranis des premidres letires

de i'alphabot du véritable bonheur. On les aura
instruits, discivlinés, mariés, mais il leur faudra
redécouvrir por eux-m®mes, aux prix de souffrances

inutiles, l'essentiel de la vie gui ne régide point
dans la multitude des idées et des connaissances,
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nais plutdt dans une orientation corrects

du regard ou du coeur pour édifier en soi et

dans les autres la paix et l'harmonie,

L 'histoire de ma propre vie aurait été

certainement plus bvelle, plus positive, plus

riche si j'avais compris plus tdt la legon, (p. 75)
The lagt gentence in the citation shows that the speaker
himgelf is in love with this kind of happiness which is
pure and founded upon innccence. It would net be an
exaggeration to say that in a way Sovi wiches his own
rebirth as that would enable him to regain such happiness,

"La Palabre de la dernidre chance" also presents a

good example of how with changing circumsitances a happy
childhood can turn into a gloomy one, [he danger here is
that it is the latter aspect that seems to get the upper
hand in determining the individual's view of life, This
is the case with Sovi. Ille staris off by experiencing a
happy life as a little boy in his native village of Dota,
The moment he iz taken to school in an urban centre at
Glekpa he loges thet happiness. Sovi attributes this
change in his fortune to ithe cruelty of his guardian's
wife. We learn that this woman imposes severe hardships
on the boy. Yet, one can also see that part of the boy's
unhappiness can be explained by the fact that he has been

uprooted from his immediate environment, However, Hovi's

sad childhood experiences somehow contribute to his search
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for happiness later in 1life through political struggle
and wve shall be examining this later in the chapter,

. The quest for happiness as it afiects children in
"ha Palabre de la derni®re chance" is hence based on the
generally accepted notion that childhood is a pericd of
innocence, The story sugrests that since an individual's
life io deternined in his formative years as a child there
is need for covery child toc be given adequate attention
during that delicate period.

The ardent degire on the part of a child to participate
in the communal life of the village so ag to attain
happiness is depicted vividly in "Le Chimpanzé amoureux".
By his stay in the city in pursuisv of Vestern education
the narrator of the story feels that he hag lost that
freedon and happiness of the village iife, ilowever, this
loss is only partial for during holidays he has the
opportunity vo come home and nartake in the communal joys
of the viliage, A particular example is given about the
enthugiasm with which the boy welcomes his grandfather's
suggestion that they should go out to harvest palm-nuts
and survey animal traps. The schoolboy considers this as
the most aprropriate way for him to enjoy his holidays in

the village:
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Je venais de passer neuf mois confiné dans une
salle de classe, Jt'avais la nostalgie des joyeusea
séances de labour, de la gurveillance des épis
contre l'lagsaut des moineaux mange-mil et deg
singes, des riances journées de moisson gqui
glachevaient par des ripailles et des danses
effréndes, Llinvitation de srand-pere me comblait,
Quelle meilleure occagion pouvals-je trouver de
me retremper dans la vie de la campagne? (p. 15)
The role played by Western education in this story is
nevertheless constructive aince it enables the schoclboy
to view his rural environment in a completely new
perspective. Had our hero spent all his life in this kind
of atmogphere he would perhaps not have developed so much
interegt and enthusiasm for this type of simpie life. As
an occasional visitor everything appears new (o him and
constitutes an important source of joy. For example, when
he accompanies Frandfather, Uncle Vigan, and Tossou to the
palm-tree plantntion, the boy mukeés known his intense joy
for finding himself once more in the countryside:
Une profonde jubilation m'agitait comme si je

?écouvrais cette campagne pour la yremi®re fois.
P 16)

Thanks to his Jestern education the hero becomes
gensitive and observant of his enviromment, His vivid
description ol his uncle's operations in the hurvest scene
is done with mastery, He actually identifies himselfl
completely with his uncle whose agility is a source of joy

for him, The words used by the narrator in describing his
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uncle's menceuvres on the palm-tres reveal his admiration
for the scene: .

En guelgues instants, il s'éleva jusqu'au bouguet
de palmes, ©Son corps so profilalt ouir 1e décor des
houppes vertes entre lesquelles brillaient des pans
de cicl clair, 3=En équilibre gur la corde tendue,

il arracha dtabord les branches mortes; puis,i
grands coups réguliers qui faisaient vibrer l'arbre,
il détachait d'énoymes régimes hérissés de piguants.
La terre feutrds de mousse en résonnait sourdement,
Tosgou et moi les entassions dans la hutte en

ranany gerde de ne pas nous blesser les doigts,

P 17) {
What is important here is +vhat the narrator is notv passive;

he also participates in the harvest, This is whal enhances
. f

his joy even more., .
Harvest seasgon has ﬁsually been a time for jubilation

in most parts of Africa., For little children this is

usually an exeiting period., The schoolboy in Camara Laye's

autoblographical novel, L'Enfant noir is shown as a great

adinirer of narvesgst ¥ime. TLaye's hero even tells us that
at Tindican whers he spends his holidays, harvest is
actually nade an annual festival., In a typically rice

harvesting scene the boy narraves his admiration for his

|

uncle's dexteritiy:

Mon jeune oncle était merveilleux dans cette
cueillette du rim: 1l y devangait les meilleurs,
Jde le suivals pas & pas, fi&remant, et je rece vails
de ses mains les boties d'épis. : '

In both accounts the heroes actively take part in what they
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describe and come to appreciaste the joy of working in a team,
When describing this type of village childhood
happiness ag manifested in "Le Chimponzé amoureux” one could |
continue to cite many other examples ol ifrican authors who
have highlighted much of this in their works, Another
important example Lo give ig that of Liéopold 3édar Senghor
wlio has alvayg menifested hig profound homage for his
native Joal whewe he spent his childhood days in an
atmosphere oi happiness and calm, This explaing why Senghor
often refers tvo this period as his "royaume d'enfance"-.3
Thue, for many African writers including Jeun Pliya the
childhood period is looked upon with a certain nostalgia, for
ag the Benin author confirms while identifying himself with
the hero of "Le¢ Chimpanzé amoureux':

Ltenfant que nous avons été ne meurt jamais
en nous,*

Leaving behind the world of childhood we shall now
examine the approach of adults to happiness, As has already
been indicated in "La Voiture rouge" +the well-to~do tend
to seek happiness througa selfish means., This is evident

in La Secrétaire particulidre, On the other hand one also

finds people who believe that it only through conscientiocus
work and persgonel integrity that They can gain access to a

truly happy life. Ouch people seeck not just their personal

|
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happinsss but also the happiness ol obther people around then,
For +this reason the characiers in the play can be divided
into two main caumps: the Chadas-Nathalie camp which is
self-geeking and the Jacques-Virginie camp whiph works for
the well-being of everybody.

In the Chadag-llathalie cannp it is Mr Chadas who
manipulates situations to suit his personal desires. Since
the man is more interested in bodily pleasures thun in
doing his official work he uses his office as a place for
courting Hatimlie, [He caresses Nathalie's hips and hugs
her when he is supposed o be sgeriously al work. HNathalie
hergelf takes this as & normal routine, She never protestis.

In fact, on one occasion she expresses her total approval

of Mr Chadas! behaviour towards her: |

- -

3i vous n'étiez pas si gentil, j'hésiterais i vous
eroire, dJe suis Lidre de travailler avec vous.
(BElle se rapproche de M. Chadas. Celui-eci lui
prend 1la main) {p. 20) |
And Mr Chadast! reply to Nathalie on this occasion reveals
his total lack of discretion as regards public morality:

Merci, ma chérie, ma belle Nathalie. (Il Ltattire
vers lui.) (p. 20)

This serves as a good example of the typical love scenes
between Mr Chadas and Nathalie during office hours,
Naturally this tind of atmosphere is not conducive to

serious work, neither does it augur well for the future of
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those who engage constuntly in such a behaviour., When
Nathalie announces o Mr Chadas her pregnancy, one would
expect the Departmental Head to assume Iull responsibility
for the outcome of his lisison with Wathalie. Unforivunavely,
the man receives the news with sadness. There is a certain
irony here ag we discover that what Ir Chadas had considered
to be his means of procurin; happiness now turns out to be
disastrous for him, Nathalie on the other hand questions

the rationale behind her lover's change of attitude towards
her;

e

Tu ag tout exigé et obtenu de moi, It quand je
t'annonce les conséquences de tes actes, tu changes
de mine, (p. 76)
Thisa shows how selfiéh Mmr Chadas has been all along. AL
the same time it also reveals Nathalie's selfishness, For
ag long as her liaison wiith the Deparimental i{ead is not
yet beget with problems she approves of the man's actions,
We have seen her collaborating with Mr Chadas to mar the
happiness of people like Avock Holonon and Virginie. HNow
that she disecovers her lover's insincerity she iz the
firat to start hurling abuses at him. In the final analysis
it can be justifiably said that voth Mr Chadasg and Nathalie
are selfish in their pursuli of persconal happiness.
However, with Jacques and Virginie the sitvation changes,

The relationship between these two 18 based on equality and

¢

!
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respect for each other's opinions., They both believe in
personal happiness bult they pursue it through honesty and
hard work, The ©wo have much devotion to their official
duties, thus creating a contrast with the nonchalant
attitude of Mr Chaday and Hathalie,

Since Jacques feels that he shares more or less the
game ideals with Virginie he falls in love with the girl
and makes a warriage proposal to her. For Jacquea, such
2 union would be an accomplishment of what he considers <to
be the peak of his bliss, The moment he receives the young
girl's consent Jacques is overjoyed:

.
&

Oh! Virginie. Je veux clamer moxn bonheur i
tous les horizons,., Laissons exploser

notre joie. Cé&lébrons notre succeds et
1téclosion de notre amour. (p. 9%)

One also notices in the course of the play that Virginie
ig aware of the fact that marriage ig a challenge and should
he viewed as & solemn act of engagement by the couple to
live in unity and hoppincss, That is why she reminds

Jacgques of thie noble ideal: 3
I1 faudra nous attendre aussi aux difficultés...
Par la fralcheur des pluies, par la chaleur des
midis flamboyants, par la douceur des nuits
dtoildes, blanches de lune, nous irons joyeux et
confiants, appuyés L'un sur Ltautre, (p. 93)
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The end of La Secrétaire particulidre is hence

Significant as ic announces importani fubture projects for
Jacgques and Virginie, It is also opportune that at this
juncture when the old illegitimate couple Chadas - Hathalie
ig disecredited the author proposss a nevw and legitimace
couple Jacgues ~ Virginie %o replace the old one, This
development is symbolic of the replacement of facile ill-
founded happiness with thot happiness which is founded
upon righicousness, !

La Secrétaire particulisdre thus treats the issue of

the quest for hapviness from a rather puritanical point of
view, The author uses his play to condemn among other
things sensualigts as Robert Cornevin has rightly pointed
Out.5 The final image one gets in this drama is one of a
youns man and woman striving to attain a ceriain perfection
and happiness through marriage.

In "Le RBendez=vous" there are also two different
approaches to the gsesarch for happiness. One of them is
through scnsuality and materialism. In contrast to this
there is also o consclientious approach to the gquestion,
Camille represents the former tendency while Solange stands
for the latter one.

Living in o dream world Camille searches for happiness
through a loose way of living. Hhe has numerous lovers at
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a time and none of them appears to satisfy her quest for
a happy exisvence. She therefore passes from one to
another. Al each instance ghe creates a geandal; yet she
never experiences any moral scruples since her motto ia a
complete negation of that discretion that is supposed to
mark a decent lady, for she continues ©to maintain the
principle oi:
Paire ce qui me plalt, profiter du bon temps et
oublier mon enfance, JEf, puisqhe les hommes sont
tous des menteurs, les tromper 4 mon tour. (p. 36)
Camillel's frivolity i3 manifested even in the nature
of her employment as & barmaid, 3By this she seeks a facile
approach to happiness. VWorking in a bar is not a sultable
poat for any decentv lady as it exposes her very olten to
men of dubious characters who are outv o mislead tlie gentle
scX, That is ho¥ Canille herself is being misled by
Monsieur Terrix and her pregent Black employer, Though
she has vowed t0 malke men her victims she never'really nmakes
one; rather it is men that malkte her a vicltim on each occasion,
In fact,comins from a poor family background Camille
does not tale account of thig reality and lives above her
means, 3he spends most of what she earns on expengive
Western dresses, Infatucted with the idea of procuring her
personal happiness she does not think even of the well-being

cf her aged mother,
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Even in matiers ol marriage Camille puts her personal
interests firnt. The image she forms of her future husband
is that of a typical bourgeois who hag the necessary comforts
of life by Weastern smtandarde: )

Camille songeait & un mari qui posséderailt une
voiture conforitable et qu'elle mdnercit i sa
fantaisie, Dien sir, elle vivrait dans les jolies
villas climatisden du boulevard de France ou de
la Patte~dloie, Qui pourrait deviner en elle la
fille d'une marchande de poisaons? {pp. 39-L0)
Bacauge she has stayed in the city and tried to copy the
Western style of living we are not surprised to find that
Camille hag a similar nentality to that adopied by many
Western adolescent girls towards +the choice of a husband,
Her attitude fits well into the patitern which Elizabseth
Douvan and Jogseph Adelson report about in & typically
Buropean society:
The common adolescent fantasy of marriage and family
life follows closely ithe lines of the popular image...
The large mejority of girls who think about the
stetus chwmracteristics of their later lives hope for
a middle-clags pattern, They chooge this patiern
irrespeciive of present soclial class position = that
is, whethor or not they haveﬁexperiencod it at firgt
hand in their parents' home,
The search for happiness throush materialism makes
Camille place all her confidence in Koffi., From appearancesg
this young man possesses those things that Camille cherishes,

At the end of that gscene between 1the two lovers ot the bheach
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Koffi makes a vague promizse of a solenn engagement with
Canille and the latier jumps tc a conclusion in her mind
that her dreams of @ marriage between her and the young
man would soon be realimed, This is a period of bliss
for her:
Camille redevint joyeusé. "Qutil est gentill =se
dit-elle, I1 pense déjh & sfengager pour la vie.,*
Rayomnante, ¢ille embrassa Luc el ils se remirent
en marche.,. Jamiig Camille ne dormi® aussi bien.
Elle sc réveilla tard, sthabilla de rose et se
rendit aux Troisg Cuballeros. in fin dlaprPs-midi,
progsée de partagér son bonheur tout neuf, elle =lla
chercher Solange 3 la sortie de ltatelier, {pp. 57 - 58)
With Solange the picture is quite different. Though
this young girl too aspires to some kind of happiness she
does not try to achieve this goal through moral laxity and
materialism, The contrast between her and Camille is even
seen from her style of dress, for she vears what she herself
sevs and not imported dress from sSurope, In this way Solange
derives pergonal satisfaction, ©She finds her career as an
gpprentice dressmzker to be very ugeful., Iler fimm belief
in the necessity of hard work to earn one's living distinguishes
her from Camille whose main concern is %o profit from other
peoples’ labour without she herself putting in concrete
work for the good of the society.
 Solange's quegt Tor happiness does not make her selfish

Like Camille. ©he is very much interesgted in the happinesas

}
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of the latter, That is why she congtantly warns her friend
the moment she considers her to he heading ‘tovards disaster,
Convinced as she is about the need for hard worlk, Solange
expects her friends to appreciate this principle as the
corner-gione of human happiness., The scene of Faugtine's
wedding ball reveals her moral attitude to others, While
Camille tells Faustine to "profiter de son bonheur", Solange's
words to the bride are: "Heureux ménage of nombreux enfants”,
Whereas Camille would like to assess marriage in terms of
the facile joys the bride can derive from i%, Solange thinks

also of the challenges that lie ahead, ;
"Le Rendez-vous" can be swamarized as o stéry vhich

reveals that the quest for happiness through immorality

generally results in disaster Lor the individual concerneds

We have already meen this happen in La Secrétaire particulidre

in the Chadasg~Nathalie affair. The narrative also shows that

happiness even when pursued on a perscnal level should not

make the individual selfish, for a trdly happy person is

tlie one who takes into account the interests of other people,
As ve mentioned egrlier in this chapter the search for

happinesg is sometimes being pursued through political means,

Kondo le requin underlines the need $o keep a kingdom intact

frem foreign attacks in order %o ensure its peoplc's happiness,

King Gb&hanzin puts up & Stout resistance against the French
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invasicn so that he would not feel ashamed but find joy afterx
death in the midst of his departed soldiers. Addresgsing the
latter the King sayss

Je ne veux pas qu'aux portes du'pays des morts le
dounanier trouve desy souillures & meg pieds. Quand

-

je vous reverrai, je veux que mon venbre stouvre x
ia joic. (p. 106

But soon there is dissent among Gbéhanzin's subjects
as French victory hLecomes imminent, By joining ranks with
the French foroes ihe dissidents seek a short~term solutvion
to happiness for themselves, Aware of the danger he is now
faced with Gbehanzin modifies his position and asks even
his remaining loyal subjecis to surrender to the'eﬁemy who
has proposed an era of happiness:

La-bas, on dit que déja renalt la joie, (p. 108)

The King's change of attitude ls motivated by his desire to
secur: immediave happiness for his people., Yet at the back
of hies mind Gb&hanzin knows that the Abomeans would not
obtain perpanent happiness before the end of French ruls,
Had not GuidZzgbé forecast guch an end earlier in the play?:

L'Etranger occupera le Dénhoﬁ%, longtempa, longtemps
avant de repartir au~deld des mers. (p. 40)

In "Lha Palabre de la derni®&re chance” we gee a deliberate
effort on the partv of the protagonisis to bring about happiness
through a political strusgle. As the narrator rightly points

out cven the opuressed magses vole for political pariies
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"au nom dtune promesse de bonheur'. (p. 68)

Sovi who believen in collective hoppiness as opposed
to individual happiness feels that it is only by getting
hinsgelf involved in the pelitical strugzgle in his country
that he can realize lis ideal., This Jleads to his joining
one of the nec-colonial parties, However, uthe moment Sovi
discovers bthat the leaders of this party adoptv policies
that are based upon compromice and opportunism he renounces
his membership.

Yet, Sovi does not give up the hope ol seeking happiness
Tor the people ithrough polities, for according to him "seuls
des hommes rigoureusement organisés batiront des lendemains
enchanteurs." (p. 87). Hence he inviies his friend Michel
to follow hin example by joining o new politicel organization
the "Mouvement des Patriobtes Incorruptibles® (MJP .L.).
Sovi thinks that this organization is progressive enough To
suceceed in attaining its goals. E

The dramasic expulsion of Bovi from the MP.I, together
with the refusal to grant lMichel'!'s request for membership
of the organization comés as a surprise, The managing
committee ol the movement considers Michel's beliel in
individual happiness o be incompatible wiih the movement's
objectives, Members of this committee do not even give o
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chance to the two friends to defend themcelves before their
expulsion, “This reveals the intolerant attitude adopted
within the leadership of the M, .I. Michel expresses his
doubts about the success of The organization:

On nouvs a chamsé Ge la voie du paradis imaginaire

au nom duquel stédifiera sans doute un enfer de

cauchemar, (p. 93)

Though the action taken by the M, .I. managing cormittee
against Sovi and lichel is unfortunate, in a wvay it yields
a posivive result, Instead ol deepening the differences that
exist between the two friends in their concept of happincss
the expulsion order brings them closer together than ever
before, By buying 2 lotiery tickct eventually 3ovi thus
modifies hisg attitude to life since he now believes in the
idea of chance or luck for the individual, thus sharing
similar views with his friend Michel, This does not however
mean that Sovi has now rejected entirely the idea of collective
happiness, Rather, his new posture portrays him as more
compromiging than he was before the expulsion order was passed
on him and his fricend,

The desree of compromise that exisvs henceforth between
Michel and Sovi appears to be a deliberatc attempt by Jean
Pliya to emphasize that since in Alrica there is much importance
attached to both the individual and the community it follows

then thait the quest for happiness should be directed to serve
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the needs of the individusal as well as the community. It

ig this bagic reality that the MP.I. hag failed to recognize,
In the final analysis liichel himself discovers that the

most essential thing is that there is in every heart that
yearning for happiness:

Tout en agpiront & ce bonheur dont, seuls leg
prétendus nailfs ou Ldéalistes ont Je gecret, les
homaes en groupes se contentent des mirages "ot
suivent plutdt ceux qui leur offrent une caricature
de bonheur, Cetie drdle de logique me déroute un
peu, nois ne me décourage pas, Dfune certaine
manipre, elle atieste ia réalité de cette quéte
1nla¢sab1e de joie =emée au coeur de chaque individu
et gu'une éducation erronnée fait souvent avorter,

(p. 95) - s

Jean Pliya in '"La Palabre de la derni®#re chance' thus
denounces a2ll the dictatorial policies pursucd by political
organizations or regimes which stand in the way of the people's
gearch for happiness. Both the individual and the community
should be given the opportunity to realize their well-bheing
and aspirationg,

Thnt the quest for happiness continues to bhe given more
attention by ocur author is evident judging from the |
predominant place the theme occupies in his latest published
works, This gquesi wmay prove to be a difficult task, But
doen the author not give us much encouragement through these
words of the narrator in "La Palabre de la derni®re chance?":

Pour rendre les hommes heureux, nous n'avons pas le
droit de nous décourager. (p. 95) i



CHAPTER V

WOMEN 1IN BENIN SOCIETY

In many of Jean Pliyats works women are often seen
playing importent roles, This is significant in a world
where very often men tend tc domin~te women, However, the
Benin author does not view his female characters as an
opposing force to men; rather he presents them as the
natural complements of men, The main objective of this
chapter is to shov how in the works of our author women are
seen performing several vital functions. Jean Pliya is not
a pioneer in the handling of the women theme, Other
African writers such as Sembgne Ousmane and Guillaume
Oyond-Mbia have preceded him, Nevertheless, Jeaon Pliya's
approach interests us for he is able to combine with mastery
the depiction of women in their traditional roles in the
home as well as portriying the modern Benin woman's new
outlook to life,

In Kondo le reguin two types of traditional women are
depicted, There are women with military functions lmown
as the Amazons, There are also housewives, Since the author
bases his play mostly on historical facts it is pertinent
that he should include the Amazons in his drama, This is

important especially when one takes into account the military
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prominence of these women in Benin's history as reported
by Edouard Foh:
Ltarmée dahonienne se divise en deux caiégories

bien distinctes: 1'élément permanent et l'élément
provisoire, Les amazones composeni le premier, et
formné par

1e_deuxi&me est tous }es sujets du roi,
appelés au moment de la guerre,
In his play Jean Pliya emphasizes the bravery of the Amazons
noted for their total commitment to the cause of defending
the Abomean Kingdom, Writing his play in the early 1960s,
a period characterized by a growing sense of nationalism
among the Africans, the author uses this drama to demonstrate
how the fight against colonialism should be regarded as a
tagsk that does not concern only men bul also women., In
other words, the play shows hov women alongside with men can
present a unived force in the national siruggle against
imperialisi aggression,

The Amazons possess that forceful character that can be
found only in the most courageous male varriors, They are
always prepared to continue fighting till they win or get
themselves killed, As celibates, the cutlags which is their
weapon serves as 2 misband to them, While some of Gb8hanzin's
male lieutenants are afraid of Joing to war, the Amazons are
solidly behind the warrin; King and fight gallantly throughout

the duration of the confliet, One cannot fail to appreciate
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the courage capecially of one of these Amazons Naga who
with her bare tecth succoecds in slaughtering one of the
invaders at Zozbo.

In hig depicition of the Amazons the author of Kondog
le reguin is much concerned with portraying the brute
physical atitribuves of theme singular woren wiose raison=—
Até&tre lies in the art of warfare. Lhere is nothing
&ttractive about these warriors. We have got to accept
them as they are even if they lack that tenderness that
one would expect to find among the female seiz. Just as in
the historical reality Jéan Pliya's warriors have a
functional role to play asg they rally round the King
egpecially when nationnal security is at stake., This is
the essence of the onth talken by the Gahou Femme on behalf
of all the Amazong at the time of Gbé&hanzin's enthronement:

Pour voire ' gloire, & naltre du monde, hous
renongon® 4 la maternité et faisons voeu de
chasteté., Comme des papillons, nous danserons
jusqu'a 1la mort autour de votre lumidre brillante,
\P - 27)

Apart from the warring Anazonsg there are gloo other
women in vhe play who degerve gome altiention: the Xingts
two favourite wives Etchiomi and Djikada. 7The two gueens
are seen in cloge aasgociation with their husband as they
give him the neceasary moral gupport he needs in the

administration ol the kingdom. That they are important to
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the King in both private and public 1ife can be explained
Tfrom the fact that the dramtist consecrates an entire
scone to thege queens seen in company of their husband.
The King hes just returned from one of hig military
expeditions. In apitc of the petty jealousies and rivalry
between then, the two favourite wives work together as in
a team trying to reinvigorate hinm by massaging and telling
him how much they have remained deeply attached to him,
The ingecrtion of this scene no doubi helps in relieving atb
leaat for a while the tension in a play where an atnogphere
of war appears to doninate neosi of the time, Furthermore,
it reveals how even such an gpparently severe King like
Gb¢hanzin can atill yield To the tenderness of a loving
wife,

On the whole Kondo le requin is a play in which women

are given reasonable attention. The drama highlights Jean
Pliyals idea of {the necessiiy of women working alongside
with men in different aspheres of 1life thereby dispelling
the nyth that wonen can be useful or active only in the
home. .

In "L'lomne gui avait tout donné® two categories of
wonen are presented: traditional women who live in poor

gocial conditions like TFioghé's wife, and also modern women
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such as the engineer's wifc who are well-to-do and appear
to have a reasonable degree of freedom in their matrimonial
life,

Phina ic the inag® of a traditional daughter., The
girl's total obedience and submission to her parents sgingles
her out as the model of a traditional African girl, In
accordance with African customs, Phina'sc father takes
certain important decisions all alone without consulting
her even though she is his regular and indispensable
helper (especially nov that Fiogbé's wife is bedridden
through illness). Yet, Fiogbé receives full co-operation
from his daughter even though the latter is embarrassed
by the offers her father makes to the engineer, Phina's
obedience is put to the test when Fiogbé decides eventually
to give her as a wife to the engineer, Certainly,according
to African tradition, nobody questions Fiozbé's authority
to choose a husbend for hic daughter,for we are told that
Phina herself places her destiny in che hands of her father:

De nombreux prétendants briguaient se main..,

En fille obéisannte, Phina attendait la décision

de son p#re n'osant avouer sa préférence, Le

choix de son pdre serait le sien., (p. 56)
However, it should be noted that even the most obedient
girl in the traditional African context would receive the

news of such a sudden natch with shock., Yet, Phina does not
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put up any opposgition to her father's will even at such

a critical moment. She tries to conceal her surprise by
hanging her head in her usual submission, In the final
analysig the outhor succeeds in making us wonder about the
rationale of a asystem which failg to take into consideration
the views of the girl Tto bhe given in marriage.

On the other hand, Phina's situation i¢ not quite
different from the general lot of African girls., Iiike her
counterparts elsewhere in the continent, Phina hasg no
freedom while still residing in her father's house, She has
to wait patiently until the moment she gets a husband; only
then would she becone a little bit Lfree to express her
opinions, Manbou Aiméde Gnali considers this condition of
a girl in certain Africaen societies o be in sharp contrast
G0 that of the American girl:

aux Etats-Uniz, la jeune fille s'émancipe avant le
mariage et ge range aprés. En Afrique, c¢'est
1'inverse, Avec le nariage stouvre une &rc de
liberté: telle une jeune fille qui ne sortait
jamais cher geg parents querelle son mari pour
une soirde ranguée; telle autre, que ses parents
parvenaient tout juste & vétir, exige de son mari
une nouvel%e toilette a chaque féte, voire tous les
dimanches,
Mambou Aimé Gnali's views are applicable and valid for
African women irregpective of whether they are educated or

illiterate 1like Phina.,

The engincer's wife who belongs to a different social
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condition manifesis those tendencies of an emancipated
Wwoman, During one oif ['iogbé's visits to the engineer ghe
is seen dining in the company of her husband. She finds
Fioghé's offer of Phina as wife to the engineer as gonething
ridiculous and this explains her sudden outhurst of laughter
when the offer is made, She sghares similar views with her
husband on polygemy. <The enginecr is known to have put
forwvard a strons argunent in support of monogamy:

Jtal une seule épouse et n'en veux point dlautre,..

La polygumie humilie la femme et compromet l'éducation

des enfants. (p. 61)
The engineer and his wife are by their education products
of the Weegt. They afé rnodernists who froﬁn upon polygany
from the social point of wview, One has also o note that
eritics of polygamy in Africa today try to defend their
position by gometimes naking refercnces (o their religious
education ag has been indicated by Nicolas Atangana:

La seule raison §ui nous &loigne de la polygamie

est L'éducation & la foils dans 1la famille, 2

1'école et & 1'Eglise, BEr dehors de 1'!'Aducation

pas de changement nobable, toute caupagne tapageuse

nenée par lao presse et les lois demeurera vaine,

The opposition shown by the engineer's wife to polygany
appears to be The general tendency of the modern Benin wonan
to o system which she considers ‘to he a threat to her rights
in the marital home. In an opinion survey he conducted inside
Benin, Claude Tardits gives the views of a Benin housewife

i
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o n polyganious houschold:

Toutes les femnes préfdrent vivre dans un ménage
nionogané ou bien lo polygemie du mari leur est
égele, A condition qu'elles vivent seules dens
lgur.mﬁiaﬁn et que les autres femmes vivent
ailleurs, .

"Ltfonne qui avait tout donné" hence presents women
in both their traditional and modern roles, As a traditional
girl Phina is submissive and performs her daily chores
thereby bringing much relief to her aged parents, On the
other hand the engincer's wife represents a nev tendency
as a modern Benin wom®n who sneers at what she believes
to be outmoded custonms.

"Le CGardien de nuit" which can be regarded as a family
story touches glightly on the mother-child relationship.
David!s mother shows her concern about her ailing child,

But slie becomes easily irritated when Tante Goussi shows

her disapproval of the Western drugs which she (the mother)
administers to the ailing David., Yet, it would be incorrect
to consider the mother as being radical, for she continues
to live under the shadow of her husbond witlhout necessarily
becomins subservient to him.

It is in the character of Tante Goussi that Jean Pliya
succeeds in preseniing an illiterate woman with remarkable
foresight and experience, Che is & highly intelligent woman

gifted with the capacity to hardle situations with such a
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mastery that would baffle many a tactless woman, ©She presents
a contrast (o David!s mother, Nevertheless the approaches

of both women tovwards healing techniques could be taken

as an example of the possible co existence between traditional
and modern medecine,

But what Tante Goussi can be best noted for ic her
prudence and love for order in life., She knows that living
in a world where sorcery abounds calls for vigilance as the
individual has always got to foregiall those evil forces
that are always working to destroy even innocent people.

It is for this reason that she recommends that the feathers
of the owl killed in broad daylight by the nightewatchnan
should not be thrown carelessly about, adding that it would
be imprudent to let an outsider get hold of any one of then
for fear of possible evil consequences, 'ler advice is not
heeded to, for Ayélé the sorcercss is given one ol the bird's
feathers and this is enough for the witch priestess to
inflict tragedy upon Cisavi the night-~wuatchman's daughter,
Thus, throughout the length of this story Tante Goussi acts
as the voice of tradition.

Ayélé the witch is clever and possesses those wiles that
persons of her category usually use to entice their victins.
As a food-seller, Ayélé is sure to use her trade to nake

victins, When ghe intrudes into thc¢ night-watchman's hut to
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give the latter his usuel retion of food it is only with
the pretext of knowing whether her gpell on Cicavi has
worked, Ifow sure of her success she does not stay longer
in her victim's hut for fear that her evil intentions
might be read from the show of good humour on her face
which she struggles to conceal, $She is by no means a
courageous vwonan, This is evident from the way she reacts
in her final acsony. When she finds herself face to face
with the irate night-watchman, now determined to take
revenge upon her, Ayélé easily subnits and implores her
adversary for mercy., Her plea goes unheeded and the
sorceregs dieg amidst her unsucceasful efforts to pronounce
a sentence of doom upon her foe,

One of the characteristics of "Le Gardien de nuit®
resides in the distinct versonalities of these three female
characters: Ayélé is strongly rooted in tradition, Tante
Goussi calls for the need to respect the traditional norms,
while David!s nother could be taken as a good example of a
modern Benin woman who feels that Western medecine certainly
has a place in Benin,

In La Secrétaire particulid&re, Jean Pliya puts on the

scene women who play important roles in the public service,
The main fenale characters hive received some degree of Western

education, They are all vocal, The author makes use of his
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coriedy to bring women into the limelight., Elsewhere, he
explicitly states this intentions

Ltobjectif de la pikce c'éta%t surtout de
donner la parcle aux femnes,

Nathalie the heroine of the play has a poor educational
background and lackeg initiative. 4ware of her incompetence
in the performance of her office work she takes refuge in
Mr Chadas, HNathalie is a girl who knows her master's
weaknesses and goeg about exploiting the situation to her
own advantage, Full of self-importance the Privatve Secretary
behoves exactly like Mr Chadag for whom she ac¢ts as spokesman.

If Nathalie were a girl of foresizht she would have
saved herselfl a lot of trouble. But as it is she cannot
escape sharing part of the blame for the disaster that follows
her love affairs with Mr Chadas. We are surpriced Lo see
that this girl who hus virtually become Mr Chadas! accomplice
should be the first to conderm the man in their aour of
crigis. In the end it is Mr Chadag vwho is made to pay for
his guilt while Hathalie goes off almost unscathed as if
she has no need to atone for her wrongdoinss. One gets the
impression that it is perhaps the author's preoccupation
with unmasking Mr Chadas' guilt that makes him Lo overlook
the equally destructive role played by Nathalie in the play.

Or does Jean Pliya feel that his heroine's disgraceful
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pregnancy resulting in her repudiation by her Don Juan
provide sufficient punishment for the girl's nefarious role
in the comedy? Marcos Olu Marius, lecturer in the Faculty
of Arts at the Université Nationale du 3énin who is presently
preparing an anthology of Benin writers, wonders whether

the failure of the author of La Secrétaire particulidre to

make a strong condemnation of his heroine is morally justifiable:
L'aubteur en innccentant Nathalie ne semble-t-il
pag encourager une catégorie de jeunes filles wun
?eu légdres el toujours prites & jetor }a pia%re
5 leur séductour aprés unc triste expéricnce?

To ensure sceurity both for herself and her expectant
child one would have ithought it appropriate for Hathalie to
accept as a lagt resort the proposal put forward by her
mother that she should marry Mr Chadas following her pregnancy.
Aftor all the young girl faces the dangey of losing her office
Job having failed the qualifying exanination for her post.

But Nathalic rejecos outright the idea of such a marriage
on the grounds that she is "une fille moderne", a criterion
which makes her too precious to condescend to the level of
narrying the polygamist Mr Chadas, To a mother who belongs
to an entirely different generation this argument appears
very ridiculous, She is all the more puzzled when her

daughter discloses her deagire 4o comnit abortion, At this

noment the mother comes to thie conclusion that there is really



- 130 -

gomething wrong with her daughter's approach to life. Yet
we ghould bear in mind that Hathalie's radical attitudes
towards the preblems of polygany and abortion reflect an
important tendency among the modern African girls and needs
gpecial attention in our ever-~changing world,

If NVathalie is noted for her negative role in tuis
comedy, her office colleague Virginie plays a construciive
role, It might well be argued that Virginie's virtues are
due te the different nature of her education. She is known
to have been educated by the nuns and, this ag she hersgelf
admits, is important to her: .

Jtai &été éduquée par les soeurs, IEllecs mtont donné
le respect de noi~ndme, (p. 38)

But that alonc should not be used to determine Virginie's
virtues, for it is also true that some people with a rigorous
religious backoround have turned out later to be rascals.
Virginie as we¢ know is jusv returning from Burope after her
studies and thiz alse helps in explaining her ingenuousness.
A8 o young graduate she is complebtely out of touch with the
realities of life, for she is seen making constant referencos
to her school instruction.

However, Virginie's ingenuousnesc is o great assetl in
determining her uprightness, Her presence is necessary in

proving that there can still be found one or two righteous
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" people in a world wherc moral decadence acems to prevail,
Virginie's moral, acodemic¢ and technical competence makes
her superior in all reagpecss to Ifothalie and Mr Chadas,

She faceg her office task with courage and determination
and refuses to be engsulfed in the vicious system of things
set in motion by Mr Chadns, Her courage distinguishes hex
fron the Deparitmeutal Head who is always trying to evade his
regsponsibilities. DBeing sure of hor capabilities, Virginie
dees not seel any special favour from Mr Chadas as the
incompetent Nathalie iz known to have done.

On the other hand, Virginie's attitude towards the
marriage ingtitution presents a rather interesting case
that needs to be examined closely. Uer radical approach to
marriage is the natural phenomenon of her gophisticated
Western education., Consequently, she adopls the Buropean
concept rather than the African one, This young graduate
is vigorously opposed to the idea of a bride~price:

Je ne suis pas & vendre. 3i mon fiancé wveutb

ayer pour nmoi la dot, je refuserai tout net,
P. 3

And yet, one cannot ignore the foct that in most parts of
Africa this economic aspect of marriage which Dorothy 8.

Blair conveniently refers to as "the marrisge market"7
continues to hold even today, Virginie's refusal to comply

with this agelons African cugtom should be seen as representing
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&irls of Africa today, Throwgh their education these girls
feel liberated and become mctively involved in determining
their marriage destiny, an attitude which is completely
lacking among the traditional illiterate girls such as
Phing in "L!'Homme qui avait tout donné®, The Cameroonian
dranatist Guillaume Oydnd-Mbia also sets on the scene his
Juliette who manifesis certain tendencies similar {to Jdean
Pliya's Virginie, In fact, Virginie in her opposition to
the commercialization of the marriage institution is only
echoing the words of Guillaume Qydund-Mbia's heroine in

Trois Prétendants.... un mari, a play which its aulhor is
8

repor ted to have written since 1956. Yet, there still
exist some important differences in the demands of each
of these two girls., Juliette appears to be less radical
than Virginie, for unlike the latter she does not opt
for the abolition of ithe bride-price, she only insists that
the question of who pays the largest amount as bride-price
on her should not be the determining factor in her pareﬁts'
choice of a husband ?or her:
Je suis donc d vendre? Pourquol faut-il que vous
essayiez de me donner au plus offrant? Est-ce gqu'on

ne peut pas ne consulier pour un mariage qui ne
concerns?
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It can also be obgerved that in Jean Pliya's play
Virginie views marriage purely as an alfair between two
peoples Glhe bridegroom and his bride., lHer decision to
marry Jocques is o gpontancous response Lo the young man's
marriage proposal, This again ic entirely a duropean
concept which reduces marriage to the level of the two
partners involved while playing down the family background
of thege two individuals which incidently constitutes a
dominant facitor for marriage in africa, This helps to
explain why Virginie overlooks the importance of a bride-
price since in her own concept of marringe the familieg
or parenis of both the Wridegroom and his bride have no
role to play. This is o complete departure from what
happens in most perts of Africa, for as J.A. Jofpla the
Nigerian socioclogist rightliy points out in the African
context the payin< of the bride-price is vital in
complementing that bond of friendship that links the fanily
of the bridegroom to that of the bride:

Marriage in Africa is 2 union of lineages for the
purpose of procreation, companionship, assistantship.
This contragby with marriage in Western societies

in which emphasis is placed on the union of the two
individuals that are immediately concerned, Also

in Africa the sc-called bride-wealth ig paid by the
family of the bLridegroom %o the family of the bride
and not vice versa as in Western soclieties, This
wealth may take different forms in different places

but it servesg the purpoge of gmiving sanction and
legality o the union,!



In spite of her radical views on the guestion of
marriase wve are surprised to find that unlike most highly
educated girls in Africa, Viréinie does not adopt a
snobbish attitude in her choice of a2 husband. wWe consider
her proposed marriage with Jacques as being particularly
gignificant, Such a union would nolt have been conceived
but for the confidence which the young girli haas succecded
in inspiring in the timid Jacques. The young nan's timidity
before Virginie stems from the facet that he has a poor
educational beckground and feels that he cannot therefore
dream of winning the hand of Virginie, The latter dispels
Jacques! fearp about paper gualifications which she dismisses
ag being merc "ridicules préjugés’, Jean Pliya thus nakes
use of Virginie ag a model for the modern African girls
o emulate, The auvthor!'s message here is quite cleax: the
mere fact that a girl is well educated should not prompt
her to seek to murry only a man whose level of education is
not below her own.

Denise the barrister is another female protagonict in
the play whose role needs to Le stressed, DBegides, it
should bhe noived that having a young girl as barrigier in the
sixties anywhere in Alrica was not common, This explains
Mr Chadas' incredulity when Denise first introduces hergelf

o him:



Vous veoulez plaisanter. Une joune fille avocate,
Allez le raconter a dtaubsres., (p. 23)

However, it nust be remarked here thatl the speaker's
incredulity ounly helps in showing how certain men tend to
underegtimate the true capabilities and worth of women.,
And, one can see that it ig women like Denise who stand
firmly to defend the poor. The barrigler’s role here can
be likened to that of a knight-errant protecting the weak
and the oppressed with indefatigable courage and honesty,
When she fails to have Mr Chadas prosecuted in the Avoce
Holonon affair she does not get discouraged in her conatant
search for justice, Instead she waibtes patiently for an
opportune moment, and this comvs about when Mr Chadag!
scandal with Nathalie is brought to the open,

Deniget!s atrong desire is that the society should be
swept clean of malpractices, At the same time she envisages
this taking the form of a purification:

Ahi que ntai=je le pouvoir dl'assainir la société
dtun coup de balai? (p. 86)

One might even add here that her dream is realigzed with

the arrest of Mr Chadas at the end to face the course of
justice., Without the barrister's help such an arrest would
not have been possible.

There is in La Secrétaire pariiculidre desp solidarity

between the female protagonists. Denise and Virginie are

i
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united in their struggle against the depraved r Chadas.
Latver in vhe play Hathalie digengages hergelf from Mr
Chadag' camp and seeks protection under the umbrella of
Denige and Virginie, The Private Jecretary who has become
vietim of the Departmental Head hencelorih receives both
moral and physical lelp from Virginie and Denisgse, The
latter even offers Nathalie a place in her own office,
Thig satirical comedy is thus significant for its
champlioning of the cause of women.

Like La Secrétaire pariiculidre, "Le Rendez-vous”

isg focuscd on adolescent girls. There is also opposition
between the type of girl who dreams of liviug an emancipated
1ife; on the cther hand there is the girl who learns to live
in a natural manner attached bto the traditional norms,
Camille represcnts the former tendency while Solange stands
for the latter,

Camille has no respect for her aged nother, She behaves
exactly as she liltez, Her gearch for self-emancipation leads
her inte indiscrininate love adventures. Iler vsragic end gs
a result of her sad love expericnce witvh Koflfi is a clear
gign that her concept of 1life is based on illusion. Like
Nathalie, Camille plays a negative role in this stdry.

Neverthelegs, her presence is necesvary for through her,
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Jean Pliya reveals the tragedy ol our female youths in
the urban centres today as they search for ways to realize
their dreams aboubt life,

With Soluange the picture is quite different. TLike
Phina, Solange proves to be an obedient daughter. When
she i1s invited by Camille to attend the wedding ball of
their friend Elagnon Pauatine, Solange automatically decides
to ask for her own father's permission first. Though
Camille teases her on this occaslion of behaving like a
child Bolange justifies her atititude by telling Camille
that she {Solange) still depends on her parents.

Solange proves to he a sincere friend. She iz
constantly seen advising Camille not to lose her head in
senaitive situations, Had her friend listened to her
advice she would not have committed suicide after all,

And when the tragedy ftakes place, Solange as a girl endoved
with imagination ponders over the coverage the affair would
receive in the pregs. In the final analysis it is she who
Plays & positive role in the ztory as she makes relentless
effortas to calm down Camille's bereaved mother,

An overall view of ™Le Hendez-vous® thus shows that
while many a modern African girl tends to run alter shadows

there are nevertheless thoses who continue o reconcile
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themselves to the realities of life, .
. Two women of importance are pregented in "Le Chimpangé
amoureux’ though not in contragt as in the preceding story.,
There is firgsi of all grandmother and then, Sdnami. One
discoverg that "Le Chimpanzé amoureux” is unique in its
pregentation of +the importance of maternal love, The hero,
a schoolboy is deeply attached to his grandnother,  When
he leaves the cily to spend his holidays in the village,
it is his grandgother who receilves him with the deepest
emotion worthy of a devoted grandmother; Thse old woman
ig described by her grandson in very tender terms:
Menue connme une fillette, avec son sourire et ases
gestes apaisgunts, c¢'était la personne la plus douce
du nonde, (p. 85
Grandmobther is o symbol of peace, She is an embodiment of
those authentic traditiomal values which the schoolboy is
gradually losging contact with due to the nature of hisg
Western education, The old woman therefore helps to fill
that vacuum created in the boyt's education. The little
boy needs her tenderness to compensate for the hectic and
disconcerting eifeets created by his stay in the citv, One
finds in this story that the author highlights that love
and tenderness often ascribed to an African mother, Several
other African writers have done the game thing. Prominent

among them is Sembdne Qusmone in his short story "Le Voltailque™.
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Camara Laye has succegsfully exploited the grandmother

love theme in his L'Enfant noir, In that novel too the

author is very much concerned with showing the grandmother
as compéensating Lor what her grandchild has lost in the
latter's pursuit of Western education.

Grandnothers are not appreciated sinply for their
tenderness towarde their grandchildren. There is also
another important factor which they are noted for - the
traditional wisdom which nakes them understand situations
better than people of tender age, In "Le Chimpanzé amoureux"
it is grandnother wvhe first suggests that the young chinmpanzee's
peculiar novements at the sight of SBnami could in fact mean
theet the animal hes fallen in love with the youns girl,
She is proved ri;ht as subsequent evenis in the story indicata,
It is also grandmothcr who advises the schoolboy on what
feed should be given to the captured chinmpanzee,

Jean Pliya also presents another type of woran in
"Le Chimpanzé anoureux” who does not fall within the donain
of 2 mother, SEnami the beautiful girl whose neck is as
smooth as polished marble, is being introduced into the story
for the weaving of the drama surrounding the captured chimpanzee,
The author insists very much on portraying her physical charnm
and beauty, This is however done with a purpose, Sbnani's

presence is intimately linked with the drama of the chimpanzee,
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The young girl has to be presented in such a nanner as to
make her physicel etltraction felt even by the chimpanzee.
Her role in the narrative is therefore nainmly functionul,
And yet the Sknani-chimpanzee drama should not be regarded
a3 a mere piece of diversion which the author inserts into
his story. The chimpangee ig in love with 3eénani but the
latter is not aware of this love, Jcan Pliya paints here
& aituation which is very similar to what the Romantic
writers were very fond of expressing in their works, 1In
"La Chimpanzé amoureux™ it is the beauty and charm of an
innocent girl that is the cause of the agony and death of
the chimpanzee thet can be rightly described as being a
victim of unrequited love, The chipvanzee findg itself in
a cruel world that fails to understand and satisfy one of
ity hasic needs. Thus, one can sec that the Sdnami-chimpanzee
drama can also be used to poriray human situation.
Whatever may be the ranifications the author has
made in "Le Chimpanszé amoureux™ it should however be Golten
first and foremost nu a family story. To present a balanced
accound of the family in & typiecally African village, Jean
Pliya realizes the importance of creating lively female
characterg who contribute in no small pmeasure in enhancing

the glamour of the village..
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Thus, Jean Pliya in his works, very often presents
contrasting pairs of women, It is either the traditional
worn and the modern one; or, in certain cases the morally
upright woman and the guilty or licentious type. In this
chapter we have tried to portray the attitudes and the
diverse roles played by all Tthese groups of women irregpective
of whether they have been pogitive or negatvive, Thisg is
because they all represent the divergent facets of the
fenale populacion, In general, Jean Pliya is sympathetic
to the cause of women. At the same time the amthor proposes
his own image of an ideal Benin wom&n. OSuch a woman is one
who through a good education becomes vocal not only in
nattere relating to her personal welfare but who also
participates actively in the building of a stable and sane
society., In this way Virginie and Denise are perhaps the

best realization of owr author'!s dreams,
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Je suis surtout préoccupd par un NESHASE. .. 1
gensibiliser les gens... pos de diveriissement.

This is how Jean Pliya summerizes the main objective of

bhis plays. The author'e asweriion could be exiended to all
his works, as each of them carries a message.‘/éhe Benin
author'as megsage is a moral one, wﬁis works are mainly
didactic.“ﬂNevertheless, Jean Pliya does not see himsgelf

a8 a preacher of morals,2 neither do we attribute fto him
such a role, And, as we can see in this study novhere
/doeé”Le try to impose what he feels to be morally right
upon his public,” He only exposes situztions and it is left
to the public to draw & certain moral from situations so
exposed,

For an Africon author who feels that he has some message
to propose o his countrymen drama and the short story are
perhaps the begl literary genres he can exploit. That is
why even at the beginning of this sbtudy we have stated
clearly Jean Pliya's reasons for using this approach. A
quick review of his plays and short storiecs reveals the
nature of the message each one of them carries,

In Kondo le regquin Jean Pliya's vision is directed

towards creating in the Beninois the zeal for patriotiam,

Gbdhanzin defends his country because he considers this
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as an important moral duty which he owes teo his people:

Je ne veux pas inclure dans la brillante histoire
du Danhomd un épisode de lachetd. (p. 44).

The message in this play is of a socio-political mature,
It is national honour and glory that precede all cther
interests, The individual makes persomnzl) sacrifices for
the interest ol the nation at large.

La Secrétaire particuliére reveals the problems of

corruption and nepotism practised even by those who occupy
important positions in Benin's public gervice. One discovers
in this play Jean Pliya's attitude towards the unpatriotic
people such ag Mr Chadas, In very clear terms the author
condemms Mr Chedas through the mouth of Virginie and that

of Denise. These two girls yearn for a fair society, and
this ig a good manifegtation of the love they have for their
country., In a way their fight for a beivier society can

be compared with Gbh&hanzint's partiotism. 'fhey are all as
courageous from the moral point of view ag the hero of

Kondo le requin.

Apart fron the need for patriotism as shown in

La Secrétaire particulidre the play also carries another

important legson$ the denuncilation of gencral moral laxity.
In place of this the author proposes moral uprighiness which

is to be found in honesty and personal integrity. This strong



T

moral appcal for patriotism or the need for righteousness
characterizeg the dramatic works of Jean Pliya. The view
that drama should be didactic is not new:

Il ne faut pas que la mulbitude sorte du théatre

sans emporter avec elle guelgue moralité austdre

et profonde,>
s Jean Pliya's short stories are as didactic as his
theatrical worlpn,v IDach one of these stories carries a
message centrad upcn a particular problem which the author
considers ag being of special interest to the Benin public.
Sometimes the problem may be that of the traditional beliefs
as can be seen in both "L tArbre fétiche" and "Le Gardien de
nuit" in which case the author seems to sugrest the need
especially for modernists to understand, and if necegsary,
regpect the beliefs of the traditionalists., When it comes
to the question of zmocial inequality as it is being manifested
in "L'Homme qui avait tout donné"” and '"La Voiture rouge”
Jean Pliya advocates a society bvased upon justice in which
the pcor cease 1o remain in perpetusl sccial bondage at
the mercy of the affluent clags of people. In certain casges
the Benin author proposes a new approach to life based
upon enguring happiness to his countrymen, This is the message
of "La Palabre de ls dernidre chance", "Le Chimpanzé amoureux”

and "Le Rendez-vouz', This in brief is the nature of the
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moral issues raised in the seven short stories. JeaniPliyaia
short stories are didactic in their aim, thus conforming to
what Léopold Sédar Senghor sayg about the moral aspect of
all forms of story-telling in Africas |
En Afrique Woire, toute fable, voire tout conte,
est Llexpression imagée d'une vérité morale, A
la fois connaissance du monde et legon de vie
sociale
/ When viewved as a whole it can be observed that there
i a certain unitv of purpose that binds togevher all the
literary productions of Jean Pliya., Apart from the fact
that they all have their settings in Benin, they also treat
the Benin sgociety from a basically moral angle. This last
agpect is of vital importance esgpecially for a writer like
Jean Pliya who sirongly believes that a work of art should
alvays reflect the society from where it originates, And
as we observed earlier our author doec not consider himself
as a moraligt., That is why in all his works he treats his
subject-natter with a reasonable degree of objectivity, He
is ‘'outside!' avoiding to intrude his own personality in
what he writes. This enables hin to present his vigion of
Benin society from the point of view of a realist, Thus,
even if the asuthor himself does not gpeal to us directly
his characters are there to comnunicate with us,and it is

by using our judiclous critical powers tlat we are able to
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discern who among them are expressing more or legss the
author!s viewpoint,

/ One of the most interesting chuaracteristics of Jeoan
Pliyats worlss is that they all express a certain optimism
in their presentation of the Benin situation., “Whatever
be the nature of the problems the young nation may be faeing,
the author is constently offering possibilities of a change

for the better. Kondo le requin terminates on 2 note of

hope as seen from Gb&hanzints advice to his remaining loyal
subjects:

Levez 1a tite, séchez vos larmes, Ceignez vos pagnes
pour la longue marche. ({(p. 110)

For the King "la longue marche" indicates a period of struggle

which would ultimately usher in freedom, In La Jecrétaire

particulidre the hope for a new lease of 1ife is heralded

by Mr Chadas'! arrest and the proposed marriage between

Jacques and Virginie, A gencral note of opitimism also prevails
in the short sltories. Even the most tragic oncs tacitly

imply that the presenl difficulties can be evenbtually overcona,
/  To conclude, we would like to remark %thot when discussing
the Benin situation, Jean Pliya is indirectly talking about
other places in Africa.“/ln fact, his final nessagse is ono

of gelf-reliance and solidarity among all Africans:
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Je souhaité que 1'hommeé noir gasse
confiance a4 son propre génie,

Coming from a writer who draws his inspiration from mother

Africa, thene words carry rmuch weight,
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APPENDIX

JE/N PLIYA
BIOGRIP HICLL REFERENCED

1931 July 21 Jorn at Djougou (Peoplets Rupublic of Benin),

1946 ~ 1951 : Hdeeceives his sccondary cduchtion at Cotonou,
Porso-liovo, ~nd in Bhe Ivory Coost.

1952 = 1957 ¢ QReccives his higher cducation in the
University of Duler (Senegal), th-n in
Towdouse (LSronce),

1957 s Gots norried whilc still in France,

1958 ¢ Donth of his first wife,

1959 : Leaves Pronce for Donin,

1959 (Marech) : Joan Pliya and Albert Tévoedjré found
"Le Mouveent de Libdr.iion Nationcle®
(ML J6),

1959.=-1960 : Tocaches at the Lyveéde Bélanzin in
Pori-=iovo,

1961 = 1963 : Dircetor of Cabinet of the Minister of
mational Sduexiion,

1963 :+ Minisser of Inforn:tion md PTourion,.

Hia Lirot livorary rork "L'irbre fétiches
wins first prize in short siory cormetition
organized by cdhe Preuvos roview,

1964 - 1965 : Deputy of Lboiey wnd ~lso First Lceretory
of Denint's Nationtl Lsseiibly,.

1965 ¢ ‘Tokes up veachins agrin, ¢ leavos Bonin
tozether vith his foudly for Jtroace for
health reasons,

1966 : Publication of Xondo lc roquiie
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1967 : Kondo le requin wins the "Grund Prix do
Titt&rature dTAifrique loire",

1968 ¢ Kondo le roquin win:s second prize in
corpetition organized by the Jrench Radio
Corporation (0.R,9.F.).

1969 ¢ Loezves Prance with his fanily back to Africa,
Teaches ucosr phy at L 'Université du Bénin
in Togo.

1970  : Publicviion of La Secrétiire particulidre.

1971 : Publicavion of L'irbre fétichac.

1972, : Returns o Benin where he teaches at 1'Université

uationsle du Bénin, Cotonou,
Decones vegetarian for health rcasons.

1974 Jan, 21: lle is %chevalicr dans lfordre des Airts et

Lebtrea®,
1975 1  Beconcs Deﬁuty Vice=Choncellor of l'Université
Hationzle du Bénin,
1976 t Obtains his "Doctorat de 3'? Cyecle" in Geography.

1977 : Publiecation of Le Chimpanzé anoureux.



