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SOUTH OF KHARTOUM, in the great triangle bordered by
the two Nil~s, lies the Gezira plain: 200 miles long and
stretching for 80 miles across its base from Kosti in the
west to Sennar in the east. This part of the Sudan has been
the scene of one of the most interesting agricultural ex peri
ments in history) and one which is of particular relevance
to those countries \vhich are seeking to raise themselves
above a subsistence economy without becoming the take
on puppets of a richer big brother.

Fifty ~ ears ago the p~ople of Gezira lived there in
poverty and at the nlercy of the uncertain rains. Today
the grandsons of these semi-nomads live as independent
but co-operative farnl rs in one of the most highly deve
loped cotton producing areas in the world. The history
of the Gezira experiment which was responsible for this
miraculous development is fascinating not only because it
is one of an economic success but also because it shows
how the peasants have come to feel themselves responsible
for the scheme instvad of being merely productive cogs in
th machinery of some large company.

As white South Africans are not at present being
granted visas to enter the Sudan it was not possible to
visit the Gezira to see it for on~self but fortunately the
excellent book* by Arthur Gaitskell enables one to under
stand just how it was that the scheme achieved its success
and enables one, furthvr, to draw lessons which might be
applied in other parts of the world, particularly in South
ern Africa. It is a book which all those who are grappling
with the problems of political and economic development
,in Africa should certainly read for Mr. Gaitskell does
not, as so many 'experts' do, skate over the surface with
vague generalisations~ rather he goes deeply into the
particular subject with which he is dealing and then, in
the light of his experiences ther\,.l, suggests one or two
ideas which may hold elsewhere as well. Those who
desire economic freedom and who realise that it will b~

achieved not by slogans but by a long uphill struggle will
find almost every page of Mr. Gaitskell's book rewarding.

Confederation of Free Trade Unions, the United Automo
bile Workers of America and other bodies, uch as
churche . uni er ities~ school. etc., probably about 70~~

of the total came from indi iduals, mo tly women, froill
retired business people and agricultural labourers, wealthy
industrialists and poor old ag pensioner. the widows'
mit and cheques for £100, £300 and £500 from generous
women who, judging from their letters, are inspired far
more by human sympathy than by any political con
siderations.

"I gladly send this cheque for the Defence and Aid
Fund", writes G.M.B. in Augu t 1963. The cheque was
for £300, and this warm-hearted woman ha donated £710
already.

Miss Aileen Hall worth~ from Manchester~ has with the
help of friends been organising a weekly concert in aid
of the Defence and Aid Fund. To dat the Fund has
received £241 from her.

'~I hope the enclosed will help a little those people who
have the courage to stand up for human dignity in South
Africa '. letter from Mrs. M.L. June 1960, with cheque
for £300.

Of course, not every donation is for £300. Here is a
sample of one of the many thousands of letters we have
received from poor people:

'~I am sending you a small donation of 2s. 6d. for the
Defence Fund. I do feel so sorry for all those poor Afri
can starving children. I only wish I could send more. I
am sure there will be a great many people which will feel
the same but my small fee is only the widow's mite",
from Mrs. M.H.

THE ROLE OF THE FU D is limited but not insignificant.
From its very inception, it has concentrated on rendering
practical help. Its endeavours, ho~ever, ~ave not 0!1ly
mitiaated uffer~ng but ha e also bUIlt a brIdge of lastIng
frie;dship between the peoples of Africa and the re.st of
the world over the chasm created by the self-apPOinted
saviours of white Christian civilisation. The architects of
apartheid are motivated by fear, bigotry and hatred~ the
bridge that the Fund is helping to build rests on courage
and generosity-the courage of men and women of .all
races in Southern Africa who, in the face of per ecution
and terror. are striving for human rights: and the genero
s~ty of the men. the women and the children of Britain
and other countries who demon trate their s mpathy for
the victims of oppression in a practical manner, by send
ing donations to the Fund. The brave in South Africa
and the warm-hearted people abroad are both moved by
the same spirit. There is a common bond, a common love
of humanity. a common urge for freedom between such
as Albert Lutuli, confined to his village and the old age
pensioner in Sheffield who sent his last five shillings and
good wishes to the Fund. elson Mandela, sentenced t.o
five years imprisonment, will bear his uffering and humI
liation with great fortitude because the miners of South
Wales have sent £1,000 to help his oppressed brothers
and sisters. Helen Joseph, placed under "house arrest"
for five years, will find life in her prison-home m.or~ toler
able in the knowledge that the women of Bntaln. the
country of her birth. have contributed over £150,000 to
the Defence and Aid Fund. •
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ONE OF THE FUNDAMENTAL problems facing a poor country
which is trying to develop its economy is not so much
how to obtain capital as how to use the capital in such a
way that the people working the particular project are
not hired labourers either of the Government or of a
foreign company but are themselves responsible for the
project. This problem showed itself in an acute form in
the Sudan in the early years of this century when the
Government of the day realised that by building a dam
at Sennar on the Blue Nile much of the Gezira plain
could be irrigated and made to produce wheat or cotton.
The difficulty was that the Government did not have the
money or the personnel to run a great agricultural enter
prise and although it could probably get private enterprise
to invest in the Gezira how could it do this without letting
effective control pass to foreign capitalists whose primary
concern, naturally enough, would be to increase their
profits, and hence the dividends paid to shareholders,
rather than to increase the welfare of the peasants work
ing in the plantations? Furthermore even 1f the Govern
ment was itself able to borrow the necessary money how
could it organise the scheme in such a way as to ensure
that the money was being properly used and yet to allow
the peasants sufficient freedom to feel that they were
themselves responsible for the scheme? It is as easy for a
bureaucratic state enterprise to exploit people as it is for
a capitalistic private one.

The problem was finally solved by an agreement which
was both simple and effective. The basis of the agreement
was an understanding amongst those involved that this
was a venture in which they would sink or swim together.
Private enterprise was to be invited in to share in the
development of the cotton scheme but it could only come
in for a limited period of 10 years which could be ex
tended at the discretion of the Government. During this
time the gross profits were to be shared between the
Government, the business Syndicate, and the tenant far
mers in the ratio 40:20:40. In return for these profits each
of the three groups had clearly defined responsibilities:
the Government had to build the dam, construct canals
for irrigation, and obtain land; the Syndicate was re
sponsible for roads, drainage, and for providing the staff
who were to supervise the effective running of the whole
project; while the Tenant had to grow the cotton and pay
for the use of seed and agricultural implements provided
by the Syndicate.

THE SECOND CRUCIAL PROBLEM which had to be solved at
the outset was that of land. If the Government nationa
lised the land it would, even if it paid adequate compensa
tion, alienate large numbers of people whose co-operation
it was essential to have and it would turn peasant land
owners into labourers hired by a Government which might
or might not be benevolent. On the other hand if the
Government left the land in private ownership, specula
tors were likely to step in and buy it up at very high

F RAN C I S W I L SON, a South African economist
at Cambridge, has recently visited a number of coun
tries studying methods of economic development. His
next article will be on Israeli kibbutzim.
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prices knowing that the irrigation schenle would increase
its value enormously over the years; thus one would end
up with most of the land in the hands of a few large
absentee landlords who would be well placed to exploit
the peasants.

Again a simple but effective solution was found. In
1920 the Government announced that it was going to
irrigate 300,000 feddans (1 feddan == 1.038 acres) from a
dam at Sennar. All land within the irrigation area was to
be hired from the people by the Government at a. fixed
rate for a period of 40 years with the possibility of
extensions at the discretion of the· Government. People
still owned their land and were free to sellar mortgage it
but the Government was now in a position to prevent
exploitation by landlords and to ensure that the land was
properly farmed. For, having hired the land, the Govern
ment now proceeded to let it out in units which were
large enough to provide a man and hs family with
adequate income but small enough not to require large
numbers of hired labourers to run it. As far as possible a
land-owner was let an economic unit on his own land.
Moreover the land was let annually on condition that the
peasant followed a certain pattern of rotation and was
vigilant about pest control. In this way "the Government
introduced to a peasant society advantages normally
available only to large-scale estate management, for on to
such a base could be grafted efficiently the instruments of
modem agriculture, loans at low interest, machinery,
selected seed, fertiliser, joint purchasing for crop needs,
grading, processing and marketing, all at cost and with
out middlemen" (p. 86).

For the first 25 years the Gezira schenle was run on
paternalistic lines in that the effective decisions were taken
by the Government and the Syndicate without much
attention being paid to the third partner, the Tenants.
Probably the most important people at this stage were the
100 or so field officers employed by the Syndicate who
moved about daily amongst the 20,000 tenants and their
families exhorting, persuading, cajoling them to keep up to
date with their planting and weeding and all the other
things which a good cotton falmer must do. It was largely
the personality of the field officer which determined the atti
tude of the tenant towards that impersonal agency which
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planned the scheme and it was this same attitude which
was crucial in determining whether the scheme would
really work as a joint co-operative venture or whether it
would sink to being merely a method of extracting cotton
for the benefit of the British Empire. In fact relationships
were remarkably good but by the end of the Second
World War important changes had to be made. The
tenants were no longer satisfied with a paternalistic man
agement: if the scheme was to fulfill its early pronlise it
must cease being a bureaucracy and grow instead into a
real democracy. They, the tenants, were going to run the
scheme theluselves: it was time for the Syndicate to pull
out from the Gezira. The tenant was no longer prepared
to exist for the sake of the scheme; the scheme must exist
for the sake of the tenant.

CONSEQUENTLY THE SYNDICATE was informed that it would
be granted no more concessions after 1950 and plans
began to ~e made for the setting up of an independent
Board \VhlCh would be responsible for managing the
scherne: thjs Board "n~eded to be as interested as ever in
profits and efficiency, but would differ from the Syndicate,
in that it could apply its profits not to shareholders but
to stimulating new services to the community" (p. 244).
Thus in 1950 the private enterprise, without which there
~ould be lit~le cotton in the Sudan today, was nationa
lIsed, accordIng to an agreement which shareholders had
known about all along~ and the assets bought by the
Governnlent. At the sanle time the Gezira Board was set
up in such a way as to ensure effective independent man~
~gement an.d freedom fron1 any political bias or influence~

It \vas deSIgned to be a compronlise betvleen the "rival
claims of state and tenants. Secondly, a Gezira Local
Committee, representative of tenants and local govern
n1ents, was set up to keep the Board informed of the
wishes of the inhabitants and to make recommendations
concerning the allocation of funds available for social
development.

But there were still difficulties ahead, for althouoh the
change from private to puhlic enterprise had been s~ccess
fully made the new G.ezira Board was not really indige
nous to the Sudan as Its menlbers w·ere appointed by the
Governor-General v/ho \\ as the servant of the colonial
power, Britain. It was not until 1954 that an all-Sudanese
Government was elected but as soon as it vias in power
there was great pressure for urgent Sudanisation of the
Civil Service and also of the G~ezira Scheme. Those re
sponsible f?r the se.heme had not made sufficient prepara
tIon for thIS necessIty and there was a certain amount of
friction an0 loss of efficiency while the change \vas made.
However, Important though these failures were they were
no.t .fatal, for today the Gezira continues as the dynamo
drIVIng the econolny of the \vhole Sudan: the two million
acres of irrigated land cultivated by a class of mixed
farmers with a permanent stake and say in the land which
they farm is living proof that planning and entrepreneur
ship ca~ gc: togeth~r; proof that the benefits of large
~cale, sClentJflc farmlng can be obtained without sacrificing
the freedom of the small man. As such the Gezira has
much to teach us in the rest of Africa. •
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Attitudes 0

Anglo-Saxons
French Canadians

and Afrikaners compared

T. R. H. DAVENPORT

THERE ARE MANY PLACES where one could go to study the
problems arising out of the political and cultural clash of
rival ethnic groups; but it is much harder to locate two
societies where local conditions are sufficiently alike to
make a comparison fruitful. It has, of course, occurred to
scholars in the past to subject the South African and
Canadian societies to such treatment; but those who have
done so have usually reached the conclusion that the
differences between them are more striking than the
similarities.

It is sonletinles argued, for exanlple, that the parallel
breaks down because the French Canadians are concen
trated in one province with safeguards under a federal
constitut~on, ,:",hereas their Afrikaner opposite numbers
are dOnl1~al1t In the greater part of South Africa, need no
such speCIal p.rot~ction, an? have none. Alternatively, the
absence of a SIgnIficant raCIal problem in Canada has been
taken to show that the Anglo-French relationship there
lacks that third dimension which is of the essence of the
South African probl~m. But a Montreal professor of law,
\\'hen confronted WIth the latter argument, immediately
began to talk about the cultural and economic 'annexa
tionists' across the American border, the immensity of
whose presence tends to induce the same sort of reluctant
solidarity. among. Canadians of both language groups as
does the ImmenSIty of the black presence in the case of
white South Africans.

And as for the argument based on distribution of
population, it is instructive to remenlber that there are as
many French-speakers in Canada outside the Province of
Quebec as there are Afrikaners in South Africa. The fact
remains; ~owever, that no basic comparative study exists.
The brIllIance of Andre Siegfried's Racial Question in
Canada, written in 1906, was not matched in the South
African section of his African Journey, written in 1951.

CONTACT BET\VEEN AFRIKANERDOM and French Canada
despite ,their common experience as minority groups in ~
predomlnantly Anglo-Saxon or English-speaking Common-

T. R. H. D A V E N P 0 R T, senior lecturer in history
at the University of Cape Town, has just spent a year
in North An'lerica.
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