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    To those who believed in school
as one believes in a sacred promise,
to those who studied with earnest devotion
and woke up to silence.
To those whose degrees did not shield them from hunger
nor save them from humiliation,
yet who continue, day after day,
to stand upright.
This book is for you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            We were taught that knowledge opened every door.
No one told us that some keys unlock nothing
when locks recognize names before they recognize effort.
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FOREWORD
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Why Paul?
Paul is not a hero. Nor is he a failure in the sense suggested by statistics and official speeches. Paul is an ordinary man—educated, disciplined, serious. He believed—as he was taught—that school was a promise. He believed that work would eventually speak for him. He believed that studying well was insurance against poverty.
This book is born of that betrayed belief.
Paul did everything as he was supposed to. He learned, repeated, succeeded. He moved up through the grades, endured deprivation, carried the hopes of an entire family. Each diploma was celebrated as a collective victory, each academic success as a step toward the light. School gave him words, methods, a vision of the world. It did not give him his place.

After the classroom years, there was no hoped-for integration, no promised recognition. There was waiting—applications submitted without reply, locked competitions, doors that open only to those who already know someone on the other side. Paul discovered, too late, that merit does not always travel the same roads as power.

Paul became a teacher—not from an original calling, but out of necessity. He teaches what he once believed in, while living the daily negation of what he passes on. He speaks of the future to his students, even as his own has narrowed. He explains that effort pays off while counting every franc to feed his family. This contradiction is the book’s beating heart.

The Failure of Having Studied Well is not the story of a lazy man, nor of a washout. It is the quiet song of a downwardly mobile man—a song without cries or spectacular revolt, yet weighted with a deep fatigue. Paul’s despair is not violent; it is slow, constant, dignified. It does not destroy; it wears away.

Through Paul, this book speaks of an entire generation—a generation told that salvation lay in diplomas, but never guaranteed justice. A generation trained, qualified, competent, yet pushed to the margins of a system that rewards connections more than effort.

This text does not accuse a man; it questions a society. It does not condemn school; it interrogates the lie it has been made to carry. For school is not useless. What is culpable is promising without delivering, training without integrating, demanding excellence without offering prospects.

Paul goes on living. He rises each morning. He teaches. He feeds his own. He holds on. And in this simple act of holding on, despite everything, there is a form of courage that statistics do not measure.

This book is dedicated to those who studied well—and are still waiting for it to count.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE
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The Diploma Against Hunger
Paul was coming home late that evening. The sun had already deserted the streets, leaving behind a lukewarm dust and a heavy fatigue. In his worn bag there was no laptop, no important files—only a few students’ notebooks and an old diploma, creased by time, kept there as one keeps a proof—or an accusation.

He walked slowly. Each step seemed to measure the distance between what he had hoped to become and what he had become. Once, that same step had been light, eager to reach the university, hungry for knowledge and recognition. Today he mostly calculated the price of bread, the number of days left before month’s end, the excuses to invent for the children.

Paul is trained as an engineer. The word had been spoken with pride at family ceremonies. It had a noble ring, almost salvific. Engineer. It was meant to open doors, guarantee a future, protect against hunger. But the word did not feed his household. The diploma did not pay the bills.

In the classroom where he now teaches, Paul speaks of effort, logic, rigor. He writes on the board truths that no longer verify themselves in his own life. He repeats that work is always rewarded, and each time the words leave his mouth, something cracks inside him. The students listen with respect, unaware that their teacher is among those the promise forgot.

His salary arrives—meager and regular: seventy thousand CFA francs. A sum that respects neither years of study, nor sleepless nights, nor accumulated hopes. A sum that forces a choice between dignity and survival. Paul chooses survival, in silence.

At night, when the house has fallen asleep, he sometimes takes out his old notebooks. He rereads formulas, diagrams, projects never realized. He does not cry. He no longer has the energy for anger. He feels only that heavy sensation of having been faithful to a contract the other party never signed.

Paul is not alone. He knows it. Around him, men and women as educated as he wanders between odd jobs, endless internships, and political promises. Together they form an invisible crowd: too qualified to be ignorant, too poor to be respected.

This book begins here, in this brutal contradiction: a man trained to build, reduced to counting. A mind trained to solve complex problems, unable to solve the simplest one—feeding his own without shame.

This is not the story of a lazy man.
This is not the story of a failure.
It is the story of a man who studied well—and for whom it was not enough.
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PART ONE – The Promises of School
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CHAPTER 1 – The Child to Whom Tomorrow Was Promised
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Paul was born in a house that owned almost nothing, except an immense faith in school. The house itself seemed built on that conviction. The walls were modest, sometimes cracked, but always clean. The roof creaked in the rain, yet the idea of moving never crossed his parents’ minds. What mattered was not space or comfort, but the essential thing: that the children go to school.

In this working-class neighborhood, childhood was not made of expensive toys or organized leisure. It unfolded between water-carrying chores, small errands for neighbors, and afternoons spent reciting lessons aloud. Paul understood very early that his future would be decided neither in the street nor in the fields, but on school benches, between a worn notebook and a pen sometimes borrowed.

His father could not explain mathematics, but he could repeat, with almost solemn gravity: “Work hard at school. It’s the one thing no one can steal from you.” His mother stayed up late, seated by the hurricane lamp, waiting for Paul to finish his homework before putting the utensils away. She did not read what he wrote, but she watched the seriousness with which he wrote it. For her, academic success was as much a matter of discipline as of luck.

Paul thus grew up in an atmosphere where school was sacred. Notebooks were protected from dust like precious objects. Books were rare, but respected. One did not speak of random jobs; one spoke of the future. And the future, in this household
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