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emy, Russia, a country with no interests in Africa.

What happened at the Beriin Conference?

Representatives of 14 nations” came together for
the Berlin Conference of 1884 and 1885, Because it was.
not a nation, Leopold's Association was not invited.
Bismarck welcomed
the  representatives
‘witha speech inwhich

Stanley. To further assist the Belgian king, he had in-
formants on three of the countries’ delegations.
‘Through these contacts, he was able to manipulate.
events for his own benefit.

For example, when the British delegation com-
plained about the amount of land that was going to

Africa in 1890

il SRV~

To achieve this goal,
he stated, this confer-
ence had three aims: to
ensure free trade for
all nations throughout

A

T
Y

the Congo, to ensure
free navigation for all
countries on the Niger
River of West Africa
{which looked like it
was about to fall un-
der British control),
and to agree on a st
of rules by which the
Europeans could pro-
ceed to divide the rest
of the continent.

Not a single A
rican representative
was at the meeting,
‘and few of the partic
pating diplomats had

ever set foot on the

continent.  Conve-

niently for Leopold,
the person at the con-
ference with the most | e e \
experience in Afr

was his friend and —
paid employee, Henry

AFRICA—

“Britain, France, Germany, Russia, Austria-Hungary, Italy, the United States, Portugal, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, The

Netheriands, Belgium, and the Ottoman Empire
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be granted to Leopold’s Association, Leopold sug-
gested that i he didn't get what he wanted, he would
pull out of Afica completely. That would leave France
‘with the first chance to buy the territory, an outcome.
the British didn't want. Britain quickly shifted its po-
sition to support Leopold’s bid for a huge territory.
Through this and other manipulations, Leopold
‘ended up getting most of what he wanted. Outside of
the conference he managed to sign treaties with all the.
Great Powers recognizing his control of the Congo.

‘The conference ended with the signing of the
Berlin Act of 1885. Among other provisions, the sig-
natories agreed to protect freedom of religion in all of
the colonial territories of Africa. They also promised
to “watch over the preservation of the native tribes
and to care for the improvement of their moral and
material well being, and to help in suppressing sla-
* The delegates went home feeling they had done
their best to advance the 3 Cs.

FOUNDING THE CONGO FREE STATE

While the Ber
acrossall of Africa, it influenced the fate of the Congo
more than any other region. Three months after the
conference ended its work, Leopold named his new
territory, more than 76 times as large as his home.
country of Belgium, the Congo Free State. King
Leopold took on the title of “King-Sovereign of the

Conference dealt with issues

Congo Free State,” a role considered completely inde-
pendent of his position as King of Belgium, as the
Belgian government had no interest in running a
colony.

Meanwhile, France took control of most of the
area north of the Congo River. Portugal secured a
small territory near the mouth of the river. A few other
conflicting territorial claims elsewhere in Africa were
resolved at the conference, but most of the division of
Africa stil required more treaties and the hard work
of establishing a military and economic presence in
each contested territory.

Over the next 15 yearsall of Africa except Liberia
and Ethiopia would be sliced up among the Europe-
ans like the “magnificent cake” Leopold had
envisioned years earlier. Britain and France took the
two largest pieces, adding to their already sprawling
colonial empires.

‘The participants in the conference proceeded
with colonization, believing they had created a huge
free trade zone in Ceniral Africa where merchants of
all countries would be able to trade equally, regard-
Iess of which Europeans governed an area. Leopold
was simply expected to play the role of the humani-
g a just and stable
government in the Congo. The participants expected
he would create the conditions in which missionaries

tarian administrator cre:

and businessmen could do their work. The future
would prove them mostly wrong.
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Part lll: The Reality of the Congo Free State

“THE ECONOMY OF THE CONGO FREE STATE

he reality faced by the inhabitants of the Congo

contrasted sharply with the noble words of King
Leopold. Leopold made certain that the public knew
he was investing vast sums of his personal wealth in
projects supposedly undertaken for the good of the
Congolese people. While Leopold continued to por-
tray himself as a great humanitarian leader, living
conditions for most inhabitants of the Congo Free
State continued to deteriorate.

How did the establishment of the Congo Free
‘State immediately affect people in the Congo?

One of the first decrees of the new government,
issued on July 1, 1885, gave the state the right to take
for tself “vacant” lands not *effectively occupied” by
Africans. This one law resulted in almost the entire.
territory being placed in the hands of the government.
Villages and towns that had enjoyed the use of their
surrounding lands for countless generations found
themselves deprived of all but the smallest fields im-
mediately adjacent to their homes.

Meanwhile on the rivers, many of the trading
cultures, such as the Bobangi and Boloki, resisted the.
competition created by European technology. These
ethnic groups had reorganized their economies.
‘around the thriving trade sparked by European trad-
ing posts on the coast. As Europeans traveled inland,
their steamships posed a major threat to the canoe-
based trading systems of the local peoples. Bobangi
traders responded to the new invaders with force. In
‘one location they raided and burned a Free State trad-
ing post twice. Agents of the Free State responded to
this resistance with military actions called “pacifica-
tion campaigns.”

“The expecition has destroyed all the villages be-
taween the mouth of the Kasal (civer) and Bolobo.
‘The fields are all ravaged. The inhabitants had

defended themselves and a great many were
Jilled.

—A European Trader

[ -

King Leopold standing i a pil of African heads.

Once an example had been set, the Europeans.
worked to repair relations with some of the local
tribes. Lacking adequate knowledge of the local envi-
ronment and adequate numbers of hunters, the
Europeans needed local people to continue hunting
the elephants for ivory.

One of the expectations for the Congo Free State.
‘was to eliminate the Swahili slave trade that was fun-
neling tens of thousands of slaves out of the castern
portions of the Congo. Leopold ordered his soldiers in
the Congo to act quickly to subdue the slave traders.
‘The latest advances in European weaponry — espe-
cially the repeating rifle and the machine gun — made
this was relatively casy to accomplish. Conveniently
this also gave the Congo Free State the excuse to de-
featone ofits key trade rivals: the East African empire.
of Tippu Tip that was exporting not only slaves, but
also valuable ivory, the key export of the Free State in
its early years.
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How did King Leopold attempt to convince
Europe of his good intentions?

To convince the rest of Europe of his good inten-
the Congo Free State, Leopold convened a
major anti-slavery conference in Brussels, Belgium,
1889, Delegates from 17 countries came together to
consider how this trade could be ended quickly in all
places on earth, but especially in Central and East
n, they debated the negative effects
of liquor trafficking in colonial areas.

Atthis conference Leopold was able to convince.
the leaders of the other countries that the Congo Free.
State needed to be able to charge import and export
duties to aise funds. These funds would then be used
to combat the slave trade. Using this humanitarian
disguise, Leopold implemented the first major restric-
tion of free trade in the Congo.

When the Congo Free State was first formed in
1885, most of the countries of Western Europe had
minor business interests in the region, especially along
the coast. The emptiness of the Leopold's promises of
free trade became evident over the next decade. Be-
tween 1888 and 1897, British and Dutch trade in the.
Congofell rapidly. At the same time, trade of Belgian
companies increased many times over. This became &
Source of complaints from the non-Belgian merchants.
‘The change in trade policies coincided with a simple
invention: rubber.

Africa. In ac

Why did trade in rubber begin?

In 1888, John Dunlop produced the frst rubber
preumatic tire. Soon the bicycle and automobile in-
dustries adopted this innovation, and demand for
rubber soared. The Congo was blessed with naturally
‘occurring rubber vines that could be tapped for this
valuable resource. At frst the Africans responded to
the new demand enthusiastically by finding the vines
‘and harvesting quantities of it to sell to the European
‘agents. For a very brief time it looked as though this
new trade would benefit both Europeans and Afri-
cans. But before long European merchants began to
complain about the high prices charged by the Afri-
can workers.

The solution the Congo Free State Administra-
tor settled on was a “rubber tax” demanded of all

people in the Congo. Leopold's agents argued that
they had spent large sums on suppressing the slave
trade, constructing a railroad around the rapids from
Leopoldville to the coast, and bringing modern medi-
cine to the tropics. In return they expected a tax to be
paid, butsince the people had no currency recognized
by Europeans, the Congolese would need to pay it in
the form of labor. In theory this labor was not to ex-
ceed 40 hours per month, In reality most people had
to devote their entire lives to harvesting the rubber
and bringing it o the trading posts. In non-rubber pro-
ducing areas, people had to supply food, transport
services or other labor.

Ignoring evidence of the complex pre-colonial
trade networks that had recently been adapted for the
ivory trade, the Free State government claimed “back-
ward” Africans had to be compelled into the trade
relationships that would allegedly benefit them.

How did the rubber trade affect the people of the
Congo?

‘The rubber companies profited handsomely
from this new system, but the people of the Congo.
didn't fare as well. The value of rubber exports from
the Congo grew by a factor of 168 between 1888 and
1905, Meanwhile, the effect of the rubber tradie on the
population of the Congo was more devastating than
the European slave trade had been years carlier. Most.
demographers (people who study population trends)
estimate that the population fell by nearly 50 percent
over the two decades after the rubber trade began.
This remarkable decline was due o a variety of fac-
tors, including exccutions, deaths in battles of
resistance, separation of husbands from wives for ex-
tended periods of time, people flecing from the Congo.
Free State to neighboring territories, exhaustion from
overwork, and famine created by the fact that people.
no longer had time to farm.

And yet outside the region, the Congo Free State:
was still a symbol o the civilizing mission of Europe-
ans in Africa It was this image that drew the outsiders.
who would eventually expose the evils of the King
Leopold's Congo.
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DISTURBING STORIES EMERGE General Act of the Conference of Berlin
by...permitting the natives to carry on the

The first of these outsiders was an African- Slave-trade, and by engaging in the wholesale
American named George Washington Williams. and retail slave-trade itself.

Intrigued by the idea of sending educated American — Between 800 and 1000 slaves are sold to be
blacks to work in this great humanitarian experiment, caten by natives of the Congo State annually.

he personally traveled to the Congo in 1890. Ina mat- — Inone war two Belgian Army officers saw, from
ter of days he went from one of the biggest boosters the deck of their steamer, a native in a

of the Congo Free State to ts flercest critic. canoe...He was not a combatant and was

ignorant of the conflict in progress upon the

What abuses did George Washington Williams Shore, some distance away. The officers made a

discover? ‘wager of £5 that they could hit the native wit

Despite the fact that several other outsiders wit- their rifles. Three shots were fired and the
nessed the growing abuses, Williams was the first native fell dead, pierced through the head, and
with the courage to speak out. He wrote a letter di- the trade canoe was transformed into a funeral
rectly to King Leopold and another to the President barge and floated down the river.

of the United States describing what he had
nessed. Below are just a few of the abuses he recorded
in his letter to the king: Once he had finished recording the enormous

What effect did Williams' letters have?

range of abuses he found in the Congo, Williams

— The laws printed and circulated in Europe ‘for called for action. He appealed to the countries that had
the protection of the blacks' in the Congo are
a dead letter and a fraud.

— Your Majesty’s government is excessively
cruel o its prisoners, condemning them, for
the slightest offenses, to the chain
gang...often these ox-chains eat into the necks
of the prisoners and produce sores about
‘which the fles circle,

— These poor creatures are frequently beaten
with a dried piece of hippopotamus.
skin...and usually the blood flows at every
stroke.

— Women are imported into Your Majesty’s
Government for immoral purposes... when-
ever children are born of such relations, the
State maintains that the woman being its
property the child belongs to it also.

— State soldiers patrol many villages forbidding
the natives to trade with any person but a
State official, and when the natives refuse to
accept the price of the State, their goods are
seized by the Government that promised
them protection.

— Your Majesty’s Government has violated the

Georgs Washington Wiliams.
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signed the Berlin Act to create a commission to inves-
tigate his charges. He recommended to the United
States that it take the lead in pressuring Leopold to
change the nature of the Free State immediately. He
felt the U.S. should play this role since it was the first
country to recognize the Congo Free State as a mem-
ber of the family of nations. Williams also asked the
Belgian people to exercise their influence with their
king. He called on concerned individuals everywhere
to organize themselves to create an irresistible pres-
sure demanding change. He urged abolitionist
‘groups, Christian organizations, philanthropists, and
diplomats to lobby their governments on behalf of the
victims in the Congo. Williams believed that con-
cerned individuals could effectively create a climate
inwhich governments would be forced o take action.

‘Williams' letters alarmed King Leopold. If the.
recommendations were followed, he could potentially
lose his control over a vast area that was just begin-
ning to show its potential for wealth production. He
began a campaign to spread rumors about Williams’
personal life and to counter the charges before they
could do much damage.

For a brief period after Williams' letters were
published, it looked as though Leopold's entire project
could unravel. However, Williams died of medical
complications while in England and his desperate.
plea on behalf of the millions of forgotten people in
Central Africa disappeared into the shadows. Before
the cause was taken up again years later, the situation
grew worse.

Who continued the work started by Williams?

‘The outsiders in the best position to know the.
truth were the Christian missionaries who streamed
into the Congo following its initial exploration. True
to his word, Leopold allowed missionaries from all
countries to operate within the region. Protestants and
Catholics from Europe and North America quickly
established their presence in many of the districts of
the Free State. They communicated frequently with
each other and with their counterparts back home,
‘and by 1895 a tiny number of these individuals from
the United States and Sweden began reconstructing
the story that Williams had told years before.

“If the rubber the Congolese collect does not
reach the required amount, the sentries attack
them, kill some, and bring the severed hands to
the District Commissioner. One sentry said ‘The

Commissioner has promised us if we have plenty
‘of hands, he will shorten our service.” The hands
were often smoked to preserve them tll shown
to the District Commissioner.”

— Edvard Sjoblom, Swedish missionary

Initially, stories of atrocities were few and
‘mostly ignored. As of 1897, only three out of the 463
‘missionaries in the Congo had spoken out. Most
people believed they were hearing exaggerations
when they heard stories of thousands of people being.
Killed for not producing rubber and having their
hands cut off so soldiers could prove they had killed
inadequate workers. Some dismissed the missionar-
ies as “do-gooders” who always were looking for
victims of atrocity somewhere in the world whom
they could help. Leopold also clouded the issues by
suggesting that Protestants were simply trying to de-
fame a colony operated by a Catholic monarch. He.
temporarily succeeded in using the centuries-old
Catholic-Protestant rivalry in Europe to distract
people from the real issues.

In 1897, one lone voice in the British House of
Commons (the lower house of the British legislature),
Sir Charles Dilke, denounced Leopold's government.
Dilke’s attention was originally drawn by the poor
treatment of black British subjects from West Africa
who had traveled o the Congo as paid laborers. From
there, the larger issue of the even worse treatment of
the native peoples began to emerge.

Starting in 1896, an organization called the Ab-
origines Protection Society (APS) had begun to urge
the British government to investigate the stories that
had filtered out of the Congo. Henry Richard Fox
Bourne, the head of APS, wrote a book called Civi
zation in Congoland: A Story of International
Wrong-doing. Against a background of numerous
books published by people who had never travelled
to the Congo praising Leopold for his humanitarian
efforts,its publication in 1903 chronicled the abuses
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in great detail. Ironically.
this humanitarian group,
meant to protectthe native
Subjects of European colo-
nies, had earlier elected
Leopold as its honorary
presidentinthe 1880s. Like
So many others, its mem-
bers  had  believed
Leopold's promises. By the
late 18905, the APS learned.
its lesson and emerged as
one of Leopold's chiefcriics.
No Britshmissionar-
ies spoke out il October
1903. Leopold kept them
quiet through a combina-
tion of intimidation, £-D More!
broken promises of rform,
and granting of tax exemptions to these groups.

What role did E.D. Morel play in uncovering what
was happening in the Congo?

In the late 18905, a Liverpool shipping clerk be-
came troubled by the cargo lists of ships traveling to
‘and from the Congo Free State. Edmund Dene Morel
recognized from examining the accounting books of
his company that nothing resembling free trade was
taking place in the Congo. Like most others, he had ig-
nored the few voices that were already sounding the
‘warning. However, he was startled to discover that 80
percent of the items shipped into the Congo had noth-
ing to do with trade and everything to do with
equipping a military state.

“On the face of the import statistics, the natives

were getting nothing or next to nothing. How,
then, was this rubber and ivory being acquired?

Certainly not by commercial dealing Nothing
was going in to pay for what was coming out.”
—E.D. Morel

Morel felt he had “stumbled upon a secret soci-
ety of murderers.” Appalled at the discovery that his.
‘own employer scemed to be promoting an abusive
system, Morel set about the task of launching an ef-

fective movement for change.

Morel argued that the true problem was not the
cruel actions of any individuals. Instead, he pro-
claimed, the issue was an entire system that
encouraged such atrocities. As a devoted capitalist
free-trader, Morel believed that the fundamental
problem in the structure of the Free State was the fact
that the native people had their land seized from them
and were forbidden to sell the fruits of their labor to
the highest bidder, and that the State itself had taken
control of land and labor and therefore determined all
prices and wages. He charged that all of the other
problems found in the Free State flowed from this con-
dition. Morel slowly moved from the role of an
organizer of others to a spokesman for the cause. In
1902 he made his first public speech on the topic
charging that, disguise it as they might, the Congo
Free State had “established official slavery.”

“The Congo Free State has invented a form of
slavery more degrading and more atrocious than
any slavery which as existed previously. They
may disguise it as they like. The fact

‘remains...[the Congo Fiee State] isguilty of hay-
ing established official slavery.”
—E. D. Morel
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Over the next few years, E.D. Morel would
prove to be King Leopold's most difficult opponent.
Morel coordinated numerous meetings to educate the.
public about the issues. His energy, organizational
skills, and reputs
turned out to be the missing ingredient needed to
Sustain the momentum of a struggling movement. He.
tirelessly encouraged those with first-hand knowl-
edge to speak out. He lobbied members of the British
Parliament to introduce legislation that would ad-
dress the problem, and he began working with people
in other countries who shared his concerns. The most
notable of these foreign connections was with Emile
st member of that

n as an honest businessman

country’s legislature.
Backin Britain, Morel developed a most impor-
tant working relationship with Roger Casement.
Casement formerly held the position of British Con-
sulin the Congo and had extensive experience as a
British diplomat throughout Afica. His personal ex-
perience, access to official records, and connection to
people in power proved very useful to the cause.

How did the reform movement gather strength?
. a small number of Members.
of Parliament took advantage of time set aside for the
posing of questions to the Foreign Minister in order
to inquire about official British policy toward the
Congo Free State. These sporadic questions over the.
1902, and early 1903 showed that offi-
cial British policy was to do nothing about the
situation. The reoccurrence of these questions also
caused other MPs to start paying attention o the is-
sue of Congo reform.

Ina stroke of good timing, the American mis-
sionary William Morrison, arrived in England in early
1903. As one of the first to speak publicly about the
‘abuses he had personally witnessed in the Congo, he.
enjoyed a great deal of respect among reform-minded
individuals such as E.D. Morel and Roger Casement.
Morel made sure that Morrison had the opportunity
to speak publicly in Britain on numerous occasions.
He and the other reformers worked tirelessly to cul-
tivate relationships with sympathetic MPs and
members of the Foreign Office. They used these rela-
tionships both to gain information and to provide new

From time to

course of 1901,

evidence to potential decision-makers. By April 1903
Morel had enough financial backing to launch The
West African Mail,a weekly newspaper dedicated ex-
clusively to the Congo reform movement. This
allowed Morel and others to publish vast quantities
of information about atrocities in the Congo and on-
' efforts in Britain and elsewhere to end them.
While this newspaper did not have  very wide circu-
Iation, it did reach enough interested readers to have
a noticeable impact.

How did King Leopold react to the new
challenges to his government of the Congo?
‘This new alliance of concerned individual

clearly made Leopold nervous. Just before the British

House of Commons was due to debate the issue in

May 1903, he sent some of his representatives, along

with Morel's former boss, to try to persuade Morel to

change his position. Over a lavish meal, this delega-

tion tried to persuade, threaten, and bribe Morel into

altering his public views. The delegation failed. In-

stead what they earned was Morel's learest statement

of his demands up to that point in tim

* The complete reversal of Leopold's system of
‘government

« Abandonment of the rubber tax

« Ending of the practice of forced labor

« Cancellation of all contracts that granted certain
European companies monopolies over trade
and resources in certain parts of the Free State

* Prosecution, public trial, and punishment of
individuals guilty of atrocities against the
natives

* Re-opening of the Congo to free trade with
‘merchants from all nations and allowing the
Congolese themselves to decide with whom
they would do business

Leopold's agents left the dinner discouraged,
recognizing they had met their maich.

How did the British government react to the
growing call for change?

Despite the young nature of the movement Mo-
rel had initiated, it caught the attention of the public
and quickly grew into a mass movement demanding
action to create change. Public pressure on Members
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of Parliament forced a debate.

OnMay 20, 1903, the British House of Commons
directed its full attention to the topic of the Congo.
Prior to the debate, the British government of Prime
Minister Arthur Balfour had been clear that it had no
intention of taking any action. Additionally, no Brit-

call attention to their own methods.
What actions did the British government take to
tulfll the Parliamentary resolution?

‘The government followed through on this reso-
lution by contacting all of the other countries that had

ish missionaries had as yet made public their
opinions on the mater.

“The 1903 debate contained a emarkable
‘amount of unanimity. Members of Parl
ment (MPs) from all political partes,reacting
to the public mood, agreed that the horrible
Stories they had heard demanded the atten-
tion of good:-hearted people everywhere, As
evidence of the success of Morel and others
in raising awareness, one MP stated during
the debate that “the Government would be
ery ll-advised if they went conrary to pub-
lic opinion in this matter.” At the same time,

EXCERPT FROM THE BERLIN AcT

+ Asticle I: The trade of all nations shall enjoy complete.
freedom.

+ Asticle V: No power exercising sovereign rights in the
Congo basin should grant therein a monopoly or favor of
any kind in matters of trade.

+ Asticle VI: The Powers exercising Sovereign rights of
influence in the aforesaid territories bind themselves to
‘waich over the preservation of the native tribes and to care
for the improvement of the conditions of their moral and

British business interests were becoming in-
creasingly concerned that the restrictions on

‘material well being.

trade introduced in the Congo could spread
to colonies held by the other European countries. The.
result was the unanimous passage of a resolution.

“That the Government of the Congo Free State,
‘having at its inception, guaranteed to the pow-
ers that its Native subjects should be governed
with humanity, and that no trading monopoly
or privilege should be permitted within its do-
‘minions, this House requests His Majesty’s Gov-

ernment to confer with the other Powers, signa-
tories to the Berlin General Act, by virtue of
which the Congo Free State exists, in order that
‘meastres may be adopted to abate theevils preva-
lent in that State.”

— Resolution of the British Parliament

Despite the resolution, the other Great Powers
had no interest in discussing the Congo. Germany
supported King Leopold out of fear that if he were
displaced France would get the territory. France's
‘own practices in Africa were very similar to King
Leopold's—they wished no careful examination of
“evils prevalent in that state” for fear that it would it

signed the Berlin Act. Britain suggested that a general
conference be held to address the problems uncovered
in the Congo. These problems were a clear violation
of several articles of the Berlin Act.

King Leopold reacted immediately, having his
supporters lobby the various governments to con-
vince them not to respond to the British appeal. Only
taly, Turkey, and the United States showed even mild
interest in taking action. This was hardly the response
Parliament had hoped for.

‘The second action taken by the British govern-
‘ment was to appoint an official to personally travel to
the Congo to investigate the situation. Many MPs ex-
pressed concern that some of the stories they had
heard might be exaggerations. They selected Sir Roger
Casement to travel to the Congo to carry out this in-
vestigation.

What did Casement discover in the Congo?

Casement spent three and a half months travel-
ing throughout the interior. Rather than relying on the
steamboats owned by the Congo Free State, he rented
his own boat from American missionaries. This al-

‘Conguest Gonic and Commerce:
The Calonil Experence n the Congo

19

‘Choicesfrthe 21t Cntey Educaton Project
Wstson Insiute for ntemason) Sude, Broan Unversiy.




image16.png
lowed him to travel wherever he pleased instead of
being controlled by the authorities. He also endured
great discomfort, walking through flooded forests,
camping in dangerous areas where no mission sta-
tions were available, al to be as thorough as possible.
in uncovering the truth,

“They had endured such ill-treatment at the
‘hands of the Government officials and soldiers
that nothing had remained but to be killed for

failure to bring in rubber or to die in their at-
tempts to satisfy the demands.”
—Sir Roger Casement

Casement wrote endlessly to record the depopu-
lation of the region which he attributed to the forced
Iabor system. He regularly sent reports back to the
Foreign Office of the British government, wrote scath-
ing letters to the Congo Free State Authorities,
communicated with other foreign officials in the
Congo, stirred up discontent among missionaries of
all nationalities, and kept a detailed diary to use s the.

basis of the report he would write upon his return to
Britain. The effects of that report would prove to be
far-reaching.

“We said to the white man: “We are not enough
people now to dowhat you want ofus. Our coun-

try has not many peaple in it and the people are
dying fast. We are killed by work you make us

do, by the stoppage of our plantations and the
breaking up of our homes.”
—native of the Congo

By the time of the 1904 Parliamentary debate,
Casement's report o the foreign office had been pub-
lished. It documented for the public the atrocities that
included the destruction of countless villages, murder
of women and children, and the men forced into sla-
very in the Congo Free State. Casement's report also
revealed the shocking practice of the soldiers collect-
ing hands by the basketful —hacked off their victims
to prove to their officers that they had not wasted am-
munition.
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CENTRAL AFRICA BEFORE THE
EUROPEANS ARRIVED

Europeans and Americans often think of Africa
as “The Dark Continent,” a vast region with no ad-
‘vanced cultures before outsiders arrived with the gifts
of European civilization. Furthermore, the American
image of Africa is usually seen through the lens of the
trans-Atlantic slave trade, thinking only about what
happened to Africans while they were transported to
the Americas as slaves and after they arrived here. To
understand the impact that colonization had on life in
Central Africa, one must first examine African societ-
ies as they existed in the region before it became the
possession of Europeans.

What was life like in the Congo River basin
before the Europeans arrived?

Itis difficult to make generalizations about life
before the Europeans arrived. The region that today
is called the Congo was never united under one gov-

ernment in pre-colonial times. Instead, more than 200
different ethnic groups occupied this region, each
with its own customs and history. Some groups con-
trolled territories of thousands of square miles under
the rule of one leader. The Azande people covered
48,000 square miles, an area roughly the size of New
York state. Others lived in small-scale village-based
Sacieties.

Throughout the Congo, the religious beliefs and
practices of ethnic groups defined their identity as
‘much as Christianity did that of most Europeans at the
time. In general, people worshipped multiple spirits
that were associated with a Supreme Being. These
‘multiple spirits were approached through prayers to
dead ancestors whom they believed could influence
the spirits.

As is true all over the world, these cultures
changed continually to adapt to new conditions. Re-
gional environmental differences within the Congo
tropical rainforest and savanna regions had led to
variations in plant and animal life. This in turn led to

How historians know what the Congo was like

‘The various ethnic groups of the Congo were non.literate societies, meaning they did not possess writ-
ten languages before the Europeans arrived. As a result it is difficult to form a complete picture of what these
cultures were like. In addition, the first Europeans often misinterpreted what they saw and often recorded
observations that confirmed their biases. Most Europeans arrived in Africa assuming that European civiliza-
tion was more advanced than African civilization, and their writings usually show this prejudice.

Nevertheless, historians use a variety of sources o get a more accurate image of these societies. First,
they use the writings of European explorers, missionaries and merchants. By examining a variety of different
written sources, historians begin to identify which statements are objective facts and which show biases of
the writers. Second, historians refer to the writings of Africans who learned to read and write soon after the,
Europeans arrived. For instance, King Affonso of the Kongo people became literate just after Portuguese ships.
arrived in the late 140s. Writings such as his provide a different point of view from the writings by Europe-
ans. Third, the various ethnic groups of the Congo River basin had developed oral-history traditions to pass.
knowledge from one generation to the next. Many of these oral traditions have survived until today. Histori-
ans and anthropologists have interviewed those who keep this knowledge alive. In many of these oral
traditions, there are stories that describe life before the arrival of the white man and the way that Africans
responded to the early European activities in their homelands. Finally, archacologists are able to use physical
artifacts to reconstruct the movement of products and people over great distances.

From all of these sources, historians have been able to develop a fairly complete picture of lfe before
the Europeans had taken over the region. However, it is important to remember that this involves a certain
amount of guesswork. Students of history should understand that some of the guesses we make about the
pre-colonial cultures cannot always be confirmed or refuted by what is known.
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TRADITIONAL GENDER ROLES OF THE MONGO PEOPLE
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extensive trade networks between the various geo-
‘graphic regions so that residents of different areas
could benefit from the resources of each other. As
these trade networks expanded., cultural and techno-
logical ideas spread along with the products traded.

Who were the Kongo and how did they live?

‘Some useful observations can be made by exam-
ining a few specific groups out of the hundreds that
lived in the Congo. The Kongo people were the first
of the region to have extensive interaction with Euro-
peans because they were located on the Atlantic coast.
Itis from this group that the Europeans got the name.
for the entire region.

‘The Kongo lived in a kingdom of approximately.
two or three million people in a territory about 300
miles wide near the mouth of the Congo River. The
kingdom had existed for more than 100 years before.
the Portuguese established contacts in 1483. Unlike in
most European kingdoms, the position of king was
not based solely on heredity. The kingdom was led by
‘2 monarch who was chosen by an assembly of lead-
ers representing the various extended family
networks, or clans, of the kingdom. Like the crown
‘and scepter of a European king, the ManiKongo (the
title of the king of the Kongo) carried a zebra.tail whip
‘and wore a small cap on his head. In his capital city
of Mbanza Kongo he sat upon a wood and ivory
throne. From that position, he oversaw governors of
each of the half dozen provinces of his kingdom. He
also controlled the supply of currency (cowrie shells),
collected taxes, and tried to ensure that his kingdom
ran smoothly.

‘The Kongosociety was a matrilincal society, one:
in which ancestry i traced through the woman's side.
of the family rather than the man's side. Women in
many familics were able to achieve positions of power
as sisters within a ruling family. In some aristocratic
families, women even took on the role of the head of
the houschold and had a remarkable amount of con-
trol over their choice of spouse. The raising of children
joint responsibility of husband and
‘wife. Polygamy (the taking of multiple spouses) was
an accepted practice among the Kongo, but adultery
(sexual relations outside marriage) was punished
through a well-developed court system.

‘was considered

g o W i h o

‘Selected Tribes of the Congo Region

‘The Kongo Kingdom had relationships with the
neighboring kingdoms of Tio, Mbundu and Ngola.
‘Sometimes these relationships were friendly trade re-
lationships. At other times, these neighbors went to
war and the winner often took prisoners as slaves.
‘This practice would eventually be taken advantage of
by the Portuguese merchants.

Who were the Mongo and how did they live?

While the Kongo are a coastal people, the Mongo
are another major ethnic group found in the interior
of the river basin. Their ancestors first settled in the
region around the first century A.D. Among these
people, lfe was traditionally organized in villages of
100 t0 400 inhabitants. Within each village, people
typically lived in family compounds 0f 20 to 40 mem-
bers led by a senior elder. Community affairs were
coordinated by a council of compound elders and a
village chief who was chosen by the compound elders.
‘While there was no central government structure over
all the Mongo villages, several villages would volun-
tarily form districts for common defense. Marriages
across village lines were often used to create this sense
of district identity.
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Part Il: The European Conquest

EuroPEAN CoLONIZATION WORLDWIDE

hen Christopher Columbus set sail on behalf

of Spain in 1492, he was on the front edge of a
competition among the countries of Europe that
would last for more than 400 years. In the process.
most of the world would fall under the control of Eu-
ropean governments. It was in this context that the
colonization of Africa took place.

Colonization was the process by which the im-
perial powers set about exploring, conquering, and
exploiting different parts of the world. Toward the
end of the 19th century, numerous other nations.
joined the established colonial powers, Britain and
France, in a race to expand their empires. The aspir-
ing colonial powers included, the United States, Japan,
Italy, Germany, and Belgium.

How did political events in Europe influence
events in Africa?

Much of the future of the African continent was
determined by reasons that had nothing to do with the
Africans themselves. A glance at a map of Africa to-
day reveals borders that were determined largely by
Europeans based on considerations that ignored how
African peoples were distributed on the continent.

Perhaps the most significant factors in de-
termining the future of Africa in the colonial
period were the relationships and rivalries
‘among the Great Powers of Europe. Two.
events in 1870 transformed the political face. au: e

e i, eyt e e R,

nation and joined Britain, France, Russia, and '
Austria-Hungary as one of the Great Powers of
Europe. Second, the Franco-Prussian War ended

in defeat for France and the formation of a uni-
fied German Empire in 1871,

Among the Great Powers one rivalry in
particular stands out. For hundreds of years
France and Britain had been major rivals in
military and economic terms. By the mi
century. these two counties already possessed
the largest colonial empires in the world. The en-
trance of a unified Germany would make this into

Africa in 1876: Alion
and Indigenous Powers

Atiantic Ocean

L1gth ) o
T Suawavey

an even more complicated three-way rivalry.

Four of the Great Powers would become deeply.
engaged in the division of Africa. Great Britain was
the greatest colonial power, leading the world in
‘manufacturing and finance, and possessing a power-
ful navy. As other nations began striving to acquire
colonies and to challenge Britain’s pre-eminence, i
valries among nations heated up.

France’s humi
Franco-Prussian war contributed to France’s desire to
embark upon colonial adventures overseas that might
rebuild its might and glory. Germany and ltaly saw
that a mark of a Great Power was the possession of
colonies. As latecomers to the game, they tried o catch
up by grabbing some of the last “unclaimed” pieces
of Africa.

ing loss to Germany in the

How did Europeans come to control most of
Atrica?

Over the course of the 16¢h and 17th centuries,
North and South America were divided among Spain.
Portugal, Britain, France, and the Netherlands (Most

Indian
Ocaan
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of these territories won their inde-
pendence in the half century after
the American Declaration of Inde-
pendence in 1776) Meanwhile,
much of Asia, Australia and the
Pacific was falling under European
control. Throughout this period of
colonization, Sub-Saharan Africa
remained mostly independent. It
was not until the 1870s that Euro-
pean advances in  tropical
medicine,transportation,and tech-
nology made it possble o explore
the vast interior of this continent.
With these new advances in
place, “the scramble” for the heart
of Afica could begin.

Many of the explorers who
taok up the challenge of “opening up” Africa became.
major celebrities and household names in Europe and
North America in the late 19th century. Newspapers
competed to carry the most up-to-date detail of the
exploits of people like David Livingstone, Henry
Stanley, Perre de Brazza, ohn Speke, Gerhard Rohifs,
and Verney Cameron. At the same time, political
events involving the Great Powers of Europe pushed
countries o try to acquire new teritoris before their
sivals.

Livingstone became the most famous explorer of
the 19th century through his countless discoveries and
actions in Afric from 1841 until his death from preu-
monia in 1873, The press portrayed him as a hero, a
philanthropist and even a saint. During his journeys
he came to love many of the people he encountered.
but he also was dismayed to discover the growing
Swwahililave trade.

‘The Swahili people were Muslims who lived
along the cast cosst of Africa. They had a centuries’
old trading network around the Indian Ocean. Their
trade in Congolese slaves was just the ltest source of
wealth. Livingstone referred to this trade s the “open
Sore of the world” and he proposed to cure it through
the 3 Cs: Commerce, Christianity and Civilization.
“This became the rallying cry of a whole generation of
Europeans who sought to save Africa from iself.”

e PR

Pierre de Brazza at a treaty signing ceremony.

How did economic conditions at home fuel
colonization in Africa?

By the 1870s the economies of the Great Powers
had been transformed by the Industrial Revolution.
‘The basis of these economies shifted from farming and.
hand-made products to the mass production of manu-
factured goods in factories.

Meanwhile, in 1873 a terrible economic depres-
sion struck Europe. It took nearly 20 years for the
economies of the industrialized nations to fully re-
cover. Many people suggested that new colonies
could be a source of cheap raw materials for the fac-
tories while providing new customers for products
manufactured in Europe. Some young, unemployed
European men were willing to take the risks associ-
ated with business or military activities in the new
colonies of Africa since they seemed to have little to
lose at home.

KING LEOPOLD OF BELGIUM

In the midst of the Great Power rivalries, it was
King Leopold of tiny, neutral Belgium who played the
‘most important role in the story of the Congo. He re-
alized that a great opportunity existed in Central
Alrica, a region mostly unclaimed by any European
powers. The British, having enough difficulties con-
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trolling other parts of their empire, had no interest in
‘acquiring this vast territory about which so lttle was
known. The French were mildly interested, but di-
rected their attention more fully to their West African
colonies.

How did one man end up controlling most of
Central Africa as his own territory?

In September 1876, King Leopold hosted the
greatest gathering of explorers and geographers of the
entire 19th century. In his opening speech he stated
that the goal of the conference was to bring civili
tion o Afica.

[Our goal 5]"...to open to civilization the only
part of the globe where it has yet to penetrate...
its, 1 dare to say, a crusade worthy of this cen-

tury of progress... In bringing you to Brussels I
‘was in no way motivated by selfish designs.”
King Leopold

‘The conference ended with the formation of the
International Africa Association, a body meant (o co-
ordinate the remaining exploration of Central Africa
‘and (o help open the interior of Africa to the benefits
oftrade with Europe. Most participants left impressed
‘with the king’s dedication to the advancement of hu-

“Ido not want to miss a good chance of getting
us aslice of this magnificent African cake.”
King Leopold

Leopold failed to interest the Belgian parliament
in his scheme to acquire a portion of Africa, but he did
hire Henry Stanley to continue his exploration and to
secure treaties with the local chiefs of the Congo ba-
sin. At the same time, the French explorer Pierre de
Brazza set out on a similar quest in  different part of
the Congo basin, creating a rivalry that held the Eu-
ropean public’s attention for several years.

From 1879 to 1884 Stanley made his way across
the Congo signing treaties with local chiefs on behall

of King Leopold. Through a combination of trade,
trickery, alcohol, and intimidation backed by military
force, Stanley emerged with over 450 treaties. Con-
trary to the original promises of the International
Alfrica Association, these treaties granted Leopold ex-
clusive trading rights and gave him, or his designated
corporations, exclusive control over the land. Else-
where in the Congo, Brazza used more honorable
‘methods to secure trade agreements for France. The
rivalry between King Leopold and France marked the
opening chapter in the “scramble for Africa” that
‘would ultimately divide the continent among the Eu-
ropeans.

Despite these treaties, Leopold stll needed other
countries o recognize his power over this territory.
“That would be his next task.

THE BERLIN CONFERENCE

Stanley and Brazza had re-ignited the competi-
tion for pieces of Africa. Britain, France, Germany.
Portugal, Italy and King Leopold all began to turn
their attention to the vast arcas that remained un-
claimed by any of the Europeans.

Why was the Berlin Conference organized?

It was casy to imagine that conflicts between the
European countries could emerge from overlapping
claims in Africa. To reduce the possibility of such con-
flicts, the German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck
arranged for an international conference to be held in
Berlin in 1884.

His couniry’s affairs in Europe concerned Bis-
‘marck first and foremost. When a German explorer
approached him for support, Bismarck put his con-
cemn about Germany's vulnerability to invasion by
neighboring Europeans before any interest in Africa
by saying, “Here is Russia and here is France, with
Germany in the middle. That is my map of Africa.”

Despite Bismarck’s disinterest in Afica, he rec-
‘ognized that his country’s position in Europe could be
improved through careful manipulation of events in
Alfrica. For instance, he gave the French his word that
he would support their claims against the British in
Africa. He hoped in turn that this would improve his
country’s relations with France. By doing so, Germany
could instead direct its attention against its main en-





