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Abstract 
Labourmigration in colonial Africa has been analyzed in terms offinear models which 
convey the impression of a coherent, homogeneous process being at work, the 
dynamism of the modem capitalist sector standing in contrast with the (sometimes 
enforced) passivity of the domestic economy. In fact, the movement of migrations in 
colonial Congo has known markedfluctuations, as weil as being loadedwith fantasies 
and emotions, on the European as weil as on the African side. Migrant labour in all 
cases functioned as a contact zone fortranscultural innovations, both in the receiving 
and exporting regions of the colony. 

The period to be considered in the following pages roughly covers the span of two 
generations. A short time period thus, but also an age which underwent amomentous 
transition. In a matter of years, various family- and slavery-based forms of production 
were forced into a colonial order, itself a social formation which was transitory in 
character, heterogeneaus in every regard, tom as it was between contradictory 
practices and, indeed, between hardly compatible views of its own future. 

Nowhere perhaps were these contradictions more blatant than in the field of 
labour. Throughout the period, while wage employment was gradually taking more 
importance, it developed side by side with an equally rapidly expanding family-based 
production. The latter, in fact, remained largely prevalent in terms of both the numbers 
of people in activity and the value of production. In the interwar period, the perceptions 
of colonial contemporaries diverged when it came to assessing the consequences of 
the growing wage sector on the future development of the population. An influential 
current ofthought stressed the need to keep family production as the main foundation 
on which would ultimately rest the political economy of the colony as a whole, even 
at the cast of putting the brake on mining and industrial development. 

For a vigorously expanding capitalist sector, however, to feed the labour needs of 
mines, plantations, construction work etc., it was of vital importance to delve into the 
human resources of rural society. In any case, it seemed that the low intensity of 
much of African agricultural production ensured the availability of a vast, practically 
untapped reservoir of semi-idle work force. Hence, in its early stages of development, 
the reliance of European enterprise on various forms of incitement or coercion to put 
swarms of unskilled workers on the road for terms of employment on alten distant 
work sites. This held particularly true for certain mining basins which could not rely 
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on local recruitment to lill more than a sm all part 01 their labour needs. Migration then 
progressively became a structural component 01 the burgeoning colonial economy. 

Yet, lrom their beginnings, migration and proletarianization had taken a conten­
tious character. Indeed, as early as the 1910's, labour migration was called in 
quest ion by segments in the colonial hierarchies, in the administration, or in the 
Churches, who lelt that the large-scale displacement 01 men was threatening the 
demographie and social londations 01 rural soeiety. The same came to believe that 
colonial soeiety was bound to maintain, or indeed H need be, to losler its dual 
character, meaning that a healthy "traditional" sector should be allowed to co-exist 
with a "modern", market-based, economy_ 

In this view, the aim 01 "good government" was to contribute to a new soeial order 
where each 01 these two worlds would grow at its own pace, while keeping to its own 
sphere. "Traditional soeiety" would evolve under the protection 01 the State and it 
would be the special responsibility 01 the administration to ensure a smooth transition 
to the money economy by introducing local alternatives to wage employment. State 
agents were nevertheless also required to provide assistance to colonial enterprises, 
an assignment which prevented the administration to seal oll the "raditional" world. 
At best, they could lim~ to the minimum the demands brought to bear by modern 
entrepreneurs while closely regulating connections between the village population 
and segments 01 the "modern" economy. Eventually, as the migration flow lrom the 
indigenous sector was gathering momenlum, and as demands lor semi-compulsive 
labour recruitment did not relent, State agents were in the dillicu~ s~uation 01 continuously 
working out compromises between oppos~e claims on the Alrican work lorce. 

At the end 01 the day, however, even as would-be planners were delining intricate 
proeedures and regulalions applicable to labour in the colony, the Alrican population 
eventually adapted on its own terms to the new situation, getting round all ellorts at 
keeping its movements under close contro!. Against all odds, in the wake 01 money 
penetration into the village economy and lollowing improvements in the communica­
tion network, labour migration went its own way, outside any organized system 01 
recruited man power. A lew mighty streams 01 migration regulated Irom above 
Iragmented into a myriad rivulets made up 01 thousands 01 individual decisions to 
emigrate fram one's own region. 1 

This contrasting picture has not always been lully accounted lor by soeial scientists 
who have trad~ionally approached the problem 01 proletarianization in colonial Alrica 
by seeking to define model situations where the economic and social lacters occupied 
the lorelront. One approach which was popular lor a longtime had it that we were 
conlronting a dual society, Iree market developing side by side with traditional 
economy, and gradually taking it over through the agency 01 individual initiative and 
the play of market lorces. Another line which had also its days 01 success stressed 

The increased mobility of the African population of the Conga can be very roughly gauged 
by the evolution in lhe numbers of passengers making usa of river and rail transport. thus 
excluding all lerms 01 road Iransport. Figures (in l,ooo's) are 300lCf 1922, 547 lor 1929, 
dropping 10 lass than 200 in the depression years, climbing again and overtaking 1,000 by 
the end of the war. From Huybrechts, A., Transports sI structures de developpemenl au 
Conga, Paris, The Hague. 1970. Two Western and Southarn networks. the Chemin de fer 
du Congo (Maladi-Kinshasa) and, Irom 1928, the BCK (Bas-Congo-Katanga) fines held 
betwaen tharn lhe lion's share of passenger traffic in the Congo. 
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by contrast the violence and the compulsion exercised by market forces on the rural 
sector, in order to develop at the expense of an aborted African peasantry which was 
eased away from the more lucrative markets and pushed back into labour-intensive 
and low-yielding agricultural production. A key element of this model is played by 
compelled migration of unskilled workers, pumped back and forth, from and towards 
the impoverished rural sector, its process of underdevelopment feeding the process 
of development of capitalist enterprise2 

The study of labour migration during the formative years of colonial rule in the 
Congo shows that similar models can be helpful only insofar as the old proviso is weil 
kept in mind that models point to trends or to projects rather than to facts. For all their 
beguiling rationality, models do not fully account for contradictory aUitudes and 
world-views as they prevailed in fact, among the colonizers as weil as among the 
colonized themselves. Coercion co-existed with free will, industrialism with utopian 
views of a modemizing peasantry. For our subject of enquiry, free entry into the 
migration movement was found side by side with coerced recruitment. Free labour 
within the family economy coexisted with compulsory cash-crop production. Wage 
labour coexisted with petty independent enterprise. 

In all cases, migration played apart, if only by becoming an ever present option 
wh ich fostered the interactive character of cultural encounter - one sometimes 
speaks of transculturation - so typical of an age rich in reinterpretations and in 
re inventions. It is olten through the direct or vicarious experience of migration that 
indigenous societies reconstructed their own world-view through borrowing from 
other symbols, be they African or European in origin. A fresh view at migrant labour 
will take this cullural dimension into account, showing that the movement of people 
as seen from points of departure or of arrival, delineated the contours of major 
"contact zones" where colonized subjects entered into interaction with other African 
cultures as weil with the dominant colonial society.3 As approached through an 
African stand-point, this transcullural experience proved traumatic at tim es, as it was 
fraught with fantasies and horror stories depicting unknown foreign worlds. When 
fully developed, transcultural hislory will also lead out to further study the adaptation 
by the colonizers to their encounters with subject societies and cultures. Today's 
historians are perhaps more alert than in the past to such cultural dimensions, a field 
promising indeed but still uncertain of its methodology and still open to the well-known 
distortions of approprialing the past of one culture in order to project into it the present 
of another culture.' 

In the following pages, we will only broach a subject which deserves much am pier 
study. For the present purpose, nothing more is proposed than planting a few 

2 A reeent status qUlBsUonis in: Johnson, D., "Settier Farmers and Coerced African Labour in 
Southern Rhodesia, 1936 - 1946", Journal of African History, 33 (1992), pp. 111 - 128. 

3 The term "contact zone" may useluUy be substituted lor the more diffusion1st concept 01 
"frontier" to describe situations of cultural and eeonomic contact between "indigenous" and 
European in1Juences, notably in colonial er semi-colonial contexts. I borrow here trom the 
discussion byJ. Clifford of Mary Pratt's Imperial Eyes, an Importantcontribution to the sUbject 
(Clifford. J .. "No innocent eyes. Westem travellers as missionaries of capitalism", Times 
Literary Supplement, 11 September 1992, pp. 3 - 4). 

4 Vansina. J., "Some Perceptions on the Writing of African History: 1948 -1992", ltinerario. 
XVI - 1 (1992), pp. 77 - 91. 
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guide·posts which may be useful for showing the way to a beller understanding of 
labour migration in an age of transition to modernity. We will briefly outline the main 
stages of the vast migration movements set in motion by the rapidly expanding 
"contact zones" of the first colonial generations. It will be suggested that colonial 
society took shape through practices which borrowed simultaneously fram two 
sources. First, it was marked by the violent legacy inherited from slave·trading and 
fram early colonial "contact zones". By contrast, however, with the military experience 
of primitive forms of colonial conquest, from the 1910's, State-building in the Congo 
increasingly went hand in hand with an ideological view of modern colonization which 
saw the necessity of regulating the dynamics of "contact zones", a project which could 
be made campatible with the stabilization policy adopted by large enterprises as they 
sought to lessen their dependence on unskilled migrant labour. 

The dream of a dual civil society regulated from above represents the second 
stage in the history of labour migration in the Congo. It proved, however, short·lived 
in the face of economic development and of a powertul process of transcultural 
interaction. While the former has received more attention, we are still at the explora­
tory stage when it comes to explain the reinvention of cuhures that took place through 
the mlgratory experience of those days. The trail has been blazed but, at this stage, 
and by way of conclusion, we will not go further than marking some of the outlines of 
a field which is growing fast. 

1, From slave trade to labour migration: the enduring legacy trom the past 

Migration and the mobility of people and goods are among the best-anchored 
themes of African history. After all, in the language used by oral traditions, "migration" 
is the recurring explanation for past developments. By recording "migrations", tradi­
tional history thus gave legal titte to the occupation of a piece of land or to claims of 
authority over a group of people. However, "migration" as aversion of the past is 
more accepted today as a metaphor than as a lilleral transcription of the '~ruth". Yel. 
today's "scientific" historical knowledge of the African past has retained colonization 
of the land as one of its major lines of inquiry. It acknowledges the diversity of 
migrations both through and araund the rain forest as they took many forms, either 
step by step advances or great leap forwards. It also distinguishes a common heritage 
that took form through this maze of itineraries, with Bantu languages spreading over 
practically the whole of sub-equatorial Africa, South and South-East fram their 
diffusion point in today's Southern Cameroon. 

Today's historians also retain the mobilityofpeople and goods through the regional 
and long·distance river and savanna networks as counting among the main avenues 
to the concentration of weallh and power in the ancient history of central Africa, as is 
best iIIustrated by the gathering and trading of slaves.' The ubiquity of various forms 
of servility is indeed one of the most remarkable features of the African past. African 
"slavery" under its different guides has, however, long been approached through its 

5 For an exemplary illustration of the crucial place cf mobility in central Africa cf. Vansina. J .• 
PatflS in the Rainlorests. Toward a HlstOl'j 01 Politlesl Trsdftion in Equatorial Africa, 
Wisconsin University Press, 1990. 
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market dimension. And indeed stave trade, as a forced migratory movement towards 
both the Atlantic and the tndian Oceans, is the better-documented chapter in the 
overall history of African slavery. As a result, European intervention has been seen 
as the guiding hand, the determining factor of African slavery, often at the expense 
of a hard look at the "indigenous" factor. 

This distortion is compounded by the silence kept by oral traditions on the subject 
of slavey. This repressed version ofthe past has been compounded bythe willingness 
of modern africanist historians to side-step an embarrassing issue. Indigenous 
slavery, in the eyes of liberal or nationalist historians tarnished the comforting image 
of Africa as a victim of history. More recently, however, fresh looks at the evidence 
have lifted part of the veil which up to then had concealed a structural aspect of past 
soeiety. It is now elear that, whenever sources are available, the evidenee points to 
slavery as a major eomponent of the aneient societies of eentral Afriea, as weil in 
savanna as in torest regions.6 

In aneient eentral Afriea, migration and mobility in fact both entailed eoereion. 
Various dynamies were at work whieh should be considered as forming part of an 
ensemble where, for the sake of eonvenience, we may distinguish between centrifu­
gal and centripetal movements. The push factor calls on people to move out of their 
context in order to escape from various forms of soeial or political oppression, or to 
flee from environmental disasters (drought, famine, disease ete.). This cannot be 
separated from a pull factor which also ought to be taken into aceoun!. 8ig "houses", 
big "families", dynasties, all acted as gatherers of people. Either they used force to 
eapture dependents, or they built up c/ienteles with the contribution of dependent 
people (,,slaves") who had been driven away from their homes by oppression or the 
harshness of natural conditions or both. 

These basic dynamics are eomplementary. They have led a number of africanist 
historians to apply to servility in Africa the Nieboer theory of slavery, thus seeing it 
as a response to a situation marked by the abundance of land, as against the rarity 
of labour. The theory explained that, under these circumstances, labour could only 
be mobilized through the use of coercion. 

At a very high level of generalization, when compered with certain other parts of 
the world, sub-saharan Africa taken as a whole can indeed be seen as being marked 
by low human density in conditions of abundance of land. Such generalizations are, 
however, too ambitious and too broad as to make them usable when it comes to 
partieular case-studies. As applied to African history, the Nieboer theory has nevert­
heless had the merit of pointing to the part played by soeial violence in the past 
movements of people. It reminded historians to constantly keep in mind that the 
economic factors in circumstanees of constant "migrations" (abundance of land, 
scarcity of labour in a low-density population, eg.) should never be dissociated from 
their social dimension (for example, dispersal as a response to oppression, abun­
dan ce of land as a reprieve for isolated sm all groups, unable to organize on the basis 
of the division of labour and of reciprocal help)7 

6 A general survey in: Velfut. J. L.. "l'economie internationale des cötes de Guinee Interieure au 
XIX" sleel.", Rela9äo Europa-Africa no :J' quartel do SOC. XIX, Actas, org. por M. E. Madeira 
Santos.1 Reuniäo internacional de Hist6ria de Africa. Lisbon.lnstituto de Investigacäo Gientffica 
• Iropical, 1989, pp. 135 -206 (in partieular, pp. 141 -42, and (oolnoles 27 - 28). 
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When studying migration as a transitory stage in the history of early colonial rule 
in the Congo, the Nieboer theory further proves its utitity insofar as coercion long 
remained the rule in the field even though it came to be gradually superseded by new 
practices and by new social visions. In particular, the soeial engineers of colonial 
society in the 1920's faced the problem of parsisting forms of forced labour which 
strongly reminded of slave trade practices which should have clearly belonged to a 
past age. The problem was to find ways, in such a context, to leave the past behind 
and to pass to a free labour market. The rnigrant labour/coercion syndrome would 
have to make way for the construction of a stable soeiety, founded on a new ideal 
type, which would combine an industrial base dependent on its own labour resources, 
locally reproduced, with an expanding peasant sector able to give full employrnent 
to the rural population. 

For a time, however, the Nieboer theory continued to apply. Labour remained 
unobtainable in conditions of over-abundant land, and force was therefore used to 
forcibly transport people, in continuation as it were of the old slave trading practice, 
but also in full contradiction with the self-proelaimed emancipatory programme which 
had given earty Europaan colonization its raison d'etre. 

2, Transition to partial proletarianization: the share of mass migration 

The first colonial generation in the Congo saw a marked increase in the mobility 
of at least segments of the population. Cornmunication through the Congo basin 
becarne more intensive than before, in particular along Ihe navigable alfluenls of Ihe 
big river. Migrations were nevertheless limited in scale, as indicaled by Ihe liny urban 
population of Ihe Etat Independantas weil as by the absence of large-scale enterpri­
ses. The conslruclion of the Matadi-Kinshasa rail-line was an exceplion, drawing 
labour from Europe, West Africa, and the Congo region ilself.s Despile its sm all scale 
in the early days, loeal recruilmenl was rightly seen as essenlial by Free Stale 
olficials. In 1888, Coquilhal claimed 10 have engaged Iha firsl workers from Equalor 
10 send Ihem olf 10 Iha dislanl Slanley Pool: "nine were not much, bul once Iha 
Bangala had seen Ihair young men satisfied in having worked for Ihe whites in far-olf 

7 Nieboer's theory dates from 1900 and is silent about Africa. Although not always acknow­
ledged, it has nevertheless been seminat in africanist hlstory. On this point, see Northrup, 
0., "Nineteenth Century Patterns of Slavery and Economic Growth in Southeastern Nigeria", 
International Journal of Alrican Historieal Studies, 12 (1979), pp. 1 - 16. A reeent illustra­
tion, tacitly borrowing Irom that theory: 111fte, J., The Alriean Poor. A history, Cambridge 
University Press, 1987. 

8 20 years after the foundation of the Frae State, its European population numbered about 
2,500, wnh its largest urnan cenlres (Boma, Matadi, LeopoldVille-Kinshasa and Stanleyville) 
amounting to a grand total of lass than 800 Europeans. Data for 1906, culled from: Etat 
Independantdu Conga, Bulletin Officiei, 1907. There are no contemporary statislles lor lIle 
Afrk:an population in those centres. As an indication, In 1911, more than len years after the 
inauguration of the railline from Matadi, the port of Kinshasa employed 1300 Alrican warkers. 
The town had 24,000 inhabitants in 1924, date of the first available census. The construction 
of the rail-line began at Matadi in 1890 with 2,000 workers, mostly of West African arigin. 
Mortality on the construetion sUe reached a height of 8.8% in 1892 and a low of 0.75% in 
1897. Mortality before reaching the sile or after leavlng It is not included. 
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places, they would lurnish volunleers by Ihe hundreds." In Ihis way, Ihe State would 
be Ireed Irom having 10 recruit loreign workers". In the process, the Bangala would 
create the lirsl "contaci zone" 01 migrant labour, by becoming Ihe lirsl "tribe" 01 
workers 01 Ihe Free Stale.' Olhers would lollow, particula~y among Ihe Ihousands 01 
"freed slaves" who, in the ensuing years, would in lact constituie the big battalions 
01 military recruils or general workers at the service 01 Ihe State or 01 the conces­
sionary companies. 

But is only wilh industrialization that the demand tor migranl labour galhered 
momentum. Demand lor wage labour took up Irom the 1910's and remained on the 
ascendant lill Ihe laie 1920's. Since Ihe beginning, the main employers were the 
mining basins which had already begun exploitation in Upper Katanga, Kasai and the 
North-East (Kilo-Molo) before the oulbreak 01 World War f. By that lime, public works 
and urbanizalion were also underway, particularly in the regions 01 Elisabethville and 
Leopoldville-Kinshasa. These were also the great rail-building years, in Kasai, 
Katanga, as weil as in the Uele. In all cases, local resources were unable to meet the 
demand lor labour, and more or less distant regions had to be tapped by recruiters 
who tried to entice men of working age, or their chieis. The administration and the 
main enterprises took an increasing share in this recruitment, and they brought a 
degree 01 supervision on operations which at times amounted to a modern lorm 01 
slave trading. Political considerations played also their part, as the new migration 
flows were organized within the political boundaries 01 the colonial State, so as to 
gradually limit the engagement 01 "Ioreign" workers and to lay the basis lor a 
"national" labour marke!. 

World War I can be seen as a watershed in the history of recruitment as a massive 
operation 01 labour mobilization went underway du ring the East African campaign 01 
1916 - 1918. More than 70,000 soldiers and porters were recruited during these 
years. This sacriliced levy suffered a mortality rate 01 25%. With Ihe benefil 01 
hindsight, il can be seen that Ihis operation paved the waylor luture large-scale labour 
recruitmenl operations. 

In the Congo, belore Ihe 1920's, mining, urbanization and public works were the 
main employers 01 wage labour, while capilalist agriculture was still in its inlancy. The 
cocoa larms in Mayombe represented an early case 01 capitalist plantalion, bul their 
labour was mostly locally recruijed. After the war, however, demand lor migrant 
labour grew rapidly throughout the colony. The programme 01 public works which 
was launched in 1921 entailed large-scale recruitment operations and it was thus 
particularly instrumental in the growth in numbers 01 migrant labour. In some cases, 
mining basins or newly opened plantations broadened migratory flows as they 
depended on labour recruited at a distance. Available statistics show that the number 
01 wage workers doubled between 1917 and 1919 (90,000), then again lrom 1919 to 
1923 (177,000), and then aga in to 1925 (355,000), reaching an apex before the 
depression in 1927, with 427,000 Le. 16% 01 an estimaled male adult population of 
2.6 millions. Such ligures were only lound again after the depression, with an 
aggregate 528,000 recorded in 1938, an increase 01 50% over 1935." 

9 5amarin, W. J., The B/ackman's Burden. African C%nial Labor on Ihe Conga and Ubangi 
Rlvers, 1880 - 1900, Boulder, Westview Press, 1989, pp. 61 - 82 (p. 69), 

10 Oata from Plan Decennal pour le developpement 8conomique elsocla/ du Conga BeIge, 
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Of course, migrant labour only constituted a fraction of the aggregate wage labour 
force of the colony. In fact, employment increasingly drew on locallabour resources, 
including in the case 01 freshly settled migrant communities which acted as sell-re­
producing labour reservoirs. It thus comes as no surprise that the rate 01 increase in 
proletarianization should have by lar outpaced the evolution 01 mobility if gauged, 
however imperfectly, by the number of rail and riverboat passengers. The discrepan­
cy is particularly marked lor the years lollowing the depression, when the indices lor 
proletarianization and mobility clearly diverged (see lollowing table). 

Table 1: Indices of Proletarianization and Mobility in the Belgian Congo 

Years Waoe labour Passenoers (rail + river) 
1922 100 100 
1929 267 182 
1939 337 87 
1944 489 352 
1955 753 455 

Souree: data reconstructed fram Huybrechts. A .• D.C. 

In the lield, the relative shares of migrant and locally recrutted labourvaried, 01 course, 
depending on a number 01 variables, including the llelds cf activtties and the demographic 
sttuation of the different regions. Our information is incomplete and depends on soundings 
or countings (not censuses). Colonial administrative unns were as a rule too large to 
enable us to gauge dispartties in the propenstty to emigrate, but we may nevertheless 
mentiOn as an example that, in 1926,20% of wage labour originating Irom the Orientale 
Province was employed outside tts distnct of ongin, enher in or outside the limns 01 the 
province. This relatively low ratio may be explained through the economic activnies of 
that province whose agncuttural and mining sectors were relatively independent lrom 
migrant labour. For the same year, a third of the wage-Iabour force originating from the 
province of Equateurwas migrant, with a29"10 rate forCongo-Kasai (1928). As lor Katanga, 
with its low autochtonous population, by 1928, only one third of the 60,000 work force in 
the mining district was recruited Iocally, the remaining two thirds of wage labour being 
migrant in ongin, sometimes volunteers coming from the region nse~, but in their vast 
majonty, man recruited in areas, such as Kasai, Angola, Rhodesia or Nyassaiand." 

The danger of generalizing assumptions was clearly brought to light by the 1938 
inquiry into the labour situation of the Congo. By then, migration was still deemed 
vital for particular sectors, such as collee growing in Northern Kivu, or sites in the low 
Iying areas of the Kilo mining complex in the North-East. The poorly capitalized new 

Brussels. 1949, p. 526. Sy African standards, the rate of proletarianization of the Belgian 
Conga was relatively high. In 1936. the South African Rand, drawing on human resources 
from al! neighbouring countries. employed a wage-labour force of 350,000. Lord Hai/ey, An 
African Survey, Oxford University Press, 1938, p. 652. 

11 Data from Rapport annuel sur "administration da la Co/anie du Conga BeIge pendant I'annee 
( ... ) (1927 -1929). 
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mines of lhe Lubutu-Shabunda region in the North-Easl were also relying on primitive 
fonms of recruitment as late as 1935. By contrast, for many mining or agricultural 
enterprises throughout the country, patemalistic policies togetherwith mechanization 
and training of lhe work force had deeply cut into the needs to seek out fresh migrant 
recruits. Employment needs were by then moslly met locally, notably through 
re-engagemenl of labourers at the end of their term of contracted time.'2 

I! took considerations of cost to convince contraclors to introduce mechanization 
on the work sites. For years, however, unskilled labour was lavishly employed and it 
is only gradually that swanms of porters and of general purpose workers were 
replaced by mechanical equipment. I! gradually dawned upon alilhat low productivity, 
high recruitment and transport expenses, high mortality or morbidity rates, high 
tum-over, all combined to make of this work forcea veryexpensive factor ofproduction, 
a paradoxical conclusion, when account is taken of the very low level of wages. 

The case of porte rage is illustrative. Slrictly speaking, of course, porters were not 
migrant workers, even though they were employed for weeks on end far from their 
villages. Side by side with migrant workers, through their sheer numbers, and through 
their activities en route or back home, porters powerlully contributed to the impact of 
the "contact zones" spreading to the remotest corners of the country. Wilh the 
expansion of produclion, porterage threatened at one moment to engulf a substantial 
part of the available labour resourees. Indeed, by the 1920's, when at its height, 
porte rage weighed as a heavy load on the population of vast areas, amounting to an 
"odieuse eorvee" in the words of a rapporteur to the Congres Colonialof 1930. In 
1924, for example, Kivu needed 800,000 porterage-days. In the same year, theUele 
basin was linked to the river Congo by 8,000 porters used throughout the year to 
carry 4,000 T. to and from Aketi, a port on an affluent of the Congo. Such drudgery 
was perhaps the most vivid symbol of wastefullabour. 

Once aga in, large companies led the way when ~ came to eliminate bottle-necks 
through modernization. By 1922, Forminiere was already mainlaining 35 trucks and 
automobiles on the Charlesville-Tshikapa road. Results of transport mechanization 
were spectacular. In 1929, with the completion of the first section of the Vicicongo 
narrow gauge railway and the end of porterage, productiv~ jumped, as tonnage through 
Aketi quickly climbed from 4,000 to 22,000 T. p. a. In 1924, for part of the construction 
work, porters had been employed to carry ralls over a 35-day porterage route.'3 

However, befere replacing porters by trucks, roads had to be built, manually, by 
swarms of men, women and chlldren. Total road mileage was mulliplied by 4.6 
between 1920 and 1925, and on ce again by 6.5 belween 1925 and 1940 when it 
amounted to liltle less than 80,000 km." This was achieved at a cost. By 1929, the 
Province Orientale required 23,000 werkers on its road-construction sites lhroughout 
the year, with a major concenlration in the northern districts. 

Furthermere, to operate the trucks, drivers and mechanics had to be trained. The 
question of training was obviously vilal. During the construction of the Bas-Congo-

12 "Enquete sur le probleme de la main-d'oeuvre", La Depeche coloniale beIge et L'Essor 
colonial et maritime. 8 Oe!. - 10 Dec. 1938. 

13 As denouncod by the govornor 01 Orientale, quoled by Northrup, D., Beyond the Bend in the 
River. African Labor in Eastern Zaire, 1865 - 1940, Athens, Ohio University, 1988, p. 156. 

14 Huybrechts, A .. O.C., p. 383. 
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Katanga (BCK) rail-line, building techniques on the 20o-mile section which ran 
through the rain forest region were only step by step mechanized, in orderto gradually 
introduce the workers to modem techniques. Over aperiod of six years (1923 -
I 928), ~ nevertheless employed an overall work force of I ,000 European and 100,000 
indigenous workers, with up to 15,000 Africans being employed at any one time. 
These figures should be seen against the elation at the time that the work had largely 
benefited from the experience previously gained on other work sites. Other leaders 
in the field of mechanization were the large mining enterprises of Katanga, the Union 
Miniere, and of Kasai, !he Forminiere. 15 

To meet the ever growing demand, supply took many forms. Free engagement 
occurred, particularly among workers who had completed a first contraet and who 
sought to sign up again, though not neeessarily with the same employer. Before the 
recovery whieh followed the depression of 1930 - 1932, free eontraeting was, 
however, insuffieient to meet the needs of employers and eontraeters. Labour 
migration was therefore organized in earnes!. The prevalent organizalion of the 
1920's was that of Bourses du Travaif, ageneies organized by large entrepreneurs 
aeting as stoek-owners. These ageneies were then supposed to reeeive the help of 
local State administration whose agents were expected to exert "moral authority" on 
indigenous chiefs for the benelit of recruiters. This organized migration system was 
first inaugurated in Katanga (1910) and later in Kasai and Lower-Congo (respeetively 
1921 and 1922). In its first stages, it was transportalion in disguise, and ~ entailed 
important investments, as eonveying over long distanees had to be organized 
ineluding the provision of food, rest camps had to be built to accommodate recruits 
en route as weil as to carry out first health evaluations and to regroup workers before 
their being distributed among prospective employers. 

The literature offers conflicting evidence on !his period of semi-coerced labour 
migration. There can be little doubt, however, that through the period of early colonial 
induslrializalion, African migrant labour underwent heavy losses, among the highest 
in the modern history of industrialization, though it should never be forgotten that we 
have no reliable information on the death rate in the '~raditional" sector for the 
corresponding years. Keeping this caveat in mind, the 1914 -1926 period, crude 
death rate among the African personnel of Union Miniere averaged between 4 -
5%, with crisis rates of 10.6 - 20.2% du ring the 1917 - 1918 epidemics, rates to 
eompare with the 1.5 - 2% obtaining on the South Afriean Rand (1914 - 1926)." 

Recruiting by the Office du Travaif (OFFITRA) offers another case in pOin!." The 
Office was set up by the State administration in 1922, in order to organize long-di­
stance reeruitment for the eontracting companies engaged in the reconstruction of 

15 VeUut. J. L.. "les bassins miniers da J'ancien Conga beige. Essai d'hJstoire economlque el 
sociale (1900 -1960)", Cahiers du CEDAF (Srussels), Nov. 1981 (p. 7). 

lB Comparative data gathered by Fetter, S., "Mortallty Patterns in Twentieth Century Industrial 
Africa: A preliminary analysis", Third World Economic History and Development Group 
Conference: Economic Change and the Stale, Manchester University, 13 - 15 September 
1991. Also Id., "Changing determinants of African Mineworker Mortality: Witwatersrand and 
the Copperbelt, 1911 -1940", unpub!. paper (1992).1 thank the author tor letting me benef~ 
fram his current research in the fjeld of population histrny in the fonner colonies of central Africa. 

17 Kuama Mobwa M., "La mobilisation da la torce detravail dans le sud-ouest de I'ancien Congo 
beige (1910 -1932)", unsubrnitted Ph. D. dissertation (History), Louvain-Ia-Neuve, 1993. 
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the Matadi-Kinshasa railway. This project aimed at more than doubling the capacity 
01 this vital rail link. Construction was at lirst conceived on a labour intensive basis, 
despite solemn assurances that maximum mechanization would be applied. The 
contracting lirm requested 5,000 workers lor 1924, 6,500 for 1925, 10,000 being 
loreseen lor 1926. OFFITRA was indeed instrumentat in organizing the immigration 
into Lower Congo 01 workers recruited as lar as in the Kwango, Equator and Uele 
regions. Overall statistics as published by the Office recorded a mortality rate of 
5.45% on the 7310 men present in 1930 on the camps and the working sites. This 
ligure of 400 deaths did not include those which occurred in the course of transport 
on the way to the camps or back to the home regions. Indeed, all observers of that 
period were agreed that among the main causes of mortality lor migrant labour, 
conditions of transport played a non negligible part. The long marches with inade­
quate lood provisions were to blame, but also the "utterly deplorable conditions" on 
board unequipped river berges, a recurring theme among soeial reformers of the 
1920'S.'8 Be that as it may, by 1929, after six years of operation liltle less than 5% of 
OFFtTRA recruits were still dying before reaching their allotted work sites. 

Global results gave only part of the story and indeed they could introduce a skewed 
vision of reality insolar as general results tended to smother the impact of particular 
cases of neglect or irresponsibility on the part of recruijers or of constructing 
companies. A case in point is that of the great railworks of the 1920's, both in Belgian 
Congo and in neighbouring French Equatorial Africa. In the French Congo, for 
example, eye-witnesses such as Albert Londres gave harrowing accounts of the fate 
encountered by migrant labour transported from Ubengui-Chari and from Tchad, as 
lar as from Waddai, to land in the "green hell" 01 the Congo-Ocean construction sites 
in its sections through the rain forest of Mayombe. In 1925 - 1926, up to 20,000 
men were recruited and employed at any one time on construction and services on 
the notorious sites of the Societe des Batignolfes. ' Cases 01 transportation by 
caravans of men roped to the neck were still known as had been the case lor centuries 
01 slave trading. The lack 01 food and of medical provision, the absence of the 
simplest tools, supervision by brutal milijary guards, ailied to disastrous consequen­
ces. For 15 - 20% 01 those who left lor the far-distant work sites, death occurred on 
the road, even belore reaching their assigned site. For the survivors, the mortality 
rate on sections 01 the works Iluctuated between 30 - 60%." 

Though scandals occurred on a sm aller scale, migrant labour also took ils toll on 
the Belgian side 01 the border. Through the 1920's, authorized voices Irom State and 
Church multiplied warnings on the lar-reaching consequences 01 lorced recruitment 

18 In 1919, the 3rd Session of the Commission permanente pour Ia protection des indigenes had 
issued a protest against the sordid conditions ilT1>OSed on African travelJers onboard liver 
steamers. Far 1926, the Rapport aux Chambres could not but take note that the situation had 
not improved. 

19 Construction reallygot underwayin 1925. The inauguration tookplace in 1932. The aecount 
of the notorious work siles by Albert Landres (1928) was republished as apart of his Oeuvres 
comp/etes, Parts, 1991 . See also, dating from 1926, the observations by L. Buell, vol. 11, 
p. 261 - 263. In 1925. Andre Gide witnessed the forcible recruitment 01 migrant labour in 
Ubangui-Shari. Porters and hostages ware roped together and lad away under military 
guard. A weU-documented status qumstionis in: Toso, C., La Guerra deI "Congo-Warra" 
1928 - 1931,/ perchB di una rivo//a, Milano, Don. A. Giuttr. Editore. 1991 . 
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for distant work sites, but the most telling indictments came from observers who 
chanced upon practices which were usually withheld frorn official reports or simply 
passed unnoticed. They all point to the permanence of slave trading practices 
inherUed from the past. During his journey through colonial Africa, L. Buell came upon 
a number of such vivid incidents. At one point, at Kirundu, on the Lualaba, he thus 
came across a group of old people, tied by the neck. Fleeing from their chief, they 
had been gathered by aState official who was conveying them to Stanleyville where 
they would be delivered to a private entrepreneur.20 In 1928, it took the acumen of a 
clear-sighted observer to cull from official reports information on casualties in 
"concentralion camps" where migrant labour underwent examinalions and elemen­
tary training before being delivered to employers. Mortality in those transit camps 
came close to 15% in Katanga as weil as in those run by OFFITRA. To this last figure 
had to be added a further estimated 10% who died on the road on the way to the 
camps, or back to the home country after being discharged for medical reasons. In 
short, up to a quarter of OFFITRA recruits died within the four months following their 
departure from the home village. The same author had his attention awaken after 
being personally witness to the sad fate met by miserable recruits from the Yaka 
country in Kwango, led over a six-week walking ordeal to camps, where half would 
be dismissed for their poor health, and turned back to their villages. With what chance 
of reaching them alive? The dramatic conclusion of this discussion was that, over a 
period of one year, contingents of more or less forcibly recruited Congolese workers 
underwent a mortality rate which represented double the rate suffered by the Belgian 
army in the four-year campaign of 1914 - 1918.21 

It would be templing to extrapolate from such particular indictments and to cast a 
picture of gloorn over the whole process of migration in the Congo of the 1920's. It 
should be kept in mind, however, that, sometimes through their African experience, 
these first-hand observers and critics had become engrossed by humanistic convicti­
ons which made them particularly alert to trace and doeument such deviations from 
the letter of the colonial books. This distortion is compounded by those historians 
who, in true filiation to the practice of Whig history,22 organize their narrative around 
an epic story of wrong-doing and then extrapolate frorn painful descriptions which are 
the only ones they care to cull from the sources. After all, isn't this the first chapter in 
the social history of Central Africa for which soeial wrongs can really be documented? 

Ideology thus enters all accounts of coloniallabour migration in the Congo, be they 
first-hand, or later day reconstructions, coming from a more recent past. In fact, we 
are relatively weil documented about the dark pages of migrations because there 

20 L. Buell, private eorrespondenee (1926), quoted by Northrup, D .. o.e .. p. 134. 
21 Orts, P., La Congo an 1928, Bruxelles, 1930. The authOf dramalized the s"ualion by pointing 

that, in World War I, the Belgian army had Incorporated 328,000 men and that there had 
been 41.000 recorded deaths In the treops, representing a mortality rate of 12.6%. Ibid., 
p. 14. P. Orts was a prominent board mambar cf a colonial holding who. on his return trom 
a journey 10 the Conga, presented his conclusions 10 a seleet audience. 

22 The Whig hlstorian seizes upon parties. personages, and events which evoke the closest 
response 10 his own feelings and he sets them In contrast with the rest of the stuff 01 history . 
Through this selection, he thus "has his organizalion and abridgement of history ready-made 
and has a clean path through the eomplexity". BUl1arfield, H .. The Whig Interprelalion of 
His/Dry, Penguin Books, 1973, p. 28. 
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were critics of these social movements who wanted to document their case and warn 
off what they perceived as a trend fraught with dangers. From their point of view, 
behind the poor conditions infticted upon migrant labour, loomed disastrous conse­
quences upon the population as a whole. 

Such considerations, loaded with ideology as they were, combined with hard 
economic reckoning to impose a review of labour policies. tts avowed aims were to 
keep the demand for migrant labour under control and, in the longer run, to 
construct a stable society, where migrations would be permanently kept to a bare 
minimum. 

3, Mass migration on trial: the economics and the Ideology of 
"modern colonization" 

Throughout the 1920's, the challenges to labour migration developed apace with 
growing proletarianization, a process which seemed to carry with it the ever increa­
sing dependence of capitalist enterprises upon recruited man-power. All efforts at 
setting strict procedures seemed of little avait, at the end of the day, recruitment 
remained synonym with wasteful and costly management, irreconcilable in the end 
with colonial welfare on the long run. As a result, there arose a motley coalition against 
large scale migration. Accounting clearly played its part, but so did expediency. Social 
vision provided inspiration, but there were also the tactical needs to compromise 
between particular interests in the field. The ensuing slowing down of emigration from 
the rural homelands owed, however, a lot to an unexpected contingency, the great 
depression. Migration would resume later, henceforth on its own, responding to 
industrial development as weil as to the relative decay of '1raditional" agriculture. New 
social visions would then take over from the dualist utopias which had inspired many 
colonial thinkers and social engineers of the earHer generation. 

tt should be first realized, however, that theories or decisions coming from above 
never held an undisputed sway. Indeed, it can be argued that would-be theoreticians 
and planners more olten than not tried to run alter achanging reality and that many 
decisions were in fact taken from below. For the history of migration, the great 
depression provides a case in point. 

tn 1931 - 1932, mobility of labour rapidly decreased as there were massive 
lay-offs. Union Miniere was at the forefront with 75% of its African labour being placed 
in redundancy. But at the same time, African-owned agriculture vastly expanded, 
tying labour to its home areas, and putting a brake to economic migration. By 1938, 
the cotton societies were buying the production of 700,000 planters, a figure more 
than 30% in excess of the aggregate number of wage workers in the whole colony.23 
To the distress of some industrial or plantation employers, the agricultural alternatives 
of cotton, coffee, palm-oil as weil as food-crops detennines the temporary slow-down 
of long-distance migration. tn the absence of reliable data on revenue induced by 
cash-crop planting in various regions, it is a moot question to assess the relative parts 
played by compulsion and profit in the rapid development of African agriculture. All 

23 Aggregate data and competition for labour between cotton planting, food production, and 
mining employment in: La Depeche coloniale beIge et L 'Essorco/onial et maritime. 22 Oet 1938. 
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indications are, however, that this entry cf the "bush" in the money economy took place 
on widely different tenns, depending on the wide range of profrtability lor particular crops, 
a measure with varied with vastly different natural soil and climate conditions, and with 
contrasting transport cond~ions. All lactors which still hold true today. 

Aside Irom myriads 01 individual deeisions, however. policies Irom above clearly 
also played their part. Not unexpectedly, prolit considerations weighed heavily at all 
stages, but that they often did not come alone. as iIIustrated by the labour policy 01 
the large mining companies in the Conge as compared with the same seetor in 
neighbouring countries. At lirst sight, one might be tempted to seek paralleis between 
the experiences 01 mining in the Congo and in Southern Alrica. To begin with, in both 
cases, entrepreneurs lound it necessary to invest in the costly organization 01 labour 
markets where migrant labour would playa decisive part. The parallel extends to the 
difficult problems 01 coming to grips with an ill-known health environment, 01 training 
an Alrican labour lorce. 01 coping with the consequences lor remote rural areas 01 
an absentee male population employed in distant mining districts.lndeed, particularly 
in the lield 01 public health. through their early years 01 experience, mining companies 
in the Congo borrowed extensively from the South Alrican experience which they 
tried to emulate. lirst at a distance, but then successlully.2< 

Yet, the striclly colonial character ofthe Belgian Congo economy set it clearly apart 
Irom South Alrica where political power rested in the hands 01 an indigenous white 
population. In the Congo. colonial enterprises were Ireer to draw on Alrican labour 
and to operate slriclly on consideralions 01 cost, a consideration which led them to 
dispose whenever possible 01 migrant white labour. more coslly and more easily 
prone to organize vis-a-vis business. These lactors played a deeisive part in hasten­
ing the training in the Belgian Congo 01 a skilled Alrican labour lorce. adecision which 
carried with it as a consequence the "stabilization". in the vocabulary 01 the day, 01 
pennanently seHled Alrican lamilies. This policy went hand in hand with a diminished 
reliance on migrant. unskilled. labour. 

The lirst steps were taken in the 1920'5 by the leading mining companies in the 
diamond and copper basins. respectively in Kasai and Katanga, and later. in the early 
193O's, in the tin district 01 Manono in Eastern Katanga. In the meantime, mixed 
lonnulas were adopted in the Kilo-Moto gold mines 01 Ihe North-East. There. a 
contrasted milieu determined the solutions which were adopted. Some mining sites 
were under operation in a low-Iying, humid, lorest region and they were lorced to 
seek complementary labour in similar eeological environments, notably in the Uele 
basin. By contrast, other sites were situated in plateau districts, and had to draw on 
labour Irom high altitude regions as lar as Rwanda. In the Kilo-Moto complex, as a 
result. migranllabour coexisted through the 193O's with a 'stabilized" working lorce. 

24 Until the 1930's, crude mortality rates in industrial Katanga trailed at a distance between 
figures obtalning in the Rand. From then on, however. mortality rates ware lower in Katanga 
lhan in the mining basins of South Africa orthe Ahodeslas. Cf. Fetter, 8 ., "Mortality Patterns", 
loc.cit. Thera is an extensive lilerature on the sLbject of labour migration in Southern Africa. 
For example, cf. Mühlenberg, F .. Wanderatbei/ in SOdafrika. Ursachen eines Atbeitsmarl<t­
pMnomens dualisNscher Wirtschansgesellschanen, Sluttgart. Guslav Fischer Verlag, 1967. 
also Marks, S. and Rathbone, R.. Industrialisatlon and Social Change in SoUlh Africa. African 
class formation. culture and consciousness. 1871 - 1930. London. Longman. 1982. 
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As a rule, however, meehanization was less advaneed in that publicly-owned enter­
prise than was the ease in the other main mining distriets 01 the eolony, 

Immigration into mining distriets did not, therelore, lose its preminenee everywhere 
at the same time, The lirst migrant workers to be hit were those eoming Irom larther 
away, as was shown lor both Alriean and European workers 01 '~oreign" origin. In all 
plaees, the white eomponent 01 the working class had already been gradually phased 
out Irom the early 1920's onwards. This was partieularly true 01 non-Selgian workers, 
lor reasons where political and business eonsiderations eombined. The ease 01 
Katanga was illustrative. There, South Alrican and English-speaking personnel Irom 
various national origins had oceupied a majority pos~ion in the pioneering days 01 
Ihe copper industry. Through expirations 01 their contraets, this group rapidly lrom 
the scene beginning in 1920. 

"Foreign" Alriean workers who had immigrated into the Congo met a similar late. 
This was the ease 01 West Afrieans in Western Congowhere manyhad been reeruited 
by the lirst rail eompany, the Chernin de fer du Congo, or by the army and who had 
settied in the eountry at the end 01 their term 01 eontraet. In the early 1920's, there 
was mounting pressure by the administration and the petty white middle elass to 
replaee them whenever possible by indigenous labour, cheaper and allegedly more 
easily eowed into doeility. Simultaneously, in Katanga, employers 01 labour Irom 
Nyassaland, Mozambique orthe Rhodesias were inspired by similar motivations. The 
deteriorating rate 01 exchange 01 sterling vs. the Irane eontributed to making impera­
tive the relianee on loeal sources ollabour. In the meantime, the turn-over 01 "Ioreign" 
Alrican labour had been high. In 1921, the major~ 01 Alriean personnel employed 
by Union Miniere in Katanga were still 01 Rhodesian origin, a proportion whieh by 
1924 had lallen to 50%. Reeruitments in Rhodesia were linally interrupted in 1931 . 
Over 15 years, a total 01 up to 80,000 Rhodesians had by then served the eompany, 
but only 900 of these had vOluntarily returned to Katanga at the end oftheir eontract.25 

Conversely, through these years, migrant labour Irom South-Eastem Congo was 
seeking beUer-paid employment in Rhodesia, in partieular when the Northern Cop­
perbelt mines were put in operation." 

Sy then, migration to Katanga exclusively originated from the Congo ~seij, but this 
only came as a transitional measure as the company began to fix ~s work lorce elose to 
the mining basins. The turning point whieh took symbolie signfficance came in 1928 when 
the company granted an award to its workers Irom Lomami at the end 01 their eontraet in 
order to enable them to marry in their home region. The proviso was that they would 
re-contraet with Union Miniere, and settle defin~ely with thair wives and ehildren in 
Katanga. From then on, mortality among the Alrican personnel 01 the company deerea­
sed speetaeularly, being lowered Irom 1.6 to 0.5% between 1930 and 1940. 

25 Data from Union Miniere du Haul-Kalanga. Evolution des techniques et des aClivites 
sociales, 1906 - 1956, Brussels, 1957, p. 217. 

26 The social history of the border region adjoining the Copperbelt has been studied in depth 
by L. Verbeek through a number of monographs based on oral and written unpublished 
material. For example. Verbeek. L.. "L'histoire dans les ehants et les danses populaires de 
la zone eulturelle Bemba du Haut-Shaba (ZaTre)", Enqueles Bt Documents d'Histolre 
africaine (Louvain-Ia-Neuve), vol. 10, 1992. Border regions present a rieh fjeld for migration 
studies as workers moved, and still mave, aerass the boundaries fallawing palitieal cr 
econamle eireumstanees. 
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This measure marked the beginning of ·stabilization' and, indeed, alter a lew 
years, one talked of a "new race" being born and carefully nurtured in the company's 
townships. The political and economic background to that policy is lairly well-known. 
Its underlying ideology has been studied lor Union Miniere whose model patemalistic 
policy even inspired some historians to use ~ as a testing ground for an application 01 
the amorphous concept 01 totalitarianism.27 But the whole colonial contexl of "stabilizati­
on' still deserves more scrutiny. Suffice ~ here to suggest a lew lines 01 inquiry. 

Criticism which was levelled at labour migration ran deeper than mere considera­
tions 01 cost and profit. The discussion took a human rights dimension as migration 
was clearly fraught with breaches to the law 01 free labour as engraved in the Charte 
Coloniale, the founding document of the colony which read in its Art. 2: ''nul ne peut 
etre contraint de travailler pour le compte ou au prolit de particuliers ou de societes". 
These general principles took a new urgency in the inter-war period as a general 
assault was launched Irom the metropoies as weil as from burgeoning intemational 
organizations against the still prevailing conditions of coerced labour in Africa. This 
was shown by the L. Buell survey, by the Orde Browne inquiry in East Alrica, or by 
several League 01 Nations documents.28 In the Belgian Congo, the case was made 
more pressing by arguing that there was a link between labour lorced migration and 
the alleged depopulation of the country. Alter all, beyond suffering high casualties, 
migrants were absentee husbands and fathers and the slow attrition 01 the indigenous 
population could be traced to their absence." 

It should be realized that this case was mostly based onlocal soundings, and 
impressions, then exlrapolated to larger regions, rather than founded on solid 
demographie evidence. In the repetitive arguments which appeared on this subject, 
it is sometimes hard to distinguish between lact and ideology. Facts were, of course, 
more readily available for burgeoning urban centres, with their gross sexual imbalan­
ce and an ensuing low reproduction rate. As an example, ~ could be shown that, by 
1924, the urban population 01 Kinshasa counted 18,000 men, but only 5,500 wamen 
and 3,500 children, or that the Union Miniere compounds sheltered in the same year 
12,152 men for 1,715 women. 

Figures were, 01 course, less reliable for some rural areas, olten deemed to lose 
population due to low fertility and a high infant mortality, by contrast with villages 
under the elose influence of a mission station. In this case, available figures showed 
that fecundity was high and population on the increase. Despite the uncertainty 01 
figures, the local State administration was assigned for years the unrewarding task 

27 Fetter, B., "L'Union Miniere du Haut-Katanga. 1920 - 1940. La nalssanc8 d'une sous--cul-
ture tolalitaire', Cahiers du CEDAF (8russels), 1973 (p. 9 - 10). AHer all, Hannah Arendt 
had traced the roots of totalitarianism to German colonialism in Africa. Sy contrast. "class 
struggle" is at the haart of the more reeent monograph on labour In Katanga: Higginson, J., 
A Working Class in the Making. Belgisn Co/anial Labor Poliey and the African Mineworker, 
1907 - 1951, Universily 01 Wisconsin Press, 1989. 

28 Far example. Ganeva Convention of 1930 on Forced Labour. 
29 The available colonial expertise of the day was unanimous in denouncing "depopulation" as 

the major threat faeing the Congo, as shown by debates and resolutions in all eolonial 
consultative assemblies, on the spot as weil as in Europe. See the Commission pour la 
proteelion des Indigenes, in partieular in its 1919 session, the various Commissions de la 
Msin-d'oeuvre in the 1920's, the sessions of the Congres C%nial National, as laIe as 1930 
etc. 
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of imposing a ceiling on migrant labour, arbttrary put at 5"10 of the adult male 
population of each "community". This very theoretical assignment had nevertheless 
as a major side effect the extension of an administrative grid at the grass roots.30 

This debate raged through the 1920's and, as was reminded above, we owe ttthe flow 
of denunciations which, today, enable us to reoonstttute some of the hardships encounte­
red bytransportedworkers. However, the ideological overtones ofthese documents should 
not be neglected, as denunciations of migrant Iabour and of a fluid society went hand in 
hand with apologies for the stabiltty of a dual society. Dualtty meant at one and the same 
time to "stabilize", i.e. to modemize graduallyrural society, opening ttto the market, without 
provoking an abrupt break wtth tts past. Meanwhile, and in parallel, wage labour would 
also be "stabilized" as a healthy, self-reproducing segment of African society, a~ached to 
employment in the capttalist sector of the economy. 

The writings of various theoreticians of what they regarded as "modern coloniza­
tion" are very instructive in this regard. Essays or re ports by O. Louwers, combining 
his role as the influential colonial adviser with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 
Brussels with the position of rapporteur to the Congres Colonial sessions, or by G. 
Vanderkerken, a former colonial official, who had joined the faculty of the Universite 
Coloniale in Antwerp, or again the better-informed missionary authors of the day, all 
conjure up the image of a maturing dual society which would be able both to ensure 
the development of the capitalist sector, and of the African rural economy, based on 
family production. A modem peasant sector would thus perform the functions of a 
well-tutored contact zone, gradually opening the way for what was then called 
"civilization" and stoad in stark contrast to the demoralizing melting pot of the new 
townships and company camps. The aim, in short, was to substitute a stable society 
for the uncertainties of a society in flux. Rural society in its idealized form would in 
the end constitute the foundation on wh ich the whole colonial edifice would rest. For 
the first time in African history, it would make coercion unnessary, thus rendering 
Nieboer's law obsolete. 

Beyond this common aim, there were, of course, differences on the strategies to 
follow. Some in the administration would insist on moving very gradually, maintaining, 
and if need be, reviving traditions, notably by propping up the authority of the chiefs 
and the writ of "native courts', by encouraging "native crafts" etc. Missionaries or 
colonial theoreticians under their influence derived much of their inspiration f,om the 
tradition of Belgian political Catholicism, with tts fascination for protection of the 
peasantry against the encroachments of industry.31 They laid more hope in the 

30 The 5% ratio of the male population aliowed 10 be employed al a dislance was proclaimed 
in 1925 by the Commisslon pour I'etude defa msin - d'oeUVfe BU Congo beIge. Defined in 
Brussels, this target when applied in the field entailed the impossible task of keeping track 
of the movements of every individual. Despite its unrealistic character. this instruction was 
stubbornly enforced, leading over the years 10 a stream of complex and sterile calculations. 

31 This line has hardly been explored by historians who see in colonial palieies the sole alm of 
imposing adependence of the rural upon the capitalist sector. human "restocking reserva­
tions" being set aside, with "hunting quotas" being imposed so as to replenish labour 
reservoirs, for the benefit of the capitalist segments of the economy. It takes only a step 
further 10 describe Africans as a herd of wild animals that needed closed hunting seasons. 
Northrup, D., O.C., p. 180. The institution of "reservations" was, of course, unknown in the 
Selgian Conga. For a general overview of agriculture in colonial Conga, see Jewsiewicki, 
S., "Rural society and the Belgian colonial economy", in: Birmingham, D., and Martin, P., 
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transition to monogamous, Christian, lamily as the basis lor modemity than in carelul 
reconstruction 01 old traditions. Here again, however, in the missionary Church, there 
was an "indigeniste" minority who were planting the seeds 01 the Good Word in what 
they regarded as pure, revitalized primitive societies, not yet contaminated by modern 
rationalism. In their view, the luture 01 Christianity laid there, and not in the materia­
listic civilization 01 capitalist enterprise. A point 01 view which led them to adopt an 
ambivalent atmude towards colonization.32 

These ideological views of the "good rural society" were Iraught with distrust 
against the demands of a rapidly growing capitalist seelor, and this division to an 
uncomforlable situation in the lace 01 colonial companies which were accepted as 
the main economic actors and indeed lelt that they were entitled to the help the 
administration. Coexistence between the colonial actors could only be resolved 
through an endless stream of compromises, negotiated at the top as weil as in the 
field. In the last resort, state-construction had to reconcile the need to extend ~s 
control on the ground, through the agency of chiefs and of a myriad 01 indigenous 
assistants, with its lending daily assistance to colonial entrepreneurs. Weren't they, 
in the end, those who would be leeding the money economy through wages or the 
payment 01 cash-crops? 

The ensuing result was an elfort by the administration to regulate movements 
between the rural and capitalist sectors, to introduce quotas lor recruitment, to 
encourage the replacement 01 labour by machines whenever possible, notably 
through the extensive road-building programme Irom the late 1920's through the 
1930's. It can indeed be argued that the State built its administrative network on the 
ground through the struggle to keep migration under controt, to deny, in the lield, a 
free hand to recru~ers and 10 limit their demands and the movement of people to the 
bare essentials. A programme which lound its theoretical expression in a number of 
writings on "politique indigime", and whose success or lailure owed much to personal 
relationships established between the main actors, be they Alrican or European. 

4, To co nc lude: ~impses at migration as an experience In 
transculturation 

In colonial society in ils early stages, il we borrow from the dualist model, two 
worlds coexisted, each sealed olf Irom the other by a complex of exclusions. There 
was the world of rational, bureaucratic States, 01 capitalist enterprises based on a 
long-term view 01 prolit, a world which granted a special position to world religions. 
This world had its own particular mixes, less rational in character, as represented by 
concepts such as races, cultures, national identities. Alt combined to clearly set this 

eds., History 01 Centrat Alrlca, val. 11, Landon, Longman, 1963, pp. 95 -125. 
32 Much workremains to be dons on nativistk:currents in Belgian Africa. Among lhefirst essays. 

Bontinck. F. t Aux originBs de "La Philosophie bantoue", La co"espondance Tempels­
Hutstaart (1944 - 1948), Kinshasa, Faculle de Theologie catholique, 1985. See also 
contributions by Vinck H. on other parts of G. Hulstaert's correspondence, in: Annales 
lEequatoria (Mbandaka) (1986 e\ sv.). 

33 See select bibliography in annex. 
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world of modemity apart from what it regarded as "native soeieties". The lalter 
themselves imposed exclusion on the outside world, through their particularistic rules 
and rites, through their self-centred world view. 

This cleavage may have been cultivated in principle as it embodied a promise of 
stability. In practice, however, tt always gave way to a variety of unstable "contact zones", 
where the language was transcuttural, adaptative, opening up new spaces where various 
fonns of symbolic power were present even though there was sometimes fen a possibility 
of transcending the existing relations of domination and conquest. 

This is a complex history where colonial subjects acted selectively in their 
appropriation of dominant cultures but also where they borrowed from other subjects. 
Influences and adaptation flowed the other way 100, with dominant people incorpo­
rating indigenous symbols, often as a way to consolidate their rule, but also provoked 
by these new encounters into adapting their own cultural outlook to a new situation. 

Migration served as one powertul tool for this sort of interaction and creativity. Up 
tp now, the subject has been broached through the study of colonial urban cultures 
in their different aspects. In the case of the Congo, the creativity of popular culture in 
the cosmopolitan African towns has been illustrated in the case of popular art, of 
sport, of language. The same process of creation has been less often explored in the 
rural areas, but there too there are sources which allow us to reconstruct something 
of the atmosphere of awe and terror which surrounded the relations with urban life. 
After all, as was seen earlier, the world of migration was one of brutal captures, of 
men being submilted to injections, undergoing a number of bizarre physical tests and 
measurements, a tragic crowd of men disappearing by the thousands into the 
unknown, never to be heard of again, vanished into a world obsessed with the 
production of material goods. Did this world of riches and of evil utilize souls or 
corpses to produce weatth? Were they not Europeans who were looking for men to 
buy, rather than for work to pay? And in the villages, behind the departed migrant 
workers, what remained if not a world where jealousy and evil were everywhere 
present? What expected the fortunate migrant who had survived, upon his occasional 
return to the home village? 

Much material has already been gathered on the traumas and the dreams 
nourished by migration and the "contact zones" of colonial Congo. Enough has 
already been brought to light to renewand enrich our understanding of structural 
processes such as labour migration. But the field of transcutturation still holds room for 
much work to be done and tt will no doubt open for still some time one of the more exciting 
directions to be explored by the historiography of the coIonial age. 

ANNEX 

Migrations as a transcultural experience. A select bibliography of current research 
on the cultural history of colonial Congo. 

Africa-Europe. Exercises in mutual exploration: 
Jewsiewicki. B., "Painting in Zaire. From the Invention of the West to the Representation of 

Social Selr, in: Affic. Explores. 2dh century Affican Art, New York, The Center lor Aloean 
Art, 1991, pp. 130 -175. 
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Id" "Peintres da cases, imagiers 8t savants populaires du Congo", 1900 - 1960. Un essai 
d'histoire de I'esthetique indigone- (u'l'ubl. paper, 1991). 

Mudimbe, V. Y., The Invention 01 Africa. Gnosis, Philosophy, and Ihe Order of Knowledge, 
Indiana University Press, 1988. 

Transculturation at birth: 
Hunt. N. R.. "'Le Bebe an brousse': European Women. African Birth Spacing and Colonial 

Intervention in Braast 1900ing in the Belgian Congo", International Joumal of African 
Historieal Studies, XXt - 3 (1988), pp. 401 - 432. 

Pidginizing language as a symbol of power: 
FabJan, J .. Language and ColonlaI Power. The Appropriation of Swahi/i in the Former Belgian 

Congo, 1880 -1938, Universily of CaUlornia Press, 1991. 
Reinvention through stereotypes and fantasies: 
Val/ul. J.-L., "Materiaux pour une Image du Blane dans la socitHe coloniale du Conga BeIge", 

in: J. Pirotte. dir., StBreotypes nationaux el prejuges rac;aux aux X/Xe et XXe sieales, 
Louvain-Ia-Neuve, 1982, pp. 91 -116. 

People's history: 
Fsblan, J., History Irom Below. The 'Vocabulary 01 Elisaoolhvil/e" by Andre Yav. Text, 

translation, and intelpretive essay, Philadelphia, John Benjamins Publishing Co., 1990. 
Verbeek, L., 1.'histoire dans les chants et danses populaires: la zone culturelle Semba du 

Haut-Shaba (Zaire)", Enquetes et Documents d'Hlstolre alrlcaine (Louvain-Ia-Neuve), 10 
(1992) (in the press). 

Rumours as source. Buyers of men, seilers of corpses: 
WMe, L., 'Vampire Priests 01 central Alrica, Or, Afrlcan debates About Labor In Colonial 

Northern Zambia" (unpubl. paper, 1991). 

Art deco vs. traditional art: two modes of appropriation: 
Vel/Uf, J.-L., ·Peintres congalais (1900 -1950). Entraves et ouvertures dans les rencontres 

artistlques entre Afrique et Europe" , in: La naissance de Ja peinture contemporalna an Afrique 
centrale, 1930 -1970, Tervuren, Muses royal del'Afrique centrale, 1992, pp. 4 -11. 

Appropriating football as an African sport: 
Martin, P. M., "Colonlalism, Youth and Football in French Equatorial Africa", Intemational 

Journal of Ihe History 01 Sport, VIII-l (1991), pp. 56 - 71 , 

Jean-Luc Vel/ut, [Universite Catholique de Louvain (Louvain-Ia-Neuve)) 
Rue E. Gossart 17, bte 3, B-1180 Brüssel 
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