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

A
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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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[Our goal K]"...o open t civilization the only
part ofthe globe where It has yet o penetrat...
itis, 1 dare to s, a crusade worthy of this cen:
tury of rogress... In binging you to Brussels I
was in no way motivated by selfish designs.”
King Leopold

Part lll: The Reality of the Congo
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 deteriora

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 itself “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 felds im.-
‘mediately adjacent o 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 expedtion has destroyed allthe villages be-
tween the mouth ofthe Kasai (ver) and Bolobo.
The felds are all ravaged. The inhabitants had

defended themselves and a great many were

King Leopold standing in a pie of African heads.

Once an example had been set, the Europeans
worked to repair 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 eastern
portions of the Congo. Leopold ordered his soldiersin
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 (o de-
feat one of ts 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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