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Epigraph

“I cannot quite remember the exact moment when I became obsessed with writing a play about the seemingly endless war in the Democratic Republic of Congo, but I knew that I wanted to somehow tell the stories of the Congolese women caught in the cross-fire.”

(Lynn Nottage)

“The Democratic Republic of Congo is potentially one of the richest countries on earth, but colonialism, slavery and corruption have turned it into one of the poorest.”

(Dan Snow)

“The world should not ignore the horrors of eastern DR Congo.”

(Marien E.N. Bemi)
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To the countless men, women, and children whose lives were brutally taken, whose cries went unheard, and whose dreams were extinguished in the dark forests of the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

To the survivors, whose courage defies the horrors they have witnessed, and whose strength gives hope to future generations.

To the forgotten voices of the east, whose suffering remains a haunting reminder of humanity's failure to protect the vulnerable.

May this book serve as a testament to your resilience, a memorial to your suffering, and a call for justice in the face of unspeakable tragedy.

You are not forgotten. This is for you.



​​Introduction: Unveiling the Forgotten Tragedy

THE DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC of the Congo (DRC), a nation with abundant natural resources and a vibrant cultural heritage, has been marred by decades of conflict, violence, and human suffering. Often referred to as "the world's forgotten war," the tragedy that has unfolded in the DRC is a complex and multifaceted crisis that demands global attention. This book aims to shed light on the genocide and crimes against humanity that have plagued the DRC, exploring the root causes, the actors involved, and the profound impact on millions of lives.

The DRC's history is one of immense potential overshadowed by exploitation, colonialism, and conflict. From the brutal reign of King Leopold II of Belgium to the Cold War power struggles, the DRC has been a battleground for competing interests. The end of the Cold War did not bring peace; instead, it marked the beginning of a new and even more devastating chapter in the nation's history.

The First Congo War, which began in 1996, was a turning point that set the stage for the subsequent violence that has come to define the modern DRC. It was a conflict rooted in the aftermath of the Rwandan genocide, regional power struggles, and the pursuit of the DRC's vast mineral wealth. The war resulted in the overthrow of Mobutu Sese Seko's regime but also unleashed a wave of instability that has persisted for decades.

The Second Congo War, often referred to as "Africa's World War," was even more catastrophic. It involved multiple African nations and resulted in the deaths of millions of people, primarily from disease and starvation. Despite the formal end of the war in 2003, violence has continued in various forms, particularly in the eastern regions of the DRC. Rebel groups, often backed by foreign powers, continue to exploit the country's resources and perpetuate a cycle of violence that has left millions displaced and traumatised.

One of the most disturbing aspects of the conflict in the DRC is the use of genocide and other forms of mass violence as tools of war. Entire communities have been targeted based on their ethnicity, and the systematic use of rape and sexual violence as weapons of war has devastated the lives of countless women and girls. These atrocities have largely gone unpunished, with many perpetrators still at large.

The international community's response to the crisis in the DRC has been inconsistent and, at times, woefully inadequate. While the United Nations has deployed peacekeeping forces, these efforts have often been hampered by limited resources, lack of coordination, and political constraints. The International Criminal Court has made some strides in holding perpetrators accountable, but justice remains elusive for many victims.

This book also delves into the economic impact of the conflict, examining how the exploitation of the DRC's vast natural resources, including coltan, diamonds, and gold, has fuelled violence and corruption. The proceeds from these resources have often funded rebel groups and foreign interests, exacerbating the conflict and leaving the Congolese people to suffer the consequences.

The plight of women and children in the DRC is a central focus of this book. They are often the most vulnerable in times of conflict, facing violence, exploitation, and displacement. The use of child soldiers, the abduction of women, and the prevalence of sexual violence are stark reminders of the human cost of the DRC's wars.

Taking advantage of the weakness of the Congolese army and the lack of effective leadership from the Congolese government - undermined by corruption and disorganisation - little Rwanda continues to destabilise the greater Congo through rebel groups, under the silence and blessing of the so-called international community. This book sets out to analyse this macabre situation of perpetual war.

Despite the bleak picture, there are stories of resilience and hope. Grassroots movements, civil society organisations, and brave individuals continue to fight for peace, justice, and the rights of the Congolese people. The path to peace and reconstruction is fraught with challenges, but it is a journey that must be undertaken for the future of the DRC and its people.

This book seeks to bring the DRC's tragedy to the forefront of global consciousness, to give a voice to the voiceless, and to ensure that the lessons learned from this conflict are not forgotten. It is a call to action for the international community, policymakers, and individuals alike to work towards a just and lasting peace in the DRC.

As we embark on this exploration of the DRC's history, conflicts, and the road ahead, it is essential to recognise that this is not just a story of a distant land but a reflection of the global challenges we face in promoting peace, justice, and human dignity. The genocide in the DRC is a stain on the conscience of humanity, and it is our collective responsibility to ensure that it is not overlooked or forgotten.
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​Chapter 1: The Historical Background of the Democratic Republic of the Congo
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The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), a vast and resource-rich nation located in Central Africa, has a history that is both complex and tragic. To understand the current crisis, it is essential to delve into the historical context that has shaped the DRC into the nation it is today. This chapter provides a detailed overview of the key events and influences that have played a pivotal role in the development of the DRC, from pre-colonial times to the post-independence era.

​Pre-Colonial Kingdoms and Societies

BEFORE THE ARRIVAL of European colonisers, the region now known as the DRC was home to a variety of powerful kingdoms and societies. Among these were the Kingdom of Kongo, the Luba Empire, and the Lunda Empire. These kingdoms were characterised by sophisticated political structures, vibrant trade networks, and rich cultural traditions. The Kingdom of Kongo, for example, was a highly centralised state with a complex system of governance that included a king (the Mani Kongo) and a network of provincial governors.

Trade played a crucial role in the prosperity of these pre-colonial societies. The Congo River served as a vital artery for commerce, linking the interior regions with coastal areas and facilitating the exchange of goods such as ivory, copper, and slaves. The arrival of Portuguese explorers in the 15th century marked the beginning of increased European contact, which would eventually lead to profound changes in the region.

​The Scramble for Africa and Belgian Colonisation

THE LATE 19TH CENTURY saw the onset of the "Scramble for Africa," during which European powers competed to colonise and exploit the continent's resources. The Berlin Conference of 1884-1885, convened by European powers to divide Africa among themselves, marked a turning point for the Congo region. At this conference, King Leopold II of Belgium was granted control over what would become the Congo Free State.

Leopold's rule over the Congo Free State was characterised by extreme brutality and exploitation. The primary objective of Leopold's administration was to extract as much wealth as possible from the colony, particularly through the rubber trade. The methods used to achieve this were horrific, involving forced labour, widespread violence, and the systematic plundering of the region's resources. The atrocities committed during this period, including the mutilation and killing of millions of Congolese, have been widely documented and condemned by historians.

The international outcry against the abuses in the Congo Free State eventually led to the Belgian government taking control of the colony in 1908, renaming it the Belgian Congo. However, while the administration became more centralised, the exploitation of the Congolese people and their resources continued, albeit under a more bureaucratic guise.

​The Road to Independence

THE MID-20TH CENTURY was a period of rising nationalism across Africa, and the Belgian Congo was no exception. The push for independence was fueled by a growing awareness among Congolese intellectuals and leaders of the injustices of colonial rule, as well as the broader context of decolonisation taking place across the continent.

In 1960, under mounting pressure, Belgium granted the Congo its independence. The transition, however, was anything but smooth. The newly independent nation, now called the Republic of the Congo, was immediately plunged into chaos. The lack of preparation for self-governance, coupled with deep-seated ethnic divisions and Cold War geopolitical tensions, led to a series of crises that would set the stage for decades of instability.

​The Rise of Mobutu and the Zaire Era

ONE OF THE MOST SIGNIFICANT figures in the post-independence history of the DRC was Mobutu Sese Seko, who came to power in a coup in 1965. Renaming the country Zaire in 1971, Mobutu established a highly centralised and authoritarian regime that lasted for over three decades. His rule was marked by corruption, human rights abuses, and the systematic looting of the country's resources.

Mobutu's regime was supported by Western powers, particularly the United States, which saw him as a bulwark against communism in Africa during the Cold War. However, his mismanagement of the economy and the repression of political dissent led to widespread poverty and discontent among the Congolese population.

​The Decline of Mobutu and the Onset of War

BY THE EARLY 1990S, Mobutu's grip on power was weakening. The end of the Cold War meant that Western support for his regime waned, and internal opposition grew stronger. The First Congo War, which began in 1996, marked the beginning of the end for Mobutu. A coalition of rebel groups, supported by neighbouring countries such as Rwanda and Uganda, launched an armed campaign to overthrow him.

The war culminated in the capture of the capital, Kinshasa, in 1997, and the installation of Laurent-Désiré Kabila as the new president. However, this victory did not bring peace to the DRC. Instead, it set the stage for the Second Congo War, which would become one of the deadliest conflicts in modern history.

​Conclusion

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND of the Democratic Republic of the Congo is a story of exploitation, conflict, and resilience. From the pre-colonial kingdoms to the brutal colonial era, and from the tumultuous post-independence period to the rise and fall of Mobutu, the DRC's history is marked by a series of events that have shaped its current reality. Understanding this history is crucial to comprehending the ongoing conflict and the challenges that lie ahead for the DRC and its people.

This chapter sets the foundation for the rest of the book, providing the necessary context to explore the complex and tragic events that have unfolded in the DRC in recent decades. In the following chapters, we will delve deeper into the wars, the genocide, and the human suffering that have defined the modern history of the DRC.

​
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​Chapter 2: The First Congo War and Its Aftermath
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The First Congo War, which lasted from 1996 to 1997, was a conflict that reshaped the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and set the stage for the prolonged violence that continues to plague the region. This chapter explores the causes, key events, and consequences of the First Congo War, as well as its aftermath, which laid the groundwork for the even more devastating Second Congo War.

​The Rwandan Genocide and its Impact

THE ORIGINS OF THE First Congo War can be traced back to the 1994 Rwandan Genocide, a catastrophic event in which an estimated 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus were slaughtered by extremist Hutu militias. The genocide had profound regional repercussions, particularly in the DRC, which shares a border with Rwanda.

Following the genocide, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), a Tutsi-led rebel group, took control of Rwanda, prompting over two million Hutus, including members of the Interahamwe militia responsible for much of the genocide, to flee to neighbouring countries. A significant number of these refugees settled in eastern Congo, where they formed a formidable presence in the refugee camps.

The presence of these Hutu militias in eastern Congo posed a serious threat to the new Rwandan government, leading to heightened tensions between Rwanda and the DRC, then still known as Zaire. The Hutu militias used the refugee camps as bases to launch attacks on Rwanda, further destabilising the already volatile region.

​The Fall of Mobutu and the Rise of Laurent-Désiré Kabila

BY THE MID-1990S, MOBUTU Sese Seko's regime was in decline. His decades-long rule had left Zaire in a state of economic ruin, with rampant corruption, crumbling infrastructure, and widespread poverty. Mobutu's authoritarian government was increasingly isolated both domestically and internationally, and his hold on power was weakening.

The deteriorating situation in Zaire, combined with the presence of armed Hutu militias in the east, created an environment ripe for conflict. In 1996, a coalition of forces including Rwandan, Ugandan, and Burundian troops, along with Congolese rebels led by Laurent-Désiré Kabila, launched a military campaign to overthrow Mobutu. This coalition, known as the Alliance of Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Congo (AFDL), rapidly advanced across the country.

Mobutu, already weakened by illness, was unable to muster an effective defence against the AFDL's onslaught. In May 1997, after just seven months of fighting, the AFDL captured the capital, Kinshasa, and Mobutu fled the country. Laurent-Désiré Kabila declared himself the new president of the newly renamed Democratic Republic of the Congo.

​Kabila's Struggle to Consolidate Power

WHILE KABILA'S ASCENT to power marked the end of Mobutu's rule, it did not bring peace to the DRC. Kabila faced numerous challenges as he sought to consolidate his authority over the vast and fragmented country. His government was plagued by internal divisions, with many of his allies, including those from Rwanda and Uganda, growing increasingly disillusioned with his leadership.

Kabila's relationship with his foreign backers deteriorated as he sought to assert greater independence from Rwanda and Uganda, who had played crucial roles in bringing him to power. His decision to expel Rwandan military advisors from the DRC in 1998 triggered a major backlash, leading to the outbreak of the Second Congo War.

Kabila's government was also unable to address the deep-rooted issues that had fuelled the conflict. The eastern regions of the DRC remained highly unstable, with various armed groups, including Hutu militias, continuing to operate with impunity. The state's inability to provide security or basic services to its citizens further undermined Kabila's legitimacy.

​The Humanitarian Consequences

THE FIRST CONGO WAR had devastating humanitarian consequences for the people of the DRC. The conflict led to widespread displacement, with hundreds of thousands of people fleeing their homes to escape the violence. Many of these displaced individuals ended up in overcrowded and under-resourced refugee camps, where they faced dire conditions, including malnutrition, disease, and lack of access to clean water.

The war also exacerbated existing ethnic tensions, particularly in the eastern regions of the country. The conflict was characterised by brutal violence against civilians, including massacres, sexual violence, and the use of child soldiers. These atrocities created deep scars in the affected communities, contributing to the cycle of violence that would continue in the years to come.

One of the most significant humanitarian crises during this period occurred in the refugee camps in eastern Congo. The camps, which housed hundreds of thousands of Hutu refugees from Rwanda, became the site of intense fighting between the AFDL forces and the Hutu militias. The resulting violence led to the deaths of tens of thousands of refugees, many of whom were killed in mass executions or died from starvation and disease.

​The International Response

THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY'S response to the First Congo War was largely reactive and insufficient to address the scale of the crisis. While the United Nations and various humanitarian organisations provided aid to the affected populations, their efforts were often hampered by the ongoing violence and the lack of access to conflict zones.

The fall of Mobutu and the rise of Kabila were initially met with cautious optimism by some in the international community, who saw the change in leadership as an opportunity for reform and stability in the DRC. However, Kabila's inability to deliver on promises of peace and development, coupled with the outbreak of the Second Congo War, quickly dashed these hopes.

The First Congo War also highlighted the limitations of international peacekeeping efforts. The UN, which had established a peacekeeping mission in the DRC in 1999 (MONUC), struggled to effectively intervene in the conflict, particularly in the face of complex and shifting alliances among the warring parties.

​The Path to the Second Congo War

THE END OF THE FIRST Congo War did not bring an end to the conflict in the DRC. Instead, it marked the beginning of a new and even more devastating phase of violence. The Second Congo War, which erupted in 1998, would become the deadliest conflict in the world since World War II, claiming the lives of an estimated five million people.

The seeds of the Second Congo War were sown in the aftermath of the First Congo War. The unresolved issues of governance, ethnic tensions, and control over natural resources continued to fuel violence across the country. Kabila's decision to distance himself from his former allies in Rwanda and Uganda further exacerbated the situation, leading to a renewed outbreak of hostilities.
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