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“To be hopeful in bad times is not just foolishly romantic.


It is based on the fact that human history is a history not only of cruelty,


but also of compassion, sacrifice, courage, kindness.


What we choose to emphasize in this complex history will determine our lives.


If we see only the worst, it destroys our capacity to do something.


If we remember those times and places—and there are so many—where people


have behaved magnificently, this gives us the energy to act, and at


least the possibility of sending this spinning top of a world in a different direction. And if we do act,


in however small a way, we don’t have to wait for


some grand utopian future. The future is an infinite succession of presents,


and to live now as we think human beings should live,


in defiance of all that is bad around us, is itself a marvelous victory.”


—HOWARD ZINN1
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Foreword by Soraya Aziz Souleymane, Congolese Development and Mining Expert



When I was asked to write a foreword for a book about the Democratic Republic of the Congo (hereafter “Congo”), I was very excited because I knew it would have a lot to do with natural resources, my field of expertise. To me, it was about time that a book with this potential audience would give an echo to the Congolese people talking about their struggle. Anyone writing about the conflicts in Congo knows Fidel and his passion for our country. That is why this book doesn’t come as a surprise. I became acquainted with his work in 2009, when I started pointing out the connection between natural resources exploitation and the violent conflicts that were (and still are) devastating my country. As for John, I met him in Washington, DC, at a Senate hearing in 2011. John has been working on raising awareness on African conflicts for many years.


When I talk about Congo in the United States, most people first just want to know where the country is located. In Europe, however, people know well where Congo is. This is probably because of the colonial past linking Europe and Africa. You see, colonization was not just about bringing religion and civilization to the “barbaric” indigenous people of Africa. In Congo, colonization was about controlling and exploiting the strategic natural resources of a country that could not defend itself from these outside forces. To some extent, especially for ordinary Congolese people who are deeply impacted by the violent exploitation of our natural resources, this is still the case.


For five centuries, Congo’s institutions and infrastructure have been designed to strip the country of its natural resources. When I say “natural resources,” I mean human beings through the slave trade as well as timber, precious metals and stones, wildlife, and recently oil. Congo has a very poor road network, but all sites of natural resource exploitation are accessible via road and connected to the country’s rivers as well as to the Atlantic or Indian Oceans in order to facilitate exporting these resources. After the Belgian colonial period ended, Congo, like most African countries, went through a brutal dictatorship and the plundering mentality continued, this time with the complicity of some of Congo’s leading politicians as well as local and international businessmen.


Congo is a vast country (larger than Europe and about a quarter the size of the United States) endowed with many natural resources. In 2000 the United Nations estimated its mining potential to be upward of $24 trillion. But besides mining, Congo has the world’s second-largest equatorial forest providing oxygen to the world, the second-largest river in Africa, which could potentially provide electricity to the whole African continent, and a wide range of bird and mammal species endemic to the Congo Basin or Albertine Rift.


This abundance of wealth has made Congo a net creditor to the rest of the world. Many countries from all over the world have benefited from Congo’s natural resources even while the Congolese people rank among the poorest in the world, with more than 80 percent of Congolese earning under $500 per year. Every person or network of people ruling Congo since 1885 has done so with the aim of enriching themselves (with the exception of Joseph Kasa-Vubu and Patrice Lumumba, who were respectively the first Congolese president—from 1960 to 1965—and the first prime minister, for three months before the latter was assassinated in 1961). The plundering of Congo has been engineered and maintained to benefit a few people for more than five hundred years, and that is what this book is about.


The army calls all civilians “monguna,” which can be translated to “the enemy.” This is the result of a long tradition of protecting the oppressive masters in power against any uprising by the people. First the army protected the Belgian masters against the indigenous people, then the Forces Armées Zaïroises (FAZ) protected former president Mobutu Sese Seko against the Zairians, then a Rwandan occupying force protected the elder President Laurent-Désiré Kabila against the Congolese, and as I write this today the army protects Joseph Kabila (Laurent-Désiré Kabila’s son), Congo’s president since 2001, against the Congolese people.


There has never been an army in Congo that actually protects the people. This predatory mentality can also be observed at the local level. Army officers will occupy a village, exploit its natural resources, and oppress the local population. The multiplication of army chains of command is another way the masters have deliberately sabotaged the army, preventing it from fulfilling its natural mission: protecting the people, assets, and territory of Congo.


The lust for Congolese resources has brought out the worst in humanity. Brutal killings, torture, mutilations, dispersed communities, torched villages, people being buried alive… And the horror has gone beyond Congo. As you’ll read in this book, the uranium used in the atomic bombs dropped on Japan was mined in Congo. Today, terrorists are still trying to access Congolese minerals, with whatever consequences this could have for the world.


Fortunately, as much as there are some Congolese participating in the plunder of their own country, there are many more working tirelessly to raise awareness, educate the masses on their rights, and organize resistance and ultimately transformation. This book is about them too—their struggles, their efforts, and their successes. In addition to providing a solid background to the situation in Congo, this book will inform the reader about success stories and incredible initiatives from Congolese men and women working on the ground and making a positive impact.


Finally, this book is about you, the reader, as well. Many want to help but don’t know where to start. The book will link you to a vast network of Congolese and friends of Congo who unite to build awareness, change policy, and support local initiatives. Be part of the story, be part of the change.















CHAPTER ONE



Why Congo?


Honorata’s Story


Honorata Kizende—her real name, which she insists on using because she wants her story told—has a hard smile and the kind of faraway eyes that have seen too much. She has a very expressive face and wears a leopard-print dress.


A few years before we met, Honorata was married with seven children, living in Shabunda in the eastern part of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (hereafter “Congo,” as distinct from the Republic of Congo, or Congo-Brazzaville, a neighboring country separated by the Congo River). She was a teacher at the time, and like teachers everywhere she was grossly underpaid. To supplement her income, she would go to the mines on weekends to sell salt.


On one fateful day, she reached the mine at around four p.m. A militia unit originally from Rwanda2 had appeared at the mine earlier that day and was engaged in looting. Honorata was abducted along with other women and girls. They were made to walk a circuitous route through the forest for hours, to make them lose their bearings—to prevent escape. Eventually they were taken to a militia camp in the forest, and when the soldiers in the camp saw the women, Honorata heard them say, “We are happy, the food has arrived.”


Shortly after their arrival, the soldiers began beating Honorata so ferociously that they knocked her bottom front teeth out. After this, four men spread her out, holding her arms and legs down while a fifth man raped her. This was repeated by the other four soldiers.


One of the soldiers noticed her wedding ring and cut it off, damaging her finger. He said, “Now you are not married: you are the wife of everyone; you are the food of everyone.”


Honorata was held captive for fifteen months. During her captivity, she and the other women and girls were taken to a new location every few months to meet new soldiers belonging to that same militia, and raped again. She lost count after a while.


“I was a wife and a teacher, and now I was being called ‘food.’”


Honorata could not resist because they had guns. The militia often fought over the control of different lucrative mines, which is why Honorata and the other women were moved around so much. One day during heavy fighting, twenty of the women and girls decided to try to escape. The villagers they encountered when they fled were afraid to help them because they feared the militia would come for them next.


However, despite the danger, a Congolese nurse decided to protect Honorata and the other escapees. He hid them in his small farmhouse in the forest. Honorata learned about the passwords that allowed people to go safely from one area to another. If they didn’t know the passwords, they were killed. The nurse always had them go with people who knew the passwords. Sometimes they had to wait a week until they could move safely to the next district. Battling heat, rain, and wind, Honorata estimated they walked 350 kilometers (nearly 220 miles) in the forest to reach the relative sanctuary of the main border town, Bukavu. Honorata sent word to her family that she was safe and finally liberated from the militia. But to her horror, her husband refused to allow her to come home, rejecting her because she had had sex “with those who cannot be called human.”


Fortunately, she and four of the other women who had escaped from the militia met a Congolese sailor who had a house in Bukavu but was often away. He had mercy on them, allowing them to stay in the house—another in a long list of Congolese Good Samaritans who helped keep Honorata and her companions alive. In order to survive, Honorata worked as a porter for merchants in town. Two of the other four women were pregnant from the repeated rapes. She cared for them at the house.


One morning, Rwandan government soldiers who had invaded Congo came to the house and broke down the door. Two of the soldiers stayed outside. Five entered the house. They asked the women where their husbands were. Though the women said they had no husbands, the soldiers accused them of being the wives of Congolese militia members. They told the women that now they would have many husbands. The women were forced to take their clothes off and lay down. The soldiers said there are no old women in Congo.


All seven men raped all five women. Honorata didn’t know how they had the stamina for that. She begged them not to rape the two younger and smaller women who were pregnant. They raped them anyway. Neither fetus survived the attacks.


Honorata spent two weeks bleeding after the rapes. A nun took her to a health center to be treated, and then she was transferred to Panzi Hospital in Bukavu, where the heroic and world-renowned Dr. Denis Mukwege is the chief surgeon. She was diagnosed with five infectious diseases and spent three months in treatment.


After her treatment, Honorata was enrolled in a small crafts course. She was physically present but was not really there. As strong as she was, the severe trauma of her experiences had taken its toll.


Eventually, Honorata was sponsored by the American nonprofit organization Women for Women International (www.womenforwomen.org), and with the first support she received, she started selling bananas and avocados. This changed her life. She reconnected with her older son and sent money for him to go to school. Her other six children remained in Shabunda with their father.


Honorata returned to being a teacher with Women for Women International’s Congo program, this time teaching other rape survivors. She has taught health, rights awareness, decision-making, and nutrition. Her oldest son is now a state agent in the mining sector and a father of four. Her second son is an engineer agronomist with two daughters, one of whom is named after Honorata. Her third son has a license in public health. She never returned home to Shabunda, 290 miles (470 kilometers) away. “They are still in the forest,” she said in a hushed voice, referring to the militia that initially took her captive.


Honorata became an inspiration and mentor to countless Congolese women who have experienced physical and emotional trauma. She believes she should help other survivors, using her training to change their lives, just as it changed hers.


When Honorata was asked what gives her hope, she replied, “The work I do gives me hope, and the exchange of ideas with women gives me hope.”


When she was asked about her dreams for Congo, she demanded that “Rape and war should end in Congo. They are the diseases that are devastating Congo, a calamity. I dream of peace in Congo.”
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Honorata’s experience is reflective of two coexisting realities we repeatedly came across in Congo. On the one hand: tremendous human suffering as a result of centuries-long, greed-fueled exploitation. On the other hand: resilience, resistance, movement-building, and hope for change, laying the groundwork for an altered future.


Real peace requires confronting and addressing the core interests that drive war, the “greed and grievance”3 that has fueled conflicts all over the world throughout human history. The peace Honorata seeks for Congo requires an understanding of what drives Congo’s cycles of war and suffering, and how America and Europe particularly have benefited extraordinarily and directly from the results of that suffering. We should look directly at this fraught history of unchecked greed and exploitation, acknowledge our own role in its perpetuation, and learn what we can—and must—do differently to help bring about real change.


It’s complicated and messy, and there isn’t just one answer. But there are things we can do to support the people and actions in Congo and globally that can alter the negative trajectories that have led to so much suffering in that embattled country.


To be sure, the history of the world’s progress has a gruesome underbelly, consisting of racism, slavery, appalling exploitation, war, and genocide. But our contention is that the case of Congo’s suffering over the last five centuries stands out in so many different ways. In fact, we considered naming the book A Monstrous Greed, from the words of a sixteenth-century Congolese king who had the foresight to summarize the next five hundred years of his country’s destiny as he watched his people being kidnapped en masse by European slave raiders and shipped across the Atlantic Ocean.
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For these past five centuries, Congo has been the earthly equivalent of a Vampires’ Ball. Wealthy commercial interests from outside the country—including human traffickers, kings, colonists, presidents, tycoons, bankers, mining magnates, arms dealers, mineral smugglers, elephant poachers, and military leaders—have colluded with Congolese leaders to loot the country of its greatest resources. Congo is a country that has one of the richest natural resource bases in the world, one that a Belgian geologist in the 1890s described, apparently without irony, as a “veritable geological scandal.”


Over the last five centuries and right up to the present moment, the United States and Europe have been inextricably connected to this complicated country in the very heart of Africa. The nation now known as the Democratic Republic of the Congo (formerly Zaire, before that the Belgian Congo, before that the Congo Free State, before that the Kongo Kingdom and other neighboring kingdoms) has provided massive benefits to the people of Europe and the US, largely without public recognition or acknowledgment. Major advances in the development of Europe’s and America’s economies were fueled by what has been taken from Congo, from captured human beings to stolen minerals to ransacked wildlife.


By following the money and greed over five centuries, we tell the story of how major global events have driven huge surges in demand for Congo’s riches—from colonial plantation agriculture to the advent of the automobile, from the Industrial Revolution to World Wars I and II and the Cold War, to the dramatic expansion of the global weapons trade, the rise of cell phones and laptops, and the mass marketing of electric and hybrid cars. The exploitation of the Congolese people who provided the labor to deliver the goods to satisfy world demand has been shocking. Even after the formal end of the transatlantic slave trade, at certain junctures the treatment of Congolese workers rivaled conditions during the major slave-raiding period. Forced recruitment, beatings, extreme poverty, hunger, segregation, and the continuing sale of human beings occurred, at different times, in Congo. The exploitation of rubber, copper, gold, tin, uranium, cobalt, tantalum, diamonds, oil, forests, and elephants have each produced unique forms of suffering for Congolese people and wildlife.


The causal link between Western convenience and opportunity and Congo’s suffering is direct and devastating. Product by product, Western innovations have driven demand for ingredients from Congo.


The negative impact this massive extraction has had on Congo may have no parallel in human history. At one point, roughly a third of the Congo region’s population had been sold into the transatlantic slave trade. Not long thereafter, as the Europeans descended in perhaps the ugliest chapter in all of Africa’s colonial history, some ten million Congolese people lost their lives in the context of a greedy European king’s brutal approach to extracting Congo’s natural resource riches. Congo’s mineral wealth was key to supporting World War I, ending World War II, and intensifying the Cold War.


And in its latest chapter, Congo has experienced the deadliest war since World War II, with more than five million deaths. As the philosopher and revolutionary Frantz Fanon is said to have posited, “Africa is shaped like a gun, and Congo is its trigger. If that explosive trigger bursts, it’s the whole of Africa that will explode.”


Instead of protecting its people and developing its economy, successive Congolese regimes, from the Belgian king Leopold and the subsequent colonial era right up through the regime of Joseph Kabila (who at the time of this writing had just indicated he would not seek a third term, and he had named Emmanuel Ramazani Shadary as the candidate to be his successor), have operated more like a mafia than a government, organizing the state to cooperate with all manner of foreign vultures in looting the natural resources and privatizing the considerable wealth of the country. All the money that should have been taxed and used for social services and infrastructure ended up in the pockets of wealthy Congolese and foreign business interests. Today’s corruption in Congo cannot be separated from the kleptocratic system, the roots of which go back to colonial-era depredations, as well as more than a century of massive bribery and kickback schemes by multinational corporations.


But this book isn’t just about that history of exploitation and how America and Europe benefited. It is also full of stories of Congolese people who have decided to take matters into their own hands and change the equation, the narrative, and the status quo. They are devising new and creative forms of resistance and transformation that are changing the terms of the relationship between Congo’s rulers and its people from the inside out, as well as altering Congo’s relationship with the world. In solidarity, there are activists in North America and Europe who are building a movement to change the terms of that exploitative relationship from the outside in, aiming for a fair, equitable, and respectful partnership between Congo and the rest of the world.


Unless consumers and voters act, insatiable American, European, Asian, and neighboring African companies and governments will not stop taking whatever they want or need from Congo, because the undeniable truth is that the world desperately needs the natural resources that Congo has. Therefore, if unchecked, companies, governments—and through them, indirectly and usually unwittingly, we as consumers—will do what is necessary to get access to those natural resources that end up in products that make our lives better, more convenient, and less expensive.


But the destructive pillaging of Congo need not continue. It is heartening and remarkable to see what a global grassroots people’s movement—led by Congolese people risking their lives on the front lines—has been able to achieve in bringing an element of fairness and justice to the relationship between Congo and the rest of the world. The situation is complicated, yes, but there are solutions, and there is a multitude of activists in Congo—and many in solidarity with them all over the world—standing up for change.


The hopeful signs of progress that have emerged in Congo during the past decade are in large part because of the efforts of Congolese “upstanders”—as Samantha Power calls those who stand up in the face of injustice; the opposite of bystanders4—working heroically to make a difference in their communities. But it is also in part because of a people’s movement half a world away in the US and in Europe, led by students who care about their direct connections to the pain of the Congolese people.
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The primary elements of the book will be Ryan’s photographs, Fidel’s interviews with and profiles of Congolese upstanders, and John’s research into the history, commerce, and interests linking Congo with the US and Europe, as well as the efforts of Congolese and good-willed people around the world to alter the trajectory of Congo’s history of exploitation. Though you may not know it from its portrayal in the news media and movies, Congo is not just a story of war, poverty, disease, and dependence. Through Ryan’s photos and the accompanying stories, some of the beauty of the country and its people will be featured. And illustrations by a Congolese artist, Sam Ilus, highlight the vibrant and creative artistic community in Kinshasa.


This is not the definitive history of Congo, and we are not posing as experts. We are, however, aspiring to understand how the United States and Europe have benefited from Congo for centuries, what the impact has been on the Congolese people, how those people have reacted and resisted, and what Americans and Europeans can do to right the imbalance. After all, simply looking at corrupt African leaders today doesn’t take into account the centuries of international exploitation and mass extraction that have required deeply corrupt multinational relationships and networks in order for the banks, mining companies, neighboring countries, and others to carry out this mass looting.


Congo is a case study in globalization and fighting for fairness. There is a growing movement of Americans and Europeans, especially young people, who want to know that their clothes, food, and technology are ethically sourced and want to understand how to be good global citizens. In that vein, Congo is a perfect case study of:




• the causes of global inequality (why some countries are so much richer than others)


• America’s and Europe’s role in perpetuating inequality; i.e., how European invasions and colonial domination initiated some of these problems and the US later enforced the status quo or prevented positive evolution while exploiting the situation for America’s and Europe’s benefit, and


• what can be done about these systemic injustices, rooted in addressing the history that created inequality and reforming the structures that sustain inequality, which taps into many of the forces that are animating young activists now across Congo, Africa, America, and Europe.




Three distinct themes will be highlighted:


First, Congo’s cyclical crises are a direct result of its connections to America and Europe. The world was “interdependent” with Congo long before interdependence was even a concept. The timing of inventions, innovations, and peak demand in America and Europe has had profound impacts on Congo as the latter supplied personnel or material for Western progress for five centuries.


Second, Congolese are fighting back against these forces of inequality and injustice. Congolese from many different backgrounds will tell their stories, demonstrating why there is so much hope for Congo’s future. We believe this small sampling of courageous narratives will strike imaginations and inspire readers around the world.


Third, because the causes are in part global, the solutions must not be left to the Congolese alone. By themselves, they cannot address the actions of multinational corporations, global and local banks, arms dealers, mineral smugglers, predatory neighboring armies, and governments in the US, Europe, Asia, and Africa that have inflamed and profited from the crisis in Congo. The good news is that as part of the international response and resistance to these globalized root causes, multinational activism has played a significant role, especially the activism of American and European students in solidarity with Congolese human rights movements and against the rapacious behavior of war profiteers.


It’s not an exaggeration to say that millions of precious human lives are at stake in Congo.


When you use your laptop, remember that minerals from Congo have made it more affordable and make it work more efficiently.


When you pick up your cell phone, remember Honorata and all the other Congolese who have suffered or died as a byproduct of the technological convenience you hold in your hand.


We’re supporting the building of a movement that tells the politicians we elect and the companies from which we purchase that we cannot allow such heinous human rights crimes to continue. We must speak out as loudly and creatively and innovatively as we can and say… not on our watch.















CHAPTER TWO



The Story of the Kongo Kingdom


Before and After the Europeans Landed


Instead of starting with the European invasion that instigated the global scramble for Congo’s resources, we want to begin the story with what Congo was like before the Portuguese explorers landed in the late 1400s. Things were very different then, which begs the question of what would have happened to Congo and, more broadly, to Africa if the European explorers, missionaries, merchants, slave traders, and colonial armies had never shown up.


Before Congo, there was Kongo, otherwise known as the Kongo Kingdom.


“Kongo civilization and the formidable artistic legacy it engendered—without doubt among the world’s greatest—developed across a vast swath of Central Africa over a period of two and a half millennia. Its diverse populace gave rise to a series of distinct polities that have been engaged with the West for a third of that time,” writes art historian Alisa LaGamma.5



Origins


The name Kongo descends from nkongo, “hunter,” a hero, an adventurer, in the Kikongo language people spoke along the Congo River. The people there told stories of the kingdom built by its founder, Lukeni lua Nimi, stories already generations old when Portuguese explorers, the first modern Europeans to visit, heard them in the late 1400s and Jesuit missionaries wrote them down.6


The earliest known periods of the Kongo Kingdom are marked by stories of innovating technology and expanding territory. Although archaeology in this region is still at an embryonic stage and will likely yield much more information as efforts increase over time, there is already plenty of evidence that the territory that became the Kongo Kingdom was characterized by a complex society. There were iron and steel workers by 350 BC—as, elsewhere in Africa, Carthage was challenging Rome—and social classes and a political authority appear to have existed by AD 100.7


By the 1300s, the first formal states emerged in present-day Congo, led by the Kongo, Lunda, Luba, and Kuba kings. One of the chief reasons for the development of these states, some of which were as big as modern-day Indiana or Ireland, was the advent of agricultural surpluses, which allowed them to more easily weather hard times. The states had feudal and hierarchical characteristics. The king was the indisputable leader who protected and supported his subjects, resolved disputes, consulted the elders, and took care of those in need. Not unlike today, each kingdom was broadly dependent on the distinct personality of its king. There were wide swings from progress to decline and back again, depending on the quality of the leadership and the intensity of the civil wars that often accompanied succession from one king to the next.8
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In Kongo, each week of four days started with a holiday. The people farmed bananas and other fruits and crops, and raised cattle, pigs, and goats. The unit for distance was a day’s walk; they marked time with the phases of the moon. They paid the king taxes, with egg-shaped cowry shells serving as money.9


Although there was no written language in the Kongo Kingdom, they used another way to communicate: their langage tambouriné (drummed language). New developments were drummed throughout the kingdom, traveling up to 600 kilometers (370 miles) a day. European explorers called it the télégraphe de brousse (bush telegraph). This mode of communication was developed 1,500 years before Morse code.10


At peace, men collected materials for building and for cloth, utensils, medicines, and palm wine. Women fed their families by farming.11


The Kongo peoples had a unique and elaborate belief system. The universe was separated into the realm of the living and the realm of the dead, which existed parallel to each other. One’s life consisted of a progression through one realm and then the other, crossing the threshold that divides the two realms, which was believed to be a large body of water. The midpoint along the path was when one would transition to the afterlife. The living realm was marked by blackness, while the ancestors were full of color. Symbols drawn with chalk made from riverbed clay were connected to concepts of virtue, purity, and ancestral contact. The spirits of ancestors were regularly invoked. Power or weakness was seen in part as stemming from the ability to tap into these mystical connections. For example, a village chief, those with many children, those who lived long lives, and those who attained wealth were seen to have the ability to connect to ancestral spirits and their energies.12
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The Kongo Kingdom produced luxury cloth and fabric, which was used also as a currency, although when more intricately woven it was considered priceless. Sixteenth-century Kongolese art was on the radar of the world’s art elite. Kongolese textiles were considered by some explorers to be on par with those from Italy at that time.13 When trade with the outside world began to accelerate, Alisa LaGamma elaborates, “Exquisitely crafted decorative artifacts produced by local artists as diplomatic gifts began to circulate outside the region. A very limited number of these presentation pieces survives in the form of carved ivory oliphants14 and finely woven raffia textiles and basketry.”15 A New Yorker article about a recent museum exhibit of Kongolese art concluded, “There are no other sculptures in the world so fierce and sorrowing.”16


The Kongo Kingdom’s diverse artwork consisted of copper and iron works, wood carvings, baskets, mats, and pottery, influencing artists such as Matisse and Picasso. Cubism was in part derived from pieces of art from Congo.17
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Most European histories of the Kongo written before the 1960s, when serious and impartial research began to be conducted, assumed that the Portuguese created the Kongo Kingdom. But this historical inaccuracy has been rectified through more recent studies. As Congolese historian Didier Gondola observes, “Most colonial researchers were prejudiced regarding African history. Because the kingdom was so well organized, these researchers quickly dismissed the possibility that indigenous initiative might have played a role in Kongo’s development. But Kongo emerged as the major state in equatorial Africa at least two centuries before the arrival of the Portuguese.”18 Foreshadowing later developments, the most important variable in why the kingdom developed when and how it did seems to have been the natural resources afforded by its location. The population expanded in the fourteenth century primarily because of the development of agriculture as well as copper smelting.19


The Kongo Kingdom was marked by healthy political structures. Not unlike other African governing structures before the colonial invasion, the lowest political level was the village, composed of closely connected families—often led by women—called kanda. A group of villages was administered by districts led by royally appointed officials. Provincial governors were the next level of leadership, answerable directly to the king. Women were the backbone of families in the kingdom, and they controlled who could be members of the kanda. Referred to as a matrilineal system, the mother and her sons were part of the kanda, whereas the father was not, even though he might be the household head. The mother’s brothers possessed legal authority over the mother’s children, while the father remained their guardian.20 Seniority dictated power, wealth, and privilege in each kanda.21


By the late 1400s, the Kongo Kingdom was prosperous and growing. There were six main provinces governing some three million people. Supported by a council of elders, the king was considered the supreme ruler, and gave the governors of each province significant military, economic, and political powers. The governors and their provincial armies would join the king in war. At its height, the Kongo Kingdom’s army grew to 80,000 men. The governors taxed their subjects and delivered a significant percentage of the revenue to the king while paying themselves through those same taxes. The governors also oversaw judicial mechanisms and maintained roads.22 The king had nearly absolute authority over his appointed officials, who often came from his own family to ensure loyalty.23 The provinces paid tribute to the king in the form of cloth, ivory, hides, slaves, and food, which he used to grant gifts and favors to cement his authority and build alliances. The king also used these gifts to maintain a large number of officials, soldiers, musicians, pages, and advisers in his court.24 In the 1500s, the kingdom sent diplomats to reside in Portugal, Spain, and the Vatican.25


By the time the Portuguese arrived in the late 1400s, the Kongo Kingdom was already led by an evolved and highly centralized government. One Italian ambassador who visited opined that the houses in Kongo were the finest in all of that part of Africa, drew comparisons between the capitals in Kongo and Portugal, and complimented the kingdom’s judicial system.26



The Europeans Land, and Everything Changes


Historian David Van Reybrouck uniquely imagines the scene of the Kongo’s first contact with the Portuguese: “In 1482 the coastal inhabitants of that empire had seen something extremely remarkable: huge huts looming up out of the sea, huts with flapping cloths. When those sailing ships anchored off the coast, the people along the shore saw that there were white people in them. These had to be ancestors who lived at the bottom of the sea, a kind of water spirit. The whites wore clothes, lots more clothes than they did, which seemed to be made from the skins of strange sea creatures. All highly peculiar. The inexhaustible quantities of cloth the strangers had with them made the people think they probably spent most of their time weaving, there below the ocean.”27


Many aspects of European life were quickly copied in Kongo. In 1491, less than ten years after the Portuguese first landed, the Kongolese king was baptized. He took on the name of the Portuguese king, João.28


Some of the early European writings about Kongo focused on allegations of cannibalism that were more about feeding the fascination and prejudices of European audiences than rooted in any empirical reality experienced by any of the writers, who made up stories they claimed were eyewitness accounts. The images and words fed stereotypes by depicting “the new and the exotic that clearly attracted the fascination of a European readership.”29
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Civil wars within the Kongo Kingdom were frequent in the aftermath—and partly as a result—of the arrival of the Europeans, picking up in intensity after the mid-1600s. These conflicts were driven in part by the impact of the transatlantic slave trade, which created warped financial incentives for some Kongolese to participate in the trade. And the wars also accelerated the European penetration of the Kongo Kingdom as one of the major sources for enslaving human beings for export to the Americas.30


It is likely that slavery was legal in the Kongo Kingdom before the arrival of the Europeans. As the European slave traders expanded their operations in the region, the number of people captured and sold out of Kongo spiraled upward, reaching thousands per year by the early 1500s. The king at the time, Afonso I, was not opposed to slavery conceptually, but he tried to stop “illegal” enslavement and the expansion of the abduction of people within his territory for export abroad.31


The Kongo Kingdom’s enslaved people were those abducted in war, criminals, and debtors.32 Although the practice was cruel and vicious in many ways, there were differences between slavery in the Kongo Kingdom and the European transatlantic pipeline that funneled Africans to the New World. For example, in the Kongo Kingdom enslaved people could eventually earn or be granted their freedom, and there was intermarriage between free and enslaved people.33 But slavery’s very existence in the Kongo Kingdom and other parts of Africa proved to be a slippery slope that contributed to the cascade that would supply the New World colonies with slave labor.


More than twenty million Africans were subjected to the most egregious mass kidnapping in human history, with half of those people sent across the Atlantic to the New World, and this region was at its epicenter. European raiders attacked the kingdom with the intention of removing Kongolese authority figures in order to destroy the indigenous symbols of community leadership and thus undermine any resistance to Europe’s expansion of human trafficking.34


As the European human traders descended on the region, it was only a matter of time before the central authority of the Kongo Kingdom began to unravel. Local chiefs were enriching themselves by kidnapping and selling people to the Europeans, and they had no reason to remain loyal to the king. Finally, in 1665, the Portuguese defeated the diminished Kongo Kingdom’s army and beheaded the king. By the late 1800s, European powers had colonized the entire territory of the kingdom.35
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CHAPTER THREE



How Congo Helped Build America and Europe


Following the Money and Greed for Five Centuries


Time and time again, when the US and Europe needed some ingredient to help advance Western progress or interests, they turned to Congo to provide it. But the vast majority of Congolese people had no say in the arrangements made, and they have suffered on a scale that has very few historical or global parallels.


This is the five-century story of an absolutely breathtaking relationship in which nearly all the benefits accrued to European and American companies and consumers, while all the costs were borne by the Congolese people. The Western world has literally taken whatever it needed from Congo, with catastrophic consequences. Rather than terms of trade, these were terms of pillage and plunder.


Thus, for the Congolese, the country’s wealth of natural resources has proven to be more of a curse than the blessing it should have been.


Rather than presenting a purely chronological history of Congo, we explore its last five centuries through the lens of a series of stories that follow the money, revealing the unchecked greed that has been the gasoline fueling this looting frenzy. Each discrete historical section focuses on something Europe and/or America has needed from Congo for their advancement, and how the outsiders came and took what they needed, usually with extreme violence, further impoverishing the Congolese people.




• The need for labor on the plantations of the New World drove the dramatic expansion of the transatlantic slave trade, with Congo’s territory as one of its main sources for enslaved people.


• Meeting the demand for ivory for a variety of consumer products as well as rubber for tires in a growing automobile industry led a Belgian king to take personal ownership of Congo’s territory, killing millions through forced labor.


• When World War I caused a spike in the demand for copper, a key ingredient in many weapons, the West turned to Congo’s massive deposits, again using harsh tactics to extract the needed resources.


• In World War II, the US outmaneuvered Nazi Germany for access to the world’s most important uranium deposit, in Congo, which facilitated the development of the atomic bomb while ignoring the impacts on the health of the Congolese forced to work in the mines.


• During the Cold War, the competition over uranium, copper, and other minerals between the United States and the Soviet Union led the US and Belgium to conspire to assassinate the first elected prime minister in newly independent Congo and then support a coup that installed a kleptocratic dictator for three decades.


• When diamonds began to be used for industrial purposes, global demand for Congo’s diamonds spiked, with negative impacts on exploited mining communities.


• The rapid spread of cell phones, laptops, and video games sparked a spectacular increase in the price of the key raw materials in these gadgets—tin, tantalum, tungsten, and gold—and provided the fuel for what became known as Africa’s First World War, in which over five million people perished.


• The discovery of oil in one of Congo’s national parks and the growing demand for ivory (globally) and charcoal (regionally) contributed to increased elephant poaching and deforestation in the parks.


• And today, as the electric car industry accelerates, the global demand for cobalt, the main ingredient in the lithium battery, has led to a spike in child labor in Congo’s cobalt mines, which provide up to 60 percent of the world’s supply.




This chapter will elaborate on each of these historical phases, following the money and the greed from resource to resource, documenting the benefits to the United States and Europe while Congo was devastated time and again.


 



“A Monstrous Greed”


European and American Demand: Enslaved Labor for New World Plantations


During the period of British colonialism and for decades thereafter in an independent United States, agricultural development in America’s southern states fueled massive economic growth and wealth for a subset of white British and American landowners and businessmen. This extraordinary agricultural production was built on the backs of enslaved men, women, and children, kidnapped from Kongo and other African territories, who were forced to labor in the plantation economy of the New World of North and South America. In fact, the very first group of enslaved people from Africa who were sold in North America came in part from the Kongo Kingdom.36


In Britain’s colonies in North America, the plantations were concentrated in the American South. Because indentured laborers were more expensive and Native Americans perished in large numbers due to genocidal assaults and European diseases, the British decided to prioritize a “free” source of labor via the transatlantic slave trade from Africa. By 1750, Africans composed roughly 40 percent of the American South’s population.37 The system was geared to feed Europe’s voracious appetite for plantation produce. The British used Africans for free labor and used the American colonies for the raw materials needed for Europe’s progress and eventual Industrial Revolution.38


Treating people as commodities was a new concept in Africa, according to Congolese historian Didier Gondola. “The slave trade transformed preexisting notions about humanity and disrupted social hierarchies. African states came to rely on the income generated by selling captives to European traders on the coast and not on their agriculture-based economies. Ultimately, this contributed to their own downfalls. Kongo… virtually disintegrated as a result of intense demand for slaves on the Atlantic.”39


The transatlantic slave trade—and the concept of humans as property as well as slavery as a permanent, hereditary status tied to race—would forever change the territory comprising modern-day Congo, and Africa more broadly. This international crime devastated Congo in so many ways: disrupting communities and culture; robbing society of vibrant young men and women; and transforming African trade from a multifaceted, self-sustaining set of practices into one that disproportionately relied on slave trafficking. The short- and long-term effects were devastating.


The best estimates conclude that approximately four million people were captured in the Congo Basin and transshipped to the Americas, representing roughly a third of the people enslaved and sent across the Atlantic and a quarter of the enslaved people working on cotton and tobacco plantations in the American South.40 As the slave trade expanded, rival kingdoms fought major battles over which African chiefs would control the incredibly profitable trade with the Europeans.41 The historian Martin Meredith concludes, “Kongo’s domestic slavery thus became part of an international traffic in slaves.”42


Kongo’s concept and practice of slavery was not the same as the transatlantic slave trade. Kongo’s system of slavery did not involve selling people into a permanent, hereditary status based on race. It is commonly assumed that those Kongolese participating in enslaving people knew what they were selling enslaved people into—a race-based permanent status—and actively engaged in that, when in fact there was little understanding that this was the case.


“Slaving fever” drove the Portuguese in their contact with the Kongo Kingdom by the early 1500s. Kongolese and other Africans “were force-marched to the coast, their necks locked into wooden yokes” so that they could be shipped to the New World.43 The profits were enormous, and many succumbed to the greed, including priests, teachers, and professionals who had set out from Portugal with far different motivations. By the 1600s, some fifteen thousand people a year were being exported from the Kongo Kingdom to America. In the late 1700s, the demand for slaves in the US started to grow, which fueled the market further, and the numbers kept expanding. Untold numbers perished as they were abducted, forced to march to the coast, and then piled into impossibly stuffed boats across the Atlantic in what became known as the “middle passage.” After the 1700s, the slavers began shipping enslaved people alongside ivory.44 The Portuguese and British were the most active in facilitating this commerce.


Kongo’s King Afonso I ruled for four decades during the first half of the sixteenth century. Although a slave owner himself, King Afonso wrote letters to his counterpart in Portugal, King João III, pleading for mercy: “My Lord, a monstrous greed pushes our subjects, even Christians, to seize members of their own families, and of ours, to do business by selling them as captives.”45
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Portuguese encroachments over time undermined the Kongo Kingdom. Various Portuguese Catholic missionary groups competed for influence, which led to further disunity in Kongo.46 The historian Lamin Sanneh concludes, “The tripartite alliance of commerce, civilization, and Christianity in premodern Africa was turning out to be a deadly combination.”47


Kongo’s King Afonso I initially tried to ban the slave trade but was the target of an attempted assassination by Portuguese merchants in 1540, and eventually he gave up his efforts in order to sustain the Kongolese economy.48 After King Afonso died, Portuguese machinations and the devastation wrought by the transatlantic slave trade accelerated the deterioration of the kingdom, which was ravaged by continuing cycles of war and conquest while the region was depopulated by the slave raiders.


 



“The Horror, the Horror”


European and American Demand: Ivory for Consumer Products


Historian Adam Hochschild describes the trigger for the first great global rush on Congo’s extensive natural resources: “Because it could be easily carved, ivory in the nineteenth century was a more rare and expensive version of what plastic is today, with the added cachet of having an exotic origin—a cachet that grew greater with the public idolization of African explorers. Ivory from elephant tusks was shaped into knife handles, billiard balls, combs, fans, napkin rings, piano and organ keys, chess pieces, crucifixes, snuffboxes, brooches, and statuettes.… The hundred pounds of ivory in an average pair of African elephant tusks could make hundreds of piano keys or thousands of false teeth.”49


Americans and Europeans couldn’t get enough of ivory’s finished products. With ivory, size matters, and the elephants of 1800s Congo had some of the largest tusks in the world.


From the 1870s, a transition occurred in how that ivory was secured in Congo for its destinations abroad. Instead of European colonists and merchants fairly trading for a few tusks, it became much more cost-effective for European-backed forces to simply raid, loot, and pillage entire Congolese villages for their ivory stocks and other valued items. This phenomenon was memorialized in Joseph Conrad’s novella Heart of Darkness, wherein he wrote, “The word ‘ivory’ rang in the air, was whispered, was sighed. You would think they were praying to it.” As David Van Reybrouck concluded, “Raiding became more important than trading; firearms tipped the scales.”50 Conrad later wrote about his experience in Congo, which informed his writing of Heart of Darkness, calling it “the vilest scramble for loot that ever disfigured the history of human conscience and geographical exploration.”51


Belgium’s King Leopold II, who reigned from 1865 to 1909, first began paying attention to Congo because of what he saw as ivory’s extraordinary potential for profit. As Leopold’s grip on Congo slowly expanded, his agents there were expected to maximize the acquisition of ivory. Leopold’s officials and their African militias undertook violent ivory raids, killing elephants and taking ivory stocks from villagers. Eventually, Leopold banned the Congolese from selling ivory to anyone other than his own authorities.52


Ivory was part of a larger shift sweeping through Africa. As slavery was being abolished throughout Europe in the first half of the 1800s, Africa’s raw materials became the favored import to Europe, led by ivory. Ivory poaching and other forms of resource exploitation were as ruinous to Congo’s economy as the transatlantic slave trade, leading to a reduction in subsistence agriculture, and in turn to famine and unrest.53







KING LEOPOLD’S STORY:


His “Magnificent African Cake”




Listen to the yell of Leopold’s ghost


Burning in Hell for his hand-maimed host.


Hear how the demons chuckle and yell


Cutting his hands off down in Hell.


—Vachel Lindsay, “The Congo” (1914)




From an early age, King Leopold II of Belgium wanted his own colony. “From 1875 he fell under the spell of Central Africa,” David Van Reybrouck asserted. Leopold wanted a piece of what he called “this magnificent African cake.”54 In the mad “scramble for Africa” among European colonial powers, Belgium was a latecomer to the party. But Leopold drove ahead of his country’s ambitions and made his own arrangements.


King Leopold’s quest was to enrich himself and Belgium. Hochschild observed, “The man whose future empire would be intertwined with the twentieth-century multinational corporation began by studying the records of the conquistadors.”55 Leopold once told one of his advisers, “Belgium doesn’t exploit the world. It’s a taste we have got to make her learn.”56


Leopold wrapped up his commercial intentions in humanitarian rhetoric. His professed objectives were to focus on ending the slave trade and to advance science and morality.57


In the early 1880s, King Leopold deployed Lord Henry Morton Stanley (see our book website at www.congostories.org for a profile of Lord Stanley’s depredations) to contract with local chiefs to buy up the rights to large swaths of Central Africa on incredibly unfair terms. In 1884–85, behind an impressive diplomatic campaign, Leopold persuaded the United States to become the first country to recognize his personal ownership of Congo, and then had it concretized during the Berlin Conference, which carved up Africa among the European powers, formally creating the Congo Free State with Leopold as its sovereign authority. Though Leopold owned the area personally, he never went there.58 The borders of his new property were roughly what they are today: it was the size of the United States east of the Mississippi River, or if Europe is the measuring stick, it is larger than Italy, England, Spain, and Germany combined—seventy-five times the size of Belgium.59


There was no other colony in the world owned privately by one man.60


Leopold created his own private occupying army in Congo, called the Force Publique, which at its peak had 19,000 officers and soldiers. One of their favorite instruments of terror was the chicotte, a whip made from hippo or rhino hide. To be only scarred by a whipping was fortunate, as the chicotte often killed the victim. The Force Publique was a busy army, as insurgencies sprang up frequently against the terrible conditions created under Leopold’s rule. There were uprisings by the Yaka, the Chokwe, the Boa, and the Budja peoples, among others. One rebellion led by a sergeant named Kandolo, who dressed in white and rode on a bull, ended up controlling the Kasai region for half a year. The rebellions foreshadowed the turbulence that would come to most of the colonies in central and southern Africa, which culminated in the guerrilla wars that ended colonialism decades later.61


Leopold’s workforce in his colony was largely composed of slave labor, from porters to soldiers, while back in Europe he was making grand statements against slavery. The depth of his hypocrisy was demonstrated by his 1887 appointment as governor of the eastern province of a notorious slave dealer from Zanzibar, Tippo Tip. His partnership with one of the world’s most infamous slave traders began to generate opposition to his commercial plans and ambitions.62


In the 1890s, Leopold began establishing “children’s colonies” in Congo, which he claimed were for educational purposes, but in reality they became a recruiting pool for his army. The colonies were often established by Catholic missionaries working closely with Leopold’s regime. Discipline in these colonies was enforced by the chicotte, and malnutrition and disease were rampant, killing half of the children.63


Hochschild explains what attracted Europeans to Congo: “For a white man, the Congo was also a place to get rich and to wield power.… The Congo offered a chance for a great rise in status. Someone fated for a life as a small-town bank clerk or plumber in Europe could instead become a warlord, ivory merchant, big game hunter, and possessor of a harem.”64


Leopold spent some of the profits from Congo on massive vanity projects throughout Belgium.65 But many of his expenditures were personal, and many of his purchases were abroad. He was a major landholder on the French Riviera, with beautiful homes and boats.66


Leopold’s use of slave labor and the brutal tactics used to fulfill rubber quotas produced millions of casualties. But the Belgian authorities didn’t think that the Congolese who perished were worthy of having their deaths recorded in any kind of official statistics, so historians can only estimate. Most studies conclude that Congo’s population was cut in half between 1880 and 1920. A 1924 census found the population to be ten million, so the likelihood is that ten million people died at the hands of the regime,67 a number corroborated by the Congolese historian Isidore Ndaywel è Nziem.68


Once a global human rights campaign (see chapter 11) created enough pressure that Leopold knew his days as owner of his own colony were numbered, he decided that he would sell the territory to the Belgian government. He dragged out negotiations to give himself time to hide his enormous Congo-related wealth. In the end, the Belgian government agreed to take over all of Congo’s massive debts, which Leopold had recklessly accumulated, finish the renovations on a number of the king’s homes and other projects, and pay him a handsome yearly fee “as a mark of gratitude for his great sacrifices made for the Congo.”69


In trying to estimate how much Leopold profited from his colony, Belgian historian Jules Marchal estimates conservatively that his ill-gotten gains totaled approximately $1.1 billion in today’s dollars.70


When Leopold finally turned over Congo to the Belgian government, he burned the state archives, which took over a week and filled the Brussels sky with ash. “I will give them my Congo, but they have no right to know what I did there,” Leopold told his aide.71


Leopold’s monument in central Brussels is listed as a Point of Interest on Trip Advisor. When we checked the reviews, the first one said this: “Leopold was a good guy and a real leader, despite all the propaganda that tries to ruin his name.”
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