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The article argues that the unique circumstances of the Second
World War allowed the white population of Belgian Africa to seek
enhanced power and influence. Though ultimately unsuccessful,
their experience is significant for several reasons, not least because
it serves to illustrate a number of important longer term trends.
These include the complex relationship between Europeans and
both their own colony, at once dependent but resentful, and that
with other European populations elsewhere in Africa. It does
not aim to present a panoramic overview of the often disparate
factions and political causes which emerged during the period.?
Rather, it focuses on two particular themes. The first is the sense
of political possibility which was created by new relationships,
between the Congo and other African colonial societies—and in
particular South Africa. The second examines their experimentation
with new forms of political mobilisation—loosely based on trade
unionism—which would characterise the period. Taken together,
these themes show a colonial population intent on seizing real
power and influence from the colonial administration rather than

passively following it, as is sometimes assumed.
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Studying the particularities of the ‘settler moment’
also helps to avoid the tendency, observed by Jan
Vansina, to see the half-century of Belgian rule
as a single, homogenous period.* This idea is a
natural corollary to the scholarly focus on the ori-
gins and collapse of colonial rule which has also
shaped the perception of the Second World War.
‘To say that the Second World War was important’,
noted two British historians in 1986, ‘is to make
the last uncontroversial statement in African stud-
ies’, yet this importance has often been assessed
in rather teleological terms.* The bulk of studies
of the Congo during the conflict, many written in
the 1970s and 1980s, emphasised those aspects
that could be linked to eventual independence,
notably the first stirrings of mass nationalism
and the apparent weakening of the colonial state
under wartime conditions. Their argument was
essentially that the conflict represented a kind of
‘hinge point’ between the era of colonisation and
inevitable colonial collapse, paralleling wider
trends in African historiography.® In recent years,
however, the limitations of this approach have
become increasingly apparent.® An emerging liter-
ature has tended to stress the distinctive nature of
the wartime period as a ‘historical moment’ in its
own right, examining how the distinctive circum-
stances of the period led to the emergence of new
and often short-lived forms of political ideology
and mobilisation.” This contention remains largely

restricted to the literature on southern and West
Africa, however, and has still to be applied to the
Belgian Congo.

That the wartime period was distinctive can
clearly be glimpsed in the concerns of Belgians
in the metropolis in the aftermath of the Libera-
tion in 1944-45. The years following the Second
World War saw not only an upsurge of interest in
colonial settlement in the metropolis, but also a
wave of concerns which appears hard to reconcile
historically. When one writer took to the Revue
générale belge in 1947 to ask ‘whether a Congo-
lese nation is in the process of becoming’, he was
writing about the palpable transformation within
the white population of the colony.® Within a
fairly limited group at least, such complaints were
relatively common at a time when the post-war
malaise in Europe appeared to herald a reversal
of the balance of power between African colonies
and their European metropolises. Oscar-Paul Gil-
bert, a socialist writer who visited the colony in
1946, was even moved to warn his compatriots
about the emergence of a ‘second separatism’,
analogous to that already established in Flanders.’

It is the basis for these concerns—a new kind of
wartime political assertiveness among the Euro-
pean populations of Belgian Africa—on which this
article focuses. In doing so, it touches on a sec-
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ond area of importance within Congolese history.
While much attention has rightly been devoted to
unpacking the ostensibly homogenous ‘colonised’,
the same is not true of the ‘colonisers’, either in
the Congo or more broadly in the Africanist liter-
ature.' The result is that ‘non-official Europeans’,
to use the British terminology of the period, both
as settlers and private individuals, remain a largely
unknown quantity. Their political struggles are
either ignored or dismissed as the narcissism of
small difference. Indeed, many historians would
probably subscribe to Bogumil Jewsiewicki’s
implicit conclusion that Congolese history has
been marked more by the absence of settlers than
by their presence."" Yet this is hardly how it seemed
to contemporaries, as we have seen. By the mid-
1930s, the Belgian Congo had the seventh-largest
white population in the sub-continent and a larger
European population, in absolute terms at least,
than Kenya.” Beyond this inherent importance,
the distinctive and often uneasy position that they
occupied reveals much about the Belgian colo-
nial state and society in the period. For its source
material this study makes extensive use of the Con-
golese press which provides a day-by-day view of
the political discussions within the European pop-
ulation, complemented by the personal papers of
influential figures within the community."

|. Europeans in Belgian Africa

It is essential to examine the context of white set-
tlement in the Belgian Congo to understand why
the wartime period proved such a fertile period
for European political activism. At the time of the
German invasion of Belgium, some 29,791 Euro-
peans lived in the Belgian Congo, together with a
further 1,404 in the neighbouring mandated terri-
tory of Ruanda-Urundi." They formed a tiny minor-
ity in the colony, comparable in absolute terms to
the population of a small provincial town in the
metropolis. Yet, though small, they also represented
an increasingly consolidated population. A number
of significant population centres had emerged dur-
ing the interwar period, most notably Léopoldville
and Elisabethville, in which large sections of the
European population congregated, surrounded by
their own associations, shops, and newspapers.

Importantly, however, only a minority—perhaps
about 2,500 people in total—could be considered
to be settlers (colons) in a strict sense, envisaging
a long-term future in Africa as self-employed trad-
ers, planters, or members of the liberal professions.
The vast majority instead thought of themselves
as colonials (coloniaux) and were employed by
the large private companies, by the state as civil
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servants or by the various religious organisations
as teachers and missionaries. Attracted both by a
sense of vocation and by the high salaries on offer,
the coloniaux came to Africa for employment but,
unlike colons, always envisaged it as a temporary
period of their lives after which, fin de terme,
they would return to Europe.

Despite this distinction, both colons and coloniaux
belonged to the class of what British contemporar-
ies referred to as ‘non-official Europeans’, sharing
a public sphere and sense of place. This was bol-
stered in the interwar period by the gradual con-
solidation of a colonial identity, supported by a
sense of shared experience. Even back in Belgium,
the image of the returned colonial—an unsympa-
thetic figure combining nostalgia for the ‘big life’
in the Congo with clearly exaggerated accounts of
its hardships—became an established part of the
popular imagination, further serving to re-enforce
the idea of coloniaux as a group apart.™ This distinct
identity, argued a contemporary, was the inevitable
product of their élite position in the colonial situa-
tion and impossible to shed: ‘if they are ‘Europe-
ans’ in the colony, in Europe they are ‘colonials’.”"®

This élite position, however, was always less élite
than it appeared. Though certainly privileged in
the colony’s racial hierarchy, the position of the
coloniaux within the colonial system was always
ambiguous. The reason was twofold. Belgian
colonial policy was, at least tacitly, premised on
the idea of the ‘colonial trinity’ of State, Church,
and Company interests. Though present within
each of these institutions, the coloniaux occupied

a secondary position without any specific voice
to advance their interests. Unlike the legislative
councils present in some other European colo-
nies in Africa, the coloniaux were excluded from
any formal influence in the closed world of Bel-
gian colonial decision-making.'” This worsened
the latent antipathy between most coloniaux and
the administration, symbolised by the Ministry of
the Colonies and the state and corporate institu-
tions in the Congo. A substantial attempt to chal-
lenge this administrative dictatorship was made in
1920 when white workers in Katanga’s mines and
railways attempted to form an illegal trade union.
This movement was finally broken after a pro-
longed, bitter, and often violent strike which put
an end to any hopes of representation within the
colonial state. Their voice was further marginal-
ised by the Great Depression and the centralising
administrative reforms which accompanied it.'®

Though the coloniaux’s demands for political
power were successfully rebuffed, their very
existence posed a much more fundamental prob-
lem to the colonial authorities. As has been dis-
cussed elsewhere, anxiety about foreign threats to
national sovereignty in Africa permeated Belgian
colonial thinking." These concerns affected the
way that the administration related to the colo-
niaux, a third of whom were not Belgian nation-
als by 1940. The presence of so many foreigners
was seen as a threat to national sovereignty, but
also to the notion of colonisation by an ‘elite’.
In response, the administration chose to limit all
white immigration and maintained tight legal con-
trols on those already present.?® This policy, com-
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bined with widespread re-emigration to Europe
(or to other areas of the non-European world)
during the Great Depression, meant that the
coloniaux’s position in the colony was being con-
strained in a number of ways during the 1930s.

This explains the strength of the reaction to the out-
break of war, and more especially to the defeat of
the Belgian armies in Europe in 1940. Seen from
Africa, the defeat was a moment of rupture, both
emotional and political. Yet it was also a moment
of great opportunity, when the balance of power
between the coloniaux and the state shifted deci-
sively in their favour. The political response in the
Congo to the defeat has, of course, received sig-
nificant scholarly attention and the broad politi-
cal context is quite well known.”" The collapse
of communications with the Belgian government
meant that, from May to July 1940, the Congo
was effectively governed from Léopoldville.
During this crucial period, the colony followed
a curiously detached political trajectory at the
instigation of the Governor-General, intended
to avoid antagonism between the Congo and its
British and Vichy French neighbours. It was only
at the end of October that the government had
sufficiently consolidated its position in London
to begin the secondary process of re-asserting
its primacy over the colony. This culminated in
a personal visit from the Minister of the Colo-
nies in December.?? In this period of uncertainty
the coloniaux were more than mere spectators.
As we shall see, the experience of 1940 began a
prolonged search for a new political order in the
colony. Though initially restricted to the balance
between the colonial state and the European
population, this soon grew into a much more
ambitious examination of the entire colonial
structures of rule.

1. Becoming ‘ Africa Conscious’

For contemporaries, one of the more obvious effects
of the war on the coloniaux was to prompt them
to re-assess their sense of place. For the first time,
Sophie Deroisin and others argued, they had been
forced to reach beyond their political and emotional
dependence on the metropolis, making them ‘Africa
Conscious’ for the first time.?* Much of the discourse
on the emerging ‘Congolese nation” reflected a
similar concern that coloniaux were beginning to
identify more with the colony, and the opportuni-
ties which it might provide in the post-war world,
than with their home country. For the most part,
these fears were entirely overstated: ‘We Are Not
Revolutionaries’, proclaimed an entirely accurate
headline in L’Echo du Kivu in 1942.%* At the same
time, however, the war years did lead many colo-
niaux to look beyond the Congo’s borders for the
first time, and to seek new links with other white
populations in southern Africa.

The new sense of intercolonial solidarity was
made possible by the sense of belonging to a
common Allied cause. It was thus a product of the
wartime moment. While they never abandoned
distinctively national identities and objectives
altogether, Belgian coloniaux developed a pecu-
liar type of wartime internationalism, believing
their own effort de guerre to be a seamless part
of a single Allied war effort. Propaganda further
encouraged this view; as the Governor of Kenya
proclaimed in a typical speech in June 1941,
‘Collaboration between the Belgian Congo and
Kenya is absolute, not only in view of final vic-
tory over the Nazis but also as a result of our
desire to form a new world; a desire which, like
a flame, illuminates these hard but glorious days
and which, now more than ever, guides us, our
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Léopoldville’s anciens combattants commemorate the Force Publique’s participation in the First World
War at the Monument du souvenir congolaise, 1942. Source : Cegesoma/State Archives Belgium.
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Governor-General Ryckmans (right) and his entourage pictured around Albert De Vleeschauwer, Min-
ister of the Colonies, at the latter’s departure from Léopoldville on 16 October 1942. Black-and-white
photo. Source : Cegesoma/State Archives Belgium, nr. 133898.




Europeons in the Be|gian Congo and Ruanda-Urundi (]940-45) 44

allies and the great American people.”” Sympa-
thy for the Anglo-Saxon powers, particularly the
British, was an integral part of this vision. Already
widely admired after the Summer of 1940, Britain
was increasingly believed to represent a model for
future social change, emphasising state planning
and welfarism, both of which were well-received
in the Congo.*

Belgian coloniaux were thus pre-disposed towards
an openness to ‘Anglo-Saxon’ ideas at exactly the
moment that they were coming into closer contact
with British colonies in Africa. This was particu-
larly true of the Anglophone settler societies to the
South, especially the Union of South Africa which
became particularly important, both economi-
cally and socially, after 1940. It provided a market
for Congolese primary products and an alternative
source of consumer goods previously sourced in
Belgium. Between 1939 and 1941, the value of
trade between the two increased almost twenty-
fold.? Yet it also substituted for Belgium in another
way, providing a venue for holidays in a non-trop-
ical climate. The importance of this should not
be understated. Contemporary medical wisdom
emphasised the harm of prolonged exposure to
the Congolese climate; the regular vacation out-
side the colony was thus an established part of
colonial life, also enshrined in most employment
contracts.”® The possibility of spending holidays in
South Africa—especially at the Cape—had origi-

nally been raised in 1939, but became popular for
the first time after the defeat. By December 1940
it had already become an established destination,
praised for the ‘affable’ nature of its authorities
and the ease of communicating in Afrikaans.?
Assessing the volume of Belgian travel is difficult,
but a February 1942 estimate put the number of
Belgian tourists currently in the Cape at 850.%°

South Africans were not indifferent to these new
contacts with the Belgian Congo. Indeed, the
‘Pan-African” ambitions of the Union would loom
ominously over the new relationship. Though
northward expansion had long been discussed in
South Africa, its revival too was a product of war-
time changes and especially the rise to power of
Jan Christian Smuts in 1939. Having outflanked
his Afrikaner opponents by bringing the Union
into the war, Smuts rapidly consolidated not only
his personal pre-eminence in South African pol-
itics but that of his United Party. He also hoped
to capitalise on the economic assertiveness in
South Africa, generated by the wartime commod-
ity boom, to revive his ambitious political pro-
gramme.*' The most significant element of this,
at least from the Belgian perspective, was Smuts’
cherished ‘Pan-African idea’ which envisaged a
federation of African colonies south of the equa-
tor, inevitably led by South Africa as the dominant
regional power, forged after a period of deepening
economic and technical co-operation.*
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By 1941, Belgian coloniaux were certainly more
willing to consider South Africa positively than had
been the case before the war. Even Pierre Ryck-
mans, the Governor-General of the Belgian Congo,
cautiously extolled the benefits of closer economic
co-operation in an interview with the South Afri-
can press and that he ‘was sure that Africa will
become an economic unit’ even if, in the privacy
of his diary, he attacked what he saw as a ‘South
African co-prosperity sphere’.?* Enthusiasm was
strongest on the political left in the Congo where
personal connections to the Union’s established
white socialist and communist parties offered the
most obvious sectional advantages.*

Leading this faction was the Decoster family who
ran the Elisabethville-based ['’Echo du Katanga
newspaper.”” Positioned rather idiosyncratically
on the left, it could nonetheless claim to speak
for a substantial section of Katanga’s petit colonat
in a region traditionally dominated by company
interests. As early as October 1940, L'Echo had
proclaimed the arrival of a ‘New Order’ on the
continent which, for the first time, would allow
the Congo to shed its ‘colonial mentality’ and
embrace its own interests without the constraints
of metropolitan interference.’® In the following
months, Jean Decoster travelled to South Africa
on business to forge connections with left-leaning
organisations while, in Elisabethville, his paper
published a stream of enthusiastic articles about
the politics and culture of the Union. He was well

received in South Africa and was hailed by Johan-
nesburg’s Sunday Express as an ‘ardent supporter
of Pan-Africanism’.?

The extent of the Decosters’ enthusiasm for the
European Pan-African cause was clearly excep-
tional. It certainly won them few friends in Katan-
gese society. Always quite idiosyncratic, Jean
Decosters pre-war political activities had already
won him the loathing of Elisabethville’s Catho-
lic establishment which viewed his new South
African enthusiasm with particular horror.* Jean
Sépulchre, editor of the right-leaning L'Essor du
Congo, had actually made his journalistic debut
in 1922 with an attack on South African expan-
sionism and particularly resented Jean Decoster’s
new campaign. He launched a number of vitriolic
personal attacks on ‘the ambassador of the Red
Congolese masses to the all-powerful South Afri-
can Union’, accusing him of pursuing a subversive
political agenda which risked the very future of the
colony.’® Nonetheless, while few Belgians were
willing to follow the Decosters to the same extent,
the polemical attacks of L'Essor du Congo failed
to resonate as much as expected. In June 1941,
L’Essor published a series of articles with an unusu-
ally conciliatory tone entitled ‘The Pan-Africanism
of Marshal Smuts and the Belgian Congo’. Accept-
ing that closer economic ties to South Africa were
both inevitable and desirable from the colonial
perspective, they argued that the coloniaux none-
theless had a patriotic duty to maintain the Bel-
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gianness of the colony so that the metropolis could
be reborn after the liberation.* The articles, widely
reprinted across the colony, helped to reshape the
Pan-African debate by accepting the possibility of
maintaining dual, and mutually compatible, Bel-
gian and colonial identities. ‘To be Pan-Africans is
fine’, commented [’Echo du Kivu, ‘but we want to
remain Congolese Belgians above all’.*!

The debate about South Africa after 1941 was
indicative of a new willingness to regard the coun-
try as a possible example for the future Belgian
Congo, rather than a potential threat to national
sovereignty. Tourists visiting the Union were
advised to use their visits to study the country and
its political development, and clearly did so.** For
most, South Africa presented a vision of the ulti-
mate settler state. In it, economic development
and political autonomy could combine to create
a new sense of power and self-confidence, refash-
ioning its link with the metropolis as one of affin-
ity rather than dependence. It was presumably this
that Sépulchre had in mind when he published an
entire book on the subject of South African history,
society, and politics for a Congolese readership in
1945.# Fitting neatly into the coloniaux’s self-im-
age and their reading of the Allied rhetoric of
self-determination contained in the Atlantic Char-
ter, the appeal of this vision was certainly wide-
spread. It was, as Senator Robert Godding wrote
to a colleague in London, partly responsible for
the clear sense of ‘accelerated evolution” within
the wartime Congo.* Indeed, it was partly respon-
sible for the growing calls for Congolese ‘self-gov-
ernment’ during the last years of the war.*

lll. Political mobilisation

The outbreak of war created an entirely new polit-
ical landscape for the coloniaux. With many of
the pre-war constraints on political activity lifted,
they embraced new forms of mobilisation with
great enthusiasm. The South African example,
again, was clearly influential. According to one
of the first Congolese trade unionists, Fernand
Quenon, the realisation that ‘syndicalism [was]
not incompatible with the colonial spirit’ came
while he was on holiday in South Africa in July
1940.% The increasing sense of a shared identity
and of common economic and political interests
clearly underpinned the coloniaux’s willingness to
challenge the authority of the trinité coloniale, and
the colonial administration in particular. In this
respect, as we shall see, the increasing assertive-
ness of the coloniaux was primarily a product of
the wartime moment, explaining both its sudden
rise, changing forms, and subsequent collapse.

News of the German invasion was, as might have
been predicted, the immediate trigger for political
organisation in May 1940. Even from the com-
parative safety of the colony, this was a traumatic
moment to which much of the subsequent antipathy
between the coloniaux and the administration can
be traced. In the days following the German inva-
sion of Belgium, the coloniaux rallied to patriotic
initiatives. On 14 May, for example, the population
of Elisabethville flocked to the town’s cathedral
where they sang the national anthem Vers |’Avenir
with ‘rare enthusiasm’, before attending a parade
of Force publique soldiers, anciens combattants of
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the First World War, scouts, and the other patri-
otic institutions of Katangese society. ‘Belgium
can count on all its children and the Belgians of
Africa are ready to do their duty where the nation
needs them most’, concluded the report in L'Essor
du Congo.”

It was not long before the coloniaux’s patriotic
zeal clashed with the inertia of an administration
cut off from its political leadership in Europe.
After the surrender of the Belgian forces under
the leadership of Leopold Il on 28 May 1940,
there was a public outcry against the decision
of the government-general to remove the official
portraits of the King from its buildings. They were
subsequently replaced.*® A more serious confron-
tation concerned the treatment of the approxi-
mately 1,500 lItalians living in the colony. Fran-
cophile by tradition, most coloniaux assumed that
Italy’s invasion of France on 10 June also meant
that Belgium was at war with Italy. The looming
threat from Italian East Africa made the issue
of particular importance and many apparently
believed that Italian aircraft might arrive at Stan-
leyville at any moment.* Yet the administration,
unsure of the government’s policy and reluctant
to provoke ltalian belligerence, wavered. On the
day of the Italian invasion of France, many admin-
istrators across the colony had detained local
Italians on their own initiative but, after a period
of uncertainty, most were released to a public
outcry.”® It was only in November 1940 that the
administration turned full circle and decreed their
re-arrest, though many continued to accuse the
administration of being lax.”!

The perceived lethargy of the administration
when confronted with important policy decisions
showed the coloniaux how far its authority had
been weakened by the events of May—June 1940.
There were two distinct groups who attempted to
use this new situation to their advantage. The first
comprised high-placed individuals with gen-
uine influence in the colony, often personally
acquainted with the Governor-General. Indeed,
the British diplomatic mission to Léopoldville
under Lord Hailey could also be interpreted in this
light, as could the pro-neutralist and quasi-secret
‘camarilla’ led by the Vicar-Apostolic of Katanga
in Elisabethville. Though always fairly small, this
group was swelled by the arrival of colonial nota-
bles fleeing from occupied Belgium during the
summer of 1940. The most important of these
‘dry-season tourists’ was undoubtedly Robert God-
ding, a Liberal senator in the Belgian parliament,
whose status guaranteed him privileged access
to the Governor-General.” While certainly less
élite, the second group was far more numerous.
It comprised respected local figures from different
areas of the colony, often aristocrats or newspa-
per owners, and especially those associated with
the local associations of anciens combattants.
Over the following months, they were respon-
sible for the considerable number of short-lived
associations and organisations across the colony,
including a Comité des Patriotes and a Ligue pour
la Défense de la Colonie formed in Léopoldville;
an Association de Colons et Résidents belges
au Katanga in Elisabethville; and a Comité de
Défense in Stanleyville.> Predominantly local in
outlook, these organisations demonstrated just
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how far the politique des notables evident in Ger-
man-occupied Belgium had also penetrated into
the colony.**

Both of these groups shared similar objectives,
specifically to influence the policy of the colo-
nial administration. Godding, for example, used
his position to advance his long-held beliefs in
the need for administrative reform in the colony.
Writing to Ryckmans almost daily during October
1940, he argued that the weakness of the colonial
administration could only be countered by allow-
ing the coloniaux to participate in the governance
of the colony, which ‘would fortify that which
might be fragile in your position from a legal point
of view’.”> Less coherently, similar ideas were
also advocated by local associations which pub-
lished an almost constant stream of open-letters
and telegrams to the Governor-General over the
course of 1940, often accompanied by declara-
tions of patriotism and loyalty. Yet to their frustra-
tion, the colonial administration failed to make
attempts to integrate the coloniaux in the conduct
of public policy. The Governor-General’s refusal to
make important policy decisions without instruc-
tions from the Belgian authorities in Europe was
hugely frustrating to the notables who considered
their proposed changes to be the bare minimum
necessary for the survival of the colony.

These feelings of impotence were evident in the
belligerence of local groups, and crystallised in an
entirely new experiment in political organisation.
On 10 November, the Léopoldville-based L’Ave-
nir colonial belge printed a ‘manifesto” agreed at
a recent meeting of Belgian patriots, many asso-
ciated with Léopoldville’s association of anciens
combattants, on behalf of a new Ligue d’action
patriotique. The novelty of the Ligue certainly did
not lie in its objectives, vacuously defined as to
ensure they ‘put everything towards the war and

do so in full agreement with our government’.*®
Instead, the Ligue was intended to be a single col-
ony-wide institution incorporating all the local
groups, open to all sympathetic Belgian nation-
als on payment of five francs. Its popularity was
both obvious and rapid. Within a week, several
hundred coloniaux had become paying members
and new local sections had been founded across
the west and north of the colony at Thysville,
Matadi, Bumba—Alberta, Aketi and even Nian-
gara some 1,500 kilometres from Léopoldville.>”
The potential power of the new group was clear to
the colonial authorities. Exploiting the suspected
involvement of the Ligue in the abortive military
‘putsch’ at Stanleyville, the Governor-General
effectively destroyed the organisation by banning
civil servants from joining it. The Ligue collapsed,
despite attempts to rebuild it as a less controver-
sial grouping. As we shall see, however, the Ligue
represented something entirely new in colonial
politics—a political association that could reach
beyond a local base of power into different
regions of the colony. The organisation’s collapse,
however, coincided with the end of this first phase
of political activity. The Belgian government’s
re-establishment in London and subsequent
declaration of war on Italy, combined with
the Minister of the Colonies’ visit to the Congo in
December 1940, served to reinforce the adminis-
tration’s authority within the colony and dampen
the increasingly volatile political tone. In the first
months of 1941, news of Belgian military suc-
cesses in Abyssinia also helped to sustain a period
of relative calm as the patriotic attentions of the
coloniaux turned to officially sanctioned partici-
pation in the effort de guerre.

This period of relative calm came to an abrupt
end with the sudden emergence of an entirely
new political idiom, apparently borrowed from
the white mineworkers across the border in
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Northern Rhodesia.*® Chance played a large role.
On 13 October 1941 a wildcat strike broke out
among the white workers at a plant of the Union
miniere du Haut-Katanga (umnk) in Jadotville.
The cause of the strike appears to have been
local in nature, protesting at the employment of
an ltalian Jew in the plant. Shocked by this first
strike in two decades, the umHk management
immediately bent to the workers’ demands and
suspended the foreigner in question. The strikers’
delegation, probably taken aback by their success,
‘decided to profit from the occasion to submit their
other demands’, notably the creation of a pension
scheme.”” When the company refused, the work-
ers chose to continue their strike which was soon
joined by white workers in other umHk installa-
tions in Jadotville and the Prince Léopold mine in
Kipushi. Representatives of the strikers met in secret
to form a ‘strike committee’ on 21 October and
soon received guarantees from the company that
their demands would be examined if they returned
to work. On 24 October, they declared the creation
of a formal trade union, the Association des Agents
de I"'Union miniére et Filiales (AGUF1).*°

News of the apparent success of the umHk strike
spread rapidly across the colony and met with a
favourable response. Since as early as February
1941, wartime inflation fomented unrest among
white workers for whom accumulating savings had
been an important reason for accepting a colonial
placement.®” Even the massacre of African strikers
at Lubumbashi on 9 December 1941, also appar-
ently inspired by acuri’s example, could not pre-
vent the rapid spread of the idea. The same month,
the workers at the Office des Transports du Congo

in the Bas-Congo came together to form their own
association professionnelle. Others soon followed.
Altogether some 37 new associations emerged in
the period 1942-44, particularly once it became
clear that the state did not intend to repress the
new movement.®

The new organisational structure bequeathed by
AcUFI had certain important advantages. It was ver-
satile and potentially extremely powerful. Based
on the precedent set by acuri, the new associations
emerged from the white workforce at a single com-
pany and its subsidiaries, rather than from specific
occupational groups. This was in part a practi-
cal response to the dispersed nature of the white
communities of workers. Yet it also reflected an
increasing sense that the interests of the coloniaux
had become sufficiently homogenous to transcend
division of class or status. The association profes-
sionnelle at Forminiere, for example, boasted that
it had ‘successfully grouped within it the most
diverse elements of the company’s workforce,
from mechanics, technical workers, accountants,
prospectors, assistant mechanics, sanitary work-
ers, administrative workers up to and including
10 engineers and 6 medical doctors’.**

This model of recruitment, however, also imposed
constraints. AGUFI's early success, for example, was
partly a reflection of the huge size of the umHk
which had allowed it to recruit a membership of
some 850 from its installations across Katanga.
In other companies it was impossible to reach a
similarly hegemonic position. According to their
published membership figures, the unions beyond
Katanga ranged in size from 350 members to
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just eight, with the average union having approx-
imately 46.% Collaboration between unions was
therefore a matter of necessity. In April 1942 the
three associations already active in Léopoldville
came together to create a federation, the Union
générale des Associations professionnelles du
Congo (uctaprorco). Though initially far from
‘general’, the new federation was soon joined by
new associations from around the colony. By Sep-
tember 1943 uctaprorco claimed an impressive
membership of 2,000 from around the Congo and
Ruanda-Urundi.®® The geographic shift towards
Léopoldville, however, was not universally wel-
comed away from the capital. In Katanga, where
uctaproFco had made few inroads, the unions
responded by creating their own regional feder-
ation, the Fédération des Associations syndicales
du Katanga (resynka) in July 1943. The two feder-
ations existed for some time in uneasy collabora-
tion, despite signing a co-operation agreement in
November 1943. Eventually, however, the temp-
tation to create a single political force proved
too great and a unified Confédération générale
des Syndicats du Congo belge (ccs) was created
at an emotionally charged Congres du Travail in
Elisabethville on 1 July 1944.% By January 1945
it could boast nearly 4,000 members.®” These new
organisations were unprecedented in Belgian
colonial history, both because of their sheer size
and their ability to mobilise coloniaux from across
Belgian Africa. Yet, the size of the federations and
the coalitions of interests within them created a
sense of brittleness. This became particularly clear
after 1943 when political issues came to the fore.

Initially at least, the trade-union leadership had
been cautious about engaging with more explic-
itly political agendas, worrying that this might
disrupt their own cohesion. This did not mean

that the organisations themselves had ever been
free of ideological baggage. As civic institutions,
they automatically inherited the political rhetoric
originally popularised by the groups of notables
who preceded them. In the first months of 1942,
for example, acur’s leadership repeated the same
declarations of loyalty to the Allied cause and
calls for national unity that had become common
in 1941. As the public discourse in the colonial
press evolved, its leadership was prompted to
denounce, in similar terms, the perceived crisis
of authority in colonial governance.®® Yet, as the
unions increasingly focused their attention on the
state rather than the employers as the expected
source of social legislation, it became harder to
avoid the emergence of political divisions. By the
time of the foundation of the ccs in July 1944,
the quasi-communist ideology of the union was
becoming increasingly evident. This represented
the result of a long-term drift towards politicisa-
tion and, possibly, an awareness that the union
would have to situate itself within a much changed
Belgian political landscape after the anticipated
liberation of the metropolis. A small Katangese
faction did walk out of the ccs in protest at this
evolution in August 1944, creating the explicitly
apolitical Union syndicale du Congo belge (usy-
coBeL).” Its unexpected failure to provoke mass
defections from the ccs, however, illustrated how
cohesive the Congolese trade-union movement
had become.

The rapid success and increasing belligerence of
the trade-union movement also served as a trigger
for sectional interests in other parts of the colony
to organise politically on the same model. Less
than two weeks after the creation of uGtaPrOFCO,
seven local veterans’ associations met to create
the Confédération congolaise des Associations
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belges des Anciens Combattants in May 1942.
Like uctaprorco it was hoped that this new col-
ony-wide structure would enable the anciens
combattants to achieve the intermediary status
between state and coloniaux that they had orig-
inally hoped to gain during the crisis of 1940.7°
Colonial civil servants also embraced the new
spirit by re-invigorating the long-dormant Associa-
tion des Fonctionnaires et Agents coloniaux (Arac)
with their own demands for improved pay and
conditions, as well as threats to join forces with
the private-sector trade unionists if their demands
were ignored.”!

Most significant, however, were the unions which
emerged from within the colonat. They would,
ultimately, become the longest lasting and most
politically significant of all of the wartime interest
groups. Though clearly inspired by the organisa-
tional model developed by the trade unionists,
much of the impetus behind the new organisations
appears to have come from the belief that failing to
do so would compromise colons” interests in the
new political climate.” The first of the new unions,
the Association professionnelle des Colons indivi-
duels (aprocoLiN), was founded in Léopoldville in
October 1942 and, as its name suggested, was
explicitly modelled on the syndicalist model of
associations professionnelles. It was soon joined
by other regional groups in Ruanda-Urundi and
Kibali-Ituri.” For the colons, as for the coloniaux,
the formation of these sectional groups was only
a first stage in the emergence of an increasingly

radical movement with a more overtly ideological
agenda. In May 1944, the Union pour la Colonisa-
tion (ucot) was founded in Elisabethville by figures
from the newspaper L'Informateur who had also
been active in the early trade-union movement.”
Unlike aprocoLin which had campaigned on spe-
cific grievances, ucoL represented a kind of nas-
cent political party for colons which did not hide
its objectives. Though various APROCOLIN sections
deserted to ucoL in the months after the Liberation
of Belgium in September 1944, there was a nota-
ble harmonisation of approaches between the two
during the final months of the war.”

As we have seen, therefore, the political land-
scape of Belgian Africa changed profoundly in
the period between 1942 and 1944 as sectional
interest groups successfully mobilised across sub-
stantial geographic and ideological boundaries.
Yet coordination of these movements proved to
be an enduring challenge. Those associated with
the old politique des notables were clearly sus-
picious of the objectives being pursued by the
new associations, especially their increasingly
grandiose plans for post-war economic and social
reform. Godding, for example, castigated the new
populist politics among well-paid workers as a
kind of ‘inverted rexism’.”® Senior figures in the
colonial state, the Governor-General included,
also had little sympathy for the movement, accus-
ing it of having deliberately provoked the clash
between troops and black workers at Lubumbashi
in 1941.77 Nonetheless, it is possible to discern
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a coherent strand of political thought within the
activities of the group. While certainly rooted in
the socio-economic grievances of particular strata,
all increasingly saw the current configuration of
the colonial state as the chief obstacle to progress
towards a modern white-led colony.

Perhaps the most significant attempt to pull these
ideas together into a single strand of colonial
activism was the work of the Ligue des Droits
de I"'Homme et de la Démocratie nouvelle.
First founded in Costermansville in May 1943,
the Ligue was originally conceived as a liberal
reaction to news of the establishment of a branch
of Action catholique. When the expected confron-
tation between the two groups failed to material-
ise, the Ligue transformed seamlessly into a polit-
ical organisation for the examination of post-war
reform. In this, the group was helped by its pro-
fessed affiliation to the New York-based League
of the Rights of Man and for the New Democra-
cy.”® This gave the organisation a sense of being
connected to wider ideological debates beyond
Africa and its regular articles in the colonial press—
measured and fairly scholarly in tone-apparently
confirmed this. Within months, the Ligue had
opened new sections in Léopoldville, Stanleyville,
Butembo, Elisabethville, and Jadotville and its
members had become an influential part of local
society. Importantly, the Ligue was able to channel
the political thinking of the associations profes-
sionnelles towards more political objectives, such
as the representation of coloniaux in the colonial
administration or economic democracy.

Even the attempts to combine these sectional
interests in the pursuit of a reforming ideal could
not overcome the most fundamental obstacle,

namely the resistance of the state. In many
respects, the relationship between the two groups
was ambiguous. Many senior figures within the
colonial administration, the Governor-General
included, had a certain personal sympathy for
the coloniaux’s aspirations, especially in the eco-
nomic field. The initial refusal of the employers,
especially the umtk, to make any concessions to
their workforce was clearly felt to be counterpro-
ductive.” Despite the clear antipathy of their Min-
ister, the governor-general was also able to offer
some compromise in the form of de jure recogni-
tion of rights of association. He was also able to
allow trade union delegates onto the advisory con-
seil de gouvernement at the end of 1942.%° Any-
thing further, especially where this threatened to
intrude into the sphere of politique indigéne, was
blocked vigorously. ‘The Governor-General [...]
is happy to deal democratically with the working
masses, as with the patrons, traders, colons, civil
servants and the representatives of any interest
group’, he observed during a meeting with trade
union representatives in May 1944, ‘but he will
not create a new dictatorship, that of any com-
mittee whatsoever which tries to dictate, forcibly,
legislative acts.”® For this reason, the colon asso-
ciations found the administration particularly
unsympathetic to their demands and became
increasingly radical as the war progressed.

The second barrier faced by the new political
movements was simply one of power. Because of
their narrow base of support, they inherited many
of the problems originally encountered by the colo-
niaux’s earlier attempts at political mobilisation.
Contemporaries were well aware that the libera-
tion of Belgium and ultimate Allied victory, seen
as inevitable by 1943, would bring the wartime
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period of political tolerance to an end. By Novem-
ber 1944, the ccs’s official newspaper was warning
that the capitalists were planning ‘to liquidate us
all’ in order to rebuild a more malleable colonial
workforce; indeed, certain local organisers had
already been fired.®” In broader terms, it was also
clear that the pressure which the unions could
exercise was severely limited, despite their large
membership and broad public support, because
they did not pose a genuine threat to the adminis-
tration. The contrast with African political mobili-
sation was stark: even the relatively small military
mutiny by African forces at Luluabourg in February
1944 had been sufficient to induce in the colonial
administration a kind of existential crisis.®

Strikes remained the most effective way of
achieving their objectives and became increas-
ingly important over the course of the conflict.
But they were also a risky strategy. The limitations
had been effectively demonstrated by acuri over
the course of 1942. Following its initial success
in October 1941, acuri had remained unusu-
ally belligerent and tensions between the com-
pany and the union remained far greater than in
other firms. The tension finally broke in July 1942
with a second wildcat strike. In the aftermath,
the state stepped in and prosecuted its leadership
for defeatism. In response, the union planned a
massive regional strike for August with the sup-
port of sympathetic British trade unionists across
the frontier in Northern Rhodesia. Ultimately this
proved to be a failure; it was condemned by all
parts of the colonial press and failed to achieve
its intended size. Frustrated, acuri tried to stage a
final strike in September 1942 but this failed even
to spread beyond Jadotville. The September strike
fatally weakened the union, exposing splits within
its ranks and allowing the company finally to

82. Le Front du Travail 1 Nov. 1944, ‘La releve’, p. 4.

regain the upper-hand.* The rise and fall of Acuri
served as a reminder that the freedom allowed to
these new associations was always limited, further
circumscribing the extent to which the coloniaux
could genuinely translate their new-found politi-
cal conscience and organisation into power.

IV. The ‘settler moment’

The period from 1940 to 1945 was, as we have
seen, an exceptional moment. It created the
external and internal dynamics within Belgian
Africa necessary to foster a new kind of assertive
and politically confident mood among the white
population. Inspired by new visions of a white-
ruled colonial society from South Africa, the colo-
niaux’s political organisation can also be seen as
an attempt to demand a political status within
the existing regime. This was very much the per-
spective of Evelyn Baring, governor of Southern
Rhodesia, who visited the Congo in mid-1944
and later reported that, ‘whatever else may differ
in the Congo and Southern Rhodesia, the views
of non-official Europeans do not.” Their political
causes and discourse, he observed, were practi-
cally identical. In Elisabethville he was button-
holed by a reporter from L'Informateur who ‘spent
his time trying to persuade me to say that the
Congo in general and Katanga Province in par-
ticular was a “white man’s country”.’%

The extent to which the new politics was a prod-
uct of the wartime moment can be illustrated
by how rapidly the entire order collapsed as the
war came to an end. 1945 saw the re-assertion
of metropolitan power, paralleling the reconstruc-
tion of the Belgian state at home.*® Travel between
the Congo and Belgium took some time to re-es-
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Anglo-Congolese amity celebrated by the display of the British flag at a Léopoldville ceremony com-

memorating the First World War, 1942. Source : Cegesoma/State Archives Belgium.




View of the South African city of Johannesburg in 1940 which was visited by many Belgian coloniaux
travelling to the Cape by rail. A mining and industrial centre, the city nonetheless exemplified the pos-
sible advances of settler society to its visitors. Source : Cegesoma/State Archives Belgium.

The seaside around the Cape in South Africa, pictured in 1940. In the aftermath of the defeat,
it became a popular holiday destination for many coloniaux from Belgian Africa. Black-and-white
photo. Cegesoma/State Archives Belgium.
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tablish, but by the end of the year, thousands of
coloniaux had returned to the metropolis. Equally
significant was the large number of new metro-
politans who arrived to replace them as part of
the Releve. In fact, the realisation that the colo-
nial political movements would fail to reach their
‘breakthrough’ in the colony had become wide-
spread long before this process had begun.

Responding to the increasingly high-handed
policies of the government, the tone of political
discourse over the course of 1944 had become
increasingly violent. The government’s decision
to disband the Congolese corps expéditionnaire in
the Middle East was interpreted as a snub to the
colony but what really aroused fury was the impo-
sition of a new 70 percent tax on excess profits
made during the course of the war. Mainly affect-
ing colons, opposition to the tax radicalised their
fledging political groups.®” The reaction was fierc-
est in eastern Congo where a Comité de défense
des contribuables pledged not to pay, and triggered
the foundation of a short-lived political party,
the Union démocratique congolaise, in Septem-
ber.?® Meanwhile, in December, the ccs declared
a general strike in sympathy for the résistants
killed by the Belgian authorities in Brussels during
the ‘November crisis’.® This final bout of activism
was short-lived. Within months, it became clear
that the locus of political activity was moving to
the metropolis and many colonial groups, notably
the ccs and ucot, despatched delegates to Belgium
to defend their interests but found the metropoli-
tan reaction broadly unsympathetic.”® Gradually,
many of them faded away. The Ligue des Droits
de I'Homme, it appears, did not survive 1945 and

the ccs had also collapsed by 1949, superseded by
metropolitan unions. Only the colon movement—
AprOCOLIN and ucol at its head—survived intact
and profited from increasing white immigration
through the late 1940s and 1950s.”

Seen in this way, the war years did indeed prove
to be exceptional; a parenthesis in colonial history
prompted by events elsewhere in Europe. As we
have seen, few of the coloniaux’s gains would
be particularly enduring. Yet, in other respects,
the period reflected a shift in the balance of power
within the Congo itself, and in particular the
coming of age of a new mentality among the white
population of the colony. Instead, understanding
the period as a ‘settler moment’ has potential to
yield a new insight into the Second World War in
Africa and the wider span of Congolese history.

Though little research has been dedicated to the
subject, it does seem that similar signs of a ‘settler
moment’ can be discerned elsewhere in wartime
Africa. In Kenya, for example, wartime demands
for production made the colonial state increas-
ingly reliant on settler agriculture; a reliance
which the settlers themselves ruthlessly exploited
to enhance their waning political influence.”
A similar picture emerges from studies of the Rho-
desias.” The same trend can also be discerned in
French Africa where, in certain cases, European set-
tlers appear to have actually made the breakthrough
that eluded them in the Congo. In the French man-
date of Cameroun, for example, the tiny number
of colons would succeed in gaining a foothold
within the colonial state. Their increasing assertive-
ness, clashing with a similar trend among African
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workers, would culminate in a violent confronta-
tion during the Douala riots in September 1945.%*
Just as in the Congo, Cameroun’s colons seem to
have been influenced by exposure to South African
ideas.” Together, these observations suggest a very
different understanding of the Second World War,
and one that does not fit the understanding of the
war as a mere prelude to decolonisation.

There is also a more general significance for
the way in which we approach Belgian colonial
history, not least as a reminder of its internal com-
plexities. In particular, it serves as a reminder of the
historical importance of the coloniaux who num-

bered more than 100,000 by 1959 and remained
a visible presence, in Africa or Europe, for dec-
ades afterwards.”® Their influence, both within
the colonial society and back in the metropolis,
offers rich insights into the cultural, social, and
political histories of Belgium and its colony. Many
aspects of this remain unexplored, especially in
the political field. Their responses to the spectre of
African nationalism in the 1950s, as well as their
attempts to shape certain nationalist organisa-
tions, represents a particularly underexplored sub-
ject. Though certainly neglected in the past, there
is a good case for bringing the coloniaux back into
the sphere of historical discussion.
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