
THE HEART OF DARKNESS 

F R O M the momen t that the Congo Republic gained statutory 
independence from Belgium, the terr i tory would seem to 
have exploded into violence and disorder. Wi th few exceptions, 
newspapers throughout the Wes t and settler Africa repor ted 
widespread raping and assaults, wi th photographs of whi te 
refugees in contort ions of fury and distress. One may discount, 
of course, many of the press dispatches; there was a c i rcum
stantial hysteria about them which suggested that the evidence 
had been hurled into some vast echoing chamber to be caught 
by the correspondents round the r im, while the more lurid 
had a rather too wel l - thumbed look, as though they had been 
taken from a file on revolutionary atrocities to be dusted off and 
speedily re touched. It is unlikely that the number of whi te 
women raped, if it can ever be adequately established, will turn 
ou t to be large; the whi te dead do not yet touch a dozen. 
Indeed, one may wonder whether , of all the Congo atrocities, 
the press reports did not constitute the wors t . 

Violence there has clearly been, however , and denouncing 
those exaggerations which appear to have been deliberately 
scattered in order to excuse Belgian re-occupation of the Congo 
cannot deny it . It is significant that most of the anti-white 
assaults were against Flemish-speaking settlers, whose reputat ion 
for racial tyranny was loud throughout the Congo, and against 
the families of Belgian army officers, who had clearly earned 
m o r e rancour than regard from the African troops they had 
commanded. Yet this, of course, is only a small part of the 
explanation. Anti-white violence was a reprisal not just for 
individual acts of racial arrogance, but for history. 

The whi te liberal in the Union of South Africa is distrusted 
by many Africans precisely because his humanism is so often 
patronage, because he thinks in terms of principles and not of 
people . He expects those Africans whose struggles he supports 
to show their deserts by conducting themselves wi th a dignity 
and self-discipline that the whites only too obviously fail to 
exhibit . But Africans are, after all, just as capable of dignity 
and discipline, of despair and the fury of despair, as their 
circumstances permi t or encourage them to be . W h e n police 
respond to their protests and petitions wi th shots, they respond 
to the shots wi th stones and a wild, helpless burning of all that 
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is linked in their minds with white dominion. Oppression 
deforms, no less the oppressed than the oppressors, in a terror 
of survival. And when Sir Edgar Whitehead, Prime Minister of 
Southern Rhodesia, arrests the leaders of peaceful African 
resistance to his rule, because they have the dignity to resist it 
at all and the discipline to resist it in words, Africans in Salisbury 
and Bulawayo riot, stoning cars, burning buildings, and besieging 
shops. What else would Sir Edgar have them do? Were they 
to stare in apathy while all political organization and leadership 
were plundered from them, they would not be more than other 
men, they would be less. 

The moral of the Congo is that the prints of just such oppres
sion as now deforms life in the Rhodesias, unless carefully smoothed 
over, remain embedded in the memory of a people long after 
the feet themselves have gone. Reading many of the newspaper 
reports and editorials on anti-white violence in the newly 
independent Congo, one might reasonably have supposed that 
Belgian rule had lasted a genial matter of months and been quite 
gratuitously expelled by an explosion of blind black racialism. 
When it is remembered rather that Belgian rule lasted a ruthless 
80 years, is the violence that followed it so very difficult to 
understand? During the first thirty years, when the territory 
was under King Leopold's personal control, the native popula
tion was reduced by over a third, while royal agents drove Africans 
in search of ivory and rubber, with limbs and lives heaped high 
as the measure of any failure to fulfil the quota demanded. 
Whoever reads Casement and Conrad nowadays, it is clearly 
not the leader-writers on many of our newspapers. And when, 
in 1908, international agitation forced Leopold to surrender his 
dominion to the Belgian government, the curtains were drawn 
around the colony so close that only an occasional whisper 
escaped when a traveller or missionary moved them for a moment 
aside. Throughout the £0 odd years of Belgian government 
rule, forced labour was silently practised, and political protests 
stilled by imprisonment or death. Hardly a handful of years 
ago, there were over 4,000 political prisoners in Congo gaols. 
And though the Belgian policy of paternalism protested economic 
rather than political advances, its withdrawal revealed not one 
African doctor or lawyer or architect and only one African 
engineer, who had qualified at the end of 19^9, in its wake. 
Had rancour taken even greater reprisals than it did, one should 
not in all reason have been surprised. 
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Reprisals, however, were not inevitable. Belgium could have 

healed much of the hatred it had burned so deep into the Congo
lese mind if only it had exhibited a concerted generosity in its 
departure. Had it trained with sympathy and speed African 
officers to command the Force Publique, there might not have 
been that major break-down in the machinery of order which 
made anti-white violence at all considerable. Had it given the 
nationalist leadership effective reason to believe that its intention 
to depart was genuine and that, while it stayed by request of the 
Congolese themselves, it would place its experience and re
sources at their service, a short interim period of co-operative 
government might have been evolved, during which essential 
training in the senior civil service would have been given to 
Congolese, and skills, which had so long been denied, zealously 
and decisively spread amongst them. All this might still have 
failed to overbear the past, but it should have been tried. 
Instead, a policy was evolved that seems to have been at its best 
a state of casual confusion and, at the worst, deliberate sabotage. 
Alarms were sedulously sounded for the safety of the white 
population, numbers of technicians withdrew or made obvious 
preparations to do so, billions of francs were sent scuttling to 
safety in Brussels, and—months before actual independence and 
the antics of M. Tshombe—rumours were rife, to be obliquely 
confirmed by Rhodesian politicians, of a settler and big business 
movement for Katanga secession. As a result, the Congolese 
government inherited a wrecked civil service, a Force Publique 
straining towards mutiny, a dried-out exchequer, and—within 
a few days of independence—a breakaway Katanga, with 
diaphanously disguised Belgian backing, which not only dangled 
all tax income from the provincial mines beyond the govern
ment's reach, but stimulated and fortified tribal separatism 
throughout the territory. And when Belgian paratroops were 
flown in—ostensibly to protect the white population from 
violence—they treated the Congolese with a trigger-happy 
arrogance that could hardly fail to agitate further disorders. 

One need only consider how the situation might have been 
resolved five years ago to measure the part that the free and 
independent African States must have played in the present 
resolution. None of Belgium's allies in the West, despite 
domestic pressure from those with investments in the province, 
recognised the independence of Katanga, and even Belgium felt 
it imprudent to risk the consequences of coming out into the 
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open. For the London 'Daily Telegraph', hardly a newspaper 
of the Left, Eric Down ton wrote from Elisabeth ville in the issue 
of July 27th: "The masquerade of Katanga 'independence' is 
becoming daily more pathetic. M. Tshombe, the self-styled 
President, is today far more under the domination of Belgian 
officials than he was as an obscure politician before Congo 
independence. His regime depends entirely on Belgian arms, 
men and money. Without this, his government would in all 
probability be quickly pulled down from within and without. 
The outline of Belgium's emergency policy for Katanga is now 
discernible. It is to protect the great Belgian financial stake here 
and hold a political bridgehead in the hope of a Congolese union 
amenable to Belgium and the West" . The African States, with 
support from Asian countries, have already influenced the 
Security Council into demanding the speedy withdrawal of 
Belgian troops from the Congo and supplying food and technical 
assistance to the country. Pan-Africanism is no longer fantasy, 
it is hardening fast into fact, and the world will increasingly 
have to come to terms with it. Once Belgian forces withdraw 

o 

from the Katanga, M. Tshombe's popular support can be 
properly measured and an internal dispute left to be internally 
resolved. That anti-secession demonstrations should have 
broken out in the province during the Secretary-General's 
visit to Elisabethville—and demonstrations during which five 
lives are reported to have been lost—suggests that M. Tshombe's 
position is far from unassailable within Katanga itself. Events 
may yet precipitate a provincial referendum under United 
Nations supervision, but any such referendum would only have 
meaning if representatives of the central government were 
permitted freely to campaign throughout the region. M. 
Tshombe's picture of a free vote in a sealed room, with all 
his significant political opponents locked outside, is as ludicrous 
as any of his previous posturings. The storm that swept the 
Congo in the wake of independence may yet have flashes in it> 
but it is dying; and while the African States continue to act 
in concert, there seems very little chance that it will revive. 

The heart of darkness that once was Belgium's empire in 
Africa no longer beats. Yet, only a border away, race rule 
persists, repression mounting southwards in savagery to the 
Union of South Africa. There, in the south, pulses today's 
heart of darkness, in the secret trials and tortures of Portuguese 
Africa, the arrests and riots and now at last the shootings of 
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Southern Rhodesia, the Sharpevilles of the Union. May one 
easily believe that power can be transferred—as one day it 
must—in these territories without a hurricane of repression and 
reprisal? Yet, across the eastern frontier of the Congo, Tan
ganyika moves with speed and deliberation towards independence 
and popular rule, amidst the back-slappings of nationalists and 
white settlers alike. There the British government, spurred no 
doubt by the trust status of the territory, discouraged tribalism 
and not only suffered, but occasionally even nurtured, the national
ist movement from the moment that withdrawal appeared more 
profitable than repression. If its administration has riot been 
exemplary, its retreat has at least revealed excellent sense, and 
the reward is the legacy of good-will and order it is leaving 
behind it. Would a similar reward not follow a sensible and 
speedy retreat from those fastnesses of race rule that the white 
communities in the south now hold so intransigently ? If recent 
events in the Congo have any lesson to teach, it is the retribution 
of repression. For its own sake, as much as for the sake of all 
the many millions whose lives it despoils, the white south 
would do well to awake at last to the shutters being flung open 
all around it. 

Doris Lessing 
' There are few young novelists more interesting than 
Doris Lessing. She treats the country and people of 
South Africa with a hot, passionate intensity and a 
sympathy for the deprived and defeated.' 

-Manchester Evening News 

The following are available in Penguins 
FIVE (3s 6d) 
Five stories which won the Somerset Maugham Award in 1954 
THE HABIT OF LOVING (2s 6d) 
'A remarkable variety of subject, scene, mood and treatment... 
a very distinguished collection' -Spectator 

EACH HIS OWN WILDERNESS 
One of three plays published in a single volume, New English 
Dramatists (3s 6d), which also contains: 'The Hamlet of Stepney 
Green' by Bernard Kops and 'Chicken Soup with Barley' by 
Arnold Wesker 
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