THE NEGRO REVOLT IN "FRENCH"™ EQUATORIAL AFRICA

By Barbe.
lit r

Jhat 1is generally called the French Congo 1is composed of four
districts: Oubanghi-Chari, Gabon, Middle Congo, Hatu Ogoue; since the
Versailles Treaty the xormer German colony Cameroon was added to this.
...... 1910 the approximate black population of these four colonial
districts without Cameroon — was 9 million inhabitants. According
+? t ? J\Gial fieures given by the Minister Sarraut in 1913 this popula-

f nfar Uv*?-_7 million and tile last official figure which _was given
in 19*1 1t h~d fallen still lower to 2,800,000. Thesé figures indicate thP

constant and almost unbelievable destruction of the population, which is
going on under imperialist colonisation. The disappearance of more than
6 million Negroes is not due solely to reasons of migration nor is it due



entirely to military causes such as recruiting for the colonies in North-
ern Africa ana for service in France, but it is mainly due to the policy
and practice of French imperialism in these colonies. This constant dec-
rease of the population has been acknowledged by the official represent-
atives of French Imperialism. The petty-bourgeois pacifist deputy Valude,
who belongs to the French Radical-Socialist Party, emphasised in 1924 the
fact "that the French intervention.tn these regions has led to a decimal
tion of the population.”” The Minister pf the Colonies, kaglnot, said 1&
December 1928, in a speech on the colonial budget: "We have been frequent-
ly reproached for the great mortality which the construction of the ConfEfé”
Ocean Railway is causing among the population of French Equatorial ~frifcp..
It i1s a fact, that this mortality 1is extremely high’~

Second Important Revolt in Congo

Now concerning toe actual® revolts This is not the first iInsur-
rection of the Congo Negroes* Since French imperialism penetrated into the
Congo there ha3 been an almost uninterrupted fight of a lesser or greater
violence going on between the Negroes and the imperialist warlords, But
this 1s the first time, that we meet with an organised insurrection not
confined to some places, but extending over the whole of the territory.
The first insurrection that may be compared to the present one, but which
yet was less important, took place in 1924; it lasted only several days
and 1t was drowned in blood by imperialisms Certain bourgeois sources of *
information have consequently given more or less contradictory figures
about this insurrection, but all of them state that thousands of persons
\vere killed. ,

The present insurrection is much more important than the insur-
rection of 1924; 1t comprises 12 centres of the colony; Fort~Archambault,
Audar, Mayo-Kabi, Callas, Carnot, etc, All the bigger settlements have gone
into revolt. One may say that the difference between this insurrection
and that of 1924 Her 1in the fact that this time the revolt against Frengh
imperialism comprise*, the total population of thj French Equatorial Africa.

This 1s not the only characteristic and the only new aspect of
-this insurrection. Another one is 1ts duration* According to the lateqtL
informations, the insurrection began on November 5,1928, and lasted with
the same violence till the beginning of January 20, and still goes on.

This is really without precedent.

MVhat arc the rew forms of this armed uprising, the new forms that
developed In this insurrection? The great characteristic of this insurrec-
tion is the fight against forced recruitmente The most practical form
which this fight has taken is the following.* the Negroes 1in those centers,
which I have already indicated, have killed in a systematic manner all the
chiefs of the recruiting troops.

Negroes Capture French Troops

The second phase™, one may say.' in" lihe development of the insur-
rection, 1is the routing of the reinforcements that were sent after the
first fights, by the Negroes of the villages in revolt.

But this insurrection has adopted an even more important form.
Even in the very modest information given in the official press, we find 0
indications that a number of bridges, etc., have been destroyed; that vil-
lages have been fortified by the Negroes for resistance and another fact
that colonial infantry were taken prisoners by the Negroes which is unan-
{mo%ﬁ!y qualified by the bourgeois press as absolutely unheard of.prior 1
0 is.

On the strength of these rather general indications, one may say
that this insurrection constitutes the most serious and wide-spread iInsur-
rection that has ever taken place in French Equatorial Africa, considering
the number of negroes involved, the protracted nature of the fight and the
inany forms it assumed. 1

7/hat are the causes of this insurrection? |If one were to give
a general answer, one might say, that it is the oppression of French im-

A~t|.lisra, but examining more deeply, one may find two great general and



more FTundamental causes for this insurrection”*

lo The considerable strengthening of the efforts of
imperialism to realise the economic value of French Equatorial Africa.
2 The stronger efforts of French imperialism to mal

Equatorial Africa participate in the reorganisation of the imperialist
forces towards a new war. In this connection one must stress the fact,
that French imperialism has established a whole plan for what 1is called
"The Black Army" — a black army, which is to be concentrated in French
northern Africa, in Algeria and Tunis as well as around certain industrial
centres in France, The first practical results of this plan have already
been seen during the recent strikes and particularly in the region of

Gard in France, where 18,000 miners were on strike, and where the white
solaiera had fraternised with the strikers; there the white artillery

was replaced by black troops from Senegal and from French Equatorial Africa

French Equatorial Africa has in fact an enormous economic im-
portance for French imperialism; it is mainly providing France with rub-
ber, wood, certain special kinds of wood, and i1t possesses natural re-
sources such as mines and copper; it is also furnishing manioc, and
finally, i1t is a region where oil may be obtained* During the last years
French imperialism has made great efforts to obtain maximum results in
French Equatorial Africa.

Actually, almost 40 companies have been spread Dn the terri-
tory of this colony* These 40 companies occupy a territory of nearly
800,000 square kilometres* One might quote the names of alx these companies
but this 1is perhaps not necessary; what must be stressed iIs the tremendous
increase of the profits of these companies especially during the last
four years. The proportions of this increase in general vary from 1 to 6
million.

Concerning the increase of capital of these companies one may
find interesting facts. Thus: the Compagnie Equatoriale des I".ines in-
creased its capital of 7,500,000 francs to 20 millions in five years; the
Compagnie Kiniere du Congo increased its capital from 1 million in 1906
to 23 millions in 1925. One of the foremost companies the Sangha Oubanghi
augmented 1ts original capital of 12 million francs in 1911 to 36 million
francs in 19250

It was on the territory of the Compagnie Forestiere de Sangha
Oubanghi that the insurrection started. This company has the monopoly for
rubber and manioc 1in thia district. It realised in 1926 8 million francs
of net profits plus three millions for amortisation, a total of 11 million
francs. The form of exploitation in this district and in,general over tho
whole of Frcnch Equatorial Africa may be characterised as forced labor.
French imperialism has already years before tne war abolished the slavery
laws in i1ts colonies, but instead there has been established a system of
forced labor for the Negro population which has in fact re-established
the system, that had been legally abolishedB It is not only forced labor
in the sense of individual production of the Hegro but forced labor in the
sense of a definite programme of results through the obligation of a wholcn
village to provide a certain production. Thus, all the villages on the
territory of the Compagnie Forestiere de Sangha Oubanghi are obliged to
provide a certain quantity of rubber and manioc, the amount of which is
fixed by the Company. If a village and i1ts inhabitants do not provide
every month the quantity assigned to them then violent repressions are a™*
plied against the village, which range from the imposing of a fine to the ~
complete destruction of a village. For rubber the Negro worker is paid 1
franc per kilogramme and the Negro has to spend 1 month in the foreat in
order to obtain ten kilos of rubber (ten francs per month!). For manioc
the Negro is paid one franc for a basket of 10 kilogrammes, Whilst this
Compagnie Eorestiere, which has the rubber and manioc monopoly in this dis-
trict is paying one franc per kilogramme of rubber and one franc for ten
kilogrammes of manioc, 1n Oubanghi-Chari 12 francs are paid for one Kkilo-

gramme of rubber,and 2 francs 50 for 10 kilogrammes of manioc. One must
emphasise the fact that apermanent repression,; which Is exercised against



the Negroes, and which is also one of the causes of this insurrection,
lies in the fact that the Negroes more and more want to give up the
gathering of rubber and manioc and concentrate on the gathering of palm-
oil nuts. The market for these 1is divided between a number of companies
so that a competition exists and the Negroes are able to demand much
higher prices; (Negroes may harvest approximately«20 to 35 kilogrammes
of palm nuts per month for which they are paid from 6 to 7 francs per
kilogramme). They are going in for this work all the more readily as it
iIs much less tiresome than the gathering of rubber and manioc and also as
it allows them to remain near their village and even to return there every
night, whilst the gathering of rubber compels them to go into the forest,
which may be far from their residence.

What 1s the role of the French Government with regard to these
capitalist companies? Here one may study the whole hypocricy of the law
about the suppression of slavery. In French Equatorial Africa we have
in my opinion the most typical example of the connection that exists bet-
ween the State and the capitalist exploiting companies directed agalnst
the native population. The role of the French Government in French Equa-
torial Africa is that of the recruiting agent of labor power for the
capitalist companies. This fuct is, besides, legally admitted, as every
contract of the capitalist companies contains a concrete paragraph which
obliges the French State, its colonial government, and 1its military forces
to recruit as many Negroes for the company, as is fixed in the contract.
Thus, the Societe Forestiere, which I have already mentioned is ""furnished”
approximately 5,000 persons per month. Another company, the Societe du
Ilaut-Oghoue 1is ~furnished** 1,500 Negro workers, and finally, a company
which has only of late begun to work there, the Societe des Batignolles,
had included in its contract a paragraph about the "furnishing of men".
This Company has been "furnished™ 8,000 men for the construction of the
Congo Ocean Railway. Thi3 Railway 1is for French Equatorial Africa what
the Trans-Saharian Railway will be in Northern Africa for the unification
of tho African colonies. This Congo-0Cean Railway has a great economic
significance as i1t will permit the speedy transportation of raw materials
from the colonies to France. Another consequence will be the abolition of
thé transport of goods on the back of Negro workers which before the in~
auguration of the railway has been the means of transportation.

This railway has therefore two significant consequences:
greater rapidity of transportation and a greater security for the arrival
of goods. The construction of this railway has still another reason;
French imperialism states, that this transportation on the backs of*the
natives was one of the main reasons for the constant decimation of the po-
pulation. It is clear, that we must not be taken in by the humanitarian
phrases, which are at present used by the Inspectors of the Ministry of
Colonies who declare that the construction of the Congo-0Ooean Railway
iIs the greatest fact towards the civilisation of the country- If French
imperialism i1s constructing this railway, it does not do so in order to
suppress the transport on the back of the workers, but because this rail-
way will allow 1t to increase 1its profits and 1t will even compensate the
shortage of labor due to the decimation of millions of Negroes in the
go?rse of several deoades, an effect which has begun to disquiet imper-
ialism. y

It 1s quite clear that the construction of this Jongo-0Ocean
Railway hus been undertaken because French imperialism did not find enough
Negroes for the carriage of goods and in order to make up for the disap-
Bg?{ggce of millions of Negroes as a consequence of French Imperialist

The second important reason for the construction of this rail-
way Is the possibility of concentrating greater numbers of troops by Rail-
way 1In Northern Africa and consequently in France.

length of the working day for the forest and mining com-
panies”™and for the Societe de Construction de chemin de Fer 1is not less
than 15 hours for Negroes, e must stress the fact that during this Congo-



Ocean railway construction, according to official figures, 17,000 Negroes
have already died of fatigue during the construction work. These 17,000
Ilegroes have died whilst only 140 kilometres have so far been built, which
amounts to 123 dead workers per kilometre!

In this region of Haut Oghoue, where this really unheard of
decimation took place, 1,100 Negroes have been shot by the Societe Fores-
tiere in 1927 when a number of villages did not provide the required amount
of rubber.

In another region, La Gabon, the population ha3 gone down from
1.050.000 in 1911 to 300,000 in 1921* According to the official figures
of the Colonial Ministry, there are in lluta-Oughoue, where the revolt 1is
assuming the most violent forms, approximately 4,000 deaths and even
5.000 per year for every 20,000 inhabitants.

These few facts, perhaps somewhat disconnected, show the actual
causes of the present insurrection.

One must emphasise the fact that the present discontent assumed
a religious form; the leaders of the present insurrection are the "sorcer-
ers® This form of insurrection becomes quite understandable if one
realises that in"Congo there exists no" other factor capable of*KUidinK
the tlegro population. The insurrection develop”™ In a spontaneous manner.

"./nat have been the reparcussions of this insurrection in France
French imperialism and the official Government have generally come to the
conclusion, that the exploitation in French Equatorial Africa may have
been pressed a little too far5 It is characteristic, if certain papers,
like the "Journal de Debat" declare that the lack of connection with the
colonies has allowed certain exactions which muVt be remedied rapidly.

Another reaction came from the Ministry of Colonies“$%Fi"cK"
plans and is already organising the dispatch of what 1is called "labor po-
wer" of greater resistance. This "labor power of greater resistance”™ shall
according to the phrase of Maginot "relieve our tired population iIn French
Equatorial Africa#" It is recruited in Indo-China, Already two detach-
ments of 800 Indo-Chinese have been recruited for French Equatorial Africa,

Among the results which this movement has had in France, it
IS necessary to point out the attitude of the Socialist Party, The Social-
ist Party decided to question the Government through i1ts official journal
le Populaire, and it took exactly the same line of approach as the of-
ficial press; thus, the specialist of the Socialist Party on Colonial
subjects, Fontanier, wrote in "Populaire”: "The 1insurrection must be con-
sidered as the reflex of the aggravation of our mistakes down there, but
at the same time we must admit the enormous achievement of France in “educ-
ating™® the primitive population of French Equatorial Africa"™, Secondly,
we find i1n the approach of the Socialist Party the i1dea that the 1insurrec-
tion 1is particularly due to the excitement of the most backward religious
elements of this region against European "civilisation”™, Those are the
political conceptions of the Socialist Party of the situation in Congo.

What has been done by. French Communist Party? The French
Communist Party led a rather serious campaign in "Humanite" where 1t gave
all the facts and analysed the results of the policy of imperialist pen-
etration into this colony. It gave some slogans for the fight:

Cn anti-imperialist Fighting Bloc between tne Negroes and the
French Workers; [liberation of French Equatorial Africa, fight against
the Oolor-Bar(dividing the Negroes of French Equatorial Africa from the
French workers; organisation of the Negro Workers 1in France.



