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Jean-Philippe Peemans

Imperial Hangovers:
Belgium — The Economics of
Decolonization

The following essay tries to assess the impact of the decolonization
process on what could be called the ‘Belgian power structure’, that
is to say, the specific type of equilibrium between social and
political forces which is a feature of that country and also has
economic roots. This already difficult task is further complicated
by the absence of a synthetic study on the historical development of
Belgian society.

It is true to say that 1960 saw the end of an era. But at the same
time, contrary to some forecasts which exaggerated the economic
importance of the Congo to the metropolis, the decolonization pro-
cess had no economic consequences for Belgium. The colony was
very important, but at a more subtle level. For example, despite its
weakness in trading relations with the metropolis, it contributed
significantly to the massive profits made by joint stock companies
in Belgium itself. This leads to the question of how much in-
fluence was exerted by the colonial system upon the structures of
economic power inside Belgium. And from there, one is led to ex-
amine the interplay between that economic power and other social
and political powers.

To this end it is necessary to outline how, in turn, the colonial
system, the decolonization process and post-colonial relations in-
fluenced or altered the interplay between the different elements of
the Belgian ‘power structure’.

The colonization of the Congo was a rather hazardous answer to
general problems stemming from the contradictions in the in-
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258 Journal of Contemporary History

dustrialization process. If Belgian industrialization got off to a very
quick start, it was because of an extraordinary combination of fac-
tors: the ability to transfer the labour-saving techniques of the
British ‘industrial revolution’ to the continental country with the
lowest level of wages due to an unlimited supply of cheap labour,
the availability of a European market thanks to its integration
within the French Empire, which was itself at the same time a large
buyer for military purposes, and a large supply of the raw materials
required by current technology.! Thus from the beginning there
was a contradiction, because the element, cheap labour, which was
favourable for profit and rapid accumulation, was at the same time
unfavourable to the development of a mass demand and a large na-
tional market for finished products. It resulted in a heavy
dependency on foreign markets and in specializing in exports of
semi-finished products.?

So on one hand, Belgian industry developed with capital-
intensive enterprises in the mining and metal industries, located
mainly in the southern part of the country (around 1900, 1 percent
of enterprises, mainly joint stock companies, employed 50 percent
of the workers), and on the other hand, there was an overwhelming
majority of small-scale enterprises, using labour-intensive techni-
ques, and largely oriented to the national market.?

The disparity between these two types of industries was still more
accentuated by the heavy financial backing given to the large enter-
prises. Most of them were controlled by financial holdings, which
monopolized the credit system, hampering the growth of small-
scale enterprises. The greatest of these holdings, the Société
Générale de Belgique, with its subsidiaries, controlled 40 percent of
bank assets from 1850 to 1914.4

There were, of course, links between these features of the
economic structure and certain elements of the socio-political struc-
ture. At the time of independence, the State was controlled by an
alliance of the different factions of the francophone bourgeoisie in
a system where less than five percent of the adult population had
the right to vote. If there was a certain amount of agreement bet-
ween these factions in order to maintain their privileges and com-
mon control of the State, there were also differences expressed in
the rivalries between Catholics and Liberals. The catholic
bourgeoisie, which was very conservative and strongly opposed to
the ideas of the French revolution, was mainly a traditional, land-
owning bourgeoisie, close to the nobility, and opposed to a rapid
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industrialization which could endanger the social order. They large-
ly controlled the countryside, both as landowners and also through
the Church, which was in effect an organ of the State, and controll-
ed the education and welfare networks. The liberal bourgeoisie
was largely industrial, influenced by the moderate tendencies of the
French Revolution, and advocated a policy of free trade and com-
plete economic liberalism.’

Ideological conflicts were important in terms of power politics.
Understandably the Catholics, who controlled the popular masses
through their existing authoritarian and paternalistic social institu-
tions, unlike the liberals who had almost no such power base, were
fiercely opposed to any measure which would encroach upon their
control over potential popular votes, while the Liberals tried to ex-
tend State action in the fields controlled by the Catholics in order to
weaken this monopoly. In that struggle for influence, it was the
political future of these different sections of the bourgeoisie which
was at stake. These ideological struggles continued while those in
the field of economics gradually died out between 1850 and 1870, a
period of rapid economic growth, during which financial invest-
ment in the large industries increased, mainly through the Société
Générale. Many of its old and new stockholders, most of whom
belonged to landed families, thus became less resistant to an ac-
celerated industrial growth, as it was for them an alternative means
of increasing the return on their capital, as opposed to investing it
in agriculture. At the same time, the increase in the industrial area
controlled by the holding company progressively brought together
the interests of stockholders, managers and entrepreneurs, Catholic
as well as Liberal.¢

Thus by 1880, there was some tendency towards fusing the eco-
nomic interests of the Catholic and Liberal sections of the
bourgeoisie, but the ideological conflict continued to play an im-
portant part, mainly because the Catholic ruling classes retained
their nostalgia for the ‘golden age’ when they had had a monopoly
over the cultural and social life of the masses.’

In the last twenty years of the nineteenth century, the dominant
but conflicting partnership of two sections of the bourgeoisie began
to be challenged in the economic as well as in the political field. It
was a period of difficult economic adjustment marked by a high
rate of technical progress in the industries launched by the first in-
dustrial revolution. Belgian traditional industries had to struggle to
maintain a normal rate of profit in a context of high international
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competition and low prices. This development occurred at the
precise moment when newly-organized trade unions and workers’
movements were trying to increase their level of wages and better
their living standards. Despite a fierce resistance to these
movements, the entrepreneurs were obliged to make concessions
with consequent pressure on profits on capital investment.

There were two ways in which profits could be maintained or in-
creased. The first way was to manufacture new products using new
techniques. This path was followed in some countries then entering
the second Industrial Revolution and able to accelerate their capital
accumulation. Belgian industries largely missed that turning-point,
probably because it required risky long-term investments. On the
contrary, the financial groups tried to minimize risks, as the ma-
jority of their stockholders looked to industrial investment for
greater security than could be obtained from land investment and
also because their managers were mainly skilled engineers attached
to the techniques and industries they had traditionally mastered.

The second way was to find a more favourable environment in
which to exploit the old techniques; for example, in places with
lower wages, and in countries trying to develop the techniques
already mastered by Belgian industry. In both cases there were new
opportunities to improve profits. That second method was largely
followed by the Belgian financial groups which sponsored new in-
vestments in railways, mining and metallurgy in Russia, China and
the Middle East.

It was in this search to find new fields of profitable investment
that the colonization of the Congo took place. It is very clear that
to start with this colonization did not obey any economic logic, as
that part of Africa was looked on as an enormous vacuum by the
financial groups interested by the new developing countries. There
was absolutely no encouragement from them for the colonization
of that part of Africa. The Congolese adventure began as a political
initiative undertaken by King Leopold II, who was both a monarch
anxious to defend the vital interests of his country which he ruled
with scornful benevolence, and a man who regarded the new con-
tinents with the eyes of a merchant adventurer of old. He was in-
deed a kind of business tycoon well adapted to the problems of his
time.

This is not the place to study in depth the role of a man who is
still a figure of controversy and who aroused so much fascination
and so much hatred. Nevertheless, his role was crucial if only
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because he built a state apparatus in the colony which had all the
features of the mercantilist epoch (monopoly of exploitation of the
natural resources, extreme harshness of the methods used to
mobilize manpower resources, confusion between private and
public uses of State money), while at the same time he largely utiliz-
ed resources provided by that policy of ‘primitive accumulation’ to
lay down the infrastructure which prepared the ground for pro-
fitable investment. After twenty years of rather painful efforts, he
had financed not only the external economies required by further
investments, i.e. the construction of railways and the use of water-
ways, but he had also largely financed the expeditions which led to
the discovery of rich deposits of non-ferrous metal in Katanga.?

From that moment onwards Belgian financial groupings actively
participated in the colonial undertaking. They were granted very
large privileges, though always in close partnership with the State. It
is interesting to note that in 1910, less than four years after the large
penetration of these financial interests in the colonial economy
through the founding of the UMHK and other large companies,
State monopolies were suppressed. After a short period of hesita-
tion about which plolicy to follow, a very clear tendency of close
cooperation between the colonial administration and the finance
companies progressively emerged after the first world war. The ad-
ministration used its full powers, through different kinds of con-
straints and pressures in order to undertake large public works, to
mobilize a large volume of cheap manpower for the mines, the
large plantations, and to foster exports. There was indeed a
systematic bias in policy, which limited and hampered the develop-
ment of petty traders and settlers in order to keep the manpower
resources available for undertakings sponsored by the State or by
the finance companies.

During that period, the latter completely reversed their attitudes
towards operations abroad. Investments in other parts of the
world, which were so important before the first world war, vanish-
ed almost completely. The reasons were evident: e.g. the experience
of the Russian Revolution, Chinese instability in the twenties, and
gave an impression of great insecurity, which constrasted sharply
with the oasis of peace prevailing in the colony.® At the same time,
the control of mining, plantations and transport in the Congo pro-
vided high returns which also contrasted with the difficulties and
slow growth of the traditional metropolitan industries. Thus the
financial interests, through their holding companies, were able to
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compensate between low and high profit undertakings which
alleviated some of the problems of the aged Belgian industrial
structure. Increasingly, these financial groups developed activities
inside the colony and dominated its economy completely. At the
beginning of the thirties it was estimated by a Senatorial commis-
sion that three-quarters of the assets of the colony belonged to four
Belgian holding companies. Among them, the Société Générale
held almost two-thirds of these assets.!?

However, the economic dominance of these holding companies
and the benefits therefrom were not separated from other features
of the colonial system. This system as it developed in the interwar
years was one in which de facto power stemmed from a narrow
cooperation between three agents of social control: the colonial ad-
ministration, the large enterprises sponsored by the finance
houses, and the Catholic Church. Together, they devised a
development policy which closely related the defence of their own
particular interests with the elaboration of a rather complicated
colonial doctrine, supposedly aimed at promoting the indigenous
society to a state of ‘civilization’, which they had the right both to
define and impose. That right was indeed the root of their de facto
power, because the de jure power of control, that is to say Parlia-
ment, the Government and especially the Ministry of Colonies,
recognized their special ability to master the specific problems of
colonial policy. The colonial administration was the base of this
triangle. In it was invested the right to control the indigenous
population; the Catholic Church was recognized as having a special
role in the field of morality and in the education of the colonized
population, even by its adversaries in the metropolis; and finally,
the finance companies, not least for the profits accruing to the
metropolis, were given a free hand to control resources which were
of vital interest to the colonial power.!!

From this collaboration and the de facto acceptance of the
autonomy of administration, Church and finance companies in the
colony, there emerged a specific colonial social order which was
jealously guarded and insulated from the social and political norms
that applied in the metropolis. There was also a high degree of
mobility between the administration and business interests. The
fact that high-ranking colonial civil servants could expect to end
their careers with a position inside one or other of the finance com-
panies cemented the bonds between these two institutions. The
third one, i.e. the colonial Church, was greatly strengthened by the
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fact that a large majority of the colonial élite were Catholics.'?
Catholics had an influence in the colonial system which was pro-
portionately much greater than their influence at home.

A consequence of this situation was the Church’s tendency to ap-
ply to the colonial situation the principles of the authoritarian
paternalism its predecessors had longed to impose in the nineteenth
century to solve the ‘social question’ inside the metropolis. All the
features of that ideology were present and reinforced in the colonial
context: the limitation of teaching to elementary and professional
schools, the promotion of civic and moral behaviour through work
and discipline and healthy leisure activities, the training of women
for household tasks to protect the family, etc.!3

The aim was to apply this model to society as a whole, but the
lack of means limited its application to only some social groupings
like the large mining enterprises. But there it was propagated at a
high level of ‘totalitarian’ paternalism; the education of in-
dividuals, the regulation of social life all being closely linked with
the search for higher productivity from the workers. That interplay
of the economic, social and political elements of the colonial power
system was all pervasive, and the colony was a privileged area in-
sulated from all the movements which, in the metropolis, had pro-
gressively reduced the hegemony of the traditional ruling classes.
The colonial system of power also prevented the development of
trade unions, even among European workers. Similarly, it was
largely able to eliminate competition from small and middle-scale
settler enterprises. It is noteworthy that this supremacy of the
finance houses upon the colonial economy was denounced for the
first time during the thirties, precisely by those parliamentary
representatives of middle-ranking enterprises, especially Flemish
ones, who at the same time criticized the monopoly exerted on the
credit system in Belgium itself by these finance houses.

This well illustrates one of the effects of the colonial system on
the metropolitan social and political arena. Because the colony was
an insulated region free from the political pressures brought about
in Belgium by the rise of working-class movements, an area where
capital could be accumulated with a minimum of institutional con-
straints, it strengthened, socially and politically, those groups in the
metropolis which controlled the colonial system. They benefitted
both indirectly and directly from the higher profits realized from
the colonial economy.

They exerted total economic and political control in the Congo,
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and justified their untramelled power in terms of the needs imposed
by the ‘colonial reality’. The same justification could be and was
advocated in the metropolis in order to foster a sense of colonial
responsibility. Such a responsibility implied not only that the col-
ony had to be protected from reforms which were socially and
politically divisive inside the metropolis itself, but also that the
defence of colonial interests required unity in the metropolis,
especially united support for those actively engaged in the colonial
adventure.

In short, its control of colonial affairs meant that the traditional
right, mainly francophone, Catholic and unitarian, could maintain
a dominating influence in Belgium, far greater than otherwise
would have been the case. This occurred precisely at a time when its
power was being challenged on many fronts, not only from the
socialists, but also from the rising new Flemish bourgeoisie, which
at the end of the twenties tried to assert its financial autonomy and
to conquer leading positions in the State apparatus.!4

It was in fact a very subtle struggle of power. The francophone
Catholics, from the beginning of the 1920s a political minority in
the southern part of the country, in face of the rising of the
Socialist party, needed the support of the Flemish Catholics who
controlled the majority of the popular votes in Flanders, through
their populist programme aimed at defending the Flemish com-
munity as a whole against francophone supremacy, without class
distinction. Such a programme was a powerful tool in the hands of
the rising Flemish bourgeoisie which was at the same time an ally
and a new rival for the control of the State. In this difficult strug-
gle, the defence of the colonial heritage with its patriotic overtones
was a good card to play to promote the status quo in a unitarian
state structure.

The second world war reinforced the autonomy of the colonial
power system, as the State had almost no means of exerting con-
trol, neither through its metropolitan administration, nor through
its government in exile in London. The first period following the se-
cond world war did not reduce that large autonomy. At the same
time, during most of the fifties, Congolese enterprises continued to
provide an average rate of profit higher than their metropolitan
counterparts controlled by the same financial holdings.!* Thus they
masked the deep structural problems of Belgian industry. Conse-
quently, the control of colonial assets continued to give the finance
companies greater facilities for the accumulation and distribution
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of profits than the situation of their metropolitan enterprises would
normally have allowed.

Coming now to the process of decolonization between 1955 and
1960, it is essential to emphasize the great importance that their
control of the colonial resources still had for the big financial
holdings in Belgium.

The most remarkable feature after the second world war was that
these financial groups could simultaneously secure highly pro-
fitable investments in the Congo and yet protect that privileged
area from the interference and political rivalries of the metropolis.
They were at least to maintain that situation during the ten years
from 1945 to 1955.

To achieve this, a new development policy was established inside
the colony after the second world war. This policy was undertaken
by the ‘enlightened’ wing of the colonial administration, which
recognized the reality of the ‘social question’ inside the colony, i.e.
that section of the administration which was sensitive to the
sharpening of social tensions among different categories of the
African population at the end of the war, because influential in the
decision-making process. Its objective was to eradicate the most
salient features of the harshness of the manpower mobilization
system (compulsory cultivation and too low agricultural prices,
compulsory manpower recruitment, labour migration and too low
wages), and to undertake the long-term stabilization of the colonial
system.!6

The new policy had three objectives. The first was the improve-
ment of the living conditions of at least a section of the workers in
the main cities and in the most important industries. The second
was the development of a petty bourgeoisie of clerks, low-ranking
civil servants, and teachers in the primary schools. They were sup-
posed at the same time to become the instrument of an increasing
apparatus of State control of the whole colonial society, and to
have an increasing stake in the maintenance and development of
the colonial system.!” This urban petty-middle class would be com-
plemented by the promotion of some peasants to the rank of small
independent farmers, differentiated from the rest of the rural com-
munities and encouraged to produce an agricultural surplus.'® The
third objective was the realization of a rather ambitious plan for a
new infrastructure aimed at modernization and at sustaining the
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economic activities of the private sector for export or for the
domestic market.

The achievement of these ends required an increase in the role of
the colonial state and in the finances at its disposal, via increased
taxes and borrowing. The framework was laid out in the first Ten
Year Plan for the colony which appeared in1949. Its implementa-
tion was made easier by the huge increase in resources due to the
booming Western demand for Congolese exports, up to the mid-
fifties. This initiative by the colonial administration was not
resisted by its two other partners and traditional pillars of the col-
onial order: the finance houses and the Catholic Church.

The finance houses were attracted first of all by the stabilization
of the colonial system in order to ensure maximum security for
their investments, and shared the conviction that the promotion of
an indigenous middle class was the surest way to realize that goal.
This is a conviction deeply entrenched in the consciousness of the
Belgian bourgeoisie and was worked out in the metropolis itself
from the end of the nineteenth century. At the same time, the pro-
motion of an army of African workers and clerks was seen as a tool
to maintain low costs in a growing economy which required more
trained people, and as a device to check the pressures made by the
European skilled workers, employees, and civil servants to improve
their economic position, including the repeated efforts to organize
trade unions aimed at the exclusive defence of European labour.

The finance houses were not opposed to an increase of direct and
indirect labour costs, firstly because their industrial operations
were more and more capital intensive, secondly because they were
convinced that productivity increases required an improvement in
the quality of labour. Their fear was that change might be too
rapid, and they were ready to give support only to policies which
kept a tight control over the pace of change, i.e. they wished to con-
tinue along their paternalistic and authoritarian way. There was
again some parallel with the policy which had been pursued in
Belgium: there, the protection of a stabilizing middle class could
not lead them to compete with the activities controlled by the finan-
cial groups. The new conception gave fresh perspectives for action
to the third traditional partner of the colonial order: the Catholic
Church. Many missionaries had persistently criticized the crude
system of manpower exploitation prevailing before, and they saw
the legitimization of their presence and role in the colonial society
precisely in terms of the promotion of a paternalistic mode of
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economic and social progress for the African masses. The new
policy gave new opportunities for the development of social and
educational services largely controlled by the Church. Thus, the
policy received support from the main partners of the colonial
system of power, and it was favoured by the excellent conditions
prevailing on the international markets for Congolese exports.

The ten years following the war saw a large increase in the value
of mineral and agricultural exports, which fostered an enlargement
of the domestic market, sustained also by the increase in public
spending: therefore there was a place for the beginning of an im-
port substitution process for consumer good industries, and some
intermediary goods. But this type of growth was heavily dependent
on external factors, as many obstacles limited the expansion of
mass demand. Among these obstacles the most important was, of
course, the very uneven distribution of income between the Euro-
pean and African sectors of the colonial society. These disparities
were increased by the acceleration of the accumulation, as is usual
in such cases. At the same time, the gap was also widening between
cities and rural areas. In the cities, growth was mainly the result of
the European settlers and companies relying on an unlimited supply
of cheap labour. They were the main sources of employment in-
creases, as the growing capital intensity in the mining and industrial
activities provoked a huge increase in productivity and sharp reduc-
tions in the employment levels. At the same time, most of the
African rural sector was stagnant, despite the ambitious pro-
gramme of the Administration.!® The latter, in fact, encountered
fierce resistance from the settlers in the rural areas, who were op-
posed to any measure which could improve the position of the
African peasantry, because they feared that such improvement
would reduce the manpower available, increase wages and create
unfair competition for them. This crisis of the African peasantry
tended to support a permanent migration to the cities, at a time
when employment opportunities for unskilled labour were
diminishing. But the tendency toward structural unemployment
was not reflected in wage levels, because these were artificially pro-
tected by the Administrative measures.

Thus, underlying an apparent prosperity were deep structural
problems, which, if not tackled in time, threatened serious social
tensions and disruption. And in fact the Administration could not
cope with the problem, pre-occupied as it was with the maintenance
of a growing but stable administrative system. Even at that level,
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problems were new and enormous. The main problem was the
mode of integration of the low-ranking African civil servants pro-
moted since the end of the war. These people hoped that the system
would be more and more open to their aspirations, and work on the
basis of qualification without any race barriers.?? They wanted to
be integrated and recognized as indispensable for the development
of the Congo.2! Their hopes for promotion and respectability were
nourished by official speeches about the future role of the in-
digenous élites in a very long process of modernization, which
would finally lead to a kind of ‘Belgian-Congolese Community’.
This vaguely-defined concept was used at the beginning of the fif-
ties to indicate that in the very distant future, some kind of associa-
tion would exist between the metropolis and its colony. Neither the
nature of this relationship nor the type of organization which
would prevail in the Congo were precisely defined.? The idea was
vague enough to sustain the hopes of promotion by the emerging
African petty-bourgeoisie and at the same time provoke a reaction
from the European minority to protect its privileges for the future.
It also began to claim the attention of the metropolitan social and
political groups, who became aware that they had to have some
kind of presence in the colony. If the situation was evolving slowly
toward a type of association, it could, of course, have conse-
quences in Belgium itself: for instance if it was moving in the direc-
tion of a kind of parliamentary representation of the colonies in the
metropolitan power system ‘a la frangaise’.

Thus in the Congo, there was on one side the European interests,
mainly settlers, traders and low-ranking civil servants, who feared
any change in the relations between the Europeans and Africans,
and whose associations for the defence of European interests
flourished under different names and banners, and on the other
side there was the penetration of metropolitan organizations. Their
action was often able to prevent or diminish the impact of measures
aimed at the development and stabilization of an African middle
class. Thus, this latter group was more and more frustrated in its
hopes for promotion?® and began to attach more importance to
other ways of gaining some power, such as the development of
ethnic associations in the large cities, which were at the same time
the cradle of grass-roots politics under the cover of cultural
activities.

On the other side, there was a slow but persistent penetration of
metropolitan organizations inside the colony. That penetration was
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made easier by the fact that a growing number of Europeans were
entering the colony, not as settlers, but as temporary immigrants.
Inevitably they were more sensitive to the patterns of metropolitan
social and political life and offered fertile ground for the penetra-
tion of the metropolitan rules of the game inside the colony. Trade
unions, like the Christian CSC and the Socialist FGTB, were exten-
ding their recruitment among the Europeans, even if all kinds of
measures, including intimidation, were taken by employers to limit
their influence.?* Political circles inspired by the different
metropolitan parties were also active, even if there was no question
of their being transformed into political parties inside the Congo. It
is typical that at this time, most metropolitan-inspired organiza-
tions hesitated between being exclusively reserved for European
members or becoming mixed in one way or another.

This penetration of metropolitan politics was greatly accelerated
by the measures taken by the liberal Minister of Colonies,
Buisseret, to promote the development of the public education net-
work and later, to liberalize the conditions for the creation of
associations, among which were trade unions.2?s These measures
were very important because, for the first time in colonial history,
they openly introduced elements which played a great role in the
political life of the metropolis but had been carefully rejected by
the traditional partners of the colonial order as threatening the
stability of the system. Their immediate application was very
restricted, but their potential dynamic was enormous, especially in
the perspective of the future development of a Belgian Congolese
Community. Thus, the colonial system ceased to be a closed one
and became open to external influences and ready to participate in
the political interaction which regulated the power structure in
Belgium. The decisions themselves clearly now indicated that the
colony was a part of Belgian politics, as they could not be efficient-
ly opposed by the traditional pillars of the colonial order. So the
rules of the game were, of course, completely transformed, as the
former dominant partners were losing their monopoly on the
decision-making process and as the colony was no longer insulated
from metropolitan political and social influences.

From that moment, the situation in the colony reflected the pro-
gressive change in the balance of power. On one side, there was a
growing radicalization of the African petty bourgeoisie, more and
more frustrated by the resistance of the European vested interests
to its full integration into colonial institutions.2¢ This radicalization
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corresponded with a certain instability in the European communi-
ty, insecure, but divided, about its future. On the other side, there
was a more and more overt penetration of metropolitan social and
political groupings into the colonial society. Even if for the mo-
ment they had no official place in the power structure, they were
developing their influence among the Europeans as well as among
the Africans, in order to be present at the evolution toward what
was seen as a kind of association between Belgium and the Congo.?’

These movements of course escaped from the control of the tra-
ditional pillars of the colonial order, who clearly realized that these
developments threatened their power. Given the international con-
text, the penetration of metropolitan politics was indeed not only
the way toward a possible take-over by the metropolitan social and
political forces, but it could also open the gate to African na-
tionalism. Confronted with this rapidly changing new situation, the
traditional partners of the colonial order could not control
developments nor maintain their former unity of action. The new
situation revealed the fragility of their former power monopoly
which had only lasted as long as the colony was sealed off from
metropolitan social and political influence.

In fact, the three partners of the former alliance did not react in
the same manner to the threats to their power, influence or
economic interest. The Catholic Church saw that its dominant posi-
tion in the field of education, culture and social assistance was
directly endangered by the facilities given to its liberal or socialist
counterparts.?8 This would inevitably lead in the future to an ero-
sion of its power, as had happened in Belgium, and to the loss of its
predominance in the ideological formation of African élites. It was
further challenged by an external development. From 1956 on, the
Vatican itself realigned its policy toward the acceptance of political
independence in Africa and no longer clung to the defence of the
colonial system, which could threaten its presence in the long run.
From that time onwards, the Catholic media in the colony were
open to the expression of opinions supporting nationalism.?

As for the finance companies’ attitude, one can assert that they
were extremely opposed to Belgian political influences entering the
colony. For instance, it was only in mid-1959 that the European
employers officially recognized the Congolese trade unions, largely
sponsored by the big metropolitan trade unions.* They were also
strongly opposed to the emerging African nationalism, but it seems
they were incapable of understanding the accelerating pace of
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change, being prisoners of their own ideology on African affairs.
And if finally they accepted the idea of autonomy at some
unspecified future date, their passive resistance to the ‘Belgianiza-
tion’ of the colony had rendered impossible its implementation as
the ‘slow and orderly process’ they advocated.

As far as the colonial administration was concerned, it was divid-
ed, being unable to cope with the rapid pace of change which erod-
ed its power, or to elaborate a strategy which could maintain its
dominance and freedom of action. Its former power was rooted in
the recognition by the metropolitan government that the ‘ad-
ministration’ was mastering the ‘colonial sciences’ to manage pro-
blems which were specifically African. When this specificity was
eroded by metropolitan politics or by African nationalism, its
power rapidly crumbled. With its experience rendered obsolete and
its inability to face the new problems, the administration’s fate was
sealed. Its power vanished with the riots which broke out in
Leopoldville in January 1959, for which it was blamed.3! In fact,
even before these dramatic events, power had definitely shifted into
the hands of the Brussels government.3?

With the weakening of the colonial administration, the Church
and the financial groups had to rely on the Brussels government,
which passed to a Catholic-Liberal coalition in 1958. The new
government was concerned with the Congolese problem, and estab-
lished a working group to prepare a declaration on the future of the
colony. This group and the government hesitated between
autonomy or independence as the solution. And after the January
1959 events, when the idea of independence was admitted, there
was much discussion on its content and on its timing. The new Col-
onial Minister, M. Van Hemelrijk, was a Flemish Christian
Democrat, opposed to the domination of the colonial French-
speaking establishment. He denounced the narrow ties of interest
existing between the colonial administration and the financial
groups and favoured a quick movement toward independence. He
had to give way to the more moderate A. De Schijver who tried to
slow down the pace of change and delay independence by three to
five years. But after less then three months, confronted with the
united front of the Congolese political leaders, he had to concede
complete independence for six months later, i.e. the end of June
1960.3

This precipitateness appeared hazardous and inconsistent, con-
trasting sharply with the immobility of the preceding years. But it
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reflected the deep contradictions of the situation. The shift of the
decision-making process to the metropolis was only apparent. In
fact, the Belgian government did not have the means to influence
the evolution of the colony. The colonial administration had be-
come a ghost while the Church as well as the financial groups were
too strongly opposed to a ‘Belgianization’ of the colonial political
and social life to allow Brussels to deal with the fundamental pro-
blems of the colonial regime, i.e. the crisis in the rural areas, in-
creasing income disparities, the slowdown of industrialization and
a growing social discontent in the large cities. There was simply no
machinery to prepare for a slow progress to autonomy or in-
dependence through a progressive transfer of the metropolitan
political and social institutions, which the Belgian politicians had in
mind. This solution, therefore, could not become an alternative to
the growing radical nationalism, in which the African petty
bourgeoisie was becoming the main agent of change, and from
which Belgian politics were excluded. A ‘slow and orderly process’
would have required costly economic and social investment at the
least, to bring about a change in income distribution inside the col-
ony. This, at the same time, would have meant an increase of State
intervention, inevitably in the form of a massive penetration of
Belgian political structures into the colony, as metropolitan
economic and military aid would be needed.

There was no question of waging a colonial war to maintain the
system, not only because Belgian politicians would not take the
responsibility for it,34 but also because there was no pressure from
the main colonial interests in that direction. The settlers were far
too weak to defend their position militarily.? The type of develop-
ment promoted by the colonial State and the finance companies
resulted in a privileged position for employees and civil servants in
the European population, i.e. temporary settlers in the colony for
career purposes and so concerned about their future reintegration
into Belgian society. As to the financial interests, they knew
perfectly well that, economically and militarily, an armed occupa-
tion of the Congo was unthinkable. Confronted with the inevitable
loss of their former dominating influence, the finance companies
simply tried to minimize the risks in a situation which was getting
out of their control, by influencing the main agents of change in the
dialogue established from 1959 on, between the Belgian politicians
and the emerging Congolese political forces. These companies were
not devoid of powerful means of acting on the course of events:
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they controlled the basic industrial structure of the Congo, the
financial assets and even the commercial channels to international
markets. They hoped for a deal with the new African élites, who,
though busy taking control of the State machine, would still need
their experience, money and techniques. They could find allies
from among the majority moderate Congolese leaders, but feared
that the radical minority would come to power and threaten their
interests and freedom of action through planning or nationaliza-
tion. Thus they supported any measure which could weaken the
future independent State as a powerful unitary structure. They had
ties with the supporters of a federalist solution, who, however, lost
out to the militant unitarist nationalists.3¢ But this short-run defeat
did not suppress the strategic aspects of these ties, which appeared
of the utmost importance after July 1960, during the secession of
the Katanga.

One important change occurred during the period preceding in-
dependence in the attitude of the finance companies toward the in-
volvement of the Belgian government in Congolese affairs. As the
transfer of power to a Congolese authority was taking place, the
nature of the intervention of the Belgian State was also changing. It
could no longer have a restricting influence on the position of
Belgian businesses inside the Congo, but on the contrary, could on-
ly became a useful tool to protect Belgian interests and check the
pressures which could be made on them by the Congolese author-
ities. Thus, the Belgian State and the finance companies were oblig-
ed to become partners to face the Congolese authorities and con-
ceived at that moment the idea of what would become ‘develop-
ment aid’. A good illustration of that rapid evolution is the
measure that the Belgian government took some days before in-
dependence, and which tended to minimize the mounting danger of
a unitarist nationalist government. It suppressed the Chartered
Companies (CSK, CNKI) in which the Colonial State retained a
majority interest and which could thus have given the new Con-
golese Government the control of the UMHK and most of the in-
vestments made in the eastern part of the colony.?

So much space has been given to the examination of the
decolonization process because of the light it throws on the
behaviour of the main partners of the colonial power system, the
Catholic Church and the financial groups which were at the same
time powerful partners also in the metropolitan power system. At
the beginning of the fifties, in close cooperation with the colonial
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administration, they were at the height of what can be called a
specific global power system largely independent of the metropolis.
‘Global’ because in this system the partners not only defended their
particular position and interests, but also had the power to impose
a strategy of development in every field of social and economic life
in the colony. This was expressed by a typical colonial ideology
which not only justified their total power inside the dominated
society, but legitimized their role in the face of metropolitan opi-
nion. They had a monopoly of knowledge about Africa and the
Africans, and what should be the path of future development. They
felt almost completely secure about the future of the colony and
about their ability to master its development for the benefit of the
‘indigenous populations’.

In fact, as stated earlier, that ideology, authoritarian and pater-
nalistic, was specifically geared toward the control of the African
society in the same way as it had prevailed in the nineteenth century
to protect the interests of the Catholic bourgeoisie in Belgium itself.
In Belgium it had taken almost half a century for that dominance to
give way to developing popular movements. In the Congo, the part-
ners in the colonial system had been convinced of their ability to
maintain their dominance for an indefinite time, and so refused to
compromise as they had been progressively obliged to do inside the
metropolis. The result was that the system was shattered to pieces
in less than ten years. But if they could not at all forecast the fragili-
ty of their global power system, the two main partners, the Church
and the financial groups, showed a rather astonishing eagerness to
adapt themselves to the loss of their hegemony and to defend their
particular positions and interests.

In less than five years, they propelled to the top of their own in-
stitutional hierarchy (the Church) or they were lobbying and cour-
ting (the financial groups) people whom only recently they had
regarded as their dependents. The shift from the ‘civilizing mission’
to ‘cooperation for development’ was made as easily as in the other
metropolises.38

However, the ‘civilizing mission’ also had a metropolitan face. It
had been presented there as a task which required also strengthened
national unity to tackle the overseas problem with appropriate
energy. As such the colonial enterprise mainly served the interests
of the unitary francophone bourgeoisie inside Belgium: the success
of the colonization certainly contributed to its long-lasting legality.
The meaning of ‘unity’ was indeed in opposition to any transfer to
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the colony of social-political questions dividing the Belgians, and
by the same token, it reinforced the exclusive power of the groups
which largely constituted a kind of ‘overseas branch’ of the fran-
cophone bourgeoisie. The loss of the colony, as a field of exclusive
power, thus contributed to curtailing the influence of that social
group inside Belgium during the sixties.

With the troubles which followed immediately on independence in
July 1960, a large majority of the Europeans in the Congo left
abruptly. Most of them were civil servants, and with them the
structure of the former colonial administration physically disap-
peared. In the following months, most of the settlers and their
families also left the Congo for ever. This dramatic return of the
settlers to the metropolis was to have long-term consequences.
Their integration into metropolitan life did not become a crucial
political issue in Belgium. The problem was tackled without dif-
ficulty by the traditional political parties, a task which was eased by
the fact that these parties, like the metropolitan social organiza-
tions, had contacts among the European urban population, at least
in the last years of the colonial regime. Pensions, allocations,
preferential recruitment and other measures were taken to solve the
question of the reintegration of the former colonial civil servants.
Their representatives behaved in fact according to the social rules
prevailing in Belgium rather than as a specific ‘colonial’ lobby.»
The settlers’ interests themselves were not powerful enough to build
a pressure group of expatriates as such, and could only attract the
support of marginal circles on the extreme right, without greatly af-
fecting the political process.

The most important consequences of this return arose in fact in
the Congo itself, particularly in two directions: the maintenance of
a large Belgian presence in the Congo, and its resultant effects in
Belgium.

The departure of most of the former civil servants and settlers
did not affect all the regions in the same way. In Katanga, the ma-
jority of the old colonial hands stayed on for at least two more
years. In other regions, mainly the eastern and north-eastern, the
Belgian presence vanished almost completely. But in the capital,
formerly Leopoldville, another phenomenon did occur: a new wave
of Belgian advisers, and even middle-ranking employees, the ma-
jority with no previous African experience, progressively replaced
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the former colonial structure of European employment. This move-
ment was accelerated with the rise to power of the so-called
‘General Commissars’ at the end of 1960, who were, in their ma-
jority, young people who had just completed their university
studies, and who had some close friends among their former pro-
fessors and class mates in Belgium.

The years 1960-1965 were years of great political instability: the
colonial State had crumbled, and the different factions of the Con-
golese petty bourgeoisie fought each other fiercely to gain control
of a State apparatus which was effectively losing its grip on events.
The struggles were extremely complicated including as they did all
elements emerging in a transitional period, i.e. ethnic regional
groups interwoven with new ideological divisions, while a new petty
bourgeoisie tried painfully to emerge from the political and
economic chaos, and succeeded in enlarging its share in the declin-
ing national income.4

The Belgian presence was pervasive in that difficult process,
especially in Leopoldville and Elisabethville. In one way or
another, this presence was felt in every important event, negotia-
tion, change of government or military operation. They were advis-
ed, counselled, lobbied as much under the General Commissars and
the Adoula Government as under the Tshombe Government and
even when diplomatic ties were officially broken. In less than five
years, the Belgian presence completely changed its outlook and
structure, but maintained itself very firmly. Further, despite a
sharp reduction in the absolute numbers of Belgians in the Congo,
compared with the end of the colonial period, the number of people
in Belgium personally concerend with Congolese affairs greatly in-
creased. There was indeed a huge turnover among the people stay-
ing for some months, or generally a restricted number of years. A
new generation was also concerned, in teaching, business and
public services, who travelled back and forth, or stayed for much
shorter periods than under the colonial regime.

Strangely enough, it was a ‘new frontier’ period for young peo-
ple just leaving the universities. Arriving in the Congo, they were
confronted with a society in complete turmoil, and were forced into
close contact with the changing Congolese society. It was thus a
situation which contrasted very much with the closed, insulated
society, protected by its fragile consciousness of superiority, that
their elders had known some years before. At the same time, many
of them were involved in the international struggles which aimed at
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influencing the direction of the new Republic. They were involved
in all the manoeuvres which resulted from an increased influence
among the western powers, sometimes made at Belgium’s expense
(in the Katanga affair for instance). They were also in the thick of
Third World politics including elements which tried to check
Belgian influence: the period of the open UNO intervention in Con-
golese affairs being the most difficult from that point of view.4!

This situation certainly contributed to breaking down a certain
narrow-mindedness for a lot of people who were living the ex-
perience in the field. The ‘colony’ had been a discovery for a
generation at the beginning of the century, but a discovery which
led finally to a kind of ‘arrogant provincialism’. The Congolese
crisis in a Third World perspective was like a new discovery, and
for many, it was not only a cultural shock, but also a personal
adventure.

This development was not restricted to Belgian expatriates. It
also affected Belgian politicians and ‘public opinion’ in Belgium.
In fact, the world of Belgian politics became much more concerned
by what was happening in the Congo and its international aspects,
than it had been during the colonial period, when Belgium as the
colonial power theoretically had its ‘civilising mission’. It was a
process of ‘learning by doing’, through which most of the govern-
ment and members of parliament, as well as the party leaders,
discovered unexpected dimensions to Belgian involvement in inter-
national affairs.

Another interesting feature was that the main political groupings
largely agreed on the policy which had to be followed, that was to
participate actively in all western efforts to keep the Congo under
Western influence, and at the same time defend Belgian interests as
far as possible. That evolution was made easier by the fact that the
Minister of Foreign Affairs, P. H. Spaak, was a former Secretary-
General of NATO and a leading member of the Socialist Party.

Spaak’s role was crucial for two reasons. Firstly, he actively
manoeuvred internal Congolese politics. He gave to the Katanga
secession a support which, while as discrete as possible, was essen-
tial to protect Belgian interests over there, especially when they
were threatened by UN pressures. The price paid for this support
until the end of 1962 was of course the continuous denunciation of
Belgian neo-colonialism by numerous Third World countries, and
repeated tensions with the Congolese Government. But at the same
time, there was a policy of collaboration with Leopoldville, in
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order to reinforce the pro-Western moderates, and favour a
peaceful reunification, which would at the same time stabilize the
country and not be as hostile to Belgian interests, including those in
Katanga. Such a policy, given the international context, could only
be applied in close cooperation with the United States, and by
framing the protection of Belgian interests in a broader Western
context. Secondly, he succeeded in softening the opposition to such
a policy in Belgium itself. There was opposition from certain
Flemish and Socialist quarters, who blamed the finance companies
for their political blindness and irresponsibility during the colonial
period, and who favoured complete disengagement from the Con-
go. On the other hand, there were the pressures made by the
finance companies to maintain the Katanga secession as long as
possible and to help it more overtly. Spaak neutralized the first
group by presenting his policy toward the Congo as a part of
Belgium’s international responsibility stemming from its alliances,
and he convinced the financial interests that his policy would better
ensure their security in the long run. Finally, he achieved a degree
of unity between the Belgian political and business worlds, which
became an important element in promoting an active involvement
in the political development of the former colony. The Congolese
crisis thus had the paradoxical result of promoting unity and
cooperation between these two partners in the Belgian power
system, in the exact way which had been desired by the financial
groups during the colonial period, but not then achieved. This il-
lustrates the fact that the most significant consequences of the
decolonization crisis were in the subtle changes in the Belgian
power structures and the ways the political élites behaved towards
their changing situation in the Congo.

As far as metropolitan public opinion was concerned, there was a
complex evolution, through the decolonization crisis, into an
understanding of Third World problems, perhaps different from
other Western countries. For it was also a ‘new discovery of
Africa’. All the comfortable views on the success of the Belgian
paternalistic colonial system, which had been diffused through the
education and the mass media, were of course shattered. At the
same time, Belgian public opinion discovered African and Asian
nationalism in their most violent expression, making Belgium the
target of sharp attacks against its past and present African policy.
Newspapers of all tendencies were full of information about the
crisis and the space devoted to the situation in the Congo was cer-
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tainly ten times larger than in the ‘gold age’ of the colonial period.
But there was an evident lack of analytical equipment with which to
tackle the problem. Reactions in the mass media reflected a deep
malaise and a rather emotional approach. If some papers condemn-
ed the ‘irresponsibility’ of all the partners in the decolonization,
most of them also denounced an international plot against
Belgium. The first phase faded away rather quickly. Thereafter the
media concentrated on the humanitarian aspects of the ‘drama’,
where Belgians as well as the Congolese populations appeared as the
victims of an international plot by which Afro-Asian nationalism
was preparing the ground for communism,*? and consequently in-
sisted that Belgium had to accept new responsibilities to compen-
sate for its former ‘irresponsibility’. These ideas played a certain
part in making easier the framing of the continuous involvement in-
side the Congolese crisis, in a multilateral Western perspective.
They contributed to the approval by ‘the silent majority’, even of a
joint US-Belgium military intervention in Stanleyville at the end of
1964.

That event was nevertheless the start of a new development in
public opinion especially among the young and in the universities,
where it was seen as an overt neo-colonialist operation. From that
moment, Belgian involvement in Congolese affairs was repeatedly
denounced as a manifestation of second-hand imperialism. This
criticism increased with the years, especially at the end of the six-
ties, when the Mobutu regime began to repress student protest in-
side Zaire universities. But that movement was part of the general
radicalization of an active youth minority which occurred in
Belgium as elsewhere, and which was focused mainly on the Viet-
nam war. But it gave birth to a rather impressive number of pam-
phlets and unpublished papers, which revealed an active sympathy
with Third World nationalism and a new spring-board for neo-
marxism.*?

Zaire’s problems, however, never led to mass demonstrations
like those which denounced the US intervention in Vietnam. And it
was only as late as 1978 that the radical minority could make its
voice heard inside the power system, when its theses were more or
less repeated by the Chairman of the Flemish Socialist Party in
order to denounce the corruption of the Zaire regime. In terms of
power politics, that tendency thus remained rather marginal, and
the scene was dominated by the continuation of the policy under-
taken by P. H. Spaak.
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The rise to power and the consolidation of the Mobuto regime,
since 1965, has given new perspectives to the partnership between
the Belgian political and business worlds concerning Zaire affairs.
On one side they were confronted with a more stable political
power which progressively asserted its independence, sometimes
through temporary clashes with the former metropolis, as in the
1966 take-over of the UMHK and its transformation into the
Gecamines. The finance companies lost the freedom of action they
had maintained under the Katanga secession. They had to
recognize the full authority of the new regime which asserted its ob-
jectives: to use State power and control national resources in order
to increase its bargaining power with foreign capital and con-
solidate the economic position of the small privileged groups link-
ed with the regime.# The UMHK affair was very important.
Although another subsidiary of the Société Générale, the SGM,
maintained a large degree of control over its management and its
handling of commercial problems, the affair demonstrated that the
financial groups could maintain their stake in the country only if
they submitted to the objectives of the new regime and recognized it
as a full partner in the decision-making process. It showed also that
the support of the Belgian State was absolutely necessary in the new
bargaining process and that even a close cooperation with the
United States and multinational Western institutions was required.
The amount of indemnities to be paid to the UMHK had finally
been agreed partly under the pressures made by the World Bank
and IMF on the Zaire regime.*’ From that moment onwards, the
Belgian political and financial world undertook a policy of close
and multiform cooperation with the Kinshasa Government. That
cooperation became more and more institutionalized through State
to State relations, with the development of loans, credits and the
financing of important technical assistance in the civilian as well as
in the military field.4 The largest part of the so-called development
aid was devoted to Zaire, a situation which was strongly approved
by Belgian industrial interests.4” At the end of the sixties, that
cooperation reached a climax with a renegotiation of the Zaire
bilateral debt with Belgium and the official visit of King
Baudouin.® The axis of cooperation was very clear. The State to
State relations created a good climate for an involvement of the
financial groups in the great projects undertaken by the Kinshasa
regime, mainly in the infrastructure.

These projects were realized with large international financing,
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but they had an important spill-over effect for Belgian industry.
For instance, in 1971, orders given to Belgian enterprises in the Inga
and Inga-Shaba projects represented 50 percent of orders received
by these enterprises from projects in Third World countries. From
the beginning of the seventies the Zaire debt largely shifted from
public to private loans granted by multinational bank groups.
Belgian groups, mainly the Société Générale, were rather well-
placed in that movement. The Belgian groups were heavily involved
in the Zaire economy, through State investments or indebtment,
and their presence depended largely on the relations existing bet-
ween Zaire and Belgium. At the same time, they had less economic
responsibility for the operations in which they participated, and
which were often denounced as prestige and uneconomic spending.
They were thus actively concerned with the type of policy followed
by the Zaire regime which tried to use the country export resources
as a tool to promote, through State control, the economic position
of a small privileged group linked with State power. However, it is
noteworthy that they took no direct risks and made no direct new
investments. As other small and middle-sized foreign enterprises
also did not increase their own investment, that situation was in-
voked to justify the ‘Zairinization’ measures of 1973, which took
over all that category of foreign ownership.# In fact, these
measures have struck at the last remnants of the settlers’ era, but
they have not hit the financial groups as such.

From 1974 onwards, the Zaire economy drifted into a crisis, due
simultaneously to the fall of copper prices, to the deepening of the
agricultural crisis, and to mismanagement at all levels of the State
structure. The regime saw its bargaining counters with foreign
capital weaken one after the other, and it was reduced to a very un-
favourable position. Progressively forced to renegotiate its debt
from such a position, it had to allow controls on its public spen-
ding, so degenerating to a situation in which it came to be almost
dependent on multinational Western tutorship. This was a rather
new situation, as Western powers tried at the same time to stabilize
a country they considered strategically important while putting
heavy pressures and constraints on their ‘ally’.

Belgium occupied a key position in the difficult discussions bet-
ween the Western powers and the Zaire regime. It was not a
forefront position, but its intervention was looked upon as ab-
solutely necessary by its Western partners to supervise and even
manage the ‘reconstruction’ tasks. At the same time, the Zaire
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authorities often tried to use their ‘special relations’ with Brussels
to get a softening of certain conditions from other Western
creditors with less traditional sympathy for Zaire problems.

To conclude: if the decolonization process has quickly and com-
pletely destroyed the social and political system established by
Belgium to ensure its domination in the Congo, it has not
eliminated the presence of the former metropolis in Central Africa.
On one hand, the Belgian power system has been closely involved
with the emergence of a regime that was the negation of all the prin-
ciples and mechanisms that had been advocated to ensure an order-
ly process of democratization: an authoritarian and corrupt regime
using the economic surplus extracted from the export sector to con-
solidate a social group which could be called an oligarchy as well as
a State bourgeoisie, and using the slogans of the most violent na-
tionalism to realize an apparent consensus: all features which are
officially distrusted by the Belgian political and economic power
circles.’® On the other hand, this involvement has led not only to a
multi-lateral cooperation with this regime, but it has also led to a
pragmatic consensus of action between the partners of the Belgian
system of power which had never been reached before in the field
of colonial policy. And finally, it has given to Belgium an interna-
tional responsibility, even greater than during the colonial period,
as the emerging state was looked on as having a special strategic im-
portance, and as Belgium was recognized as having a ‘special’
responsibility in this area by its Western allies.

Far from having been eliminated from the international scene
because of the loss of its ‘Empire’, Belgium has thus maintained its
role in a changing world largely through its involvement in the
evolution of its former colony. It has even been the best school of
international power politics for its political class, which has
adapted itself rather easily to a kind of pragmatic machiavel-
lianism, to cope as well with the special blend of Third World dic-
tatorship that has developed in Zaire as with the forces which tried
to insert themselves in it. At the same time, the main Belgian finan-
cial groups have been able to maintain a large influence on the
Zaire economy and largely to hold on to their interests.5!
Nonetheless, the Zaire economy is a stagnating one, so that Belgian
finance companies there were unable to keep pace with the ac-
celerated movements of international investments or with the rate
of growth of output and investment in Belgium itself. During the
sixties and the seventies, the stagnation and the rampaging crisis of
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the Zaire economy contrasted sharply with the emergence of new
industrial nations in South East Asia and Latin America. The
maintenance of Belgian interests in Zaire was thus not a way of
keeping pace with the trends of international trade and finance.
And it is very clear that during this period, there was absolutely no
reshaping of the structure of Belgian investments toward the new
growth economics of the Third World. Belgian business was almost
absent from that restructuring of the world economy in sharp con-
trast with the behaviour of the United States, Japan and Germany.
Only from 1974 onwards, after the shock of the oil crisis, did
Belgian business make a new and successful effort to penetrate the
Arab countries, but under the form of sales or contracts with public
enterprises and institutions, not under the form of direct invest-
ment; in this perspective, today Algeria has replaced Zaire as the
first trading partner of Belgium in Africa.

Since 1960, Belgian investment abroad has mainly followed the
direction of the other EEC countries, in enterprises and sectors
linked with Belgium’s traditional exports, in order to ensure their
protection or promotion.s?

As for the financial groups, they operated mainly in two direc-
tions. The companies they sponsored in the mining sector of the
colony before 1960 undertook new direct investment in the same
sector but mainly in non-Third World countries, Canada and
Australia for instance. On the other hand, they largely developed
their own banking operation, trying to take up a good position of
broker in the field of international financial operations and of in-
vestments realized in Western Europe by multinational enterprises.
But that movement was not spectacular and simply kept pace with
the growing internationalization of the Western European econo-
mies. Paradoxically enough, in the last twenty years, the Belgian
economy has become more and more European-centred, and there
was no overseas substitute for the former importance of the col-
onial investments relative to the metropolitan assets.

There was thus an apparent discrepancy between the relative im-
portance that Zaire kept for Belgium in the network of its inter-
national relations and the weakening of its economic weight
relative to the new dimensions of the Belgian economy. There is
probably a link between that diminishing economic importance of
Zaire from a bilateral point of view, and the growing multi-lateral
aspects of Belgian economic relations with its former colony. It is
more and more in the broader context of the growing financial and
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economic interdependence with other Western countries that a
‘Zaire policy’ has still a meaning for the formulators of Belgian
policies.
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