
AFRICAN ECONOMIC HISTORY / Volume 44
ISSN 0145-2258 / E-ISSN 2163-9108

© 2016 by the Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System

152

HUNTING “WRONGDOERS” 
AND “VAGRANTS”
The Long- Term Perspective of Flight, Evasion, 
and Persecution in Colonial and Postcolonial 
Congo-Brazzaville, 1920–1980

ALEXANDER KEESE

ABSTRACT: In Central Africa, and especially in the former Middle- Congo, flight 
as temporary migration was an important defense against brutal forced labor 
under the colonial state. The impact of flight movements thus became one 
side of a shifting balance of terror. This article seeks to follow compulsory la-
bor and migration from the decline of concession company rule after World 
War I to the continuities of postcolonial labor services in the 1960s and 1970s. 
A “topographic analysis” helps to find particular hotspots of forced labor; the 
article especially focuses on Madingou, a region where various forms of com-
pulsory labor became a particularly unbearable package. The combination of 
forced labor and work on the Congo- Océan railway line until the early 1930s; 
the subsequent attempts at reform, which gave way to a new intensification 
of forced labor during World War II; and, finally, the ambiguous reforms and 
hidden continuities through the late colonial state and into the independent 
administration—all left their mark on the district. Throughout these historical 
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Keese • Hunting “Wrongdoers” and “Vagrants” 153

transitions, local populations proved quite able to adapt, initially through flight 
movements into neighboring colonies, then increasingly into districts where 
more benign conditions reigned, and finally into the urban centers of Brazzaville 
and Pointe- Noire.

In October 1936, the administrator of the region (département) of Sangha, 
L. Gondran, was increasingly vexed. For a number of months, he had viv-

idly protested against the severe attacks that some more liberal colleagues 
had directed against his activities in the region, situated in the remote 
northern interior of the French colony of the Middle- Congo (current- day 
Republic of Congo).1 Gondran was among those who felt the impact of the 
timid reform measures that the Popular Front in the French metropole had 
introduced: notwithstanding a whole bundle of difficulties that character-
ized the implementation of “left- wing” colonial policies, the atmosphere 
changed within the administrative debates.2 Minority opinions came to the 
surface, and Congolese populations started to petition for better conditions.

The inspector of administrative affairs, Emile Buhot- Launay, a former 
acting governor and heavyweight within the colonial administration of 
French Equatorial Africa, had received an impressive dossier of complaints. 
He could just have ignored the complaints (as had so frequently happened). 
In Pointe- Noire, seat of the territorial government, Buhot- Launay found 
immediate support: personal hostilities within the French administration 
were perhaps even more important in that regard than firm beliefs in nec-
essary reform measures.3 Exasperated, after trying in vain to convince his 
superiors that he was the victim of lies and of calumny, Gondran played his 
last card. He directly contacted the Governor- General of French Equatorial 
Africa (Afrique Equatorial Francais, or AEF) in Brazzaville, whose predeces-
sor had still endorsed the methods employed in the Sangha region (see 
Map 1), notably with regard to the forced harvest of rubber that was at 
the heart of compulsory labor in that region.4 In doing so, Gondran disre-
spected the usual administrative hierarchies.

Like in many cases of violent forced labor, the internal conflicts within 
the administration, expressed through this sort of complaint, open the 
doors for access to African voices and visions. The return to documentation 
of this type is especially important. The search for oral testimony from liv-
ing witnesses or their descendants has been much refined for many parts 
of the African continent. In contrast, the potential of reaching the “archival 
grain” of social conditions in the Congo and elsewhere, from the massive 
internal conflicts that the reality of colonial administration entailed, has 
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constantly been underrated.5 This is particularly an issue in regions where 
field interviews are difficult to carry out, which is definitely the case for the 
Republic of Congo. But even in a broader perspective, this methodological 
reflection should again more broadly be addressed for the many theatres 
of colonial forced labor.6 The unexplored potentials of (frequently yet un-
known) documentation need to be unearthed to illuminate broader pan-
oramas for the whole of sub- Saharan Africa under colonial domination.

Map 1.
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Gondran’s report, a piece of thirty- three pages filled with enormous an-
ger, is a good starting point for interpreting a principal issue of colonial, in-
cluding French colonial, rule during most of its existence: compulsory labor 
in its variable forms and dramatic consequences. While forced labor is in 
principle known as a phenomenon of French rule over African subjects, its 
modalities have only partly been analyzed.7 Other regions, notably the Por-
tuguese colonies of Angola and especially Mozambique, have received more 
profound studies with regard to the brutalities of unfree labor and the ad-
ministrative obsessions that reinforced such practices.8 One might argue 
that the impact of Portuguese rule in the African continent is unequaled 
with regard to violence. This is doubtlessly true. However, conditions in 
French Equatorial Africa were not too different from those found in Portu-
guese territories, and their impact on the life cycle of individuals in territo-
ries like the Middle- Congo was considerable.9 With regard to other parts of 
the African continent, the “traditions” in French colonies and those in Por-
tuguese territories seem at first glance to be very different from those in 
British- ruled parts of the continent: direct compulsory labor seems to have 
ended very early in the latter, and forced labor obligations in places such 
as Kenya, the Rhodesias, the Gold Coast or Nigeria appear as being limited 
to “traditional labor” organized as a democratic, village- based practice; to 
war- time emergency measures; and to illegal, abusive obligations employed 
by some “native chiefs.”10 Even so, this distinction is not so simple, and we 
will come back to similarities between colonial systems in a moment. For 
now, I will return to the conflict within the French administration in 1936.

Gondran rejected the claim that he had ever practiced abusive forced la-
bor. He held that the accusations were simple exaggerations of facts paired 
with voluntary misinterpretation of benign conditions. Notably, he in-
sisted that his administrative action—to “promote” the rubber harvest in 
view of the payment of taxes—did not at all have the violent consequences 
denounced by the inspector, but was a practical necessity and corresponded 
to what the Congolese, and especially the “native chiefs,” wanted:

At the end of February this year, the Inspector pointed the Governor- 
General to the deserted state of the villages that he had visited in the Sub-
division of Souanké. All the men [he wrote] under the effect of excessive 
administrative pressures, had been away to harvest rubber, and the long 
and alarming ciphered telegram that he had sent to the capital [of AEF] 
provoked between the acting Governor- General and myself an exchange of 
telegrams that ended with expression of entire support for my action.11

A principal element of Gondran’s line of defense, which was presented in 
quite an aggressive manner, was the opinion of the “traditional authorities” 
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as intermediaries. Chiefs have been discussed in various contexts as mid-
dlemen of colonial rule, and in spite of French colonial ideology, these au-
thorities were important for the organization of local administration and 
labor policies. We do not find well- elaborated systems of indirect rule that 
could have competed with chieftaincies under British colonialism, although 
some individuals in the Middle- Congo were defined as “regional chiefs” 
and enjoyed prestige over a larger community, such as in the coastal areas. 
In the centre and the north of the territory, chiefs had an influence over 
more restricted zones; however, many processes of social life depended on 
them. Chiefs, and particularly chiefs who oversaw mobile communities liv-
ing close to inter- colonial borders, were central brokers in the compulsory 
labor system of French colonial rule. And Gondran used their interests as 
an argument for his action: they were held to be negatively affected by the 
consequences of the reform measures. Obviously, this was partly a strat-
egy to muster support in a complicated situation, and within discussions 
about reforming forced labor within European colonialism, it was equally a 
common step to explain that these forms of labor were indeed “customary.” 
Even so, it was also confirmed from Gondran’s observations that compul-
sory labor practices had ample importance for the social history of rural 
communities, for their internal structures of power, and for the conflicts 
emerging within these communities:12

Not only [did the inspector claim] that the officials were by no means al-
lowed to invite the natives to harvest rubber, as their advice would in itself 
be qualified to be inadmissible by definition, but the Inspector formally pro-
hibited all the chiefs, in the presence of their subjects, to intimate to them 
the need of rubber services. They had never experienced such an interdic-
tion[.] They do not understand anything. To this point, they had always 
been told “Stimulate your men, make them work” and now they are sup-
posed to burn what they adored yesterday. What had been good has become 
evil.13

Unfree labor thus constituted not only an especially violent element of 
the experience that Congolese populations had with colonial rule, it was 
also deeply enrooted in the social tissue of local communities. It influenced 
relationships of power and mobility in regional settings, and its abolition 
in 1946 challenged these established patterns, as did the ambivalent posi-
tion that the postcolonial governments of the Republic of Congo had with 
regard to labor obligations. The Middle- Congo is especially interesting for 
understanding the social effects of forced labor, as (like in the Portuguese 
colonies of Angola and Mozambique) the structures of compulsory labor 
were particularly massive. This colony is also especially relevant for inter-
preting the room for maneuver and possible options available to the local 
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population—particularly flight and outmigration, two of the principal re-
actions among Africans facing the impositions of forced labor. These have 
so far remained understudied as phenomena in Africa under colonial rule, 
and we need conceptual approaches that understand refugees and desert-
ers from compulsory labor as complementary to the movements of labor 
migrants and urban migrants.

Two strategies to study forced labor in the Congo are important: the 
first is via local studies extended over several decades,14 the second is to 
follow the brutalities connected to colonial forced labor across regions 
and moments, examining scandals and violence across a broader territory, 
tracing the variable movements of forced labor and its response in a kind 
of “topography of reactions.” The latter can also be linked to post- colonial 
continuities, which are very relevant for the Congolese case.15

Concessionary Rule and Its End: A Notable Change in 
Social Conditions?

The Middle- Congo was one of the most problematic territories with regard 
to labor obligations within the French empire in sub- Saharan Africa. For 
that reason alone, it is indeed very useful to take this territory as a start-
ing point for reflections on compulsory labor. In the “French” Congo, it is 
possible to find, within one colony, a combination of practically all exist-
ing colonial mechanisms of pressure, brutalities and abuses—of which in 
most other colonies in Africa, in the first decades of the twentieth century, 
only a selection existed. It is unsurprising that the omnipresence of these 
routines had grave consequences: the reactions to labor coercion cast into 
question the whole framework of colonial control.16

One would need to ask how much this particular situation was an effect 
of the legacies of concession company rule over vast parts of the territory. 
Like the Belgian Congo, especially in its early phase, and like Mozambique 
under Portuguese rule, large parts of the Middle- Congo came under com-
pany control in the last years of the nineteenth century—a control that 
lasted over the first three decades of the twentieth century and was char-
acterized by the takeover of administrative functions by private compa-
nies.17 The agents of concession companies operated as tax farmers and 
rubber- collecting officials at the same time. Their activity brought local 
populations into the maelstrom of physically demanding collection du-
ties, which were aggravated by the rubber boom that peaked before World 
War I.18 The violent forms of treatment that affected the Congolese, and 
that led in some areas to dramatic mortality rates, were publicly decried by 
intellectuals such as André Gide in the 1920s. Officially, the colonial state 
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installed better control mechanisms and ended the abusive role of the pri-
vate companies.19

Conditions on the ground remained more complex. Through the de-
cades of company presence, a number of routines had become established 
in which the “private” and the “public” were mixed. Colonial officials re-
cruited individuals in favor of companies, and companies demanded the 
support of the administration for their goals. The end of the concessions 
did not eradicate these practices. Capitalist firms remained in the territory 
after the end of their monopoly concessions, and their agents expected to 
have the support of colonial officials. The issue was further complicated by 
the fact that the most ambitious, and most feared, infrastructure project 
in the region, the Congo- Océan Railway line, not only meant the creation 
of transport facilities to be used by the capitalist economy, but also be-
came a kind of ideological goal of the administration. Local populations 
feared railway construction work so much—because epidemics were typ-
ical during this work and the death rates extremely high—that they were 
likely to do everything possible to avoid recruitment for such tasks.20 The 
Congo- Océan Railway line has remained a principal axis of economic life in 
the postcolonial Republic of Congo, but its traumatic memory also lingered 
on: during the 1970s, the hardships during railway construction work were 
frequently referred to as a colonial crime and national trauma, and when in 
1985 President Dénis Sassou- Nguesso reopened the railway after import-
ant repair work, he and other politicians also had to refer to these bitter 
memories.21 This demonstrates the dramatic impact exercised by the expe-
rience of railway construction. In the 1920s, an approach to rethink railway 
policies could have made sense within the French administration of the ter-
ritory. However, few efforts were made in the early years of the construc-
tion project to improve conditions and make the work more acceptable to 
the Congolese themselves. Recruitment for railway construction consti-
tuted an administrative obsession.22 Therefore, the spectacular and brutal 
project went on for thirteen years, between 1921 and 1934, without much 
improvement; while French officials claimed that the conditions were not 
that bad and that “natives” became accustomed to the particular form of 
work, the railway continued to provoke resistance and flight.

High- ranking officials in the Middle- Congo and French Equatorial Af-
rica felt they had to respond to accusations once under the gaze of the In-
ternational Labor Organization.23 While this was in part simply to justify 
conditions in the region, their perspectives also reflect an entrenched be-
lief that the end of private- sector domination within the administration 
also meant a relative end of abuses.24 The detailed correspondence between 
Governor- General Raphaël Antonetti—later famous as the villain behind 
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the Congo- Océan project—and Emile Antonelli, the Socialist deputy of 
the National Assembly in Paris, illustrates these beliefs. The deputy was 
engaged in reformist Socialist labor policy and stood for France’s partici-
pation in the ILO rulemaking process. Antonetti reflected the view of the 
officials on the ground in the Congo when he insisted that the use of Con-
golese reservist soldiers for the railway construction and other forms of 
drafting personnel were fully in line with ILO demands (and more than in 
the colonies belonging to French West Africa). Reiterating the racist colo-
nial idea, a standard one in the interwar period, that “the natives” needed 
to be “educated” through hard labor, the governor- general held that Congo-
lese who were not offering their military service to the empire had to work 
in other fields—and that the Congo- Océan Railway was the right place for 
that work. Antonetti insisted that food resources and treatment of the rail-
way laborers were adequate, and blamed the incompatibility of clothing 
rules with the climate of the Congo for much of the death rates caused by 
influenza waves.25

In the “official mind,” the processes of the 1920s therefore seemed to in-
dicate profound changes in administrative behavior. With private compa-
nies losing their prerogatives, a more benevolent administration appeared 
to be in charge, which could have meant the end of the violent forms of 
forced labor. However, this did not happen. On the contrary, many regions 
of the Middle- Congo remained a model for multiple practices of compul-
sory labor under which African populations suffered.

Overcharging the Congolese: The End of Concessionary 
Rule and the Continuity of Repressive Labor Conditions

A “topographic view” needs a perspective that brings different experiences 
of repression and different reactions together. Obviously, the colony of the 
Middle- Congo was, as concerns social experiences and labor policies be-
tween 1918 and 1980, not an entirely homogeneous region. A number of 
factors could be mentioned in a schematic way to take account of these 
differences. In various regions of the territory, populations were much dis-
persed—but the north was heavily targeted by recruitment drives for big 
infrastructure projects in other regions, which led to numbers of absent 
contract workers. In the broader region of Brazzaville, the strength of a 
new messianic movement in the interwar period, that of André Matsoua, 
had an impact on the organization of resistance and evasion. The coastal 
region populated by the Kikongo- speaking Vili was the principal example 
for an important “traditional authority,” of the Mâ Loango, which also 
had a clear importance in local labor policies. However, the repression and 
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violence that Congolese populations met with regard to labor policies, and 
the mechanisms of compulsion, shared a common trajectory.

Madingou was particular within this panorama. Within the Middle- 
Congo, the Madingou region was at the heart of the various infrastructure 
projects and of the multiple labor obligations that could hit the Congo-
lese.26 Apart from the tax- like instrument called prestations, typical for all 
colonies in the French empire, where male subjects had to work a number of 
days per year for the construction or maintenance of public infrastructure, 
other obligations also fell on the shoulders of the Congolese.27 In Madin-
gou, where the construction of the railway connection between Pointe- 
Noire and Brazzaville created an enormous demand for additional labor, 
this tipped the balance towards unbearable conditions. The situation was 
aggravated by the brutalities of recruitment for the labor tax and in control 
of local labor, and, in sum, the population in the Madingou region was sim-
ply overburdened. In October 1928—a year after Raphaël Antonetti had 
insisted on the notable improvements that were supposed to be linked to 
the phasing out of company rule—a report from Madingou gave a somber 
picture, and one that demonstrates how much the accumulated obligations 
created massive reactions: inhabitants of the region fled into the Belgian 
Congo and Angola, in panic, to avoid the agonizing work on the railway in 
particular; the recruitment for the Congo- Océan Railway aggravated the 
pressures caused by the 12,500 days of labor provided during eight months 
by the Congolese for road maintenance through the labor tax; the burden-
some conditions, combined with the absence of medical services, led to a 
diminution of eight per cent per year of the local population and to the 
depletion of entire villages.28 Administrative officials bemoaned this dire 
situation—without changing anything.

In the 1920s, the locals in the Madingou region were sent to work by 
the so-called “native chiefs.” The latter, although marginally following the 
discourse of the colonial officials in the Congo with regard to “authentic 
rule,” were from the administrators’ perspective essential labor agents.29 
Many chiefs had themselves a certain interest in the recruitment issue: not 
only did they expect to receive presents as compensation for their effort, 
but they also wished that the recruitment measure would not interfere 
with “traditional obligations.”30 These obligations defined how, locally, male 
inhabitants in the villages had to work on the chiefs’ fields, and were ac-
companied by other practices of bondage, depending on the community.31 
Attempts by some administrators to bypass the chiefs and begin processes 
of direct recruitment did not work; in various cases, the chiefs personally 
led the local populations to flee, and in the late 1920s, 37  villages from 
the Madingou region resettled on the Belgian side of the border.32 This, 
however, increased the spiral of violence. Panicking officials, seeing “their 
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subjects” run away, carried out round-ups, during which some of the re-
maining villagers were bound or shackled, and brought to the labor sites. 
In 1927, populations and chiefs ran away during a recruitment drive in the 
region between the Louïla and the Loemba. Only 64 men could be brought 
to the administrative post of Madingou, in shackles. After a mass flight of 
fifty Bassoundis breaking out of the huts close to the post where they were 
held, only fourteen remained—ropes around their necks and in prison.33

Fifteen months later, little had changed in the Madingou region, al-
though the critical voices within the administration remained loud.34 Local 
administrators tried to rebuild the alliances with “native chiefs” that had 
been strained in the moment of conflict in the mid- 1920s. The secret of 
success seemed to lie in a strategy where the officials did not use the “na-
tive” district guards, local constables who had a tendency towards particu-
lar brutality and public humiliations of chiefs.35 Given the resistance of the 
Kikongo- speaking Lari and Beembe populations to resettle their villages 
into places that were more accessible to the administration, the hold on 
these populations remained complicated. European officials felt they reg-
ularly had to go into the remote villages to round up individuals refusing 
the labor tax—but this only worked as long as the chiefs supported their 
endeavors.36 By late 1929, 2,000 able- bodied male Congolese remained in 
the settlements within the subdivision, of which more than half were in-
volved in the different forms of unfree labor. Another principal idea was to 
better control the borders shared with the Belgian Congo, and to trick the 
Belgians into supporting a joint border policy. French officials wrote with 
visible relief that at least the flight into Portuguese Cabinda, the north-
ernmost province of Angola, was cut short by the more rigid forced labor 
practices used by Portuguese officials from the 1930s onwards.37 However, 
the French did not at all manage to prevent the many escapes—the flow 
into the Belgian Congo remained strong and even Portuguese territory 
was at times again an attractive haven for refugees.38 These movements 
were normally for limited time periods. The Portuguese in Angola had their 
own peaks of brutal recruitment, which motivated rural populations to run 
away into Belgian and French territory; in the Belgian Congo, spates of 
forced labor recruitment were less frequent, but they appeared—under the 
label of travaux d’ordre éducatif, or “educational work.” Rural populations 
thus fled and went back and forth between the three territories. They par-
ticipated in a system of mobility, in which individuals were quite successful 
at profiting from international borders to improve their situation. Colonial 
administrators were unable to find methods against these strategies.

At the end of 1931, recruitment for the railway finally appeared to be-
come less complicated, as four years after Antonetti’s unfounded positive 
claims, the Congo- Océan company had finally attempted to improve social 
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conditions and the wage situation of the workers—but this did not help 
with regard to the overall balance of compulsory labor. While more locals 
now went to the railway sites, the chiefs in the villages did not manage 
to find compulsory workers under the labor tax and equally did not get 
enough for their own fields. The results were deserted villages and dissat-
isfied chiefs; French attempts to maintain a balance between the various 
forms of mostly unfree labor still did not work.39

In the Madingou region, chiefs who had redefined themselves as leaders 
of flight groups retained important leverage over the behavior of locals. 
Also, they were well- informed about the changing situation in the territory 
even when they sought refuge on the other side of the colonial border. The 
Bassoundi villages of the region repeatedly fled into the Belgian Congo to 
avoid being recruited for road labor. The Bassoundi Chief, Kiboana, was in 
the 1930s a principal intermediary in convincing the locals to come back 
from Belgian territory or to refrain from moving—but he held that this 
could only be done if the administration demanded very moderate contri-
butions in labor. Kiboana refused to travel into the Belgian Congo and to 
seek villagers there before this had been improved. That the French officials 
in the region swallowed this pill and negotiated with Kiboana illustrates 
how incomplete their control over the labor process really was.40 However, 
this did not translate into a coherent reform policy. Although some mea-
sures were taken to lessen the burden of compulsory labor, the agents of 
colonial power were unwilling to reduce the labor obligations in principle, 
and they thus had to accept that local chiefs, with important influence over 
the villagers, had to remain their principal allies.41 Where this alliance was 
unstable, even temporary migration into neighboring subdivisions, paired 
with occasional flight into Belgian territory, could not be stopped. Chiefs 
described the conditions in Belgian territory that villagers would find as 
follows: “[c]ome, they say, here you do not have to work, you do not pay 
any taxes, you will not have to harvest palm products, in any case if the 
Commander registers you on the census list, you will not pay more than 
a half of the taxes that you pay at Mouyondzi”; a village chief, Kintouari, 
explained that “[h]ere you need to get up to work from 6  o’clock in the 
morning, down there you get up by 9 o’clock to look for food or to go hunt-
ing.” This was plainly exaggerated, but local leaders rightly noted that on 
the Belgian side of the border, wages were around 27 francs instead of the 
usual 15 in French territory.42

From the perspective of historians interested in migration as a phe-
nomenon in colonial Africa, it needs to be pointed out that the broader 
effects of such refugee movements would still need to be quantified and to 
be put into a larger framework of movement between colonies and between 
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districts within colonies. However, as far as the Middle- Congo and neigh-
boring territories are concerned, some claims can be formulated—they 
may seem bold at first, but can be built on the empirical evidence that I 
have discussed thus far. Migration as flight was omnipresent. It was by far 
the most successful and most sustained method of reacting to the unbear-
able demands of compulsory work in the 1920s and 1930s. Deserters had 
immense success in escaping forced labor, but they paid an enormous price 
as well: while we need many more detailed studies on these effects, it is 
obvious that the experiences destabilized rural communities and affected 
their cycles of agricultural production and their level of food security.

As far as the colonial administration was concerned, hopes were indeed 
set by the end of the Congo- Océan project in 1934: there seemed to be 
potential for a substantial reduction of the forced labor burden after the 
end of recruitment for railway construction, a reduction that had failed to 
materialize in the 1930s with the decline of the concessionary companies. 
Administrators were optimistic that this would allow more satisfactory con-
ditions for African subjects. Chiefs and local spokesmen insisted that they 
were willing to reconsider moving back to the French colony as soon as they 
received information about improved conditions. However, the system of 
forced labor proved to be more durable, and much of the everyday life of co-
lonial administration was too committed to labor services to give them up.

A Changing Context: Madingou and the Middle‑Congo 
Between the End of the Railway Madness and the 
Abolition of Forced Labor, 1934–1946

While a number of French officials saw the end of work on the railway in 
1934 as a key to preventing the discontent of locals, these colonial admin-
istrators did not understand that the replacement of recruitment for the 
railway by an ever increasing use of the labor tax was not the way towards 
a more satisfied local population. Administrators remained as obsessive 
about labor issues as they had been—and the Congolese in the Madingou 
region were as able to react as ever:

In the course of the first trimester the number of refugees has consider-
ably increased at Mouyondzi. This is no longer an incidence of isolated 
departures of natives into the neighboring subdivisions, but indeed a real 
exodus. In this context the whole population of the surroundings of Ma-
bondjo, led by its village chief and some twenty natives from the territory 
of Combo Bende, fled, some to Mindouli, others to Mayama.—The reasons 
brought up by the fugitives can up to a certain point give excuses for their 
movement: If they do not complain about the rigor of the commander of 
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the administrative post or of the native chiefs, they claim—and in a fully 
justified way, we have to admit—that their tax rate (of 27 francs) is too high 
for their meager resources. Moreover, the obligation to carry out their com-
pulsory labor services [prestations] on the motor road, far away from their 
villages, also angers them.

It is certain that the continuous maintenance work on the network of 
overland communications has become unpopular in the entire region. In 
the beginning, the population worked without hesitation because it was in-
timated to them that the creation of the roads would reduce the importance 
of porterage. In fact, these services have hardly been reduced, and the main-
tenance work has become increasingly oppressive.43

While the French administration blamed the “natural recalcitrance” 
of groups like the Kikongo- speaking Beembe and Dondo to work, these 
groups were able to undermine the entire process of road maintenance. 
Where, such as at the Boko Songho post, the recruitment process via the 
labor tax was strict and brutal, no recruits were available. The few who had 
been sent to the labor sites deserted.44 In 1935, another attempt was made 
in the Madingou region to improve the situation of forced workers under 
the labor tax. Administrators insisted on a better- controlled distribution 
of tasks via census lists—attempting to prevent that a number of individ-
uals worked an excessive and disproportionate number of days on infra-
structure labor—and through the enforcement of the theoretically strict 
rule that such workers could not be sent more than thirty kilometers to 
their labor sites. Much of this new initiative remained lip service, and it 
raised complicated issues, as it challenged the leverage that the chiefs had 
over the recruitment process in the Madingou region. Even so, officials saw 
no problems in requiring locals to offer twenty days of labor tax per year, 
which constituted an enormous increase and enraged Congolese villagers.45 
For the purposes of administrative routine, this system seemed much sim-
pler: “native guards” could be sent into a limited number of villages, by 
random choice, and recruit a smaller number of individuals. For the guards, 
however, the older system had been more attractive: they had targeted vil-
lages that were interesting for extracting resources, through intimidation 
during the recruitment process.46

During the period of the Popular Front, internal conflicts within the ad-
ministration came more clearly to the forefront, allowing the advocates of 
reform to push for some changes—but this was only a short period. World 
War II led to a renewed increase of abusive conditions and of violent reac-
tions. French Equatorial Africa, including the Middle- Congo, went into the 
Allied camp—but forms of repression, which were geared towards offering 
resources for the allied cause, equaled those in the West African colonies 
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that were initially under Vichy rule. For those colonial administrators who 
were fond of repressive instruments, the war situation constituted a kind 
of paradise.47 Suddenly, everything was allowed. It was only necessary to 
make the measures taken appear as beneficial for the nation’s interest and 
the war objectives. Even for those colonial officials who had leanings to-
wards reformist policies, it became complicated to escape these logics of 
exploitation and repression. In the Middle- Congo, like in other parts of 
Central Africa, it seemed that rubber in particular needed to be won, and 
compulsory labor was in many cases the way to get it.48

During the early 1940s, the road that had been taken found its clearest 
expression in the choices of personnel. Most noteworthy was the instal-
lation of Gondran, the former administrator of Sangha, who had been so 
prominently accused of the abuses in rubber production, as inspector of 
administrative affairs. In other words, a notable practitioner of coerced 
labor practices was transformed into an inspector and, thus, a “protector 
of the natives” in a territory ruled by the “Free French.”49 However, like 
in the internal conflicts of the late 1930s, Gondran’s observations illus-
trate the complexity of attitudes in a colonial situation. The new inspec-
tor remained doubtlessly committed to repression and mandatory labor. 
However, he was not at all sympathetic to many demands coming from 
the private companies; indeed, he came to the defense of some of the in-
terests of the Congolese populations, and showed a clear comprehension 
of the trauma that the railroad work, with its hardships and atrocities, had 
inflicted upon the population. It was less in Madingou but rather in other 
parts of the Middle- Congo where he believed that the “natives” needed to 
be protected:

In late 1942, the recruitment of a hundred workers took place in the De-
partment in the interest of the Société Minière du Kouilou.

It is difficult to say that this was crowned by success, it is more ade-
quate to remember that, thanks to the intervention of the administration, 
the SMK obtained the workforce it desired. We did not have any real inci-
dents but a lively perturbation within production has been related over two 
months.

Visibly, for the natives of the Alima, the bad memory of the old re-
cruitments for the construction of the railway has remained alive, these 
recruitments having provoked an important exodus of the population into 
the Belgian Congo and our subjects fear being compelled to leave and being 
once again subjected to the painful and hard labor of this earlier period, 
which they had barely withstood.50

The ambiguities in the relationship between administrators and Con-
golese villagers are visible in these reports. While the locals continued to 
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flee in great numbers (profiting from the inability of Belgian authorities 
to trace these refugees and to send them into war emergency labor on the 
other side of the border) French officials lived in a limbo between their 
massive obsession with the necessity of compulsory labor, and skepticism 
toward the goals of the agents of capitalist companies in the territory.51 
No improvement seemed possible with regard to the policies of unfree la-
bor. However, the Congolese improved their strategies of escape. Instead 
of fleeing into remote regions or over borders, these groups entered into 
other districts, following information that guided them to places where 
the administrative personnel were less strict.52 This technique started to 
become quite successful:

Following the enquiries made, during the period of approximately be-
tween 20  June and 10  July, some 400  natives belonging to the lands of 
Madzou- Miété, Mapana and Vouma, had abandoned their village to install 
themselves on the territory of the subdivision of Zanaga, governed by the 
Chief- Administrator Auclair. In spite of the pressuring demands addressed 
to him by the Administrator of the District and by the Administrator of 
the Subdivision of Komono, who asked for the repatriation of the refugees, 
Mr. Auclair does not seem to have become interested in the question.53

The new strategies were a precursor of other forms of movements after 
the end of forced labor—but, for the moment, this end of forced labor, only 
some years away in the future, was barely imaginable on the ground. In 
spite of the fact that the principal reform conference of 1944 took place in 
Brazzaville, the Congolese populations did not see any immediate improve-
ments.54 Nor did the administrators in the Congo expect them to happen.55 
In 1942, the administration reflected upon a future with free labor, and 
decided that this was desirable but also unrealistic. Also, at that point, of-
ficials started to become concerned with “vagabondism;” the idea was that 
“vagrants,” mobile populations, were a future danger to daily life in urban 
agglomerations, and that such Congolese needed to be put into mandatory 
labor.56 This was an important shift in objectives at a moment when, in 
theory, the administration could still rely on the complete set of repressive 
labor policies. It was to have remarkable consequences.

The end of World War II led to an all- encompassing change, expressed 
in imperial terms: Charles de Gaulle’s provisional government and a centre- 
left post- war coalition in the French National Assembly allowed African 
deputies to take seats in the assembly. These new deputies were very 
sensitive to the issue of forced labor, whose abolition was a principal de-
mand of voters and supporters.57 In the case of the Middle- Congo, Jean 
Félix- Tchicaya made himself a name as deputy through the victory against 
compulsory labor. The law, named after his colleague and ally from Côte 
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d’Ivoire, the Loi Houphouët- Boigny of 11 April 1946, helped Tchicaya to 
stay in his post for several terms. He knew what the electorate expected 
from him: the Middle- Congo was one principal territory where the provi-
sions of the law had to be pushed through.58

The experiences of Congolese populations during the transition period 
were quite complex. In some regions—especially in some pockets of the 
territory north of Pointe- Noire, but also in the remote north of the col-
ony—French officials in place seem to have decided simply to maintain 
labor obligations that were no longer legal. Like in the 1920s, the intensity 
of experiences with forced labor depended on the level of “obsession” that 
colonial administrators showed in a given region with regard to enforcing 
all possible methods of compulsory labor. However, in cases of brutal con-
ditions, village communities knew quite well how to react. In the weeks 
after the official abolition of forced labor, the territorial services in Pointe- 
Noire and the government- general in Brazzaville were both flooded with 
(often anonymous) petitions, in which villagers complained about conti-
nuities in forced labor. This had effects: it took a number of months until 
all these recalcitrant officials had been disciplined, but in 1947, even they 
had no choice but grudgingly to accept that “state labor” was no longer 
allowed.59

Indirect forms of compulsory labor remained feasible, however. In 1946, 
the President of the Chamber of Mines of AEF and director of the Société 
des Mines de Kouilou complained that the Houphouët- Boigny Law had 
brought complete disaster for all types of labor recruitment. Locals were 
no longer “convinced” by the administration to sign contracts (although 
these practices continued in secret). But that was not all. Administrators 
claimed that many were allegedly sitting in their villages in Bas- Kouilou 
and Madingo- Kayes regions and not working. And those Congolese who 
still were in contract were said to be absent at many times. The reaction to 
flee whenever labor conditions became too unfriendly remained an obvious 
element of local life.60 This was how the capitalist firms and many colonial 
administrators saw the effects of the end of forced labor, and their negative 
assessment reflected more than just the position of “reactionary” circles 
whose influence was waning, producing a direct impact in the decades to 
come.

Compulsory Labor and Evasion Reinvented: From the Late 
Colonial State into the Military‑ Socialist Experiment

It is unsurprising that administrators and settlers in French Equatorial Af-
rica decried the ruin of the colonies that would result from the abolition 
of forced labor. Over the whole of the late 1940s and into the early 1950s, 
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they held a disciplined labor force would be a thing of the past; partly, they 
blamed an unwarranted international intervention by institutions such as 
the International Labor Organization, who were said to hold absurd ideas 
about labor and its needs in the African continent. In particular, the offi-
cials blatantly mixed reflections about different types of labor and labor-
ers—and Gondran, who remained an inspector of administrative affairs 
after 1946, was amongst those who issued warnings, taking most of his 
examples, again, from the north of the territory that he knew best:

The problems of need for labor have become, at Mabirou like in many other 
regions of the Sangha, increasingly difficult to resolve. We have seen bank-
ruptcy for those merchant houses that do not offer the natives the articles 
of first necessity that they ask for: salt, cloths, petrol, soap; this makes the 
eventual workers reluctant to seek liquid money, because they do not have 
any use for it. To keep paper money that will be eaten by the termites in 
their huts in the bush—this cannot be a stimulus for work. The needs of the 
districts become ever more difficult to satisfy after the disappearance of the 
disciplinary punishment. The problem is so enormous that it leads to the 
near- total ruin of commerce in this region.61

It is obvious that colonial officials continued to use compulsory practices 
wherever they could—their obsession with it was too extensive. It was no 
longer possible to implement the labor tax, but administrative intervention 
in recruitment practices went on in various parts, including in Madingou. 
Local dignitaries—whose authority had been bolstered by their instrumen-
tal role in the provision of “public labor”—had an interest in being com-
plicit in these practices. As long as they had power over the decision of who 
was to be recruited, they maintained some leverage over the villagers:

And for that reason [the absence of a workforce in the 1940s] it became 
typical for the employer to address the administrator of the subdivision and 
for the latter to invite the local native authorities to furnish to that director 
of a company the respective labor contingent.

The canton chief defined the number of men to deliver per village, and 
each community went to send them, whether the men chosen agreed to the 
task or not. It is within this obligation put on the native to migrate to give 
his services to an employer he had not chosen, that one could still find in AEF 
a form of forced labor.62

With the weaker mechanisms of control, however—especially through 
the abolition of separate legal provisions allowing the corporal punishment 
of “natives” together with forced labor63—populations from most Congo-
lese districts found a flexible means of escape from the power of the chiefs 
through migration into the growing urban agglomerations of Brazzaville 
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and Pointe- Noire. Numbers of new arrivals in these agglomerations steadily 
rose.64 It is no wonder that the officials of the late colonial state focused es-
pecially on the issue of “vagrancy.” A minor offense—and an offense of mi-
nor importance within the recruitment of coerced labor—before 1946, this 
“vagrancy” became a principal hope and fantasy of colonial administrators 
between the official abolition of forced labor in the French empire and de-
colonization.65 The highest levels of the administration in Brazzaville and 
Pointe- Noire took part in this: officials hoped for workhouses, modeled on 
ideas of the early nineteenth century, where such “vagrants”—migrants 
into the cities—could be imprisoned and used as a flexible labor brigade.66 
This was similar to anti- vagrancy strategies in part of the British empire, 
which had become an issue in the interwar period. In the case of east and 
southern African colonies under British rule, where the attraction of urban 
and mining regions had an effect on patterns of migration, the British anti- 
vagrancy measures remained nevertheless more discourse than reality.67 
The same was true for the later attempts at punishing “vagrants” in French 
Equatorial Africa. Although the strategy of escaping from the countryside 
to the cities had its risks from the outset, as round-ups were easier to or-
ganize in the urban environment, relatively few “vagrants” ever became 
the victims of hard labor as punishment.68 Moreover, the turbulent events 
towards decolonization in the Middle- Congo created sufficient pressure on 
the agents of colonial power on the ground to prevent them from putting 
their repressive ideas into practice.69 In 1958, the Middle- Congo became 
an autonomous state within the French Community, only to reach inde-
pendence in 1960.

It is an open question how much migratory movements, of individuals 
attempting to avoid repressive labor situations, remain an issue after 1946. 
It is obvious that this motive for flight movements, even when it comes 
to migration into Brazzaville and Pointe- Noire, diminishes in importance. 
However, what would be crucial is an attempt at understanding the dimen-
sions of this decline of flight and desertion; as I have tried to show, this 
was an uneven process. Even for the postcolonial period, evidence points 
to continuities in terms of labor coercion and flight.

How do late colonial transitions refer to later, postcolonial trends in 
labor policies? Jean- François Bayart has pointed to a related issue, namely 
the practices of corporal punishment in sub- Saharan Africa and their com-
plicated relationship with the colonial past. While the omnipresent brutal-
ity of beating and whipping during the recruitment process of labor, and 
during labor tasks, is characteristic for the colonial period, the analysis of 
the concrete continuities is extremely complicated. However, Bayart shows 
convincingly that colonial models have, in considerable parts of the African 
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continent, remained within the mentalities of postcolonial elites. The use 
of corporal punishment became a political issue and accompanied acts of 
political control, especially after moments of unrest.70

For the postcolonial Republic of Congo, the study of continuities in 
compulsory labor is equally complicated. The country—which became 
“progressive” in 1963 and “socialist” by 1968—is no easy place to start re-
search on its postcolonial history.71 The civil war that raged in the state 
in the late 1990s has not helped to improve the situation. Nonetheless, 
as with Bayart’s reflection on corporal punishment, there is convincing, if 
dispersed, evidence.

First, the principal idea of drafting villagers for collective work remained 
strong within the postcolonial state. In 1968, still before Marien Ngouabi 
took power, mandatory labor services in rural zones became commonplace, 
and they were organized through the unity party structures of the Mouve-
ment National de la Révolution, being dependent on the engagement of 
Congolese district officers. The successes were relative, as becomes obvious 
for the Mayama District:

No particular local fact has attracted my attention as concerns purely polit-
ical issues; however, I would need to indicate that the instructions received 
from above are more or less respected by the inhabitants.

To be more concrete, on 9  April 1968, party members and locals of 
Dzoulou and the post of Mayama have started the construction of the 
bridge over the Loutini, which will allow us to get in an automobile from 
Mayama to Rénéville, where the land is very good both for agriculture and 
livestock- raising.72

Progress was not spectacular, as the district officers pointed out. The moti-
vations were apparently quite low. In the Ngouabi era, the use of (unfree) 
collective initiatives remained a kind of sacrosanct idea. Sources exist on 
the use of such an initiative on Mbamou Island, where, again, the party was 
the principal vehicle of organizing labor.73

It is plausible that the use of mandatory labor services in the postcolo-
nial Republic of Congo stands in a line of tradition of colonial coercion—
but it is of course complicated to demonstrate a direct connection. After all, 
from 1963, the Congolese state was governed by a party organization that 
followed Soviet inspiration, and may have taken ideas of collective labor 
from there.74 Even so, it is remarkable that Congolese officials showed little 
awareness of the recalcitrance of local populations facing such labor ser-
vices—it goes beyond simple conjecture that the idea of necessary public 
labor had been transmitted as an obsession from colonial organization into 
postcolonial administrative settings.
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This transmission becomes more obvious when we look at the treat-
ment of “vagrants” and “floating populations” (oisifs) under the postcolo-
nial regime. In 1960, during the transition process towards independence, 
the autonomous government under Fulbert Youlou charged a French la-
bor inspector, Techer, with preparing comprehensive lists of “unemployed 
young men” in Brazzaville, to make them available for labor services.75 This 
did not change after the first coup d’état in 1963, the second in 1968, or the 
turn towards a “socialist variant” of rule. Congolese authorities invented a 
full civil service to pressure “unemployed youth” into mandatory labor.76 
The idea to target “idlers” and “vagrants” for public labor thus had made its 
way from the colonial into the postcolonial state. Moreover, the chances of 
evasion for targeted populations became less attractive, as these measures 
flowed from the very path that flight movements had taken: they targeted 
rural populations who had come into the agglomerations of Brazzaville and 
Pointe- Noire.

Conclusion

The Congolese experience between 1918 and the end of the socialist phase 
of the postcolonial state, in the 1980s, inscribes itself into the patterns of 
movement that were relevant over wider parts of the African continent. 
However, for the Congolese example, the special emphasis on compulsory 
labor services made migration a dominant reaction and a central form of 
resistance: rural populations fled from hardships, and became proficient in 
analyzing information that helped them to compare conditions in different 
regions in the Middle- Congo, the Belgian Congo, and Angola. Much more 
than migration for contract labor in the broader Congo Basin to work in 
plantations and mines, such strategic flight was a regular part of rural life.

The period after World War I, still with a considerable presence of con-
cession companies and their particularly exploitative form of capitalism on 
the ground, was especially marked by the Congo- Océan project. While the 
colony of the Middle- Congo was indeed the place which combined practi-
cally all variants of colonial compulsory labor, pressures to enter railway 
labor were just the tip of the iceberg. The railway exacerbated an already bru-
tal system, leading to local populations becoming entirely overburdened. 
These populations, as in the Madingou region, developed their own forms 
of reaction: they invented sometimes elaborate flight mechanisms, which 
profited from the closeness of colonial borders to the Belgian Congo and to 
Portuguese Cabinda. The chiefs of local communities had an essential role 
in these contexts; they had far more means to use these situations to their 
advantage than what has commonly been sustained in earlier research. In 
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the Madingou region at least, chiefs profited from colonial forced labor, 
as they managed to partly channel it toward labor processes in local pro-
duction that favored their own position. They often held the option to use 
their situation as intermediaries to influence flight movements—and in 
many cases, the chiefs themselves were able to threaten to organize flights 
against the administration.

The end of the Congo- Océan project did not end the plight of Congolese 
populations. In Madingou and neighboring regions, the vacuum created 
through the abolition of coerced contracts in the railway sector was filled 
by an extension of labor- tax related tasks. This only intensified the strong 
reactions of the Congolese, who fled into remote zones and beyond bor-
ders. During a short interval, coinciding with the Popular Front period in 
the metropole, the obsessions and awkwardness of the labor system came 
to the forefront through internal conflicts. While the administration was 
uncertain how to deal with the existing forms of compulsory labor, the 
outbreak of World War II changed conditions altogether. The war effort 
gave the most welcome justification for all imaginable brutalities—while 
showing that the administrators were mainly operating for the sake of 
an imagined necessity of labor for the “natives,” and unwilling to work as 
instruments of the capitalist companies. Congolese populations refined 
their strategies of evasion even more. While the chiefs no longer exercised 
as much control over the process—the intensification of measures of ex-
ploitation had made their position as intermediaries untenable—the ref-
ugees learned how to quickly move between regions of the colony, and to 
profit from loopholes created through the negligence of some officials.

The abolition of compulsory labor was brought in from outside and met 
with resistance from much of the colonial administration; its results were 
contradictory. Some officials tried to simply continue with established 
practices, especially in pushing the inhabitants of Congolese villages into 
labor contracts. However, the authority of the chiefs suffered, and accom-
panied by the simultaneous end of corporal punishment, led to a new mi-
gratory flow that could no longer be stopped: rural Congolese populations 
migrated into the urban agglomerations of quickly growing cities such as 
Brazzaville or Pointe- Noire, instead of the more perilous adventure of flee-
ing into remote regions or crossing borders. Late colonial administrations 
fantasized about rounding such “vagrants” up and sending them, again, 
into labor services—but that was mostly impossible under the conditions 
of disintegrating colonial rule in the 1950s. Ironically, only the postcolo-
nial governments in the Congo could reestablish compulsory labor, doing 
so with a program targeting “idlers” and “vagrants” which betrayed a clear 
foundation in colonial practices.

by
 g

ue
st

 o
n 

A
pr

il 
19

, 2
02

4.
 C

op
yr

ig
ht

 2
01

6
D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 



Keese • Hunting “Wrongdoers” and “Vagrants” 173

The internal logics that prolonged compulsory labor as an option into 
postcolonial Congolese society seem to have ended by 1980. However, they 
show a remarkable longevity, which demonstrates that the obsessions of 
colonial domination were indeed transplanted into postcolonial forms of 
administrative control and social concerns. At the same time, the reper-
toire of reactions for the potential targets of unfree labor became narrower. 
The choice of urban agglomerations as principal destinations of migration 
and evasion brought them closer to the institutions of control—instead 
of hiding in remote and inaccessible forested subdivisions, migrants made 
themselves vulnerable to round- ups. The case of forced labor in the Con-
golese context thereby demonstrates that its effects are all but linear, and 
that its mechanisms and effects need to be discussed in their full complex-
ity, in order to fully understand its impact on African history.

Université de Genève, Switzerland

Notes

1. This research has been supported by ERC Starting Grant no. 240898 within 
the 7th European Community Framework Program.

2. For the effects of reform politics under the Popular Front beyond West Af-
rica, see Jean Koufan, “Socialism in the Colonies: Cameroun Under the Popular 
Front,” in French Colonial Empire and the Popular Front. Hope and Disillusion eds. 
Tony Chafer and Amanda Sackur (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1999), 203–217; for a 
Senegalese case study, see Bernard Duquenet, Le Sénégal et le Front Populaire (Paris: 
Harmattan, 1986). For the larger panorama, see also William B. Cohen, “The Co-
lonial Policy of the Popular Front,” French Historical Studies 7, 3 (1972): 368–393.

3. Buhot- Launay had not always been known as a “reformer”; previously, he 
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