
www.choices.edu  ■  watson institute for international studies, Brown university  ■  choices for the 21st century education Program  ■ 

Colonialism in the Congo:
Conquest, Conflict and Commerce ��

TRB

Key Terms

Introduction and Part I
harvesting

Industrial Revolution

raw materials

colonialism

partition

hunter-gatherers

Pygmies

Bantu

migration

tribe

ethnic group

identity

environmental differences

tropical rainforest

savanna

bias

prejudice

oral tradition

goods

resources

plantation

commodity

assimilate

middlemen

traffick

export

import

self-governing

mass production

raw materials 

philanthropist

missionary

merchant

suppression

humanitarian

Part II
government administrators

military action

profit

import and export duties

atrocity

abolitionist

monopoly

lobby

chamber of commerce

propaganda

Epilogue
underdeveloped

head tax

self-rule

coalition government 

secession

communist puppet

head of state 

cult of personality

refugees

exploit



■  choices for the 21st century education Program  ■  watson institute for international studies, Brown university  ■  www.choices.edu

Colonialism in the Congo:
Conquest, Conflict, and Commerce��

TRB

Issues Toolbox

Human Rights: 
Equal and inalienable rights for all mem-

bers of the human family. During the era of 
King Leopold, human rights were not univer-
sally understood or granted. After the horrors 
of World War II, nations initiated efforts to de-
velop international standards to protect people 
from individuals, groups, or nations. Today, 
there is debate at home and abroad about 
the nature and scope of human rights. Some 
believe that human rights exist to protect indi-
viduals’ civil and political freedoms. Civil and 
political rights include the right to life, liberty 
and personal security, freedom from slavery, 
torture and arbitrary arrest, as well as the right 
to a fair trial, free speech, free movement, and 
privacy. Others have argued that there are 
economic, social, and cultural rights as well. 
These include economic rights related to work, 
fair pay, and leisure; social rights concern-
ing an adequate standard of living for health, 
well-being and education; and the right to par-
ticipate in the cultural life of the community. 
International consensus is growing that human 
rights should encompass the full spectrum that 
these viewpoints cover.

Imperialism: 
The policy of extending the rule of a 

nation over foreign countries as well as acquir-
ing colonies and dependencies. Imperialism 
has traditionally involved power and the use 
of coercion, whether military force or some 
other form. Supporters of imperialist policy 
traditionally used one of several arguments. 
Elements of each of these arguments can be 
found in the story of King Leopold and the 
Congo. One argument was economic: imperial-
ism was profitable. A second school of thought 
drew on Darwinian theory and suggested 
that there was a struggle between nations 
and people in which only the fittest would 

survive. They believed that the Anglo-Saxon 
race and northern Europeans were best-suited 
to spread their religious, cultural, and civic 
values throughout the world. A third argument 
was based on security issues: a nation could 
protect itself by acquiring territory and wealth 
around the world. The fourth argument was 
often religious or moral: indigenous people 
could be given a better life. Livingstone’s three 
C’s (Commerce, Christianity, and Civilization) 
illustrate this school of thought.

Self-determination: 
The right of a people to govern their own 

affairs. Widely accepted today, this was a radi-
cal notion at the time of King Leopold. Only 
George Washington Williams considered self-
determination as a solution to the problems of 
the Congo Free State. In 1918, to the dismay 
of the European colonial powers, President 
Wilson proposed in his Fourteen Point peace 
proposal the right of self-determination. 

Decolonization: 
After the Second World War, many small 

nations challenged the rule of empires and 
claimed a right of self-determination. With 
this right enshrined in its new charter, the 
United Nations took up Wilson’s banner of 
self-determination and began to champion a 
policy of decolonization. The two most power-
ful nations, the United States and the Soviet 
Union, also supported decolonization, though 
evidence suggests that they were interested in 
replacing the influence of the former colonial 
rulers with their own. The murder of Patrice 
Lumumba in the Congo is but one illustration 
of this. Decolonization proceeded successfully, 
but brought its own problems that persist to 
this day in Africa, in the Middle East, and in 
Asia.
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