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ABSTRACT

This thesis addresses the modern history of money and finance in Congo from 1885
to 1995, against a background of pre-colonial traditional monetary practices observed
since the 15th century and still in use today in some regions of the Congo basin
within the current Democratic Republic of the Congo. The work makes use of
historical research methods and is aimed, firstly, at interpreting the survival of the
pre-colonial monetary tradition and its influence on the Congolese modern monetary
and financial systems and, secondly, at explaining major monetary and financial
developments that have occurred in Congo since 1885.

First of all this study explores a series of devices that were used as money in
the ancient Kingdom of Congo (13th—17th century). Two devices used as currency in
the Kingdom of Congo — the nzimbu, a seashell as small as a coffee bean, and the
lubongo, a small mat made of raffia fibre — are analysed. Mbongo, the common term
for money or wealth in today’s Congolese languages, derives from [ubongo. The
mitako, a brass rod of different lengths, which was granted the quality of legal tender
by the authorities of the Congo Free State (1885-1908) in 1886, alongside the state
currency, is explored in the process of introducing modern currencies in Congo. New
light 1s shed on some controversial issues, such as the origin and genuine identity of
the nzimbu. Also explained are the significance and limits of the monetary functions
of devices used for these purposes in traditional communities accustomed to
essentially barter-based mechanisms of exchange.

Secondly the study addresses monetary and financial provisions set up for the
Congo Free State, and analyses the six main strands of King Leopold II’s financial
and development policy: (1) designation of non-occupied lands as State property; (2)
setting up of a vast royal property as Crown land for the purpose of generating
income for the King; (3) granting of concessions to various companies, in which the
King took substantial shareholdings; (4) regime of labour-tax intended to ensure a
sufficient workforce for both the State land and Crown land; (5) joint ventures with
private businesses to carry out investments that required large amounts of capital; (6)
placing trade activities under an absolute State monopoly.

Thirdly, exploring the colonial period (1908-1960), the study demonstrates
that depending on what was at stake, the Belgian colonial power addressed
Congolese monetary and financial issues regardless of the legal separation
established by the 1908 Charte Coloniale (Colonial Charter) between Belgium and
its Colony as two distinct entities.

Lastly the major political events that occurred in the Democratic Republic of
the Congo from the start of the 1960s onwards resulted in a very high cost for the
country in terms of waste of resources and inflation, among other adverse effects.
The Congolese monetary and financial crises that started in 1960 were a consequence
of irrelevant and inefficient policies combined with a lack of long-term vision in the
management of public affairs. The monetary and financial developments of the early
1990s onwards were characterised by political imbroglio and hyperinflation that
undermined people’s trust in the national money. This study recommends further
research on a number of issues, such as the use of foreign currencies in the economy
that resulted from this mistrust, the development of street money markets and the
coexistence of different monetary zones in the same country.
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Chapter One:
INTRODUCTION

1.1. Scope of the Study

This study, entitled A Modern History of Monetary and Financial Systems of Congo,
1885-1995, aims at providing a contribution to a comprehensive analysis and
interpretation of the monetary and financial experience of Congo, the country
nowadays known as the Democratic Republic of the Congo. It begins by looking at
the pre-colonial traditional monetary practices observed in the Congo basin since the
15th century. The aim in this respect is to assess whether and to what extent this
monetary tradition affected the monetary and financial system set up by the Belgian
colonial power in the late 19th century. The study examines at first a series of
devices in use as a medium of exchange among traditional communities of the
western Africa coasts known in the 15th century as Lower Guinea, especially in the
territory of the ancient Kingdom of Congo (13th —17th century) discovered by the
Portuguese since the late 15th century.

Against this historical background, the study explores the monetary and
financial provisions belonging to the colonial period. Then follows an analysis of the
major developments that marked the Congolese monetary and financial system after
attainment of independence in June 1960. The study is carried out with a particular

focus on the monetary and financial crises characterising the post-1960 era.



The issue of money and finance in Congo has been explored by numerous
scholars. Without being a monetary or financial study, the work on Congolese
numismatics by Mahieu (1924) contains useful information on a large number of
devices used as a medium of exchange in Congolese traditional communities prior to
the colonial era. Cuvelier (1946) and Dartevelle (1953) looked at many aspects of the
monetary practices in use at the time of the Kingdom of Congo. Monetary and
financial regulations issued at the time of the Congo Free State, during the colonial
period and after independence have been explored by many scholars, who are
mentioned frequently in this study and in the bibliography section. However, their
studies relate to specific aspects and isolated episodes. They do not offer a global
view of the subject of money and finance in Congo over a long period of time.

The originality of this study lies in its scope, which covers a period stretching
back over several centuries. This retrospection enables a link to be established
between the distant past and the contemporary period by means of analysing patterns
peculiar to the monetary experience of Congolese traditional communities since pre-
colonial times. Chapter two of this study focuses particularly on a set of selected
traditional monetary devices that dated from the 15th century, and were still in use at
the start of the colonial period (and still today are used in connection with certain
traditional customs). The Belgian colonial authorities made use of some of these
during the process of introducing modern currencies in Congo.

If the Latin term pecus, which means “a single head of cattle”, is the root of
the English term “pecuniary” meaning “relating to or consisting of money, wealth or
property”, it is because the ancient Greeks used cattle as a medium of exchange
(Beecham, 1986). Similarly, the Congolese common term for “money” is mbongo, a

word derived from [ubongo, the name in the Kikongo language for a small mat made



of raffia fibre. These mats were used as “money” in the north region of the Congo
river mouth, as far back as at the era of the Kingdom of Congo. In the same region of
Congo, “money” is also called nzimbu (also spelled n’zimbu), another Kikongo
language word, which is the name of a small seashell used as currency over centuries
since the time of the Kingdom of Congo (see: Cardoso, 1623).

On the one hand, the term “pecuniary” brings back nothing but a distant, if
not forgotten, memory of a cow being used as a medium of exchange in ancient
times. On the other hand, the use of nzimbu and lubongo as money since the era of
the Kingdom of Congo remained in force in Congo until modern times, for several
decades after the introduction of European-style currencies in the late 19th century.
This evolution serves to justify the place given to those forms of ancient monies in
this study. Among the questions to be answered are the following: (1) how did the
Belgian metropolitan power treat the traditional monetary devices in the process of
introducing European-style currencies? (2) how did the traditional communities react
to this process?, and (3) what is the significance of the survival of the use of those
traditional devices?

The objective of this work is to provide an interpretation of the modem
monetary and financial experience of Congo. To define the beginning of modern
times it refers to scholars such as Carr (1961), McNeil (1967), Kennedy (1988) and
Roberts (1989). McNeil (1967) considers the 1500s to be the landmark that best
establishes a separation between modern and pre-modern times in European as well
as in world history. Kennedy (1988) also defines the modern period as starting in
1500. This starting date is in line with the commonly accepted definition of the
modern history as history up to the present day, starting from some arbitrary point

taken to represent the end of the Middle Ages or the fall of Constantinople in 1453,



which marked the end of the Eastern Roman Empire (New Oxford Dictionary of
English, 1998). What can be considered a turning point in 1500 is the establishment
at around that time in the mind of Western Europeans of the conviction that “their
continent was poised to dominate much of the rest of the earth” (Kennedy, 1988: 3).
The fall of Constantinople (1453) caused a shift of the centre of power, leadership
and initiative from the Eastern Mediterranean to Western Europe and the rise of new
States. Modern times are, therefore, considered to have started around 1500 (Carr,
1961).

In the case of Congo, there are historical written sources from the 15th
century onwards relating to that region of Africa. These sources report on the first
known contact between the Portuguese and the Kingdom of Congo, which they
discovered in the late 15th century, as mentioned earlier. And yet, the era of
prosperity observed around the 1650s did not survive the slave trade which was
expanding at that time all over the continent, and which significantly contributed to
the collapse of the Kingdom of Congo itself in the late 17th century (Thornton,
1982). The fall of the Kingdom plunged back into obscurity this part of the African
continent, which continued to be destabilised by the atrocities of the slave trade until
the mid-19th century when West European nations launched the colonisation of
Africa on a large scale. This study considers, therefore, the mid-19th century to be
the starting point for the modern history of Congo, a country whose origins are

briefly traced in the next section.

1.2. From the Kingdom of Congo
to the Democratic Republic of the Congo

According to the legend, Nimi a Nzima reigned over the right bank of the river

Congo as a powerful chief, from the late 13th century (Goffin, 1953). Wene, the



youngest of his numerous sons, gave up all hope of becoming King of his ancestors’
land, and he went up thé river and founded a new country he called the Kingdom of
Congo. He took the name of Ntinu Wene, Nrinu meaning King in the Kikongo
language. The new King went to war against his neighbours and expanded his
territory. Congolese annals do not tell us very much about Wene’s descendants.
These are supposed to have been sixteen Kings (Bontinck, 1972). Nevertheless, it is
well known that the Kingdom of Congo continued to develop to such an extent that
by the early 15th century it comprised around 300,000 square kilometres, not
including territories that willy-nilly pledged their allegiance (Cuvelier, 1946).

Beyond the legend, it emerges from most ancient sources referred to by
Pigafetta (1591), such as Duarte Lopez who visited the region in 1578, that by the
early 1500s the Kingdom of Congo was composed of five major regions, namely,
Loango, Congo, Angola, Dongo and Benguela. These main regions were subdivided
into a number of provinces that the Portuguese named according to European feudal
organisation, such as grand duchy, dukedom, earldom, and marquisate. The King of
Congo, known as Manikongo (also spelled as Mani Congo), held authority over the
region from the Atlantic in the west to the river Kwango in the east (Cardoso, 1623).

According to some other sources, such as Felner (quoted by Cuvelier, 1946)
and Cardoso (1623), the founder of the Kingdom of Congo, King Weze (or Wene as
the legend says), also known as Nimi Lukeni, is likely to have reigned around 1270.
The Kings of Congo have originated from the region of Kwango where their ancestor
Ne Kongo (or Ne Congo) is supposed to have reigned. The name of the latter was
given respectively to the city founded by his descendants, Mbanza Congo (City of
Congo), the country that they inhabited, Congo, and the great river of that country,

Nzadi Congo. The same river is called Lualaba in the eastern part of Congo where it



flows northeastward from its source before flowing northwestward and then
southwest to the Atlantic Ocean (Dartevelle, 1953).

It is well known that the Portuguese were the first Europeans to influence that
part of the western coast of Africa comprising a large territory of the current
Democratic Republic of the Congo (Goffin, 1953). They began trading with the
Kingdom of Congo in 1483. This trade principally involved ivory. The Portuguese,
however, soon started trading in slaves. This rapidly outstripped any other trade in
both volume and importance, and continued almost without interruption until it
reached a peak and ended in the 19th century (Slade, 1962).

Despite their early presence in the Kingdom of Congo, Portuguese explorers
failed to go further into the heart of the continent, due to a number of obstacles, such
as the tribes’ hostility, impenetrable rain forest, waterfalls and rapids (Slade, 1962).
However, the main obstacle stemmed from an obvious lack of interest, since further
exploration into the continent required conquest, occupation and pacification. As will
be seen later, this was not in their economic interest, since internal tribal conflicts,
which most often they themselves instigated, proved to be the most efficient slave
provider (Shillington, 1989, 1995).

The Dutch superseded the Portuguese in 1641, followed by the English,
French and Arabic groups in subsequent years. They all came seeking silver mines
which they believed to be located on Luanda Island, supposed to be the main source
of the King of Congo’s wealth (Dartevelle, 1953). Later on, as will be highlighted in
Chapter two, it was admitted that the nzimbu seashells were the only source of wealth
from the island. However, both the Europeans and Arabs all turned to and
participated in a prosperous slave trade that lasted for about four centuries (Goffin,

1953).



In a speech made on 17 February 1860 the future King Leopold II, then Duke
of Brabant, filled with admiration for the Dutch pattern of colonisation, praised the
virtue of external trade and the benefit of exports for Belgium, with a particular
emphasis on colonies (Descamps, 1903). Later on when he became King Leopold II,
he was attracted by the results of several expeditions into different areas of Africa,
including the Congo basin. This comprised the territory known today as the
Democratic Republic of Congo, which includes approximately one-third of the
ancient Kingdom of the Congo, as can be seen from the map in the Appendix section.
Leopold II obtained agreements from numerous local chieftains, by which they were
supposed to cede to him their territorial rights, which in aggregate covered most of
the Congo River basin. In 1884, King Leopold II urged various European nations to
recognise the Association Internationale du Congo (International Association of
Congo) that he had created for the purpose of managing his African enterprise. In
18835, he proclaimed himself sovereign of a new state he called L’Etat Indépendant
du Congo, translated sometimes as the Independent State of Congo and sometimes as
the Congo Free State, which he treated as his personal property (Siade, 1962).

In 1908, the Belgian Parliament and Government decided on the annexation
of the Congo Free State as a colony, which was subsequently known as the Belgian
Congo. This annexation was primarily a result of the financial difficulties that
burdened the Congo Free State. It was also partly, if not mainly, a consequence of
the campaign conducted in Europe and the United States against atrocities committed
by the representatives of the King upon the local population between 1885 and 1908
(Stengers, 1989).

During the colonial period the supply of various agricultural and mineral

products to the metropolitan power was given priority. After half a century of



colonial rule, Congo experienced growing nationalistic sentiment, which culminated
in the January 1959 riots. Independence was granted on 30 June 1960. At the time of
independence Congo lacked strong political, economic and educational foundations
for sound self-government. In addition, as a result of the ethnic separation policy
implemented by the metropolitan power during the colonial era, the country fell
rapidly into ethnic and regional strife, making national unification more difficult. The
1960-1965 period was marked by political instability and outbursts of violence. In
November 1965 a parliamentary impasse developed between President Joseph Kasa-
Vubu and Prime Minister Moise Tshombe. The Armée Nationale Congolaise (the
Congolese National Army) seized this opportunity to take control and General
Joseph-Désiré Mobutu assumed power for an announced period of five years to re-
establish domestic order.

On 27 October 1971, President Mobutu changed the name of the country to
République du Zaire. Zaire was the name given to a new currency created to replace
the Congolese Franc (CF) in a monetary reform launched on 24 June 1967, and
which is analysed in Chapter five of this study. On the same date of 27 October
1971 the River Congo also took the name of Zaire. As a matter of fact Zaire is the
Portuguese corruption of the word Nzadi, a Kikongo common name for any large
river, but the Portuguese mistakenly adopted it in 1482 as the name of the River
Congo, as can be seen in a number of 16th-century maps that refer to the River
Congo as “Zaire”. In this study Congo is the term used to name the country even
over the period when it was called Zaire.

Mobutu ruled the country absolutely, under a fierce dictatorship. He remained
in power without a break until early 1997. May 1997 marked the end of Mobutu’s

regime and the coming to power of Laurent Joseph Kabila, as well as the country’s



return to its former name as the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Kabila was
assassinated in January 2001. His son Joseph Kabila replaced him as a compromise
solution set up by a Government rather caught out by the sudden death of the
President, and yet anxious to avoid internal conflicts of succession and manage

instead to preserve power.

1.3. Theoretical Issues Relating to the Study

To explain the origin of money, scholars generally agree that man’s growing
dissatisfaction with exchange by barter led him to evolve a less direct system of
transaction (Polanyi, 1977). Surpluses were exchanged for one generally acceptable
commodity, and stores of that commodity were used in exchange for whatever good
was needed. Since all goods were exchangeable for the commodity, the commodity
itself became the means of exchange. This view served as a basis for the theories of
some scholars of the German historical school, such as Hildebrand (cited by
Kindleberger, 1984), who stated in 1864 that evolution in economic relations had
proceeded from a barter economy to a money economy and, finally, to a credit
economy (Kindleberger, ibid). As a consequence, barter was reckoned to be a
transaction process that existed in primitive communities where money was
unknown. And yet this study considers this concept of economic evolution inaccurate
since it has been observed that the three stages — namely, barter, money and credit —
coexisted well into modern times in modern European countries, such as France, as
late as the 19th century. Indeed, the rural economy in European countries used barter
on a large scale. The national economy that depended on, for example, roadside

markets, used silver, while the international economy operating in ports and major



financial centres used bills of exchange — a credit instrument — and settled balances
that could not be cleared by bills in gold and silver payments (Braudel, 1977).

Any commodity that happened to serve as a medium of exchange was
expected to meet the following characteristics highlighted by scholars such as Begg
(1984) Beecham (1986), and Beardshaw (1992) in standard economics textbooks.
The first characteristic of money is its acceptability. It should be generally accepted
by virtue of its intrinsic value; if not because of that, then by decree, convention or
convenience. The second is its scarcity. To be scarce, the supply of the commodity
used as a medium of exchange should remain less than its demand; but it should not
be too scarce, otherwise it would be hoarded and would not circulate freely.
Essentially its supply must in some way be controlled. The third characteristic,
named recognisability, serves to avoid unfair practices. Furthermore, the need to
have recourse to special expertise or to spend time identifying a money substance
would seriously undermine its usefulness as money. In other words, the more easily
recognised the better is its quality as money, other things being equal (Goacher,
1990). As the fourth characteristic, its divisibility should enable the device intended
for monetary functions to be capable of being divided into small units. The fifth
characteristic refers to its stability in the sense that the conditions of its supply and
demand should remain stable, i.e. in relation to what it obtains today, it obtained in
the past, and would obtain in the future. As the sixth characteristic, its homogeneity
means that each of its units should be exactly the same as every other unit, otherwise
people would hold on to the more valuable units, thereby destabilising its supply and
demand conditions. Its portability, defined as the seventh characteristic, means that
each unit should have small weight and bulk compared with its value, so that it could

be easily carried about. Lastly, by virtue of its durability, defined as the eighth
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characteristic, the device should not be a wasting asset either physically or in terms
of its value; no one wants to hold on to a wasting asset (Beecham, 1986).

The above characteristics are required for a commodity to perform the
functions of money defined as follows. Firstly, as a medium of exchange, it divides
exchange into two parts: a process of sale of one’s goods and services for money,
and a process of purchase of the goods and services wanted in exchange. It should
“act as wealth with liquid purchase power, giving its possessor the freedom of choice
in the satisfaction of wants, and enabling him to save and lend easily” (Beecham,
1986: 4). Secondly, as a unit of account or standard of value, it measures the value of
all other things because they are exchanged for it. Price is the value of a good in
terms of money. By comparing the prices of various goods their value can be
compared (Beecham, 1986). As the unit of account, it enables account to be kept in
money-measurable terms, costs to be assessed precisely and choices to be made
between competing projects by comparing their money-measurable costs and returns.
Thirdly, as a store of value, it enables wealth to be stored up indefinitely without
deterioration in value, without loss in purchasing power, for acquiring other goods.
And lastly, as a standard for deferred payments, it enables an immediate assessment
of contracts to be fulfilled in the future, thereby equating present and future values.
The equation of present and future value is crucial to lenders making loans to
borrowers who contract to repay an agreed sum regularly over several months or
years (Beecham, 1986).

From the characteristics mentioned earlier it emerges essentially that money
has two basic functions: it is to serve, firstly, as a means of payment and, secondly,
as a unit of account. Each function has two dimensions in time. In the short term, as a

medium of exchange, money eliminates the necessity of barter, which is inefficient.
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Over time, money is a store of value that enables production and consumption to be
temporally independent; this is another gain in efficiency as one does not have to
spend simultaneously with earnings or earn at a given moment in order to spend. As
a unit of account, money simplifies comparison of values. “Over time, the unit of
account functions as a standard of deferred payment, used in contracts involving
payments or debts” (Kindleberger, 1984: 20). The development of money appears as
a process shaped by continuous innovation sought in order to better discharge the
functions for which money was required. There was no object or commodity
predestined to serve as money. It was up to the users, regardless of the object or
commodity concerned, to decide which device could qualify to fulfil the functions of
money and to what extent it could do so.

With regard to the financial constituent of the study, reference is made to the
classical structure of a contemporary financial system comprising the following
components: 1) central monetary authority; 2) banking system; 3) financial markets
and 4) financial instruments (Sevi¢, 1999). In this context, on the one hand, the study
tracks the evolution of public financial institutions and public finance to analyse the
raising and spending of public funds. On the other hand, it follows the development
of private financial institutions and mobilisation of private funds to explain the
origins, forms and development of private wealth (Kindleberger, 1984). The study
refers to this theoretical background to explain the chain of cause and effect of the

Congolese monetary and financial experience across the period analysed.
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1.4. Significance of the Study

This study refers to a series of patterns that contribute to confer on the case of Congo
an acknowledged degree of specificity, if not uniqueness, such as the following,
highlighted by Slade (1962) Salmon (1988) and Stengers (1989).

(1) As a territorial entity, Congo was created in 1885 not as a colony but as a
private property of a single person, the Belgian King Leopold II. It was known at that
time as the largest territory in the continent, if not in the world, to be recognised
under international agreement as privately owned land — eighty times larger than the
Kingdom of its owner.

(2) Unlike all other European territorial possessions in Africa, Congo was
formed not as a colony but as an internationally recognised free State. This status
meant that within Congo’s boundaries there was to be, for all nations, free trade, free
movement of persons, free movement of goods, free movement of capital flows, and
free circulation of the currencies of major colonial powers (Wack, 1905).
Nevertheless, the French name given to the territory, L’Etat Indépendant du Congo,
literally translated as Congo Independent State, was merely misleading.

(3) At its creation, the Congo Free State was the only African territory
prevented from levying import and transit dues, as a consequence of its status as a
free land.

(4) In comparison with most of the other colonies created in Africa at that
time, Congo was created at a very low cost, as the occupation of the territory was
carried out with little resistance from the local peoples and did not, therefore,

necessitate conquest war expenditures.
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(5) As a result of an immediate exploitation of abundant natural resources,
such as ivory and, in particular, rubber, the payback period for funds invested in the
Congo Free State proved to be exceptionally short.

(6) The status of King Leopold Il in his capacity as the Belgian constitutional
King, and the Sovereign of the Congo Free State with absolute power, resulted in an
ambiguity, which affected monetary and financial affairs in Congo.

(7) On the other hand, starting from the creation of the Congo Free State in
1885, Belgium was already acting as a metropolitan power in many respects, and
tended to treat the royal possession as a colony even prior to the formal annexation in
November 1908 (Stengers, 1989).

(8) Belgium was unlike all other colonial powers settled in Africa in the 19th
century, in that it held only one colony on the continent and had no other colonial
possession anywhere in the world.

(9) Congo became a Belgian Colony in November 1908. And yet, unlike
other African colonies, the Belgian Congo remained, formally at least, open to all
nations for free trade and free circulation of people, goods, financial resources and
currencies. From this perspective the Belgian Congo appeared rather as an

international colony (Salmon, 1988).

1.5. Methodology and Organisation of the Study

This study makes use of historical research methods to explore the monetary and
financial experience of Congo starting from the second half of the 19th century with
a preliminary review of traditional monetary practices known since the 15th century.
It refers to a large range of secondary sources of data, such as books, journals, annual

reports and periodical bulletins of specialised institutions, archive documents, most
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of them gathered with the assistance of the Bibliothéque Scientifique de la Banque
Nationale de Belgique, and unpublished notes kindly provided by private sources.

The annual reports of the Banque Nationale du Congo/Banque du Zaire, in
particular, were cited frequently as they are reckoned to be the most reliable source
of data, to which most of the works on the Congolese economy refer to
systematically. Most of the sources consulted for this study are written in French. To
avold any distortion of the meaning, names of institutions and a number of specific
terms were kept in French, with, sometimes, a suggested English translation into
brackets.

Furthermore, as far as the post-colonial period is concerned, the study
focused on the banking system and deliberately ignored non-bank financial
institutions. This option is justified by the insignificant share of non-bank financial
intermediaries in the process of money creation, as a source of inflation, which has
been the dominant factor in the development of monetary and financial crises in
Congo from the 1960s onwards.

Lastly, the study did not consider the emerging informal financial sector
comprising various forms of small savings institutions, such as the coopératives
d’épargne et de crédit, which developed from the late 1970s and became widespread
throughout the country over the 1980s. However, regardless of their large number
these savings institutions did not play a significant role on the Congolese money
market. As a consequence of a lack of managerial effectiveness they failed to
establish a solid network of branches and to collect a noteworthy volume of savings.

The study is conducted on the basis of the ensuing plan. Following this
introductory chapter, the second chapter looks at the major devices in use over the

centuries as a medium of exchange among traditional communities settled in the
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Congo basin territory, as observed since the first contact with the Portuguese. The
reason for this retrospective survey is to track the history of devices that survived
into the late 19th century. In order to urge the population to accept the European-
style currencies introduced at that time the colonial authorities made use of some of
those traditional devices as a medium of exchange over a transitional period. The
analysis developed in this chapter challenges some generally accepted ideas, such as
the claim put forward by Mahieu (1924), Cuvelier (1946) and Wertz (1952), among
others, that the Portuguese introduced the use of seashells as money in this part of
Africa. It also clears up the confusion in which cowries are considered identical to
the seashell nzimbu. In conclusion, Chapter two suggests an answer to the question of
why, beyond a short transitional period of time, traditional monetary devices could
not have a place within the colonial economic order.

Chapter three is devoted to the issue of money and finance in the era of the
Congo Free State. It considers the ambivalent position of Leopold II, mentioned
earlier, as the Belgian constitutional King and the Sovereign of the Congo Free State.
This chapter also addresses the transitional period during which traditional monetary
devices, such as the mitako, a brass wire cut into rods of variable lengths, played a
key role in the process of introducing the European-style State currencies.

Chapter four examines the major features of monetary and financial
organisation in Congo during the colonial period. It analyses the development of the
monetary and financial system in the context of a dual economy consisting of a small
number of industrial development centres where monetization grew at a fast pace,
settled in larger areas where the process of monetization had scarcely begun. The
study reveals a number of contradictions between the legal provisions defined by the

metropolitan power for the colony, such as the separation of Belgium and Congo as
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legal entities, and their implementation in the real world, marked by conflicting
interests and balance of power a priori unfavourable to the Colony. This chapter
explores the monetary and financial impact of these contradictions.

What emerges from Chapters three and four is that, contrary to a widespread
view, as echoed by Wertz (1952) and Heenen (1955), monetary and financial
provisions set up for the Congo Free State were so incomplete and grafted on to the
Belgian monetary and financial system that it can hardly be considered a genuine and
distinct monetary system. On the other hand, the monetary and financial system of
Congo as a Belgian colony showed a number of shortcomings similar to those
observed at the time of the Congo Free State. As a result, it should not be considered
a complete monetary and financial system prior, for instance, to the promulgation, in
the early 1950s, of a Decree that granted the Banque Centrale du Congo Belge et du
Ruanda-Urundi (BCCBRU) control over banking and financial institutions.
Furthermore, this part of the study comments on the limits of the introduction of
money and money-based transactions within large areas of the colony, due to the
dualist structure of the economy.

Chapter five is devoted to the post-independence era starting in 1960. It looks
at the changes that occurred in the monetary and financial constitution of the country,
following the major political and sociological changes that accompanied its
attainment of independence. This chapter points out how the fragility of political
institutions and the inefficiency of monetary policy instruments resulted in endemic
inflation, essentially due to ineffectiveness of public revenue and expenditure
policies. These were the main reasons for a dramatic inflationary credit expansion in
favour of an unproductive public sector. The chapter explains how, apart from a

small number of short-lived periods of ephemeral stabilisation, the Congolese
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monetary and financial experience has been subject to chronic crises. It analyses how
an ongoing economic and political fragmentation of the national space into several
isolated areas, together with the juxtaposition of a legal economy and an unofficial
one, has fuelled those hyperinflationary crises. The chapter analyses the coexistence,
within the national boundaries, of several monetary areas with separate local
currencies in circulation, but using foreign currencies — mainly the US Dollar (USD)
— which are accepted all over the country as a means of payment, medium of
exchange, unit of account, store of value and standard of deferred payment, or, in
brief, as a real money, in view of the continuing collapse of the national currency.
Chapter six is the concluding part of the study. It presents a summary of the
work, assesses the outcome of this research project in the light of considerations
developed in the concluding sections of chapter two to five, and underlines the limits
of the interpretation and meaning of any findings. The chapter also suggests some

recommendations and directions for further research.
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Chapter Two:

TRADITIONAL MONEY AND EXCHANGE
MECHANISMS IN PRE-COLONIAL CONGO
(ISTH-19TH CENTURY)

2.1. Introduction

This chapter addresses the issue of money as a medium of exchange in pre-colonial
Congo. The analysis begins in section two with an outline of monetary traditions
that the Portuguese observed in the Kingdom of Congo in the late 15th century. The
interest of this review lies in the survival of those practices. More than five hundred
years later, the same devices used as money at the time of the Kingdom of Congo
continue today to play a monetary role for some traditional transactions in those
Congolese regions that were part of the ancient Kingdom (Dartevelle, 1953).
European nations that had been interested in the West African coastal region,
including the western part of the current Democratic Republic of the Congo, since
the 15th century were in search of silver mines that they expected to find in that
area, especially near Luanda Island. As mentioned in Chapter one, what they found
instead, as the King of Congo’s main source of wealth, was nothing but a local
device, a shell named nzimbu, which was used as the main currency of the Kingdom
(Cardoso 1623). The analysis carried out in this chapter focuses, therefore, on the
nzimbu, the Kikongo name of a small seashell, as one of the best-known traditional

currencies in this part of the African continent. It also concentrates on a number of
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other monetary devices, among those the libongo and mitako, for the reasons
explained in Chapter one.

Moreover, the slave trade that developed as the main commercial activity
between Europe and Africa starting from the early 16th century is implicitly
addressed. This is because the funding of this trade and settlement of the related
transactions in the region covered by this study were carried out in local currency,
namely the nzimbu. The development of the slave trade required an increasing
volume of funds. This led to the import of cowries as a substitute, due to their
similarity to the nzimbu, from other countries such as Brazil, Gabon and
Madagascar. This import on a massive scale resulted in significant inflation in the
Kingdom of Congo (Cuvelier, 1946).

The analysis of the major local means of exchange in use in the Kingdom
highlights the prominent role of the nzimbu in the history of pre-colonial monetary
practices in Congo. A clear distinction is made between the nzimbu and other shells,
local and imported, and various other devices, local and imported, such as fabrics,
metal items, slaves, livestock, salt and pearls. It emerges from the analysis carried
out in this section that a very large number of diverse devices were used as a
medium of exchange. This multiplicity and diversity resulted in a lack of
standardisation and was a consequence of poor communications between traditional
communities. It also explains the small volume of money-based transactions on
account of the mechanisms of exchange established in the traditional communities.

Section three addresses the cultural dimension of exchange mechanisms
among Congolese traditional communities. The analysis highlights the relatively
limited role of money in these exchange mechanisms compared with other means of

settling debts in traditional communities. It consequently leads to a consideration of
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the whole social role of the device used as a medium of exchange beyond its
monetary function, which explains the survival of some of the devices still in use
today in a number of traditional transactions.

Section four analyses the role of one of the traditional currencies, namely the
mitako, made of brass rods, in the process of introducing European-style currencies
issued by the Congo Free State. The analysis explores the provisions set up by the
State administration to manage a transitional period during which the mitako, as a
traditional means of exchange, was declared legal tender in the same capacity as
modern currencies issued by the State. Section five concludes the chapter and
introduces Chapter three, which explores the monetary and financial history of the

Congo Free State.

2.2. Early Money in Pre-Colonial Congo

2.2.1. Shells as a Medium of Exchange

2.2.1.1. Nzimbu Shells

For centuries, as in other parts of the world, the people of Angola and Congo dealt
with various kinds of molluscs in their everyday life. While the body of the creature
was consumed the shell was used for a number of purposes, such as ornament,
finery, symbol, ceremonial, fetish and currency (Fisher, 1949). The nzimbu seashell,
scientific name olivancillaria nana (Dartevelle, 1953), adopted as currency by the
Kingdom of Congo, was not the only shell used for that purpose. Shells of other
snails that were eaten also played the role of money in the Congo basin as well as in
other parts of the world, including other regions of Africa (Chinn, 1945; Adriaens,

1951).
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Nevertheless, for the purposes of the present study, the interest in tracking
the history of the nzimbu lies in the particular way this device influenced the modern
history of money in Congo. In this respect, although the survival of the monetary
function of the nzimbu is limited to some specific transactions, as will be seen later,
the term has become the common name in the Congolese current language for
money-measurable wealth and any European-style currency. Similarly, “mbongo”,
the Congolese common term for “money”, derives from “lubongo”, the Kikongo
name of a small mat made of raffia fibre, that had also been used as money in the
northern region of the Congo River mouth known as Mayumbe, since the era of the
Kingdom of Congo (Dartevelle, 1953; Bontinck, 1987).

Old maps, such as those in an atlas in the National Library of Madrid
referred to by Mirales de Imperial y Gomes (1952), mentioned Luanda Island as
Ilha de Dinheiro, or Money Island. In the section devoted to the Kingdom of Congo
the Atlas of Mercator (1608) notes that the whole region of the Kingdom of Congo
was rich in precious metals, such as silver. The belief in the existence of silver
mines, especially in the area of Luanda Island, explains the keen interest taken by
European nations, such as Portugal, Holland, France, Britain and Spain, in the
region. This resulted in a war of conquest, among other confrontations, in the 17th
century, when Holland attempted to replace Portugal as the ruler.!

As a matter of fact it was discovered later on that Luanda Island was
mentioned in old maps as a money (or silver) island for its quality of being the main
provider of the seashells called nzimbu used as money in the Kingdom of Congo.
Various sources reported by Dartevelle (1953), such as Bowdich (1824), Duarte

Pacheco Pereira (1750) and Nobre (1909), establish that apart from Luanda, the

"'See: Arquivos de Angola (1945) N° 2, 3, 6, & 8: Principais datas da chronologia luso-hollandaisa,
reported in Dartevelle (1953: 97).
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nzimbu seashells were also collected from Benguela to be sent to the King of Congo.
Manuel Cerveira Pereira, a Portuguese governor and founder of the city of Santo
Philipe de Benguela, mentioned above, indicated in a report written some time
between 1617 and 1622 that the nzimbu was “used as legal tender in the Kingdom of
Congo where it was known as the best currency existing in that area” (Dartevelle,
1953: 95).

From a comprehensive study carried out by Dartevelle (1953) relating to the
seashells of West African coasts it emerges that the nzimbu (olivancillaria nana)
could be found exclusively on the Angola coasts between Luanda and Benguela.
This clears up the confusion created by some authors, such as Cuvelier (1946), who
indiscriminately treated the nzimbu and cowries as identical. It also explains how, as
discussed later in this chapter, due to a strong likeness, the cowry shell was
introduced into the Kingdom of Congo in large quantities and gradually replaced the
nzimbu in almost all its functions.

With regard to the use of the nzimbu as a medium of exchange, Pigafetta
(1591) reports that at the time of Duarte Lopez’s visit in 1578, the local people had
no recourse to gold or silver or any other metal as a medium of exchange. To
explain the monetary function of the nzimbu shell it is worth mentioning the
Bakongo people who in the early 14th century lived as farmers in villages spread
across the fertile uplands just north of Malebo Pool on the lower river Congo. The
fertility of soils in that area led to food surpluses, which were traded. The Bakongo
people were known for being particularly skilled in art and crafts, and as metal
workers, potters and weavers (Shillington, 1989,1995). They also produced fine
cloths woven from fibres of the raffia palm. These were traded as far as the Atlantic

coasts where they were exchanged for salt and seashells called nzimbu, used as local
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currency. The nzimbu seashells were the only currencies used to purchase anything,
including even gold and silver (Mahieu, 1924). This monetary device was used in
the inter-regional trade stimulated by the tribute system set up by the King of
Congo.

There has been no research carried out on the question as to when the
olivancillaria nana or nzimbu was adopted as a currency in the Kingdom of Congo.
Authors, such as Pigafetta (1591), Nobre (1909) and Cuvelier (1946) among others,
mention the use of the nzimbu as money of the Kingdom of Congo but provide no
indication as to the time when the small shell was granted the status of legal tender
in the Kingdom. Nevertheless it 1s generally agreed that the nzimbu as a medium of
exchange contributed to the establishment and consolidation of the authority of the
Kings and their Kingdom. It is also reckoned that its use expanded regardless of any
external influence and is likely to have been launched long before the reign of the
first King (Wene) known to the Portuguese (Dartevelle, 1953). In this respect the
family tree of the Kings of Congo, especially prior to Dom Jodo I who reigned at the
time of the Portuguese discovery, is not well established. The difficulty lies in the
fact that all attempts had failed to overcome the complexity of the matrilineal
system of filiation and succession code, as well as the meaning of names in the
Bakongo people communities (Dartevelle, 1953).

From Duarte Lopez’s account (1578), Pigafetta (1591) described how, at the
time of the Kingdom of Congo, women were appointed to collect from the sea a
specific kind of shell; these shells, named ‘nzimbu’, were as tiny as coffee beans.
The shells were grouped by sex, because female shells, smaller and brighter, were
more valuable. The harvest was delivered to the King, who deposited them on a

small island, opposite Luanda, established as a kind of issuing house ruled by a
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comptroller appointed by the King (De Cadornega, 1681). However, available
sources are silent on the question as to how money supply was regulated under the
authority of the King and how it was spread over the Kingdom.

The need for nzimbu as a sign of wealth and power contributed to the
development of the slave trade in that the King of Congo went to war with an
increasing number of neighbouring regions which, once defeated, provided him with
more slaves to sell for nzimbu. As a result of the expansion of inter-tribal wars
aimed at providing more captives, the authority of the King of Congo weakened
gradually and the Kingdom disintegrated during the 17th century (Slade, 1962).

Due to the preference for nzimbu currencies in the Kingdom of Congo,
possession of Luanda Island, the main source of the valuable nzimbu, became
obviously a strategic objective, which gave rise to harsh battles over the 16th and
17th centuries. Successive Kings of Congo were attacked by Portuguese troops and
forced to give up their rights on Luanda Island. Mani Congo Don Garcia II was
defeated and, as a consequence, lost Luanda Island in 1649. The decline of the
Kings of Congo was complete when Dom Antonio was defeated and killed in 1666
in the battle of Ambuila. From that moment the subsequent Kings could acquire
nzimbu only by exchanging them for slaves, ivory or other goods (Dartevelle, 1953).
In view of this development, it can be concluded that the desire to compensate for
the loss of Luanda Island pushed the Kings of Congo to boost the slave trade in
order to meet their need for the nzimbu as a medium of exchange and as their main
source of wealth (Dartevelle, 1953).

Furthermore, the need for a constantly increasing amount of local currency
due to a dramatic expansion of the slave trade resulted in the introduction of other

shells called cowries. Due to their similarity with nzimbu, cowries were imported in
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large quantities by European traders, especially from Gabon, Madagascar and
Brazil, to make up for the shortfall of genuine nzimbu. The value of cowries when
they entered landlocked territories during the 16th century was so high that two
cowries were sufficient to purchase a female slave in Uganda, for instance (Quiggin,
1949). However, as a consequence of the massive quantity of cowries imported,
these monetary devices became subject to severe inflation. By the middle of the
19th century a female slave required 300 to 400 cowries whereas a cow was priced

at 2,500 cowries (Banque du Congo Belge, 1960).

2.2.1.2. The Nzimbu as a Unit of Account and
the Established Rates of Exchange

The oldest source available on the exchange rate of the nzimbu is a letter dated 20
October 1575, written by Garcia Simdes, a Jesuit priest, and published by the
Portuguese Society of Lisbon (see: Dartevelle, 1953). In relation to the Portuguese
currency at that time, namely the reis, the letter mentions an exchange rate of 10
nzimbu for 1reis. At the same time it considers the measurement of greater amount a
cumbersome exercise with reference to 1 ‘lafuta’ estimated 2 ‘tostoes’ or 200 reis
with changes in the value depending on eras (Dartevelle, 1953). To give more
details about the units of measure, with their local names, used to count the nzimbu,
and their rate of exchange with the Portuguese currency, Dartevelle (1953) quoted
the Portuguese geographer Cordeiro de Sousa (1883), who referred to a manuscript
of Da Silva Correia (1782) entitled Historia de Angola. A translation of the
Portuguese geographer’s comment, from which the figures summarised in Table 2.1
have been extracted, is reproduced as follows:

“In an interesting manuscript dated 1782, History of Angola, written by Elias
Alexandre Da Silva Correia, we find the second division of the n’zimbu and its
equivalence in Portuguese currency: 1 bondo (obviously the cofo) 10 lifucos
(lufucos in our text) 100 fundas, 100,000 rn’zimbu, 5,000 reis. One funda, 1,000
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n zimbu. 50 reis. The funda is divisible in parts equivalent to 25, 20, 12%.. 10 and
5 reis. this concerning the best n zimbu.” (Dartevelle, 1953: 110).

Table 2.1: Nzimbu unit of measure and rate of exchange (1782)

Unit Bondo Litucos Funda Nzimbu Reis Gold Franc
Value 1 10 100 100.000 5.000 28.00

- 1 10 10.000 500 2.80

- - 1 1.000 50 0.28

Source: based on Dartevelle (1953)

It emerges from this comment and from further investigation on the topic
that the locals used a decimal svstem to count the monetary shells. in which the
nzimbu were grouped by tens. hundreds. thousands. etc. (Bontinck. 1987). One
bondo was equivalent to one cofo. a name given to the small basket in which the
nzimbu shells were placed on collection from the sea and Luanda Island beaches
(Bontinck. 1987). The same source indicates that the normal weight of one cofo was
approximately 30 kilos. On the other hand one funda was subdivided into parts
equivalent to 25, 20. 12.50. 10 and 3 reis for the nzimbu of the highest quality. In his
work devoted to the Kingdom of Congo. Cuvelier (1946) carried out a review of the
variation of the exchange rate of the nzimbu from the start of the reign of Dom
Alfonso (1516) to 1787. Table 2.2 contains a summary of the outcome of this
TEVISW.

Cuvelier (1946) mentions difficulties encountered in retracing the value of
the nzimbu due. for instance. to the misleading eftfect on the estimates of the
transtation of Portuguese terms. such as “dois’ (two) and “dez” (ten). The same
remark applies to the conversion into gold francs. as it was already complicated for
the Portuguese currency of that time for various reasons. including uncertainties
regarding the exchange and alloy rate of gold and silver coins as well as

counterfeiting of Portuguese metropolitan coins in the colonies.
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Table 2.2: Rate of Exchange nzimbu/Portuguese currency
Value for one cofo of nzimbu

Year in cruzados in reis in gold franc
16th century

1516 33 46,000 260
1553 50

17th century

1615 25 10,000 56
1646 5 2,000 11.2
1651 2.5 100 5.6
1692 2 800 0.3