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Abstract
Zooming in on the urban history of the Kenya neighbourhood in Lubumbashi, this article
deals with the relation between urban space, colonial policing and African unrest. Colonial
policy-makers feared the populous neighbourhood and its African masses, and deployed
urban planning to materialize an ambiguous agenda of ‘welfare colonialism’ and discip-
line. The implementation of these planning projects was incomplete, and a spatial analysis
of subsequent African local unrest, everyday colonial policing and military schemes sheds
additional light on how colonial forces and Africans utilized urban space as a resource for
protest and control. As such, the article aims to contribute to the academic debate on colo-
nial policing, in which spatiality has been lacking.

Scholarship on colonial policing has burgeoned in the last few decades.
Criminologists, historians, sociologists and theorists of law offer a wide array of
expertise on what has become an intrinsically interdisciplinary field of study.
While pioneers paved the way for research that analysed colonial policing mainly
from an institutional perspective,1 later authors have shown that colonial police
institutions were ‘far from monolithic’.2 Recently, several scholars have started to

†This research is part of a broader research project on medical infrastructure in the DR Congo titled
‘Urban Landscapes of Colonial/Postcolonial Health Care. Towards a Spatial Mapping of the
Performance of Hospital Infrastructure in Kinshasa, Mbandaka and Kisangani (DR Congo), from Past
to Present (1920–2014)’. It is financed by the FWO (Fund for Scientific Research), Project No.
G045015N and directed by Johan Lagae (Ghent University). The author would like to thank Professors
Johan Lagae, Jacob Sabakinu and Donatien Dibwe dia Mwembu, and Dr Luce Beeckmans for their insight-
ful comments, as well as the Picha Cultural Association and Patrick Mudekereza in particular for the warm
hospitality and collaboration.

1See e.g. D. Arnold, Police Power and Colonial Rule, Madras, 1859–1947 (Delhi and New York, 1986);
D. Anderson and D. Killingray, Policing and Decolonisation: Politics, Nationalism, and the Police,
1917–65 (Manchester, 1992).

2R. Chandavarkar, Imperial Power and Popular Politics: Class, Resistance and the State in India, c. 1850–
1950 (Cambridge, 1998), 181. This was also true in post-war Belgian Congo, where in 1954, 4,400
Congolese policemen were ‘led by a handful of white Commissaires’. See A. Lauro, ‘Suspect cities and
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unpack the ‘coloniality in colonial policing’, questioning what precisely makes colo-
nial policing colonial.3 Some have pointed to low staffing levels, limited budgets or
policing supervision to expose the ‘essential weakness of colonial empires’,4 while
others stressed the ‘penal excess’, noting how policing was often exceptionally
repressive and imprinted by racialized power asymmetries.5 Numerous studies
identified colonizers’ fears – be it of large masses, anti-colonialist revolts, vagrancy
or unemployment – as key reasons for such violent policing regimes, and such
anxieties will play a key role in this article as well.6

Multiple authors have discussed how, in colonial cities and towns, colonial
authorities consciously deployed urban planning and spatial segregation as ways
to soothe these anxieties and facilitate police control and colonial order.7

Recently, however, several authors have revealed that the implementation of these
colonial urban planning schemes was often incomplete.8 Nonetheless, the conse-
quences of urban planning issues for colonial policing have not been addressed
extensively, and despite the many publications revealing the intricate relation

the (re)making of colonial order: urbanization, security anxieties and police reforms in postwar Congo
(1945–1960)’, in J. Campion and X. Rousseaux (eds.), Policing New Risks in Modern European History
(Basingstoke, 2016), 71.

3E. Blanchard, M. Bloembergen and A. Lauro (eds.), Policing in Colonial Empires: Cases, Connections,
Boundaries (ca. 1850–1970) (Brussels, 2017), 17. See also Martin Thomas’ general study of colonial policing
and labour, and especially his pages on policing in Katanga: M. Thomas, Violence and Colonial Order:
Police, Workers and Protest in the European Colonial Empires, 1918–1940 (Cambridge, 2012), 320–4.

4Blanchard, Bloembergen and Lauro (eds.), Policing in Colonial Empires, 14; S. Legg, Spaces of
Colonialism: Delhi’s Urban Governmentalities (Chicester, 2007), 82–148; M. Bloembergen, ‘The perfect
policeman: colonial policing, modernity and conscience on Sumatra’s west coast in the early 1930s’,
Indonesia, 91 (2011), 165–91. This was especially striking in Belgian Congo, which prided itself on
being a model colony. See A. Lauro, ‘Maintenir l’ordre dans la colonie modèle. Notes sur les désordres
urbains et la police des frontières raciales au Congo Belge (1918–1945)’, Crime, Histoire & Sociétés /
Crime, History & Societies, 15 (2011), 97–121.

5M. Brown, ‘The politics of penal excess and the echo of colonial penality’, Punishment & Society,
4 (2002), 403.

6Lauro, ‘Suspect cities’; H. Fischer-Tiné (ed.), Anxieties, Fear and Panic in Colonial Settings: Empires on
the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown (Cham, 2016); N.R. Hunt, A Nervous State: Violence, Remedies, and
Reverie in Colonial Congo (Durham, NC, 2016); A. Burton, African Underclass: Urbanisation, Crime &
Colonial Order in Dar es Salaam (Oxford, Dar es Salaam and Athens, OH, 2005); A. Burton and
P. Ocobock, ‘The “travelling native”: vagrancy and colonial control in British East Africa’, in P. Ocobock
and A.L. Beier (eds.), Cast Out: Vagrancy and Homelessness in Global and Historical Perspective
(Athens, OH, 2008), 270–301.

7R.K. Home, Of Planting and Planning: The Making of British Colonial Cities (London, 1997); O. Goerg,
‘From Hill Station (Freetown) to downtown Conakry (first ward): comparing French and British
approaches to segregation in colonial cities at the beginning of the twentieth century’, Canadian Journal
of African Studies / Revue Canadienne des Études Africaines, 32 (1998), 1–31.

8On the (failures of the) ‘segregation mania’ in colonial urban planning, see e.g. C.H. Nightingale,
Segregation: A Global History of Divided Cities (Chicago, 2012), 159; J. Lagae, S. Boonen and
M. Liefooghe, ‘Fissures dans le “cordon sanitaire”: architecture hospitalière et ségrégation urbaine à
Lubumbashi, 1920–1960’, in M. Amuri Mpula-Lutebele (ed.), Lubumbashi: cent ans d’histoire (Paris,
2013), 247–61. On the explicit relation between urban planning and public control, see L. Fourchard
and I.O. Albert, Sécurité, crime et ségrégation dans les villes d’Afrique de l’ouest du 19e siècle à nos jours
(Paris, 2003); Legg, Spaces of Colonialism, 82–148; S. Hanretta, ‘Space and conflict in the Elisabethville min-
ing camps, 1923–1938’, in F. Bernault (ed.), A History of Prison and Confinement in Africa (Portsmouth,
NH, 2003), 191–219.
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between policing and urban space, spatiality has often remained conspicuously
absent from the academic debate on colonial policing.9

A related body of literature has dealt with anti-colonial movements. Scholars
have studied the protest and social unrest of the colonized as both a cause of
and response to repressive colonial regimes and policing.10 James Scott’s seminal
work marked a milestone, expanding the debate to other forms of ‘everyday resist-
ance’ that had escaped scholarly attention.11 However, his publications and the aca-
demic work he inspired have been criticized not only for overly romanticizing
‘ordinary people’ as ‘smart and crafty rebels’, but also for overly politicizing mun-
dane practices.12 As Benoît Henriet recently argued, while these prosaic struggles
also draw ‘attention to some practical failures of the colonial rule’, ‘rather than
resistance, adaptation seems to be a more suitable term’ to describe some of the
ways in which colonial subjects ‘merely tried to work “the system…to their minimal
disadvantage”’.13 Actions of colonized subjects in response to daily policing rou-
tines – which I will discuss in this article, and which have been largely overlooked
in colonial policing studies – seem to reflect practices of both ‘everyday resistance’
and ‘adaptation’. Rather than politically driven ‘resistance’, these actions were likely
fairly local and non-political outbursts of unrest and ‘adaptation’; yet, their effects
were undoubtedly political, as they confirmed and further intensified European
anxieties surrounding African urban masses and impacted the way colonial policing
was conducted.

In this article, I address the intricate relation between anxiety, colonial policing,
unrest and urban space, and stress the importance of inserting spatiality into the

9Although in the last decade, some excellent historiographical overviews on colonial policing have been
published, spatiality remains absent or of minor importance: R. Tiquet, ‘Maintien de l’ordre colonial et
administration du quotidien en Afrique’, Vingtième Siècle. Revue d’histoire, 140 (2018), 3–13; Blanchard,
Bloembergen and Lauro (eds.), Policing in Colonial Empires; M. Debos and J. Glasman, ‘Politique des
Corps Habillés. Etat, pouvoir et métiers de l’ordre en Afrique’, Politique Africaine, 4 (2012), 5–23.
Noticeable exceptions: B. Brunet-La Ruche, ‘“Discipliner les villes coloniales”: la police et l’ordre urbain
au Dahomey pendant l’entre-deux-guerres’, Crimicorpus (2012), http://journals.openedition.org/crimino-
corpus/1678; Legg, Spaces of Colonialism; A. Burton, ‘“Brothers by day”: colonial policing in Dar es
Salaam under British rule, 1919–61’, Urban History, 30 (2003), 63–91.

10Chandavarkar, Imperial Power. For Belgian Congo, and especially the general strike of 1941 that
impacted Elisabethville, see e.g. D. Renton, D. Seddon and L. Zeilig, The Congo: Plunder and Resistance
(London, 2007), 63–70; Osumaka Likaka, ‘Rural protest: the Mbole against Belgian rule, 1897–1959’,
International Journal of African Historical Studies, 27 (1994), 589–617; J. Higginson, ‘Liberating the cap-
tives: independent watchtower as an avatar of colonial revolt in Southern Africa and Katanga, 1908–
1941’, Journal of Social History, 26 (1992), 55–80; J. Higginson, A Working Class in the Making: Belgian
Colonial Labor Policy, Private Enterprise, and the African Mineworker 1907–1951 (Madison, WI, 1989).

11J.C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (New Haven, CT, 1985), 27.
12A. Eckert and A. Jones, ‘Introduction: historical writing about everyday life’, Journal of African

Cultural Studies, 15 (2002), 8. As early as 1994, Frederick Cooper warned that Scott’s approach risks over-
looking the complex dynamics of Africans in colonial society by lumping together ‘all acts of assertions’ as
mere ‘weapons of the weak’. For Congo’s capital in particular, Didier Gondola has shown that ‘everyday
resistance’ does not fully grasp the daily socio-cultural practices of African youth culture. D. Gondola,
Tropical Cowboys: Westerns, Violence and Masculinity in Kinshasa (Bloomington, 2016). F. Cooper,
‘Conflict and connection: rethinking colonial African history’, American Historical Review, 5 (1994), 1532.

13B. Henriet, ‘“Elusive natives”: escaping colonial control in the Leverville oil palm concession, Belgian
Congo, 1923–1941’, Canadian Journal of African Studies / Revue canadienne des études africaines,
49 (2015), 340, 41.
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academic debate on colonial policing. I do so by zooming in on the colonial history
of Kenya, a neighbourhood in Lubumbashi, the second city of the Democratic
Republic of Congo.14 Kenya is nowadays often considered the city’s hotspot, a ‘bas-
tion of bandits and hemp smokers’ whose reputed ‘crime rates are the highest of
Lubumbashi’. As a result, Lubumbashi’s inhabitants often refer to it as the
‘Commune Rouge, because of the violence’ that is believed to plague the quarter.15

Of course, tracing the origins and meanders of such a sobriquet is difficult, and not
the aim here. However, what this article will reveal is that Kenya already had the
reputation of being a dangerous neighbourhood during Lubumbashi’s colonial
past.16 Elisabethville – as the city was called until 1966 – was founded in 1910,
but the planned urban development of Kenya took place only after World War
II, when colonial rule was increasingly questioned under the impetus of the rising
world powers of the USA and the Soviet Union.17

In response, Belgium, like France and Great Britain, adopted a new colonial dis-
course and started promoting a ‘harmoniously racially mixed’ colonial society – then
trumpeted as the communauté belgo-congolaise.18 Belgian King Baudouin publicly
endorsed this new political discourse by advocating for improved ‘human relations
between Whites and Blacks’ and a ‘true communauté belgo-congolaise’.19 Another
important advocate was Léon Pétillon, governor-general of Belgian Congo from
1952 until 1958, who developed the idea throughout several public speeches.
While he remained a fierce advocate of continued colonial rule, he did support a
‘mutually profitable union’ between colonized and colonizers, with ‘reciprocal rights
and obligations’.20 It was in this reciprocity, however, that the communauté belgo-
congolaise still implied a racial hierarchy, with Europeans having a moral obligation
to educate and Africans reduced to a pupil in need of tutelage. Despite its promises,
the discourse of the communauté belgo-congolaise remained not only vague, but also
superficial, as its proclaimed socio-political changes were, in effect, limited.21

The global shift in colonial policy-making led historians such as Crawford Young
and Frederick Cooper to characterize the post-war period as the era of ‘welfare

14For earlier publications on the urban development of Lubumbashi, see e.g. S. Boonen, ‘Une ville con-
struite par des “gens d’ailleurs”: développement urbain et “gouvernementalité” coloniale à Elisabethville
(RDC)’, Ghent University Ph.D. thesis, 2019; B. De Meulder, Kuvuande Mbote: een eeuw koloniale archi-
tectuur en stedenbouw in Kongo: veertien plannen en projecten (Antwerp, 2000), 71–92; J.C. Bruneau and
M. Pain, Atlas de Lubumbashi (Nanterre, 1990); B. Fetter, The Creation of Elisabethville, 1910–1940
(Stanford, 1976).

15D. de Lame and D. Dibwe dia Mwembu, Tout passe: instantanés populaires et traces du passé à
Lubumbashi (Paris and Tervuren, 2005), 54.

16Most of the city’s inhabitants, including Kenya’s inhabitants, associate the colour red with Kenya’s per-
ceived violent everyday reality. Some point to the red cross of the basilica, and for others the name is related
to the (former) presence of communists in the neighbourhood. According to my archival research, the
sobriquet was not yet explicitly in use during colonial times.

17C. Young, The African Colonial State in Comparative Perspective (London, 1994), 186.
18Lauro, ‘Suspect cities’, 64.
19V. Neels, Wij, Boudewijn, Koning der Belgen: het politiek, sociaal en moreel testament van een nobel

vorst (Balen, 1996), 154.
20A. Stenmans and F. Reyntjens, La pensée politique du gouverneur général Pétillon (Brussels, 1993),

35, 42.
21G. Vanthemsche, Belgium and the Congo (Cambridge, 2012), 84–5.
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colonialism’ or ‘developmentalist colonialism’.22 Seemingly oxymoronic, these
notions acknowledge the genuine attempts by colonial authorities to improve living
conditions of the colonized, while not losing sight of other, economic and political
motives that colonial policy-makers continued to pursue during this decade. For
example, various authors have shown that by improving social amenities, colonial
authorities not only aimed to increase the well-being of the colonized and legitimize
colonial rule, but also boost the productivity of African labourers and ‘manage their
socio-political activities and lifestyle’.23 In the context of Belgian Congo, historian
Nancy Hunt described the following two ambiguous and intertwined ‘modes of pres-
ence’: a ‘biopolitical’ state that ‘worked to promote life and health’ and a ‘nervous
state’ that ‘policed and securitized’ out of a ‘dread’ of African insurgencies.24

Kenya’s initial urban planning project combined these two ‘modes’. On the one
hand, the authorities sought to provide Kenya’s future inhabitants with improved
urban living conditions by offering better housing, ‘modern’ infrastructure and
increased social amenities. On the other, Elisabethville’s European policy-makers’ fear
of large African masses led them to identify Kenya, the most populous African neigh-
bourhood, as a possible hotbed of political insurgency. Thus, while Kenya’s urban plan-
ning was to embody the new post-war welfarist aspirations of colonial policy-makers, its
urban space also had to cater to local European anxieties by facilitating police control.

As such, the neighbourhood’s entangled history of public fear, policing, unrest and
urban planning provides a valuable vantage point to insert spatiality into the aca-
demic debate on colonial policing. I will do so by making two inter-related argu-
ments. First, I zoom in on the consequences of the neighbourhood’s urban
planning problems for practices of policing and unrest. The neighbourhood’s original
urban planning project confirms a narrative of how colonial urban space was
designed to facilitate public order, well known amongst scholars. Yet, the analysis
of this initial urban project, which was never fully implemented, opens up a more
thorough understanding of spatial practices of policing and unrest. Because this
urban planning project was not completely realized, police forces had to readapt
policing plans, daily police patrols and military schemes to the built environment,
while African inhabitants used the spatial opportunities that this partially executed
urban planning scheme offered to their advantage during brawls with the police.
Second, an attentiveness to spatiality can add to our understanding of the ambiguous
colonial policy concerns of fear and welfare that characterized the post-war period. A
spatial reading of the neighbourhood’s urban planning schemes as well as military

22Young, African Colonial State, 4; F. Cooper, Africa since 1940: The Past of the Present (Cambridge,
2002), 4.

23On healthcare, see S. De Nys-Ketels et al., ‘Planning Belgian Congo’s network of medical infrastruc-
ture: type-plans as tools to construct a medical model-colony, 1949–1959’, Planning Perspectives, 34 (2019),
757–78; Hunt, A Nervous State. On social centres, see A. Eckert, ‘Regulating the social: social security, social
welfare and the state in late colonial Tanzania’, Journal of African History, 45 (2004), 467–89. On education,
see J. Lagae, ‘“Montcassin, Montserrat or…an alcazar”? Architecture, propaganda and everyday school
practices in the Collège du Saint-Esprit in Bujumbura (Burundi)’, in F. Demissie (ed.), Colonial
Architecture and Urbanism in Africa, Intertwined and Contested Histories (Paris, 2012), 277–94. On hous-
ing, see L. Beeckmans, ‘The “development syndrome”: building and contesting the SICAP housing schemes
in French Dakar (1951–1960)’, Canadian Journal of African Studies / Revue canadienne des études afri-
caines, 51 (2017), 2.

24Hunt, A Nervous State, 8.
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plans reveals that Kenya became the arena of welfarist ambitions while at the same
time embodying many of the fears of anti-colonialist movements that emerged or
became larger in the post-war period.

Ambiguous urban planning
Situated in the copper-rich Katanga province, Elisabethville was founded in 1910 as
a mining town and quickly became the economic heart of Belgian Congo. As min-
ing companies such as the Union Minière du Haut Katanga attracted an increasing
African labour force, the colonial authorities ordered these newly arriving
migrants to settle in either the companies’ labour camps or the so-called
Centre-Extra-Coutumier.25 This African quarter, called quartier Albert, was sepa-
rated from the European ville through an 800-metre-wide no man’s land referred
to as the zone neutre, an urban planning intervention common in colonial cities.
African migrants increasingly arrived, and the quartier Albert quickly expanded.
As a result, the colonial authorities decided to add a second neighbourhood to
the Centre, adjacent to the old quarter but across the railway, at the then vacant
site of the current Kenya neighbourhood (see Figure 1).

Shortly after the colonial government had taken this decision, the Wall Street
crisis plunged Belgian Congo’s economy into a deep recession. Copper demand col-
lapsed, and sharpened anxieties about the growing masses of unemployed Africans
took an even stronger hold of the European population.26 The colonial government
changed its housing politics, aiming to exclude Congolese inhabitants who failed to
present valid proof of employment from the quartier Albert. While as a result, the
official African population declined by about 20 per cent, ‘a considerable number of
unemployed who were determined not to return to their place of origin’ remained
‘in or near Elisabethville despite the efforts of the administration to dislodge
them’.27 Although archival records of this crisis period are scarce, it is safe to say
that some, if not many, of these illegal city dwellers settled at the empty scrublands
of future Kenya, setting up self-built thatched huts.28

During the war, the site became increasingly crowded due to urban immigration.
Tellingly nicknamed Nyasi – ‘straw’ in Swahili – this informal settlement lacked run-
ning water, electricity or a basic sewage system, and these dire living conditions trig-
gered the colonial administration to search for a location for a new neighbourhood.
Various proposals were put on the table, all of which were ultimately dismissed after
unfruitful discussions which lasted over two years. The main problem undermining
the debate was the European policy-makers’ widespread fear of large concentrations
of Africans living together in a single neighbourhood. The district commissioner,
A. Gille, was clear, saying that ‘the massive gathering of indigenous populations…
should particularly be prevented. In a massive neighbourhood…it is clear that the

25On the political history of labour of the UMHK in Lubumbashi, see e.g. Higginson, AWorking Class;
C. Perrings, Black Mineworkers in Central Africa: Industrial Strategies and the Evolution of an African
Proletariat in the Copperbelt 1911–41 (London, 1979).

26While the recession undoubtedly reinforced fears of unemployment and vagrancy, these were already
existent and would continue to influence colonial policy-making throughout the colonial period.

27F. Grévisse, Le Centre Extra-Coutumier d’Élisabethville: quelques aspects de la politique indigène du
Haut-Katanga industriel (Brussels, 1951), 182; Fetter, Creation of Elisabethville, 126.

28Grévisse, Centre Extra-Coutumier, 183.

134 Simon De Nys‐Ketels

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0963926820000838 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0963926820000838


words of order can spread with the speed of an electric current, and that even
the smallest subversive vibration may dangerously resonate without the Police and
European authorities knowing.’29 A year earlier, these concerns had already resulted
in a provincial decree that dictated that a single African neighbourhood could not
shelter more than 25,000 Africans. As a consequence, urban development at the
Kenya site was officially prohibited by law because it was situated too close to the
existing quartier Albert. However, the proposed alternatives, often remote satellite
neighbourhoods, also stirred anxiety among European policy-makers because the
settlements threatened to encircle the European city.30

Figure 1. Indication of main zones in Elisabethville of around 1955. Author’s drawing.

29Africa Archives, Belgian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (AA), Local General Government files (GG),
20400, Note sur le projet d’installation d’une nouvelle cité indigène, by Commissaire de District A. Gille,
Elisabethville, 15 Sep. 1948.

30AA/GG 20400, Note sur l’extension du C.E.C. Elisabethville, Chef de Service des Affaires Indigènes et
de Main d’œuvre, Elisabethville, 28 Oct. 1946.
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Meanwhile, Nyasi was slowly turning into a bidonville as more and more African
migrants were arriving and illegally building new shacks. The continuously deteri-
orating social and sanitary conditions in Nyasi forced the colonial authorities to
forfeit two years of discussions, put aside their anxieties and circumvent the provin-
cial decree.31 The Urban Committee created a spatial loophole in the decree and a
short-term solution to the African housing problem by broadening the vacant space
of the railway that separated the quartier Albert from the future Kenya neighbour-
hood, which meant that Kenya could legally be considered a distinct entity. The
neighbourhood – which over more than 10 years had become populated by
African migrants constructing informal settlements and had become known and
feared by Elisabethville’s European population as the town’s bidonville – would
now become the stage for changing post-war ambitions.

Post-war policy-making was characterized by two agendas simultaneously:
security and welfare, both crucial to understand the goals of Kenya’s initial
urban planning project.32 These were perhaps epitomized by a small yet fascinating
sketch of Kenya that Assistant District Commissioner Ferdinand Grévisse, one of
the town’s most influential administrators, published in 1951 (see Figure 2). At
first glance, the image may have reminded Grévisse’s Belgian readership of the
familiar tranquillity of a typical village in the metropole’s countryside. One of
the key ambitions of the new neighbourhood was indeed to function as a transi-
tional space between rurality and urbanity. With its public greenery, free-standing
and relatively spacious housing, sports facilities, schools and a social community
centre, Kenya undoubtedly improved the social conditions of its inhabitants, but
at the same time was to acclimatize and adapt these new migrants to western
urban society.

This is especially apparent in the neighbourhood’s housing scheme, which had
to make Africans arriving from the Congolese rural hinterland feel at home while
also instilling new, Europeanized understandings of what an urban, ‘modern’ home
should look like (see Figure 3). The parcels followed the rectangular structure of the
grid, a wall separated each lot from the neighbouring one and every plot was to con-
tain a single, free-standing dwelling. With this, colonial policy-makers aimed to
recreate the homelike feeling of being in what they thought of as an African village,
while also adhering to the ‘rational’ logics of European urban planning. As Grévisse
explained: ‘in indigenous agglomerations, social and technical reasons seem to
inhibit storied or contiguous buildings…It is therefore important to isolate the
dwellings in the middle of walled yet relatively spacious parcels, giving the families
the impression of being at home.’33

With the image, the assistant commissioner did not merely aim to inform
Elisabethville’s European population of the urban planning of the new African
neighbourhood, but may have also implicitly tried to soothe Elisabethville’s
European anxieties about large African masses that would settle in the new

31However, these discussions would eventually lead to the development of Katuba, Elisabethville’s third
African neighbourhood.

32It was from this initial plan onwards that authorities started referring to the neighbourhood as Kenya,
most likely due to the many Congolese veterans arriving from the Kenyan war campaign. Grévisse, Centre
Extra-Coutumier, 15.

33Ibid., 185.
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neighbourhood. Contrary to what the illustration suggests, the longest axis of Kenya
is around 2.4 kilometres long, and the initial plan counted over 9,000 dwellings for
37,500 inhabitants; yet, the image depicted far fewer houses. Similarly, Kenya’s
church and public green space were heavily over-scaled, both through graphic
tweaks that implicitly evoked the peacefulness of Belgian rurality and created the
illusion of a small, less populous and thus easily controllable community.34

Indeed, much of Kenya’s urban planning was designed along a grid pattern to
allow for efficient control and observation. This was common to many colonial
cities or African labour camps, as a grid was not only easy to plan and realize,
but – through its hierarchical structure of broad avenues and smaller streets –
also ‘facilitated police control, and broke up densely populated areas into manage-
able units’.35 Street lights ensured the observability of the neighbourhood during
night-time, and the police station and the administrative passport service were

Figure 2. ’Perspective view of the Centre-Extra-Coutumier of Elisabethville’. Unknown illustrator, pub-
lished by then Assistant District Commissioner F. Grévisse: Le Centre Extra-Coutumier d’Élisabethville:
quelques aspects de la politique indigène du Haut-Katanga industriel (Brussels, 1951), 459.

34AA/GG 20400, Compte-Rendu de la Séance du Comité Urbain, 15 Mar. 1947.
35Home, Of Planting, 56; B. De Meulder, De Kampen van Kongo: arbeid, kapitaal en rasveredeling in de

koloniale planning (Antwerp, 1996), 17–42. For a more general discussion on the origins of grid planning,
see R. Rose-Redwood and L. Bigon, Gridded Worlds: An Urban Anthology (Cham, 2018).

Urban History 137

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0963926820000838 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0963926820000838


located at the main road leading into the neighbourhood, overseeing the most
important entry point to the quartier.

Grévisse’s illustration is wrought by opposing the rhetoric of welfare colonialism,
peaceful European sub-urbanity, public order and disciplined urban space. It not
only shows how already in 1951, colonial policy-makers tried in vain to curb the
emerging reputation of Kenya as a dangerous hotbed, but also how the neighbour-
hood’s urban planning was to realize the ambiguous agenda of the post-war period.

Policing an incomplete urban planning project
However, these ambitions were never fully realized. Because of budgetary miscalcu-
lations and failures to deploy the right funding during the correct fiscal year, several
aspects of the original design crucial for the controllability of the neighbourhood
fell outside financial possibilities and were never realized. Most alleyways and
some of the secondary streets were never asphalted, making these inaccessible to
large police jeeps.36 Street lights were never installed along secondary streets and
alleyways, drastically reducing the observability of public space, and instead of

Figure 3. Image indicates hierarchic grid of main avenues, streets and alleyways, the subdivision of each
building block into smaller, walled-off lots, and four-room houses designed for nuclear families. AA/GG
14418, Projet de lotissement au C.E.C., Kenya, 6 Sep. 1950.

36AA/GG 6186, Rapport de Gestion, 6 Jan. 1957.
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high walls, low hedges separated the different plots, but just barely.37 As a result,
each larger street block in between the avenues was transformed into an almost uni-
fied, unlit, semi-public space. Moreover, a large share of the residences was increas-
ingly sublet and by 1957, the neighbourhood counted over 47,000 inhabitants.38

Contrary to the original intentions of its urban planning project, Kenya had
become hard to police.

Institutional challenges also impeded easy control. Belgian Congo was character-
ized by a ‘complex maintenance of law and order landscape’, in which several police
forces operated without clearly delineated tasks or legally defined responsibilities.39

As a result, policing often proved a complex operation, in which a ‘pragmatic pick
and mix’ of varying forces and administrative bodies collaborated and sometimes
clashed to ensure public order.40 This was all the more true for Kenya, which, as
part of the Centre-Extra-Coutumier, had a legal status distinct from that of the
European ville and was thus officially policed by a Police de Centre. However,
with only one or two Belgian commanders and around 15 unarmed Congolese offi-
cers for the ever increasing number of inhabitants, this force was heavily under-
staffed and utterly incapable of handling potential large-scale insurgencies. As
such, in case of revolts, the Police de Centre was to be assisted by several other police
forces that existed in Elisabethville at the time: the Police Territoriale, the army or
Force Publique and the Corps de Volontaires Européens, a corps of European
vigilantes.41

Despite its continuous shortage of staff,42 the Police de Centre did carry out rou-
tine tasks, such as traffic control, taking stock of stolen bikes, sanitary inspections
and police patrols. Especially during the rainy season, these patrols were forced to
stay on the paved and well-lit main avenues (see Figure 4). Although most of the
daily reports on police patrols were not preserved, a few fragmentary series have
nonetheless been kept safe in the colonial archives.43 These accounts suggest that
these police units rarely encountered substantial problems along the way. Aside
from the occasional cases of public drunkenness, a recovered stolen bike, unpaid
taxes or untidy lawns, the policemen left the section for ‘infractions’ and larger
‘events’ in the reports empty most of the days.

This is not to say that such ‘infractions’ or ‘events’ never occurred; the unpaved
and unlit alleyways could not properly be patrolled, and no infractions were ever

37M. Libotte, ‘L’évolution du problème du logement au C.E.C. d’Elisabethville’, Bulletin Trimestriel du
Centre d’Étude des Problèmes Sociaux Indigènes, 21 (1953), 79–81.

38In comparison: the European ville, quartier Albert and quartier Katuba respectively counted around
13,000, 18,000 and 28,000 inhabitants in 1957. AA/GG 6186, Rapport de Gestion, 6 Jan. 1957. Subletting
was not illegal and, while accounted for, had been drastically underestimated during the planning of the
neighbourhood.

39Lauro, ‘Suspect cities’, 70.
40C. Emsley, ‘Policing the empire / Policing the metropole: some thoughts on models and types’, Crime,

Histoire & Sociétés / Crime, History & Societies, 18 (2014), 9.
41Lauro, ‘Maintenir l’ordre’, 107.
42Which various local policy-makers critiqued on several occasions. See e.g. AA/GG 17113, Rapport

d’Inspection de la Police du Centre-Extra-Coutumier, Elisabethville, 19 Sep. 1955; AA/GG 6186, Rapport
de la Réunion du Comité Protecteur, 7 Mar. 1957.

43AA/GG 13533; 13745; 17551; 17895; Rapport Journalier, signed by various police officers, from 10 Oct.
1955 to 30 Dec. 1955 and complete for the years 1956–58.
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recorded there, creating blind spots in the urban space. Moreover, several ‘events’
were actually registered in police reports in the archives. These were most often
short-lived, involving little more than drunk taunting after curfew hours, a ruckus
of spectators after an unfortunate car crash or hooligans storming the football field.
Nevertheless, they shed light on how Congolese inhabitants deployed Kenya’s
urban spaces to their advantage during brawls with the police.44

One procès-verbal is particularly revealing. After the 10 p.m. curfew, two
European police officers and several African policemen took off on a regular curfew
check at the Quatre Saisons, the nickname for the crossing of avenue de la Basilique
and avenue Mitwaba, which had a bar at each corner. There, they found ‘a good
number of consumers sitting at the tables of the bar…despite the late hour’.
They urged them to return home, but they protested and one woman even

Figure 4. Depiction of trajectory of police patrols in 1956 in the Centre-Extra-Coutumier of 1956. Although
these routes often changed, the police mainly stayed on the asphalted avenues, and devoted its main
attention to the Kenya neighbourhood. AA/GG 17551, several documents on the Itinéraire de Service
Police Territoriale du C.E.C., 1955–56.

44AA/GG 6182, several police reports: 16 Feb. 1956; 8 Sep. 1956; 4 Aug. 1955; 9 Apr. 1951.
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‘smashed a bottle to hit the [African] policemen. While we intervened, we were
treated to bricks thrown by individuals hidden in between the houses bordering
the avenue.’ The officers switched on their headlights to locate the hidden rock
throwers: ‘In the beam of our headlights, we saw several men taking flight and hid-
ing behind the hedges.’ The stand-off continued as they returned to the police
office: ‘After covering some hundred metres, new rocks were launched in our dir-
ection which hit the right flank of our vehicle. The malicious throwers waited for
us, positioned at the corners of the houses.’ While of course only suggestive, this
report still provides clues about the spatial practices of protest during such brawls.
The troublemakers used the unlit space between the houses and hedges as a refuge.
There, they could move about freely and, without being seen, throw rocks at the
police jeeps, which may have had trouble driving into the muddy, unpaved and
dark alleyways.45

Another, larger and more violent, fight occurred during a show at a temporary
theatre at Kenya’s market, on 13 and 14 October 1956. During the premiere,
numerous people who had booked for the next day had taken a seat, since the
entry tickets did not mention the exact reservation date. As the theatre was full
and closed its doors, a raging crowd was left outside. The police agents,
Congolese and Europeans alike, were ‘obliged to retreat, attacked by several hun-
dreds of Congolese who threw rocks and other objects they could lay their hands
on’. As the only armed members of the police, the European officers decided to
resort to more drastic measures: ‘We drew our gun and firing a warning shot, we
attacked the crowd, shouting to the [African] policemen to follow us.’ The crowd
dispersed, but ‘from time to time, rocks were still thrown by people hidden between
the houses’.46 In a retrospective letter on the riots, the head of the Police Territoriale
criticized the theatre’s ‘location which was deplorable from a security point of view:
The Market Square counts multiple bars, and forms the crossing point of numerous
roads. Two of those are currently being asphalted and have several buildings under
construction.’ This meant that ‘the protestors had ideal positions and an impressive
“stock” of munition at their disposal, which they were quick to profit from.
Additionally, they could hide (as indigenous persons often do well) in the men-
tioned buildings where, as the crowd was being dispersed, they could take refuge
to surreptitiously and instantly reappear.’47

As such, the riots during the show not only confirm the spatial practices of pro-
test that the first report already alluded to, with rioters using the unlit, unpaved
alleyways and dark spaces in between the houses as a hideout. The remark in par-
entheses – seemingly mentioning a fact widely known among European officials –
also unveils that colonial police officers were painstakingly aware of the various
ways in which Kenya’s inhabitants deployed their neighbourhood’s incomplete
urban planning project.48 Building on Benoît Henriet’s earlier cited considerations

45All above quotes from: AA/GG 6182, Rapport du Commissaire de la Police de Centre, 8 Sep. 1955.
46AA/GG 17895, Rapport Journalier de la Police de Centre, 13 Oct. 1956.
47AA/GG 13708, letter from Commissaire de Police Principal Lycops to Procureur Général, 20 Oct. 1956.
48Of course, this is not to say that if Kenya’s original project had been a success, unrest in response to

colonial policing would not have occurred. The precise spatial actions, however, would have been of a dif-
ferent nature and perhaps more similar to ‘everyday resistance’, as without the refuge of unlit, unpaved
spaces, open protest might have been more risky for African inhabitants.
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regarding ‘everyday resistance’, attention to spatiality reveals how protests against
policing also engendered instant ‘adaptation’ and ‘practices of elusiveness used to
thwart the colonial schemes for surveillance and control’.49 Yet these were still
moments of violence, and even if they did not occur daily, nor were they necessarily
political acts in themselves;50 they still may have had political consequences similar
to ‘everyday resistance’ by fanning the flames of Kenya’s dangerous reputation.51

Anticipating revolt: military plans for a notorious neighbourhood
Not only these riots, but also anti-colonial riots emerging across the continent
caused increasing anxiety among the colonial administration. Until roughly 1957,
rather than being based on actual threats in Kenya, this nervousness was mainly
triggered by the presence of African masses and the confrontation of the colonial
government with its own urban planning issues. However, as political independ-
ence movements mushroomed and colonial policy-makers’ confidence in the post-
war ‘Pax Belgica’ vanished, fears of anti-colonial revolts increased.52 Even more
than before, the police force was preoccupied with preventing large numbers of
Africans amassing in the streets and organizing nationalist revolts.

Throughout the 1950s, the various police and military forces developed three
military schemes which, responding to European anxieties, outlined what to do
in case of possible insurgencies. In the form of extensive maps and mission descrip-
tions, policy-makers stipulated how police forces were to divide and separate revolt-
ing African masses, comb out Kenya and protect the European ville. In these three
military schemes, colonial policy-makers sidestepped the public discourse of the
communauté belgo-congolaise and – through an increasingly elaborate system of
legal differentiation, advanced weaponry and temporary spatial segregation –
reverted to a more rigorous racial distinction between Europeans and Africans.

The first scheme, the Plan de Trouble, was formulated during multiple meetings
of a Commission Trouble, founded in 1949 by Elisabethville’s local authorities
anticipating the large numbers of Congolese that were migrating to the city and set-
tling in the Kenya neighbourhood.53 It outlined three main actions to be taken for
the protection and safety of the European population in case of large-scale revolts.
First, the city’s European population was to move to a safe haven according to a
plan d’évacuation. Second, a plan d’armement stipulated which weapons were to
be given to not only military, but also civilian European officials. Third, a plan

49Henriet, ‘“Elusive natives”’, 356.
50At least, that is what the police initially concluded as ‘everything leads us to believe that these “inci-

dents” were spontaneous and exclusively due to’ the ticket issues. Nonetheless, general discontent among
African inhabitants about socio-economic or political living conditions in the colony may have stirred up
general disgruntlement and protests. AA/GG 13708, letter from Commissaire de Police Principal to
Procureur Général, 20 Oct. 1956.

51Scott, Weapons of the Weak, 27.
52As Belgian Congo’s fairly peaceful period of 1945–57 was often called. The term reflects colonial

policy-makers’ beliefs that anti-nationalist revolts were much less likely in the Belgian ‘model colony’
than in other African colonies. L.F. Vanderstraeten, ‘La Force Publiqe et le maintien de la “Pax Belgica”,
1944 – Janvier 1959’, in Congo, 1955–1960: recueil d’études (Brussels, 1992), 495–524.

53Several similar province-wide and city-wide plans seem to have been outlined across Belgian Congo.
Ibid., 511.
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de défense specified the responsibilities of the various police forces. If a revolt broke
out, colonial authorities expected it would most likely take place in Kenya. The
Police du Centre, deemed unable to halt such riots, was to send policemen to the
city centre on bikes to alert the chief of the Police Territoriale. However, during
insurgencies, African policemen were no longer considered trustworthy informants.
The plan stated that if ‘the police commissioner is informed by an indigenous
policeman only that grave protests have erupted,…and if he cannot immediately
find confirmation, he has to verify the situation on-site with a patrol’. The Police
Territoriale, authorized to use armed vehicles, machine guns and tear gas, was
then expected to hold off agitators long enough for the military to arrive.
Infantry squadrons would be dropped off by truck or train at two strategically cho-
sen points of intervention, split up the African crowd, push it back away from the
city centre and set up blockades, sealing off the entrances to the European parts of
town (see Figure 5).54

Whereas the Plan de Trouble was an operational military scheme, the second
plan, Opération Tornade, was a large-scale military exercise that took place in
1957 in the four largest cities of the Katanga province.55 The main reason behind
the exercise was the fear that Congolese trade union movements, which had been
on the rise in Belgian Congo,56 would be spurred on by labour protests in
Northern Rhodesia. In anticipation of possible revolts, the Congolese colonial
authorities set up Opération Tornade, aiming to study ‘the challenges of maintain-
ing and re-establishing public order in case of grave and widespread protests’.57

Moreover, the colonial authorities deemed the modernization of the military as
well as improved collaboration between the military, the various police forces
and the colonial administration vital to the success of public peacekeeping. As
such, an additional goal of Opération Tornade was to experiment with new commu-
nication and combat techniques, such as encryption of radio messages, aerial assist-
ance and specialized squadrons of paratroopers.

Instructions were sent to all battalions taking part in the exercise, dividing them
into allied police forces and those pretending to be Congolese rebels, who also
received the location of their make-believe hideouts. During the exercises, from 1
until 9 August 1957, the allied battalions had to locate and halt these rioters, cap-
ture their arms and arrest and interrogate the insurgents. Given the fictive nature of
the plan, the locations of the troops of make-believe rioters indicated the loci of
European fear, as these were the places the authorities considered to be the hotbeds
of resistance. Kenya was identified as the city’s main concern. According to the
operation’s script, a band of pretend rebels was to maraud the road between
Albert and Kenya. Next, the ‘unexpected arrival of 12 bn [battalions] and police

54AA/GG 6182, multiple records of meetings of the Commission Trouble throughout 1949.
55AA/GG 13708, Note de service, Opération Tornade, 29 July 1957; AA/GG 12049, Manœuvres Tornade,

Instructions Générale pour la Direction de Manœuvre, l’Arbitrage et les Exécutants, Aug. 1957; AA/GG 6182,
description of Operation Tornado in Kenya, Aug. 1957.

56Previous letters had been sent in this regard to warn various district commissioners of the increased
exchanges between Congolese and foreign protagonists of the labour movement. AA/GG 13708, letter from
Commissaire principal de la Sûreté Katangais to various district commissioners, 1 Apr. 1957.

57AA/GG 12049, Manœuvres Tornade, Instructions Générale pour la Direction de Manœuvre, l’Arbitrage
et les Exécutants, Aug. 1957.
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forces caused the gangs to flee into the Kenya and Albert neighbourhoods’. There,
the ‘agitators…find refuge and material aid’. At that point, similar to the Plan de
Trouble, the battalions had to isolate Kenya from the other neighbourhoods of
the Centre-Extra-Coutumier and close off access to the European city centre by set-
ting up several blockades on the main roads and entry points. The police forces
then had to systematically comb out the African neighbourhood; in French this

Figure 5. Mapping based on excerpts from the plan de défense of the Commission Trouble: ‘The access of
military trucks is made difficult by gathering indigenous Africans. The only point of access…to enter the
C.E.C.-Kenya is through the passage at blocs 75/76. Examining the plan of the C.E.C. reveals the stra-
tegical assets to be gained from the fact that the Centre is practically cut in half by the railway line.
Several military wagons – embarked from the station, and spreading out along the route circulaire around
the passage of bloc 81 – isolate Kenya from the commercial center [Albert]. Units push back Kenya’s agi-
tators towards the Kafubu river.’ AA/GG 6182, multiple records of meetings of the plan de défense of the
Commission Trouble throughout 1949. Author’s drawing; symbols are based on legends used in maps of
Opération Typhon, size of military groups are estimations based on convention and descriptions in
Opération Typhon.
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is referred to as ratisser and quadriller, both terms that etymologically point to
Kenya’s rectangular street pattern that facilitated such sweeping operations.
During house-to-house searches, the battalions had to confiscate all arms and
munition and intercept seditious pamphlets, which were expected to be widely
spread among Kenya’s inhabitants (see Figure 6).58

A year later, Opération Typhon was organized, building on Opération Tornade.
Instead of a make-believe exercise, this operation outlined effective instructions for
restoring public order in Elisabethville in case of nationalist revolts. Once again,
high-ranking non-military administrative personnel would be armed, receiving
submachine guns at the police headquarters. Similar to earlier schemes, the various
units of the Force Publique, the Police Territoriale and the Corps de Volontaires
Européens were assigned different strategic points for defence, road control and
blockades. However, where earlier military schemes spent more energy on control-
ling and ‘pacifying’ the African Centre-Extra-Coutumier, here the focus was primar-
ily on defending the European city centre, with the roads connecting the African
neighbourhoods to the city centre guarded most heavily. Efforts at public peace-
keeping in the Centre-Extra-Coutumier were limited to mobile road control and
the protection of important locations such as police stations. Additionally, a
form of martial law would be proclaimed during Opération Typhon, redefining
civil rights. When facing an insurgent African crowd, police forces were allowed
to open fire after three warnings, using not only live ammunition but also grenades
to halt the rioters (see Figure 7).59

The military plans described above never had to be executed. As such, more than
bearing witness to the spatial tactics effectively used by police forces to subdue
insurgencies, these schemes crystallize how the European fear of African riots
caused a shift away from the official discourse of a communauté belgo-congolaise,
towards the reconfirmation of racial distinctions. Throughout these three military
schemes, several themes reoccur that confirm such redifferentiation between
Europeans and Africans. First, in the changing legal environment during crisis
situations, African policemen were not considered credible sources of informa-
tion,60 and European civilians were provided with arms under changing forms of
martial law, which also allowed the use of live ammunition. Second, the fear of
African revolts legitimized (a growing belief in) the use of increasingly sophisticated
technology and techniques, such as encrypted radio communication, advanced
weaponry and armoured vehicles. These ‘techniques of discipline’ created a de
facto distinction between colonial police forces and African insurgents, and – by
institutionalizing the possible yet planned use of rather brutal forms of live ammu-
nition and violence against Congolese civilians – exemplified colonial ‘penal
excess’.61 Third, the three schemes not only defined a ‘keep’, an urban core that
was to function as a ‘safe haven’ where European citizens could take refuge, but
by extension also a ‘fringe’: an African periphery which was no longer strictly

58AA/GG 6182, description of Operation Tornado in Kenya, Aug. 1957.
59AA/GG 6265, directives on Operation Typhon, 1958.
60On the issue of colonial governments (dis)trusting African intermediaries, see B. Lawrance, E.L.

Osborn and R.L. Roberts (eds.), Intermediaries, Interpreters and Clerks. African Employees in the
Making of Colonial Africa, (Madison, 2006).

61Legg, Spaces of Colonialism, 3; Brown, ‘Politics of penal excess’, 403.
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policed or securitized, but was only to be combed out, searched and infiltrated by
relatively mobile squads.62 Kenya was at the heart of this fringe, and was almost
reinterpreted as ‘hostile’ territory. Strategic points of intervention, military block-
ades and routes for different soldier squads were set out in order efficiently to
scan Kenya’s urban space and isolate it from its surrounding neighbourhoods.
Therefore, a spatial analysis of these military schemes suggests that Kenya’s repu-
tation of a Commune Rouge dates back to colonial times: while Kenya was never
explicitly labelled as such in colonial sources, the colonial authorities already iden-
tified Elisabethville’s most populous neighbourhood as the most dangerous African
quarter in several policing plans. The agency of local fear throughout the three
schemes is striking. If the new discourse of the communauté belgo-congolaise pro-
claimed by the central and metropolitan authorities was in itself already vague and
superficial, the salient racial views and anxieties of local policy-makers, which

Figure 6. Mapping based on mission description of Plan Tornade. AA/GG 6182, description of Opération
Tornade in the Centre-Extra-Coutumier of Elisabethville, Aug. 1957. Author’s drawing.

62Legg, Spaces of Colonialism, 91.
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myopically coincided with certain notorious urban spaces, only further impeded its
implementation in Elisabethville.63

Conclusion
During a mediatized trip around the colony in 1955, King Baudouin decided to pay
Elisabethville’s African neighbourhoods, including Kenya, an extensive visit. Above
all, the trip was a propaganda stunt trumpeting the Belgian colonial endeavour and
a pivotal moment for the government’s new official discourse of the communauté
belgo-congolaise.64 Only a few days before King Baudouin drove by Kenya’s Basilica,

Figure 7. Based on archival maps for the military operations under Opération Typhon. AA/GG 6265, direc-
tives on Opération Typhon, 1958. Author’s drawing.

63A similar argument about Elisabethville’s local ‘persistence of racial segregation’ has been made with
regard to the watering down of metropolitan progressive public healthcare policies. See Lagae, Boonen and
Liefooghe, ‘Fissures’, 260.

64M.G. Stanard, Selling the Congo: A History of European Pro-empire Propaganda and the Making of
Belgian Imperialism (Lincoln, NB, 2012).
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faithfully accompanied by Governor-General Pétillon and both waving at the thou-
sands of inhabitants who had gathered along the main avenue, the monarch had
fiercely argued that colonialism ‘was only justified by the well-being of the autoch-
thonous population’, and that improving the welfare of the Congolese was an
‘imperative imposed by our sovereignty’.65

Yet Kenya not only set the stage for a royal parade championing this new official,
welfarist discourse. Its urban planning also bore witness to the ways colonial policy-
makers deployed space not only to improve living conditions, but – driven by a
local European fear of large African crowds and possible revolts – also to control,
monitor, police and acculturate the neighbourhood’s inhabitants. However, despite
European perceptions of Kenya as a major hotbed of revolt, politically driven,
large-scale riots never took place. Smaller forms of unrest did occur, during
which the inhabitants adapted and improvised, making good use of the spatial
opportunities Kenya’s incomplete urban planning provided. Despite the absence
of broad political insurgencies, European anxieties pushed police forces to develop
various military schemes to suppress hypothetic revolts. These police reports and
military schemes not only underpin the intrinsically spatial nature of actions of dis-
cipline and unrest, but also stand in stark contrast with the prevailing official dis-
course of a communauté belgo-congolaise that was emerging throughout the 1950s.

Kenya’s urban space materialized an ambiguous agenda. The central authorities
of Brussels and Léopoldville mobilized the neighbourhood as the scene of a propa-
ganda parade festively proclaiming the communauté belgo-congolaise, anxious local
policy-makers turned it into a stage of imagined ‘penal excess’ when anticipating
hypothetical revolutionary riots and its inhabitants deployed the problems of the
urban planning project during brawls with the police.66 Its urban fabric was, as
Brenda Yeoh put it, ‘a resource drawn upon by different groups and the contended
object of everyday discourse in conflicts and negotiations involving both colonial-
ists and colonized groups’.67 This was especially true for actions of, and Congolese
responses to, colonial policing. If scholarship on colonial policing has blossomed
into a rich and interdisciplinary field of study, this analysis suggests that including
an attentiveness to urban space and the built environment in the debate may unlock
new and promising leads for future research.

65Speech held at the Stade Baudouin in Léopoldville, 17 May 1955; see Neels, Wij, Boudewijn, 149–51.
66Brown, ‘Politics of penal excess’, 403.
67B.S.A. Yeoh, ‘Municipal control, Asiatic agency and the urban built environment in colonial Singapore

1880–1929’, University of Oxford Ph.D. thesis, 1991, 13–14.
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