Zaire: How a corrupt African regime was seen
as an essential Western ally.

It is 1965, and in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, army
commander Mobutu Sese Seko seizes power in a military coup. The
country had gained its independence from Belgium only a few years
earlier, but had already descended into political chaos. Mobutu promised
stability and order, yet over the following years he established an
increasingly authoritarian regime.

In 1971, he renamed the country Zaire as part of a broader campaign to
forge a new national identity. The nation became a one-party state under
the rule of the Popular Movement of the Revolution (Mouvement
Populaire de la Révolution, MPR), where political opposition was all but
eliminated. Corruption, patronage, and abuse of power became defining
features of the regime.

Despite its authoritarian nature, Mobutu's government was regarded by
many Western countries as a valuable ally. During the Cold War, the
United States and its allies were primarily concerned with preventing the
spread of communism across Africa. In this geopolitical struggle, Mobutu
became an important strategic partner for the West.

But how could such a corrupt dictatorship receive support from Western
democracies? How did Zaire come into existence, and was Mobutu's
regime truly nothing but destructive?

In this article, we take a closer look at the history of Zaire and the role
the country played during the Cold War.




wikipedia.org

The start of Zaire

To understand the origins of Zaire, we first need to go back in time.
Before Zaire existed, what is now the Democratic Republic of the Congo
was under Belgian control. This is remarkable because, compared with
other European colonial powers such as the United Kingdom, France,
Portugal, Spain, and the Netherlands, Belgium possessed relatively few
overseas colonies.

Nevertheless, Belgium succeeded in gaining control of the Congo. In
1885, the Congo Free State was established. Unlike most colonies, it
was not administered by the Belgian government but was instead the
personal property of King Leopold II. At the Berlin Conference, Leopold
received international recognition for his claim to the territory, allowing
him to rule the Congo as his private possession from 1885 to 1908.

Leopold II's rule soon became infamous for its extraordinary brutality.
After it became clear that the Congo was rich in natural resources such
as rubber and valuable minerals, his administration focused almost
exclusively on maximizing profits. The welfare of the local population was
of little concern. Forced labor was imposed on a massive scale, and
workers who failed to meet production quotas were often subjected to
severe punishment. Beatings, amputations, and executions became
commonplace. Combined with disease, starvation, and exhaustion, these
policies resulted in the deaths of millions of Congolese during this period.
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Growing international outrage over these atrocities eventually forced a
change. In 1908, the Belgian government took direct control of the
territory, ending Leopold's personal rule. The Congo Free State was
subsequently renamed the Belgian Congo.

Although colonial administration improved in some respects after the
transfer of power, the system remained deeply unequal. Forced labor
continued in practice long after it had officially been abolished, and racial
segregation remained firmly entrenched. Black Congolese were often
prohibited from entering certain parts of cities, separate schools and
hospitals existed for Europeans and Africans, and curfews were imposed
on the local population.

It is therefore hardly surprising that resistance eventually emerged. In
1960, the Congo Crisis erupted as the country struggled to free itself
from colonial rule. That same year, the Congo gained its independence
from Belgium. Political instability, however, continued to plague the new
nation. Finally, in 1965, Mobutu Sese Seko seized power in a military
coup.

Six years later, in 1971, he officially renamed the country Zaire, marking
the beginning of a new chapter in its history.
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Dictatorship

Following Mobutu Sese Seko's coup and the country's renaming to Zaire,
the nation became a one-party state under an authoritarian military




dictatorship. The only legal political party was the Popular Movement of
the Revolution (Mouvement Populaire de la Révolution, MPR).

In such a system, virtually all political power is concentrated in a single
party and, ultimately, in a single leader. The military plays a central role
In maintaining the regime, while political opposition is either suppressed
or prohibited altogether. Within the MPR, a small circle of officials
surrounding Mobutu effectively determined the country's political
direction.

In practice, this system became synonymous with cronyism, corruption,
and widespread mismanagement. Mobutu frequently used state funds to
finance his lavish lifestyle and reward loyal political allies. As a result,
economic inequality widened, and the country's economy steadily
deteriorated.

Despite these problems, Mobutu's regime survived for decades thanks to
strong international support. During the Cold War, the United States and
several other Western nations regarded Mobutu as a crucial ally in
preventing the spread of communism across Africa. For that reason,
Zaire received substantial financial and military assistance from the West
for many years.

When the Cold War came to an end in the early 1990s, however, this
strategic relationship began to unravel. Western governments no longer
considered Mobutu indispensable. Under growing international pressure,
he was eventually forced to introduce political reforms and permit a
multiparty system. This marked the formal end of the one-party state that
had defined Zaire for so many years.

EMobutu Sese Seko, president of Zaire from 1965 till 1997. Source: wikipedia.org




Communism in Africa

During the Cold War, Marxism spread not only throughout Europe but
also to other parts of the world. Across Africa, several governments
emerged that were based on socialist or communist principles. Countries
such as Angola, Mozambique, and Ethiopia developed close ties with the
Soviet Union and, in some cases, with Cuba as well.

As a result, a remarkable situation emerged: Western capitalist countries
chose to cooperate with the authoritarian regime of Mobutu Sese Seko in
Zaire.

Throughout the Cold Watr, it was not uncommon for Western nations to
cooperate with authoritarian regimes when doing so served their
strategic interests. Their primary objective was to prevent the spread of
communism. Zaire played an important role in this strategy. Thanks to its
central location in Africa, its vast territory, and its relatively large
population, the country held considerable geopolitical significance.

The partnership offered advantages to both sides. For Western countries
such as the United States and France, supporting Zaire meant having an
important ally in the fight against the spread of communist and socialist
movements across Africa. For Mobutu, the financial and military
assistance was of far greater importance. This support enabled him to
consolidate his power and maintain his authoritarian regime for many
years.

Thus, a pragmatic alliance emerged in which geopolitical interests
outweighed democratic values and human rights. As long as Mobutu
remained firmly opposed to communism, many Western countries were
willing to support his regime despite its widespread corruption, political
repression, and human rights abuses. As a result, Zaire became one of
the West's most important allies in Africa during the Cold War.
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It soon became clear that this alliance would only be temporary. After the
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Western powers gradually stopped
providing financial support to Zaire. As a result, Mobutu Sese Seko's
regime lost much of its international backing.

Without this financial and political support, the country became
increasingly unstable. Corruption, economic decline, and political unrest
continued to worsen, eventually leading to the collapse of Mobutu's
regime in 1997.

That same year, a civil war broke out, ending in victory for the rebel
forces led by Laurent-Désiré Kabila. After seizing power, Kabila
overthrew Mobutu and renamed the country the Democratic Republic of
the Congo, commonly referred to as Congo-Kinshasa.

Was Zaire that bad?

It is often the case that when authoritarian regimes collapse, both the
country and its people eventually benefit. But was that also true for the
Democratic Republic of the Congo?

Although Zaire was plagued by widespread corruption, it also
experienced several remarkable moments. In 1974, it became the first
country in Sub-Saharan Africa to qualify for the FIFA World Cup. That
same year, the capital city of Kinshasa hosted the legendary
heavyweight boxing match Rumble in the Jungle between Muhammad
Ali and George Foreman.




If the country was governed so poorly, how were such major sporting
and cultural events possible? The answer is actually quite simple:
despite these international achievements, everyday life remained
extremely difficult for most of the population. These successes were little
more than bright spots during a period largely defined by corruption,
political repression, and economic mismanagement.

Under Mobutu Sese Seko's regime, infrastructure and education
remained underdeveloped, political opponents were imprisoned, and
vast sums of public money disappeared into the pockets of the regime
and its allies. This was especially striking given that the country is
exceptionally rich in natural resources, including gold and a wide range
of valuable minerals. Even today, many of the critical minerals used in
modern technologies—such as smartphones and other electronic
devices—are mined in the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

Conclusion

Zaire was an extremely corrupt state in which power remained
concentrated for decades in the hands of a small elite led by Mobutu
Sese Seko. His regime was largely sustained by the financial and
political support of Western powers, whose primary objective was to
prevent the spread of socialism across Africa. In this geopolitical
struggle, ideology often took precedence over human rights.

For the people of what is now the Democratic Republic of the Congo, this
meant enduring a long period of exploitation and instability. After the
brutal colonial rule of King Leopold Il and subsequent Belgian
administration, many Congolese once again found themselves living
under a government marked by corruption and poor governance. Even
today, parts of the country continue to struggle with political instability
and economic hardship, despite possessing some of the world's richest
deposits of natural resources.

From a historical perspective, however, the story of Zaire is particularly
remarkable. It demonstrates how a state plagued by structural corruption
and mismanagement was able to survive for decades thanks to
international support and geopolitical interests. During the Cold War,
Mobutu's regime was regarded by the West as a key ally in containing
the spread of socialist and communist movements across Africa.




Zaire therefore stands as a striking example of how international politics
can sometimes operate. An authoritarian regime was able to rely on
broad support from Western nations as long as it served a strategic
purpose in the fight against communism. In the end, a dictatorship
became one of the West's most important allies—a clear illustration of
the idea of fighting fire with fire.

Curious to discover more unique stories like this one? Be sure to explore
the other articles on my website: www.achterdewereldkaart.com.
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