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hortly after international public opinion discussed the conclusions of Chilcot Report, Nathaniel 
Powell’s article constitutes a valuable contribution as it unveils the mechanisms, motivations, and 
complex outcome of the foreign military or humanitarian interventions. This analysis is also very timely 

given the recent renewal of historiography about the history of Congo. While this new scholarly research takes 
as a starting point the transnational turn and brings into the fore different informal non-state actors such as 
soldiers, ‘spies,’ or intelligence officers, Powell focuses rather on different scales of the decision-making process 
of the ‘gendarme of the West’ in Africa.1 It shows the motivations behind the French military response in the 
aftermath of two invasions organised respectively in March 1977 and in May 1978 by the Front National de 
Liberation du Congo (FNLC), supported by the Katangese Gendarmes, in the Shaba province (former 
Katanga). In the past, the French involvement inspired several first-hand accounts or reports written by the 
actors or witnesses of that period. Through a critical assessment of the newly declassified French diplomatic 
and military archives, Nathaniel Powell’s academic research sheds new light on these events.2 

The primary aim of the article is to explain the motivations that prompted France to commit itself militarily 
in Zaire. This question seems particularly relevant given the history of French interventions and interests in 
Africa. Since the 1960s, France had rather limited its direct military involvement on the continent and its 
interventions had always aimed at securing the survival of the pro-French regimes in its former colonies. In 

                                                       
1 Eric Kennes and Miles Larmer, The Katangese Gendarmes and War in Central Africa (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 2016; Susan Williams, Spies in the Congo: America’s Atomic Mission in World War II (London: Hurst 
Publishers, 2016); Jean-Pierre Bat, La fabrique des «barbouzes»: Histoire des réseaux Foccart en Afrique (éd Pais: Nouveau 
Mondes, 2015). 

2 See for instance Pierre Sergent, La Légion saute sur Kolwezi (Paris: Presses de la Cite, 1978); François Chauvel, 
Kolwezi, les secrets du raid (Paris: Olivier Orban, 1978); Yves Gras, «L’Opération Kolwezi», Mondes et cultures 45:4 
(November 1985): 691-702. 
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1977, then in 1978, France deployed its security umbrella in support of a regime outside of the historical ‘pre-
carré,’ that is outside of what is believed to be its traditional zone of influence in Africa. French indirect and 
direct intervention in the economic heart of the ‘former Belgian colony’ allowed Zaire’s leader, Mobutu Sese 
Seko, to consolidate his regime and to play the role of mediator in the regional politics. Over the year that 
separated the first and second Shaba (Katanga) invasions, the French way of intervention differed as well. In 
March 1977, France avoided directly committing its troops on the ground and preferred to leave the 
impression that the intervention had a regional African character. Officially, Hassan II, King of Morocco and 
a close ally of Paris, led the intervention, while France provided only a ‘limited’ logistic support for the 
Moroccan troops (Operation Verbena). In reality, the French army dispatched a substantial advisory mission 
whose presence in the strategic points of war planning and conduct influenced the final victory of the Zairian 
army. By contrast, in May 1978, the French intervention consisted of a direct airborne assault on Kolwezi, 
Shaba’s most important economic centre. The intervention was to be seen as ‘humanitarian,’ given that 
France acted following the direct request from Mobutu Sese Seko and its official aim was to rescue European 
migrants taken as hostages by the FNLC.  

Powell dismiss the economic calculations behind the French attitude and contends that French security policy 
in Zaire was motivated by ‘Cold War concerns,’ which, in the case of France, combined at least two levels of 
analysis. First, the unprecedented growing political engagement in Zaire during the Presidency of Valery 
Giscard d’Estaing reflected the French ambition to reassert their power and stature in global politics. On the 
one hand, the cooperation with ‘the second largest’ French-speaking country in the world was to reinforce 
French leadership of the ‘bloc francophone.’ On the other, Zaire was seen as a gateway for the expansion of the 
French influence beyond the former Empire in Africa. The instability of neighbouring Angola increased also 
Zaire’s geopolitical significance. Even before the invasion, French diplomats expressed the opinion that the 
potential fall of Mobutu would have a negative impact on the regional balance and would undermine the 
position of the West in Africa. They feared that the installation of a radical regime in Kinshasa would provoke 
a domino effect in the neighbouring countries and compromise a very fragile peace process in Southern 
Africa.  

Second, as Powell shows, the French response was strongly influenced by the East-West logic. Since the very 
beginning of Shaba’s crises, the French diplomats and military advisors in Zaire questioned the FNLC’s 
independent agency. They perceived the attack as part of a broader plot inspired by the Soviet Union and 
executed by Cubans and East Germans whose ultimate aim was to destabilize Zaire and to take control of the 
strategic point in Africa. As a matter of fact, the Shaba province where the attacks took place, was the centre 
of Zaire’s economic activity and, thus, had an existential significance for the survival of the Mobutu’s regime. 
The fear of the Cuban-backed offensive increased after the Soviet/Cuban intervention in Ethiopia in 
September 1977. The reports written by the French Embassy in Kinshasa not only suggested the presence of 
Cuban military advisors among the FNLC troops, but also the presence of Cuban troops in the neighbouring 
countries.  

Zaire’s position in French foreign-policy planning, along with the perceived Communist threat, laid the basis 
for the French decision to intervene. French policy-makers and officials believed that the intervention was 
necessary, not only to secure the survival of the Zairian regime, but also to increase the credibility of France 
among the moderate states in Africa. The response would indeed clearly signal the French commitment to 
their security. The methods of French intervention reflected the perceived intensity of the Soviet involvement 
in the region. In March 1977, when the Soviet or Cuban presence was only apparent, France tried to 
minimise the diplomatic repercussions and to avoid the internationalisation of the issue. In May 1978, after 
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that Soviet Union and Cuba manifested their presence in Ethiopia, the intervention became a way to signal its 
presence. 

At the same time, the self-perceived image of France as the best rampart against the Communism in Africa 
was shaped by the attitude of the second superpower. Since mid-1970s, France became the sole Western 
power which kept a military presence in Africa. Even though the United States largely shared the French view, 
the Jimmy Carter administration, which followed a strongly human rights orientated agenda, hesitated to act 
openly during the Shaba crisis. It also preferred to see other NATO-powers to lead the anti-communist 
intervention. However, as Powell shows, the United States allocated $15 million dollars of ‘non-lethal’ 
military assistance to Zaire and provided France with a crucial logistic support during Shaba II crisis. This 
double dimension whereby France acted independently, but required superpower assistance, explains, 
according to Powell, the accuracy of the comparison used by François Mitterrand. As the leader of the 
opposition, Mitterand criticized Valery Giscard d’Estaing for the intervention and described France as the 
‘Cuba of the West.’   

Even though its primary aim is to analyse French motivations, this paper also shows the highly ambiguous 
outcome of the French interventions. French involvement was intended to increase the French credibility in 
Africa, but it prompted a wave of controversy inside France. The French intervention during Shaba II was 
followed by the deployment of the International African Force (IAF) on the Zairian-Angolan border, which, 
along with the mediation of the Congolese President Dennis Sassou Nguesso, allowed Mobutu to negotiate 
the normalisation of diplomatic relations with Angola. However, as Powell points out, French involvement 
reflected tragically a “narrow vision of security” (96). The security of Mobutu’s oppressive state stood against 
the individual security of Zairian civilians and, thus, showed the paradox of the humanitarian intentions 
behind the operations.  

The strength of Powell’s analysis lies in the fact that, unlike previous accounts, his very carefully assesses the 
official justifications for the intervention. He confronts the French primary sources with scholarly research 
based on Cuban archives to suggest that the original incentives for the intervention – the fear of Cuban 
involvement backed by the Eastern block – might not have been grounded in fact. Powell acknowledges that 
Soviet and East-German archives might still hide definitive evidence. As a consequence, he very cautiously 
analyses how the ‘evidence’ about the Cuban presence was collected and constructed. He confronts the reports 
coming from the French Embassy in Zaire with those of the French mission in neighbouring Angola. He also 
carefully compares the French and American reports written during and after the intervention. First, he shows 
the influential role played by the French Embassy—André Ross, its Ambassador, and Yves Gras, its military 
attaché—in briefing and in convincing the French President about the necessity of intervention. As a 
consequence, the local/regional perspective prevailed over a broader overview. It also circumvented the 
contribution of the Foreign Affairs and the Defence Ministries in the decision-making process. Second, he 
shows that the information provided by the French Embassy and its attaché was not based on operational 
intelligence, but relied extensively on hearsays or Zairian-manipulated governmental and military sources. 
This bias seems particularly striking in comparison with the important deficiencies of the Zairian Army that 
the French military and diplomats regularly reported. Powell explains this bias by referring to psychological 
factors. The context itself (the large presence of Cuban troops in Angola and Cuban support for the liberation 
movements in the region), as well as the evolution of African politics between two interventions (the 
Soviet/Cuban military intervention in Ethiopia), created a fertile framework for fears about an aggressive 
Soviet-inspired threat in the heart of Africa. The manipulated intelligence reports provided by Mobutu’s 
regime only reinforced them.  
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In this context, the reassessment of French motivations seems important at least when it comes to the first 
French intervention. Powell justly points out that Zaire was a pivotal point in French strategy and foreign 
policy in Africa. The motivations behind the intervention in Zaire have to be read along with the French 
policy in the Great Lakes region and with the very complex diplomatic balance followed by France in 
Southern Africa as a whole. France’s economic motivations, however, should not be downplayed. Powell 
reduced this aspect to the analysis of direct investments and volume of trade. In fact, his analysis could also 
develop further the issue of French dependency on the provisions of strategic raw materials from Central and 
Southern Africa, namely from Zaire, Zambia, Rhodesia and South Africa. As much as it was a commitment to 
Mobutu’s regime, the intervention in Shaba might have been motivated by the fear of destabilisation of the 
moderate regime of Kenneth Kaunda who moreover was playing the pivotal role in the peace negotiations in 
Southern Africa. The question of raw materials were also one of the important points of conversation during 
the visit of the French president in Zaire in August 1975. This caution is necessary, because Operation 
Verbena displays several similarities – mechanisms, language, justifications – with the previous French 
informal engagements in Africa outside the pre-carré such as during the Katanga secession (1960-1963) or the 
Biafra secession (1967-1970). As much as they were motivated by France’s ambition to remain the arbiter of 
African politics and to protect its immediate allies, they also reflected the French long-term economic 
interests. The French involvement in the Katanga secession in early 1960s shows also the continuity of the 
French engagement in the province despite the changing foreign policy context. 

These suggestions should not, however, downplay the quality of this analysis written by Nathaniel Powell. 
Besides its historical value, it constitutes an important contribution in the field of international relations 
theory. It shows how perceptions and misperceptions shape and deform the decision-making process.  
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