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THERE seem to be two Joseph Kabilas running Congo.

One is the archetypal African president, a strongman who rolls into town in an impressive column of steel with hundreds of machine-gun-toting, ski-mask-wearing bodyguards, and who has been widely accused of silencing political enemies with heavy doses of lead.

But the other Joseph Kabila seems different. He is a shy man with a warm, almost Caribbean lilt to his voice and a convincing, unpretentious air. 

He drove himself to a recent interview (he does not do many of them) and stepped out of his truck in a white shirt, designer jeans and black leather jacket. His minions retreated. He took a seat in a plastic chair planted in the grass. He seemed to speak freely and thoughtfully, and when asked if he felt overwhelmed trying to manage a sprawling, penniless country steeped in war, he paused for all of one second and said yes.

“It is overwhelming. But we’re trying to deal with the issues one by one,” he said. “Of course, we don’t have time on our hands.”

His overall philosophy, in his own words: “I’m not a warmonger. And I’m not a pacifist either. But I like peace.”

Being president of Congo is like being an emergency room doctor without enough gauze. The country of 68 million people has been the African wound that just keeps on bleeding. For more than a decade, dozens of rebel groups and various African armies have battled it out on Congolese soil, either for territory or a for slice of the country’s embarrassment of mineral riches.

The fighting has died down for now, but the great promise of Congo still seems a distant dream. Most Congo analysts give Mr. Kabila a grade of B or C. In his eight years in office, he has not excelled. But he has not failed, either.

“He won the peace process,” said François Grignon, the Africa program director for the International Crisis Group. “He brought back the country from the cold.” 

That being said, Mr. Grignon added, “he now has to run a country and have a real political vision. That’s where we have a problem.” 

ACTUALLY, there are several problems: a bloody rebellion in the east; staggering corruption; a commodities-driven economy gutted by the global downturn; infrastructure woes that leave huge swaths of the country, the size of Western Europe, totally isolated; and constant back-seat driving by diplomats and others who claim to be Congo’s friends.

Take the $9 billion mining and infrastructure agreement that Mr. Kabila signed with China. 

According to Mr. Kabila, Congolese officials identified several urgent infrastructure priorities, including roads, schools and power plants, and then shopped around for help.

“We talked to everybody,” he said. “Americans, do you have the money? ‘No, not for now.’ The European Union, do you have three or four billion for these priorities? ‘No, we have our own priorities.’ Then we said, ‘Why not talk to other people, the Chinese?’ So we said, ‘Do you have the money?’ And they said, ‘Well, we can discuss.’ ”

No sooner had the agreement been praised in Congo as a desperately needed lifeline than Congo’s Western allies started griping that the Chinese got a sweetheart deal and began pressing Mr. Kabila to revise the terms. 

“What revolted me was the fact that there was resistance to this agreement and there was no counterproposal,” Mr. Kabila said.

The deal still stands more or less intact. Though with the world’s economy circling the drain, it is not clear if China will still be able to invest as much as it pledged.

Mr. Kabila said he would like to concentrate more on development, but 80 percent of his time is sucked up by the fires in the east. Eastern Congo has been plagued by bloodshed for more than a decade, ever since Congo’s notorious dictator, Mobutu Sese Seko, was overthrown and armies from neighboring countries jumped in.

Mr. Kabila recently cut a deal with Rwanda, in which both sides agreed to stop supporting proxy rebel groups, and thousands of Rwandan troops were allowed on Congolese soil. The move was a serious gamble. While foreign diplomats praised it as a crucial breakthrough for peace, many politicians inside Congo called it treasonous. Again, Mr. Kabila found himself the man in the middle.

“This was a risk we had to take,” he said.

But how much does he trust his former enemy, Rwanda?

“Trust is a very big word,” Mr. Kabila said. But, he added, “let’s give them the benefit of the doubt, once again, probably for the last time.”

Mr. Kabila was vague about what would happen to Laurent Nkunda, the fearsome Congolese warlord who had been backed by Rwanda and then was surprisingly arrested by Rwandan troops in January.

Mr. Kabila insisted that it was “out of the question” that Mr. Nkunda would ever rejoin the Congolese Army, and that he would “definitely” stand trial in Congo for war crimes. As for punishment, though, Mr. Kabila implied that Mr. Nkunda might be spared if he owned up to his misdeeds.At 37, Mr. Kabila is one of the youngest leaders on the continent. He never really wanted the job, he said, but it was thrust on him in 2001 after his father, Laurent Désiré Kabila, was assassinated. The elder Kabila was a potbellied Marxist who welcomed none other than Che Guevara to his hide-out in the Congolese hills in the mid-1960s. After he was killed by one of his own soldiers, his ministers could not agree on who should take over, so they settled on his son, at the time a 29-year-old general in a very feckless army. In 2006, Mr. Kabila solidified his grip on power by winning Congo’s first free election since independence in 1960.

HE is married and has one young daughter. He likes to ride expensive motorcycles for fun. He is built like a running back — stocky, compact, with thick arms and a thick neck, although he has had to lay off the weights recently, he said, because of all the work.

Diplomats and aid officials describe him as relaxed, perhaps too relaxed at times, and say several of his father’s advisers still call many of the shots.

But Mr. Kabila has a steely side, congruent with so much of the unending brutality in Congo. Human Rights Watch said that his security forces had killed hundreds of political opponents, many during uprisings in western Congo, and that “Kabila himself set the tone and direction by giving orders to ‘crush’ or ‘neutralize.’ ”

The president’s response: “The situation was basically getting out of hand. We had to deal with it.”

Partly for these reasons, many people in western and central Congo still do not like Mr. Kabila. But on his home turf in the east, despite all the problems, he remains wildly popular.

During a recent visit to Butembo, a trading town near the Ugandan border, thousands of people waited for hours under the searing sun just to catch a glimpse of Mr. Kabila walking down the street, flanked by his well-muscled bodyguards.

Mr. Kabila said he was touched by the showing, but also a little concerned.

The crowds are a “time bomb,” he said.

“You have to make sure those young men and young women are employed,” he said. “Otherwise, you’ll have social upheaval.”

Or, more precisely, more social upheaval.
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