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With "Hank" Cohen 
This CSIS Africa Notes Interview with Ambassador Herman J. Cohen took 
place In early April 1993, shortly after he concluded his four-year 
assignment as assistant secretary of state for African affairs. His 
successor, also a career Foreign Service officer, is former Ambassador to 
Senegal George E. Moose. The interview was conducted by Jannie Bates, 
an adjunct professor of communication as well as conflict analysis and 
resolution at George Mason University. For a summary of Ambassador 
Cohen's professional career, see page 7. 

• Q. Mr. Ambassador, what do you regard as the highlights of your four 
years as assistant secretary of state for African affairs? 

A. When the torch was passed from Chet Crocker to me in 1989, I 
decided that our highest priority must be the terrible civil wars raging in 
several countries-notably Ethiopia, Mozambique, Angola, and Sudan. We 
became involved in seeking solutions to all of them. The fighting has 
stopped in Ethiopia and Mozambique. We helped achieve a peace 
agreement in Angola, but the war resumed 18 months later. The situation in 
Sudan has worsened. Overall, I believe we played a major role in making 
conflict resolution an important element of African politics. 

I also feel good about the emphasis we placed on democratization and 
economic reform. There have been 15 reasonably democratic elections in 
Africa since 1989, and I believe we made a contribution to accelerating the 
trend toward multiparty democracy. The overall trend toward free market 
economic systems also has an American imprint. We did more than put 
pressure on African governments to democratize through linkage to our aid 
programs. We also established new assistance programs designed to 
promote free elections, voter education, and the development of civic 
organizations such as bar associations, women's groups, and chambers of 
commerce. When I was appointed in 1989, there was virtually no money 
going to African democratization. Now there is between $25 and $50 
million available per year. 

• Q. Were there any personal high points? 
A. One of the first directives I received from Secretary of State Baker was 

to seek a change in the nature of the internal debate on South Africa 
(between the executive and legislative branches of the U.S. government), 
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which he had considered too divisive in the Reagan era. I 
did this in part by informing Congress in a formal hearing 
in October 1989 that U.S. economic sanctions had 
played a positive role in persuading South African whites 
to accept the idea of majority rule. This diffused the 
tension between the administration and Congress, 
allowing us to work together to influence both black and 
white South Africans to focus on negotiation of a 
democratic replacement for the apartheid system. 

I am also particularly proud of the leadership role I 
played In persuading the national security system to 
accept the concept of a strong military intervention in 
Somalia. Between January and August 1992, my 
colleagues who cover East Africa and I were lonely voices 
calling for an activist policy. While most of the 
bureaucracy resisted , our message got through to 
President Bush, who launched our humanitarian (military) 
airlift in August. In November 1992, the President 
authorized military action ("Operation Restore Hope") to 
deliver food and other aid to thousands of starving people 
in Somalia. It is too early to say whether Somalia is a 
precedent for future military interventions to deal with 
humanitarian disasters , but I have the feeling that in 
Somalia we may have seen the laying of the cornerstone 
for the new world order. 

Looking back at the past four years, I also feel it is 
important to take note of two major modifications of 
Organization of African Unity principles and our role in 
that evolutionary process. First, the principle of 
noninterference in member nations' internal affairs was 
substantially changed with regard to the issue of internal 
conflict. From my first day in office, I began to criticize 
the OAU's passivity toward Africa's civil wars, stressing 
the incongruity of the substantial U.S. role in resolving 
conflicts on the continent while the Africans' own 
regional body did nothing. The OAU's position is now 
one of active efforts to resolve civil conflict, including the 
official blessing given to the Economic Community of 
West African States (ECOWAS) military intervention 
in Liberia in 1990. Second, the principle of 
nonmodification of colonial boundaries adopted at the 
founding meeting in 1963 has been set aside in the case 
of Eritrea, which has been accorded the right of 
self-determination and is expected to opt for 
independence from Ethiopia in the April 1993 
referendum. It is my view that the basic principle of 
preserving colonial boundaries in Africa is still valid, but 
should not be so rigid as to prevent the dissolution of 
some "unnatural marriages" such as the one between 
what was the kingdom of Ethiopia and the Italian colony 
of Eritrea. 

The three-decade conflict in Ethiopia was ended by the 
defeat of President Mengistu's army at the hands of the 
Tigrean and Eritrean rebels rather than by mediation. 
Nevertheless, the relationships we developed during our 
mediation efforts allowed us to prevent the destruction of 
Addis Ababa in the final days of the war and to negotiate 
a rapid exit of the Ethiopian Jews (Falashas) in close 
coordination with Israel . 

• Q. To what extent did the end of the cold war 
determine U.S. actions in Africa during your tenure? 

A. The cold war distorted our policy emphasis on 
economic development, human rights , and democracy. 
In too many cases, we had to concentrate instead on 
thwarting the growth of Soviet influence. For example, 
during my time as senior director for African affairs on 
the National Security Council (1987-1989), the Soviets 
tried to obtain submarine and air surveillance bases on 
the west coast of Africa. In some of those countries, 
preempting the Soviets took priority over our bilateral 
political and economic goals. My shift to the Department 
of State in 1989 came just before the end of the cold war 
and the beginning of U.S.-Soviet cooperation in solving 
regional problems worldwide. That made it feasible for 
me to enlist Soviet assistance in conflict resolution in 
Angola, Mozambique, and Ethiopia, where Moscow had 
been deeply involved. Soviet cooperation also extended 
to the UN Security Council, where they worked with us 
on establishing peacekeeping operations in several 
countries. 

• Q. I recall that you recently described the main U.S. 
priority in Africa in the 1990s as "economic development 
so that Africa can stand on its own feet, become 
productive, and join the international trading system as a 
full partner." Yet you seem to have devoted most of your 
time as assistant secretary to working toward the 
resolution of conflicts in such countries as Angola, 
Mozambique, and Ethiopia. Is there a connection? 

A. We decided early on that conflict was the greatest 
obstacle to economic development, not only for the 
affected countries, but for their regional neighbors as 
well. Massive refugee flows, frontier instability, and trade 
interruptions made economic growth impossible. It was 
this reasoning that explains why conflict resolution 
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became the highest priority of my term in office. 
Angola and Mozambique were natural follow-ons to 

the success of my predecessor, Chester Crocker, in 
orchestrating the many-phased negotiations that led to 
Namibian independence. These Lusophone countries 
represented the unfinished business of the 
Angola-Cuba-South Africa agreements signed in New 
York in December 1988 that set in motion Namibia's 
transition to independence. Because of Crocker's 
success, the United States retained significant prestige 
as a broker in southern Africa. 

We became engaged in Ethiopia because of Secretary 
of State Baker's desire to collaborate with the Soviets in 
solving regional problems. Afghanistan and Cambodia 
were other examples. Ethiopia was a logical African 
choice for cooperation because of the heavy Soviet 
involvement there since the 1970s. Liberia was of 
interest because of the historical relationship, and the 
active interest of a range of U.S. relief and religious 
organizations played a significant role in our becoming 
involved in Sudan. 

• Q. What were the lessons learned from your 
experiences in conflict resolution? 

A. I learned that rebel groups in civil conflicts usually 
have legitimate grievances that are expressed through 
violence when there is no other outlet. First, it was 
important to persuade governments in power to view 
their rebel opposition as fellow citizens with legitimate 
aspirations. Second, we decided that the end result of 
any negotiation must be a democratic process. Third, 
every party to a conflict, whatever the outcome, must feel 
secure. We therefore had to counsel against any 
revenge-seeking or threats to hold "Nuremberg trials," 
which could make the entire process collapse before it 
begins. Finally, even with a democratic process, a 
"winner take all" result could not work. In order to feel 
secure, the losers must eventually participate in a 
government of national unity. 

• Q. Did your experience generate particular methods, 
formulas, or approaches toward resolving conflict? 

A. Some important elements of how to handle conflict 
emerged. For example: (1) the parties need to recognize 
each other's legitimacy; (2) negotiations should take place 
without prior conditions, which means that nonnegotiable 
demands are unacceptable; (3) conflicts involving long 
periods of warfare create too much bitterness for 
negotiations to have any hope of success without a 
mediator, which is another way of saying that mediation 
is an indispensable conflict resolution tool; (4) agreements 
should be simple and relatively easy to implement; 
(5) international security guarantees (e .g., by the United 
Nations in the form of cease-fire monitors and election 
observers) should be the objective, and movement toward 
Security Council resolutions that formally "adopt" 
agreements (thereby making it harder for one or both 
sides to violate them later) should be given increased 
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attention; (6) amnesty and forgiveness are critical factors; 
and (7) the targeted goal should be a government of 
national unity that includes the loser after an election 
process is completed. 

• Q. Are you using the concept of a "mediator" in a literal 
or specific sense, or in the wider context of "facilitation" 
and "reconciliation"? 

A. When I used the term "mediator," I was thinking of 
escalated conflict situations where there has been actual 
combat for a number of years, making It very difficult to 
arrange communications between warring parties. We 
saw that in the early stages of the Angolan negotiations 
when Zaire's President Mobutu hosted talks and 
characterized his role as limited to that of "facilitator." In 
practice, this meant placing the two parties in a room 
with instructions to "talk to each other." Not surprisingly, 
the entire time was spent exchanging recriminations and 
insults, and no progress was ever really made. It was not 
until Portugal's foreign minister became the mediator, 
established an agenda, and personally engaged in shuttle 
diplomacy that the Angolans were forced to deal with the 
issues, and progress followed. 

From the beginning of the negotiations in South 
Africa, neither the African National Congress nor the 
government wanted an official mediator. The U.S. 
government did, however, play a helpful informal role 
behind the scenes. Both parties consulted us and we 
influenced the process through timely public declarations. 
I believe, for example, that we were instrumental in 
moving the black leadership toward the view that a 
market-based economy is more likely to produce the 
wealth needed to eliminate the inequalities of apartheid 
than a heavily socialized economy. We also helped to 
shape the white leadership's recognition that the way to 
preclude any one group or party from achieving a total 
monopoly of power is through regionalism and a 
justiciable bill of rights rather than through an entrenched 
minority veto. 

We played a similarly influential "nonmediator" role in 
Mozambique and Rwanda, where our experts in judicial 
and military affairs have been making positive 
contributions. Although we were not the official mediator 
in either of these conflicts (and in the case of 
Mozambique not even an official observer), we always 
had representatives in the town where negotiations took 
place. They were often consulted on judicial texts or 
military dispositions. In these informal, nonofficial 
mediating roles, the United States acted as a catalyst in 
breaking down impasses and other barriers to 
negotiations. 

• Q. Is it useful, in your view, for the United States to get 
involved during the early stages of civil conflicts in order · 
to prevent their escalation? 

A. Our experience tells us that the earlier the 
international community addresses conflicts, the better 
are the prospects for resolution and for avoidance of 
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full-scale war. Good examples are Zaire and Togo, where 
the U.S., French, Belgian, and German ambassadors 
became involved in the early stages of democratization 
when it was clear the governments and their opposition 
were heading for trouble. Our respective ambassadors 
have essentially been facilitators , making suggestions 
during talks with all parties as events unfolded. Their 
main role has been to try to deter unreasonable demands 
and unhelpful actions. 

• Q. Have you encountered roadblocks within the U.S. 
bureaucracy to becoming involved in African conflict 
resolution, especially at an early stage? 

A. During my four years as assistant secretary, I found 
a reluctance at senior policy levels to our becoming too 
extended in attempting to resolve African conflicts. 
There was the issue of limited resources, and a feeling 
that we should not take on all of Africa's burdens. 
Angola was a natural involvement for us because of our 
cold war assistance to UNIT A. Mozambique was 
attractive because Presidents Reagan and Bush had 
special relationships with President Chissano. In all of 
our other African involvements, however, I had to do a 
lot of in-house persuading to get the United States 
engaged. 

The reluctance to take on new burdens was particularly 
pronounced during the last 18 months of the Bush 
administration. I remember being chided at one point 
because the Africa Bureau was becoming involved in so 
many African conflicts. My response, only half in jest, 
was to deny our involvement in "every" conflict. As an 
example, I pointed out that in Somalia we were 
concentrating solely on humanitarian relief and were 
keeping our distance from any political mediation. 
Twelve months later, of course, Somalia became one of 
our largest-scale peacemaking commitments, not only in 
Africa but the entire world . 

• Q . Is the United States concerned about the expense 
associated with resolving conflicts in Africa? 

A. I don't think this has been or should be a major 
factor. The expenses for our low-key initiatives are not 
high. It only becomes expensive when peacekeeping and 
cease-fire monitoring come into the game. Even these 
costs are minimal compared to the high price of taking 
care of humanitarian disasters involving famine and 
refugee flows . Prevention through early conflict 
resolution is worth every penny because much larger 
costs are avoided later on. 

• Q. What do you believe should be the role in conflict 
resolution of continental or regional organizations such as 
the Organization of African Unity and the Economic 
Community of West African States? 

A. I believe that regional organizations are the answer 
for the future of conflict resolution in Africa. Neither the 

United States nor the United Nations has the energy or 
resources to step in and "solve" every conflict. The first 
choice should be a regional effort. Only when there is a 
horrendous problem like Somalia should the wider 
community take charge. I am very encouraged by the 
ECOMOG operation in Liberia. This regional military 
initiative saved the city of Monrovia from starvation and 
is slowly bringing Liberia to a point where a democratic 
process can begin. The Organization of African Unity, in 
a modest way, has been working to keep the peace in 
Rwanda. Secretary General Salim Salim warrants a 
special tribute for his efforts to bring the OAU into 
conflict resolution against its historic tendency to avoid 
interference in internal affairs. I believe that we should 
help the OAU secretariat develop its conflict-resolution 
capability. 

• Q. How much of a problem are the large stocks of arms 
that accumulated in many African countries during the 
cold war? Can conflicts be resolved and democracy 
achieved under the menace of these arms stocks and the 
large size and political role of militaries? 

A. The main way to alleviate the arms problem is the 
process of conflict resolution itself. As long as conflict is 
ongoing, combatants will find ways of arranging and 
financing arms purchases. There are also other 
interesting initiatives taking shape. The World Bank and 
other donors are talking about setting criteria for arms 
budgets. If, for example, a developing country spends 
more on arms than on education or health, then why 
should the international community provide assistance? 

During the Carter administration, there were 
U.S. -Soviet discussions about limiting arms deliveries to 
the Third World. Nothing ever came of those talks. It 
might now be timely to readdress ways of limiting 
exports. Unfortunately, since the end of the cold war 
there are more and more countries that depend on arms 
exports as their main source of foreign exchange 
earnings. 

• Q. Is it possible to help African governments reduce 
their militaries? 

A. I believe that assistance focused on demobilization 
is a good way to use military assistance funds. This would 
involve providing incentives to ex-soldiers in the form of 
retraining and starts for small businesses and other 
vocations. Otherwise, reducing military manpower could 
usher in an era of armed banditry. Although U.S. 
economic assistance to Africa has remained steady, 
military assistance has been reduced drastically in recent 
years, from a high of some $250 million annually to 
about $25 million now. I believe it would be a good 
investment to help those African countries with large 
armies to demobilize so that development can proceed. 
That would be military assistance better spent than during 
the days of the cold war when we supported some 
unsavory leaders with arms aid. 



• Q. What do you believe are the prospects of diminishing 
the disproportionate role that military and other security 
forces play in many African societies? 

A. Among the major impediments to democracy in 
Africa are bloated militaries that do not accept civilian 
rule and do not accept democracy in any form. I 
consider it important, therefore, that we continue our 
longtime program of inviting African military personnel to 
the United States for training under our International 
Military Education and Training (!MET) programs. In 
addition to teaching military skills, !MET also exposes the 
African participants to the military's role in a democratic 
society. 

• Q. Some argue that Africa's lack of a democratic 
tradition (in the Western sense) is one of the major 
obstacles to stability and peace on the continent. What is 
your view? 

A. I have never demanded that Africa adopt the U.S. , 
Westminster, or French forms of democracy. My 
preference is for generic terms such as the right to 
participate, the right to change governments. the right to 
have a voice in policy, and the right to speak out without 
fear of persecution. If there is an African model that 
would include these rights, then I am all for it. Must such 
a model include elections? I find it hard to see how 
Africans can exercise their democratic rights without 
elections. Power-sharing through proportional 
representation and federal structures is the best way to 
impart a feeling of security to all groups in Africa's 
ethnically diverse societies. Fear and insecurity start 
when one ethnic or political group achieves a monopoly 
of power, even if it is done through democratic means. 

• Q. During your tenure, U.S. development assistance to 
Africa became directly linked to democratization for the 
first time. How successful do you think this policy has 
been? 

A. The end of the cold war and the complications it 
imposed on our relationships in Africa made linkage 
between aid and democratization feasible . My support 
for the linkage was particularly motivated by its relevance 
to our policy regarding South Africa. How could we 
insist on democratization in South Africa without giving 
the rest of Africa equal treatment? If we were tough on 
the whites in South Africa, shouldn't we be equally tough 
on governments such as Mengistu's in Ethiopia and 
Mobutu's in Zaire? Our double standards were beginning 
to grate. We also concluded that the one-party state was 
a major inhibitor of economic growth. Investors are not 
going to put money in countries that do not have the rule 
of law, and where the quality of governance causes 
widespread human suffering. Another factor was that a 
new generation of educated African elites is demanding 
democratization in emulation of the emerging 
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democracies of Eastern Europe. In the final analysis, our 
policy is really following an African lead. 

• Q. How do you respond to the view that a policy 
linkage between aid and democratization is an 
unacceptable form of political pressure? 

A. We really can't accomplish our mission of 
furthering economic development in Africa unless it is in 
a democratic context. I believe that sincerely, and not 
just for ideological reasons. Our resources will be wasted 
unless there is accountability, transparency, and popular 
participation in deciding how these resources are going to 
be spent. There is no blackmail or pressure involved, 
since we are willing to provide financial assistance to the 
democratization process and we understand that the 
entire process takes time. Our experience with 
totalitarian states in Africa is that they are 
investment-averse, and economic growth is out of the 
question without private investment. 

• Q. In Angola, the refusal of UNIT A to accept the results 
of the first-ever multiparty election in September 1992 
may be seen as a major setback to democratic change in 
Africa. Are there lessons there for Mozambique? 

A. With regard to Angola, I do not want to absolve 
UNIT A of responsibility for the breakdown of the 
process. Its leadership agreed to play the democratic 
game. UNIT A lost an election that the UN monitoring 
teams declared free and fair, reneged, and bears full 
responsibility for the resumption of war. Nevertheless, 
there are some valuable lessons to be learned from what 
has taken place. 

The agreement to hold the election was flawed 
because it called for the two sides to implement the 
agreement without a third party or a referee. So the 
various oversight bodies created were constantly 
deadlocked. The official observers (Portuguese, U.S., and 
Russian) were there and made suggestions, but had no 
capability to force resolution of impasses. The 
Mozambique accords are an improvement on the 
Angolan experience because the United Nations will chair 
the various implementing bodies. 

Another problem in Angola was that the number of 
cease-fire monitors was inadequate. The MPLA 
government rejected a large UN presence because of 
concern for its own sovereignty. Consequently, there 
were too few monitors to detect the extensive hiding of 
troops (by both sides) outside the required assembly areas. 
There will be over 7,000 monitors in Mozambique 
compared to only 400 in Angola. 

Finally, we were all in too much of a hurry for an 
election. We should have insisted that the sequencing be 
fully respected in regard to security arrangements 
(encampment, disarmament, and formation of a national 
army) before the election was held. It has been agreed 
that Mozambique will follow this rule. 
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• Q. How do you get people who have spent 10 to 15 
years as guerrilla fighters to accept psychologically that 
they could possibly lose an election? Should the leaders 
of warring factions be prepared in some way so that they 
can emotionally accept defeat at the ballot box? 

A. You are right. Dr. Savimbi of UNIT A clearly felt 
that the MPLA government, after so many years of 
mismanagement, should be rejected by the electorate. In 
addition, his campaign workers told him that he could not 
lose. His campaign, however, alienated the voters 
because he stressed militarism as opposed to peace and 
reconstruction. He frightened the voters with his military 
approach because Angolans were sick of war. UNIT A 
therefore lost an election it should have won. Prior to the 
election, the United States provided training to cadres 
from all political parties in what democracy was all about, 
including the role of the losing opposition. But we only 
scratched the surface. I also believe that we should 
provide advice on how to run a campaign. We did not 
help UNIT A because we wanted to be completely neutral . 

Parties coming out of the bush also need financial 
assistance. In Mozambique, Frelimo benefits from having 
been the government party over the years. As It comes 
out of the bush, Rename must start from zero. It is quite 
legitimate, therefore, to help Renamo financially . I am 
also leaning toward the conclusion that even before a 
democratic process gets under way, a certain amount of 
cohabitation in the form of power-sharing arrangements 
might be worthwhile to build mutual confidence. 

• Q. At the moment, domestic priorities seem to have 
marginalized foreign aid in Washington policy-making 
circles. To what extent does this situation jeopardize 
future U.S. funding for Africa? 

A. I see no indication that assistance to Africa will 
decrease. After all, Africa has never been a "fat cat" in 
the hierarchy of U.S. assistance. Our overall 
development assistance level to Africa has remained 
steady at around $800 million per annum for the last few 
years-despite the increased focus on Eastern Europe 
and the former Soviet Union. I see no sentiment that aid 
to Africa should be reduced. Indeed, the pro-Africa 
constituency is growing, especially In Congress. Our 
humanitarian aid levels will continue to make our overall 
annual assistance about $1 .5 billion. The United States is 
not the only donor to Africa and is by far not the main 
donor. If you add all of the assistance from the European 
Community, France, Belgium, Germany, Japan, and the 
United Kingdom, as well as the World Bank, the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the United States, 
resource flows to Africa should be sufficient to fuel 
growth provided economic and political reforms are 
seriously adopted. 

Q. Does a total of $800 million In foreign aid to 
sub-Saharan Africa compared to $3 billion to Israel and 
$2.1 billion to Egypt mean that Africa is a low U.S. 
foreign aid priority? 

A. For geopolitical reasons, Egypt and Israel are the 
top-ranking bilateral foreign aid recipients. This does not 
mean, however, that Africa is being neglected. Far from 
it. In addition to direct assistance, the United States 
provides 25 percent of World Bank, IMF, and UN 
resources. As much as 50 percent of these resources go 
to Africa. If you add up the total international resource 
flows to Africa, the continent is clearly far from being 
marginalized. 

• Q. According to a recent statement by the chairman of 
the Subcommittee on Africa of the House Committee on 
Foreign Affairs, the continent's debt has tripled in the last 
decade from $56 billion in 1980 to $17 3 billion in 1990. 
What will the impact of this deepening debt burden be on 
peaceful change, development, and political stability 
toward the end of the century? 

A. The debt overhang is the greatest single economic 
inhibitor to growth in Africa. Even with conflict 
resolution, economic reform, and democratization, the 
debt burden will make It extremely difficult for African 
states to escape the syndrome of sending all of their 
export earnings out of the country in order to service 
debt. It is vitally important that the international 
community do more to make it less onerous for African 
governments to service their debt over a longer period of 
time and also forgive as much debt as possible. 

• Q . To what extent has it been beneficial during your 
tenure for the United States to coordinate its policies with 
other countries dealing with Africa? 

A. The United States enjoys considerable prestige in 
Africa, but there are other governments with even more 
influence in certain countries. France and the United 
Kingdom have strong voices in many of their former 
colonies. The Germans and the Japanese are major aid 
donors and trading partners who can make a big impact. 
If the external friends of Africa can speak with one voice 
on specific issues, we can achieve a lot more. Our 
combined pressures on Kenya and Malawi in 1992 
stimulated major changes in those countries. 

• Q . What comment or advice would you offer 
Ambassador George Moose, your successor as assistant 
secretary of state for African affairs? 

A. First of all, I would advise that respect for the 
United States has never been higher in Africa. The 
results of the cold war have had a marked effect on how 



Africans view us. Our work In conflict resolution In 
Angola, Ethiopia, and Mozambique has given us a good 
reputation In that area of endeavor. In addition, our own 
democracy serves as a beacon and as a role model. 
Above all, many Africans feel that the moral guarantee of 
the United States Is important to assure the success of the 
conflict resolution agreements they achieve. 

My advice to my successor. therefore. is to be very 
activist, to get Involved. I believe Africans welcome our 
activism. They want our assistance, advice, and counsel. 
Don't be shy about that. 

• Q. Is there any one concern regarding Africa that 
warrants special emphasis? 

A. We really have to do more in the environmental 
area. In this, we are pushing on an open door as far as 
the Clinton administration is concerned. Many parts of 
Africa are engaged in self-destruction through the 
elimination of forests and overgrazing of the land. We 
need to be more active for everyone's good. including our 
own. Population management is also vital because the 
environment can support only so many people and their 
livestock. 

• Q. Are there any examples of incidents you look back 
on and think you could have done differently or better? 

A. Yes, I believe we missed an opportunity in Liberia. 
The conflict there started out very small in December 
1989. By April-May 1990, it had become quite large. 
Yet, it was still manageable. We deployed a large marine 
amphibious force near Liberia to evacuate U.S. citizens, 
an operation accomplished with great efficiency. A 
modest intervention at that point to end the fighting in 
Monrovia could have avoided the prolonged conflict that 
Liberia has endured until the present. Even in Somalia, 
the decision to intervene militarily in December 1992 was 
late. 

Don't misunderstand me. Our hesitancy to Intervene 
with military forces is healthy. As the strongest military 
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power In the world, the United States should not be 
throwing its military weight around and jumping In to 
solve every conflict situation with force. Diplomacy 
should come first . In Somalia, we Intervened after 
diplomacy failed , and our forces accomplished the 
mission of ending starvation in a remarkably rapid 
fashion. In Liberia, we did not intervene either 
diplomatically or militarily. I regret that. Fortunately, 
ECOWAS was there to do that job after we decided not 
to assume a leadership role. 

My bottom line for U.S. involvement in African 
conflicts is that an activist approach almost always 
provides opportunities for us to do some good, although 
sometimes not In ways that we envisage when we start. 
The reason we can expect such opportunities is that since 
the end of the cold war, U.S. prestige and admiration for 
our values have never been higher in Africa. 

Before his appointment as assistant secretary of state 
for African affairs in 1989, Ambassador Herman J . 
Cohen was ( 1987 -1989) senior director for African 
affairs on the National Security Council. He was the 
Department of State's deputy assistant secretary for 
personnel from 1984 to 1986; principal deputy assistant 
secretary of the Bureau of Intelligence and Research 
(1980-1984); U.S. ambassador to Senegal and Gambia 
(1977-1980); and political counselor in the U.S. 
embassy in Paris (1974-1977). In his earlier career, he 
served as deputy chief of mission in the U.S. embassy 
in Zaire and in a range of economic and administrative 
posts in other African countries. He received the 

Department of State's Superior Honor Award in 1989, 
the French Legion of Honor in 1990, and the Belgian 
Order of Leopold II in 1992. 
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