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Foreword

Foreign intervention, as this survey by Elizabeth Schmidt makes clear,
is no simple concept to define. The reality is no less complex than the
definition. Even in the periods of the slave trade and of established
colonial rule, the dominant powers from outside the continent had
to take account of local realities. African societies defeated on the
battlefield and subordinated to economic coercion found ways to
resist, adapt to, or manipulate the presence of outside powers.

From 1945 to 1991, most of the period covered by this book,
the Cold War between the two superpowers, the United States and
the Soviet Union, dominated world politics. Outsiders often viewed
African conflicts as reflecting this global contest. Although superpower
competition may have been the dominant factor in European con-
frontations, in Africa the realities did not fit as easily into a bipolar
framework. The colonial powers retained influence and had their own
distinct interests as their control over the continent diminished. The
Soviet Union led a coherent bloc including most of Eastern Europe.
However, other communist powers, including Yugoslavia, Cuba, and
China, had their own foreign policies, based on distinct interests
in Africa. Most significantly, African nations themselves, along with
Asian and Latin American countries, shared an alternate dominant
narrative based on anticolonialism and nonalignment between the
superpowers. Different nations within Africa, and different political
forces within each country, had their own interests, which led them to
seek international alliances and sometimes invite external intervention
against domestic enemies or neighboring countries.
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Xxiv FOREWORD

No continent-wide account of this complex period could even come
close to being “complete.” However, Schmidt’s wide-ranging review of
multiple case studies succeeds in paying due attention to nuance with-
out getting bogged down in detailed narratives and academic disputes.’
In each case, the historical record allows for differences among his-
torians and social scientists in evaluating the scale and character of
external intervention and the relative influence by external and inter-
nal actors on the outcomes. Assessments of the damage done or the
possible positive effects of intervention also vary depending on who
is doing the evaluation. Most would probably agree on the horrific
negative balance of the slave trade and of colonial rule, particularly
when combined with expropriation of land and property by Euro-
pean settlers, and most would probably agree with Schmidt’s consid-
ered judgment that in most cases external intervention from 1945 to
2010 brought more harm than benefit. However, sharp disagreements
will undoubtedly continue in evaluating particular interventions, past,
present, or future.

In my personal opinion, the 1979 overthrow of Idi Amin in Uganda
by Tanzanian troops, for example, was more justified than would have
been a failure to intervene, although subsequent events made clear
that it was hardly a solution to Uganda’s problems. Similarly, in my
judgment, the intervention of Cuban troops in Angola in 1975 to
counter Central Intelligence Agency and South African intervention,
and their role in subsequent years in protecting Angola against attacks
by South Africa and the UNITA rebels, was also justified. Moreover,
if the international community had not failed to intervene against the
1994 genocide in Rwanda, hundreds of thousands of lives probably
could have been saved.

All such judgments admittedly depend on incomplete evidence and
hypothetical reasoning about the options not chosen, as well as on
value judgments of both observers and participants. What should be
clearly rejected, however, are simplistic accounts that reduce events to
a simple story of dueling outside interventions or a clear dichotomy
between external and internal causes of conflict. The postcolonial
wars in Angola and Mozambique, for example, which I analyzed in
Apartheid’s Contras, were neither simply civil wars nor conflicts among
proxies of the United States, Soviet Union, Cuba, and South Africa.

I Full disclosure: I served as a consultant on this book project, reviewing drafts, dis-
cussing the topics, and raising difficult-to-answer questions with the author.
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FOREWORD XV

Instead, internal, global, and regional conflicts intersected in complex
patterns, which shifted over time. Moreover, as many scholars have
demonstrated with more finely grained analyses, in each country these
wars featured local realities with their own distinctive features.

For the policy analyst or social justice activist trying to make sense
of and support or oppose today’s interventions, factual information
is almost always incomplete, and the motives of those involved are
mixed. There are no simple formulas. Supporting (or opposing) an
intervention simply because the United States, the African Union, or
the United Nations supports it, for example, would be a recipe for
ignoring the realities of particular cases and the contradictions within
the policies of these states and institutions themselves. The concept
of a purely humanitarian intervention simply to aid innocent civilians,
with no political or military implications, is an illusion. An intervention
with a limited mandate, such as to protect corridors for relief supplies,
may or may not be justified in a particular case. Yet it will have political
consequences; it will weaken some forces and strengthen others. So, of
course, will unilateral or multilateral interventions designed to combat
terrorism, reverse a coup against an elected government, or “protect
civilians” against human rights abuses by a repressive regime or a rebel
movement. However, ruling out all interventions ignores the fact that
inaction also affects the outcome of any conflict, by deferring de facto
to the most powerful and ruthless forces on the ground. The balance
of forces between governments and rebel movements, whatever their
ideological orientation or extent of abuses against civilians, is affected
by their structural links to the outside world, including political and
economic as well as military ties. Finally, the failure of diplomatic
action, which should be the first resort, may also lead to enormous
human costs.

There is no alternative to making fallible judgments about particu-
lar cases. The human suffering from some conflicts does indeed “cry
out” for intervention. Yet the consequences of actual interventions can
appall even those who called for the interventions in the first place. It
would be easier if there were some formula to tell us which interven-
tions would alleviate human suffering and increase the possibility that
people would get a chance for a fresh start and which interventions
should be opposed because of ulterior motives or the high probability
of making things worse. If, as I believe, such reliable formulas do not
exist, it is better to recognize that, and then get on with sorting out
our messy and inevitably inconclusive collective judgments on specific
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Xvi FOREWORD

cases. As a corollary, we must recognize the likelihood of ongoing dis-
agreements among humanitarians, progressives, and people of good-
will. If “dialogue” is needed among internal parties to a conflict, it is
equally essential among outsiders, including not only representatives
of states and multilateral agencies but also national and international
civil society.

In the context of the second decade of the twenty-first century, the
danger of too much intervention or bungled intervention seems more
likely than the danger of no intervention at all. The impetus to inter-
vene is coming not only from outside governments, most notably that
of the United States, in response to real or imagined terrorist threats. It
is also coming from African governments and rebel movements, which
are increasingly turning to African regional organizations; the United
Nations; and bilateral suppliers of arms, training, and security per-
sonnel (both public and private). Increased multilateral involvement
in conflicts both within and across borders is no doubt inevitable.
However, the outcomes are as uncertain as ever. The consequences
are far too great for the decisions to be made by governments behind
closed doors, without transparency and input from a wider range of
voices, particularly those most affected.

Today, in comparison to much of the period covered in this book,
modern communications technologies allow for more transparent
decisions, more consultation, and better checks on the ulterior motives
of parties to a conflict and of those who volunteer to be peacemakers.
Whether this opportunity leads to better decision making depends,
first, on the decision makers themselves. It also depends on the capac-
ity of media and scholars to provide deeper analysis that rejects sim-
plistic solutions and on local and international civil society to sustain
the pressure for genuine human security.

William Minter
Washington, D.C., June 20, 2012
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MAP 0.2. Africa, 2011. (Map by Philip Schwartzberg, Meridian Mapping,

Minneapolis.)
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