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From April to July 1994, Hutu extremists led a program of genocide against minority Tutsi and moderate Hutu in Rwanda, a tiny and poor east-central African country.  More than 800,000 people were murdered in this attempt at a ‘final solution’ to preserve the power and spoils of a chauvinistic ruling elite.  The genocide ended only when a rebel exile group, the Rwandan Patriotic Front, conquered the country and kicked out the killers.  The community of nations largely stood by as one of its members convulsed on itself.

U.S. policymakers traditionally have never identified strategic interests in Africa, nor has genocide prevention itself ever been deemed a strategic or national interest.  In the spring of 1994, the domestically-oriented Clinton Administration nevertheless was focused on crises in the Middle East, Bosnia, Iraq, North Korea, and Haiti—all places it could identify important interests at stake.  In Somalia, several months earlier, it had lost U.S. troops in battle for a mission without public support.  Consequently, when the killing began in Rwanda, the Administration avoided direct action, undertaking diplomatic entreaties, issuing public statements, and after first discouraging multinational efforts, belatedly offering the United Nations and Organization of Africa Unity indirect support.

It was not that policymakers couldn’t or didn’t know what was happening in Rwanda; indeed, U.S. intelligence identified the killing as “genocide” just two weeks in.  Rather, officials determined that the killing in Rwanda—horrific as it was—did not affect U.S. national interests enough to warrant direct intervention.  Further, officials believed that U.S. support of UN efforts would encourage the UN on a mission impossible, resulting in calls for U.S. troops to bail out the operation.  As one senior official who nevertheless advocated action on Rwanda cautioned, “Remember Mogadishu.”

This paper will focus on the role of national interests in policymaker decision-making on Rwanda, identifying a continuity of perspective that both preceded the Clinton Administration and continues today.  It was also briefly address the impact of domestic debates and early Administration personal and personnel scandals on President Clinton and senior officials’ capacity for leadership.
� U.S. Department of State, cable Kampala 03638, “Rwanda: Second Day Wrap-Up, A/S Shattuck Mission”, May 7, 1994.  Released to the author pursuant to the U.S. Freedom of Information Act.





