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In December 1992, with massive public support, United States military forc-
es under President Bush began Operation Restore Hope in Somalia, a mission
aimed at ending the famine that was devastating parts of the country. Ten
months later, in October 1993, under intense public pressure, the Clinton ad-
ministration announced its decision to withdraw these troops after the death
of 18 American soldiers during a battle to capture Mohammed Farah Aideed,
one of Somalia's leading warlords.

While the mission to Somalia was conceived as a bold initiative that could
set precedents for action in the "new world order," in retrospect it is viewed
largely as a failure. Moreover, this perception of failure appears to have had
substantial impact on U.S. foreign policy since the intervention.' The prevail-
ing view seems to be that Americans have little interest in humanitarian mis-
sions and virtually no tolerance for costs, especially casualties, incurred in
pursuit of purely humanitarian goals, particularly in Third World countries
where American economic and political interests are not directly at stake. This
belief has served as the justification for policies such as Presidential Decision
Directive 25 (PDD 25), enacted on May 3, 1994, which provides guidelines
that virtually preclude American involvement in most types of peacekeeping
and humanitarian missions.2

PDD 25 represents a radical departure from Clinton's stance during the
1992 presidential campaign and the early days of his administration, when he
expressed support for strengthening the United Nations' peacekeeping capa-
bilities and even for the creation of a permanent U.N. rapid reaction force.
Thomas Weiss directly attributes this retreat to the perceived failure in Soma-
lia and laments the fact that the "Somalia Syndrome" has inhibited further
American participation in or leadership of humanitarian and peacekeeping
missions, most noticeably during the crisis in Rwanda in 1994.3 Understand-
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ing the dynamics of public perceptions about U.S. involvement in Somalia is
essential in order to overcome the negative impacts of these experiences, to
avoid recurrence of similar problems in the future, and to counter current
isolationist trends and promote a continued role for the United States in such
missions around the world.

The U.S. mission in Somalia was a relatively new type of intervention in
the international arena. Assessments of what went wrong there correspond-
ingly cover a broad spectrum of issues, ranging from inadequate internation-
al institutions to poor policy selection by both the United Nations and the
United States. I will not try to untangle all of these issues or evaluate policy
decisions but will focus instead on one critical element in the intervention:
American public opinion. While it would be wrong to call public opinion the
determining factor in this involvement, its importance is readily apparent;
members of Congress received thousands of phone calls after the 18 Ameri-
can deaths, and subsequent congressional pressure on the White House for a
change of policy was a major factor in bringing about the administration's
decision to abandon the mission and withdraw all U.S. troops.

Public opinion is complex and not always well or easily understood. Its
most notable features with respect to the Somalia involvement were the ini-
tially exceptionally high levels of support for the mission-up to 84 percent
of those polled approved of it in the early stages 4-- and the huge decline in
support in later stages, with only 33 percent in favor of U.S. troop presence in
Somalia by October 1993.5 The pertinent questions, then, are what caused these
initially high levels of support, why did opinion change so drastically, and
what impact did opinion have on policy.

The first section of this paper begins with a discussion of trends in public
opinion during Operation Restore Hope based on a wide selection of survey
data, and then evaluates those trends using models of public opinion with
respect to U.S. military actions overseas developed by John Mueller6 and Louis
Klarevas and Daniel O'Connor.7 This analysis suggests that while opinion did
respond to the rising U.S. death toll, as Mueller predicted, those costs alone
were not enough to explain the changes in opinion; at times support did not
decline despite losses, while during other periods support dropped sharply
even in the absence of any additional casualties.

A fuller understanding of opinion change develops if we consider these
costs relative to the particular goals being pursued by the mission at the time
they are incurred, as Klarevas and O'Connor suggest. During the Somalia
intervention, the primary goal of the mission changed drastically over time,
from ending the famine, to rebuilding the state, to capturing the warlord Aid-
eed. While the public valued the first of these goals highly and tolerated costs
incurred while achieving it, the latter two goals were much less important to
Americans, leading to a decline in support when the goals changed and to a
much lower tolerance for costs. In most analyses, however, this distinction is
rarely made; public anger over the American deaths in Somalia in October
1993 is erroneously linked with the original humanitarian goals, rather than
with the goals that were actually being pursued at the time of the deaths,
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leading to the errant conclusion that there is not sufficient U.S. public support
to take risks in pursuit of humanitarian goals.

In fact, public opinion data gathered after the October 1993 incidents in
Somalia indicated a very high level of support among Americans for U.N.
peace operations, with a substantial majority supporting an increase in the
U.S. financial contribution to these missions. At the same time, polls indicat-
ed that the public was much less clear about if and when American troops
should be directly involved, with levels of support wavering from as low as
29 percent to as much as 71 percent in favor of U.S. participation under differ-
ent circumstances.8 Deploying American troops
is a highly sensitive and contentious issue.
When taken as a whole this polling evidence
strongly challenges the claim that the current
isolationist trend among some policymakers ac-
curately reflects the views of the general Amer-
ican public.

Based on this understanding, I will draw
some lessons for future interventions, taking
into consideration some of the underlying forc-
es that influence opinion, including the struc-
ture of public attitudes, the administration's
leadership on the issue, and the media cover-
age of U.S. involvement. In particular, I will
consider the public's perceptions of the value
of the goals being pursued, the benefits being
realized, and the costs being incurred. Three key
lessons derive from this analysis:

During the Somalia

intervention, the

primary goal of the

mission changed

drastically over

time, from ending

the famine, to

rebuilding the

state, to capturing

the warlord

Aideed.
1) The public still generally supports U.S. and

U.N. intervention in Third World humanitarian
crises, but the coalition of support can be difficult, though by no means im-
possible, to maintain during long-term interventions.

2) Building and maintaining a coalition of support requires strong leader-
ship and a proactive stance on the part of the president and the administra-
tion, including a willingness to lead discussion and debate, a clear definition
of goals and objectives, a clear justification of why Americans should value
these goals, and the initiation of a cooperative relationship with the media to
convey these messages to the public.

3) There is a need to challenge the role of the media regarding the ways the
public and policy are being affected by media images, potentially leading to
ill-considered "photo foreign policy." The media should also be forced to ad-
dress problems of unbalanced or even biased coverage of events and their
failure to provide the public with an adequate context for understanding and
decision making.

In light of these points, the president should design criteria for U.S. sup-
port for and participation in peace operations in the Third World that are less
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media-driven than was the case in Somalia, but that also better reflect the
actual level of public concern with humanitarian problems than does PDD 25.
These criteria should be developed through an open public debate on these
issues. The public, policymakers, and the media, meanwhile, need to recon-
sider what responsibilities and obligations the media have, if any, toward the
public, particularly in cases of foreign affairs where the public has few other
sources of information on events and issues. While the media are inherently
driven at least in part by the goal of attracting readers or viewers, it is worth
considering how their role can be fulfilled more constructively and responsi-
bly. If U.S. foreign policy is influenced by public opinion, which is in turn
shaped by media coverage of an event, then it is in everyone's interest that
this opinion be as well-informed as possible.

The Influence of Public Opinion

Historically the complexities of foreign affairs were thought to make it a
domain reserved for the president and other informed experts; the uninformed
and capricious public could have little useful role. Even recently, political re-
alists such as Hans J. Morgenthau have suggested that foreign policies are-
and should be-determined by geostrategic power relations among states,
not by ignorant publics that are driven by "naive moralism" and "uninformed
emotion."9 Theory about public opinion and foreign policy has been dominat-
ed for years by the Almond-Lippmann consensus, which suggests that not
only is public opinion a poor basis on which to build foreign policy (due to
its volatility and lack of coherence and structure), but that in fact it does not
have much impact on these policies.

Recently, however, a number of analysts have challenged these views, claim-
ing instead that public opinion is better informed and, perhaps more impor-
tantly, more structured, stable, and rationally determined than formerly
believed, and that it does in fact have a substantial impact on foreign policy.
The findings of Benjamin Page and Robert Shapiro are fairly representative of
those on which these challenges are founded. 10 Based on a large sample of
survey data, they found not only that opinion remains consistent over the
vast majority of issues but also that when it does change, even abruptly (as it
did in the case of Somalia), such changes are usually linked to external events
and the public's "reasonable" or "sensible" responses to them." This lies in
sharp contrast to Gabriel Almond's view of a moody public whose flip-flop-
ping opinions fluctuated more on the basis of whim or uninformed chance
than on the basis of rational evaluations of circumstances.12 These findings do
not, however, counter earlier claims that the public is still relatively poorly
informed about international affairs. The fact that even in October of 1993
only 38 percent of the public could name the capital of Somalia, and 57 per-
cent the continent in which it lies, is still unsurprising. 3 This lack of informa-
tion does not, however, necessarily preclude rational preferences in the way
that the Almond-Lippmann consensus had assumed. 4

There is also increasing documentation of the impact of public opinion on
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foreign policy. Recent data analyzed by Donald Jordan and Benjamin Page
suggest a strong correlation between actual foreign policy choices and public
support for them and find that public opinion changes are followed by con-
gruent policy changes about two-thirds of the time.'5 These findings appear
to be validated by the case of Somalia as well. They also note, however, the
"great difficulty in untangling the extent of reciprocal processes: the effects of
policy on opinion, for example, or officials' efforts to educate or manipulate
the public."16 There is nevertheless a growing consensus that public opinion
does in fact affect foreign policy, although the evolution of the process and
the significance of the effects are still debatable. Ronald Hinckley believes
that opinion polls themselves have a great impact, claiming that they are
brought into almost all major discussions of national security.17

Policymakers themselves have little doubt about the impact of public opin-
ion on policy, and they too point to the importance of polling data. Based on
interviews with policymakers, Philip Powlick finds that they believe public
support, or perhaps more accurately, the lack of public opposition, is neces-
sary for the implementation of most policies. He also finds, however, that
many decision makers believe this is true because of necessity, not because
they necessarily believe that public opinion is rational and therefore should
influence policy. Powlick notes that policymakers are generally inclined not
to change policy in the face of public opposition, but instead to try to educate
the public, convincing it of the value and benefits of the policy preferred by
decision makers. 8

In the case of Somalia, Representative Harry Johnston, former chairman of
the Subcommittee on Africa for the House International Relations Committee,
has acknowledged the significance of public opinion in determining congres-
sional support for the administration's policies. He points out that although
"there are times we cannot run our foreign policy on overnight Gallup polls,"
at the same time "Congress was watching the polls [about Somalia], and as
the polls went down, the opposition in Congress went up."19 It is also widely
recognized that the thousands of phone calls received by representatives in
the days immediately following the October 1993 losses had a major impact
on Congress, and the growing and increasingly heated congressional opposi-
tion that resulted was a major factor in forcing the White House to shift its
policies.

Public Opinion Trends

To evaluate trends in public opinion, a collection of 236 survey questions
about the involvement in Somalia, asked between September 10, 1992 and
August 4, 1994, were evaluated.20 These questions cover many of the issues
involved in the intervention and range from simple questions such as expec-
tations about the length of the involvement to somewhat more complex ques-
tions about the nature of U.S. goals in Somalia. Ole Holsti notes the growing
recognition during the Vietnam War era that many of the standard questions
asked by polling organizations, such as whether a respondent supports or
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opposes current U.S. policy on the involvement, are too restrictive and sim-
plistic to develop a full understanding of public sentiment.21 Unfortunately, in
the case of Somalia only simple questions were asked repeatedly in a consis-
tent form so as to allow an analysis of trends in opinion over time, so I will
focus on the responses to these questions here, although I will also briefly
discuss some of the more complex questions.

Another weakness of this collection of survey data is its uneven distribu-
tion over the period of interest. Of the 236 questions compiled, only one was
asked before December 1992, 66 (28 percent) were asked in the first two months
of the operation, while 121 (51 percent) were not asked until the month fol-
lowing the October 1993 incident. Far fewer surveys were conducted between

Polling evidence
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current isolationist
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policymakers

accurately reflects
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public as a whole.

February and September 1993, and during sev-
eral months no polls were conducted at all. In
addition, several key questions were only asked
in December 1992/January 1993, and then not
again until October 1993. Thus, while in several
instances it is relatively clear how opinion
changed between the start of the operation and
the decision to end it, it will not always be pos-
sible to look at a continuous trend over time.

There are three questions in the collection that
were asked frequently enough and over a long
enough period of time to lend themselves to an
analysis of public opinion trends. The first of
these asks about one's general opinion about ei-
ther the plan to send U.S. troops to Somalia or
their actual presence there: "Do you approve or
disapprove of Bush's decision to send United
States troops to Somalia?" (December 1992) or

"In general, do you approve or disapprove of the presence of United States
troops in Somalia?" (September 1993). The responses show that initial sup-
port for the intervention was exceptionally high, averaging 77 percent through
early April 1993, with several polls recording up to an 84 percent approval
rating from January 1993 through April 1993. This question was not asked
again until September 1993, by which time support had dropped to only 45
percent. After the October 1993 incident, support for the mission fell still fur-
ther to an average of only 33 percent, a level that remained relatively constant
across polls despite some significant variations in question wording.

The most frequently asked question concerns the president's handling of
the situation. In general, the question was phrased as follows: "Do you ap-
prove or disapprove of the way Bush/Clinton/the United States is handling
the situation in Somalia?" Between December 1992 and April 1993, the ap-
proval rating ranged from 73 percent to 77 percent. By June 1993, however,
after 24 Pakistani soldiers had been killed and the hunt for Aideed had be-
gun, approval of Clinton's handling of the situation dropped to 51 percent.
By September 1993 it dropped still further to 41 percent, and after the October
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1993 deaths it fell to an average of only 31 percent. These numbers are strik-
ingly similar to those observed for approval of U.S. troop presence discussed
above, both in the early stages through April 1993, and in the final stages in
September and October 1993.

The third question asked with some regularity concerns the amount of at-
tention that respondents were paying to events in Somalia. The number of
respondents reporting that they were either "paying a lot of attention to" or
"following very closely" the situation in Somalia was only 11 percent in Sep-
tember 1992, but had risen to 39 to 46 percent in December 1992, and still
further to 52 percent in January 1993. The level of attention then dropped
substantially to 28 percent by February 1993, and to only 7 to 16 percent by
June 1993. However, as the Aideed hunt intensified the number began to rise
again, reaching 20 percent in September 1993, and then leaping back up to 50
percent immediately after the October 1993 events. It may have also been
significant for the decision-making process that fully 84 percent of those polled
had seen pictures in the media of a dead U.S. soldier being dragged through
the streets of Mogadishu or of an American soldier who was being held hos-
tage, while only 18 percent had heard Clinton's speech on October 6 about
the future of the administration's policy regarding Somalia.

Did the United States Do the Right Thing?

I will now turn to some of the questions for which there is less information
on trends over time, but which nevertheless can provide important insights
into public opinion and its change during this period. One of the most inter-
esting of these is a question asked by several organizations in October 1993
regarding whether the United States had done the right thing or made a mis-
take by getting involved in Somalia in the first place. This was the main ques-
tion that Mueller used to assess changes in public opinion during the Korean
and Vietnam Wars,22 but in the case of Somalia this question was asked only
after the tragic events of October 1993.

There are some important differences in the response to this question de-
pending on its wording. In particular, when asked if the United States had
done the "right thing" or not, the positive response was consistently between
62 percent and 67 percent. When asked whether in retrospect they approved
or disapproved of Bush's decision to send the troops, still a majority of 56
percent of respondents answered with approval. On the other hand, when
asked whether the United States had made a "mistake" by going in, a slight
majority of 52 percent agreed that it had been a mistake. These responses are
not necessarily inconsistent. They may instead reflect changing U.S. objec-
tives and the public's correspondingly mixed response. It appears that Amer-
icans did feel that the original purpose of the mission was worthwhile, but
that the loss of lives in October 1993 had occurred during the pursuit of other
goals. As these new goals were not as highly valued, the deaths were unac-
ceptable, or a "mistake." In responding to a single, simply worded question,
it is difficult to express both of these views. The positive or negative focus of
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the wording of the questions may therefore have triggered respondents to
focus on either their positive or negative evaluation of the mission.

A related question concerned whether or not respondents felt that the mis-
sion would be (or had been) worth the potential (or actual) costs. In Decem-
ber 1992 and January 1993, 66 to 70 percent of the public felt that ensuring
that those affected by the famine would receive food would be worth even
"the possible loss of [American] lives." At the same time, 77 percent thought
it was somewhat or very likely that U.S. troops would become targets for the
Somali militias while they were there, and 55 percent thought we would ei-
ther achieve our objectives only through a military conflict or that we would
not be able to achieve them at all (presumably due to conflict). Another ques-
tion, however, found that 64 percent were somewhat or very confident that
the United States would "be able to accomplish its goals with very few or no
American casualties." It is difficult to compare these different questions about
the risks involved, but Mueller has that suggested that high sensitivity of
responses to changes in question wording may be an indication of uncertain-
ty about an issue.23 This may have been the case regarding Somalia. The U.S.
public was not sure what the real risks to American troops were in this situ-
ation. Nevertheless, in early 1993 the public was still overwhelmingly sup-
portive of the mission and willing to accept these risks.

When this same question was asked in October 1993, the response was
equally divided between those feeling that it had been worth the cost (45
percent) and those feeling that it had not (44 percent). These questions did
ask specifically whether it was worth the costs "to make sure food got through
to the people of Somalia," perhaps suggesting that a significant proportion of
the public did not feel that ending the Somali famine was worth the loss of
American lives. However, it is again essential to recognize the changing na-
ture of the mission and the potential impact of this on the public's response to
this question. In earlier polls, Americans had clearly stated their willingness
to accept losses in order to achieve the goal of ending the famine (67 to 70
percent). However, by October this goal had long since been achieved; the
United States was pursuing other goals when the lives were lost. Given the
timing of the surveys (shortly after many Americans had seen the disturbing
coverage of the events of October 3-4 in Somalia), the response to this ques-
tion may have had much more to do with the acceptability of these deaths at
the time of the survey relative to the new goals than with how the public felt
about these deaths relative to earlier goals.

The Goals of the Intervention

Finally, a wide variety of questions were asked about the goals of the mis-
sion. There were numerous, often interrelated goals for this mission that
changed substantially during the course of the involvement. As a result, ques-
tions asked about the importance of or support for various goals also varied
widely, making it difficult to compare the responses over time. I will discuss
first the questions asked when the mission began in December 1992 and Jan-
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uary 1993 and then turn to those asked in September and October 1993 when
the nature of the mission had changed drastically and public support had
dropped to very low levels.

Perhaps the most important issue with respect to the questions regarding

goals during the early phases of the mission is the apparent inconsistency of
the responses and their susceptibility to influence by question wording. Al-
though 81 percent agreed that the "principal objective" of the mission was
supporting famine relief, rather than disaimament, maintaining security, or
rebuilding the government of Somalia, beyond that there was a great deal of

indecision about the proper extent of or limits to the mission. For example,
when asked only whether they supported the policy of "having U.S. troops
disarm the warring factions in Somalia," 71 percent of respondents agreed
that they should do so.24 However, the responses changed markedly when the
question was rephrased as a comparison of goals, as follows:

Do you think the U.S. troops in Somalia should be responsible for disarming the rival
warlords there, or should the U.S. troops only be responsible for making sure that
food is delivered to areas affected by the famine?25

In this case only 41 percent supported disarmament, while 52 percent thought
that the mission should be limited to famine relief. Another similar question,
however, reverses the split, with 51 percent supporting staying for disarma-
ment and only 44 percent desiring to limit the mission to famine relief. The
responses were similar when respondents were asked about the goals of cre-
ating a stable, peaceful environment and/or creating a stable government.
The following comparison demonstrates once again the susceptibility of re-
sponse to question wording (both questions were asked in December 1992):

Once the U.S. troops complete their mission of getting relief to the starving people in
the countryside, should the soldiers leave Somalia in the hands of the warring gangs
that now control it or should they stay until a new and effective government is put
in place, even if that takes a long time?

28 percent-leave after famine relief
63 percent-stay until new government is in place26

What should be the U.S. goal in Somalia, assuring the delivery of relief supplies only,
or assuring delivery of relief supplies, then helping to restore peace and a working
government?

47 percent-relief only
46 percent-relief and a working government27

The responses varied significantly when wording changed slightly. This may
again reflect the public's uncertainty about the proper goals and extent of the
mission.

Similarly, resposes varied greatly according to question wording in the lat-
er stages of the involvement. In September and October of 1993 the questions
asked either about the value of a goal itself or about the value of pursuing
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that goal instead of withdrawing U.S. troops. For example, in October 1993,
when asked whether establishing a stable government in Somalia should be
an important U.S. goal, 43 percent of respondents agreed that it should be,
but when asked whether troops should remain in Somalia to establish a sta-
ble government or proceed with the planned withdrawal, only 24 percent felt
that the troops should stay. At the same time, 32 percent preferred staying to
maintain peace and stability instead of withdrawing. It is quite apparent that
public support for goals other than famine relief (which was less important
by this time, as the famine was almost over) had fallen drastically since Jan-
uary.

Lastly, American public opinion should be examined with respect to the
attempt to capture the faction leader General Aideed, which came to be per-
ceived as the primary goal of the mission in its later stages. The hunt for
Aideed began in June 1993 after the killing of Pakistani peacekeepers. Initial
support for this effort was quite high at 66 percent; however, after the Octo-
ber losses, the value of this goal apparently became ambiguous in the minds
of Americans. When asked if it was in some respects a worthwhile objective,
51 to 71 percent agreed that it was. However, when compared to the option of
withdrawing all U.S. troops, the latter choice was favored by 56 to 60 percent,
with only 34 percent in favor of keeping of the U.S. troops in Somalia to
ensure Aideed's capture.

The Future of Intervention

I will now turn to another set of 23 questions about peacekeeping and
humanitarian interventions, which were asked after the decision was made in
October 1993 to withdraw from Somalia. 28 As noted above, there is a wide-
spread perception that Americans are becoming more isolationist, that they
have little interest in humanitarian or peacekeeping missions, and that they
are unwilling to support them or to tolerate their costs. 29 However, recent
public opinion data do not support these claims. Instead they reveal some
interesting trends, many of which contradict the perception of growing U.S.
isolationism.

The responses to questions asking only about the use of U.N. peacekeep-
ing forces (i.e., with no direct mention of U.S. participation) were overwhelm-
ingly in favor of such missions. A February 1994 survey sponsored by the
United Nations found that 84 percent of the U.S. public either strongly or
somewhat favors the idea of U.N. peacekeeping missions; support for the use
of peacekeeping forces under specific circumstances, from civil war to gross
human rights violations, ranged from 69 percent to 81 percent. Support for
the current U.N. intervention in the civil war in Burundi was also high at 73
percent. Questions about funding for peacekeeping also revealed some sur-
prising results. When told that the average U.S. taxpayer spends only about
four dollars per year for U.N. peacekeeping, 74 percent said that this amount
was somewhat or much lower than they had expected, and 62 percent agreed
that it was either somewhat or much too low.
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When polls asked about whether U.S. troops should participate in interna-
tional humanitarian or peacekeeping operations, the results varied more and
were more difficult to interpret, but in general they did not reflect isolationist
tendencies. The wording of the 10 questions asked on this topic between Oc-
tober 1993 and October 1994 varied substantially (e.g., some refer to a U.S.
role in U.N. interventions, while others did not refer to the United Nations).
The results varied significantly between questions that did or did not refer to
U.S. "national interest." Five of the 10 questions mentioned national interest,

asking whether the United States should get involved militarily only when its
national interests are at stake, or whether it should also intervene in other
situations where national interests are not directly involved. In these ques-
tions, support for involvement in missions that are not related to national
interests ranged from a low of 29 percent to a high of 49 percent. The other
five questions did not mention national interest, for example: "Generally speak-
ing, do you think the U.S. should or should not send U.S. troops to partici-
pate in U.N. peacekeeping efforts around the world?" Here, the levels of
support for U.S. participation were much higher, ranging from 51 percent to
71 percent. Finally, during the crisis in Rwanda in July and August of 1994,
surveys found that 63 to 69 percent of Americans supported the use of U.S.
military forces in this intervention.

Thus, the high variability in responses relative to the wording of questions

on this issue-and especially the impact of the mention of national interests-
suggests that the public is itself undecided about what the proper role of U.S.
soldiers should be. While the American public is not unambiguously sup-
portive of full U.S. participation in peace operations, it is equally dear that
the extreme isolationism of some current political leaders does not reflect public
attitudes. Public debate on peace operations, on PDD 25, and on the U.S. role
in these operations needs to be reopened, particularly with an eye toward
understanding what really is encompassed by the term "national interest" in
the minds of Americans.

Support as a Response to Casualties

Based on his studies of the Korean and Vietnam Wars, Mueller has devel-

oped a relatively simple hypothesis to explain the patterns of decreasing pub-
lic support for these wars. He suggests that the number of American casualties
is the key determinant of support for a war and that the relation is logarith-
mic. This means that the public will be quite sensitive to lower levels of casu-
alties at the beginning of an engagement, but only to increasingly larger
numbers as the total number of casualties rises. For example, the impact of

the first 100 deaths will be the same as the impact of the next 1000, and so on.
Mueller found that in both of the wars, public support decreased about 15
percent whenever the number of casualties increased tenfold 0 He also iden-
tifies a rally-round-the-flag effect that contributes to high levels of support
early in an engagement.

While there is much support for Mueller's theory, two key gaps remain:
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1) it does not fully address what determines the initial level of support for an
engagement; and 2) it does not identify a baseline figure of acceptable casual-
ties (that is, the level of losses that will cause the first 15 percent decline in
support). While the numbers of casualties in the Korean and Vietnam Wars
were roughly of the same order of magnitude (hundreds of thousands), Muel-
ler's survey data on the Gulf War suggests that the number of tolerable casu-
alties for this involvement was much lower, on the order of thousands or tens
of thousands. 31 Mueller notes that this difference may be due in part to the
fact that Americans did not expect the costs to be anywhere near as high in
the Gulf War, but he does not attempt any further analysis. Thus, while his
approach offers some insight into the dynamics of public support for military
engagements, it is necessary to develop it further to incorporate a greater
understanding of what determines initial levels of support and the limits of
"tolerable losses.'

Applying Mueller's theory to the Somalia case presents some difficulties
due to its short duration, the low overall number of casualties, and the lack of
sufficient public opinion data. It would have been necessary to take much
more frequent and carefully timed public opinion surveys (to coincide with
the relatively few deaths that did occur prior to October 3) to establish clear
connections between the number of casualties and level of support for the
involvement. Nevertheless, examining the Somalia involvement in light of
this theory does yield some helpful insights.

Between the start of Operation Restore Hope in December 1992 and the
decision to withdraw in October 1993, the Somalia peace operation saw 29
American military personnel killed and an additional 146 wounded. Eighteen
of the deaths and 78 of the injuries occurred during the battle with Aideed's
militia on October 3. These deaths had a major impact on public opinion, due
both to the large number and to the vivid footage of the mistreatment of a
dead U.S. soldier that was seen by a significant majority of Americans.

The first U.S. death in Somalia was that of a civilian army employee in
December 1992. Two more U.S. soldiers were killed in January 1993, and a
fourth in March. After the battles with Aideed began, four more were killed
on August 8, three on September 25, and the final 18 on October 3. Compar-
ing these figures with the public opinion data presented above, particularly
those concerning support for the intervention and approval of the president's
handling of the situation, reveals that despite the obvious importance of the
October 3 deaths, Mueller's theory cannot explain all of the changes in public
opinion that occurred.

Public support for the intervention and the president's handling of it
dropped approximately 50 percent between March and October 1993. How-
ever, both measures remained at their peak levels of 77 to 84 percent through-
out the first several months of the operation (at least through early April 1993)
despite four deaths in action during this period. In other words, these early
deaths appear to have had no impact whatsoever on public support for the
involvement. This suggests that four deaths were well below the public's per-
ception of tolerable losses incurred to help end the famine.
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The picture had changed markedly by June 1993, however. As is evident
from the opinion data presented above, after the start of the confrontation
with Aideed but before any additional U.S. casualties, support for the presi-
dent's handling of the situation had already dropped substantially, to 51 per-
cent. (There is no data on public support for the troop involvement at this
time.) Since this large drop in support occurred when there were no addition-
al casualties, the change must be due to other causes. The most probable ex-
planation is that opinion shifted due to major changes in mission goals. By
mid-September, when four additional soldiers had been killed, support for
the U.S. presence had dropped to 45 percent, and only 41 percent approved of
the president's handling of the situation. The final surveys, conducted in ear-
ly October after the remaining 21 battle deaths had occurred, show that sup-
port for both the U.S. involvement and the president's handling of it had
dropped to a low of about 33 percent.

In sum, while U.S. casualties were a critical factor in the declining support
for the intervention during its later stages, this factor alone does not ade-
quately explain the changes. The dramatic shift in mission goals that occurred
in June 1993 was a second key factor. This change had a profound effect on
perceptions of the mission, as reflected in the coverage in The New York Times
during this period. An analysis of every fifth article about Somalia that ap-
peared in the paper during this time reveals that while coverage prior to June
was steadily declining, it remained fairly consistent in its approach to the
subject and its discussion of the goals3 2 Once the Aideed manhunt was initi-
ated in June, however, there was a distinct change. From this point onward,
nearly every article covering the mission mentioned two things: the increas-
ingly dangerous environment in Mogadishu for U.S. and U.N. soldiers and
the fact that the goals of the mission had changed substantially. While the
current mission goals were not always obvious before June 1993, as the fam-
ine was almost over, after June the coverage consistently reflected the percep-
tion that seeking vengeance against Aideed was the primary mission focus.

It also appears that the public response to U.S. deaths was different before
and after the change in objectives. When the goal was famine relief, four deaths
had no apparent impact on support. After the goals changed to nation-build-
ing and/or capturing Aideed, four deaths appear to have had a substantial
impact on support, and an additional 21 deaths had a major impact. The no-
ticeably different responses over time suggest that public perception of the
tolerable costs must have changed as the goals of the mission changed. Klare-
vas and O'Connor's thesis may help to explain this difference.

Costs Relative to Interests

Klarevas and O'Connor suggest an approach to analyzing American public
support for foreign involvements that fills in some of the gaps left by Muel-
ler's theory. While they find strong support for Mueller's contention that ca-
sualties are a key determinant of levels of support, they also provide a
framework that can help to determine both the initial levels of support for an
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intervention and the level of casualties that the public will tolerate. Klarevas
and O'Connor propose that support for using military force in a given situa-
tion will be based on the anticipated costs-including casualties, money, and
duration-relative to the interests at stake, such as military and economic
security, and legal and moral concerns.33 This suggests that members of the
public consciously or unconsciously make a cost-benefit calculation, compar-
ing the value they place on the goals or objectives of a mission to the expect-
ed or actual costs of the undertaking. This hypothesis is intuitive; it simply
suggests that the public values different goals differently, and so its percep-
tions of the tolerable costs of achieving those objectives will differ as well.

Despite its simplicity, this approach offers use-
ful insights into our understanding of public

In contrast to the opinion in the case of Somalia.
impression that Klarevas and O'Connor's framework is im-

portant to understanding public perceptions

Americans are about U.S. involvement in Somalia because of
increasingly the radical change in the mission's goals. Prior

to June 1993, the primary goal of the mission

isolationist after was clear: ending the famine. Moreover, this
goal appears to have been highly valued by the

Somalia, there is a public, as there was a willingness to tolerate

more subtle lesson some casualties in its pursuit. Four deaths, trag-
ic as they were, did not dissuade Americans

to be learned: from supporting this objective. On the other

support for hand, after June 5, 1993, the nature of the mis-
sion changed. It was widely recognized that the

humanitarian goals famine was, for the most part, over. As men-
has not collapsed, tioned, there was confusion about what the sec-

ondary goals should be. There was also
but neither can it evidence that the public was content to leave

be taken for these problems to the United Nations, as it had
often done in the past.

granted. Public contentment ended, however, when a
new primary goal emerged: retaliation against
or capture of General Mohammed Farah Aid-

eed. Apparently, this change in objectives caused the largest single decrease
in support (from 77 percent to 51 percent for the president's handling of the
situation between April and June 1993). Public tolerance for deaths was much
lower relative to this goal, and as the number of casualties mounted, support
rapidly dropped even further.

This interpretation is also consistent with some of the public's other re-
sponses to survey questions. For example, even after the October 1993 losses,
when public support for the mission was at its lowest level of only 33 per-
cent, 62 to 67 percent of the public still agreed that the United States had done
"the right thing" by going into Somalia in the first place. This indicates that
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many people still believed that the original goals had been worth whatever
price was paid, but that the present goals were not worth the costs.

Changing Goals and the Real Lessons from Somalia

In interpreting the events in Somalia and the public response to them, it is
necessary to separate the negative response to deaths late in the mission from
the public support for the initial, primarily humanitarian, portion of the mis-
sion. The "Somalia Syndrome" arises because this distinction is not being made.
Policies such as PDD 25 seem to reflect a general sense within the administra-
tion that the public is no longer willing to tolerate any costs, human or other-
wise, in the pursuit of humanitarian missions to regions where national
interests are not immediately at stake, thus precluding not only rapid action
in severe crises (as in Rwanda) but almost all future involvement in human-
itarian crises in the Third World. Attitudes toward peacekeeping after Soma-
lia offer strong evidence to the contrary, however, and the analysis presented
in the previous section further suggests that such an interpretation is flawed.

Klarevas and O'Connor's work suggests that the most important factors
determining public support are the perceived value of the mission and the
mission's costs. We have already observed how the balance between these
two factors changed in the case of Somalia. The next step, then, is to look at
the factors underlying these perceptions of benefits and costs. There are many
factors that can influence public perceptions, most notably presidential lead-
ership, media coverage, and the dynamics of public opinion itself. Examining
how this influence was poorly used or misused during the Somalia interven-
tion yields important lessons for the future of U.S. intervention.

Lesson 1: The Public Often Does Support Humanitarian Goals, But...

In contrast to the impression that Americans are increasingly isolationist
after Somalia, there is a more subtle and valid lesson to be learned about the
basic nature of public opinion: support for humanitarian goals has not col-
lapsed, but neither can it be taken for granted-coalitions of public support
are very difficult to maintain, especially for long-term, less crisis-oriented goals.

Public support for more immediate, humanitarian goals has been demon-
strated in the case of Somalia. Even after the October losses, the evidence
indicates that Americans continue to value humanitarian and peacekeeping
interventions. However, it is more difficult to generalize about support for
long-term, secondary goals of a mission, such as holding elections, rebuilding
governments, and promoting long-term recovery. Anthony Downs, in his dis-
cussion of the issue-attention cycle, suggests one explanation for this difficul-
ty, which he describes as the "post-problem stage" of public interest. 3 This
approach argues that while there may not necessarily be high levels of active
support for such long-term missions, there may be adequate levels of "toler-
ance" for them-or lack of a strong opposition-as long as the costs remain
relatively low. This tolerant disinterest is evident both from the declining trend
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in the level of interest that occurred with respect to Somalia, and from look-
ing at the tolerance for a number of other long-term missions that the United
Nations has been involved in around the world, including Cambodia, north-
ern Iraq, and Angola.

Nevertheless, Wittkopf suggests that maintaining strong support for these
long-term missions may be very difficult. Wittkopf finds that the apparent
instability of public opinion is actually due to the fragmented structure of
foreign policy attitudes. Division along only one dimension of belief, for in-
stance, isolationism versus internationalism, could still result in relatively stable
foreign policy views. Americans, however, seem to be divided along two di-
mensions: supporters and opponents of militant internationalism, and sup-
porters and opponents of cooperative internationalism. These two dimensions
lead to four possible types of foreign policy attitude: internationalists (who
support both), accommodationists (who support cooperation only), hardlin-
ers (who support militancy only), and isolationists (who support neither). Wit-
tkopf has found that the mass public is divided roughly equally among each
of these categories (although the isolationist group is somewhat smaller than
the others) and that the proportions are remarkably stable.35

Bruce Russett describes the implications of Wittkopf's proposed structure
when it comes to generating support for a given policy. He notes that when
attitudes are distributed along more than one dimension, "one can assemble a
majority behind a particular action ... [but] the ability to keep that majority
together for a set of actions that crisscross these dimensions is extremely prob-
lematic (for example, supporting the U.N. in a peace-keeping operation)." 36

This seems to be precisely what happened in the case of Somalia. One par-
ticular goal or policy-ending the famine-had the power to bring together a
large coalition that even included some isolationists. However, the adminis-
tration did not succeed in keeping this coalition together as the goals of the
mission changed to nation-building and thug-chasing. Wittkopf's results sug-
gest that maintaining this coalition would have been difficult, if not almost
impossible, despite the best efforts.

Lesson 2: The Need for Presidential Leadership

Earlier I addressed how much influence public opinion has on policymak-
ers. Now I turn to the opposite side of the debate-how much influence pol-
icy elites, especially the president, have on public opinion, and whether this
influence was used effectively in the case of Somalia. In particular, could Pres-
idents Bush and Clinton have affected public perceptions about the value of
the objectives of the mission, did they do so, and should they have done more?

Public opinion analysts agree that there is some opportunity, within limits,
for presidents to influence public opinion. However, the Bush and Clinton
administrations failed to provide the leadership that was needed for this mis-
sion. Each tended to avoid, rather than promote, open discussion and debate
about U.S. involvement in Somalia. They also failed to clearly define the ob-
jectives of the mission, and Clinton in particular failed almost entirely to jus-
tify why Americans should value these objectives, especially during the later
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stages of the mission. In addition, the media were often allowed to dominate
public perceptions. As suggested above, maintaining support for this engage-
ment would likely have been difficult even under the best of circumstances
and the most active leadership. Given the shortcomings of these administra-
tions' leadership, however, there was little hope of maintaining public sup-
port.

Thus, there are four key lessons for presidential administrations with re-
spect to future interventions, all of which focus on the need to provide active
leadership and guidance to the public. These lessons are as follows:

1) Lead the discussion and debate about the mission and its goals rather
than avoiding it;

2) Clearly define the objectives of the mission and do not get diverted from
them;

3) Provide clear justification for why these objectives should be valued by
the U.S. public, especially if they do not obviously fall within the (usually
narrowly defined) scope of national interest;

4) Be proactive with the media and try to ensure that the above messages,
and the news of successes as well as failures, reach the public.

Bert Rockman points out that presidents were once given considerable def-
erence in foreign policy decision making. However, the Vietnam War and oth-
er events have reduced the public's trust in and willingness to follow the
president, and he now competes with a wider variety of opinion leaders on
foreign policy issues, especially members of the media.37 Nevertheless, op-
portunities for presidential influence and guidance of the public's opinion
still exist. Rockman finds that the influence a president exerts today depends
primarily on three factors: the goals of a given policy, the level of the presi-
dent's commitment to them, and the clarity with which the goals are articu-
lated.s However, he also adds that even high levels of presidential commitment
cannot guarantee success in winning support for a policy.39 Page and Shapiro,
for example, find that in some cases "even intensive efforts over several months
by highly popular presidents appear to bring about changes in opinion poll
results of only some 5 or 10 percentage points, hardly a tidal wave."40

Nevertheless, neither Bush nor Clinton was able to use his influence effec-
tively. In the early stages of the mission during the Bush administration, the
lack of open discussion and debate about the intervention was an especially
important problem. The widespread support for the mission at this stage meant
that there was little demand for public debate on this issue. While Bush is not
to blame for this lack of demand, he is accountable for going along with it,
and more importantly, for passing off any difficult issues that were raised
regarding the U.N. mission that was to replace Operation Restore Hope. Rather
than addressing issues such as what should follow the efforts to end starva-
tion and to what degree the international community should pursue nation
building, Bush simply explained that the mission would be handed over to
the United Nations.41 The implication was that these were not really U.S. prob-
lems. Given the U.S. participation and leadership in the subsequent U.N.
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mission, however, these eventually became very important issues to the Clin-
ton administration and the U.S. public.

During the later phases of the mission, the Clinton administration failed to
clearly articulate the goals of the mission. By mid-1993, it was widely recog-
nized by Americans and frequently stated by the President that the primary
humanitarian mission had been achieved and the famine was over. Clinton
acknowledged that the mission had moved into a nation-building phase, yet
he did not articulate how this mission would be accomplished or when it
should be considered complete.42 Given the media's coverage of events after
the June incidents, the public could not have doubted that the mission had
become focused on capturing Aideed. Yet the President never assumed a clear
position on this goal nor drew a clear link between the pursuit of Aideed and
the other nation-building goals.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the Clinton administration failed to
provide any justification for the goals that were being pursued in the later
stages of the mission, a critical omission in a situation involving high risks.

Klarevas and O'Connor emphasize the impor-
tance of not only the objectives themselves, but

Since rebuilding how highly people value those objectives and

failed states their value relative to expected costs. There are
few foreign policy goals that can be considered

is not generally to have a self-evident value to Americans, such

considered a vital as protecting U.S. citizens and territory. Rebuild-
ing failed states, on the other hand, is not gen-

national interest, erally considered a vital national interest. While
this does not mean that it is not a U.S. interest,

leadership, public or that Americans simply do not value it, it does

discussion, and mean that leadership, public discussion, and ed-
ucation are needed to build a coalition that sup-

education are ports such a goal.

needed to build a In that respect the Clinton administration
failed almost entirely, as recognized by Susan

coalition that Rice, Director for African Affairs on Clinton's

supports such National Security Council during the Somalia
intervention. She admitted that the administra-

a goal. tion "did a horrible job of communicating to

Congress and the public about why we were in
Somalia." 43 In addition to being unclear about

the new mission goals and neglecting to clarify the significance of the Aideed
hunt, the President conducted virtually no discussion about the value of those
goals and why Americans should be willing to accept risks and costs to achieve
them. As suggested above, the public may have rejected such a justification in
any case, but in the absence of strong leadership and guidance, there was
almost no chance that a coalition of support could have been maintained.

A final issue for the administration to consider is its ability to influence
media coverage. During other foreign military involvements, the press has
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sometimes appeared to be "controlled" by the administration,44 yet the White
House appears to have had surprisingly little impact on the media regarding
Somalia. The administration must reassess its interactions with the press in
humanitarian-military engagements and make a more concerted effort to get
its message out to the public. These issues will be discussed in more detail in
the following section.

Lesson 3: The Need to Reexamine the Role of the Media

The impact of the media on public opinion and hence on policy remains a
hotly debated topic, and the role of media coverage in the Somalia interven-
tion has served to fuel this debate. The media had a substantial impact on the
intervention. Questions remain whether such an impact is desirable and wheth-
er the media used their influence responsibly. Charges that media coverage
drove irresponsible "photo foreign policy" as well as accusations of shallow,
imbalanced, or biased coverage have all been levied. It is difficult to analyze
in detail the impact of media coverage on public opinion, particularly on public
perceptions about the goals of the operation, its benefits, and its potential and
real costs. However, we can draw some general conclusions about the likely
impacts and identify several serious problems regarding the role of the media.

The media's role as an agenda-setting agent--determining which issues
will become most important to the public-has long been recognized. Ber-
nard Cohen notes that the press "may not be successful much of the time in
telling people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its read-
ers what to think about."45 This is especially true in the case of foreign policy,
since the public has few alternative sources of information about these issues.
Advanced technology has increased the media's influence, especially through
the media's ability to transmit images from disaster scenes and war zones to
American living rooms almost instantaneously. 6 Everette Dennis, executive
director of the Freedom Forum Media Studies Center, points out that while
public opinion used to form gradually over weeks or months, it now "takes
only hours for [it] to in some way be galvanized."47 This was certainly true in
the case of the Somalia intervention after the October 3 incidents. Somalia has
become one of the preeminent examples of "photo foreign policy"-foreign
policy that is driven by media images and the emotions they can generate,
rather than by careful analysis.

The extent of the impact of images-first of starving Somali children and
later of dead and mistreated U.S. soldiers-is debated, but policymakers have
acknowledged that the public reaction to them definitely affected U.S. involve-
ment in Somalia. The impact of these images has been questioned and chal-
lenged by some, and applauded by others. On the one hand, many journalists
and others point out that without the initial intensive media coverage, no
action would have been taken to end the famine. On the other hand, it is also
frequently noted that even as the media were providing the most thorough
coverage of the Somalia crisis, several equally horrific situations in other Af-
rican countries-most notably in Sudan and Angola-were ignored by the
press, and consequently by the rest of the world as well.
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Although the media deserve some credit for making the public aware of
one foreign crisis, following the whims of the media is hardly a sound ap-
proach to developing U.S. foreign policy. The New York Times' Walter Good-
man has asked, "What sort of policy making is it to have Washington's actions
decided, even in part, on the latest affecting pictures on the evening news?" 48

Goodman is probably overstating the case; pictures can tell us something about
what is going on in a place, and they can make a problem more real and
important than it might otherwise seem. Such pictures cannot provide ade-
quate information about a situation, nor should they have a major impact on
policy. Moreover, any credit given the media for bringing a situation to public
attention must be tempered by a consideration of the motives of the news
organizations. Choosing Somalia over Sudan or Angola may be based on the
belief that it is the most important or critical story, but the choice may just as
well be based on the relative ease of access to a location, or the exceptional
intensity of the available images.

Retired diplomat George Kennan emphasizes another crucial problem that
arises from photo foreign policy: the tendency for issues driven by images to
become over-simplified, over-emotional, and under-debated. He notes that
the public's easy acceptance of Bush's decision to intervene enabled the mis-
sion to go ahead with ambiguous objectives that had not been thoroughly
discussed. Furthermore, he believes that "there can be no question that the
reason for this acceptance lies primarily with the exposure of the Somalia
situation by the American media, above all, television." 49 The same issues are
relevant with respect to the impact of the images of dead U.S. soldiers being
dragged through the streets of Mogadishu. Did these images too drive the
United States to hastily adopt policies that had not been thoroughly consid-
ered? If so, we need to consider whether media decisions about what stories
to cover and how to cover them should play such an influential role in U.S.
foreign policy.

Moreover, a number of researchers disagree with Cohen's contention that
the media do not influence what people think, but only what they think about.
Russett, for example, notes that particularly in the realm of foreign policy the
public's access to alternative information sources is quite limited, so it is not
possible for the public to respond to "objective international conditions." In-
stead, people must rely on how those conditions are interpreted for them by
elites and especially by the media.50 He and Nincic both conclude, therefore,
that opinion does tend to follow the media to a fair extent, although Russett
qualifies this by noting that the media can affect the direction and magnitude
of change, but it may not be able to actually initiate change.5 1

Given that the media do appear to have a significant impact on the public,
it is next essential to consider whether or not the media's coverage can be
considered balanced and unbiased. While it may be important to distinguish
between lack of balance and intentional bias in coverage of events, in the case
of Somalia the media must bear some guilt on both counts.

Accusations of media bias during military interventions have been raised
frequently over the years. Mueller finds that press coverage of military in-
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volvements is generally biased, although the media's slant may be in either
direction (for or against the involvement). For example, he cites several spe-
cific instances from both the Vietnam and Gulf Wars of stories unfavorable to
the military that were dropped or ignored by news organizations.5 2 There is
evidence of bias in media coverage during the involvement in Somalia. In
this case the media shifted from being "embarrassingly enthusiastic" in their
support of the mission in the early days to openly antagonistic in the later
stagesP Jacqueline Sharkey and Peter Pringle both cite examples of bias, not-
ing, for example, that as the press increasingly focused on American casual-
ties and the ungratefulness of Somalis, it often neglected to cover adequately
the human losses that the United States inflicted upon the "thankless" Soma-
lis-losses much greater than those of Americans.54 Even more telling, Shar-
key notes that the media often ignored demonstrations in support of the United
States that were occurring outside of Aideed's domain, and provided little
coverage about the success of the mission in restoring normality outside of
Mogadishu. Dave Marash of ;kBC's Nightline rightly concludes that "the pic-
tures that we don't have from Somalia are as significant as the pictures that
we do have."55

There was, in general, a lack of balance in media reporting on Somalia.
Media coverage focused predominantly on Mogadishu, or perhaps more cor-
rectly, on Aideed's territory in southern Mogadishu, while virtually ignoring
other areas of the country. This imbalance may have been particularly impor-
tant in shaping American perceptions of what, if any, benefits were resulting
from the mission. For example, a review of The New York Times coverage of
the mission, covering 66 of the 326 articles (every fifth article) that appeared
between October 1, 1992 and October 31, 1993, reveals this trend.5 6 From De-
cember 1992 through May 1993, 9 of the 33 articles reviewed focused on de-
velopments in small towns and rural areas. From June through October 3,
1993, however, in the 13 articles reviewed, the rural areas of Somalia are briefly
mentioned only twice. References to rural areas often highlighted the positive
impact the mission was having in the countryside, while the reports on the
negative events in Mogadishu drew constant attention to the failures and costs
of the mission. This imbalance in the coverage likely had important effects on
public perceptions of the progress of the mission.

Thus, after the goal of famine relief had largely been achieved, and espe-
cially after the capture of Aideed became the primary objective of the mis-
sion, events in Mogadishu and the Aideed chase in particular became virtually
the sole focus of media coverage. Aside from an occasional reference back to
the earlier goals and accomplishments, the current state of affairs in the coun-
tryside-which was mostly peaceful and hence relatively uninteresting in
comparison to firefights in Mogadishu-was largely ignored. As one New York
Times correspondent wrote in August 1993,

U.S. officials insist that southern Mogadishu is an aberration, that
in the rest of the country the mission is a success.... In any case,
with a dwindled international press corps staying mainly in the
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capital, what the world hears of Somalia now is primarily ambush-
es, angry Somali supporters of General Aidid pelting U.N. soldiers
with rocks, and bickering among members of the international
force .

5 7

Admiral Jonathan Howe, the U.N. secretary-general's special representa-
tive to Somalia from May to October 1993, confirms this trend. He argues that
the United Nations recognized that the media's focus on Mogadishu was a
public relations problem for the mission, and that it made numerous attempts
to convince the media to cover some more positive developments outside of
the capital. He reports, however, that even when free helicopter transport was
offered to locations elsewhere in the country, the United Nations could find
few takers among members of the media.-8

David Gergen points to one final problem of media coverage: the tendency
to focus on covering events rather than on providing context and background
information or analysis. 9 This trend was also apparent in the review of Soma-
lia coverage in The New York Times. Analysis of every fifth article on the mis-
sion prior to the October 3 incidents reveals that they are almost entirely
focused on reviewing events, while only a handful discuss the background
and context of these events. Moreover, of the few that did include substantial
analysis, only one article actually devoted significant attention to the back-
ground to the civil war and to the previous role of the superpowers in the
region. This lack of context and analysis may have influenced the public per-
ceptions of costs as well, in particular whether the mission was worthwhile,
whether the goals were worth achieving, and whether the United States had
any inherent obligations in Somalia.

While the evidence does indicate serious shortcomings in the coverage of
Somalia provided by the media, it is also necessary to consider some of the
constraints that news organizations faced. They may not be solely to blame
for these shortcomings. In fact, the media are frequently deserving of com-
mendation for their efforts to bring important stories that might otherwise be
ignored to the attention of the public. Perhaps their most important constraint
is financial: media organizations must sell newspapers or attract viewers, and
if reporting on battles and atrocities rather than on quiet successes is what
they must do to accomplish this, then these are the stories they will cover. In
other words, the excitement-seeking and lack of depth in coverage may be
driven at least as much by what the public demands as by what the media are
willing to supply. The media were also constrained by limited resources, the
need and desire to focus these resources on the scene of breaking stories, and
the problems of security faced by everyone working in Somalia. There are
certainly some clear instances of bias in coverage for which the media must
take full responsibility, such as the failure to cover the pro-U.S. and U.N. dem-
onstrations occurring in other parts of Mogadishu and the country. It is un-
fair, however, to simply accuse the media of wrongdoing on all counts without
recognizing the demands and constraints under which they operate.

There is no consensus on what the media's responsibilities and obligations
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to the public may be, or who, if anyone, can or should be responsible for
seeing that they are met. Simon Serfaty notes that while the media tend to see
their role as "serving as a watchdog for the public interest,"60 they often also
absolve themselves of any responsibility for educating the public on foreign
affairs and tend to deny bias in their coverage. At the same time, the media's
argument that they are providing what the public demands is a powerful
one. Thus, the final lesson from Somalia is to recognize the need to continue
to challenge the media and their impact on the public, to seek ways to bal-
ance this impact, and to provide the public with the full context of events
rather than their superficial characteristics.

Conclusion

The radical changes in the international arena since the late 1980s have left
the United States (like many other countries) trying to identify and clarify the
principles that will guide its relationships with the rest of the world. The
intervention in Somalia was initially seen as a bold step in this process, defin-
ing a new kind of mission, and a new kind of interaction between the United
States and other states, including those in the Third World. The perceived
"failure" of that undertaking has caused many policymakers to retreat from
pursuing these new directions and move toward a new isolationism. Thomas
Weiss has pointed out, however, that we tend to remember the mistakes in
our new international ventures-such as those made in Somalia-while for-
getting that there have also been notable successes, such as the intervention
in northern Iraq in 1991.61 Policymakers must recognize that Somalia was not
a total failure and that this is a time for creating new ways of interacting with
the world, not a time to retreat. As Charles Petrie of the U.N. Department of
Humanitarian Affairs stated, the international "train" will not stop moving
just because the United States has burned its fingers and wants to get off, so
if the United States does not want to get left behind, it needs to remain en-
gaged in the events of the world, as difficult as that may sometimes be.6 2 Nor
are Americans likely to remain comfortable for very long retreating into their
living rooms only to observe the crises of the world. Polls today indicate that
this is not what the public wants to do. Instead, the United States needs to
learn the important lessons from Somalia, let these lessons inform the cre-
ation of new, more effective policies, and move on.

I have addressed here only one component of the foreign policy arena, that
of public opinion, but it has been, and will continue to be, a critical compo-
nent. Maintaining long-term support for humanitarian and peacekeeping mis-
sions that involve risks will never be an easy task, but it should not be seen as
an impossible one. Strong leadership from the administration, and especially
from the president, will always be critical to building and maintaining these
coalitions of support. Furthermore, the media are increasingly playing a piv-
otal role, and their influence must be critically reviewed both internally and
externally. We need to recognize the constraints faced by media organizations,
but at the same time look for ways to ensure that the media can both meet
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their own needs and serve the interests of the public and of good national
decision making. The administration should develop independent criteria for
foreign engagements that are less susceptible to some of the problems that
arose in Somalia. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, there is a need to
reopen public debate about the role of the United States in the world and
about the meaning of the term "national interest." The present dialogue is
dominated by those who interpret this term in a relatively narrow political/
economic sense, but there is evidence to suggest that this may not be an accu-
rate reflection of the views of the public. The Clinton administration appears
to be backing away from this debate and accepting a narrow interpretation,
but there are other alternatives. It is time for the administration to take the
initiative in this debate and to establish strong and humane principles to guide
the future involvement of the United States in the international arena.
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