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Maggie: So I’m Maggie Lemere and I'm here with Ambassador Steinberg. The date is
January 28, 2020. We’re here on the Georgetown University campus in the beautiful Riggs
Library and I’m really excited to have this opportunity to have an audience with Ambassador
Steinberg to hear about his decades of contribution to our country and to our global
community as well. A really enviable career. I studied peace and conflict resolution, actually,
for my graduate degree--

Steinberg: Right.

Maggie: And so very interested in your work and just really very grateful. As I was saying,
you’re the first man that we’ve officially --

Steinberg: Fantastic.

Maggie: --interviewed as part of our Women, Peace and Security oral history project. And
couldn’t think of a better person. So thank you so much for taking the time.

Steinberg: Delighted to be here.

Maggie: Do you want to start by just maybe introducing yourself and then we can kinda go
back to where you come from after that?

Steinberg: Sure. I’m Don Steinberg. I’ve been involved in the women, peace, and security
business for about 25 years now. I was an American diplomat for about 30 years and spent
the first half of that involved in economic development issues focusing on gender. And then
subsequently shifted and became essentially a peace negotiator, a peace implementor with
government, with civil society groups, with what we call track two negotiation processes. And
there is when I really got involved in the women, peace, and security agenda. I finished up
my government service about 5 years ago as the Deputy Administrator for AID and since
then I’ve been involved in a number of different projects all related to [00:02:00] women,
peace, and security, refugees, issues of diversity and inclusion, and equity. And I am
delighted to be here today.

Maggie: Thank you so much.

Maggie: So, I know that your upbringing gave you a pretty incredible foundation in terms of
the examples that you had--

Steinberg: Absolutely.

Maggie: --and the values you were taught from a young age. Let’s, let’s go back. Will you tell
me a little bit about where you were born, where you grew up and your family?

Steinberg: Sure.

Maggie: Kind of how they are a part of your story?



Steinberg: So, I was born and raised in Los Angeles, which is a great place to be a young
kid, and my parents were both involved in social issues from the get-go. And they, my dad
was the president of the LA City Human Relations Commission, which was the group that
was set up after the Watts riots to determine how to improve the human rights and human
relations in Los Angeles. He was also a high school principal and worked mostly in inner city
schools. He was the first principal in the western part of the United States to institute a
program of support for LQBT high school students. And that was all the way back in 1990,
so some 30 years ago.

And my mom was a film librarian. And so working in Hollywood, she had the ability to bring
home movies every night that we would project on our walls. And [00:04:00] I remember
watching To Kill a Mockingbird and Mr. Smith Goes to Washington but also, A Night at the
Opera and Duck Soup. And so, I like to say that my social conscience comes from Frank
Capra but my sense of humor comes from the Marx Brothers.

They were very supportive of my political interests. This was the late 60s when I was in high
school but, even before that, I remember them giving me a typewriter so I could prepare
pamphlets to urge people to vote for John F. Kennedy. And I was very proud of the fact that
all my friends voted for John F. Kennedy. Of course, we were seven years old so I’m not sure
that had much of an impact on the actual election. But it was my political awareness training.
And then I remember when I graduated from high school my parents, as a gift, got me a
lifetime membership in the National Organization for Women. I wanted a car but, you know,
you take what you can get. And I think that really did set me out on issues of diversity and
inclusion and a political awareness that you can actually accomplish social change through
the system.

Maggie: Those are some incredible experiences. I can identify a little bit with them because
I, a few different times, made pamphlets for my high school, like to raise awareness of
issues and stand in the front doors. And then I also held, helped hold mock elections. That
was before I became an intense activist--

Steinberg: Right.

Maggie: --for a while. But when your parents gave you the membership instead of the car,
what did they say to you? And what did you think?

Steinberg: [00:06:00] I think they understood that this was a symbol, that this was a reminder
as I went off to college that I was going to be spending the next four to five years in
preparation. But to remember issues of social justice, issues of race relations, again this was
the late 60s early 70s. They had strongly supported my engagement in the anti-war
movement for Vietnam. And actually paid for a number of bus tickets from LA up to the
moratoriums in San Francisco.

And they were simply reminding me that it wasn’t about money, it wasn’t about title, it wasn’t
about power. It was about the ability to contribute to other people. And I have two brothers
who are also involved in some pretty remarkable social movements and we all learned that
same lesson. You didn’t come home and tell your parents about, an award you won or you
didn’t tell them about, a prize that you received. You told them about what you had done, to



support other people and in particular marginalized populations. I think they also expected
sort of osmosis to take place so that gender considerations would be part of my life and it
seemed to work.

Maggie: Yeah. A few more follow up questions. For them, what was, what were some of the
experiences you think led your parents to take that strong stand in raising you?

Steinberg: Well my dad was, as I said, a high school [00:08:00] teacher, first in inner city
schools, and my grandfather was very upset that he took that route. He had maybe a little bit
of racism in him. But also he had set my son, his son up to be a major figure in the
Hollywood business. My grandfather was the manager of the Hillcrest Country Club, which
was the club that the Jewish comedians and actors set up because they couldn’t get into the
other country clubs. And so my father was born, spent his childhood on the laps of Jack
Benny and George Burns and Georgie Jessel and all of those people.

And so my grandfather was a little disappointed that he didn’t follow him into that business.
And so there was a discord between them. And after about 5 years, my dad invited my
grandfather to his campus. And he watched my dad interact with people of color, poor white
individuals, etcetera and saw the impact that he was having on the world and on other
citizens and understood immediately why he had chosen this route.

And so throughout, again, my childhood, both of my parents, if they saw anything that was
close to racism or anything that was close to sexism, or at that point even addressing issues
related to sexual orientation and identity, they would slap it down so quickly. I remember one
time at school thinking one of my teachers had used an unacceptable word [00:10:00] and
coming home and telling my parents and they were about to sue the school, they were
about, to rage--the major disaster. And it turns out they were simply, I was simply wrong.
And, but the symbol of my parents saying this was an absolute necessity to fight, that stayed
with, I think, all of their children.

Maggie: Yeah, that’s incredible. Well, my mom was a public school teacher for 40 years.

Steinberg: Oh, fantastic.

Maggie: She was in special education. And I feel like for me that I, I think sometimes when
you’re traveling or going around the world it can seem very glamorous or very, like, difficult to
other people, but I look at what my mom did as a public school teacher and I think there
couldn’t be anything more of service and I think that has just been ingrained and infused in
my life.

Steinberg: My father, when I was in college, arranged for a summer of me working with
special ed kids. And again, it just gave you a complete new dimension. And actually, at this
point, one of my sons has learning disabilities and it is something that I understand
intrinsically now and can treat as a difference but not as a disability.

Maggie: Yeah, and we’ll get there more later I’m sure but even though your career hasn’t
explicitly been about education per se, there’s so much education involved--



Steinberg: Sure.

Maggie: --in what you’ve done with World Learning and--

Steinberg: Absolutely.

Maggie: --so many other roles with Exchange and that kind of thing. Another question from
this era of your life, you were talking about the election of John F. Kennedy and [00:12:00]
the Vietnam War and kind of your ongoing politicization. When you were that age and at that
time, kind of what did you imagine your future was going to be? Were you thinking about a
career yet?

Steinberg: Absolutely. I was a civil rights lawyer. There’s no question in my mind. I was
raised on television shows: The Defenders, Judd for the Defense, where civil rights lawyers
were the ones going into the South and righting the wrongs of society. And there was no
doubt in my mind that that was what my career was going to be. I had an uncle who was
indeed a human rights lawyer in Los Angeles who defended people during the Red Scare,
he defended activists who were removed from their jobs in the University of California
University System. And he sort of set an example and there was no doubt that's what I was
going to do with my life.

Maggie: Well tell me sort of how you pivoted from there to Reed College and how your story
kind of continued to evolve in terms of developing your interest?

Steinberg: Well I also loved economics. I loved the notion of power dynamics playing out in
the context of an economy and in the division of goods and services. And so in high school I
took a number of courses in economics and understood that the real challenges were not
only poverty in the United States but poverty internationally. And so I went first to UCLA and
then to [00:14:00] Reed College where economics is taught as a social science, so it's not a
question of econometrics or it isn’t a question of looking at supply and demand. It’s more,
again, the concept of, of this as one way that individuals interact. They interact over power in
the political system, they interact over social issues, but they also interact in the, in the
economy.

I had a couple of really remarkable professors. They happen to be women. Alice Amsden at
UCLA and Michelle McAlpin at Reed were particularly important to me. And I very quickly
understood that where I wanted to spend my life was on poverty alleviation in the poorest
countries around the world. And one moving experience at that point was my graduation
from Reed College because I had the opportunity to meet with our graduation speaker, who
was Shirley Chisholm, who was the Congresswoman from New York, African American, the
first African American woman to run for president in 1968. And she gave a speech that was
just remarkable. But the key to it was that she said that she had experienced more
discrimination in her life as a woman than she had ever experienced as a black person.

And that just sort of shocked everyone in the audience. I think we all understood the
importance of gender, the importance of women’s empowerment. Reed college is an
[00:16:00] extremely liberal school. I was a very liberal Democrat and I was one of the most
conservative people on campus. It wasn’t enough to be a socialist, you had to be a Maoist or



a Bakuninist or a Trotskyite. But I think we all understood the importance of race relations,
but she was focusing our attention on gender as well.

Now I've gone back and thought about that and I actually now think she was wrong to make
that distinction between her as a black person and as a woman because of the concept of
intersectionality. How do you know what the discrimination is based on? You are a black
woman and people relate to you as such. On the other hand, it was really meaningful for me,
and led me then to go to University of Toronto to study development economics and focus on
questions of poverty in developing countries. And I immediately went and got a master’s
degree in that.

Maggie: I’m curious cause you talked about your, your grandfather and sort of the history of
the Jewish-American community being, facing discrimination. Was that something that was
part of your experience growing up?

Steinberg: Actually not really. I mean when we were first growing up, we lived in a
community where it was like 2% Jewish. But I was so young at that point that I really didn’t
feel discrimination.. And then we moved to a community that was much more racially and
ethnically diverse. And [00:18:00] there it was about 25% African American, 25% Hispanic,
25% WASP, and 25% Jewish. And there I really didn’t feel discrimination on that basis.

So, I’ve had to reflect a number of times, including in an article I just wrote, about how do
you relate to discrimination if you haven’t personally felt it. how do you support the women's
movement if you've never experience sexual harassment? How do you support the African
American and people of color when you’ve never had that experience? The gay community,
etcetera. And it’s an interesting phenomenon because I believe you can never truly
understand that degree of exclusion and marginalization but it doesn't mean you don’t have
to work on it. And it doesn’t mean you don’t have an important role to play as a supporter
and an ally and a partner.

Maggie: Yeah. I’ve been thinking about that too in different ways. And I almost feel like the
more experience I get in life and in working on these types of issues, that the more I
understand, I don’t understand. But yet the more empathetic and--

Steinberg: Right.

Maggie: --effective I can be. So it’s, there’s an interesting, I think, paradox there.

Steinberg: Yes, there is. It's a question also of what your motivation is. And my sons are both
African American; I have a 16-year-old and a 13-year-old. And they find me more [00:20:00]
strident on race issues than they are. And on occasion they will in effect say to me “what
right do you have to be angrier about these issues than we are?” And it's an interesting
question.

The other part of the article that I just wrote focused on the motivation of individuals and
what I find is that allies and partners tend to be motivated by utilitarian concepts. So when
we get to talk about the peace process and women's engagement, most men who are
supportive of this agenda are prone to say “Well peace processes work better and you're



60% more likely to get a process that lasts for 15 years if women are involved and you get
ground truth from women.” Whereas people who have felt the discrimination tend to look at
this as a rights-based issue. “What are you talking about? You don’t need the utilitarian
argument. The truth is I deserve to be at that table because I have rights as a human being
and didn’t you listen to Hillary Clinton when she said women’s rights are human rights and
human rights are women’s rights?” And also there tends to be a recognition that it's not just
about reaching certain levels of women's participation, it's about changing power dynamics.
And making sure that in this case that women have an equal opportunity to influence
policies, that they can lead negotiations, and frankly you're not just having them at the table
for the sake of diversity.

Maggie: Yeah, for like tokenizing their participation. I think [00:22:00] that’s an interesting
point that you bring up. And I’ve read a little bit of your writing on it around what makes
someone in their life experiences become the ally. Like, what are the transformational
experiences--

Steinberg: Absolutely.

Maggie: --and factors. And I would argue that’s why things like oral histories are so
important, is to understand what are those pivot points that create that opening because...

Steinberg: Right.

Maggie: ….if we are going to be able to build a movement, it's about engaging people
inclusively in this work.

Steinberg: So, if you talk about the pivot point, the next pivot point in my life came in Central
Africa. I graduated from the University of Toronto with my master’s and I entered the US
Foreign Service. I had very strong desires to be overseas and in developing countries
specifically. Believe it or not, I didn’t think I had enough skills to be a Peace Corps volunteer
so I became an American diplomat. And within a year after graduating from Toronto, I was in
the Central African Republic as the economic officer at our embassy. And I walked in and
met the Ambassador who took one look at my long hair, and it was very long at that point, I
think I'm paying it back right now, but he looked at my flowered shirt and said “We’ve got to
get this guy out of the embassy as much as possible.”

And so he put me in a position of working on a rural health program and this province that
was very politically sensitive. The view was that if we could get some development occurring
in that province, [00:24:00] they would be less in opposition to the government. And so the
government of the Central African Republic loved this program. We got two million dollars a
year for five years, which in 1976 was a fair amount of money. At that point, I went to the
ambassador and said “I've never done this before, I don't have a background in health, what
do I do?” And he said, you know, as if talking to a 12-year-old child, “Get in a car and drive
out there.”

And so I had made appointments to talk to the governor of the state, the mayor of the city,
the health commissioner, all of them men, and I walked in and I said “Hi there. I’m from the
US Embassy. I have two million a year for the next five years to work on health issues.” And



you could just see dollar signs in their eyes [mimics drawing dollar signs with his hand]. And
they-- I said “So how are we going to do this?” And they all said the exact same thing, and
had obviously coordinated, that they wanted us to build a big hospital. And all I could think of
was I don't think that’s right. I don't think a hospital is going to address the challenges here.
And maybe they just want a hospital so they can take a share of the construction costs. Plus
there aren’t doctors, there aren’t nurses, there aren’t medicines. What are you going to do
with that hospital?

So I came back and I was staying with some Peace Corps friends and they said “Don cancel
your programs tomorrow and come with us to the marketplace and talk with the women who
are the traders in the marketplace and you’ll get far more wisdom.” And so that’s what we did
that next morning. [00:26:00] And we sat under these great baobab trees and I said “So what
are your health problems” and they rattled right through them: schistosomiasis, malaria,
dysentery, infant mortality, maternal mortality, just illnesses that in any developed country
were a thing of the past.

And then I was getting nervous because they were going on and on about the health
problems and so I asked the question “What should we do about it?”, not expecting any real
answer. And what I got was a more sophisticated analysis than from most master’s students
in public health. They said “Look, we don’t need a big hospital. What we need are health
huts with basic medicines, with midwives, with nurses who have been trained, we need
clean water. So help us build bore holes, and don’t just build them for us, teach us how to
maintain them so that when you’re gone we still have clean water. Drain the swamps, I mean
really drain the swamps because that's where the mosquitoes are. Give us supplemental
food for pregnant women, address the issue of lack of protein in our diet through fish
culture.”

And they just went on and on with the most remarkable analysis. And that’s what we did.
And we brought out Peace Corps volunteers to help train them in their health issues but train
them according to their own needs and according to their own priorities. Within two years we
had seen a dramatic decline in death rates, a dramatic decline in all diseases, [00:28:00]
infant mortality was almost a thing of the past, maternal mortality essentially was a thing of
the past. And I was hooked.

And I learned three lessons from that. First of all, you can achieve development. That it is
not a question of having to wait tens of years to see social movement and social change and
political democratic structures. No, you can make a real difference almost immediately.
Secondly, I was hooked on local empowerment. The notion that you don’t go in with your
own priorities. You go in and you listen and then you follow as much as possible the dictates
that they identify. And I often use an expression now, nothing about them without them, that
applies in that area.

And then finally I was hooked on the role of women as leaders in this process because these
were women who had been completely disempowered. They were not part of the political
system, they were not part of the local government structures, and yet they knew how to
lead in their society. And so it was really just a question of mobilizing 50% of the population
who had been previously excluded. And as I mentioned before, I took a very utilitarian
standpoint which is yes, they have the right to be part of this process, yes they should have



power. But what's most important is it works if you’ve got women involved in part because
they have ground truth that men don’t have, in part because they are tending to be more
committed to their children, to health issues, to social issues, to education issues, and
frankly, if you look around the world today, [00:30:00] governments that have large
participation of women do tend to focus more on social and economic advancement and
much less on power sharing and much less on military expenditures.

Maggie: Just a question I'm curious about. I think now, the idea of gender mainstreaming is
sort of a norm, I don't know how much it’s actually in practice, but when you were doing this
work, what was that conversation like around the role of women in development in those
years?

Steinberg: You didn’t go directly at it. You didn’t say, my health program is designed to
empower women to play a leading role. You went at it indirectly. And so you talked about civil
society, and you talked about the people, and there was a little bit of a push back, certainly
among the leaders of the political system in that particular area because we had rejected
what they had recommended to us. And with training programs and that sort of thing, there's
no opportunity for corruption. And so there was a push back. Thank goodness I had an
Ambassador who basically said “No, this is the right approach,” and the Ministry of Health
pretty much got it as well. But you couldn’t go directly at the question of women's
empowerment at that point because it was such a male-dominated society. So you had to do
it through that sort of roundabout way.

Maggie: Yeah. It's also interesting to think about just the representation of women within
diplomacy, that that was still probably a pretty [00:32:00] up-and-coming thing for women to
become diplomats. And so you were kind of acting as a male ally already in a sense, who
because there weren’t as many women to sort of--

Steinberg: Yeah, I mean--

Maggie: --be in that role of solidarity.

Steinberg: --you still were operating in a system where if you were a woman, you were
discriminated against in the political structure. There was a woman, Alison Palmer, who
launched a lawsuit in 1969, because she had entered the foreign service as a master’s
degree holder in West African political structures and the only job she could get in Africa was
the social secretary to the Ambassador’s wife in Kenya. They wouldn’t give her a job in West
Africa on political issues. And she faced a number of discrimination examples and eventually
sued the State Department. But it wasn’t resolved for another 20 years.

Maggie: Wow.

Steinberg: And actually it was fascinating because when it was resolved, the court ruled in
her favor but it didn't rule in her favor because she could prove that she had been
discriminated against. They looked at the State Department and said “You are failing to meet
your constitutional requirement to gather the best possible foreign policy for the United
States because you are systematically excluding 50% of the population and the skills there.
So don’t come back to us with remedies that say oh we’ve given a few positions, or we’ve



given some promotions, or we’ve made financial payments. Come back to us and show us
that your foreign policy [00:34:00] is better because it involves diverse viewpoints and
involves women, people of color, LGBT community, indigenous populations in the conduct of
foreign policy.” And I really do believe that that was the root of a transformation that the State
Department went through to much more represent the rainbow that is the American people,
and to have a diplomacy that looks like America itself.

We’re not there yet, we’re not even close. But it was an important movement in that regard.
So yes, in the, I can't remember very many people in the diplomatic corps who worked in
these areas who were women. For what it's worth, in the development area, that isn’t as
true. In the development area there were opportunities at USAID and in foundations and in
NGOs for women’s engagement, but not in the diplomatic service.

Maggie: So before we kind of go through what I’m going to call the Steinberg Doctrine, the
“nothing about us without us”--

Don: Ok.

Maggie: --I wanted to ask you just a little bit of a zoom out question, which was when you
were thinking about this mission to help alleviate poverty globally and working internationally,
had you had Africa in your mind or did that happen sort of by chance? And then also you’re
a kid who grows up in Los Angeles and now you’re living in Central African Republic, in a
rural--you weren’t in an embassy, you were in the field.

Steinberg: Right.

Maggie: Tell me a little bit about that transformation for you or that transition because then
you of course have spent so many years living in very dynamic environments that are very
different than LA.

Don: So, to address the first point, [00:36:00] I was remarkably focused on my own needs
and development and personal and professional growth. And so I made a very conscious
decision that my 20s were going to be spent in Africa, in Latin American, and in East Asia.
And when I left the Central African Republic, I went to Brazil and worked on the same sorts
of issues as well as other economic issues. I was in charge of our policy towards coffee in
Brazil and the labor union movements. But I also spent a lot of time up country working on
some of our development work

After that I went to Malaysia and was responsible for the poorer east coast region of
Malaysia and the Borneo states of Sabah and Sarawak, which are part of Malaysia. And so
there was a very conscious effort to learn three different languages; French, Portuguese,
and Malay Indonesian, to live in three different cultures religious; Animist, Catholic, and
Islamic, to have the different experiences in the regions and use the opportunity of living in
those areas to travel throughout those regions, and to have three different perspectives on
development. So this wasn’t just Africa for me, although there was always something that
drew me to the continent, and I don't know what that really is. I don’t, I’ve never gone
through and analyzed that because most of the rest of my international experience was
[00:38:00] involved with Africa after that.



And to address the question of the Central African Republic, I was delighted. It was the most
exciting experience I had ever had. I had really never travelled outside of the developed
world until I got to the Central African Republic and everything was thrilling. It was an
opportunity to learn. My mind was blown on many occasions by what I was seeing. I’ve often
said that if you take a bus in Los Angeles, it's a little bit of a pain in the rear end. You take a
bus in Bangui in Central African Republic, it's a cross cultural experience. And it was just
delightful to be there. I learned so much about who I am, I learned how white I am, I learned
how American I am.

And I also learned a lot about health issues, not only from the work that I was doing, but I
had malaria 6 times, I had dysentery constantly. And it was an opportunity and I certainly
didn’t look at it at this at the time but to understand what the people of developing countries
go through. I mean I remember once missing a couple days with a malarial attack and
coming back to the office, and I had a very close friend who was my assistant there, and I
said “Pierre, how do you deal with this? I've been here for a year, I've had malaria three or
four times already. You’re gonna to spend your whole life here, how do you deal with this?”
And he basically said “You accept it.” [00:40:00] He basically said “You accept the fact that
there’re gonna be days when you just can’t work, where you’re not going to be a good
parent, where your life is going to feel like hell, and then you get over it and then you move
on.”

Maggie: I think it's also interesting to think about kind of your evolving relationship with
government, since you were sort of an activist against the Vietnam War but then you also got
to have these direct experiences of--

Steinberg: Right.

Maggie: --seeing the government, our government, make a difference and kind of grappling
with the complexities of these systems and you were saying of the things you learned was
you can make a difference and--

Steinberg: Well, when I started it was under Gerald Ford. And we had gotten rid of Richard
Nixon and so the worst of the worst in our minds was gone. And then we went straight into
Jimmy Carter which was, human rights are important in our foreign policy and a more
humanistic approach. And so I got very comfortable with being able to pursue my own
objectives through my work. When the Reagan Administration came in I had a very different
attitude and I had some very serious questions that I had to address and I actually took time
off at the start of the Reagan Administration and went to journalism school. And one of the
stories that I wrote, it was actually my master’s project, was on the relationship between the
political groups that are coming into the US Government and the career foreign service or
civil service population and how they related and how you as a lifetime civil servant
[00:42:00] or a lifetime foreign service officer have, in effect, a commitment to keep the
political dynamics under control. To basically say “Yes, the American people voted for
Ronald Reagan, there will be changes in American foreign policy, but they need my
expertise in order to make sure they don’t go awry.”



I will also say there were areas that I simply disagreed with and I used every opportunity I
could through official channels to indicate where I thought our policy was going awry, and I’m
sure nobody paid much attention to them in Washington, but it is important to maintain your
values. And the other thing I did was to make sure I did not serve in areas where I so
fundamentally disagreed with American foreign policy that it would be an existential problem
every day. And so I was very involved in the Anti-Apartheid Movement. I did not like the
policies of the Reagan or Bush Administrations on South Africa and so I did not serve in
Africa when they were in power. And only at the end of the Bush Administration did I end up
accepting a position in South Africa as the head of our embassy in Pretoria and then I was
now comfortable with American foreign policy.

But it's a difficult challenge because you're one day promoting cooperation with the
Caribbean under the [00:44:00] OAS and the next day you’re invading Grenada. And you
have to either accept the fact that you’re going to represent a government that doesn’t
always do what you want but you're trying as hard to bring it into the real world as you can or
you get out. And, frankly, there’ve been ample experiences over the last few years where
this has played out where people who are not supportive of some of the policies of the
current administration are faced with very difficult choices and thank God some of them are
making the decision “I’m going to stay in the foreign service and try and rationalize what I
think is an unacceptable policy.”

Maggie: Yeah, really tough.

Steinberg: It is tough.

Maggie: What would you say we’re here at Georgetown, where there’s this group of people
who are very interested, students, in pursuing careers in international relations, potentially
foreign service, that kind of thing I don’t, it's a challenging moment because the policies are--

Steinberg: Well the environment has changed dramatically--

Maggie: Yeah.

Steinberg: --though from when I was growing up. When I came into this area you basically
had the Peace Corps, or you had the State Department, and maybe you had the Ford
Foundation or Care or Save the Children. Today, the opportunities for engagement in
international affairs, and in particular in developing countries, are manifold. I mean you can
work for an NGO, you can work for a social responsibility program for a major corporation,
you can work for any of the development banks that are operating, you can work for major
foundations, the United Nations is open to you.

So what I've often said, if you are [00:46:00] interested in this area just because it says
Georgetown School of Foreign Service doesn’t mean it's the US foreign service that you
have to see your future in. You can find human rights organizations that are completely
consistent with your values. You can find other even private sector companies that are doing
great work in developing countries. And basically it is often the case that I have difficulties
making distinctions between non-government organizations and private companies or
private contractors because frankly the people who are in those areas are committed to



development. And so I would urge someone interested in this area to recognize that it’s not
just one route, that there’s many, many different possibilities.

That said, I loved my foreign service experience. I had 30 years where the US Government
was paying me to go to new and exciting environments, to learn about those societies, and
then eventually to have an influence on setting policy in those countries and moving them
toward more rational and humanistic approaches. So I'm very positive even in this period
where American foreign policy probably isn’t consistent with much of what young people are
thinking about.

And I would also say that you need to use your years right after university, whether that’s
grad school or whether [00:48:00] that’s undergrad, in order to develop yourself. Because
you have great views and great talents, but most of us in the United States don’t have great
international experience. And you can learn a lot of this in a classroom and I'm excited when,
well I was excited when I was at World Learning, to watch some of the courses we were
doing in conflict resolution and peacebuilding use examples that I had personally been
involved with. And I had to learn this on the job and it took me 30 years to get to the point
where I felt like I really sort of knew what I was doing. If you’re a young person at a graduate
school right now, you’re getting that experience, and more and more of graduate education
is experiential. And more and more of it requires things like capstones where you go work for
an NGO or a foundation or a foreign government in order to get your degree. So you do start
out way ahead but you still need that practical experience on the ground. People used to say
“Don why are you going to Central Africa or Mauritius or Haiti or whatever,” and I’d say “I
work in development.” It's like Willie Sutton said “Why do you rob banks? Cause that’s where
the money is.” Why do you go to developing countries? Cause that’s where the development
is.

Maggie: Yeah. I appreciate that perspective a lot. I think it's been an interesting political
moment like both on the left and the right [Steinberg nods in agreement] in some ways that
people have become very nationalistic in a sense, like, in their political organizing. And as
someone who spent a lot of my life [00:50:00] in other countries, I just think it's so important
for many people to have those experiences because they are so life changing and so
valuable. I know we’ll get to World Learning and that chapter--

Steinberg: Sure.

Maggie: --also later but, so if we go back to the Central African Republic and sort of this
doctrine of “nothing about us without us,” I know that kind of then became one of these
watershed moments that sort of framed your engagements. Maybe you wouldn't have
described it as a women, peace, and security lens at that point but kind of going--

Steinberg: Yeah.

Maggie: --forward in your career--

Steinberg: Well, the key moment where that flipped was when I went to work at the White
House. Because up until that point, I really did focus mostly on economic development and
social and political development, not on peace processes. And then I was invited at the start



of the Clinton Administration to first come and serve as the Deputy Spokesperson for
Foreign Affairs and then eventually as the Head of Africa Policy. And the notion that you
would just focus on development and political systems and not on security and not on peace
process, it just wasn’t possible.

And for me the, the--perhaps the most important experience that drew me into that
environment was negotiating, or helping to negotiate, the Angolan peace process. This was
a country that was subject to a 25-year civil war. Arguably as many people died in that civil
war as died in the genocide in Rwanda. If you were under the age of 30 you had never really
known a day of [00:52:00] peace in your entire life. There were a million landmines planted
in the country. And it was a war that was being fostered by the proxy war mentality of the
Cold War. So the Russians were supporting the government, we were supporting the rebels,
and the people were the individuals who were suffering.

The end of the Cold War meant that we didn't have to do that anymore. And so we launched
a peace process in ‘92, ‘93 to end that war. And we worked with the Russians and the
Portuguese, who were the colonial power, and most of all the United Nations and we
negotiated a peace agreement. And the idea of bringing to an end this incredible period of
Angolan history, and allowing them finally to be able to use the oil revenues and the diamond
revenues and the timber revenues for economic development, as opposed to fighting for
power, was just irresistible.

And so I helped support those people who were negotiating that agreement. And then when
it reached the signature, I asked to be named Ambassador to Angola. I had spent two years
at the White House, that was enough. It's a very difficult environment to work in. I’m amazed
by these people who last four, even eight years. I couldn’t do it. And so I really wanted to see
whether I could use whatever talents I had to encourage the peace process to actually work.
And I remember, when I was--and President Clinton agreed. [00:54:00] And when I was
about to leave to go to Angola, I did a press conference, and most of the questions were
easy. And then the last question, literally the last question, was from a journalist who said
“How does this agreement affect women?” And I had to acknowledge in my own mind that
that was the first time I had really ever thought about that question. And my response was
“Well there isn’t a single part of this agreement that’s discriminatory against women at all.
The agreement’s gender neutral.”

And then I went out to Angola and in about three weeks I realized how stupid that statement
was and how serious the mistakes we had made. We had 40 people at the implementation
body, the Peace Commission, all of them were men. The closest thing we had to a woman at
the peace table was the Russian Ambassador's interpreter, who actually raised her
eyebrows when these men were talking about health issues and women’s issues and like
“What are they doing here?”

We based the agreement on 13 separate amnesties, amnesties that forgave the warring
parties for anything they had done during the conflict over 25 years. And what that basically
meant is that men with guns were forgiving other men with guns for crimes against women,
because sexual violence had been just a complete feature of that conflict. And what that did
was not only give these people a pass but it also put a cynicism at the heart of everything we



were doing. It basically said this isn’t about rule of law, it isn’t about the people who have
suffered, it’s about [00:56:00] the men with guns, and people got that immediately.

We did demobilization programs. And we said all you have to do is turn in a weapon and you
get all these benefits and all this training. And what we didn’t realize was that most of the
women who were involved in the conflict did not carry weapons. They were bearers, they
were messengers, they were sex slaves. And so you’d have these camps were men were
inside the camp getting benefits, getting fed, etcetera and tens of thousands of women and
children were outside the camp not getting benefits, starving in essence, and being
subjected to sexual violence.

Then we demobilized these soldiers and we sent them back to their villages. When they got
back to their villages, they realized they didn’t have a role in those societies anymore. It had
been 25 years since men had been a part of those villages. They had been off fighting the
war. And as in every society, they had tremendous problems adjusting. And so we saw this
incredible increase in rape, in sexual violence, in divorce, in femicide, alcoholism, drug
abuse. It was as if the end of the formal war had brought a new but more pernicious form of
violence against women.

Even the question of landmines had a gender dimension because we wanted, we had four
million out of a population of 12 million who had been displaced. And they were the symbol
of the fact that the war was still going on so we wanted to get them home as quickly as
possible. So we brought in companies to [00:58:00] de-mine the roads and we said go
home. And we essentially closed the camps and made them go home. So they got back to
their homes and then the men would send the women out to clear the fields and to collect
firewood and to get water. And we had never de-mined the fields or the wells or the schools.
And so we had rashes of, tens of thousands, of women blowing legs off or dying from
landmine accidents.

And the point of all of this is that if we had had women participating in the process, they
would have pointed all these things out to us. They would have said “What are you crazy?
You’re going to send four million people back to their homes and they're going to be in areas
that are completely mined?” You’ve got to bring in what they call humanitarian de-miners to
clear those areas, not just clear the roads. They would have told us about other challenges.
I’ve often said if you want to know if your demobilization program is working, don’t talk to the
soldiers, talk to the women in the communities they’re going back to. You want to know
whether your security sector reform is working? Don’t ask the police, ask the women who
are trying to access the police whether they feel comfortable going and identifying a crime
that occurred or are the police the people who are actually doing the crimes. If you want to
know whether your demining program is working, ask the women who have to go into those
fields. And so basically the peace process fell apart.

And we did. We weren’t stupid. We saw these problems. We had people [01:00:00] coming
out and advising us about our challenges and we did try to pivot. And so we brought out
gender advisors and we empowered women's organizations to distribute food and we
included training and we did rule of law programs and human rights programs, etcetera, but
it was too little too late.



Maggie: What was that like for you on a personal level? I guess both kind of grappling with
what you saw as the failures but also something that I think has been part of your career
which is being in such proximity to that kind of absolute suffering?

Steinberg: It was, well it was, it was difficult, in a lot of different ways. It was difficult because
we always knew that we had made some serious mistakes as an international community;
that we had gone for some quick fixes. That, in effect, what we tried to do was to take a
piece of wood and bring the two sides of the wood together immediately, in which case it
snaps, as opposed to trying to water it and get it to the point where it’s malleable. And you
can do that if it takes a long, long time.

So there was a sense of guilt and a sense of we’re just not as smart as we should be. There
was also a sense that we had a limited amount of time to get this done, though. Because
peace processes are, it's often been said they’re like sharks, they have to move forward in
order to survive. And if they don’t, time will get you. And so we always had this sense that
we were racing against time. [01:02:00] We also, I mean we found killing fields all around the
country where we would go out and see mass graves and we knew that the parties weren’t
able to deal with them right now. So we collected the forensic evidence, waiting for the time
when the society wanted to move toward a peace and reconciliation process, similar to
South Africa. And it really was a question just every day getting up and saying “How can we
hold this thing together?”

I will say that there's no question that I had a case of PTSD coming out of there. There were
bullet holes in my car, there were bombs laid in places where I was supposed to speak,
there were mortars fired at planes that I was in. The challenge that you face in those
environments isn’t just political, it is very personal. And there was fortunately a remarkable
group at the embassy who were all committed, whether it was the defense people, whether it
was our aid people, whether it was our political officers, our economic officers. This wasn’t
just an assignment, this was a mission. And you understood that when you accepted the
position. And so, I do meetings on a Saturday night and Sunday morning my phone would
be ringing off the hook from other people at the Embassy saying “What happened last
night?” And you’re saying “Geez, can’t you just take Sunday off?” And I actually, we had
inspectors who came out and they said “We don’t get this,” because in this kind of
environment you would [01:04:00] think that you need some time off and whatever. But
everyone wants to be part of everything that’s going on and that was really exciting to me.
And some of my longest and dearest friends come from that period.

Maggie: Yeah. This is a little bit of an aside but I'm genuinely curious. I have a background in
human rights and sort of journalism and I feel like with PTSD and vicarious trauma, when
you're in these fields, there’s a little bit of a machismo culture where you’re not--

Steinberg: Absolutely.

Maggie: --supposed to be vulnerable, you’re supposed to just deal with bad nightmares and
stuff like that.

Steinberg: I call it white collar macho. And I will tell you, when I came back from Angola, I
took a position, actually I had three jobs at that point, but all of them were working directly



with Madeleine Albright. And I went to her and at one point I said “Look, when people are
coming out of assignments like Angola, you have a requirement to put them into at least a
week of psychological and psychosocial adjustment. And you have to make this mandatory
because people won’t do it.” They will come back and say “No, I can handle that.” And if you
think about it in my case, I mean I was coming out of an experience of intense pressure at
the White House, including the challenges of Rwanda, the transition in South Africa, a whole
variety of things. And then dump myself into the middle of Angola as my sort of R and R.
And then after Angola my first job was coming back and being the President's representative
for fighting landmines around the world, so I spent the next two years of my life in landmine
fields around the world.

And I had the macho attitude. [01:06:00] And so I went to the Secretary and made that
recommendation and she put it into effect. It has since waned and we don’t do it anymore.
And it wasn’t just one year, ah one week. It was a suggestion that was an observation and a
self-awareness period and if you really understood that you had some serious problems,
then the State Department would provide psychological support for you in the period that
came. And we got that into effect but it waned and I don’t think it’s in effect right now.

Maggie: Yeah, it's like a real challenge across related industries cause I think, and I think it
does tie into gender, like I think for me, what makes me really good at my job, whether its
inherent or socially produced, is that I’m really empathic and really sensitive, but that also
means that the work--

Steinberg: Right.

Maggie: --I do affects me--

Steinberg: Absolutely.

Maggie: --and, when I used to work at the US Refugee Program as a resettlement officer like
in the field and it was just, kind of looking back on it now, I’m much more aware of these
things, it was kind of just shocking like how you just weren’t supposed to have feelings.

Steinberg: It's actually funny because when I first went out to the Central African Republic,
one of my close friends was in the same entering class and she went to Morocco and she
was the human rights officer out there. And she quit in the middle of that tour. And I asked
her why she quit and she said “Because I got to the point where I didn't feel anymore. I got to
the point where I would walk by a prisoner in a cell who was screaming about torture that
was being--and I said ok that’s one more person who [01:08:00] I have to put on my list of
torture victims in the country.” But she said “I didn't like the person I was becoming.”

And so it's, it’s a tough challenge to be able to allow yourself to be impacted by those
environments but still somehow maintain your attitude and maintain your positive thing. I
play the piano and it was like almost a release for me to come home after a very tough
session, or come back from an up country visit where we had seen tens of thousands of
people living in abject poverty in a refugee camp, and to come back and to sit and just play
the piano and let my mind go empty for a while. But it's the most difficult challenge this
question of burnout that we all face.



Maggie: Yeah, I took up running eventually when I was kind of dealing with my own levels of
I think I had vicarious trauma after working on the Thai-Burma border and working inside
Burma for years. But I appreciate you sharing that. Do you want to go back to Angola and
sort of how that experience then led to this commitment--

Steinberg: Yep.

Maggie: --that’s been central to your life?

Steinberg: Absolutely, so having recognized not only the faults but also then trying to
address them, we did some programs that till today are viewed as models. And so, for
example, when we put together relief programs, we [01:10:00] made sure that they were run
by women's organizations. And these organizations may not have had anything to do with
humanitarian relief, but we recognized that providing them resources and allowing them to
build an infrastructure to address issues of relief empowered them to play other roles.

We put together what we called a four-pillar approach towards gender empowerment so that
we did programs specifically for women’s groups. We mainstreamed and integrated
everything we did with gender priorities so that every program that you did had to have a
gender impact analysis. So if you’re building a dam you have to say what is the impact of
that on gender relationships recognizing that the vast majority of the work that goes on isn’t
gender specific but it does impact that area. We became spokespeople and thought leaders
and we started to do research into gender issues and we invited groups like the Women's
Refugee Commission and the Women in Development Office out to use us as a case study
and then we spoke out frequently.

And then we looked at ourselves and we said “Are we empowering marginalized populations
at the embassy itself? Are we recognizing the class distinctions that exist between the
American and the Angolans at our embassy? Are we bringing women to the peace process?
Are we making sure that we have a large percentage of people of color at our own
embassy?” [01:12:00] And so we applied that four pillar model, which now is the model that
is being used by the State Department and AID.

And so it wasn’t really just a question of realizing the mistakes, we also developed some
models that we wanted to apply. And so I used a lot of those experiences. I then came back
and was the Deputy Assistant Secretary for Refugees and was in charge of all African
refugee issues. And we started to work on differing ways of addressing women’s
empowerment during that period. The Assistant Secretary was this remarkable woman, Julia
Taft, who is an icon in this area. Unfortunately she passed away about a decade ago, but
just a remarkable advocate for women’s empowerment, indigenous populations, etcetera.

And so I did that. We also, I was asked to be the President’s Special Representative for Haiti
at the same time and we brought women into the Haitian political structure. And at the same
time, I was the President's advisor for fighting landmines. And then we worked to empower
women, we brought out the first group of women deminers. We focused our demining not on
necessarily military targets but on areas that would impact women mostly so we cleared



fields and we cleared water supplies, etcetera. And just again applied a cross-cutting
approach towards gender in that area.

Maggie: [inaudible] [01:14:00] a couple of questions.

Steinberg: Please.

Maggie: Were you sort of becoming known at this point for being [Steinberg nods yes] a
gender advocate? And I guess what was it like for you as a guy to be in that role?

Steinberg: Well, so there are a couple of things here. Yeah, I was recognized in that area. I
was the first man to win the women’s award at the State Department for empowerment
issues. But I think speaking as immodestly as I can, by then I had sort of a certain level of, I
don't want to say prestige, but I was a known quantity. And so, I had already been an
Ambassador, I had already been the top advisor to President Clinton for Africa, I had been
the Deputy Press Secretary at the White House. I had the freedom in that context to say
these matters really are important. If I had tried to do that in the Central African Republic, I
would have been laughed off the stage. I would have been told, “You’re bringing up
extraneous issues.” This notion that, and frankly if I had been a woman I would have been
accused of special pleading. “You’re doing this because you're a woman and you care about
these issues.” So there was a freedom to do this that was remarkable.

The other thing is there wasn’t anybody else there. In 1995 we had the Beijing Conference. It
took another 5 years for people to actually act on that in the adoption of Security Council
Resolution 1325 [01:16:00] in the year 2000. There just weren’t advocates in government
and certainly not in civil society in this space. It was really women who were leading the
effort without a whole lot of support. And so you had remarkable things going on with
Secretary Clinton and with, well at that point First Lady Clinton, and Melanne Verveer with
her movements, and Swanee Hunt and Leymah Gbowee and Mary Robinson. But the idea
that a man would be involved in this area was still pretty, pretty special.

And so, it wasn’t, I have to be honest, it wasn’t a question of like feeling prejudiced or feeling
uncomfortable. It was delightful. I was the sensitive guy who got it and that’s not what I was
thinking but it's certainly how I was treated. And I really credit those women who I just
mentioned but also, then later, the Tina Tchen’s and the Samantha Power’s and the Valerie
Jarretts’s for recognizing that they needed partners. That they were essentially still operating
in a male-dominated structure and they needed people who could, for whatever their
reasoning was as long as it was honest, who could open some doors and who could talk to
other men and convince them that you didn’t have to do this just because it was the right
thing to do. You could do it because it was the smart thing to do.

And subsequently I was asked to speak to a [01:18:00] number of UN peacekeeping
missions and, in particular, to the people who were running the missions as the special
representatives of the Secretary General, as the police commissioners, as the force
commanders. And I would walk in and essentially say, “You should do this cause it's the right
thing to do.” And eyes would glaze over [waves hand in front of his face]. “You should do it
because it's part of your mandate.” Eyes glazing over [waves hand in front of his face]. “You
should do it because this could be your wife or your daughter,” and then a little bit of a



recognition. And then finally, “You should do this because your peace process is going to fall
apart unless you do it and you’re going to be connected from now on with a failed peace
process, you’ll never get another job in this area again.” And then they said “Well what were
you talking about? I mean--can you go back over what you, what you were saying?” And
again that difference between people who have been affected by the actual challenges and
people who are allies, I do believe comes down to the utilitarian approach.

And so It was great. It was frustrating because I would see behind the curtain, so that when
people would come in and talk to senior officials, along with me, I would be part of the
post-meeting where they would go, “They don’t, they don’t get it.” “How do you involve
women in ceasefire negotiations when they don’t know anything about military issues?” How
do you know, it was very discouraging [01:20:00] and you had to be the one in the room who
would say “No, you don’t get it.” And that is a challenge. But again, given the fact that I had a
20-year career ahead of this that was relatively successful and I was sort of known as a
quantity there, I didn't feel any compunction about doing this.

Maggie: Are there any particularly, like, memorable experiences, either I guess within the US
Government or working in other contexts, of those kinds of conversations and seeing
potentially a transformation or not talking to other men? Because I know that’s sort of
become some of the work you’re really passionate about supporting.

Steinberg: You--there’s no moment that I would identify but it is fascinating to see people
who I worked with 15 years ago who didn’t get it, you know, make a transformation. I
remember going in and seeing a senior UN official, and this was an American, and his
department did not have gender advisors. And I remember saying, “You really need a senior
gender advisor for you and you really need gender advisors in each part of your
department.” And he looked at me and said “Don I am my own gender advisor.” And at that
point I knew he didn’t take it seriously. I came back and talked with him 5 years later when
he had left the UN, he said “You were--I, I thought about that question a lot and I realized
that I could not be my own gender advisor.” It's like [01:22:00] being your own lawyer. They
say the man who is his own lawyer has a fool for a client. And it was the same thing in this
space.

I also remember people coming to me and saying - women, women--so at a particular UN
mission in, well it was in Sudan, going to see the Gender Advisor first at the, at the UN
mission and having a great conversation and she just knew everything going on in the whole
mission, she had great advice. And as I walked out I said “Do you have--I'm going to meet
the head of the mission now do you have anything you particularly want me to say?” And
she said “Yeah could you tell him hello because I haven’t seen him for six months.” And
you’re sitting there going wait a second! You are the most savvy person not only about
gender issues but about everything in this peace process, you can’t get in to see your own,
supposed boss? She said “No, he won’t see me because he thinks all I'm going to talk about
is issues that he doesn’t care about.”

And so, to watch that kind of process take place knowing that that mission is going to fail
unless women are involved in the process unless they have that expertise and also knowing,
in that particular case, that we have supported the Ahfad University women’s college and
that there are 2000 women who are fully capable of playing major roles in that peace



process and that reconstruction process and then having the [01:24:00] special
representative say “Well we just can’t find the women.” And I said “Well you can drive, you
know, 3 miles over here and you’ll find 2000 women who are just itching to have those jobs.”
And if you think about the processes recently, women led the movement for political change
in Sudan recently. But that’s 20 years later. And that’s after Darfur and that’s after the fighting
with South Sudan and that’s after tens of thousands of deaths. So that is frustrating.

Maggie: Yeah I was going to say there must be some moments of intense frustration like
looking at what seems to be happening with women in Afghanistan and when you can sort of
see--

Steinberg: Oh well Afghanistan, absolutely. I mean, when 9/11 happened, I was the Deputy
Policy Director for the State Department and Richard Haass, who’s now the Head of the
Council on Foreign Relations, was the Director and he was in London when the bombing
took place. And so it was up to me to basically serve in his stead, although he sent incredible
messages back guiding us. But we understood from the get-go that this wasn’t just a
question of us getting rid of the Taliban, it wasn’t just a question of finding the terrorists. It
was a question of eliminating Afghanistan as a center for terrorist training and that that
wasn’t a military assignment. That this was essentially a development and a politicization
and a social and a religious program that had women at the center of that piece.

[01:26:00] And so we were, we went back and dusted off all these reports that we had been
getting on the state of women in Afghanistan that we just didn’t focus on, to be quite frank
with you. And there was a Physicians for Human Rights report that showed one out of every
six women had tried to commit suicide. And that just blew us away. And then we saw no
girls’ education and the challenges of health and the challenges of political representation.
And so for me, the next four years was spent largely on the enhancement of women’s rights
and women’s participation in Afghanistan.

And, I know there’s some questions now that the Special Representative from SIGAR has
raised about how much we actually got accomplished and that’s, those are valid questions,
and how much money was wasted and I get all of that. But there’s no question that there are
women who have gone through high school and university and have places in society now.
That there is an increase in life expectancy among women that has been stunning. That
women’s participation in the economy of the county has just boomed. And then to hear the
current administration say we’re going to sacrifice all of that on a negotiation with the Taliban
to get what I consider to be a false truce. That truce makes no sense. And frankly that is not
how you ensure that there are no more terrorists in Afghanistan.

I had a meeting with the Afghan Ambassador here where I said [01:28:00] “Would it be
possible to actually create a situation where the Taliban was a part of the government,
maintained its anti-women approaches and we could be assured that there would be no
terrorist attacks on the United states from Afghanistan?” And she said “Absolutely not.” It is
part and parcel of making sure that that country is safe from terrorism to ensure that the
changes that we’ve seen over the past 18 years have been consolidated.

So yeah, it is frustrating at times. And it's not a question of this being in the past, it's a
question of happening today.



Maggie: Yeah. Something I appreciate about, what I think is sort of your approach is the level
of nuance that you have. Cause it seems like sometimes the pushback against being
inclusive of women is like it’s not our culture or its Western and I think you have a nuanced
perspective which would be great to hear. But also there seems to be sometimes this real
omission of history in places like Afghanistan or Iran or other places where women have
been part of society.

Steinberg: Absolutely.

Maggie: It's the conflict that is disrupting a lot of that where women are deeply impacted.

Steinberg: Yes, absolutely. And Afghanistan is probably the best example of that. But you
also have Syria where in the past, in Syria and Iraq, women were dominant in a lot of the
social sciences. They were the doctors, they were the lawyers, they had key positions in
political parties. And then when conflict emerges, it becomes a male-dominated society. I’ve
often said that the real challenge that we face in a lot of these countries is once the first shot
occurs, women are [01:30:00] pushed aside. And when you have a militarization of society,
that’s when some of the real abuses occur.

And, so you look at Syria right now, there’s no women’s empowerment. There's no
empowerment of civil society at all, but women are the people who suffer most and women
are the people whose contributions are ignored as we’re trying to reach solutions to those
situations.

Maggie: Yeah. Well do you want to talk about resolution 1325...

Steinberg: Sure

Maggie: ...and sort of that era of your, going forward?

Steinberg: So that was really exciting because, for the first time, you got governments and
civil society and military operations, the United Nations, everyone coming together and
saying “Ok we, we get it. We may not, we may not understand exactly how to do this but the
notion that we would have peace processes that do not involve women, the notion that we
would have peace operations and peacekeeping missions and to have post conflict
reconstruction that are not gender sensitive, this just is gone now for us.”

And so beginning with the Namibia Conference in early 2000 and then going through a
whole series of Security Council deliberations, and frankly all the people who were involved
in this were men, but having an awareness kick in. And there’s one particular man, the
Bangladeshi Ambassador Anwarul Chowdhury, who had both the credibility of being a man
[makes air quotes] and the credibility of being from a developing country [01:32:00] that had
faced conflict, he was the key in that period. And so he was the President of the Security
Council in the period when they first started to take this seriously and held other people’s
feet to the fire during that process.



And so in November of 2000, Security Council Resolution 1325 passes. And it's not a great
resolution. I need to say that. But it is a resolution that reflected the times and so it didn’t
require women at the table, it didn’t sanction countries for not doing things, it didn’t provide a
mechanism to go to the Security Council regularly when something was occurring that you
needed to address, it didn’t define a Special Representative for Women, Peace, and
Security. But what it did was to say here’s what we believe: we believe that women need to
be involved in the processes, they need to be leaders in this process, the concerns of
women have to be reflected, you have to do gender analysis in this space, you have to have
this as part of every mandate, you have to look at your reconstruction assistance programs
to make sure they are having the proper impact on women.

And it became then the basis for a whole series of other resolutions which put this on the
radar screen in a much more direct way. And it was as if this was finally an acceptable issue
to talk about because, up until that point, these cross-cutting issues rarely made it into
[01:34:00] the Security Council. So that you dealt with country-specific problems but you
didn’t deal with thematic areas. And so this also then led to resolutions on children and
resolutions on landmines and resolutions on other cross-cutting issues. And so it was
instrumental in that regard as well.

However, within the United States, it was completely unknown. And so part of the work that I
did from 2000 to about 2010 was trying to develop an expertise in this area within the United
States, get it into graduate schools, get it into the dialog that was occurring in the corridors of
power. I worked with Swanee Hunt and the Institute for Inclusive Security to develop a
toolkit, which was remarkable. And I don’t take credit for it, I simply suggested it. But they
produced a toolkit that when you’re going into a peace process, it says ok, you know you’re
at the beginning of this process, don’t give amnesties. Ok, now you’re in the process of
demobilizing, don’t just demobilize the men. And now you're into the justice area, and now
you’re into, you’re finding killing fields, don’t demand that accountability provisions occur
immediately but preserve that forensic evidence.

And it was remarkable and it really made a transformation. And it got spread throughout the
UN system, throughout the United States government. And [01:36:00] for the countries that
really were taking this agenda seriously, which was mostly the Scandinavian countries and a
number of countries in Africa, it became the tool that they could use to pry open areas. But I
will say though, that I don't believe that this agenda really took off until 2009, in this country
at least, because that’s when you got Secretary Clinton and this Camelot that we had for
women’s empowerment in general but, in particular, in the women, peace, and security
agenda.

Maggie: Do you want to tell me about your experience working with the, I guess, mostly
women leading this agenda and what it was like for you to kind of be in the moment of
seeing the uptake here at home?

Steinberg: Well it was, it was exciting and it was within the context of a whole variety of
issues that were finally, I believe, being taken seriously, including issues of indigenous
populations around the world, issues of LGBT populations, issues related to people with
disabilities. And it was as if we were redefining who mattered and who had a right to a seat
at the table in the very tough negotiations and the tough issues. Not just this wasn’t just a



question of girls’ education, which is the most important part of this piece by the way, but it
wasn’t just girls' education and it wasn’t just micro enterprise. This was saying a different
approach to nuclear non-proliferation, [01:38:00] a different approach to climate change, a
different approach to the really tough negotiations that are occurring between governments.
That unless you redefine who is affected, who is a stakeholder, you’re not going to move
ahead.

And to see the, again, in this country, the Melanne Verveer’s, the Valerie Hudson’s, the Anne
Marie Goetz’s, Swanee, etcetera, just sort of take this issue on, and for the first time being
sort of invited in, and for me that’s one of the keys. As an ally, I think I can help open doors,
but it's not for me to make the arguments, ultimately. Ultimately it's for the people who are
affected by the discrimination and the marginalization, who are a hell of a lot smarter than I
am on these issues, have backgrounds that are credible, have real life experiences.

When I was in charge of the landmine area, one of the programs that we supported was a
program called Raising the Voices. And what we did was to bring mostly women who had
been impacted by landmines to Geneva for the landmine conventions, we brought them to
Washington. And they needed training. They needed to be trained in how to communicate
their message effectively to an audience that either didn’t know about these issues or in
many cases just actual foreign languages, etcetera. But what we didn't have to do was give
them the material because this was their [01:40:00] lives. And they spoke with incredible
credibility and authenticity in this area that I could never match. And so that was really
exciting to me to see the doors of power open up to women who were able to make these
points. It was an exciting period.

Maggie: Yeah there’s a quote that we’re using to describe this project and I'm not going to
remember it exactly, maybe you’ll remember it [directed to someone off camera], but it's like,
it's Leymah, and she’s like “We don’t need capacity, we need visibility.”

Steinberg: Right.

Maggie: And that really has stuck with me.

Steinberg: One of the groups that I’ve worked very closely with is called ICAN. It's led by
Sanam Anderlini, and they make that point all the time. That doesn't come in and start
thinking you’re going to educate these women. Don’t think you’re going to empower them.
Open the doors and let them empower themselves. You may, again, there are occasions
where you need to be a translator because I frankly know some of the arguments that work
and some of the arguments that don’t work when you get to the inner sanctums of the
National Security Council or the Policy Planning Bureau at the State Department or
whatever. But there’s a big difference between being an interpreter and actually being the
messenger. And I can’t do the latter but I can sure help with the former.

Maggie: I’m curious, I might be asking this question a little early, but just for you, as you’ve
gotten deeper and deeper into this work, and you’re reflecting on kind of what is your
positionality, how has it also just affected you in your personal life and in you your day to day
life walking through the world with all of our, [01:42:00] the gender stuff is everywhere?



Steinberg: So, it is interesting because while I've had to realize personally that I, despite 40
years of working on these issues, get no pass whatsoever. The next person I talk to has no
idea that I've spent 40 years working on these issues, has no idea who I am. I am an old
white bald guy for that woman. And I have to prove my bona fides every time. And I think
that’s something that you just accept. As I mention, my two sons are African American. I
have to prove my bona fides on race issues constantly; I have to do it. I'm a straight man; I
have to do it on LGBT issues.

And there is a little bit of a burden that that places on you, to be very careful about your
language. I speak a lot more slowly now because I’m watching what I say more carefully. I
don’t think that’s a bad thing. I'm one of those people who believes, as Martin Luther King
once said, you really focus on behavior rather than attitudes. And by that I mean I have to
act in a certain way that frankly is not the worst thing in the world for my regular everyday
life. I have to not interrupt and I will tell you it's a challenge for most men.

It's a real challenge at times. And I have to forget [01:44:00] my sense of empowerment and
I have to recognize that each person I meet is going to be saying to him or herself, “I don’t
know this person and I'm going to be watching very carefully.” It's a challenge but it was also
interesting. I, about 5 years ago, I was diagnosed with Parkinson’s. And I don’t know if in this
interview you’ve seen my hand shake but it does pretty frequently. And it's a real interesting
dynamic because I've been involved in leadership roles as partners to people with disabilities
my whole career but finally it's like I’m part of the community. And I, there was this funny
story with one of the real leaders in this movement, [Judy Heumann] had me come over to
the State Department before she knew that I had Parkinson’s and she wanted me to talk to
an international audience about issues of disability and how a person who does not have a
disability can support it. And so we’re sitting there waiting for the conference to begin and
she looks over and sees these tell-tale signs and she says “Oops, well welcome to the
community.” And, for me, that that question of being either part of the community or part of
the supporting group is something I never forget.

And I make mistakes all the time but the beauty of where I am now is that I have people
come up to me after I speak and say “Don, you seem like a decent guy but you really blew it
when you talked about male toxicity because we don’t talk about that anymore.” Or “You,
[01:46:00] you misunderstood what we mean by safe spaces and you got that wrong.” And I
say “Thank you.” And frankly that’s, that’s a nice position to be in because the last thing I
want is people rolling their eyes and going off and talking behind the scenes. And I think if
there’s one thing that 40 years working on these issues has gotten me it is at least that
privilege to have people be open and honest with me and to know that I make mistakes all
the time. I mean I use the wrong language.

Currently I'm an advisor to InterAction, which is the US organization that serves as the
umbrella for international actors and I work in diversity, equity and inclusion. And so I work
with the heads of US NGOs that are working on making themselves more diverse and
inclusive. And when I first took the position, we didn’t talk about equity. It wasn’t part of the
agenda. And so I held a big meeting about a year later where I was talking about diversity
and inclusion and everyone was rolling their eyes and saying “Doesn’t he get it? That--we
don’t talk about diversity and inclusion, we talk about diversity, equity and inclusion.” And
finally I said “What’s going on,” and somebody just educated me. And that’s important. And



it's important to be able to have that dynamic occur naturally and not without, and without a
lot of friction.

Maggie: Yeah, you’ve certainly chosen a, I’ll say career but really I mean a life, which is like
on that edge of learning cause [01:48:00] you’re kind of constantly in some of the most
intense moments of human experience. Whether it's Rwanda, or gender, race, all of these
things and--

Steinberg: You know--

Maggie: --what would life be if we weren’t able to grow? For some of us it just seems like not
a great life otherwise.

Steinberg: I, I agree with you and I will tell you the number of times where I have, like, kicked
myself for saying something or for not knowing something And even this article that I just
wrote about women and their felt experience in discrimination, I’ve had people come up to
me and say “You’re stereotyping.” And it's true! And I accept that and I accept that I’m trying
to move on from that.

Maggie: Yeah, it seems, like I can think about this from an artistic or an artist perspective that
like I, at least for me I came to a point where I wasn’t going to be able to grow if I didn’t start
at least expressing my ideas and putting them out there so they could be challenged. It's just
that now sometimes with kind of the callout culture, etcetera, it's like how are we calling
people in? And I know that’s sort of part of your men’s allies work--

Steinberg: Right.

Maggie: --too. That might be a good opportunity, cause I think that’s a really interesting
additional perspective that you can talk about, the necessity of building that group and sort of
that journey which has been, it's not, it seems like it's not just about this like political level but
deeply personal work.

Steinberg: Absolutely. So it's funny because the actual impetus for this occurred in this
building at Healy Hall. Because Melanne Verveer, who [01:50:00] runs the Georgetown
program on Woman, Peace, and Security, had invited Hilary Clinton, Samantha Power,
Michelle Flournoy, a general and me to a panel on women, peace, and security. And this was
relatively early on. And with Secretary Clinton and Samantha Power and Michelle Flournoy
and Michelle--and Melanne involved, there was standing room only. And we’re walking off
the stage and Secretary Clinton turns to me and says “Don, where were all the men?” And
that was the first time, I turned around immediately, probably 800 people in the room, there
were maybe 100 men, maybe 150. And you’re thinking to yourself, this is ridiculous. This is
peace and security we’re working with. This is a male-dominated area. How can men not be
here?

And so we sat and we talked for about a half hour after that, all 5 of us. And actually the
general, so all six of us. And she said, Secretary Clinton said “Wouldn’t it be good if men
cared about this issue as much as women given that this is not about gender, this is about
peace and security? And don’t you as a person, who is part of both camps in effect, meaning



you have, you’re part of the National Security Council at this point, you're on the Deputy’s
committee, but you’re also aware of the importance of gender in these situations, don’t you
have a personal responsibility here?”

So [01:52:00] I, it was like a light went off. And I brought together a dozen men who are
really good on these issues, people like Gary Barker who is the head of Promundo, people
like Steve Steiner who's at the US Institute of Peace, Steve McGann, a US Ambassador who
teaches at the War College; all of whom I believe get this issue. And we just sat around and
said “Well what can we do?” So within weeks, literally, we were all contacting our closest
friends in the United States and internationally, mostly men, and saying “Would you be, like
to be a part of a process where men help open doors for women to advocate on these
issues?” And within weeks literally we had 180, not only individuals, but organizations. We
had the Carter Center, we had the US Institute of Peace, we had the Women’s Refugee
Commission, InterAction, all of whom said “Yeah, this makes sense.”

So we met in New York about two years ago. And we worked out an agenda where we
would do four things. We would use our relationships to open doors for women, and
especially women from developing and conflict related countries, to allow them direct
access. Secondly, we would create a community of practice where men felt comfortable in
joining. Third, we would monitor a whole variety of laws and resolutions and national action
plans that had [01:54:00] been developed for women, peace, and security, and this came
just on the heels of the adoption of the Women, Peace, and Security Act of 2017 which
mandated that process. And finally, we would get resources to women in conflict situations.
And so we would solicit resources from foundations and private individuals and get some
un-tied resources going directly to women’s organizations.

And we started to talk about putting that into practice. And that’s when this challenge that
I've just written about occurred. Because the question was well what is the role of men here?
So, men are going to come in on white horses and, you know, save their damsels in
distress? We had an awful lot of mansplaining going on in those early meetings. We had an
elitist concern. We were all generals or ambassadors or former government ministers. That’s
not who we needed. We needed grassroots women who were impacted directly by the
challenges. We had questions of, are you going to be siphoning off resources that should go
to other initiatives in this space, etcetera etcetera.

We went back to the drawing board. We took an entire year. We had 100 consultations and
we came up with some answers. And we produced a charter and we produced what was a
statement of principles. And so one of the points, for example, is that we [01:56:00] adopt
both a utilitarian approach and a rights-based empower dynamic approach. And accept the
fact that that is the motivation for everyone involved in the process. So that you might be on
the side who says we’re doing this because it works better or you could be on the side that
says we really need to change power dynamics, but you were part of that same-- [gestures
with hands]. We adopted concepts of intersectionality, that this wasn’t just for women. This
was for women with disabilities, this was for women with disabilities who come from
marginalized indigenous populations, this was for women who are refugees and are
displaced, etcetera. Because that was very important to a number of the people who were
part of the process.



And so we launched it at the International Peace Institute a year ago. And we had senior
officials from the United Nations, we had, Ambassador Chowdhury was there, we had
women who have led UN peacekeeping missions. And then we did a subsequent launch
here in Washington at the US Institute of Peace. And it's working. It's not having a huge
impact. We really only have about I would say 80 people and institutions who are doing this
on a daily basis. But, for example, the--when President Trump removed the troops on the
Turkey-Syrian border, we facilitated Syrian-Kurdish women coming to the United States and
explaining what a tragedy that was. And we got them into the United Nations, we got them
[01:58:00] into the Security Council members, we got them into US Government, etcetera.

I don’t know if it's having an impact but it's, it’s helping. We’ve done the same thing with
South Sudanese women, with Afghan women. And again, in a very respectful way that says
you have the messages, we’re going to help you open the doors. In addition we’ve had the
ability now to provide resources to women’s organizations in six crisis areas and, it's not a lot
of money, but it is completely untied so that they get to decide what they do with it. And this
is in Sri Lanka, in Iraq, South Sudan, Côte D’Ivoire, Cameroon, and Mexico. And we are also
participating in a number of different fora where we do believe we’re creating a community of
practice. We do focus on 1325, we focus on the UN Commission on the Status of Women in
March of each year.

Is it having a major impact on the world? Well, probably not yet. But every month I’m getting
eight to ten more international actors who are saying “I want to be a part of this.” And, again,
it’s tough because frankly, their--this field is very crowded right now. And especially the field
of conflict resolution. You have so many organizations, the International Crisis Group and
Sant’Egidio and the Center for Humanitarian Dialog, that basically say “This is our area.”
And so it's been a process of partnerships, [02:00:00] it's been a part, a process of
recognizing that we have limited but essential value added. And we’ve got some really
serious men and women who are supporting us. And I will say that the Swanee Hunt’s and
the Leymah Gbowee’s and the Ellen Johnson Sirleaf’s and the Melanne Verveer’s
willingness to accept this for what it's worth. Is it going to change the world? Probably not. Is
it going to help what they’re doing? I hope so.

Maggie: Yeah. I personally think there’s something so powerful about naming something and
giving something like a title and a recognition. Like, coming from working with a lot of social
entrepreneurs, it was powerful for them to be named a social entrepreneur and then to be
part of--

Steinberg: Right.

Maggie: --a community of people, so.

Steinberg: Well, it's validating, if nothing else.

Maggie: Yeah.

Steinberg: So the, for example, the awards that we just gave to those women’s organizations
in those six countries, in each case they wrote back and said “Hey the money’s nice but
what’s really nice is we now have the international recognition and we have the support.”



When I was in Angola I learned a very key lesson. We would have women's human rights
advocates in the society sort of like poke their heads up and give a speech or something.
And whenever we heard about that, we would call them quietly and we would say “Thank
you for doing that. Do you want to come over to the US Embassy, meet with the
Ambassador, have the newspapers cover it, essentially take the American flag and wrap it
around you? Or not?” And in some cases they said “absolutely, that would be protection,
[02:02:00] that will get me access to government, that will get me access to more resources.”
And in some cases they said “What are you crazy? That’s like putting a target on my back.”

And so we trusted them. And again it's the “nothing about them without them” argument.
They know what they need. And frankly it also frees you of the moral obligation because
they can, they’re over 21 years old, they can say “No, Mr. Ambassador, thank you, just leave
me alone.”

Maggie: So how did it feel for you when you had this coalition launch? How has it felt for you
to see this grow as sort of one of the early adopters and all, making a bigger community I
suppose of early adopters but seeing that this is really moving?

Steinberg: Well, it's a challenge because it--I’m 66 years old, I have Parkinson’s. This has
been an effort of about a dozen of us at the beginning. But it has largely depended in the
early stages on me going out and raising money, me going out and using my credibility,
whatever that is, to get others to support the initiative, etcetera. And now that we’ve got it
going, there is a sense that we have substantial potential here but this could slip at any
moment. And you could make a serious mistake at any moment. And frankly there--we had a
challenge with a couple of groups that we recognized before, that we made some mistakes.
[02:04:00] And,  it's almost like you now have a toddler that you’re responsible for and you
now have a lifetime commitment to that toddler. And so that, that’s a sense of responsibility.

I will say it is incredible to watch the head of the Syrian National Party, the Kurdish woman,
make her points directly to five members of the UN Security Council. That is, that is exciting
to me. Because, I can give all the speeches I want on how awful that decision was to remove
troops from the border of Turkey and Syria, but I’m a white man who’s unaffected in his
everyday life by it. These are people who knew Hevrin Khalaf, who was the activist who was
killed by Turkish-supported militias within days of that decision. And they can speak to the
real tragedy of this, they can speak to the betrayal they felt as Kurdish individuals, they can
speak to the vulnerabilities they feel as women and the rapes that have occurred and the
other kinds of discriminatory practices.

Maggie: What’s your--I guess there’s like the two parallel tracks. What’s your vision for kind
of the work of maybe, we can start with the allies group but also more broadly, like your
dream scenario, for 50 years from now, for example, or for yourself in terms of how you
see--[02:06:00] it just seems like you’re still working extremely hard [laughs]?

Steinberg: Well, the beauty right now of my career, we skipped over I was Deputy
Administrator at AID for three years, four years at the start of the Obama Administration. I
was for four or five years at World Learning. But now I’m pseudo retired, I guess you would
say. Although we need to come up with a new word for retirement because it doesn’t really
apply. I am working 60 to 80 hours a week still, but now I do it on my own time, at my own



pace and only for the things that I care about. I am not writing efficiency ratings for other
employees, I am not dealing with boards of directors, I am not dealing with Congressional
mandates. I'm dealing on my own terms and that’s a freedom that is just remarkable.

The other thing is if you get to a certain point, you don’t have to explain yourself as much
anymore. And so, we picked these six different groups around the world. And why did we
pick them? What was the criteria? Well, we came up with the criteria after we picked them.
Because I know that these six organizations are fabulous. There’s a woman in Sri Lanka,
Visaka Dharmadasa, who put together 20 years ago a group of women whose children had
been disappeared either in conflict or in human rights areas. And she has been the
spokesperson for that issue for 20 [02:08:00] years with an amount of courage that I would
never be able to muster personally. And frankly the government just acknowledged, weeks
ago, that there were 20 thousand people in that category and is trying to come up with some
accommodation or some recognition or validation of that fact. If I were in the US
Government, I would have had to go through a committee to, and explain why Visaka
deserved this award. And it would have taken months and months and months. I don’t have
to do that anymore. We can say “She’s a fabulous person, she deserves that.” And
that’s--and there is a freedom to move beyond the red tape and the bureaucracy that my
current status gives me.

I will say that fortunately I have financial security cause this wouldn’t be possible without this.
I’m not taking any resources from anyone at this point for any of these projects for myself.
So that gives you a freedom and it gives you, frankly, an ability to say to people, “I'm not
going to accept your advice,” to be able to do what you know is right.

Maggie: Yeah. We did skip over USAID [both laugh] and World Learning. I guess if you want
to just, I think, what I read was that you felt it was a powerful time because you had some
many resources where you could kind of steer them towards these goals and values of
yours.

Steinberg: So you had, you had a situation where you not only had the resources and the
mandate, but you had the personal [02:10:00] interest of senior officials throughout the
government. You had Hilary Clinton waking up each morning saying “What are we doing for
women’s rights and women’s empowerment around the world?” You had Melanne Verveer
as the Ambassador constantly in my office saying “Don, give me some money to support
women in Afghanistan” or “I need some resources for this new commission I'm
establishing--.” You had Cheryl Mills who was Councilor at the State Department. You had
Tina Tchen, Valerie Jarrett, not to mention Barack Obama and other men who were part of
this. And so, there was a sense that everything was possible.

It started out, we, as I mentioned in 2000, we helped put the 1325 resolution into effect but
we had never ourselves adopted a national action plan. So that we as a country were one of
the stragglers in that space. And so it was really actually an interesting experience cause we
went to the 10th anniversary, and Secretary Clinton was preparing her speech. And we were
in a room like hours before the actual speech and her language had said “...and we will
support in the United States a program to start planning for and establishing time-bound
measurable goals.” And Melanne and I looked at each other and we said “Well why aren’t
we announcing a national action plan?” And Secretary, and we, and we said to Secretary



Clinton “Why don’t you do that?” And she said, her initial response was “Well because we
haven’t prepared this.” And then you could see something in her eyes that said [02:12:00]
“Wait a second, I'm Secretary of State. I’m Thomas Jefferson's successor. I can announce
that we are about to prepare a government-wide national action plan.” Which she did.

We also had at AID, we had 17 billion dollars’ worth of assistance which had never been
prioritizing gender. So one of the first things we did was to announce that any project over 25
million dollars had to have a gender impact statement. And you had to go in and say exactly
why this was going to help women. And I remember the first project that we had was a dam
in South Asia. And the national, and the gender impact statement, and I swear this is true,
essentially said half of the water and half of the electricity to be used from this dam will go to
women.

And they thought that was sufficient. And we went back and we said “Ok we’re denying your
project.” And they went “What? You can’t deny this project. This has been planned for--” and
we said “Well take it seriously then. Go in and analyze, since you’re moving 80 thousand
people, what that displacement is going to do to gender relationships. You’re going to build
this dam mostly with male labor, 10 thousand workers, what’s that going to do to the labor
market? The electricity you’re providing, is that going to go into households? Because we all
know that around the world 5 million women and children die each year from respiratory
illnesses from cooking with firewood inside. Are you going to address that?” And they said,
“Yeah, those are good questions too.” And then they came back and they responded to
those questions. And just [02:14:00] to have Washington say “It isn’t business as usual.”

One of the first, the actual projects that I had the pleasure to announce, was a
14-million-dollar initiative, which I went out to Ahfad University, that place, a women’s college
in Khartoum, 14 million dollars to provide training, logistics, stipends as well as security to
women who wanted to step forward in peace processes around the world. And that security
element was essential because, we all know that it's the most dangerous profession in the
world to be a woman peacebuilder in these environments.

And so there was, there really was a sense of this is like a bright shining moment that we
had at that point. Most of what we did has lasted. We understood that we needed to
institutionalize a lot of this. And so we adopted this strategy which says if you can’t do
anything else, you adopt a practice. If you can, then you make it a policy. If you can go a
next step, you make it regulation. And if you can get Congressional support, you make it a
law. Recognizing that the law is inviolable and each of the other steps is less significant.

And so we passed, we got Congress to pass a number of laws including mandating the
Office of the Women’s Ambassador at the State Department, providing resources, etcetera.
In some cases we couldn’t do that and we adopted regulations at AID, some of [02:16:00]
which were groundbreaking. And we had to play with OMB a lot in order to get them to
accept some of the, what they call discriminatory practices, leading, to us making contract
decisions based upon what you had done in the past. In some cases we just had to do it
through practices, in some through policies. And we adopted five major policies in 2012
alone: one on women’s economic empowerment, one on violence against women, one on
child marriage, one on trafficking, and one to implement 1325. All of which were the first time
we had adopted policies in those areas in the history of AID, so going back to 1960.



So it was, it was a very exciting period. And as I say, most of what we did has, has lived to
this day. Some of it has been reversed, unfortunately, by the current administration. And, but
I would also say that I was only there for the first term. And in the second term, they really
got serious. I mean, everything that I’ve just described, they took it to a level that
institutionalized it in ways that I didn't expect. And I’m really proud. For example, the national
action plan that we adopted in 2012 looks like child’s work compared to the national action
plan they adopted in 2016. It now, but at the same time, it now looks brilliant now compared
to what Bush, what the Trump administration has put in at this point, so.

Maggie: Do you think you would ever be convinced to go back into a government [02:18:00]
role if it was the right role?

Steinberg: I can’t do it. The Parkinson’s gave me a freedom, and it gave me a recognition
that I have a limited time. I probably have a limited time with my cognitive skills. I certainly
have a limited time with my energy and I do not want to spend that working through a
bureaucracy. So, no, that’s completely out. I also have 16 and a 13 year-old sons, and I
cherish this time with them. I may be one of the few people who actually, when he said “I
want to spend more time with my kids and therefore I’m leaving government,” meant it.

Maggie: [laughs] Yeah.

Steinberg: So.

Maggie: It's often used as a convenient excuse, huh?

Steinberg: Yes, exactly.

Maggie: Well yeah.

Steinberg: It has nothing to do with that scandal [Maggie laughs]. I just want to spend more
time with my kids.

Maggie: Well and it sounds like so many of your postings and stuff before would have, I
know that was pre-kids some of those, but would have been just impossible to have a family
life at all.

Steinberg: Absolutely. I sort of flipped my life. So I actually didn’t get married until I was in
my 40s and we didn’t have kids until about 10 years later. And so this was in effect, I was an
empty nester for my first 20 years of work experience and so it flips, so. And I do recognize
that I’m going to be in my mid-70s when my kids are still in high school. And that’s a little
frightening, but.

Maggie: How has having kids, this is like such an awkwardly huge question, but how has it
changed you, changed your life?

Steinberg: It’s forced me to re-establish priorities. It’s forced me to be much more focused on
today as opposed to [02:20:00] what happened yesterday or 25 years ago or what is going



to happen in the future. Their perspectives are brilliant. I am so proud. My 16 year-old is very
much involved in diversity movements. He just got back from Costa Rica working on a
project there. He just got back from Seattle for a national conference of young black men. He
spends most weekends doing social service projects. Right this second he is tutoring kids in
the inner city, which he does every Tuesday.

So they're an inspiration to me. Plus they’ve introduced me to rap music, which I love. And
I’ve introduced them to 1960s Rock ’N’ Roll, which they're a little dubious about. But, it
lightens everything up as well because frankly there are still, even with this sort of buffet type
work environment I live in, there are frustrations. And I go and, I actually ask my 16 year-old
mostly but my 13 year-old as well, for their views and they’re smart kids and they help me
put things in perspective. It's like one of those lights in my life right now.

Maggie: Sounds super lovely. [Directs question off camera] Andreas, you’ve been sitting and
listening, did you have anything you wanted to ask?

Andreas: [off camera] No, I think that was very extensive [inaudible].

Maggie: Yeah, definitely.

Steinberg: So when do I get to take these breaks we have been talking about?

Maggie: [laughs] Yeah! Well [02:22:00] I feel like we went through a lot of it. Is there more
that you think we haven’t covered that we should talk about in this interview? Or do you want
to take a break and think about it?

Steinberg: No, I want to consult a piece of paper I prepared in advance.

Maggie: Ok, perfect. I’ll consult mine too. My feet keep falling asleep today.

Steinberg: There’s a five-year period in there from when I left the State Department till I
came back for AID but the truth is that was the International Crisis Group. And I did spend a
lot of time making sure that our--this was an organization that was put together to support
peace processes around the world and to do the basic research, so it's a very academic
oriented organization but they make practical suggestions. I was amazed at how successful
it was as an organization while never engaging in gender issues until I got there. And you
would go through and you would look at the recommendations and reports and they never
addressed gender issues. And you’d look at the references and 95% of them were men. And
you looked at the definition of what peace and security meant and it didn’t include domestic
violence and it didn’t include girls’ education or a section on reproductive health.

And so it [02:24:00] was, for me, a challenge to help transform, and I was Deputy President
of the organization in charge of all of our policy, it was a challenge to both transform the
organization but also recognize how limited our impact had been directly on the area of
conflict resolution. And so we instituted policies that said at least 40% of the people you talk
to have to be from one gender or another. In writing a report that you always have to have a
provision that addresses not only women but also people with disabilities and displaced
people and all the rest. That you had to go in and identify the root causes and at least ask



whether one of the root causes had been something related to gender. But it was, it was a
challenge.

The other thing I did during that period was I spent a year as a fellow at the US Institute of
Peace and what I did was to go around the world and live in refugee settings. And so I went
to Sri Lanka and went up to Vavuniya and lived in a refugee camp for a week. And I did
similar things in Colombia and South Sudan and Kosovo. And the notion that women have a
unique experience in those settings just had not penetrated yet. And so there were very few
programs that either focused on women’s empowerment or even included that as a
cross-cutting concern. [02:26:00] It really wasn’t until the 2010s that we started to see a
recognition that displacement effects women and women with disabilities or women who are
gay or whatever, in different ways. And that we need to put girls’ education programs and
psychosocial support for the victims of conflict into place.

One of the organizations, in fact, that I mentioned earlier worked with us in Angola, was the
Women’s Refugee Commission. And when I left government in 2005, one of the first things I
did was to join their board, and I was actually the first man to join their board. I had to leave
again when I went back into government, but I rejoined their board 3 years ago and now I'm
actually co-chair of the board. And we are doing remarkable work all around the world. We’re
working in dozens of countries to make sure that women and children have the protection,
the rights, the engagement that they need in these settings. And again, recognizing that they
are just treated completely differently in this process, and have to be.

The other thing that I’m doing a lot now is focusing on our southern border. And a few
months ago I went down and visited ICE detention centers and did a ride along with the
border patrol, and went to immigration courts and wrote some articles on how the United
States is truly violating not only our own laws but [02:28:00] international law in this setting.
And advocating with members of congress and advocating with funders to provide support in
that area. So that’s become a very important issue to me as well.

Maggie: I guess that's interesting too because you have more freedom to be more, you were
a diplomat so you had to be a diplomat sometimes. In terms of not giving--

Steinberg: Absolutely.

Maggie: --pointed criticisms of things and maybe not saying what people might want to hear
all the time. And so now you’re able to sort of express your own opinion.

Steinberg: So the best example of that is in 2005. I was asked to come and talk at the Joan
Kroc Institute in San Diego, the Women, Peace and Security Institute. And I’m giving this big
speech, and I've just left government, and somebody asks me why the United States hasn’t
signed CEDAW, the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women. And
my first response was to go through all of the bureaucratic talking points that I had gotten.
And then about half way through it I said “This is crazy! Goddammit, of course we should
sign the treaty!” And, and it was a sense of freedom. I’ve often compared it to being a tiger in
a cage and you get used to being in that cage. And someone opens the door and you’re
scared to go out. You’re like can I really poke my head out?



And, but I will also say that there are limits to what you can say, even now. We get
assistance at the Women's Refugee Commission from the US Government. We are a 501c3,
we cannot talk about political issues. I can [02:30:00] certainly criticize government policy if I
believe it's wrong, but there are limits on what we can do so no one is really free--

Maggie: That’s true.

Steinberg: --you know?

Maggie: And you still need to uphold a network of relationships that sort of you uniquely
have, so.

Steinberg: Absolutely. And, but there are degrees in this area and I can say a lot more of
what I think than I could before. I have to get sign offs from a lot fewer people on anything I
write for example.

Maggie: That sounds nice [laughs].

Steinberg: It is.

Maggie: So I guess maybe one of my last questions, well, I have a few kind of maybe final
questions. I guess just thinking about your roots and a family that was committed to social
justice to today, you kind of took what they taught you and you literally, this is what my dad
says to me, you like kind of like took it but you went on this whole other level of going around
the world, but I’m wondering like how this journey has shaped you? Cause you've seen
probably incredible change makers and peace builders and heroes, many--most of whom
are unrecognized in their lives, and you’ve also seen some of the hardest things and I guess
I’m just wondering like where does that leave you today in terms of how you see people, life
[laughs]?

Steinberg: It leaves me incredibly hopeful. It leaves me to be damned frustrated to be 66 and
not 22. It leads me to understand how much, and we haven’t talked at all about technology,
but how much the technology is going to change all of this, and is changing it, and making it
possible to do incredible things that we’ve never been able to do in the past. And frankly,
each [02:32:00] position that I took throughout my government service, I always said I want
to learn something about technology or something on the substantive side of this issue
otherwise I’m not taking this job. You need that personal-professional growth in each place.
So I'm actually pretty good in tech. Which is really fun sometimes to walk into a room and
people look at you and the lines on your face and to start talking about private sector
optimization of talent and datapaloozas and hackathons and crowdsourcing and they’re
going “Oh! maybe there’s a stereotype that I’ve got that you're breaking there.”

But I’ve also had the opportunity to see both real evil and real greatness. And just two stories
very quickly about that. In Angola, one of the real problems that we had was the leader of
the UNITA movement, who was Jonas Savimbi, who was truly evil. This was a man who had
personally strangled his political opponents. This was a man who obeyed no laws of moral
justice or social requirements. And he was leading a movement that may have had some
roots that were admirable in the initial stages but kept a war going for at least five or six



years with the loss of hundreds of thousands of lives for his own ego and his own power and
mania. And so you see that and you realize that in the world, [02:34:00] that there is evil. I
mean it does exist. It's not, I’m not a Pollyanna.

But then, one of the experiences we haven’t talked about is when I was in Angola, excuse
me, in South Africa. And as I mentioned, I refused to serve in South Africa until things moved
beyond the apartheid stage there. But when Nelson Mandela was released from prison, he
came out and went, and one of the first things he did was to go to the US Ambassador and
said “We need help. We need to change our political philosophy into one that can actually
run a government. We need training.” I was an economist and one of the things he said was
“We need to take our economic systems and approaches, which were developed in the
Soviet Union, which were the only people who were going to train us during that period, that
isn’t appropriate for a modern economy, we know. We want to train our people and can you
bring someone out to help us do that.”

And so I got called and within six weeks I’m in South Africa working with all the ANC
economists and they would say things like “We want to nationalize all the industries,” and I’d
say “Well that’s one approach. On the other hand, why not look at affirmative action and why
not look at changing investment patterns.” They would say “We want to nationalize white
farmland,” and I’d say “Well University of Wisconsin Land Tenure Center is doing some great
work in land reform.” “We want to fire all the whites in government.” “Well, that's great but
maybe you can consider affirmative action,” [02:36:00] etcetera etcetera.

And so what we did was we arranged for scholarships for each of them to go off to the
United States and the UK, to other places for a couple of years to get master’s degrees. And
they were very upset because they didn’t want to leave South Africa at the time. And as a
group they rebelled and they demanded a meeting with Mandela. And so, Mandela
fortunately invited me to that meeting. And we’re sitting there and they're saying, “Madiba,
we’re not going off at this point. This, we’ve waited for this all of our lives, this transition.”
And he said “You don’t understand, this transition is going to take four years.” And they said
“What are you, are you crazy?” They didn’t say that but, “You could walk into parliament
tomorrow and become President.” And he said “Yes, but what would that accomplish? The
whites don’t trust us, they think we have bitterness in our hearts. The Zulus don’t trust us,
they think we hate them. And the truth is they’re right.” He said “If we, if we took over the
government right now, we inherit the wind. We need to cleanse ourselves of this bitterness.
The Israelis took 40 years in the desert to cleanse themselves before they had the right to
enter the Promised Land. If they can take 40 years, we can take four.”

And I'm sitting listening saying “Who is this man? Who has this philosophy, who has this
patience having spent 26 years in prison?” And so the whole point of this is to say yes, there
is evil but there is good as well. [02:38:00] And he led a four-year process and exactly four
years from that date he became president of that country. And, it was a success. And yes,
they're challenges in South Africa now but we all thought there was a civil war coming. We
all thought there were bloodbaths coming. And the impact of one person, albeit, Mandela,
can make a difference. And so, again, just as there’s evil, there is good and each person has
the capacity to effect change.



Maggie: That’s a beautiful story. I’ve been to South Africa a couple of times to work on films
and I think it's one of my favorite places I've ever spent time.

Maggie: So nice. Yeah. Also just the quality of the light, it's like butter, it's just--

Steinberg: Oh, it's Africa!

Maggie: Yeah, it's, I love it, I love Africa too.

Steinberg: The African skies are different, they really are.

Maggie: Yeah. All the stars. Well, I feel like that was such a powerful note, maybe that’s a
good note to end on.

Steinberg: That’s a good place to end.

Maggie: For today.

Steinberg: Yep. You keep saying for today [laughs].

Maggie: I know. Well thank you so much Ambassador Steinberg. That was such an
incredible sharing. I learned so much. And I’m just so grateful for you.

Ends 02:39:20


