ESSAY BY ROBERTA COHEN IN BARNARD 50TH REUNION CLASS BOOK, 2010
Let me comment on some of “the broad political and social changes of the last 50 years” and whether Barnard equipped me for that journey. Although Barnard gave me priceless skills (analyzing, writing, reading quickly, getting the essence of an idea, and articulating clearly), something was profoundly missing for me in the study of history and government. The ethical dimension of international relations, the security of people not just of states, the nature of regimes and their impact, the failure of the international community to rescue and protect people – represented a huge gap. Most discussions of decolonization, slavery, the slave trade and apartheid were from the European point of view with only marginal attention paid to the impact on the people concerned. And in discussing the Second World War, the focus on realpolitik made for little or no time to be devoted to the Holocaust. Political discussions were constrained because of the McCarthy period and the Cold War (the one government faculty member who tried to break through this was asked to leave, and in protest, I switched my major to history). It wasn’t until I got to graduate school in Italy that I first felt truly free to hold open discussions about fascism, nazism, communism, and socialism. I felt far more intellectually comfortable in Europe than on the Barnard campus in the late 1950s. 
The advent of the international human rights movement in the 1960s and 1970s captured not only my heart but gave me a career, even an avocation, and filled the emotional vacuum I felt working for magazines and news reference services. Quickly I became one of the pioneers in the movement, learned about international human rights standards, which were being developed, and the need to hold governments accountable. I embraced the revolution in thinking - states could not do anything they wanted to their populations because people had rights under international human rights law and others had a responsibility to protect them. I represented non-governmental organizations at the United Nations, met with foreign government officials about people being tortured, restricted in expressing their ideas, prohibited from joining their families, or imprisoned on political grounds. I took up individual and group cases, worked with large numbers of lawyers and writers and scientists who felt compelled to promote greater attention to human rights principles. I became the director of a small human rights organization which used to speak by phone each month with Andrei Sakharov and we read him the UN standards that his government refused to circulate at home. We sent missions to Greece, Northern Ireland, Paraguay and other countries to negotiate with governments about the release of prisoners and the holding of inquiries into human rights violations. When the Carter Administration came into office with human rights as one of its platforms, I was invited to join, and spent days and nights at the State Department pressing for the inclusion of human rights goals in United States foreign policy. It was a tough fight with bureaucrats who upheld other competing interests and knew nothing of human rights standards. If Barnard taught no human rights, neither did other colleges except for a few select law schools.  

Five years in Africa with my husband at American embassies thrust me into the world of humanitarian and human rights disasters and emergencies and I moved on to promoting the rights of people uprooted within their own countries by civil wars, famines and disasters. Unlike refugees, there was no international system of protection for them. For more than a decade, I have worked to develop international standards and strengthen international institutions to offer greater protection for these people, known as internally displaced persons (IDPs). From my office at the Brookings Institution I began to circle the globe with UN officials promoting the idea of international protection for people at risk inside their own countries whether in Sri Lanka, Darfur, Sudan, Indonesia, Turkey, Georgia or Colombia. Again, I became a pioneer because of the absence of attention to the human dimension and won many awards for my work.         
Sometimes the roads I’ve traveled have been difficult, challenging and even dangerous. I’ll always remember visiting refugee camps on the Kenya-Somalia border for the UN, sleeping in tents surrounded by snakes and scorpions, fearful of Somali bandits coming over the border to rob, rape or kill, and of a lion roaming nearby. And yet despite the risks, and under a beautiful star lit sky, I managed to work out a plan that actually protected some of the women who were being targeted and which the United Nations put into operation. Let me recall too that in the middle of a desolate plain, which I visited because huts had been burned down the night before, I came upon a Sudanese refugee, a bone thin man, covered with dust and rags. Somali bandits had beaten him and destroyed or stolen whatever meager possessions he had. And his response was not despair but to play music on a makeshift lyre like instrument some of whose strings were torn. I can still hear the sound of that music ringing out in this burned-out field, and when he finished his song, we stood in this desolation and smiled at one another. It was an extraordinary moment, and it taught me that so much depends on your outlook. Rebuilding took place and new tents went up but learning to live with a positive outlook, being cheerful and constructive in a difficult world is something we all need to do.
Today although semi-retired I enjoy sitting in my study in Georgetown (Washington DC), writing articles and lectures on issues in the human rights and humanitarian fields. When friends ask me, which they often do, are you still trying to save the world? I reply that I am and will continue to do so until I no longer can. I am glad that Barnard now teaches courses on human rights and humanitarian standards and that a whole new generation of students is coming forward to push for a better response to the terrible violence and destruction to which people become subjected in countries around the world for whom there is still too little international protection.  
