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Peace Works is two things: an impassioned 
argument on why the United States should 
involve itself in conflict prevention, man-

agement and peace-making; and an important 
contribution to the practitioner’s tool box for deal-
ing with conflict situations. Ambassador Barton’s 

Ambassador Lawrence E. Butler (ret.) worked across the spectrum of peace and conflict management with U.S. diplo-
macy, NATO, and OSCE in Iraq, Afghanistan, Northern Ireland, and the Balkans. His last assignment was as the U.S. 
European Commander’s Civilian Deputy and Foreign Policy Advisor.

first-person description of efforts in places like 
Rwanda, Bosnia, Haiti, and Syria merits study for 
use in responding to future humanitarian tragedies. 
While Peace Works has two obvious weaknesses—a 
political partisan bias and a predilection for humani-
tarian intervention, even when by his own guidelines, 
we should not—the book should be required reading 
for conflict management practitioners (diplomats, 
development experts, NGOs, the military—especially 
components most likely to be confronted with stabili-
zation tasks) and Congressional staff.

Ambassador Barton, a political appointee 
in Democratic administrations including two 
international organizations, created two poten-
tially important and more agile tools for conflict 
prevention and management, USAID’s Office 
of Transitional Initiatives (OTI) and the State 
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What is makes this book especially valuable is 
Barton’s insider’s view of Washington bureaucratic 
warfare: creating USAID’s Office of Transitional 
Initiatives (OTI) in 1994, intended to support 
democratic transitions in the former Soviet Bloc; 
and transforming the Secretary of State’s Iraq-era 
Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and 
Stabilization (S/CRS) into the Bureau of Conflict 
and Stability Operations (CSO) in late 2011, giving 
this well-intentioned effort a more solid bureaucratic 
footing shortly after the fall of Gaddafi in Libya and 
just in time for the Syrian Conflict.

The author implicitly understands that the 
scale of today’s crises exceeds any one organization’s 
ability to handle, hence focus on “micro” responses 
to events, arguing America should be the catalyst, 
arriving early, identifying and supporting local 
initiatives and jump-starting change. He urges lis-
tening to locals, prioritizing, avoiding taking over, 
measuring effectiveness, seeking public support via 
communication, and circumventing institutional/
bureaucratic inertia.

Peace Works is organized into five parts, with 
a powerful introduction: Syria represents America’s 
hand wringing, “wicked” dilemma, proliferating 
conflicts that baffle policy-makers. Barton notes that 
“our record in the last 25 years is a powerful argument 
for humility” as the United States has little to show 
for expenditures of billions of dollars and sacrifice of 
American lives. This despite the United States having 
the resources, and implicitly the obligation, to make 
the world more peaceful and (he believes) that the rest 
of the world will follow our lead.

Part one leads with a survey of peace making 
highlighting Syria and Pakistan with insights into 
the challenges facing the United States with pro-
liferating international conflicts, and makes the 
case that the United States is poorly organized or 
prepared to get ahead of the curve. He highlights 
developments, such as the challenge posed by tech-
nological miniaturization and social media. 

Department’s Bureau of Conflict and Stability 
Operations (CSO). Peace Works draws on his quar-
ter century of experience in seeking solutions for 40 
conflicts. He offers a survey of academic and real 
world thought on America’s experience with waging 
peace, from post-WWII to a rich retelling of his per-
sonal involvement from the transitional aftermath 
of the Cold War through Syria in 2016. Peace Works 
provides a bold, if unrealizable, policy recommenda-
tion for a new way to organize the nation’s response 
to crisis, and argues that Washington has not done 
enough to engage the American people on why we 
(should) engage in foreign conflicts. 

However, this reviewer cringed at parts of 
the book, such as his critique of U.S. assistance to 
Pakistan that went mainly to the military, which 
he believed doomed that country, but then admit-
ting that his predictions were not borne out. And, 
ironically, I read Peace Works as news broke of the 
Israelis rescuing “Syrian White Helmets” fleeing 
President Assad’s forces as rebel resistance col-
lapsed. Ironic because Ambassador Barton devotes 
a large portion of book to the role CSO played 
in supporting the creation of the renowned and 
courageous civilian first responders in rebel-held 
parts of Syria. Barton recognizes the ambivalence 
of Obama Administration in playing a decisive 
role against Assad, which meant he was relegated 
to working at the margin to save lives while hop-
ing for arrival of the cavalry. Undaunted, Barton 
saw the positive, impressed at the commitment 
and risks his Syrian interlocutors took in helping 
their communities and building off of experience 
in Pakistan, Bosnia, Haiti, Central America and 
Rwanda, zeroes in on doing what OTI and CSO 
could by supporting local initiatives, especially 
amplifying communication and reconciliation. 
However this sadly echoes of the well-intentioned 
efforts of the international community to feed 
besieged Sarajevans while not addressing their vul-
nerability to Serbian snipers and mortars.
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Part two, the 1990s, features Barton’s first-
hand and moving engagement in post–genocide 
efforts to rebuild Rwanda. His retelling of OTI’s 
work in Haiti, where his people seemed to have 
partnered with Special Forces detachments, is must 
reading. The OTI’s efforts in Bosnia were periph-
eral given that 100,000 people perished despite 
UN and NATO military presence, including the 
genocide of 7,000 men and boys of Srebrenica. OTI 
identified methods to empower the opponents of 
the Serbian effort to dominate Bosnia with media 
outreach to citizens, with collateral damage: a 
brave newspaper publisher OTI backed had his legs 
blown off in an assassination attempt. The U.S. 
eventually intervened in August 1995 to stop the 
slaughter, but a gap was exposed between tradi-
tional development with decades-long horizons, 
and the need to get after near term issues. In short, 
Barton belatedly re-discovers Maslow’s basic build-
ing block of human needs: security.

In part three Barton provides an outsider’s 
perspective on Afghanistan and Iraq. Working for 
CSIS, he engaged with locals in both countries. His 
lessons were that the U.S must clarify goals before 
intervening, commit to real-time measurements 
of progress, and follow through to promote sys-
temic changes. Unfortunately the author does not 
appear to appreciate the geo-political dimensions 
or the scale of the challenges in either country, but 
does back away from the idea that the United States 
should engage in nation-building.

In addressing Syria in part four, Barton 
again urges policymakers to state purpose and 
remove ambiguity (implicit criticism of the Obama 
Administration), which hampered CSO through-
out his tenure in getting Washington to make and 
resource decisions, and address concerns of local 
communities, and then rely on their courage and 
ingenuity. CSO’s contributions (White Helmets) 
were noble for saving countless lives while waiting 
for Washington to act. As in Bosnia.

Part five features his policy proposal—building 
off frustrations to get CSO a leading role in crisis 
response, he proposes that the USG accept more risk 
to its people; create a stand-by bench that can be 
called up to lead a crisis-response team; put that per-
son in charge of the interagency response; and get 
the Congress and the American public involved.

Throughout the book, Ambassador Barton 
provides painfully learned lessons of being an inno-
vator in hide-bound organizations like the State 
Department as he sought to make CSO relevant 
and effective by building personal relations with 
counterparts at U.S. embassies and in the geographic 
bureaus. Among the things that the author decries 
is the increasingly isolated American diplomat 
who lives and works on a heavily fortified com-
pound with limited local contact because of a risk 
averse Washington. Barton cites OTI and CSO’s 
willingness to engage with local audiences as an 
organizational strength. In short, greater tolerance 
for (policy and personal) risk is vital to making 
peace, more akin to small Special Forces team work-
ing with local populations. Barton, however, hand 
waves the killing of Ambassador Stevens and three 
others as the cost of doing business.

Which inadvertently spotlights the pass he 
gives Obama administration on its role in Libyan 
regime change that lacked a post-conflict stabili-
zation plan, a repeat of Afghanistan and Iraq, and 
came as the U.S. military was winding down its 
presence in Iraq. Ironic because he lambastes the 
Bush Administration for ignoring the work that he 
did at a think tank ahead of the 2003 Iraq invasion to 
prepare for the aftermath. Ambassador Barton cites 
“Responsibility to Protect” (R2P—non-binding com-
mitment made at the 2005 UN World summit) as well 
as the Obama-era Atrocities Prevention Board for 
why we intervened with the bombing campaign that 
led to Gaddafi’s overthrow and killing. In the case 
of Libya his view is that the Europeans had the lead 
post-Gaddafi, which took CSO off of the hook.
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The post–Libya fiasco confirms the author’s 
argument that the United States needs to be 
thoughtful in its determination of when and where 
to intervene, and that we need to act as a catalyst—
where we go, others will follow, and when we are 
not present, things do not go (as) well. Ambassador 
Barton provides noble and practical examples of 

how to intervene on the margins of conflict but—no 
matter how compelling the humanitarian grounds 
for getting involved to stop the killing of inno-
cents—our efforts are feel-good Band-Aids that 
prolong the suffering and may actually worsen 
matters absent an all-in, whole-of-government com-
mitment with a clear strategy. PRISM

After more than a decade of supporting 
large expeditionary forces in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, the U.S. battle cry today 

is “by, with, and through” (BWT). According to 
General Joseph Votel, Commander U.S. Central 
Command, BWT means “that operations are led by 
our partners, state or non-state, with enabling sup-
port from the United States or U.S.-led coalitions, 
and through U.S. authorities and partner agree-
ments.”1 When U.S. soldiers discuss this concept, 
they usually dwell upon train, advise, and assist 
actions in the field. At the top end of the BWT food 
chain, however, are those instances where, as it did 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, the United States believes 
that it must rebuild the militaries of its partners, 
often when they are in perilous circumstances. 

There are few books on this critically import-
ant subject.2 One newcomer to the collection is Dr. 

Building Militaries in Fragile States: 
Challenges for the United States

By Mara Karlin
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017
283 pp., $63.56
ISBN: 9-780-81224-926-2

Reviewed By Joseph Collins

Dr. Joseph J. Collins, a retired Army Colonel, is a Professor at National Defense University’s National War College.

Mara Karlin’s aptly titled, Building Militaries in 
Fragile States. Karlin finished the book after a tour 
as the U.S. Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for 
Strategy and Force Development; she now teaches 
in the strategy program at Johns Hopkins School 
of Advanced International Studies. Karlin knows 
this subject from the training ground through the 
archives to the Ivory Tower. Her work is careful, 
judicious, well-written, and peppered with archival 
and interview material. Building Militaries in Fragile 
States will be a benchmark for the next generation of 
scholars. It is a book about past policies, but it is full 
of wisdom for the future.

Karlin starts with a blinding flash of the obvious 
from Winston Churchill: “However beautiful the 
strategy, you should occasionally look at the results.” 
Sir Winston’s marvelous quote is the guiding light 
of this book on U.S. attempts to help its fragile allies 
build militaries. Her conclusion is that the U.S. record 
is “uneven at best,” a conclusion which has been borne 
out by recent studies of our efforts to rebuild military 
sectors in Afghanistan and Iraq.3

Building Militaries in Fragile States looks deeply 
into four cases: Greece in the late 1940s, South 
Vietnam in the 1950s, Lebanon in 1982–84 and 
again in 2005–09. Only one of these cases, Greece, 
after fits and starts, was a success. Vietnam was a 
failure, and in both Lebanon cases, a partial failure. 
The differences in these cases, Karlin tells us, is not 


