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Publishing recommendations 
on how to deal with the 
symptoms and causes of 

violent conflict and state fragility 
has been a boom industry since 
the wars in the former Yugoslavia 
in the early 1990s (not least in 
the RUSI Journal, such as this 
reviewer’s article, ‘Adapting 
Government for Stabilisation and 
Counter-Insurgency Operations’, 
published in December 2009). 
In the past quarter century, 
practitioners, scholars and 
governments in the US, its 
Western allies and international 
institutions have churned out 
numerous proposals for how 
to better deal with such messy 
conflicts. Institutional innovations 
have followed – ranging from 
reforms at the UN, to the creation 
of new units and funding streams 
in most Western governments, 
and revised doctrines and 
practices for civilian and military 

teams in the field. But no silver 
bullets have been found. Even 
in the Balkans, while peace 
has been kept, the underlying 
drivers of conflict and instability 
remain. In newer conflict zones 
such as Libya and the Sahel, 
Western states and international 
institutions are struggling as much 
as ever to deliver peace, stability 
and sustainable development.

Rick Barton, who has had a 
central role in looking for practical 
solutions to these challenges, 
is the latest practitioner-cum-
scholar to proffer his diagnosis 
and treatment plan. Barton’s 
critique and recommendations 
need to be taken seriously since 
he has been a key figure in many 
of the US’s practical innovations 
in this field. Barton, who has been 
the US representative to the UN 
Economic and Social Council, 
and who, unusually in foreign 
policy, started his career in state-
level politics, has been a leading 
figure in shaping the approaches 
to conflict of the US Agency 
for International Development 
(USAID), the UN and the State 
Department since the early 
1990s. When not in government, 
he has led influential policy 
research work at think tanks 
and universities focused on this 
topic. Two key initiatives that he 
started up in the US government 
were: the Office of Transition 
Initiatives, now USAID’s go-
to team for rapid, politically 
savvy programming in difficult 
environments; and the State 
Department’s Bureau of Conflict 
and Stabilization Operations, 
which was central to the Barack 
Obama administration’s efforts to 
improve its whole of government 
approaches to conflict. 

Barton’s book, which is part 
memoir, part lessons learned 
report, and part call for action, 
is intended both to make the 
case for an active US role in 
managing conflicts overseas, at a 
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time of growing isolationism, and 
to advise on how the US can do 
a much better job of addressing 
these conflicts than it has in the 
past. His central thesis, which is 
not new but needs restating in the 
light of US weariness with foreign 
adventures, is that the US cannot 
stand aside from the conflicts 
simmering across the globe. 
While Steven Pinker may have 
correctly pointed to a general 
decline in human violence in his 
book The Better Angels of Our 
Nature (Penguin, 2012), there is 
plenty of instability to go around. 
Current trends in environmental 
destruction, population 
displacement and geopolitical 
fragmentation suggest things will 
get worse before they get better; 
and it is clear that the days when 
the US’s oceans protected it from 
the fallout of instability overseas 
are long gone.

Barton’s central 
thesis is that the US 
cannot stand aside 
from the conflicts 
simmering across 
the globe

The core of the book, drawing 
on observations and anecdotes 
from the author’s work on 
these issues since 1994, is a 
set of recommendations about 
how to engage better. Barton 
recounts partial successes and 
major failures from Haiti and 
Bosnia through Rwanda, Iraq, 
Afghanistan and Syria. He shows 
that, where the US has been 
able to identify and build on 
truly locally led peacebuilding 
initiatives, and where the US has 
stayed the course, it has been 
able to make a real difference. 
Conversely, where the US has 
sought to impose quick-fix 
solutions from the outside or 

taken on quixotically unrealistic 
missions, failing to match means 
and ends, then failure has 
followed.

Rather than conventional 
narratives, Barton uses these 
case studies to make the case for 
his key tenets of how the US can 
work more effectively to deliver 
peace and stability. While there 
are many lessons and principles 
outlined, six stand out:

•	 Build on the local – do not 
impose solutions but, like a 
venture capitalist, seek out 
actors and initiatives that can 
be supported and scaled up.

•	 Be patient and persevere – do 
not expect quick results and 
do not leave early.

•	 Be ruthless in choosing one’s 
battles – not all conflicts are 
ripe for a positive intervention; 
if nothing can be achieved, 
then do not waste effort trying.

•	 Accept risk – civilian missions 
operating in conflict zones 
need to accept risks to be 
effective, not hunkered down 
behind walls and guards.

•	 Empower authority – both 
back in the capital and in the 
field, appoint and trust leaders 
who are empowered to direct 
all departmental resources.

•	 Encourage democratic debate 
– ensure that the public and 
legislature at home openly 
debate the mission so that 
support is broad-based and 
genuinely grounded. 

These lessons are all extremely 
valid and apply as much to UK, 
European or UN missions as to 
US missions in conflict zones. 
As Barton knows well, however, 
it is the implementation of 
such good ideas that is difficult. 
Having spent a large part of his 
career wrestling with the US and 
the international bureaucracy 
working in transitional and fragile 
states, he is quite aware of the 

need for sustained, high-level 
effort to keep chipping away at 
the institutional inefficiencies 
and blockages that make delivery 
of these sensible principles hard 
in practice.

This recognition links back to 
Barton’s other main purpose in his 
book: to convince the US political 
class that the US’s ‘catalytic’ role 
remains crucial to building a 
more peaceful world. He makes 
a strong case for renewed US 
leadership on international 
peacebuilding, arguing that this 
will benefit both the US itself and 
the communities who suffer from 
conflict. The passage of the Global 
Fragility Act by the US House of 
Representatives in 2019 shows 
that this argument has traction in 
Washington, despite the Trump 
administration’s desire to retreat 
from foreign entanglements. 

However, Barton does not go 
far enough in looking forward, 
rather than fighting some of the 
battles of the past. Barton does 
not engage with the new dynamics 
that are shaping the ability of the 
US to play the role he suggests. 
Only recently, the Chinese have 
emerged as a major force in UN 
peacekeeping, and middle powers 
such as the UAE have entered the 
game of expeditionary stability 
operations. These geopolitical 
shifts have not yet fed through 
into systematic thinking at the 
UN or in Western capitals as to 
the future nature of the conflict 
and peacebuilding agenda. 
This reviewer for one would 
welcome from the author a new 
epilogue projecting forward his 
recommendations, to guide the 
international community through 
the next 25 years of peacebuilding 
in a turbulent world. n
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