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In this timely study, Mara Karlin challenges the US government’s default po-

sition that the secret to successful foreign military assistance is “more”—that is,

“More equipment. More training. More help. More quickly” (p. 2).

She is unusually well-qualified to do so. Before joining the faculty at the Johns

Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies in 2017, Karlin served in the

Pentagon’s Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy, where she helped

run several military assistance programs on behalf of the US military.

In this book, Karlin argues that success—which she defines as a “more enforced

and sustainable monopoly on violence extended by the partner state” (p. 11)—is

a function of two main variables. The first is the donor state’s degree of influence

over the leadership and structure of the partner military (their “sensitive military

affairs”). The second is the degree to which external, third-party actors undermine

the capacity-building effort. Success is most likely in cases where the donor gets

deeply involved in the sensitive military affairs of its partner—without becoming

a co-combatant—and where the influence of antagonistic external actors is either

absent or diminishing over time. When one or the other of these conditions is not

met the outcome is more likely to be a partial failure. When neither is met the

outcome is likely to be a complete failure.

Although her argument may apply to donor-partner relationships generally,

Karlin limits her analysis to a rather narrow set of cases: those where the United

States directly assists the military of a sovereign state against a local insurgency

without becoming a co-combatant, and where the insurgency is not “overwhelm-

ingly characterized” by the narcotics trade. As she notes in the opening chapter

(p. 17), this means some influential cases fall outside the scope of her argument,

including South Vietnam after 1961, Afghanistan after 2001, Colombia after 2002,
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and Iraq after 2003.

She tests her argument with four chapter-length case studies: Greece following

World War II, South Vietnam during the 1950s, Lebanon during the 1980s, and

Lebanon again during the mid-2000s. Each case conforms to one of the four

possible configurations of her twomain variables, withGreece exemplifying success

and South Vietnam exemplifying complete failure.

As historical narratives, the case studies are a great strength of the book. They

arewell-sourced, well-written, and historically interesting. TheUS efforts inGreece

and Lebanon are understudied in the literature on military assistance, so their

inclusion here is a significant contribution in and of themselves—especially given

the extensive archival work and original interviews supporting them.

The case studies occasionally stray from the main line of argument, however,

which can make it difficult to keep track of which variable is doing what. The

chapter on Greece includes sections on personality conflicts within the US effort,

on how and why the United States originally became involved, and on the internal

US debate over whether to become a co-combatant—none of which is strictly

required by Karlin’s argument.

Karlin also leaves some important questions largely unanswered: How can the

United States influence its partner’s sensitive military affairs when the partner

actively resists the effort? How much does the size of the assistance program

matter? How much control does the United States have over the behavior of

antagonistic external actors?

Nevertheless, Karlin’s Building Militaries in Fragile States is a noteworthy

book that will be of interest to both those working on military assistance programs

and those studying their effectiveness.
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