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T
here is no real surprise with this book – the title 
says it all. It is a personal war story. It is the 
account of Jake Olafsen, a 
Canadian reservist from 
Vancouver Island who joined 

the British Royal Marine Commandos. 
After more than four years of service, he 
returned to Canada and wrote an account 
of his adventures that take the reader 
through his basic training and two opera-
tional tours in Afghanistan.  

A good portion of the book, approxi-
mately 40 percent of it, deals with his 30 
weeks of basic training. The account is 
interesting, albeit there is nothing radi-
cally new for those familiar with the pro-
cess of military basic training.  
Nonetheless, the book does provide some 
insight into the Royal Marine program, 
and, more than anything, it reinforces the 
general belief that British treatment of 
their recruits still leaves something to be desired. 

Olafsen then metaphorically jumps to his first tour of 
duty in Afghanistan, and provides what amounts to a number 
of vignettes of some Royal Marine Commando operations. 
These are ‘war stories within a war story,’ and are largely 
without context.  Although interesting on one level, they are, 
in many ways, unfulfilling, as they are simply ‘snapshots’ 
that fail to provide an understanding of the larger mission, 
unit, or challenge with respect to  counter-insurgency opera-
tions. On a positive note, the text does capture the life of an 

infantryman in a war zone. As such, the author relates the mix 
of tedium, excitement, and terror that soldiers characteristi-
cally experience in a combat theatre.  Olafsen also highlights 
the vital importance of camaraderie and unit cohesion to 
military operations.

In summary, for the uninitiated, the book provides a good 
glimpse of basic training and a ‘grunt’s’ view of combat and 
service in an operational theatre. For those who are well read 
in military literature, there is nothing new here, and therefore, 
the book ‘falls a bit flat’ overall. The stories of the ‘hardships’ 
experienced during basic training resonate with anyone who 

has undergone basic military training, 
albeit the Royal Marine basic training is 
longer and harsher than most. The opera-
tional vignettes are interesting but also a 
bit disappointing. At the end of the book, 
the reader does not come away with a 
coherent understanding of the Royal 
Marines, their role, culture, or mission, 
and their effectiveness in Afghanistan.  In 
many ways, the book is a ‘literary reality 
show’ that captures the experience of one 
member without a clear context or under-
standing of the organization, or a clear 
coherence to the events in which the Royal 
Marines participated.  

Nonetheless, it is a window into mili-
tary life, and it provides an interesting 
insight into one soldier’s experience in the 
Royal Marine Commandos, a well-

respected military organization. 

Wearing the Green Beret is a very quick read. It is written 
with simple prose and it includes a healthy sprinkling of sol-
dierly jargon. Those interested in reading a good personal war 
story will enjoy the book. 
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R
esponsibility to Protect is an excellent aca-
demic book on the responsibility to protect 
(R2P) civilian populations from potential geno-
cides, ethnic cleansing, war crimes and crimes 
against humanity. The book also delves into the 

debates that have arisen from the concept of R2P, and the 

author makes a convincing case for it. In this book, Alex 
Bellamy, Executive Director of the Asia-Pacific Centre for 
the Responsibility to Protect, clearly explains the theoretical 
challenges, political debates, and practical obstacles tied to 
the concept of R2P and its implementation. Beyond the ‘to-
and-fro’ of arguments for and against the concept, the book 
leaves us with the impression that the principle of R2P, 
although quite new, possesses enormous potential that needs 
to be exploited, and that we should be thinking about its 
‘operationalization’ in the future.

The book is divided into two main parts. In the first 
part, the author goes through each argument that calls R2P 
into question and shows that those arguments can be refuted, 
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or, at least, that they have serious deficiencies. The second 
part describes the steps to take to implement R2P, identify-
ing the existing tools and the improvements that need to be 
made to them.

In Part One of the book, the author’s main objective is to 
convince the reader that, contrary to what its critics claim, 
R2P is a tool that would strengthen rather than weaken state 
sovereignty. Bellamy argues that sovereignty involves, not 
only the rights, but also the responsibilities of states towards 
their own populations; only states that fully respect the funda-
mental rights of their citizens are entitled to exercise the entire 
range of sovereign rights. Thus, a justified humanitarian inter-
vention in the name of R2P would not encroach upon a state’s 
sovereignty—on the contrary, it would protect and promote 
sovereignty. In the case of serious viola-
tions, R2P would gradually shift from the 
state in which those violations occurred 
to the international community.

Part Two of the book examines the 
issue of the ‘operationalization’ of R2P, 
and analyzes the different tools that the 
international community possesses to 
implement the three parts of R2P, i.e., 
the responsibility to prevent, to react, 
and to rebuild.

The responsibility to prevent is 
advantageous in that it removes R2P from 
the armed intervention debate, but it also 
has to contend with serious obstacles, 
both theoretical (where does prevention 
begin?) and practical (what type of actor 
should lead and coordinate prevention 
efforts: diplomats or development agen-
cies?). According to Bellamy, the responsibility to prevent can 
be implemented through four types of tools available to the 
UN: early warning systems, preventive diplomacy, ending 
impunity and preventive deployments. However, in order to be 
fully effective, those tools require institutional reforms that 
are unlikely to materialize.

The responsibility to react that is incumbent upon the 
international community can only be set in motion when the 
‘just cause’ threshold is reached, and it must follow four pre-
cautionary principles: right intention, last resort, proportional 
means and reasonable prospects. The responsibility to react 
includes two categories of measures: measures that do not 
entail the use of armed force, and measures that do so. 
However, it is quite difficult to identify the threshold at which 
resorting to the use of armed force would be legitimate, to 
know when all other options have been exhausted, or to pre-
dict whether the measures taken will have a largely positive or 
negative impact upon the population. The use of armed force 
also raises the question of impartiality, which is supposed to 
characterize UN interventions.

While the responsibility to rebuild would appear to be the 
least disputed aspect of R2P, it is still fertile ground for dis-

agreement between those who believe that rebuilding is a 
security-led undertaking—and therefore within the Security 
Council’s remit—and those who feel it is an economic and 
social-led activity—and therefore within the General 
Assembly’s remit. In a parallel debate, some support a large 
and directive engagement from the international community, 
whereas others advocate a ‘light footprint.’

Bellamy concludes by putting forward various recom-
mendations on how to improve the ‘operationalization’ of 
R2P. For example, he strongly emphasizes the importance of 
putting just as much effort and analysis into the responsibility 
to prevent and to rebuild as into the responsibility to react. He 
also points out that the Security Council needs to adopt clear 
principles and objective criteria of implementation with regard 

to R2P, as its current ad hoc approach is 
undermining its legitimacy in certain 
parts of the world. Lastly, recognizing 
that this ad hoc approach subjects R2P 
and its implementation to arbitrary action 
and the interests of the ‘permanent five’ 
of the Council, he recommends that states 
in favour of R2P provide the material, 
human, and financial resources required 
to strengthen and sustain the UN’s insti-
tutional capacities. Such a commitment 
would send a strong message to sceptics 
that those states’ support of R2P is very 
real and is not connected to any political 
agenda.

Responsibility to Protect is an inspir-
ing and convincing work. However, it is a 
pity that Bellamy tends at times to mini-
mize the danger of the R2P concept 
potentially being exploited as a neo-colo-

nialist tool, instead of focusing upon the ways to prevent such 
a situation. It is a very real threat that deserves some reflec-
tion. Also, given that the author makes generous use of the 
term “international community,” it is too bad that the term is 
not clearly defined, as it seems to be used to designate the 
Security Council at some points, the General Assembly at 
other points, and civil society at still others. As those three 
types of actors very often have divergent opinions, it would 
have been wise to use the term more sparingly. Lastly, it is 
unfortunate that the bibliography is virtually devoid of 
Francophone sources with respect to R2P, which would have 
enriched the author’s perspective.

Despite those pitfalls, Responsibility to Protect is an 
excellent introductory work on R2P, and it will provide those 
who are interested in the topic with the elements required for 
a more in-depth reflection.
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