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 i 

 

Why have private military companies become increasingly 

significant in post-Fordist period particularly since the end of 

the Cold War? 



 ii 

 

“It is assumed that men fight for a cause, that they are 

actuated by a love of home, devotion to the country, or 

attachment to a sovereign; these are the sentiments that are 

considered to be hallowed in the pursuit of arms…” 

(Richard Cobden)
1
  

                                                 
1
 This quote was given during the parliamentary debates of 1854-1856 on the decision whether to send 

mercenaries to the Crimean War on behalf of the British Empire. See Hansard Parliamentary Debates, 

1854-1856, 3
rd

 series edition, Volume CXXXVI, Cornelius Buck, London, Col. 668. 
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Preface 
 

The rise and dominance of private military companies (PMCs) have become key 

factors in a number of conflicts since the end of the Cold War.  This thesis is 

concerned about how the growth of PMCs is related to the changing modes of 

production from Fordism to post-Fordism.  The changes in modes of production to 

post-Fordism highlights PMCs offering various military services in the current neo-

classical economic environment, the outsourcing of military services, the privatisation 

and changing nature of war itself, and how PMCs are regulated in terms of their 

military operations and business structure.  With this in mind, this thesis has 

researched PMC activity in parts of the world such as Iraq, Sierra Leone, Angola, 

Colombia, Afghanistan, Somalia, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) 

to understand the strategic implications of this phenomenon.  Furthermore, the thesis 

addresses various PMCs within the theatre of war, whether intra-state or inter-state 

and their roles in other military services not directly related to actual warfare but still 

have an influential impact and strategic influence on the structure of the armed forces.  

PMCs such as Executive Outcomes, Sandline International, Military Professional 

Resources Incorporated (MPRI), Control Risks Group, Cubic Defence, Erinys, Global 

Risk, DynCorp, Defence Services Limited (DSL), Blackwater USA, or Vinnell 

Corporation have played key roles in a variety of wars in the Third World from 

Afghanistan to Sierra Leone and most of the sub-Saharan African continent to 

Colombia in their drug wars, to the 2003 United States-led Iraq war.  As this thesis 

will show, PMCs are a product of a series of post-Cold War environments in relation 

to post-Fordism that have led to a new military security paradigm in terms of the state, 

conflicts, and most defence forces around the globe.  The activities of these PMCs 

have led scholars such as David Isenberg, Peter W. Singer, Deborah Avant, Anna 



 iv 

Leander, Carlos Ortiz, Doug Brooks, David Shearer, or William Reno or Rita 

Abrahamsen to debate about whether or not these companies are a problem and 

hindrance in relation to state sovereignty, the monopoly on the use of legitimate 

violence and war, or whether PMCs are achieving results which organisations and 

countries cannot do, will not do, or are simply unable to. 

 

This thesis, therefore, looks at the reasons why PMCs are hired by a range of actors 

from a post-Fordist perspective such as insurgencies (non-state actors), governments 

in regions of conflict (Sierra Leone), powerful First World (United States) states in 

Third World countries such as Afghanistan or Iraq, multilateral peacekeeping 

organisations (United Nations), humanitarian agencies (World Vision), and multi-

national companies in resource extractive industries (British Petroleum).  With PMCs 

becoming influential non-state military actors in Third World conflicts, the 

relationship between post-Fordism and PMCs highlights these company’s challenges 

to civil-military relations, the uniqueness of the role of the military, the monopoly 

over the use and control of legitimate violence, challenges to the nation-state in terms 

of military forces and military security, the commodification of warfare, and how 

future wars will be conducted. Each of these situations and principal users of private 

military companies raises a different set of issues.  Yet some common themes do 

emerge from the use of PMCs.  These common themes are concerned with the 

implications for peace and security, conflict management, the legitimate use of force, 

human rights, accountability, governance of the military security sector, regulation, 

and the state.  Despite these substantial concerns, there has been relatively little 

response by the PMC industry and states towards PMCs in terms of national, regional 

and international regulation and measures. 
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To analyse this complex phenomenon of PMCs, this thesis hypothesises that the 

growth and evolution of private military companies are a result of five important 

factors:  

1. Displacement of a Fordist mass military with a highly skilled specialist core of 

military personnel, particularly since the end of the Cold War, 

2. Changes in modes of production and destruction from Fordist just-in-case to 

post-Fordist just-in-time, 

3. Outsourcing of military government functions that is related to the post-

Fordist mode of production within  the current global neo-classical economic 

agenda , 

4. The creation of a market army, this has shaped the growth of PMCs in relation 

to post-Fordist changes in foreign policy, military doctrine, and geo-politics, 

5. The changes in the nature of warfare from the Fordist conception of 

Clausewitz to a post-Fordist standpoint. 

 

This thesis does not make specific policy prescriptions, nor is it the place to do so, but 

rather surveys the environments about PMCs in which policy formulation could take 

place.  It is hoped that this thesis can be used as a reference point for future research 

from undergraduates to policy makers, including non-government organisations that 

include academics and experts in related fields to begin to answer some of the critical 

issues about private military companies. 
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Introduction 



 

1 

 

Over the last few years, particularly with the changes in modes of production from 

Fordism to post-Fordism since the 1970s, there has been an increased prominence in 

the age old profession of private military actors or private armies operating in armed 

conflicts purely on the basis of profit.  These private military actors operating in 

today’s post-Cold War conflicts, however, have transformed into a new modern form: 

the Private Military Company (PMC).  PMCs are business organisations that trade in 

professional services intricately linked to warfare.  They are corporate bodies that 

specialise in the provision of military skills, including combat operations, strategic 

planning, intelligence, risk assessment, operational support, training and technical 

skills.
2
  PMCs have managed to transform the historically ubiquitous nature of ad hoc 

mercenaries into private companies to provide military services to state and non-state 

entities in exchange for money.   

 

PMCs are a unique phenomenon born out of the rise in neo-classical economic 

globalisation, the changing transformation in the nature of warfare, changes from 

Fordist to post-Fordist modes of production and destruction within the military 

structure and armed conflicts, and the end of the Cold War which signified a new era 

in economic thinking towards neo-classicalism.  Since the early 1990s, state and non-

state actors trying to protect people and assets from military threats within different 

conflict environments have become increasingly willing to turn to PMCs for military 

services.  As a result, the global market for the PMC industry has significantly 

expanded.  With an estimated growth rate of about seven percent per annum, the 

                                                 
2
 Singer 2003, p.8 



 

2 

 

global market for the PMC industry has developed into a versatile, global, multi-

billion dollar industry.
3
 

 

PMCs have given shape to one of the major entries in the lexicon of conflict analysis: 

the privatisation of military services and war.  The outsourcing of military services 

and war reflects attempts to shift the monopoly on the use of legitimate force away 

from the nation-state and public institutions into an era of neo-classicalism where free 

markets and private entities lessen state political power.  This trend represents the 

devolution of political power away from the state towards private entities. 

 

Those mercenaries who rampaged across post-colonial Africa and other places in the 

Third World have virtually disappeared, and their successors are now PMCs that are 

more corporatised, staffed by highly skilled retired military officers,  ex-special forces 

units, technically specific skilled civil and military personnel, retired and  former 

military frontline soldiers, intelligence personnel, and low skilled military personnel 

(especially Third World personnel) who have all found themselves without a job as a 

result of demobilisation at the end of the Cold War and post-Fordist changes in 

military structure and armed conflicts.  PMCs have now put a corporate face on one of 

the world’s oldest professions.   

 

Since the South African based but Bahamas registered PMC Executive Outcomes 

(EO) first emerged more than fifteen years ago, international attention is starting to 

focus on the role and influence PMCs are having in conflicts, and the supporting and 

destabilising effects PMCs have on the systemic nature of military operations and 

                                                 
3
 O’Brien 2000a, pp.59-64; Securitas Annual Report 2006 
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military services.  The analysis of PMCs such as EO’s operations in Angola and 

Sierra Leone or Blackwater USA4 in Iraq does raise the provocative question of 

whether these PMCs can contribute to stability and peace within the inter-state 

system.  Although these two PMCs are now defunct, the use of PMCs in armed 

conflict shows few signs of diminishing.  In fact, PMCs offering military services in 

high-risk environments have flourished in recent years, particularly since the onset of 

the wars in Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq (2003).  In Iraq, it has been estimated that 

anywhere between 20,000 and 48,000 people have been employed by PMCs 

supplying various military services to coalition state agencies and MNCs working on 

reconstruction projects.5  Therefore, this thesis examines the substantial issues, 

controversies, and debates surrounding the emergence of PMCs on the international 

stage from a post-Fordist perspective.   

 

The Research Problem and Question 

As pointed out above, this thesis’s central theme revolves around the contention that 

PMCs are a post-Fordist incarnation.   Therefore, the hypothetical question this thesis 

asks is: Why have Private Military Companies become increasingly significant in the 

post-Fordist period, particularly since the end of the Cold War?  What typifies PMCs 

as a “Post-Fordist Military” within the central hypothesis is their post-Fordist 

structure in terms of a network-centric hierarchy, market values borrowed by the 

military profession, the convergence of military and civilian occupations, the 

commodification of military service, and contractual forms of bargaining between 

potential PMC personnel and PMCs. With this in mind, and central to the theme and 

                                                 
4
 Blackwater USA was part of Blackwater Worldwide. For sake of convenience, the company will 

henceforth be referred to as Blackwater USA. Blackwater USA ceased trading in 2008 and the PMC 

was renamed as Xe, pronounced Zee.  
5
 Government Accountability Office (GAO) 2006 



 

4 

 

arguments presented within this research, this thesis argues that the rise and 

prominence of PMCs are a result of changes in modes of production from Fordism to 

post-Fordism in relation to the current military structure, and warfare.  These post-

Fordist changes in relation to PMCs highlights what this thesis terms as the “Post-

Fordist Military Doctrine”.  These changes within the armed forces and warfare from 

a post-Fordist perspective highlight five important points: 

 

1. Displacement of a mass military with a highly skilled specialist core of 

military personnel, particularly since the end of the Cold War.  

2. Changes in modes of production and destruction from Fordist just-in-case to 

post-Fordist just-in-time, 

3. Outsourcing, of military government functions that is related to the post-

Fordist mode of production within the current global neo-classical economic 

agenda , 

4. The creation of a market army that has shaped the growth of PMCs in relation 

to post-Fordist changes in foreign policy, military doctrine, and geo-politics, 

5. The changes in the nature of warfare from the Fordist conception of 

Clausewitz to a post-Fordist standpoint. 

 

This thesis will hypothesise and argue that the successful upward mobility of PMCs is 

a result of changes in modes of production from Fordism to post-Fordism.  Post-

Fordist, profit-motivated PMCs have not only become a viable option, but also a 

favoured solution for the armed forces, public institutions, and private organisations 

around the globe. 

 



 

5 

 

Scholars such as Anthony King
6
 have already employed the post-Fordist concept in 

relation to the armed forces, but not to PMCs in any detail.  Booth, Kestnbaum, and 

Sega
7
 used post-Fordism to describe the development of a more flexible military 

organisation, particularly the armed forced in the West.  Similarly, Kaldor, Albrecht, 

and Schmeder pointed out that the idea of the mass military “… [was] the last 

remaining bastion of the Fordist era”
8
.  Where the armed forces were once the central 

feature of political communities from a Eurocentric standpoint, as described by Hegel, 

Weber, and Schmidt, in light of changes from Fordism to post-Fordism, we are 

moving away from the mid- 20
th

 century condition in which the military dominated all 

social relations and cultural forms, so that the armed forces are becoming increasingly 

marginalised as a key institution of society
9
. 

  

Today’s military defence forces are undergoing profound transformations.  With the 

post-Fordist mode of production now entrenched within society, most defence forces 

around the globe are undertaking significant structural changes from the Fordist mode 

of production to what this thesis characterises as the post-Fordism.  The era of modern 

or traditional (Fordist) defence forces is now over and a post-Fordist military has 

emerged that incorporates PMCs within the military structure.  Along with the end of 

the Cold War, the structural changes within the military are having a profound impact 

in the development and existence of PMCs.   

 

Taking in account post-Fordism’s main features, the characteristics of the post-Fordist 

Military in relation to PMCs has several distinct and important foundations.  Within 

                                                 
6
 King 2006  

7
 Booth, Kestnbaum, and Segal 2001 

8
 Kaldor, Albrecht and Schmeder 1998, p.2  

9
 Coker 1999, p.10  
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the post-Fordist military, PMCs have become a significant non-state actor, and are 

playing an important role in military operations more than ever before.  The 

displacement of a mass military and outsourcing have also combined to make PMCs 

an important feature within the military structure to meet the challenges with the 

changing nature of warfare.  With warfare slowly moving away from the Clausewitz 

conception, PMCs could become a very clear expression of the new post-Fordist 

military era because of their flexibility and just-in-time arrangements. Therefore, the 

changes in modes of production from Fordism to post-Fordism could be intricately 

related to changes in military structures and armed conflicts, particularly since the end 

of the Cold War.  Therefore, these changes may lead to a rethinking of the ways in 

which states are choosing to engage in conflicts around the globe, with the result 

being a rise of PMC military activity, both in a combat or non-combat capacity.  

PMCs have moved from a peripheral position to an indispensable part of most for the 

armed forced in both the First and Third World in placed such as the US or Angola.  

PMCs have constructed and configured themselves in such a way so that they can 

support the conventional armed forced more effectively. 

 

There are striking institutional parallels between the industrial and military sectors.
10

  

Simply put, the characterisation of PMCs as post-Fordist is useful only to the extent 

that it draws on the larger body of social theory about post-Fordism to help us 

understand the changes we are witnessing in contemporary armed forces in which 

PMCs are having an influential role.  Using the term “post-Fordist” within a military 

context implies, therefore, four distinct claims: one, observed changes in the 

organisation of armed forces in relation to how PMCs accord or correspond to the 

                                                 
10

 King 2006 



 

7 

 

central patterns of organisational change specified in the changing modes of 

production from Fordism to post-Fordism; two, these changes can adequately be said 

to have been caused by a process specified as distinctly post-Fordist by social theory 

about post-Fordism; three, the changes are more adequately captured by social theory 

about post-Fordism than by some other alternative; and finally, these changes such as 

the end of the Cold War in Europe serves as a critical conjuncture for the post-Fordist 

military concept, consolidating the pattern of military change, foreclosing some 

aspects and advancing others.
11

  

 

The displacement of a mass military, outsourcing, just-in-time, the market army and 

the changing nature in warfare represent what this thesis argues is the post-Fordist 

nature of PMCs.  The focus on the displacement of a mass military is concerned with 

how there is a growing trend to move away from a mass military to more smaller 

fragmented forces structures.  This growing trend has been significant since the end of 

the Cold War.  The first point looks at the relationship between PMCs and 

demobilisation in order to show how the changes in modes of production towards 

post-Fordism have enabled a far reaching private military market.  The second point 

explores the relationship between the outsourcing of military services to PMCs within 

a post-Fordist relationship.  During the Fordist period, Keynesianism was the 

dominant economic theory, while in the current post-Fordist era neo-classicalism is 

the orthodox economic theory.  The post-Fordist conception in relation to the 

outsourcing of military services has given a strong impetus to the emergence of 

PMCs.  The third point highlights the structural change moving away from the Fordist 

conception of just-in-case to the post-Fordist conception of just-in-time.  Within these 

                                                 
11

 Crowley etal  2010 
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structural changes, PMCs have become a very clear expression of the new post-

Fordist era because of their flexibility and just-in-time arrangements.  As a result of 

the changes in market conditions and modes of production, the fourth point highlights 

how such changes have allowed the creation of a market army. What typifies a market 

army is what Levy highlights as the subjection of the military doctrine to the market.
12

   

The final point is concerned with how the nature of warfare is moving away from the 

traditional Fordist Clausewitz conception of war towards a new form of warfare 

doctrine in relation to changing modes of production towards post-Fordism.  From 

changes in technology to new doctrines in battlefield tactics, this point reflects the 

increasing role PMCs are having on the battlefield, whether in a combative or non-

combative role.   

 

PMCs were almost non-existent during the Fordist period which started in 

approximately 1914 and ended in 1973. PMCs began growing slightly during the 

post-Fordist phase of the Cold War (1974-1989), when superpower rivalry was still 

propping up weak states in the Third World.13  Since the end of the Cold War, 

however, there has been an increase in internal and inter-state conflicts in the Third 

World during this period.14  From Iraq to Afghanistan, to Colombia and the Balkans, 

and to the African continent, PMCs are involved in these post-Fordist armed conflicts 

more than ever before.  Disorganised military forces such as Sierra Leone that needed 

                                                 
12

 Levy 2010, p.378 
13

 Some PMCs did exist during the post-Fordist phase of the Cold War such as the company owned by 

Sir David Stirling known at the time as Watchguard International. David Stirling was also the founder 

of the PMC called KAS International, also known as KAS Enterprises. The Independent, London 1996  
14

 In Africa, an arc of conflict ran from the Horn of Africa down to southern Africa. Ethiopia and 

Eritrea engaged in a destructive war against each other, while the brutal insurgencies in Liberia and 

Sierra Leone destabilised western Africa with consequences that are still visible today. The Congo 

“free-for-all” formed a series of interlocking conflicts that stretched from Chad to Sudan in the north of 

Africa, to Angola to Zimbabwe in the south of Africa. These conflicts on the African continent could 

be termed as Africa’s “first world war”, a termed quoted by Marina Ottaway. Howe 2001, p.1; Ottaway 

1999, p.202  
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help to curtail rebel insurgencies, or dictators such as former Libyan President 

Muammar Gaddafi trying to protect their political power and hard line rule, or other 

Third World countries such as Angola trying to protect their valuable natural 

resources, or First World countries such as the United States occupying Third World 

countries such as Iraq and contracting PMCs to secure those mineral deposits (oil) are 

all contributing to the rise in the PMC industry.  One could now go to war as a public-

private partnership rather than as part of an international coalition of willing states.  

Not since the 18
th

 century has there been such a reliance on private military actors 

accomplishing tasks directly affecting the successes of military engagement. 

  

In helping to understand the post-Fordist conception, this thesis has researched PMCs 

to understand their strategic implications.  The use of PMCs during the 2003 Iraq War 

by the US government is an indication of how far attitudes have changed towards 

PMCs.  The hostile environment in Iraq needs no elaboration.  PMCs such as 

Blackwater USA, Erinys International, Global Risk Strategies, Olive Security, and 

Triple Canopy have come under the international political spotlight due to their 

involvement in Iraq.
15

  The 2003 Iraq war has become the turning-point for the PMC 

industry.  The attitude of First World governments such as the US is increasingly 

changing in favour of using PMCs to carry out certain combat and non-combat 

military functions instead of relying on their own national armed forces.  The problem 

lies within the changing attitudes towards PMCs, particularly in the current era of 

post-Fordism and neo-classicalism where market mechanisms such as the outsourcing 

of military services can pose serious challenges to the nation-state in terms of 

diminishing the states’ capacity to control the use of legitimate force, and how wars in 

                                                 
15

 Scahill 2007 
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the future are likely to be conducted.  Therefore, this thesis is concerned with the 

problems of PMCs entering the private military market, the role and effects of 

outsourcing military services are having with PMCs, how the outsourcing of warfare 

itself has been affected by PMCs, the effects PMCs have on the monopoly on the 

legitimate use of force, how PMCs are regulated in terms of their military operations 

because of their lack of accountability within conflicts, and how the PMC enables 

military services to be transferred into a commodity from being a public good.   

 

Research Aims and Question 

The aim of the thesis is to increase our knowledge about PMCs from a post-Fordist 

perspective.  To help achieve these aims, this thesis will empirically focus on the use 

of private military companies by various actors in the context of armed conflict.  The 

thesis addresses various PMCs within the theatre of war, whether in a combat 

situation or not.  More to the point, this thesis will examine PMCs operating in the 

Third World such as Africa, Iraq or Afghanistan.  The importance of the Third World 

is due to the fact that the rise and dominance of PMCs since the 1990s have become 

key factors in a number of Third World conflicts.  PMCs such as Executive 

Outcomes16, Sandline International17, Military Professional Resources Incorporated 

(MPRI)18, Blackwater USA19, Airscan, DynCorp, Defence Services Limited (DSL)20, 

Beni Tal, Aegis21, ArmorGroup, or Vinnell Corporation22 have all played key roles in 

                                                 
16

 EO ceased trading in 1998.  
17

 Sandline International is also defunct. 
18

 MPRI is now owned by L3 Communications.  
19

 The company Blackwater actually got its name from the peat-coloured bogs of the Great Dismal 

Swamp of North Carolina in which the company is located. Blackwater USA grew to become one of 

the biggest PMCs in the world offering various military services from military security to combat 

operations. Prior to the 2003 Iraq invasion, Blackwater USA concentrated on military training within 

North Carolina complex. However, the 2003 Iraq War enabled Blackwater USA to expand into other 

fields of military services. 
20

 DSL was bought out by ArmourGroup.  
21

 Former Sandline International CEO Timothy Spicer heads up this PMC. 
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a variety of wars in the Third World for example in most the sub-Saharan African 

continent, the Colombian drug wars, and the United States led Iraq war since 2003.  

The focus on countries in the Third World such as Afghanistan, Iraq, Colombia, 

Sierra Leone, or Angola brings to the fore the debate about the strategic impact PMCs 

have in conflicts.  Furthermore, the phenomenon of PMCs also raises the issue of the 

link between Third World conflicts and natural resources, and how the popularity of 

neo-classical economic ideologies since the Cold War have provided market 

opportunities for PMCs to fill the military vacuum created by donor states ending or 

at least weakening patron-client relationships in the Third World.  Therefore, in 

understanding the post-Fordist nature of PMCs, the aim of this thesis is to explore 

their overall impacts on the risks and dynamics of warfare.  Another aim of this thesis 

is to place PMCs in an appropriate typology, and definition.  Therefore, this thesis 

will aim to set out a clearer understanding and categorisation of PMCs to provide 

more clarity in analysing this phenomenon within a post-Fordist context.  

Furthermore, the thesis will set out a distinction between mercenaries and PMCs 

within the Fordist/post-Fordist theory.  

 

Although these private military actors such as mercenaries have been around in 

various forms since recorded history, this thesis’s central theme revolves around the 

contention that PMCs are a post-Fordist incarnation that differs substantially from the 

past.  Granted, that PMCs have similarities to historical mercenaries, it is important to 

understand that the nature of PMCs is different from the past.  Because of those 

differences from the past, these PMCs are now representing the newest addition to the 

modern battlefield, and their role in contemporary warfare is becoming increasingly 

                                                                                                                                            
22

 Vinnell is owned by Northrop Grunman.  
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significant and influential, supplying not only military advice, military training and 

logistics, but also the services of war.  While PMCs are being viewed in some quarters 

as nothing more than corporate mercenaries, this assumption is incorrect and too 

simplistic.  Rather, the PMC represents a new type of military service actor on the 

international and domestic stage that is quite significantly different from the 

mercenaries that plagued the African continent and the Third World during the 1960s 

and 1970s.  In the past decade, researchers have done much to improve the theoretical 

understanding and empirical knowledge of PMCs, as well as to move the debate 

beyond the narrow focus on connections between PMCs and mercenaries that shaped 

much of the research in the 1990s.  It is hoped that the thesis can add another layer to 

the theoretical understanding and empirical knowledge by exploring the concept of 

post-Fordism in relation to PMCs.  

 

Thesis Outline 

The thesis makes the argument those post-Fordist production techniques in relation to 

PMCs challenges the tenets of the Fordist military. Therefore, each of the chapters 

will expand and unpack this theme within a theoretical structure that will be mixed 

with analysis to show how PMCs can be related to post-Fordism.  In doing so, the 

thesis is divided into eight parts:  

 

Chapter One looks at giving a historical background about various private military 

actors.  Although this thesis makes the point that PMCs are a recent phenomenon, 

these companies are not some super-natural occurrence.  Rather, PMCs have evolved 

from other private military actors throughout history such as mercenaries, free 

companies, the condottieri, ad hoc private armies, or mercantilist companies. With 
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this in mind, the point of the chapter is to highlight that the PMC phenomenon is a 

result of an evolution from previous private military actors. In doing, the chapter gives 

a background on how private military actors within the field of warfare have been 

used throughout recorded history. 

 

Chapter one also elaborates on how private actors within the field of warfare have 

been used throughout recorded history.  From Alexander the Great, to the Hundred 

Years War, to the condottieri, to the chartered companies of the Dutch East India 

Company, to the individual mercenaries of the 1960s, to today’s PMCs, these non-

state private actors have all been influential actors in changing the strategic landscape 

of warfare.   Therefore, this chapter will survey the history of private military actors 

and examine where the PMC fits into this evolution.  To understand the empirical 

forms of PMCs and placing these companies in proper historical context, it is 

necessary to survey the evolution of private actors within the theatre of war.   

 

Chapter Two conceptualises and builds a definition of PMCs in relation to the post-

Fordist paradigm.  This is done by constructing a typological structure about PMCs of 

various military services within the PMC literature.  Although there have been 

excellent attempts at giving PMCs some form of common definitional and typological 

structure, what is new about this typological structure is that PMCs are conceptualised 

from a Political Economy standpoint, particularly the post-Fordist paradigm.  

Therefore, the idea is to generate a conceptual approach within a post-Fordist context 

to define PMCs that does not in the process of abstraction misrepresent the reality of 

PMC military operations on the ground.  Therefore, this chapter contends that there 

are actually four types of PMCs. 
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The first type is the Combat Offensive PMC that engages offensively in military 

combat operations.  The former PMC Executive Outcomes will be used as a case 

study to give an example of Combat Offensive PMCs. Although EO has ceased 

trading since 1998, EO was effectively a military battalion for hire.
23

 EO is still the 

best example of a Combat Offensive PMC. The second type is the Combat Defensive 

PMC which provides military operations and combat situations in a defensive 

capacity.  Combat Defensive PMCs will only engage the enemy when threatened.  

The PMC Blackwater, now known as XE, will used as an example to highlight 

Combat Defensive PMCs.  The third type is the Non-Combat Offensive PMC that 

provides primarily military training for non-combat operations. Here, the PMC MPRI 

will used as an example for Non-Combat Offensive PMCs.  The fourth type is the 

Non-Combat Defensive PMC that provides non-combat defensive military services 

indirectly related to combat operations such as logistics, humanitarian operations, or 

refugee protection.  The PMC Kellogg, Brown and Root (KBR) will be used as a 

reference point to highlight Non-Combat Defensive PMCs.  The point of departure 

between “combat” and “non-combat” is the “trigger finger factor”
24

.  The trigger 

finger factor is to highlight the degree to which PMCs will directly engage in 

combat.
25

 Combat Offensive and Defensive PMCs have a greater trigger finger factor 

in comparison to Non-Combat Offensive and Defensive PMCs.  In distinguishing the 

different types of PMCs, this thesis suggests that “a PMC is a corporation that has the 

ability to provide an immediate and proximate capacity for violence by offering 

military services that are strategically essential to combat and warfare on a market to a 

variety of clients”. 

                                                 
23

 Isenberg 1997, p.8 
24

 A term aptly used by Singer. Singer 2001, p.201  
25

 Tzifakis 2012, p.10 
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Therefore, despite the growing awareness of PMCs as a distinctive commercial entity 

due to their involvements in military operations such as Iraq and Afghanistan, 

confusion is still palpable in determining what precisely constitutes a PMC.  Whilst 

the various angles from which the PMC is approached in the academic literature have 

not converged to a conclusive view on the constitution of a PMC in its contemporary 

form, it is also necessary to acknowledge that the delineation of this form of 

commercial activity within wider and shifting corporate structures is still in its 

infancy.  This infancy has resulted in the PMC category, on occasions, being stretched 

to encompass all forms of private security including non-military.  The distinctions 

between different types of PMCs and a general definition of a PMC must be presented 

so that this thesis can move forward to delineate the PMC’s articulation within the 

wider adjacent and overlapping military structures defining the contemporary post-

Fordist period.   

 

Chapters Three, Four, Five, Six, and Seven, explores the thesis’s central hypothesis 

that the rise and prominence of the PMC phenomenon has been the result of five 

dynamics related to post-Fordism.  Chapter Three explores the first dynamic and 

looks into the effects of the displacement of a Fordist mass military.  The emergence 

of PMCs in the 20
th

 century coincided with this watershed in demobilising military 

personnel - the international political relations between two post-World War Two 

superpowers, the USSR and the US at the end of the Cold War.  This dynamic is to 

highlight that the end of Cold War hostilities between the USSR and the US, created a 

mass demobilisation around the globe, therefore placing out of work military 

personnel on to the private market. 
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Chapter Four explores the second dynamic that analyses the organisational changes 

since the early 1970s from Fordist to post-Fordist modes of production in relation to 

structural changes in national defence forces, and how these military forces now 

engage in armed conflict.  This dynamic relates PMCs to post-Fordism within the 

military sphere.  The aim of this dynamic is to show how the changes in modes of 

production are related to the military where mass armies were once built for just-in-

case, but are now oriented towards more fluid military units prepared for just-in-time.  

In doing so, the chapter looks at the actual make-up of the PMCs, their network 

connections with multi-national corporations (MNCs), the contracts these PMCs 

obtain (primarily from governments), and the personnel who work for PMCs.  By 

looking at the structure of the PMC, the thesis can analyse how corporate non-state 

private military actors have emerged.  With PMCs taking on a corporate structure, 

non-state military actors such as mercenaries and retired military personnel wishing to 

stay in the private military market need to become more professional and business 

oriented to compete in the military marketplace. 

 

Chapter Five explores the third dynamic is the general trend towards outsourcing of 

government functions that is paralleled with the global neo-classical economic 

agenda.  This dynamic is important in analysing how the increasing outsourcing of 

military services has coincided with perceptible shifts in international approaches to 

modes of production and economic markets since the late 1970s including the end of 

the Cold War.  With the political successes of Thatcher in Great Britain and Reagan in 

the US, this shift towards outsourcing has been touted as a testament to the superiority 

of the marketplace over government control.  This alleged superiority reflects 
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opinions by neo-classical economists that the private sector is both more efficient and 

effective.  

 

In advancing all these points, Chapter Five analyses the effects PMCs have in relation 

the states, within the First and Third Worlds from the outsourcing perspective.  The 

chapter explores how PMCs affect state sovereignty.  The degree to which 

sovereignty and the monopoly over the legitimate use of force is diminished is the 

main focus of this segment.  Furthermore, the chapter then looks at civil-military 

relations and how PMCs are also affecting this once common notion that the military 

is quite significantly separate from the public.  This chapter contends that there are 

significant negative costs to delegating military services and the monopoly on the use 

of legitimate force to private actors such as PMCs.  Empowering private sources of 

authority, especially in the form of PMCs, to perform crucial military functions, 

compromises state power, the monopoly over the legitimate use of force, and 

sovereignty at some level.  By empowering private sources (PMCs), this commodifies 

military services and lowers its value as a public good, structurally altering and 

shifting military services away from public accountability.  Finally, this chapter 

outlines why the Weberian state is the starting point for the discussion.  The notion 

that the state is not a homogeneous structure, that not all states have attained the 

Weberian statehood, as exemplified by many Third World states, is also explored.  

This is necessary as PMCs have different impacts upon states depending on their level 

of development and the level of durability of their institutional government 

apparatuses. 
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Chapter Six explores the fourth dynamic that highlights how changes in market 

conditions have enabled the creation of a market army.  Taking on Levy’s (2010) 

theme of the “market army”, this thesis regards PMCs as a post-Fordist “market 

army” that distances itself from the 1648 citizen army. In doing so, this chapter 

explores the central themes from Levy and relates these to PMCs. These central post-

Fordist themes are concerned with a network-centric hierarchy, market values 

borrowed from the military profession, the convergence of military and civilian 

occupations, and new contractual forms of bargaining between military personnel and 

the armed forces.
26

 

 

In highlighting PMCs as a market army, this chapter furthermore discusses the issue 

of peacekeeping and humanitarian operations.  Given the reluctance of many First 

World states to engage in peacekeeping missions, PMCs have raised the issue of their 

companies acting as peacekeepers in conflicts where western states will not intervene.  

Furthermore, PMCs state that their companies could be seen as a solution to the UN’s 

chronic lack of military personnel for conflict situations.  Therefore, this chapter 

highlights and illustrates how PMCs could become an alternative for the UN rather 

than relying on multilateral international forces made up from UN member states.  In 

doing so, this chapter will argue that under the right conditions and the correct amount 

of regulation, transparency and accountability, PMCs could in fact be seen as a 

solution to the UN’s peacekeeping problems.  Nonetheless, there are still problems 

associated with deploying PMCs such as neutrality, legitimacy, and the control over 

the use of force.  Taking sides in a conflict, for example, is generally against the 

fundamental idea of the UN peacekeeping missions.  This chapter suggests that the 
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attempts by PMCs to act as peacekeepers could help PMCs in attaining much better 

legitimacy as a supplier of military services. 

 

Finally, this chapter highlights the relationship between the traditional conception of 

the mercenary and PMCs, and question whether mercenaries and PMCs should be 

fused together within a post-Fordist context.  Virtually all proponents for the total 

abolition of PMCs argue that these PMCs are nothing more than old style mercenaries 

in a more modern form, suggesting that their very nature and use are morally 

problematic.  Another side views PMCs as mercenaries, but in a more legitimised 

form.  However, the problem is that both sides still focus on PMCs being mercenary.  

A mercenary in its more traditional form is an individual or “hired gun” that at times 

join together to form ad hoc groups who seek employment from anyone or any 

government.  Mercenaries are different from PMCs in terms of their operations, 

clients, and accountability.  Ultimately, this chapter attempts to build a typology and a 

theory of PMCs in which further research can take place, and to delineate PMCs away 

from mercenaries. 

 

Finally, Chapter Seven explores the last dynamic concerning the changing 

transformations in the nature of warfare itself, particularly from a post-Fordist 

perspective.  From changes in technology to new ideas in battlefield tactics, this 

dynamic reflects the increasing role PMCs are having on the battlefield, whether in a 

combative or non-combative role.   In the changing nature of warfare, conventional 

warfare – at least in the First World – between western states has rapidly become a 

thing of the past.   The advances in conventional weapons being used by the First 

World against the Third World states also leaves little room for the more traditional 
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conception of organised warfare between states.  Furthermore, post-Fordist intra-state 

conflicts (civil wars) are gaining momentum to the degree that these types of conflicts 

are becoming increasingly common, particularly in the Third World.  As these intra-

state conflicts start to become the dominant feature of warfare, the nature of warfare 

will also change. 

 

In doing so, the chapter analyses the relationship between insurgencies and PMCs.  

This chapter asks why a PMC intervenes or accepts a contract in one conflict, but 

does not accept a contract or intervene in other insurgencies.   Moreover, the chapter 

then explores what strategic impacts PMCs have in those conflicts they are engaged 

in, particularly in areas such as the Third World where there are valuable natural 

resources.  In doing so, makes the point that PMCs will only intervene into conflicts 

when: 

1) The company knows it can win or alter the strategic landscape of the conflict 

2) The PMC knows it can make a profit 

3) The conflict is in the best interests of the PMC 

4) The PMC is supported by a First World country to operate within the Third 

World 

 

With these four points in mind, the chapter then explores why PMCs have been so 

prominent in resource rich Third World countries such as Angola, Democratic 

Republic of Congo (DRC), Iraq, and Sierra Leone.  While ideology and identity 

remain important in understanding these conflicts, they are incomplete explanations.  

Therefore, this chapter will take on a political economic approach to look at how 

combatants and PMCs can benefit from conflicts, especially within Third World 
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conflict ridden states with valuable natural resources.  In doing so, the chapter 

considers the theory developed by Weinstein27 that there are two types of 

insurgencies, and within those insurgencies, there are different types of structures, 

ideologies, motivations, and personnel that either inhibit or enhance the insurgency.  

Weinstein makes the point that only one of these types of insurgencies will be far 

more successful than the other type, which will quite often fail.  Therefore, this 

chapter tests the hypothesis that PMCs will only engage, whether in a combat or non-

combative role, with the type of insurgencies that is most likely to fail. 

 

For Chapter Eight, the accountability, transparency, and regulation of PMCs will be 

discussed in great detail.  The purpose of the chapter is to highlight a background 

overview concerning the accountability of PMCs.  In doing so, this chapter will argue 

that any regulation of PMCs requires an understanding of the industry and the way in 

which PMCs operate, an understanding that even to this day barely exists outside a 

limited core of scholars and industry leaders and partners.  Moreover, the chapter also 

argues that existing regulations have not adjusted to account for PMCs and that the 

significance of regulating the role of PMCs in conflicts, and their strategic impact in 

shaping international politics are profoundly underestimated.  Much discussion on the 

legitimacy and utility of PMCs dwells on the fact that PMCs are unregulated, 

secretive, unaccountable (even to shareholders), often dismissive of human rights, 

unreliable, expensive, and lacking transparency in their contractual arrangements. 

 

The status of PMCs is ambiguous under national and international law.  Moreover, 

regulation of PMCs is virtually non-existent.  Therefore, this chapter explores some of 
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the reasons why PMCs are almost unregulated, why only small ad hoc legislation at 

the national level has been implemented, and why at the international level, 

organisations such as the United Nations (UN) are having trouble implementing any 

form of regulation in regard to PMC operations and activities. 

 

All of these chapters are designed to test the central hypothesis that the general trend 

towards privatisation, the transformations in the nature of warfare, the end of the Cold 

War, and changes in modes of production form Fordist to post-Fordism, have not only 

shaped and facilitated the rise and prominence of PMCs, but have contributed to their 

deep penetration into military services due to changing international political and 

economic environments. 

 

Theoretical Approaches 

This thesis introduces a body of research designed to highlight the rise and 

prominence of PMCs within a political economic perspective.  Grounded in the field 

of political economy, the thesis relates PMCs to Antonio Gramsci’s post-Fordist 

paradigm, a Marxist economic analysis in terms of the industrial modes of production.  

Furthermore, the thesis relates PMCs to Weber’s theory on the state’s monopoly on 

the use of legitimate force.  In doing so, this thesis will relate Weber to post-Fordism 

in relation to PMCs and the state’s control on the monopoly on the use of legitimate 

violence. I will briefly describe all of these approaches, and then offer an overview of 

their relevance to the dissertation. 

 

It should first be noted that post-Fordism is an extension of the Marxian tradition, 

especially since this analysis has a strong tendency to focus on the modes of 
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production in industrial capitalist societies.  However, post-Fordism contrasts with the 

mainstream view of the Marxist tradition that gives greater importance to class 

conflict in terms of relations of production.  Nonetheless, Fordism and post-Fordism 

do share an interest in the way the system of global capitalism shapes and influences 

the nature and behaviour of states, classes, firms, and individuals. By using the post-

Fordist paradigm to highlight the parallels in relation to PMCs, it may be possible to 

contribute to contemporary debates.  

 

Marxist Economic Analysis: Fordism/post-Fordism 

The Marxist tradition of economic analysis will primarily focus on the key points of 

production and highlight how significant this inquiry is to PMCs, particularly when 

PMCs are contracted within the Third World.  This provides a means of 

understanding the systemic character of PMCs within a capitalist society, particularly 

the tensions between PMCs and the state in relation to the monopoly on the legitimate 

use of force.  Of equal importance, Marxian value theory provides very useful 

analytical concepts such as surplus value
28

 and rate of exploitation which helps to 

chart the trajectory of the PMC industry.  Implicit in this analysis is that capitalism 

has two poles that can be described as developed and underdeveloped; core
29

, semi-

periphery
30

 and periphery
31

.  In line with Wallerstein’s world- systems formulations
32

, 

                                                 
28

 Surplus value is the difference between the value of what a worker receives in wages and that which 

is produced and appropriated by the capitalist. 
29

 The core is a global region comprised of states (the West) in the First World, characterised by high 

wages, protected labour, and highly capitalised industrialised means of production, where capital  

markets are developed and the highest rate of stable returns are available on investment. Here, this 

thesis will adopt the terms of Wallerstein’s core, semi-periphery, and periphery. However, the terms 

centre and periphery have also been used widely by Frank, Galtung, and Amin. Frank used the terms 

metropole and satellite. Amin 1976; Frank 1966; Galtung 1971; Wallerstein 1974, 1974a, 1980 
30

 The semi-periphery consists of states that are neither core nor peripheral, but somewhere in between.  

These countries remain to some extent underdeveloped, despite having achieved significant levels of 

wage labour and industrialisation. Such examples would include China, India, South Africa, Brazil, 

Iraq and Turkey. 
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and Frank’s dependency theory
33

, through the use of PMCs by the First World, the 

driving force for the core (First World) has always been an accumulation process, 

with Third World being shaped and moulded by markets and political machineries 

that make these countries conform to the requirements of, and serve the needs of the 

core.  This system of unequal exchange and underdevelopment as highlighted by 

Frank and Wallerstein can be usefully employed to examine the role PMCs play 

within the Third World such as the US employing PMCs in the Iraq War.  But for the 

sake of convenience, this thesis will use the terms ‘First World’ (core) and ‘Third 

World’ (semi-periphery and periphery) to highlight these poles throughout the thesis. 

 

While the Marxist economic perspective provides a basis for the analysis and critique 

of capitalism, when applied to PMCs however, the Marxist economic analysis of 

Fordism and post-Fordism  allows this thesis to understand the general patterns of the 

development and dramatic growth of PMCs within an international market for their 

military services, and the role these companies have within the global economy – 

particularly when PMCs and most armed forces around the world have been changing 

modes of production from Fordism to post-Fordism. While there has been research 

concerning PMCs from an International Relations, Sociology or History perspective, 

the post-Fordist paradigm places this thesis within the area of Political Economy.  

 

The term “Fordism” was derived from the Marxist Antonio Gramsci’s analysis of 

Henry Ford’s production techniques, and refers to a system of mass manufacturing 

                                                                                                                                            
31

 The periphery is comprised of underdeveloped countries with an insignificant amount of indigenous 

capital and high degrees of coerced labour. Peripheral states are restricted to production of primary 

produce, resource extraction, and have little political and economic power in the international arena. 

Such examples include parts of Asia, including Burma (Myanmar) and Laos, most of African and some 

Latin American countries (Paraguay and Bolivia) and parts of the Pacific region (Papua New Guinea).  
32
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that reached its height during the middle decades of the 20
th

 century.
34

  Fordism 

became a fully-fledged and distinctive regime of accumulation from 1945 that formed 

the basis for a long post-World War Two boom that broadly stayed intact until 1973.
35

  

During this period, capitalism in advanced capitalist countries achieved strong but 

relatively stable rates of economic growth.
36

  Fordism was characterised by a mass 

labour workforce employed on long-term contracts where workers laboured on a 

production line performing repetitive tasks, producing standardised products for stable 

markets under a state-interventionist system of regulation.
37

 Living standards rose, 

crisis tendencies were contained, mass democracy was preserved, and the threat of 

inter-capitalist war was minimised.
38

  There was a mass momentum to the Fordist 

operation, producing the same product in large numbers continuously.  Cars, 

shipbuilding, transport equipment, steel, petrochemicals, rubber, consumer electrical 

goods, and construction became the engines of economic growth on a grand 

production scale in regions
39

 within the world economy. While on the other side of the 

world economy, Harvey
40

 highlights how another pillar within Fordism rested on 

state-sponsored reconstruction of war-torn economies, suburbanisation (particularly in 

the US), urban renewal, geographical expansion of transport, communication systems, 

and infrastructure development both within and outside the advanced capitalist world. 

 

Though highly productive, Fordism depended upon strong consumer demand for 

standardised mass-produced products.
41

  These regions and pillars within the Fordist 
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 Such regions were Midwest United States, West Midlands in the United Kingdom, or Yokohama in 
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world economy drew in massive supplies of raw material from the rest of the non-

communist world and seeked to dominate on an increasingly homogenous mass world 

market with their products.
42

   When global competition and increased demand for 

customised products exposed these limitations, manufacturers adopted more flexible 

“lean” practices particularly from the principles of scientific management
43

 not 

previously incorporated into the Fordist regime.
44

  Fordism was seen as the “maximal 

organisational machine”
45

 – the bigger the machine, the faster the machine worked. 

This led to more of the same product being produced, cheaper and faster.  Harvey
46

 

argues that this implies a corporate commitment to steady but powerful processes of 

technological change, mass-fixed capital investments, growth of managerial expertise 

in both production and marketing, and the mobilisation of economies of scale through 

standardisation of product. 

 

The Fordist mode, furthermore, required minimal input from almost all workers. The 

skill was in the machine, or the interconnected arrangement of machines that made up 

the production line.  Hierarchy and linearity – the boss who orders all components to 

work – enabled the minimalism of component parts to transform the machine into 

                                                 
42

 Harvey 1989, p.134 
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 Scientific Management aimed to establish “best practices” that would replace worker’s discretion 

over daily tasks, eliminate inefficient “rule-of-thumb” techniques, and curtail reliance on delayed 

incentives to elicit the initiative of unmotivated workers. Frederick Taylor (Taylorism) highlighted four 

key managerial responsibilities: (1) amass working knowledge traditionally possessed by workers; (2) 

reduce those techniques to a series of smaller tasks dictated by written procedures; (3) scientifically 

select workers, train them, and ensure they use established methods; and (4) separate from manual 

workers the decision-making components of work tasks, including all aspects of planning and 

coordination. Henry Ford did not adopt Taylor’s method wholesale but rather combined important 

aspects of the technique with other innovations of the time. Likewise, the Fordist era embraced 

elements such as task segmentation and separation, while downplaying other principles such as 

differences in individual capacities and employee innovations clearly evident in Taylor’s writings. See 
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mass momentum.
47

 Hierarchy pulled all the minimal components together into a fixed 

and sequential relationship.  Under Fordism, close supervision, task segmentation, 

automation, and bureaucratic restraint prompted alienation and de-skilling in manual 

work, while professionals and managers tended to enjoy a more favourable work 

experience.
48

  In Fordist forms of work organisation, the human arrangement of the 

organisation is configured as it was itself a machine.  As Cope and Kalantzis point 

out, workers become appendages to machines.
49

 These are the guiding images of 

Fordist work and management.  

 

Furthermore, Fordism was also very much an international affair.  The Fordist 

accumulation process was dependent upon massive expansions of world trade and 

international investment flows.
50

 Harvey
51

 points out that Fordism was “implanted” in 

both Europe and Japan after World War Two.  This enabled US corporations to seek 

out overseas markets to overcome the limits of internal effective demand.  This 

opening up of foreign investment and trade permitted surplus productivity in the US 

to be absorbed elsewhere while progress of Fordism internationally meant the 

formation of global mass markets and the absorption of the mass of the world’s 

population.
52

 Therefore, the international spread of Fordism accrued within a 

particular time frame of international political-economic regulation and a geopolitical 

configuration in which the US dominated through a very distinctive system of military 

alliances and power relations.  
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Post-Fordism’s argument with Fordism is that organisational life is culture and that 

management has to be based on the metaphor of culture such as motivation, 

responsibility, shared values, and corporate identity.  Instead of imagining that work is 

like a machine and not like a culture, post-Fordism argues that work is like culture 

and not a machine.
53

 The period of 1965-1973 was one in which the inability of 

Fordism and Keynesianism to contain the inherent contradictions of capitalism 

became more apparent.
54

 These difficulties were captured by the word Harvey
55

 

highlights: “rigidity”.  There were problems with the rigidity of long-term and large 

scale fixed capital investments in mass-production systems. The attempt to put a brake 

on rising inflation in 1973 exposed a lot of excess capacity in western economies 

triggering a world-wide crash in property markets and severe difficulties for financial 

institutions.
56

 

 

The concept of post-Fordism began to appear in the social sciences in the early 1980s 

as a means of comprehending the collapse of the Fordist system.
57

  From the 1970s, 

there were pressures from both the supply and demand sides that threatened to 

undermine the political economic regime.
58

 As King points out, on the supply side, a 

series of oil crises and industrial disputes raised inflation and increased the costs of 

production and threatened profit.  The 1973 Arab-Israeli War led OPEC’s decision to 

raise oil prices.  Harvey
59

 highlights that this Arab-Israeli war and oil price rises led to 

changing the relative cost of energy inputs dramatically, pushed all segments of the 

economy to seek out new ways to economise on energy use through technological and 
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organisational change, and finally, led to a recycling problem of surplus petro-dollars 

that exacerbated an already brewing instability in the world’s financial markets.  On 

the demand side, the mass consumer market of the Fordist era became saturated, 

fragmented, and unstable, especially in the face of competition from transnational 

corporations from other countries such as Japan, which were able to deliver higher 

quality commodities.
60

 In the 1980s and 1990s, emphasis on profits skyrocketed with 

increases in deregulations, international competition, buyout/acquisitions, and rising 

shareholder expectations, prompting companies to pursue flexible arrangements with 

their employees.
61

 Furthermore, West European and Japanese recoveries from World 

War Two were complete, and with their internal markets saturated, the drive began to 

create export markets for their surplus output.
62

   At the same time, corporations found 

themselves with unusable excess capacity (idle plant equipment) under conditions of 

intensifying competition.  This forced corporations into a period of rationalisation, 

restructuring, and intensification of labour control.
63

 These measures not only targeted 

simple employee tasks, but the employment relationship itself, resulting in increased 

layoffs and temporary outsourcing (hiring professional consultants on a contract 

basis).
64

  Furthermore, post-Fordism emerged as a result of the introduction of more 

flexible micro-electronics based machinery that gave individual workers greater 

autonomy and made innovations such as sub-contracting and batch production.
65

  

 

 When using post-Fordism as a concept in relation to PMCs, the rise of PMC military 

services worldwide is also result of several demand and supply factors that can also 
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been seen as post-Fordist.  On the demand side there was the factor of increased intra-

state conflicts (civil wars) within the Third World, particularly with the end of Cold 

War proxy conflicts that increased demand for military services from individuals 

(comprador elites, government elites, and influential business people) in the Third 

World , MNCs (particularly mining and oil companies), states, INGOs, and 

international and regional organisations such as the United Nations (UN).  The 

demand for PMCs from mining and oil companies is a result of an increase in the 

number of these companies operating in the Third World searching for military 

security to protect their staff, assets, and resources within those conflicts.  

Furthermore, there is an increased demand for more military engagement due to the 

rise in violent rebel insurgencies and an increased demand for well-trained military 

personnel to engage in military operations.  Ultimately, these demands are a collective 

result of an increase in the number of weak Third World countries unable to guarantee 

the protection of their borders from threats, including a significant increase in the 

number of Third World countries lacking the necessary, skilled military personnel, 

weapons, and political power to manage and protect their resources and populations 

amidst the decline in regional organisations, international bodies, and First World 

countries willing to intervene in Third World conflicts. 

 

A fully-fledged PMC industry and market did not exist during the Fordist period.  

With this in mind, Fordist and post-Fordist modes of production are important in 

relation to the growth of PMCs since the end of the Cold War.  A Marxist tradition of 

economic analysis also focuses on the key points of production and distribution of 

income and wealth, a highly significant aspect of the PMC, especially when PMCs are 

contracted within the periphery to secure resources.   
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Finally, the thesis looks at the Weberian idea of the state.
66

  Weber observed that one 

can define the modern state in terms of the specific means peculiar to it, namely the 

monopoly on the use of legitimate violence within a given territory.  The Weberian 

state is important in this thesis because the PMC is challenging that very state 

uniqueness of the monopoly over the legitimate use of violence and in the process 

raising questions about the nature of legitimacy.  The thesis draws on all of these 

theoretical debates to provide a broad of theoretical structure and an appropriate 

qualitative methodology. Furthermore, a theoretical structure allows this thesis to 

investigate PMCs within complex political and economic structures in areas where 

these companies are employed. 

 

Research Obstacles and an Appropriate Methodology 

In order to understand how post-Fordism can frame PMCs, the thesis primarily draws 

on archival data.  My initial study was not to understand the role of corporate 

operational forms within the PMC industry. However, as often happens when 

researching, new themes emerged during the data collection process. Through 

questioning various perceptions concerning PMC’s accountability and legitimacy, the 

theme concerning the PMC’s corporate nature continued to surface. With this concern 

about the corporate nature of PMCs, the emergence of the post-Fordist theme arose 

when reading about PMCs.  This led me to turn to other sources to help address why 

PMCs have become so prominent since the end of the Cold War. The thesis conducted 

document analysis based on close reading of archival data from sources such as 

government documents and print industry books. I also read numerous articles in 
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leading journals such as International Relations, Journal of Modern African Studies, 

Small Wars and Insurgencies, Armed Forces and Society, and African Security 

Review, to name a few. This allowed for a comprehensive picture of how corporate 

the PMC Industry is.  

 

There are many obstacles that make systematic research into the use of PMCs difficult 

and that limit the range of viable methodological choices.  Firstly, secrecy and 

confidentiality are central concepts within the PMC industry.  This means that PMCs 

and their clients are often apprehensive about inquiries into their organisations and 

activities.  As a result there are substantial gaps in the literature regarding basic issues 

such as the number, size, and structure of PMCs, as well as the specific contents of 

business contracts.  Secondly, the debate on PMCs (both inside and outside academia) 

is often highly polarised, sometimes prejudiced and not infrequently sensationalist.  

For some, PMCs remain “the epitome of the Dogs of War” while for others, PMCs 

represent “the new vanguard of international security”
67

.  This frequent rush of 

normative judgement about PMCs as either good or bad has impeded the analysis of 

the range of PMC’s effects and the misunderstandings of the dilemmas associated 

with PMCs.  In short, the images of PMCs and their military activities often tend 

towards extremes, making it difficult to pursue a balanced analysis.  Thirdly, because 

PMCs are a post-Fordist and post-Cold War evolving phenomenon, research is still 

grappling to come to terms with the nature of the PMC industry and its actors, and 

little is known about the short-and long-term impacts of PMCs at various (state or 

regional) levels.  Lastly, established theories and analytical frameworks – when they 
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have been applied – have frequently been found to be ill suited for many of the issues 

and complexities of PMCs.
68

  

 

These circumstances present the thesis with a number of methodological limitations 

and difficulties.  For instance, because systematic data on PMCs and their activities 

are in short supply, and because of the difficulties in collecting such data, the 

possibility of adopting a hypothesis testing approach using primarily quantitative data 

is severely limited.  These inadequacies become apparent when we first consider the 

number of PMCs in operation globally.  In Iraq, it has been estimated that as many as 

90 to 120 PMCs are in operation within the country contracted by the US.  Their 

personnel in Iraq are said to be anywhere between 10,000 to 48,000 employees.  In 

Russia, particularly since the breakdown of the USSR, an estimated 12,000 PMCs 

were registered by 1999.
69

  The second consideration is when we look at the PMC 

industry’s economic size.  It has been estimated that the PMC industry is worth 

anywhere between US$10 billion and US$200 billion, depending on what one defines 

as a PMC, or whether legitimate government contracts are calculated only and not 

“closed door” deals.  Furthermore, it has been estimated that revenues could increase 

anywhere from 30% to 85% over the next few years.  Nevertheless, while these 

figures do indicate a growing number of companies entering the PMC industry, it is 

clear that evaluating the yearly revenues of PMCs collectively is, almost by its very 

nature, a matter of ill-informed guesswork.  Even though it is important to point out 

that these limitations do exist, it is equally important that to highlight that there are 

ways to overcome them.  As Robert Mandel rightly points out, the need to increase 
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knowledge about PMCs is “too pressing an issue of wait for an approximation of 

perfect information”.
70

   

 

Nonetheless, the thesis presents four case studies: Executive Outcomes in Angola 

(1994) and Sierra Leone (1995), Blackwater USA in Iraq (2003), MPRI in Bosnia-

Herzegovina (1994), and KBR in Iraq (2003).  These case studies illustrate the post-

Fordism theme this thesis is attempting to convey.  The reason for choosing these 

PMCs as case studies is based on the wide information and data available concerning 

these companies as compared to other PMCs. Therefore, this will enable to test the 

thesis’s post-Fordist paradigm, particularly in regards to categorising PMCs into 

certain typologies.  In doing so, this study addresses the research problems by 

adopting a qualitative approach - to begin asking and answering more precise 

questions about the nature and impact of PMCs within a post-Fordist context.  While 

there are several excellent studies on the nature and logic of PMCs and its potential 

consequences, many basic pieces to the puzzle – for instance regarding the number of 

PMCs or the nature and content of contracts – are still missing.  Therefore, this thesis 

will use the social sciences method of inquiry in analysing primary and secondary 

source materials to explore the dialectic between PMCs and their relationship within 

the world-economy.  Nonetheless, rigorous analysing of material and sifting through 

what is well supported and what is just plain hearsay or unsubstantiated claims with 

little or no evidential credibility or no reliable references have enabled the thesis 

produce qualitative analyses of higher reliability and validity.  Taken as a whole, the 

methodological approach has enabled the thesis to build a theory concerning PMCs. 

Like all other theories, the post-Fordist conception is a working progress and it is 
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hoped that when new data is released that others will take up the post-Fordist idea 

concerning PMCs and fill in some of the limitations within the theory. 

 

Review of Selected Sources 

Surveying empirical research on PMCs, it soon becomes evident that the state of 

existing data leaves much to be desired and that collecting new data on PMCs in the 

context of armed conflict is in many ways a challenging task.  As some have quite 

rightly pointed out, the lack of reliable information on PMCs and their activities 

makes it difficult to conduct thorough and balanced analysis
71

.  This predicament 

created a temptation to read selectively and thereby run the risk of reinforcing existing 

prejudices.  This thesis has endeavoured to overcome some of the problems related to 

the lack of reliable data by relying on a wide range of different sources.  In doing so, 

the data has been collected from different sources such as books, journals, working 

papers, the internet, newspapers, official documents, and personal accounts. Therefore 

the objective of this literature review is to highlight the various examples of sources 

used or read for the research.  

 

In order for this thesis to situate itself within post-Fordism, and relate this mode of 

production to PMCs, substantial scholars (along with their views, themes, concepts, 

and arguments) are built upon to make this dissertation possible.    First, David 

Harvey’s book, The Condition of Postmodernity is considered.  Harvey cuts through 

the theoretical debates about post-modernist culture to highlight its economic basis in 

post-Fordism.  Harvey seeks to determine what is meant by the term of post-Fordism 

in different contexts and to identify how useful post-Fordism is as a description of 
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contemporary experience. Anthony King’s article, “The Post-Fordist Military”, draws 

from industrial sociology and highlights four key areas within post-Fordism that can 

be related to western armed forces.  King points out that armed forced have undergone 

historical change and that the era of modern warfare is now over and a new post-

Fordist military has emerged.   These four areas are: core and periphery force 

structure, outsourcing, centralisation, and network warfare. King’s article is very 

useful to this thesis as his work can easily be applied and related to PMCs. Yagil 

Levy’s article, “The Essence of the ‘Market Army’” is also extremely use in relating 

PMCs to post-Fordism. Levy highlights that most western armed forces have 

undergone organisational and structural changes and portrays today’s armed forces as 

market armies, where the military doctrine has been subjected to the market paving 

the way for further outsourcing, particularly to PMCs.  In essence, Levy argues that 

the new western armed forces have distanced themselves away from the “citizen 

army” towards the market army. Booth, Kestnbaum and Segal’s article “Are Post-

Cold War Militaries Postmodern?” is useful in terms of relating post-Cold War 

militaries to postmodernism. Booth et al argument is that contemporary armed forces 

are increasingly confronted by a world exhibiting several distinct postmodern 

characteristics in which post-Fordism is a part.  In doing so, they further argue that 

postmodern conditions have precipitated a form of organisational military post-

modernism that has been crystallised since the end of the Cold War.  Martha Crowley 

et al article “Neo-Taylorism at Work: Occupational Change in the post-Fordist Era” is 

useful for this research concerning PMCs as these authors investigate how the 

proliferation of employee involvement schemes in manufacturing production and the 

growth of layoffs, temporary outsourcing, and project-based teams in the professions 

have influenced working conditions in both manual and professional settings. With 
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this in mind, the thesis is able to apply these influences in relation to PMCs and the 

armed forces to highlight those post-Fordist shifts in professions have successfully 

ushered in intensification analogous to what Fordist strategies accomplished in 

manufacturing work.  

 

In order for this thesis to apply the post-Fordist theory to PMCs, it considers various 

authors who have researched PMCs specifically. Authors such as Adams
72

 are very 

concerned with the way in which conflicts, whether intra-state or inter-state, are being 

privatised with the use of non-state security actors such as PMCs.  One of Adams’s 

central arguments is that this increasing privatisation of conflict will lead to a military 

security predicament among states, as is already the case in Iraq.   Rather than looking 

at the military security predicament from a military structural point of view, Adams 

explains that there will be a certain degree of states losing their monopoly over the use 

of legitimate force through market mechanisms.  Adams highlights how PMCs are 

gaining further prominence in securing and stabilising states, especially in the 

periphery.   

 

Rubin 
73

also explores the dynamics of the privatisation of conflicts, but offers an 

alternative angle by arguing that most of these states within the periphery (particularly 

the sub-Saharan continent) are looking to PMCs because most of these countries are 

not able or willing to maintain and modernise their national armed forces for various 

reasons.  The governments may simply not have the money to maintain or modernise 

their forces, or it could be that the national governments see their armed forces as a 

severe threat to their political survival.  Therefore, Rubin makes the point that it 
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should come as no surprise that peripheral states in an environment of political and 

economic turmoil would use PMCs to secure their power and the state.  

 

Ayoob’s
74

 analysis gives some of the reasons why peripheral countries become 

embroiled in conflicts internally and externally.  Ayoob argues that resources in the 

Third World are not necessarily the main cause of conflict.  Rather, Ayoob subtly 

argues that these conflicts are caused by factors such as religious and communal 

schisms, land disputes, culture clashes, or dire economic underdevelopment, but that 

most of these conflicts will eventually evolve into conflicts for the control over 

valuable lootable resources in order to maintain their armed campaigns.  The thesis 

will take a similar line of inquiry into Third World conflicts by pointing out that 

although most Third World conflicts have been triggered by other factors, what 

actually sustains these armed struggles is valuable lootable resources.  Other scholars 

who have also researched this area in regards to PMCs are Lujala, Gleditsch and 

Gilmore
75

, Clapham
76

, Cleary
77

, who provides a case study of Angola with the 

involvement of PMCs, Cleaver
78

, Dietrich
79

, who analyses ‘blood’ diamonds that fuel 

African wars, Douglas
80

, who also provides a case study of PMCs in Sierra Leone, 

Francis
81

, Goredema
82

, Gumedze
83

, and Harden
84

. 

 

                                                 
74

 Ayoob 1995 
75

 Lujala, Gleditsch and Gilmore 2005 
76

 Clapham 1999 
77

 Cleary 1999 
78

 Cleaver 2000 
79

 Dietrich 1997, 2001 
80

 Douglas 1999 
81

 Francis 1999 
82

 Goredema 2002 
83

 Gumedze 2007 
84

 Harden 2000 



 

39 

 

The thesis then looks at Collier
85

, Collier and Hoeffler
86

, and their emphasis that 

conflicts in the Third World may not be based on ideology or political tensions, but 

the competition for natural resources.  Collier and Hoeffler expand on this point 

further by arguing that civil war is primarily triggered by factors such as greed and 

opportunity and the possibility to loot natural resources is the central core component 

of civil war onset within Third World countries that have valuable extractable 

resources.  Collier and Hoeffler provide useful analysis relating to civil war onset and 

the impact natural resources have in sustaining these conflicts in the Third World.  

 

Orogun
87

 explores a specific natural resource within the Third World, diamonds, to 

establish whether there is any validity in natural resources being a primary motivator 

for civil war.  In doing so, Orogun finds that because the end of the Cold War led to 

the diminishment of patron-client relations, most Third World countries and 

insurgencies had to look for other avenues of foreign exchange to maintain or enact 

civil wars.  Orogun’s article shows that easily extractable lootable resources will 

prolong the conflict.  By prolonging the conflict PMCs may in fact gain a strategic 

advantage due to their employer’s dire situation within the civil war.  Several other 

scholars work such as Herbst
88

, Hough
89

, Howe
90

, Kufuor
91

, Lallemand
92

, Lock
93

, 

Musah
94

, Musah and Fayemi
95

, and Pech
96

, who looks at the PMC Executive comes, 

have also concentrated on the relationship between PMCs and natural resources. 
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Yet while these approaches and questions remain highly relevant in analysing the 

post-Fordist conception in relation to PMCs, they do not tell us enough about these 

companies.  Therefore, this thesis looks at some the major scholars who have been 

influential in researching PMCs per se.  The first of these influential scholars is 

Isenberg
97

.  Isenberg is concerned with PMCs in relation to their lack of control and 

accountability, their political influence, the strains placed on the armed forces because 

of these companies, and the legal status of PMCs.  Isenberg does not actually oppose 

PMCs or their position within the military structure.  However, Isenberg does 

comment that unless PMCs resolve some of their underlying structural problems, then 

these companies will find immense problems in gaining legitimacy.  In doing so, 

Isenberg in just about all his work researches various PMCs and gives case studies on 

their operations and corporate structures such as MPRI, Executive Outcomes, 

Sandline International, DSL, to name just a few.  In his 2004 paper to the British 

American Security Information Council, Isenberg researched a number of PMCs 

operating in Iraq, giving vital information on websites, telephone numbers, addresses, 

and contacts - for example, Ageis Defence Services, Air-Scan, AmorGroup, 

Blackwater USA, CACI, Control Risks Group, Custer Battles, and DynCorp.  His 

detailed reports on PMCs and their relevant issues at hand make Isenberg’s work 

useful to this thesis because it etches out the structures of these PMCs, and gives more 

leads for further research on PMCs.  Therefore, this thesis uses Isenberg’s work for 

case studies of these different PMCs to help ascertaining their role within the state and 

their network associations with MNCs. 
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Krahmann
98

 pays particular attention to PMCs in relation to national and international 

security.  In doing so, Krahmann investigates the outsourcing of military services and 

their consequences in relation to the democratic control on the use of legitimate force.  

Furthermore, Krahmann has related a lot of this research to the international relations 

theory of neo-liberalism, in particular economic neo-liberalism as articulated by 

Milton Friedman.  However, arguably the most prominent scholar in the research of 

PMCs is Peter W. Singer.  Singer’s
99

 work has been the most influential to date.  One 

of the defining characteristics of Singer is that his work has not only looked into the 

phenomenon from ethical, political, economic, and structural points of view, but his 

work also provides an early definition and categorisation of PMCs.  Being one of the 

first scholars to attempt to define and give different typologies to PMCs, almost all 

other scholars who have researched PMCs have based their work on Singer’s idea of 

PMCs.  Singer’s work provides insight into the West’s growing dependence on 

PMCs, PMC personnel as significant players within the military landscape, the 

operations of PMCs such as MPRI, Airscan, Brown & Root, and DynCorp, and the 

continuing importance of PMCs in wars, using Iraq as a case study.  In doing so, 

Singer is concerned with the re-introduction of the profit motive on to the battlefield 

at all levels, which raises questions about democracy, ethics, human rights, and 

national military security.   Singer’s work is important for this thesis because it has 

enables me to build a definition and typology that is similar yet quite significantly 

different from Singer’s conception.  However, it has been Singer’s work that has 

given this thesis inspiration to draw from.   
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Others such as O’Brien
100

, Brooks
101

, and Shearer
102

 help the thesis to view PMCs 

from other angles. O’Brien sees PMCs as a valuable addition within the private 

military marketplace.  O’Brien, Brooks, and Shearer argue against the mainstream 

views and point out those PMCs can actually enhance and strengthen the state in 

terms of military security and capabilities, particularly within the Third World.  This 

type of work helps to balance the thesis and to look at other avenues of research.  

However, these scholars do contend that some form of official regulations of PMCs is 

vitally important for the industry.  Leander
103

, looks at PMCs and private military 

security from a political economic point of view.   Other scholars work that this thesis 

will consider is Zarate
104

 who claims that PMCs are a new type of ‘Dog of War’, 

Zabci
105

, Yeoman
106

 who looks at PMCs from a US perspective by analysing the 

PMC Blackwater USA, Whyte
107

, Vines
108

, Taulbeg
109

, Taulbee
110

, who analyses the 

privatisation of military security in weak states in relation to globalisation, Spear
111

, 

Smille
112

, Sheppard
113

, who argues that PMCs are the rise of the new world order 

within the private military market, Renou
114

, Reno
115

, who looks at the decline in 

patronage networks with the Third World, Renner
116

, Percy
117

, who looks at the 
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relationship between PMCs and civil wars, Ortiz
118

, Olonisakin
119

, Manning
120

, 

Jackson
121

, who pay particular attention the degree to which PMCs are regulated, 

Henriksen
122

, who analyses why people actively fight in combat, Feeney
123

, Doswald-

Beck
124

, Cleaver
125

, Chilliers and Douglas
126

, who provides case studies of the private 

military business, Brauer
127

, who looks at an economic perspective on mercenaries, 

PMCs, and the privatisation of force, Bosch (2007), Ballesteros
128

, who was the 

special rapporteur to the United Nations on the question of mercenaries, and Avant
129

.  

Avant is also a leading scholar in the field of private military security. Her focus is on 

the actual contracts these PMCs obtain.  By looking at the contracts, Avant has also 

given a set of typologies of PMCs from which this thesis will also draw from. These 

other studies have established links between PMCs and private military security and 

financial liberalisation and neo-liberal economic reforms.  Within those studies, these 

authors have provided details and relationships that are pertinent to this thesis, 

enabling it to utilise case studies to highlight issues concerned with PMCs.
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Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to give a historical background concerning private 

military actors and where PMCs are placed within this historical context.  Although 

this thesis makes the point that PMCs are a new phenomenon within a post-Fordist 

era, these companies are not some super-natural occurrence.  Rather, PMCs have 

evolved from other actors such as mercenaries, free companies, the condottieri, ad hoc 

private armies, or mercantilist companies.  With this in mind, this chapter will make 

the point that the PMC phenomenon is a result of the evolution from previous actors 

over the last two thousand years or more.  This historical overview about private 

military non-state actors is important in our investigation into PMCs as it helps to 

obtain an understanding of where PMCs foundations have come from, and how these 

companies have evolved from their predecessors.  

 

The uniqueness of the PMCs cannot be understood without a degree of historical 

context.  In order to understand the various types of PMCs that are emerging within 

the military sphere, and placing these PMCs in proper historical context, it is 

necessary to survey the evolution of various private military actors.  Although history 

in a general sense may not do so, mercenary history does seem to consistently repeat 

itself.
130

  Therefore, this chapter is to give a background on the use of various private 

military actors throughout history.   

 

From Alexander the Great, to the Hundred Years War, to the Condottieri, to the 

chartered companies of the Dutch East India Company, to the individual mercenaries 

of the 1960s, to today’s PMCs, these non-state private actors have all been influential 
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in changing the strategic landscape of warfare.  These private military actors have 

occurred in various forms throughout history.  For instance, there was the ‘freelance’ 

mercenary or individual mercenary who hired him or herself out to various battles in 

return for loot, or pay.  Second, these individuals eventually formed into ‘free 

companies’ not dissimilar to a guild only to become known later on as the Condottieri 

throughout Italy. The third stage was the formation of mercantile or chartered 

companies in search of new lands, wealth and power.  In exploring at the history of 

previous private military actors such as mercenaries, or the Condottieri, these actors 

highlight that PMCs are an evolution from this past, dating back more than two 

thousand years ago.  Therefore, this chapter will survey the history of private military 

actors and examine where the PMC fits into this evolution.  The chapter will highlight 

that PMCs have resemblance to the Italian Condottieri or the free companies which 

surged during the Italian Renaissance.  To understand the empirical forms of PMCs 

and placing these companies in proper historical context, it is necessary to survey the 

evolution of private actors within the theatre of war.
131

  

 

There is nothing new or strange about hiring private military actors for war.  Singer 

argued that “the foreign soldier hired for pay, the mercenary, is an almost ubiquitous 

type in the entire social and political history or organised warfare”.
132

 Yet, McCoy 

highlights that the extent of mercenary activity and the socio-political meaning, 

particularly legitimacy, have ebb and flowed greatly over time.
133

 From Sparta and 

Athens, through to ancient Rome and the middle ages, via the ‘free companies’ to the 
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Condottieri of the renaissance to the 20
th

 century, the ‘soldier for hire’ has been found 

in armies all over the world throughout history. 

 

Ancient Mercenaries 

Some of the earliest records of warfare using private military actors being employed 

to fight for ancient rulers date back to King Shulgi of Ur (CA.2029-1982BC) who 

waged a series of punitive wars against the Gutians.  The battle of Kadesh (1274BC) 

is one of the first great battles in history which has detailed accounts of mercenaries.  

In this battle, where the Egyptians fought the Hittites, the army of Pharaoh Ramses II 

included hired units of Numidians and elements from Canaanite and Sherden
134

. 

 

Most of ancient history’s battles and wars are replete with stories of hired foreign and 

private soldiers.  Even the Bible tells their tales, such as the Pharaoh chasing the 

Israelites out of Egypt with an army made up of hired foreigners, while David and his 

men (while on the run from Saul) were in the employ of the Philistine army of Achish.  

At the conclusion of the first Punic War (264-241BC) the Carthaginian private army 

which had not been paid, revolted in what became known as the Mercenary War.
135

  

The Carthaginian armies for instance were virtually all made up of private military 

personnel.  Throughout this period (264-241BC), the Carthaginian Empire was almost 

entirely dependent on mercenaries.  Essentially, the mercenary activity during this 

period produced the first Punic War between Rome and Carthage.
136

  The story of 

Hannibal’s army contained hired soldiers who also crossed the Alps with Hannibal 

himself and decimated the Roman “citizen” army during the second Punic War (218-
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201BC).
137

  Hannibal’s mercenaries were never defeated in battle, but the war was 

eventually lost when Rome took Carthage’s silver mine in Spain, meaning that the 

city-state could no longer afford to maintain the large hired private military armies. 

 

Furthermore, it was general practice for ancient Greek armies to build up their forces 

through the employment of outside private military specialists, the most notable 

including units such as the Cretan Slingers, Syracusan Hoplites, and Thessalian 

Calvary.
138

  The Macedonians were also one such mercenary army that honed its 

military craft fighting on behalf of various Greek city-states during the Peloponnesian 

War (431-404BC).  At the same time, the Persians ironically employed Greek hoplites 

(foot soldiers with long spears) in their attempts to stop the advance of Alexander the 

Great in 334BC.  Even Alexander the Great hired mercenary units such as a navy of 

224 ships from the Phoenicians.  Alexander the Great employed some 50,000 plus 

mercenaries in 329BC.
139

  When Alexander the Great conquered a region throughout 

Greece and beyond, Alexander gave the option of the enemy to enter into the service 

of his mass army as a privateer.  By the end of his conquest of the Persian Empire 

(336BC), the army of Alexander the Great had evolved from a largely Macedonian 

military army into one made up primarily of hired private military units from other 

conquered city-states.  Xenophon recorded the accounts of mercenary activity such as 

the failed use of 10,000 mercenaries in 401BC by Cyrus, a pretender to the Persian 

throne.
140

  Xenophon’s famous “ten thousand” were an army of out-of-work Greek 
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soldiers who were hired to fight in s Persian civil war (401-400BC).
141

  Furthermore, 

several naval units including those that fought on behalf of Athens in the Persian 

Wars were also privately outfitted.  The successor Hellenic empires similarly 

guaranteed their defences by recruiting foreign military units rather than using their 

own military forces.  

 

Mercenaries in the Middles Ages (400s-1400s) 

In a European world with little or no consolidated or unified governance, feudalism, 

the system of layered obligations of military service, became the mechanism by which 

armies were created.  Expansive technological advances made war a vastly expensive 

enterprise for rulers and states, and the fragmented and inefficient feudal form of the 

economy was unable to generate sufficient revenues to pay for new modes of military 

power.
142

  Rulers, states, and landlords turned frequently to mercenaries to wage war 

and for protection.  The reliance on mercenaries became logical because states and 

rulers could decrease the strain on their economies by lowering the costs of waging 

war and protection with mercenaries rather than maintaining standing armies.  For the 

most part, hired armies or mercenaries provided quick access to armed forces that 

could be raised on short notice and dismissed when they were no longer needed.   

 

Consequently, in the feudal age, wars were limited in scope and objective.  In this age 

of limited war, mercenaries filled a niche by supplying trained, equipped, and 

experienced military personnel.
143

  During the early middle ages, it was difficult to 

carry out extensive military campaigns because of overlapping political and economic 
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allegiances that limited a ruler to draw upon that small range of contacts to raise an 

army.  Knights for instance, were only required to serve forty days active duty a year 

and were not obligated to serve abroad.  This resulted in kings and lords being at a 

slight disadvantage in fighting their own wars.  Therefore, kings and lords throughout 

the middle ages were forced to hire mercenaries whenever they wished to launch a 

military campaign.  However, this growing market and availability of mercenaries 

during the later middle ages meant that war on a large scale could be feasible and 

waged more often, even if it meant kings and lords would go into further debt.
144

  War 

was becoming a business for the wealthy and for military specialists who were trained 

from an early age.   Rather than relying on layered military obligation, during the 12
th

 

century, English kings and lords introduced a system of scutage which gave 

individuals such as peasants and serfs, the opportunity to buy their way out of military 

service.  In effect, English kings would then contract noblemen to provide the military 

service of their retinues beyond the traditional customary feudal obligation.  These 

royal retinues would include knights, men-at-arms, mounted archers, and various 

other military personnel.  Kings also relied on private or royal subcontractors to raise 

and supply armies for their conquests. 

 

Each ad hoc mercenary organisation would try to specialise to secure a constant form 

of employment and therefore pay scales would fluctuate between each organisation 

based on skill level, reputation, and size, and the contracts would divide the booty and 

ransom money between the troops, the officers, and the king.
145

  Later, during the 

dark ages, early firearms and cannon also shared the same characteristics of their 

crossbow predecessors.  The profession of artillerymen became so popular that they 
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even managed to form an international business guild for the specific employment of 

private artillerymen replete with its own patron saint and jealously guarding 

professional secrets of the art of artillery.
146

  The Genoese crossbow units, for 

example, were among the most highly valued of any military unit during this time and 

were present at most major battles, until these units were decimated by the English 

longbows at Crecy in 1346.
147

  Furthermore, Venice began hiring out salaried rower-

soldiers for their navy during the Crusades (1095-1270).  In addition, bands of foreign 

knights brought south by the German Emperors were left without a job by the 

receding tides of the Crusades, but were prepared, particularly throughout the 14
th

 

century, to put their swords at the service of anyone who would pay them, and to 

make life brutish and short for anyone who did not.
148

  

 

The use of mercenaries throughout the middle ages was not necessarily linked to one 

particular social or political condition.  Rather, the proliferations of mercenaries could 

have coincided with rising conditions of instability such as warfare in one region and 

conditions of stability and peace in another area during the feudal era.  These 

conditions stability and instability could have included extreme changes in political 

machineries and open warfare when mercenaries were needed to swell the numbers of 

those armies.  Yet during times of stability or when standing armies were 

decommissioned during times of peace, or were reduced at the end of a particular war, 

demobilised personnel and out-of-work mercenaries would seek out other wars for 

income, something which characterised the Hundred Years War period (1337-1453).  

The Hundred Years War was a series of wars between France and England that had 

more mercenaries in the employ of both countries than their own actual standing 
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armies.  The Hundred Years War saw more and more ‘free companies’ (ad hoc 

mercenary organisations) forming in order to profit from the spoils of war. The 

Hundred Years War created a sort of gold rush effect not dissimilar to PMCs involved 

in the 2003 Iraq War.  One such free company was the White Company, led originally 

by Albert Sterz and later on by Sir John Harkwood in 1364, which had offered the 

military services of archers and knights to wage war with full logistics.
149

  Harkwood 

earned his reputation – and knighthood – during the Hundred Years War.
150

  Yet, the 

most outrageous of these companies was the ‘Great Company’, a band of nearly 

10,000 strong, and totally international in membership which managed to continue to 

trade for fifteen years from 1338, and ran what would now be called a protection 

racket on a grand scale
151

. 

 

After the Hundred Years War, many of these mercenaries would continue to form 

‘free companies’ to maintain their employment with governments, city-states and 

principalities alike.  These free companies would then travel together in search of 

battles or new campaigns to fight.  For the mercenaries, the primary motivation of 

forming into free companies was to facilitate the employment of out-of-work soldiers 

and mercenaries. Over time, the agreements that these free companies signed with 

their employers became highly detailed.  These free companies evolved from 

temporary organisations formed essentially by bands of demobilised soldiers and 

mercenaries to a reputable organisation whose primary aim was to protect themselves 

and to convince and exploit local populations or principalities into employing their 
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company as a permanent and economic organisation that would be systematically in 

the pay of one or more localities.
152

   

 

The Byzantine empire is said to have been one of the first kingdoms to hire one of  the 

first such “free companies”, the Grand Catalan Company (1281-1388).  The Grand 

Catalan Company, 6500 strong, was recruited from the Aragon mountain region, and 

first came together as a company during the long war between the kings of Sicily and 

Naples.  When the war ended in 1302, the Byzantine Empire employed Templar 

Roger di Flor and his mercenaries to campaign against Constantinople in return for 

twice the current pay rate, plus four months’ pay in advance.  Roger di Flor himself 

was offered the title of Grand Duke, the status of Lord High Admiral, and a hand in 

marriage of the emperors’ niece.
153

  However, di Flor was assassinated by Andronicus 

II when he leaned of di Flor’s plans to carve out his own principality in Anatolia.
154

  

Roger di Flor’s death did not end the Grand Catalan Company as Andronicus II had 

hoped.  Grand Catalan’s new commander, Ramon Muntaner, destroyed a Byzantine 

army at Apros in 1305.  By 1310, the Duke of Athens had hired the company.  But the 

Duke of Athen dismissed the company without pay, and the Grand Catalan destroyed 

his army at Kephissos.  In 1311, the Grand Catalan Company then betrayed the Duke 

of Athens and established a duchy in Athens, where the Grand Catalan Company 

kingdom survived for almost 77 years.  It was not until 1388, at the battle of 

Anastasioupolis, that the Grand Catalan Company was finally defeated – by another 

company.
155
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The Catalans were not the only company to win battles.  At the battle of Brignais in 

1362, French free companies joined forces to crush the feudal French armies.
156

  

When knight met mercenary, generally, mercenary won out.  By the late 1300s, many 

other free companies were crossing the Alps into Italy for two reasons. One was the 

large number of warring principalities fighting one another and the great wealth that 

lay within Italy at the time.  Despite many Italian principalities’ limited geographical 

size, many Italian city-states were actually great powers of the day.  These 

principalities had considerable wealth, which was importantly not tied to land, rather 

in the form of tradable capital and commodities.  The second was Italian city-states 

saw their citizens as productive and important members in the economic success of 

their respective kingdoms and considered their citizens as too valuable and too 

productive not be wasted in the service of military life and war.
157

  This arrangement 

by which military services were contracted out to mercenaries, initially, was driven by 

business guilds that saw mercenaries as a reasonable investment to avoid mobilising 

all of society into warfare and to keep the most productive and efficient citizens 

(themselves) primarily away from the waste of war.
158

 Moreover, the problem of 

chronic internal dissention and party conflict within Italian city-states led rulers to 

distrust their subjects at every level and they would hire mercenaries with no apparent 

parochial interests.
159

  In effect, the hiring of well-trained and well-equipped 

mercenaries did not disrupt or distract the productive economy by trying to force their 

citizens into military service.  However, these “free companies” particularly in Italy, 

were eventually phased out when northern Italian city-states began contracting with 
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the Italian Condottieri units to supply specific numbers of troops for particular 

military services. 

 

Towards the end of the 13
th  

and into the 14
th

  century, the Condottieri emerged as the 

dominant form of mercenary activity.
160

  After the conflicts that ensued in Italy from 

free companies, Italian city-states started to contract these Italian mercenaries, known 

as Condottieri, to protect their principalities.
161

 It was in this changing period between 

the “free companies” and those employing these Italian military units that the 

Condotta (Contract) system emerged.  As in almost all developments in Europe during 

the Middle Ages, Italian cities-states took the lead in reintroducing and changing the 

practice of employing mercenaries with highly legal formal contracts.  The history of 

the Condottieri also coincided with the Italian renaissance which stretched from the 

early 13
th

 century to the early 16
th

 century.   Furthermore, these emerging powerful 

Italian city-states during the middle ages in turn sponsored and financed the 

development of a new age of western learning and art – the Renaissance.  The revival 

of science, literature, and knowledge that began in Italy soon spread throughout 

Europe.  In Italy, the Condotta developed into a contract of great care for Italian city-

states, drawn up by the equivalent of modern-day lawyers.  The Condottieri system 

enabled Italian city-states to maintain a permanent military force comprised of Italian 

mercenaries with specific military specialists who were hired out for particular 

military campaigns over set periods of time.  

  

The Condottieri itself varied according to the needs of the employer.  There would be 

retaining fees, troop numbers specifications, operational details, or restrictive 
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covenants not to fight against the employer for a certain period of time once the 

contract had expired.
162

  When waging war, the Condottieri also concentrated on 

taking prisoners, since their preoccupation was with raising ransom money in order to 

make a profit.  Generally, the Condottieri were ideologically and politically detached 

from their battles, and these hired soldiers were not primarily interested in killing per 

se.  Instead, the Condottieri conducted themselves within the accepted professional 

standards of warfare.  In doing so, the Condottieri used their plundering as rewards to 

fund their own noble houses and in time became political powers within their own 

right, at times forming their own principalities.  For the Milanese Dukes, Venetian 

Doges, the Queen of Naples, Florentine Financiers (post-Machiavelli), and the Pope 

for that matter, it became politically safer to hire such military companies, under a 

business like contracts (Condotta), than to employ potential rivals from within their 

own respective domains.   

 

The Italian city-state of Florence, however, which was one of the more progressive 

principalities, was unique an Italian city-state in that it refused to hire any form of 

mercenaries, Condottieri or otherwise.  This refusal could have to do with Niccolo 

Machiavelli, a Florentine political advisor, who despised the idea of hiring private 

soldiers (mercenaries) after researching the exploits of mercenaries in the past.   

Writing in 16
th

 century Italy, Machiavelli issued a stern warning to rulers who were 

relying heavily on mercenaries for their battles and security of their city state: 

Mercenaries and auxiliaries are useless and dangerous. If a prince 

bases the defence of his state on mercenaries he will never achieve 

stability or security. For mercenaries are disunited, thirsty for 

power, undisciplined, and disloyal; they have no fear of God, they 

do not keep the faith with their fellow men; they avoid defeat just 
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so long as they avoid battle; in peacetime you are despoiled by 

them, and in wartime by the enemy.
163

 

 

Very few rulers in Machiavelli’s own time heeded this warning about mercenaries.   

Nonetheless, Florence, during Machiavelli’s time, could also been seen as ahead of its 

time by recruiting and employing its very own city-state defence force made up from 

Florentine citizens.  Machiavelli’s warning against the use of mercenaries and the use 

of such actors has resonance in conflicts
164

 in the 21
st
 century that are in many ways 

reminiscent of the Italian philosopher’s time, long before the emergence of the 

European state system of Westphalia in 1648.   

 

Mercenaries during the Renaissance (1400s-1600s) 

In Europe, the reliance on clan-based mercenaries waned, only to see an increase in 

the use of a new type of organisational type of mercenaries (the Condottieri) during 

the fourteenth century.
165

  For centuries after, privatised armies and mercenaries 

became the norm.
166

  These private military actors such as the free companies, the 

condottieri from Italy, Varangian Guard in Byzantium, or the Swiss Pikeman of the 

Renaissance, were not despised as “whores of war”, as mercenary forces are 

condemned by many in a modern context, but rather seen as a political and military 

tool for many principalities, city-states, kingdoms, and empires alike. However, 

political sentiment began to shift against mercenaries with the beginning of the Peace 

of Westphalia in 1648.  
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It was not until the devastating and destructive Thirty Years War that nation-states 

realised that the majority of their armies needed to be filled with citizen soldiers rather 

than mercenaries.  In doing so, the citizen soldiers became “official” armies that were 

suddenly supposed to be loyal to the nation-state and not to specific rulers, guilds, 

houses, or industrialists that had at one point predominated in warfare throughout 

Europe.  By the time the Thirty Years War had ended Spanish, French, Dutch (United 

Provinces), German, Danish, Polish, Bohemian, and Russian forces had all taken part 

in the conflict. 

 

The Thirty Years War (1618-1648) was in many ways a turning point for the historic 

Peace of Westphalia.  The motives that prompted the Thirty Years war were primarily 

religious differences where in 1618 the Holy Roman Emperor from the Habsburg 

family attempted to force Bokhemian subjects to return to the Roman Catholic 

Church.  During this war, the armed forces of every country within Europe consisted 

of mercenaries and almost every battle was fought completely by hired private 

armies.
167

  The Thirty Years War was a simple amalgamation of hired mercenary 

soldiers and ad hoc groups, all with different military specialisations such as the 

Albanians with their light cavalry, the Scots and Gascons with their infantry.
168

  The 

result of the extremely destructive Thirty Years War was that the concept of 

sovereignty won out against that of empire.  The Thirty Years war was seen as so 

devastating that the only conceivable resolution was to let each nation decide its own 

internal matters.   
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The watershed in negatively changing attitudes towards private military actors was the 

1648 Treaty of Westphalia.  The Treaty of Westphalia solidified the emergence of the 

state by enshrining the importance of sovereignty over affairs within the state’s 

borders.  Rather than envisioning imperial or papal or some other form of supreme 

authority, the Treaty of Westphalia entrusted political and diplomatic affairs to the 

state acting in their own interests.  With the rise of the nation-state
169

, this 

dramatically changed the situation for mercenaries. As states and sovereignty matured 

and developed throughout Europe, legitimacy was becoming more and more defined 

by the ability of states to protect and control their citizens at home and abroad with 

citizen armies.  An immediate result was the withdrawal of the right of private citizens 

to wage private wars.  The army and navy quickly became the primary manifestation 

of a state’s legitimacy and prestige as the sole provider of the legitimate means to 

enforce violence.
170

 

 

The Treaty of Westphalia did not being an end to wars.  Quite the contrary, wars were 

an almost constant theme in early modern Europe.  Most notable was Louis XIV of 

France and the Seven Years War (1756-1763).  During the period 1668-1713 Louis 

XIV sought to expand his borders into East Germany and to absorb Spain.  The Seven 

Years War pitted France, Austria, and Russia against Britain and Prussia, and it 

merged with conflicts between France and Britain in India and North America to 
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become a global war for imperial supremacy.  The Treaty of Westphalia did not 

eradicate mercenaries.  However, by the 18th century, European wars were being 

conducted by professional armed forces of a kind with which we would be familiar 

today.  These military personnel were not primarily members of a war caste fighting 

for the concept of honour or from feudal obligations, nor were these military 

personnel being privately contracted to the same extent as in previous wars.  They 

were now servants of the state who were guaranteed consistent employment, regular 

wages, and career prospects in return for dedicating themselves to the state come 

peace, come war
171

.   

 

Even after the Treaty of Westphalia in the 17
th

 century, European states were still 

hiring private soldiers, sailors, and any other private military personnel to serve in 

their respective armed forces to some degree.  During this period, the British also 

hired mercenaries, especially from the Germans, to fight in wars in places such as 

Scotland.  However, these mercenaries within a new inter-state political system 

clearly did not have the same influential power or legitimacy as previously.  

Enlightenment ideals about the social contract
172

, and the French Revolutions’ focus 

on citizens as the epicentre of the nation, helped to shape an emerging consensus that 

those who fought for profit, rather than nationalism, were completely deligitimated.
173

 

Nonetheless, the incidence of the destructive Thirty Years War (1618-1648) and the 

ensuring signing of the Peace Treaty of Westphalia, are widely credited with the 

formation of the nation-state and the inter-state system
174

. 
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Mercenaries during the Reformation (1700s-1800s) 

With the consolidation of central authority in most European states such as United 

Kingdom and Netherlands, private businesses known as chartered companies began to 

take on military roles outside the government’s scope through a charter company 

system.  In this arrangement, joint-stock companies were formed as a public-private 

partnership where the government and a private investor would have shares within the 

company.  The government would then issue the company a licence to have a 

monopoly of power over all trade within a defined geographical area in the periphery 

and semi-periphery of the world-system.  These chartered companies (also known as 

mercantile companies) such as the British East India Company
175

, or the Dutch East 

India Company represented the pervasive structure of not only utilising private 

military, but also private enterprise.  Land and naval private military units and 

personnel were a permanent feature of the chartered companies which helped to 

deeply embed greater forms of economic power and agency for the company.  Their 

economic and political power was so great that these chartered companies held the 

power to raise armies and navies (privately), declare wars (outside of the state) on 

anyone deemed a threat, garner trading rights, and establish ports and towns, all on 

behalf of their home country.  With all these powers, these chartered companies 

operated as sovereign entities empowered with the ultimate privilege to wage war and 

violence.
176
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These chartered companies were economic giants within their own right, having their 

own empires with full sovereign powers.  With the ability to act as a sovereign entity,  

these companies could hold a monopoly on trade within a given region, build forts, 

make treaties, govern their fellow nationals, and even coin their own currency.   This 

was best demonstrated in the latter part of the 19
th

 century by the direct rule or 

political control by the British East India Company of almost all of the India South 

and west of the Punjab.  By 1782, the British East India Company’s armed forces 

outnumbered that of the British Army, consisting of over 600,000 British, German, 

Swiss, and Indian soldiers.  Private chartered companies were also expected to 

provide protection for their own shipping.
177

  The Dutch East India Company for 

instance not only deployed a sizable field army, it also had a respectable navy.  By 

1801, the Dutch East India Company boasted 122 “ship-of-the-lines”, the larger 

version with up to forty guns that could see off some of the most powerful enemy 

warships.
178

 

 

Even privateers on the high seas had a legal standing in international maritime law 

and were widely used by nation-states throughout the 1800s to bolster their maritime 

forces.  These ships were defined as “vessels belonging to private owners, and sailing 

under a commission of war empowering the person to whom it is granted to carry out 

all forms of hostility which are permissible at sea by the usages of war”.
179

  The 

British Royal Navy which played a significant role in Napoleon’s eventual defeat was 

a small privatised force.  The British Royal Navy operated a prize money system 

under the terms of the Cruiser Act (1708) which was renewed at the beginning of each 

year (and indeed not repealed until 1917).  Privateers were granted their right to wage 
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war through the issues of “letters of marque and reprisal”. These private merchant 

men, with their “letters of marque” were then granted full authority by the admiralty 

to seize enemy shipping.  During the Napoleonic War, over 10,000 “letters of 

marque” were issued to private merchant men in the course of the war.
180

  Granting 

such a commission was a relatively easy method for a sovereign to rapidly expand 

maritime power in the time of war. Using letters of marque, England effectively 

countered Spanish naval superiority through the extensive use of privateers in the 

“New World”.
181

 

 

This capacity to wage war was significant for chartered companies.  The Dutch West 

India Company, for instance, was established solely for the purpose of waging war on 

the Spanish and their American Empire.
182

 Furthermore, the British South Africa 

Company of Cecil Rhodes on the African continent had its very own paramilitary 

force and mounted infantry purely to wage war against anyone or anything that stood 

in the way of Cecil Rhodes making his fortunes.
183

  It would be of no surprise then 

that these chartered companies would also wage war against each other or continue to 

wage war against a country even after their colonial country was at peace or had 

created alliances with those enemy combatant countries.    In the period 1748-1756, 

the English and French East India Company, for instance, fought for control over the 

monopoly of trade on the high seas.
184

  Moreover, the Hudson Bay Company fought 

with the Montreal-based Northwest Company over the control of fur in 1815.  The 

chartered companies that dominated in non-European countries were considered 

beyond the accepted boundaries of the European state sovereign system, such as the 
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Indian sub-continent, where local capabilities (state machineries) were weak.  Those 

chartered companies such the Hudson Bay Company, the Dutch East India Company, 

the British East India Company, or the British South Africa Company, all of which 

had the ability to wage war, were primarily used by the home country to extract 

resources, create trade monopolies, and to expand the colonial empire.  As a result of 

the increasing independence of these chartered companies, the colonial sovereigns 

began to realise just how powerful these chartered companies had become.  By the 

20
th

 century, these chartered companies had largely disappeared, and the state system 

and the concept of sovereignty within that state system finally came to dominate, 

marginalising mercenary activity even further. 

 

The ultimate inflection points of this change were the wars of the French Revolution 

(1789-1799), the Napoleonic Wars (1803-1815) and the American Civil War (1861-

1865) when military service came to be associated exclusively with nationalism.   The 

rise of the nation-state and nationalism changed the idea of warfare away from the 

war of kings to the war of the people.
185

  The modern state system had of course 

existed before 1789, but the French Revolution was to endow the state with a 

particular ideology that of nationalism.  The American Civil War also legitimated the 

power of nationalism within the state.  In Europe, the Westphalian state had been little 

more than a geographical entity, and the French Revolution gave the state a moral 

force.  With this rise of the nation-state and nationalism, the idea of fighting for one’s 

country rather than for commercial interest became the norm.  States, particularly in 

Europe, began to command a monopoly over the legitimate use of violence and 
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became increasingly keen on limiting the risks to their new found power when their 

citizens fought for a common cause rather than pure economic interests.
186

   

 

In a broad perspective, standing armies are fairly recent invention as a result of 

nationalism.  It was not until the 17
th

 century that a basic form of the “standing army” 

formed and controlled by the state had been established throughout most of Europe.
187

  

The personnel who made up these emerging standing armies were increasingly drawn 

from various classes within the population rather than mercenaries.  These armed 

forces gradually became permanent structures of the state, regardless of whether they 

were at war or peace.  The creation of national standing armies contributed both to the 

increased power and central authority to extract the means of war from the population 

at large.  This development of large and expensive standing armies consolidated the 

state’s central control over the legitimate use of force.
188

  In the process of creating 

standing armies, the armed forces became an integral part of the state structure, 

creating an institution that clearly distinguished itself from the larger population.  

Soldiers, from a nationalistic perspective, were increasingly being seen as “licenced” 

servants of the state, not as hired mercenaries, and were separated from civilian life in 

several ways: visually through the increasing use of uniforms and physically being 

stationed in barracks
189

.  The use of uniforms, as Giddens points out, “indicates to the 

civilian population the distinctiveness of the military as the specialist purveyor of the 

means to use [force]”.
190

  In effect, this made it possible to distinguish “those who 

were licenced to fight [for the state]…from those who were not”.
191

  The creation of 
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national armies, from a nationalism perspective, created a separate identity between 

the military and the civilian population where the professional armed force had 

undoubtedly diminished mercenaries even further than ever before.  In several ways, 

changes around the time of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars could be 

considered as a watershed  in terms of nationalism, the organisations of the armed 

forces, warfare, and in terms of state formation and consolidation.
192

     

 

This is not to say that mercenaries were non-existent or that states did not continue to 

employ mercenaries.  On the contrary, even with the idea of nationalism, mercenaries 

were still being employed as an expendable option for national interests. The United 

Kingdom employed approximately 30,000 Hessian soldiers to fight in the American 

War of Independence (1775-1782) purely to avoid conscripting its own citizens.  

Private civilian wagon drivers supplied and assisted George Washington’s continental 

army.
193

  These civilian wagon drivers assisting the continental army could be seen as 

one of the earliest forms of a non-Combat PMC providing military logistical support 

for combat forces.  German princes also leased their troops to foreign powers.  These 

princes actually dominated the supply and demand of the private military market 

during the 17
th

, 18
th 

and 19
th

 centuries, and those states which retained close 

diplomatic ties to German princes and captains were able to employ German 

mercenaries much easier.  The German principalities of Hesse, Hanover, Baden, 

Brunswick, and Warlock became the major suppliers of German mercenaries for the 

English Crown, particularly during the American War of Independence.
194

 Based on 

the credit of the employer, a colonel would sign the contract.  This contract would 

then  allow the client, such as English Crown, to hire as many personnel as necessary 
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under a licence agreement for that particular military operation or war.
195

  It should 

also be noted that this form of hiring mercenaries from the Germans principalities is 

not dissimilar to the Condottieri or the feudal free companies.  Even the Dutch both 

employed and provided private armies, and actually created the Scots Brigade, a 

legion completely comprised of foreigners. 

 

These non-state private military actors such as hired Hessian soldiers soon became 

inconsistent with the logic of the state system of sovereign nation-states.  This was in 

part because their internationalisation and marketization of organised violence acted 

against the interest of the nation-state in defending and further articulating its 

institutionalised systems of control.  Mercenaries were therefore no longer able to 

legitimately engage in warfare, for these actors were no longer warriors, but became 

seen as criminals.
196

  To circumvent the de-legitimisation of mercenaries, some states 

formed foreign legions from out-of-work mercenaries to serve in the new national 

armies.  The French Foreign Legion for example was created in 1831 by King Louis 

Philippe as essentially a legitimised national private army within the regular French 

armed forces.  French citizens are actually barred from joining the French Foreign 

Legion, but the legion is commanded by French officers.  Since the Legions inception, 

the unit has fought in all French wars as well as maintaining order in French 

colonies.
197

  Since then, France has used this regiment of foreigners in many of its 

colonial wars from Indochina to Africa.
 
 As part of the British armed forces, the 

British also had foreign legions such as the Gurkhas. With the defeat of Nepal and the 

treaty of Segauil in 1816, the British have extensively recruited Gurkhas into infantry 

regiments and used these troops in their colonial wars and major battles right up to the 
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Second World War.  Gurkhas served in the British and Indian armies and were 

deployed with deadly force up to and during the Falkland Islands War against 

Argentina.
198

 

 

Nonetheless, with the French Revolution and its Napoleonic aftermath, and the 

American Civil War entrenching the idea of nationalism within the state, the use of 

mercenaries was still not generally thought to be a dishonourable or demeaning 

profession from some viewpoints and in some situations, nation-states, or empires.  

Private armies still managed to endure throughout this period - not necessarily 

because of their efficiency but rather, because of their political expediency.  In the late 

18
th

 century, for instance, foreign military personnel still managed to comprise about 

half the armed forces in Prussia and about a third of the armies in France and United 

Kingdom.
199

  During the 18
th

 century, there were generally still three ways in which to 

obtain the services of various private military actors such as foreign military 

personnel: one, direct enlistment where the private military actor would become 

legitimated within a standing army, two, the purchase or lease of regular armed forces 

from another country, and three, the indirect purchase or lease of the services of 

various military personnel.  Probably the last instance when a European state raised a 

substantial army of mercenaries to fight in a war was in 1854, when the British hired 

16,500 Germans, Italians, and Swiss to fight in the Crimean War.
200

  However, by the 

end of the 19
th

 century, with the consolidation of central authority firmly entrenched 

in most European states, and the establishment of nationalism, the recruitment of 

mercenaries had all but disappeared. 
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20
th

 and 21
st
 Century Mercenaries 

 With the rise of nationalism and the consolidation of state power, private military 

actors were condemned for their unprofessional motives such as the pursuit of profit 

and lack of patriotic duty.
201

 A spate of anti-Mercenary laws, treaties, and decrees
202

 

throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries attempted to criminalise 

mercenaries and cast these actors as part of a “by-gone-era”
203

. The criminalisation of 

mercenaries became particularly apparent in the 20
th

 century during the Fordist period 

where nation-states had or were in the process of monopolising the legitimate use of 

force for the state.  

 

It is only in the 20
th

 century that these private military actors (the actors were aptly 

named mercenaries in the 20
th

 century) have become dramatically vilified and 

outlawed.  Yet most people have forgotten how comparatively recently mercenaries 

were as an influential military tool within the theatre of warfare.  But no matter how 

illegal or condemned mercenaries have become, these private military actors were still 

influential during the Cold War throughout the Third World, particularly on the 

African continent.  The mercenaries during the Cold War of the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, 

and 1980s were more or less ad hoc collections of former soldiers who provided 

experience, leadership, and small arms sales to various Third World countries on the 

African continent.  In 1967, for instance, mercenaries joined both sides in the 

Nigerian Civil War.  Mercenaries entered the conflict in the Southern Sudan in 1969.  

Portuguese-led mercenaries attacked the socialist government of Guinea in November 

1970.   Mercenaries also played an important part in places such as the Angolan 
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conflicts on several occasions.
204

  In 1975/76 British mercenaries fought for the 

National Front for the Liberation of Angola (FNLA), while the MPLA had support 

from exiled Katangese gendarmes.
205

  Mercenaries were also associated with other 

Third World wars in the Congo, Zimbabwe, Seychelles, Equatorial Guinea, Ghana, 

and Namibia.
206

  In fact almost every Third World country on the African continent at 

some point in time during the 20
th

 century employed mercenaries.  For Third World 

states caught in tumultuous civil wars or within an intra-state or inter-state warzone, 

mercenaries were a constant source of instant military force and expertise.
207

  In 

general, mercenaries appeared where there was a breakdown in internal order of a 

Third World state.  A Pretoria-based company, Mercenaire International, supplied 

mercenaries to the secessionist movement in Biafra, which ultimately lost in 1970 

after three years of intense fighting.
208

  

 

The 1960s and 1970s were the golden years for mercenaries, particularly on the 

African continent.  Mercenaries such as “Mad” Mike Hoare, Jacques Schrame, and 

Bob Denard
209

 were hired by former colonial powers and other “external interests” to 

undermine those countries seeking democratic change.  Instead of fighting for 

national armies, mercenaries during this period were employed by colonial states or 

insurgencies that were opposed to national liberation movements.  These mercenaries 
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posed a serious threat to newly independent states.  Mercenaries during this period 

were most active in the Congo (1960s), the Comoros Islands (1970s – 1990s), and 

Benin (1970s), and were used to undermine or destabilise leaders in Third World 

countries such as Patrice Lumumba of the Congo, and Ahmed Abdallah of the 

Comoros Islands.
210

  In 1981, “Mad” Mike Hoare and Bob Denard (1975 and 1978) 

went into Seychelles in a failed attempt to overthrow the government of President 

Albert Rene.
211

  Bob Denard fought with Katanga secessionist movements in the 

Belgian Congo against a UN peace enforcement force.  In 1978, the deposed president 

of the Comoros Islands hired Denard to restore him to the presidency.  After returning 

to power, the president named Denard Defence Minister, Commander-in-Chief of the 

Army, and Chief of Police.
212

 

 

Private Military Companies 

However, as McCoy
213

 correctly points out, the historical tide against private military 

actors began to turn positively once more in the late twentieth century, with the 

emergence of PMCs. Early PMC activity inspired open condemnation on many fronts. 

In the 1990s, the UN, the IMF, and governments from Britain to Australia expressed 

outrage at the use of PMCs.
214

 Yet, in today’s post-Cold War and post-Fordist world, 

PMCs are displaying resemblance to the private military actors used throughout much 

of military history before and after the rise of the nation-state.  PMCs offer a range of 

military services from combat and operations support, and advanced training, to arms 

procurement, intelligence support, or hostage rescue.  Therefore, PMCs should be 

                                                 
210

 Musah and Fayemi 2000, p.17 
211

 Musah and Fayemi 2000, p.22 
212

 Under extreme international pressure, Denard was later forced to resign although he had converted 

to Islam and had become a Comoro Island citizen, taking the name Colonel Said Mustapha M’hadju. 

Zarate 1998, p.89 
213

 McCoy 2012, p.323 
214

 Shearer 1998a, p.12 



 

71 

 

described as representing the “evolution, globalisation, and corporatisation” of the 

age-old ancient private military trade
215

.  Instead of medieval battle dress, the 

executives of PMCs now wear Armani suits and carry the latest mobile phones.  In a 

sense, the emergence of PMCs is not a revolutionary development in military and 

geo-political strategy but is related to past forms of mercenarism adapting themselves 

to the demands of the post-Cold War. 

 

The PMC industry has become big business.  Globally, the PMC industry has PMCs 

operating on almost every continent in over 110 semi-peripheral and peripheral 

countries.  Most of these PMCs are usually in the service of their home countries such 

as the US, UK, Russia, France, or Israel, including some Third World countries such 

as Angola.  PMCs have grown to such a degree that these companies deserve their 

own division of industry within the private military market.  Ever since the PMC EO 

first emerged in the early 1990s, the nature of PMCs has changed dramatically over 

the last fifteen years to encompass more than just combat operations.   

 

Due to the complexity and sheer size of the PMC industry, a tour around the world is 

perhaps needed to reveal the full extent and activity of PMCs.  Starting with Africa, 

this is a continent where weak state political machineries and the legacy of civil war 

have combined to create a truly insecure environment.  Arguably, the African 

continent is seen as the birth place for PMCs, where PMCs such as EO and Sandline 

International formed their reputations.  The growth of PMCs entering into the African 

continent started around 1992 with Executive Outcomes. 
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One of the first African countries to employ a PMC was Angola.  Angola was 

certainly the “testing” ground for the development, evolution and success of PMCs in 

Africa.
216

  Two PMCs were believed to be based in Angola reportedly dominating the 

Angolan PMC market - Teleservices and Alpha Five.
217

  Teleservices was established 

along the coastal and oil areas, while Alpha Five was established within the diamond 

mining areas of Angola
218

.  Gray Security actually had a management contract with 

both Teleservices and Alpha Five which entailed Gray Security personnel being 

placed within key management positions within Alpha Five and Teleservices
219

.  In 

1998, a small boutique PMC called Lax Security engaged in a fire-fight with Alpha 

Five and over-ran the Yetwane diamond mine in Angola.  In response, Teleservices 

then engaged in a fire-fight with Lax Security and retook the mine for themselves and 

looted the diamonds
220

.  Lax Security and Teleservices were formed by former EO 

personnel who wanted to stay on in Angola after EO’s departure in 1996.  It is quite 

ironic that two PMCs formed by former EO personnel would fight each other. 

 

Angola is not unusual.  Other peripheral states on the African continent needing 

military intervention such as Zimbabwe were also supported by PMCs such as Avient 

Air that operated jet fighters and attack helicopters.
221

  In its war with Eritrea, 

Ethiopia leased a wing of jet fighters from the PMC Sukoi, along with pilots to fly 

them, including mechanics to maintain the jet fighters.  In Sudan, Airscan protected 

the oil fields from rebel insurgencies.  In the Liberian wars, the PMCs ICI and PAE 
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provided military logistical support to ECOMOG peacekeepers.
222

  When the 

government of the Ivory Coast faced an army mutiny in late 2002, it was reported that 

Sandline International was hired to help put down the revolt.  In Burundi, Hutu rebels 

apparently received military training and operational combat support from a South 

African based PMC Spoonet, while DynCorp offered logistical support to the rebel 

alliance in Sudan.  Even the quasi-state of Puntland contracted out its coastal patrol to 

the Hart Group.
223

  Worldvision and the ICRC hired the now defunct PMC called 

Lifeguard to protect their facilities and staff during the Sierra Leone civil wars. 

 

PMC activity in the Middle East is very significant, particularly with the 2003 Iraq 

War.  Several PMCs have established themselves in Israel such as Beni Tal, or 

Levdan which were active during the Congo conflict, or Angu-Segu which was 

reportedly active in the latter stages of the Angolan conflict.  Silver Shadow, another 

Israeli PMC, also worked in Colombia.  There are other similar setups in places such 

as Kuwait where DynCorp was supporting the national air force and MPRI was 

running a military training centre for the Kuwaiti army.
224

  

 

In terms of the use of PMCs, the 2003 Iraq war is arguably the single largest military 

commitment in over a decade, and also the most significant engagement in the post-

Cold War world.  The Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) gained formal legal 

control of Iraq through the United Nations Security Council Resolution 1483, which 

affirmed the role of the US and UK, and specific authorities, responsibilities, and 

obligations under applicable international law of these states as occupying powers 
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under unified command.
225

  Under Paul Bremer, the CPA had the power to issue laws 

and regulations until Iraq re-established a stable government. During the fourteen 

month period that the CPA governed Iraq, the Coalition of the Willing and the CPA 

welcomed PMCs into their military and rebuilding efforts.
226

   

 

The 2003 Iraq war has thrust the use of PMCs into the political and public forefront.  

PMCs have played an unprecedented role in the Iraqi conflict, providing a full gamut 

of military services from feeding troops to maintaining billion-dollar weapons 

systems, to providing combat military operations.  Nobody knows for certain how 

PMCs are operating in Iraq. Their total numbers prove difficult to evaluate but even 

the most conservative estimates place the number of PMC personnel in Iraq at around 

20,000 working for approximately 60 PMCs.
227

  With these numbers, comes a cost.  

Singer
228

 highlights that by July 2007, more than 1000 PMC personnel had been 

killed in Iraq and another 13,000 wounded.    

 

Certainly, many factors influenced the rapid increase in demand for PMCs during the 

2003 Iraq War.  This development was due primarily to the fact that the George W. 

Bush Administration grossly underestimated the number of troops required for post-

conflict stability and security.
229

  At the same time, there was enormous pressure to 

get post-conflict reconstruction under way and rebuild critical infrastructure.  The 

Bush Administration expected that the post-conflict environment in Iraq would be 

relatively benign and would allow almost immediate beginning of reconstruction 
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efforts.
230

  However, the security situation deteriorated after the end of “combat 

operations” and the lack of protection for civil contractors became both evident and 

critical.  Because these reconstruction companies were not under the protection of US 

armed forces, they appeared to have little choice but to turn to PMCs for protection.
231

  

While PMCs were certainly employed before and during the intensive period of 

combat operations, the major demand for PMCs essentially occurred after the end of 

George W. Bush’s “combat operations” in Iraq.
232

  

 

The military operations undertaken by PMC in Iraq were usually self-described as 

“military security”, but given that PMCs are carrying out a military task, taking place 

within a war-zone, and facing constant hostile threats, these personnel are clearly a far 

cry from military security no matter where they are situated within a war zone.
233

  

One of the major missions in Iraq for PMCs was to protect government officials and 

reconstruction contractors in Iraq’s unstable and hostile environments.  In Iraq, most 

of the PMCs provided static defence military security for reconstruction sites, 

personal military security detail for most high ranking officials, military security 

escorts for general government employees, and convoy military security detail for 

vehicles and their occupants.  In Iraq, the resentment towards PMCs has helped to 

institutionalise the Iraqi insurgency, leading to a culture of violent instability within 

the country and preventing economic stabilisation.  It has been reported that the ratio 

of PMC personnel to US military servicemen and women in the first Gulf War was 

1:100, whereas in the 2003 Iraq War, it was approximately 1:10, making PMCs the 
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second largest member of the “coalition of the willing” collectively.
234

  Iraq has 

required a massive reconstruction program following the “official” end to hostilities. 

 

The use of PMCs in Iraq appears to be driven less by any supposed financial cost 

savings and more by political cost savings.  PMCs have thrived in Iraq because of the 

gap between the US government’s ambitions and its capabilities.  The widespread use 

of PMCs meant that strategic and important decisions, which could have political 

ramifications, particularly during the presidential campaign year for George W. Bush, 

could effectively be outsourced during the Iraq war.
235

  To give a sense of how 

significant PMCs have become in Iraq, the amount of revenues Halliburton received 

from the Iraq war was approximately 2.5 times what it cost the US government to 

fight the first Persian Gulf War in 1991.
236

  Just to give an idea of how prominent 

PMCs have become in Iraq, the table below is an example of some of the contracts 

awarded during the 2003 Iraq War: 

    Table One: Sample of Contracts Awarded in Iraq.  

Year PMC Contract Value US$ 

2004 PAE Police Training $3,502,638,797
237

 

2004 DynCorp Police Training $1,751,076,575
238

 

2004 Civilian Police Int. Int. Police Training $1,600,819,593
239

 

2003 Custer Battles Military Support $321,367,194
240

 

2004 Aegis Defence Military Security $292,490,123
241

 

2003 KBR Military Security $109,649,725
242

 

2003 KBR Intelligence $84,859,994
243

 

2003 Triple Canopy Military Security $80,891,889
244

 

2003 Vinnell Corporation Train new Iraqi Army $55,999,949
245
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2003 SAIC Project Management $49,923,261
246

 

2005 KBR Train Iraqi Army $41,667,915
247

 

2003 Blackwater USA Military Security $34,083,177
248

 

2003 Global Risk Military Security $29,352,888
249

 

2003 Blackwater USA Military Security $27,677,737
250

 

2003 Global Risk Military Security $27,311,252
251

 

2004 Global Risk Military Security $17,003,396
252

 

2003 Custer Battles Military Security
253

 $16,840,000
254

 

2003 Kroll Associates Military Security
255

 $13,412,078
256

 

2004 KBR Military Security $12,000,000
257

 

2004 First Defence Int. Logistics
258

 $8,400,000
259

 

2003 Global Risk Military Security
260

 $6,170,519
261

 

 

By comparison, only three PMCs (AmourGroup, Control Risks, and Garda 

World/Kroll) in total have been working under contracts with the UK government in 

Iraq.
262

  The US Department of State has contracted three US based PMCs (DynCorp, 

Blackwater USA, and Triple Canopy) to provide personal protection to CPA staff 

under the so-called WPPS I and WPPS II (Worldwide Personal Protection Services
263

) 
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contracts.
264

  The assignments for PMCs have also included the contract with 

DynCorp to protect President Hamid Karzalin in Afghanistan, and the contract with 

Blackwater USA to protect the former head of the CPA, Ambassador I, Paul Bremer 

III
265

.  Besides the US State Department, the CPA, USAID, and the DOD, have also 

contracted PMCs.  Before its closure in 2004, the CPA awarded contracts to several 

PMCs, for instance, to protect Iraqi oil fields (Erinys), exchange bank notes (Global 

Risk), provide security detail at Baghdad International Airport (Custer Battles), train 

Iraqi Police (DynCorp), and train the new Iraqi Army (Vinnell and MPRI).  However, 

PMCs operating in Iraq have not been working directly or indirectly for government 

agencies, but rather on sub-contracts from the DOD or US State Department 

reconstruction contracts.  

 

In Saudi Arabia, Vinnell has been active since 1975 in contracts reportedly worth 

more than US$170 million training the Saudi Arabian National Guards, while another 

PMC, Booze-Allen runs the Saudi Armed Forces Staff College.
266

  O’Gara Protection 

Services provided VIP protection to the Saudi Royal Family and trained the Saudi 

Security Forces.  Science Applications International Corporation provided military 

technology and logistical support to the Saudi Navy and air defence systems.
267

 

 

The extent of PMC activity on the African continent and Middle East must not misled 

us into thinking that the PMC industry is only a regional phenomenon.  Europe too, 

has had its fair share of PMC activity.  MPRI also had a military restructuring 

program in Macedonia, while at the same time being involved in Kosovo, Croatia, and 
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Bosnia.  In 1996, MPRI was employed by the Bosnian-Croat Federation to train its 

new armed forces in a contract reportedly worth US$40 million ( of a total of US$100 

million for the train and equip programme as a whole), paid for largely by Saudi 

Arabia, Kuwait, Brunei and Malaysia.
268

  MPRI claimed to only have been involved 

in the training of the Bosian-Croat forces, however, observers in the Balkans reported 

that MPRI personnel were directly involved in the Croat re-taking of Krajina.
269

 

London is now one of the “unofficial” epicentres for the PMC Industry.  

 

Heading towards the east, there has been an explosion of PMC activity following the 

fall of the Berlin wall.   The deterioration of order in post-Soviet Russia has provided 

a dramatic illustration of the next major growth area for PMCs.  A notable example is 

the Russian based PMC Alpha Firm
270

 which was founded by for KGB Special forces 

personnel.  With an uncertain military environment in Eastern Europe and central 

Asia and with several Russian and international MNCs wishing to exploit numerous 

oil reserves, the PMC industry may grow substantially within central Asia.  The 

pipelines for these oil fields are planned to run through some of the world's most 

conflict ridden places in central Asia that includes Chechnya, Georgia, and 

Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Kazakhstan.
271

   This combination of weak 

states, corruption, high-value natural resources, unpredictable local armed conflicts, 

along with PMCs vast experiences in guarding assets such as oil installations will 

probably make Central Asia a profitable area for PMC military expansion.  In 

Afghanistan, there are there PMCs operating from the US.  One of the biggest PMCs 

operating in Afghanistan is AmorGroup that expanded its operations and 
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infrastructure to offer military training to the Afghan Guards and government 

personnel. 

 

In the Asia-Pacific region there has also been PMC activity taking place.  The 1997 

Sandline’s intervention into PNG was probably the most notable.  In March 1997, the 

PMC Sandline International was employed the former Chan government to put down 

a rebellion that had been ongoing on the island of Bougainville since the late 1980s.  

The force sent by Sandline International was composed of South Africans, British and 

Ethiopians, and was led by retired Lieutenant-Colonel Tim Spicer.  The operation 

attracted immediate negative attention when it became clear that the Chan government 

was using AUD$36 million in aid and development funds from Australia to pay for 

the PMCs.
272

  The crisis on the island worsened when the Chief of Army Brigadier-

General Jerry Singirok, demanded that Sir Julius Chan resign and was dismissed.  

Sandline International was eventually forced to leave when the contract was cancelled 

by Chan.  Nonetheless, PMCs have also been active in many other Asian-Pacific 

countries.  In Cambodia, COFRAS, a French PMC provided demining services.
273

.  In 

Burma, the French PMCs, ABAC, OGS, and PHK Consultants helped train the local 

military and assisted in their actions against rebel insurgencies.  In the Philippines, 

Grayworks Security provided military training and counter-terrorism assistance for 

the government.
274

 

 

Lastly, PMCs are also active in the Americas.  At least seven US-based PMCs have 

participated at some point in the ongoing conflict in Colombia.  PMCs such as 

DynCorp and East Incorporated have been hired by the US State Department to help 
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in anti-narcotics efforts in Colombia.  United States federal law actually prohibits US 

armed forces from participating in Colombia’s war against drugs.  However, there are 

no restrictions for PMCs to carry out military clandestine military operations.  The US 

paid US$1.2billion to PMCs in an attempt to eradicate coca crops and to help the 

Colombian military put down rebel insurgencies that used the drug trade to finance 

themselves.
275

 

 

In this setting, PMCs have been able to infiltrate into those regions that are restricted 

or prohibited to US military forces.  In Colombia, the US Congress restricted the 

number of US military personnel on deployment in Colombia to just 400 troops.  

Colombia therefore, became a place where approximately seven different PMCs were 

playing key roles in the civilian war and carrying out various operations.  The 

majority of these PMCs have worked with the US government, and have undertaken 

roles beyond the US government’s remit.  On the other side of the conflict in 

Colombia, an Israeli PMC known as Spearhead Limited was rumoured to have 

provided military combat training and support to drug cartels and anti-government 

militias.   

 

Colombia is also an important enclave for the recruitment of PMC personnel.  Most 

Colombians who work for PMCs such as Blackwater USA are generally retired 

members of the Colombian Security Forces.  In Haiti, former soldiers of the Haitian 

army served as private forces for elite families who ran the political system, while 

DynCorp took over the military training and deployment of the new Haitian National 
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Police
276

.  DynCorp even maintained an “on-call” list of Spanish speaking personnel 

just in case the PMC was ever to be hired to staff a mission in a post-Castro Cuba.   

 

Heading to the United States, the US too, despite still having hegemony on the 

international scene, has used PMCs the most extensively.  From 1994-2002 the US 

entered into more than 3000 contracts with PMCs and this was before the start of the 

2003 Iraq War.
277

  Valued at more than approximately US$300 billion from 1994-

2002, the areas being outsourced by the US are not just minor roles such as logistics, 

but also include areas vital to the core of US military missions.  At one point, Airscan 

for instance, protected USAF and NASA nuclear launch facilities.
278

 

 

Conclusion 

As long as humans have waged war, there have been private military actors 

participating in wars solely for profit.  This highlight how widespread the nature and 

use of private military actors were in places such as classical Greece, medieval Italy, 

pre-revolutionary France, or Shakespeare’s England.  While PMCs may be a new 

phenomenon within private military actors, however, PMCs do not represent some 

revolutionary development within the military sphere.  Rather, PMCs are an evolution 

of the history of mercenaries, Condottieri, free companies, chartered companies, and 

indeed the individual mercenary.  Indeed, PMCs are a modern day permutation of 

private military history created with the nation-state system.  

 

Looking at the background about private military actors, it is clear that until late in the 

age of nationalism, there was no such “state” controlling the use of force in the 
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modern sense of the term.  On the contrary, non-state forms of force dominated the 

system.  However, these forms of private military actors have changed throughout the 

centuries, but the basic characteristic of the “soldier for hire” has survived.  Even in 

the 20
th

 century, when nation-states continue to monopolise the legitimate use of force 

by establishing all volunteer national armies, private military actors have still 

managed to survive.
279

  Regardless of the positive or negative moral connotations that 

have been attached to private military actors throughout the ages, these actors have 

shaped the history of warfare.
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Introduction 

 This chapter will present a typology of PMCs.  While there can be problems inserting 

different PMCs into appropriate typologies, and also drawing boundaries that 

distinguish between different categories, placing PMCs into appropriate categories 

generally contribute to clarity when discussing PMCs.  Because of the military 

services that PMCs provide within the PMC industry, an appropriate categorisation of 

PMCs will be based on the primary military service these PMCs provide, and the 

primary activities in which PMCs generally undertake.  EO for instance was a PMC 

that was essentially a military battalion for hire, and its primary military service was 

to engage in combat operations, while MPRI offered military training as its primary 

military service along with battlefield tactics.  These PMCs such as EO and MPRU do 

deserve their own separate identity, definition, and typology along with other private 

military actors.
280

 In doing so, this chapter relates these different types of PMC to the 

post-Fordist theme of product differentiation within flexible accumulation and 

manufacturing.  

 

Instead of producing generic goods, companies found manufacturing diverse product 

lines for different demographics of consumers appealing to various product demands 

more profitable.  Rather than investing in mass production of generic units, the post-

Fordist era has seen companies build intelligent systems of labour and machines that 

are flexible enough to respond quickly to a globalised economy.  Flexible 
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accumulation has permitted some degree of acceleration in the pace of product 

innovation with highly specialised and small scale market niches.  These shifts on the 

consumption side with product differentiation coupled with the changes in production, 

information gathering and technology seem to underly a surge in service employment 

since the 1970s. Product differentiation has highlighted a rapid growth in service 

employment, not so much in retailing, distribution, transportation, and personal 

services ( which has remained stable or lost ground), but more so in product services, 

finance, insurance, real estate, defence industries,  and other sectors such as health and 

education.
281

   

Table Two: Product differentiation in Fordism and post-Fordism 

Fordism 

 Mass production of homogenous 

goods 

 Uniformity and standardisation of 

goods 

 Loss of production time due to long 

set up times, defective parts, inventory 

bottlenecks 

 Resource driven 

 Vertical and horizontal integration 

 Cost reduction through wage control 

Post-Fordism 

 Small scale batch production of 

variety of product types 

 No stock 

 Quality control part of process ( 

immediate detection of errors) 

 Immediate rejection of defective 

parts 

 Demand driven 

 (Quasi-) vertical integration, sub-

contracting 

 Learning-by-doing integrated long-

term planning 

Source: Harvey 1989, p.177 

All of this has put a premium on “smart” and innovative entrepreneurialism, where an 

emphasis has been placed on finding ways other than straight production of goods and 

services to make products.  Therefore, post-Fordism can be seen as the idea that 

modern industrial production has moved away from mass production in large 

factories, as pioneered be Henry Ford, towards specialised markets based on small 

flexible manufacturing units.  In other words, post-Fordism is a type of industrial 

organisation for producing goods and services which has been linked to 
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decentralisation in the workplace, social and political fragmentation, and a greater 

emphasis on choice and individuality.
282

   

 

Similar to the post-Fordist product differentiation, PMCs within the military industry 

neither look alike, nor do these companies even serve the same markets.  PMCs vary 

in their market capitalisation, personnel, history, corporate interests, characteristics, 

and the geographic location of their headquarters and operational areas.
283

 However, 

Singer rightly points out that the common unifying factor for PMCs is that all these 

companies offer and provide services that fall within the military domain. 
284

 In 

developing a definition and typology of PMCs, this chapter will firstly, outline a 

typology of PMCs to distinguish between the different types of PMCs in terms of the 

different military services these companies provide,  and show that there are in fact 

four different types of PMCs.  Secondly, the chapter will give a scholarly definition of 

a PMC in terms of the military services PMCs provide for their contracted client’s 

military operations.  Therefore, this chapter suggests that the PMCs can be divided 

into four categories.  The first type of PMC is the Combat Offensive PMC, the second 

type is the Combat Defensive PMC, while the third type is the Non-Combat Offensive 

PMC, and finally the fourth type is the Non-Combat Defensive PMC.  The PMCs 

Executive Outcomes, Blackwater USA (Xe), MPRI, and KBR will be used as case 

studies to highlight these categories. This new taxonomy is more empirically logical 

and attuned to the military-business relationship that defines the PMC industry.
285
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These four categories highlighted within this chapter draw from other PMC 

typological models within the literature which classify PMCs hierarchically by their 

level of lethality. In developing these four categories, this chapter has drawn from 

leading scholars studying the new phenomenon of PMCs such as Deborah Avant
286

, 

Kevin O’Brien
287

, Thomas Keane
288

, Doug Brooks
289

, Joanna Spear
290

, or Peter W. 

Singer
291

. In doing so, the critical difference between each of the four categories is the 

“trigger finger”
292

 factor.  The point of departure between “combat” and “non-

combat” is the “trigger finger factor”.  The trigger finger factor is to highlight the 

degree to which PMCs will directly engage in combat.
293

 Combat Offensive and 

Defensive PMCs have a greater trigger finger factor in comparison to Non-Combat 

Offensive and Defensive PMCs.  In recognising the trigger finger factor, this chapter 

compartmentalises PMCs into easily recognisable aspects of lethality, offensiveness, 

defensiveness, and non-combativeness.  However, lethality is not the only yardstick 

by which a PMC needs to be judged.  Other military services and activities such as 

military advice, or military training need to be considered when analysing the 

strategic impacts PMCs have on conflicts.  One could find at the sharp end (lethal 

action) in PMCs such as EO (now defunct), Sandline International (also defunct), 

Blackwater USA (now Xe), or Ghurkha Security Guards (GSG).  Yet, at the tail end 

(non-lethal action) one could find PMCs such as MPRI offering military training on 

and off the battlefield, Saladin Security or Levdan that specialise in arms procurement 
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(arms dealing), or Vinnell, KBR, Aegis, Airscan, or DynCorp that provide logistical, 

intelligence, or military training.   

 

However, this binary distinction between combat and non-combat PMCs could still be 

seen as empirically flawed (or at least incomplete) because it is not uncommon for 

PMCs to be drawn into conflict even if the violence is not within the terms of their 

contract.  After all, PMCs are involved in war-zones and those PMCs entering 

conflicts tend to be prepared for the eventuality of armed conflict, automatically 

possessing an ‘immediate capacity for violence’
294

.  Yet, on other occasions, PMCs 

may not actually engage in armed combat at all.  It is important to remember that the 

majority of PMC personnel are former military personnel from well-trained First 

World military forces and also from within the Third World.  Furthermore, regardless 

of the PMCs’ stated or contractual intentions, these PMCs will still be viewed as 

combative due to their immediate capacity for violence, especially in a conflict zone.  

Joanna Spear argued that the distinction between PMCs, mercenaries and PSCs is in 

practice often blurred in terms of what each group actually does, who hires these 

groups, and who each group will work for.
295

 

 

Perhaps one of the leading scholars researching within the field of PMCs who 

formulated one of the most significant categories concerning PMCs is Peter W. Singer 

who established that there were actually three different types of PMCs according to 

the range of military services and levels of lethality that PMCs were willing to 
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offer.
296

  Singer used an effective “tip of the spear” analogy to distinguish PMCs.  

Singer attempted to categorise PMCs into three broad types of units linked to their 

location within battle space: PMCs that operate within the general military theatre, 

PMCs that operate in the general theatre of war, and those PMCs that operate in the 

actual area of operation, that is, the tactical battlefield.
297

  This helped Singer to 

separate the range of services and force levels between different PMCs.  For Singer, 

the first type of PMC was the “military provider” firm that he placed at the tip of his 

spear.
298

 These military provider firms provided military services that focused on the 

tactical environment of a conflict by engaging in combat operations.  Such PMCs at 

the time for Singer were EO and Sandline International.  The second type of PMC 

was the “military consulting firm” that provided military advice and training, being 

placed in the middle of the spear.  Such examples of these PMCs for Singer were 

MPRI, DynCorp or Vinnell.  The third type of PMC was the ‘military support firm’ 

that were placed at the bottom of the spear that provided logistical support, 

intelligence analysis, and supply chain management.  Such PMCs for Singer was 

Halliburton
299

 and Kellogg, Brown and Root (KBR)
300

.  These categories take on a 

similar theme of Singer tip-of-the spear hierarchical category. However, this thesis 

and chapter introduce and add another dimension to the categorisation of PMCs.  This 

new categorisation looks at the broad range of military services on offer by PMCs, 

which are military security and protection within a defensive capacity. 
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Thomas Keane also presented three categories of PMCs.
301

  For Keane, the first type 

of PMC is the “traditional” mercenary consisting of groups and individuals who have 

military skills directly applicable to combat or immediate military support.  The 

second type of PMC is the late 20th century phenomenon consisting of high-quality 

tactical, operational, and strategic military advice for the structure, training, 

equipping, and employment of armed forces.  Finally, the third type of PMC provides 

highly specialised services with a military application such as companies obtaining 

contracts within the military industrial-complex.  However, this third type is not itself 

notably military or paramilitary in organisation or methods.  Nonetheless, Keane's 

typologies were also another one of the earlier examples of classifications developed 

to describe the PMC industry.  Therefore Keane’s work has represented an excellent 

innovation in the basic framework for describing and analysing the PMC industry.  

However, Keane's categories concerning PMCs still rely heavily on defining PMCs as 

mercenaries.   

 

Finally, Deborah Avant introduced a new direction to Singer’s model by focusing on 

the “contract” rather than the PMC as a unit of analysis.
302

  Within Avant’s typology, 

these contracts were divided into two hierarchical categories based on external 

support and internal military support (police or paramilitary).  Avant’s first category 

covered armed combat operations, unarmed operational support (combat advice), 

military advice, military training, and logistics.  For Avant, the second category 

covered military security, close personnel protection, police advice and training, crime 

prevention, and intelligence.  Brooks, on the other hand, moved the focus of PMCs to 

within the actual PMC industry per se.  Brooks attempted to group PMCs and PSCs 
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into one single unit of analysis giving examples such as DynCorp, MPRI, Blackwater 

USA, AmorGroup, KBR, and International Charter Incorporated (ICI) as being in one 

and the same category
303

.  However, despite changing the unit of analysis, Avant’s 

approach and Brooks’s models still contain similar elements of the hierarchical 

organising criteria from the “tip of the spear” typological model from Singer.  

Although these models do not make explicit distinctions between PMC military 

services, nonetheless, these categories greatly assist in forming better categorisations 

of PMCs. 

 

The four types of PMCs this thesis constructs are: the Combat Offensive PMC that 

engages in direct offensive combat operations, the Combat Defensive PMC that is in 

combat zones but is defensive in nature such as military security, the Non-Combat 

Offensive PMC that engages in direct offensive operations but not in a combat 

capacity such as military advice during a conflict or military training, and the Non-

Combat Defensive PMC that performs no combat operations and is oriented toward 

defensive activities such as logistics.  Offensive PMCs can include combat operations 

and military training that alters strategic landscape of combat such as MPRI during 

the Balkans conflict.  The defensive PMC will generally not actively seek out the 

enemy and engage in combat operations.  In other words, this type of PMC will only 

engage in armed conflict when threatened by the enemy and when there is no other 

alternative but to engage in combat.  Defensive PMCs will also include non-combat 

services such as interrogations, mine clearance, logistics, intelligence, supply-chain 

management, military advice, maintenance of high technology weapons and military 

hardware, to name but a few.  Generally, most defensive PMCs will offer various 
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military services stopping short of offensive combat operations.   Most of today’s 

PMCs could be defined as defensive, such as DynCorp that provided border 

protection in Iraq against insurgents, but did not engage in combat operations unless 

fired upon or threatened.
304

  Therefore, Offensive and Defensive PMCs can be 

distinguished by their levels of combat capabilities and their levels of willingness to 

engage in combat operations. 

 Table three below gives a summary of the key characteristics of the four different 

types of PMCs.  

Table Three: Key Characteristics of the Four Different Types of PMCs. 
Type PMC Example Key Characteristics Clients Operations 

 

 

 

 

Combat 

Offensive PMC 

. 

 

 

 

 

Executive Outcomes 

 

 Engagement of combat 

operations. 

 Clandestine warfare. 

 Most powerful and deadliest in 

military capability. 

 Have an immediate proximity to 

violence. 

 Focus on the tactical environment 

of warfare.  

 Most influential in changing the 

strategic landscape of warfare.  

Third World 

governments with 

low military 

capabilities. 

MNCs.  

First World 

governments such 

as US and UK.  

Sierra Leone. 

Angola. 

Iraq. 

Afghanistan. 

Colombia.  

Papua New 

Guinea
305

. 

 

 

 

 

Combat 

Defensive PMC 

 

 

 

 

 

Blackwater USA 

 Will only engage in combat if 

threatened. 

 Are defensive in nature. 

 Have an immediate proximity to 

violence. 

 Military Security. 

 Close Personal Protection. 

 High-end individual political 

protection. 

 Search and Rescue 

 Counter-terrorism 

First and Third 

World 

governments. 

NGOs. 

INGOs. 

Humanitarian 

Agencies. 

MNCs. 

Mining and Oil 

Companies. 

Drug Cartels. 

 

 

Africa 

Asia 

South 

America. 

North 

America. 

Middle East. 

Individuals. 

Government 

Agencies. 

United 

Nations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Military services are offensive in 

nature. 

 Do not provide actual combat 

operations, but are still 

influential. 

 Act as force multipliers in a non-

All types of 

Governments. 

Government 

Agencies. 

MNCs. 

United Nations. 

African 

Continent. 

Asian 

Continent. 

Middle East. 

South 

                                                 
304

 PMCs that actually avoid providing combat operations and only provide military support for their 

clients have a tendency to avoid most of the criticisms that are levelled at PMCs which do engage in 

combat, whether offensively or defensively. O’Brien 2007, p.40 
305

 The Papuan New Guinea government of Sir Julius Chan eventually cancelled the contract to 

Sandline International due to an uprising from the national military because of the employment of this 

PMC. 
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Non-Combat 

Offensive PMC 

 

 

MPRI 

 

combative role. 

 Intelligence. 

 Military Training. 

 Battlefield Tactics. 

 Military Advice. 

 Restructuring Armed Forces. 

 Operational Planning. 

 America. 

North 

America. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Non-Combat 

Defensive PMC 

 

 

 

 

 

KBR 

 

 

 Provide only non-lethal military 

services. 

 Will provide military services 

other than combat operations. 

 Logistics. 

 Development Assistance. 

 Transportation, troop supply. 

 Base Operations. 

 Chartering, medical aid. 

 Freight Transport. 

All types of 

governments. 

United Nations. 

NGOs. 

Humanitarian 

Agencies. 

INGOs. 

 

Africa 

Asia 

South 

America 

Russia 

Middle East 

North 

America. 

 

 

Combat Offensive PMC 

The first type of PMC is the Combat Offensive PMC. These PMCs engage in 

offensive military combat operations that are intended to alter the strategic landscape 

of a conflict or warfare.  Due to their combat capabilities, Combat Offensive PMCs 

are the most powerful within the PMC industry in terms of their military capabilities, 

their willingness to engage in combat operations, and their immediate proximity to 

violence.  Combat Offensive PMCs are the smallest in terms of their sheer numbers, 

yet Combat Offensive PMCs are certainly the most deadliest.  These PMCs tend to 

focus on the tactical environment, offering services at the forefront of combat 

operations and capabilities, engaging in actual fighting or direct control and command 

of military units, clandestine warfare, basic and advanced battle handling, and sniper 

training.  Combat Offensive PMCs, then, are able to deploy a military force in an 

attempt to help their clients maintain or restore political order, military power, or to 

change the strategic impact of a war.   

 

Clients of Combat Offensive PMCs tend to be Third World governments with 

comparatively low military capabilities facing immediate, high-threat situations, and 
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First World governments such as the US and UK in Third World places such as Iraq 

or Afghanistan.  Generally, Combat Offensive PMCs will primarily operate in Third 

World countries.  Usually, Third World governments are the ones most in need of 

military intervention into their conflicts, but are the least able to afford the military 

services of a PMC.  Combat Offensive PMCs such as Executive Outcomes can be 

defined as PMCs that are essentially a military battalion for hire that are willing to 

engage in combat operations on behalf of their contracted clients, whether for a multi-

national company, a non-state actor, or a state, to change the strategic impact of the 

conflict.  One of the best known PMCs that fitted into this category was the South 

African based PMC Executive Outcomes that performed combat operations in Angola 

and Sierra Leone.  During the Sierra Leone's conflict, EO was contracted by the Sierra 

Leone government to dramatically change the strategic landscape of the war by 

engaging in combat operations against the Revolutionary United Front (RUF).
306

  

Although EO has not traded since 1998, its military operations have been the 

watershed for Combat Offensive PMCs. 

 

In Sierra Leone, a small player in world political affairs was brought into the 

international political spotlight during the mid-1990s because of the country’s 

intractable civil war that, at the time, seemed to have no end to hostilities.  

Specifically, the root of the conflict was those social and historical cleavages 

particularly during the colonial and post-colonial periods that culminated in the 

proliferation of sectarian demands on weak government political machinery.  The 

conflict within Sierra Leone was also a complex interaction of both internal and 

                                                 
306

 The Sierra Leone conflict that erupted in 1991 devastated the country. Approximately 1.5 million 

people were displaced and became refugees, and approximately 15,000 civilians were killed during the 

conflict. The economy became virtually non-existent with the RUF closing down and capturing the 

diamond and bauxite mining areas. Reno 1997, p.168   
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external political socio-economic forces.  One of the factors for the fighting was the 

collapse of the patron-client system of politics that characterised not only Sierra 

Leone, but many other African states.
307

  This collapse turned the state into a region of 

different regimes with highly personalised rule. 

 

Just as similar in Angola, elites within Sierra Leone relied on aid and loans from 

former colonial powers and superpower benefactors to help finance patronage and 

military aid.  However, these resources dried up in the early 1990s.  With this 

weakening of the patron-client system, the Sierra Leone government faced opposition 

from rebel movements, insurgencies such as the RUF, citizens the state could no 

longer patronise, and from its own military forces which Sierra Leone could no longer 

afford.   However, this conflict that raged throughout most of the 1990s in Sierra 

Leone eventually fell into a category of “new wars” where the struggles between 

armed forces contended for valuable “lootable” natural resources amidst the collapse 

of state institutions, rather than being a war for a mass-based political movement that 

promoted any particular vision or ideology.  

 

The civil war which raged throughout Sierra Leone was initiated by Corporal Foday 

Sankoh who formed the Revolutionary United Front (RUF).
308

  The RUF claimed to 

be representing the population who were impoverished and unrepresented.  The 

reality, however, was that the RUF’s objective was to retain their leader’s (Foday 

Sankoh’s) control over Sierra Leone’s diamond deposits.  By 1995, the RUF had 

control of most of Sierra Leone’s countryside which included the control of the 

                                                 
307

 This collapse started during the Albert Margia government and increased under the All Peoples 

Congress one-party dictatorship of Siaka Stevens. Francis 1999, p.325 
308

 Foday Sankoh had tacit support from Charles Taylor, leader of the National Patriotic Front of 

Liberia.  The war, it is alleged, was part of the grand Libyan design to revolutionise the West African 

body politic. Francis 1999, p.325 
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diamond mining sites.  Most of Sierra Leone’s diamond deposits were alluvial, which 

made this resource extremely difficult to control.
309

 The RUF’s control over the 

diamond deposits was a serious concern for the Sierra Leone government’s as this 

resource was its principal foreign exchange earner.  In essence, the Sierra Leone 

government needed to defeat the RUF which was in control of the country’s natural 

resources that accounted for 57% of the state’s official export earnings.
310

  The 

conflict eventually turned into a war for diamonds, on which both sides were reliant 

for financing their war efforts.  Despite military assistance from Guinea and Nigeria, 

the poorly trained and underpaid Sierra Leone Military Force was incapable of 

combating the RUF.  Against this background of chronic insecurity the Valentine 

Strasser government looked for outside intervention from PMCs.
311

  The Sierra Leone 

government initially hired the PMC GSG in February 1995 led by Robert Mackenzie, 

who was later captured, tortured and killed, resulting in GSG refusing to take any 

further action
312

.   

 

The role of PMCs fighting in Sub-Saharan Africa truly gained prominence when in 

1995 the government of Sierra Leone agreed to hire the PMC Executive Outcomes 

                                                 
309

 Diamonds found in alluvial deposits have usually been eroded from kimberlite volcanic pipes. 

Alluvial mines are spread over vast areas of land, and usually require only a pick and shovel for their 

extraction. This is in contrast to kimberlite mines which are only a few kilometres long, and require 

large scale intensive capital for extraction.   
310

 Not only was the RUF in control of Sierra Leone’s diamond mines, the rebel movement also had 

control of a titanium oxide mine and bauxite mine that were also part of Sierra Leone’s export trade. 

Isenberg 1997, p.7 
311

 The first PMC to be employed by Sierra Leone under Valentine Strasser’s government was the 

Gurkhas Security Guards (GSG), a company based in the U.K. The Ghurkha Security Guards 

(comprised of Nepalanise nationals) were established by the British government in 1947.  In February 

1995, GSG arrived in Sierra Leone, and within two weeks their commander and several other personnel 

were killed in an ambush by the RUF that resulted in the PMC refusing to engage in combat operations.  

Within one month of their arrival, GSG left Sierra Leone. Francis 1999, p.326 
312

 O'Brien 1998, p.86 
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after the GSG disaster.
313

  EO started trading in 1989 as an incorporated company 

registered in South Africa and in 1993, registered in the tax and secrecy haven of the 

Bahamas.  EO accepted the contract to militarily intervene into Sierra Leone’s conflict 

on behalf of the Valentine Strasser government.
314

  EO was contracted to not only 

provide military training and logistics, but to conduct offensive military operations 

against the RUF.  Between December 1995 and October 1996, EO successfully 

launched a series of operations that secured Freetown, reoccupied the diamond mining 

areas (including the rutile mines), and destroyed the RUF strongholds.  The strategic 

impact of EO changed the military balance of power, placing it back in government 

hands.  Once EO recaptured those diamond fields from the RUF, MNCs (particularly 

mining companies) started reinvest back into capital intensive mining operations, 

gambling on the security provided by EO.  In return, EO would be paid a monthly 

stipend of US$1.225 million from the government.  Furthermore, mining concessions 

would also be granted to one of EO’s affiliated companies, Branch Energy.
315

   To 

ensure payment, EOs intervention into Sierra Leone became intricately linked to the 

re-capture, protection, and exploitation of valuable natural resources.  The Sierra 

Leone government believed that EO could do a better job at bringing an end to the 

conflict than the Sierra Leone’s own military forces and international organisations 

such as the UN.
316

   

                                                 
313

 EO was originally founded as a front company for the SADF Special Forces units. EO also operated 

in Kenya and Uganda. See Adams 1999, p.198; Cleaver 2000, p.141; O’Brien 1998, p.84; Shearer 

1997, p.6. 
314

 Valentine Strasser had heard about Executive Outcomes from articles published in Newsweek and 

Soldier of Fortune magazine that recounted the company’s successful operation in Angola. However, it 

was the British directors of Heritage Oil & Gas, an oil company that originally brought EO to Sierra 

Leone, and Branch Energy, a mining company with interests in Sierra Leone, and contacts within the 

presidential staff, which encouraged Strasser to employ EO. See Rubin 1997, p.47. 
315

 There has been much debate concerning EO and Branch Energy. Before both companies ceased 

trading, their respective CEOs were reputedly denying any such affiliation or network between the two 

companies.  
316

 Within 10 months, EO managed to secure peace in Sierra Leone where extreme violence had proven 

immune to previous intervention forces such as UN peacekeepers and Organisation of African Unity 
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EO was unrivalled among PMCs. This was because EO had military equipment and 

personnel at its exclusive disposal. EO had armoured personnel carriers with 30mm 

cannons, amphibious armoured personnel carriers with 7.62mm machine guns 

mounted, Land Rovers with anti-aircraft guns, artillery, electronic intercepting 

systems, Soviet Mi-24 gunships (helicopter), and Soviet Mi-17 helicopters armed with 

rocket pods
317

. Moreover, EO even had its own air force which contained two Boeing 

727 supply planes, two Andover transport planes, Soviet MiG-23 jet fighter-bombers, 

Swiss Pilatus planes with air-to-surface missiles, and Soviet Mi-8 helicopters.
318

  

 

While EO was fulfilling its contractual obligations to the Sierra Leone government, 

much of the company’s military capabilities and personnel were conveniently 

stationed in Kono, the rich diamond mining province approximately 200 miles east 

from Freetown, no doubt to protect the diamond deposits to ensure payment of the 

contract.  This 21 month operation by EO in Sierra Leone cost the government 

approximately US$35 million.
319

  Because of Sierra Leone’s financial situation, the 

contact reportedly contained two components.  One was the cash arrangement, and the 

second part was the diamond concessions.
320

  The interesting aspect of the diamond 

concession method of payment was that the chronically impoverished government of 

Sierra Leone paid for EO’s services by allowing an MNC, Branch Energy, the 

concessions to operate the Kono and Koidu diamond mining fields.  It seems ironic 

                                                                                                                                            
forces. EO worked closely with aid agencies and government officials in returning child soldiers back 

to civilian life, assisted in civilian resettlement, and provided security, logistics, and intelligence to 

humanitarian organisations. Isenberg 1997, p.7 
317

 Isenberg 1997, p.8 
318

 Isenberg 1997, p.8  
319

 Some might see this as quite excessive of payment to a PMC. However, in Angola, EO cost the 

government US$60 million, while the UN operation cost over US$1 million a day for two years. 

Francis 1999, p.331; Isenberg 1997, p.17 
320

 CEO of EO Ebden Barlow has consistently refuted this claim that the company was paid in diamond 

concessions.  
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that three months after EO started military operations in Sierra Leone, Branch Energy, 

a South African company registered in the tax and secrecy haven of the Isle of Man, 

acquired diamond mining concessions as part of the payment in the Kono and Koidu 

mining regions.
321

 

 

On the 31
st
 of January 1997, EO’s contract with Sierra Leone was terminated.

322
  One 

of the preconditions for peace from the RUF was that EO had to leave Sierra 

Leone
323

.   The termination of EO’s contract was later seen as a fatal mistake on 

President Kabbah’s part, because there was still continuing instability, some small 

pockets of fighting, and a possible military coup if EO departed before the UN 

peacekeepers arrived.  After EO’s termination, President Kabbah’s government was 

overthrown in just four months.   In July 1999, the RUF and the Sierra Leone 

government signed the Lome Peace Accords.   However, in May 2000, the RUF 

violated the peace accord when violence broke out once again, with the rebels still 

holding some key diamond mining areas.   Later, the deposed Sierra Leonean 

President Ahmed Kabbah hired the PMC Sandline International to train and arm his 

troops to retake control of the government. 

 

Furthermore, in 1992, during the Angolan conflict, EO was contracted by Gulf 

Chevron and Sonagol, an Angolan parastatal oil company, to re-secure the Soyo oil 

fields and to protect the computerised pumping stations owned by Chevron, Petrangol, 

                                                 
321

 In return for these concessions, Branch Energy had to pay US$250,000 per year to the government 

as rent, of which US$50,000 went to a chief, usually a crony or a top military official. The government 

took five percent of the value of all diamonds extracted, and 37.5% of the net profits. Francis 1999, 

p.331 
322

 Upon EOs withdrawal, the PMC was still owed US$19.5 million by the government that had to be 

repaid at a rate of US$600,000 per month. Francis 1999, p.331 
323

 EOs withdrawal from Angola was also Jonas Savimbi’s precondition of EO before he signed the 

UNITA-MPLA peace accord in Lusako in 1994. Francis 1999, p.327 
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Texaco, and Elf-Fina-Gulf.  This resulted in the Angolan government contracting EO 

in 1993 for US$40 million to train the Angolan military forces and to engage direct 

combat operations against the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola 

(UNITA).
324

  This contract was renewed every year until 1996.  Such was the 

influence of EO that its personnel proved instrumental in recapturing N'taladonda that 

helped to change the whole course of the Angolan War.  Furthermore, EO personnel 

recaptured (again) the diamond mining areas of Cafuno and the oil installations in 

Soyo in 1994.
325

  EO’s military operations in Angola played a key and influential role 

in the transformation of the MPLA Angolan army into an effective fighting force 

against the insurgency group UNITA.  EO personnel trained the Angolan armed 

forces (FAA) in military tactics such as motorized infantry, artillery, engineering, 

signals, medical support, sabotage, and reconnaissance while at the same time it 

engaged UNITA in combat.
326

 EO's employees also flew the Angolan air force 

aircraft and launched commando raids against UNITA headquarters.   

 

During EO's time in Angola, more than 1400 personnel were on active duty during the 

PMC’s contracts.  In Angola, EO's contracts in 1993 were worth US$40 million, 

US$95 million in 1994, and between 1995 until late 1996 EO was paid US$1.8 

million per month.
327

  When EO left, Saracen International was then employed by Elf-

Fina Gulf for US$10 million over three years to protect their petroleum installations.  

To fill the void left by EO, a PMC called Lifeguard Security was formed by former 

EO personnel in Angola in 1996 to take over EO’s role.
328

 Essentially, EO was a 

pioneer in this Combat Offensive category of PMCs, and during its operations 

                                                 
324

 Foreign and Commonwealth Office 2001, p.11  
325

 Howe 2001, p.199  
326

 Howe 2001, p.199 
327

 O'Brien 2000, p.52  
328

 O'Brien 2000, p.53  
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throughout the sub-Saharan African continent during the 1990s, became the market 

leader within the PMC industry, paving the way for other PMCs to develop and offer 

more specialised military services other than combat operations.    The defunct 

Sandline International that also contributed to the Sierra Leone conflict similarly, was 

also contracted by the Papua New Guinea Government to provide a military force 

only to be later rejected by this government, due to heavy political pressure from the 

Australian government and the Australian Defence Force
329

 Another PMC, 

International Defence and Security (IDAS) was also particularly instrumental to the 

Angolan government in the defence of the state.
330

 

 

Combat Defensive PMCs 

The second type of PMC is the Combat Defensive PMC.  Combat Defensive PMCs 

will generally provide military security operations such as protecting or guarding 

strategic installations, assets, check points, military bases, convoys, military 

personnel, NGOs, high end officials, military patrols, or close personal protection in 

conflict situations. This categorisation perhaps constitutes the most common of all 

military services on offer by PMCs.  Combat Defensive PMCs are defensive in nature, 

meaning that they will only engage in combat operations when threatened. Nor will 

Combat Defensive PMCs seek out offensive operations.  Nonetheless, Combat 

Defensive PMCs still contain the immediate proximity for violence.  However, 

                                                 
329

 In PNG, Sandline International did not even have a chance to fully implement its plans. Since 1989, 

PNG had experienced internal turmoil, with a rebel force (the Bougainville Revolutionary Army) 

aggressively fighting government forces over secessionist issues revolving around the control of a 

lucrative copper mine in Bougainville. After Sir Julius Chan became president in January 1997, he 

initiated a US$36 million contract with Sandline International to provide direct combat support and 

arms to quell the rebellion. Facing external mounting pressures from Australia and the World Bank, 

Chan resigned from office over the Sandline affair and Sandline International personnel were ejected 

from PNG without firing a single shot. Mandel 2001, p.141  
330

 Singer 2003, p.9  
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Combat Defensive PMCs have similar military capabilities to Combat Offensive PMC 

in terms of weapons and personnel.  

 

Combat Defensive PMCs that provide military security services are arguably the most 

controversial current actors within the PMC industry, particularly with the actions of 

Blackwater USA during the 2003 Iraq War.  Not only do NGOs, the UN, INGOs, 

governments, peacekeeping organisations, or regional organisations such as NATO 

and conflict ridden Third World countries employ these Combat Defensive PMCs, but 

other clients that use Combat Defensive PMCs include energy and mining companies, 

and telecommunications companies such as television stations for their journalists.  

For these companies, this type of business network with PMCs provides an effective 

way of managing their political risks abroad.
331

  British Petroleum (BP) in 1992, for 

instance, employed the PMC DSL to run its military security operations in Colombia.  

In doing so, DSL set up a subsidiary called Defence Services Colombia (DSC).  DSC 

coordinated all of BP’s defence capabilities in the Casonere oil fields, a conflict zone 

where one of Colombia’s strongest insurgency groups, the Castroite National 

Liberation Army (ELN), is stationed.
332

  While contracted with BP, DSC trained the 

Colombian police in counter-insurgency manoeuvrers.  At the same time, DSC 

personnel wore Colombian police uniforms, therefore being able to engage in combat 

operations against those insurgent groups that targeted BP oil installations
333

.  In Iraq, 

Aegis Defence Services coordinated all PMC operations on behalf of the US military.  

Another example was where the Sri Lankan government in 2001 was recommended to 
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 Singer 2001, p.192  
332

 Vines 2000, p.186  
333

 Vines 2000, p.187 
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contact the PMC Trident Maritime
334

 to carry out a military security audit survey in 

conjunction with the PMC Rubicon which was providing military security for the Sri 

Lankan government.  This recommendation came about because the Liberation Tigers 

of Tamil Eelan made a devastating attack in July 2001 by destroying the 

Banderonaike international airport in the Sri Lankan capital of Colombo.  This attack 

resulted in half the civilian fleet of Sri Lankan Airlines (their national carrier) being 

destroyed, with almost one third of the Sri Lankan Air Force assets also destroyed.
335

 

 

One of the best PMCs that fitted into this category of Combat Defensive PMCs was 

the extremely controversial US based PMC Blackwater USA that rose to prominence 

during the 2003 Iraq War.
336

  Founded in 1997 by former US Navy Seal Erik 

Prince
337

, the eventual evolution of Blackwater USA provided military security for 

both government and corporate endeavours worldwide, and personal security 

detachments to military and diplomatic missions.  Blackwater USA’s won its first 

security contract was in April 2002 for six months valued at US$5.4million by the 

CIA to provide personnel to protect the CIA station in Kabul, Afghanistan.
338

 By early 

2003, Blackwater USA was uniquely poised to win even more security contracts with 

the advent of the 2003 Iraq War. 

 

                                                 
334

 Trident Maritime was owned and operated by Timothy Spicer, the former CEO of the PMC 

Sandline International. Timothy Spicer is now the CEO of Aegis Corporation. 
335

 Campbell  2002  
336

 Blackwater USA became controversial due to the company personnel breaching contract rules such 

as firing on civilians. A US government oversight committee memorandum highlighted where 

Blackwater USA personnel engaged in at least 195 “escalation of force” incidents from 2004 to 2007. 

Of these incidents, 163 were a result of senseless firearm discharges from Blackwater USA personnel 

from moving vehicles at civilians. See Additional Information about Blackwater USA 2007, p.6.  
337

 Erik Prince left the Navy Seals in 1996 when his father Edgar Prince died and left Eric with the 

Prince Corporation. In the same year, Erik sold the family company for US$500,000,000. Erik Prince 

was a man of deep religious conviction and used his wealth to fund many conservative causes such as 

the Michigan Family Forum, the Michigan state chapter of Focus on Family, and also served as an 

intern in the first Bush administration but complained that the administration was not conservative 

enough.  Scahill 2007, p.17-18  
338

 Pelton 2006, p.37; Scahill 2007, p.41 
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Blackwater’s primary mission during the 2003 Iraq War was to provide military 

security.  Having obtained some of the earliest contracts in the Iraq War, Blackwater 

USA was given the task of military security for the Coalition Provisional Authority 

(CPA) that governed Iraq in the immediate aftermath of the Iraq War.
339

 On August 

28, 2003 Blackwater USA was awarded a no bid “sole source” contract to provide 

military security for the CPA at a cost of US$27 million.
340

 This provided the CPA 

with a team of 36 protection specialists, two K-9 teams, and three MD-530 Boeing 

helicopters known as “little birds”.
341

 Most of these contracts to Blackwater USA 

came from the DoS Worldwide Personal Protective Services Contract where by the 

end of 2004, the PMC had won more than US$1 billion in federal contracts to Iraq.
342

 

 

One of the major incidents that highlight a Combat Defensive PMC engaging in 

combat when threatened was when Blackwater USA was ambushed in Fallujah in 

March 2004 by Sunni insurgents. Four men on security detail transporting food 

service equipment across the city of Fallujah were ambushed in a coordinated assault.  

The convoy was shelled with rocket propelled grenades then attacked with small arms 

fire and a fire-fight ensured.
343

  Another example from Blackwater USA was the fire-

fight in the city of Najaf in August 2004 where Blackwater employees, Salvadorian 

Peacekeepers, and US Marines took part in a 4 hours fire-fight against the Shi’a 

uprising under Moqtada al Sadr to protect a US army installation.
344

 During this 

battle, contractors made numerous attempts to contact US Armed Forces for 
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 Scahill 2007, p.269-272  
340

 Scahill 2007, p.69  
341

 Scahill 2007, p.69 
342

 Scahill 2007, p.216-217 
343

 After the ambush, the four Blackwater employees were then hung from a bridge over Euphrates 

River. See McCallum 2007, p.59; Private Military Companies in Iraq, p.4.  
344

 This battle was documented on video and uploaded onto YouTube. See youtube.com “Blackwater 

Najaf Part 1”, 6min 45sec, 28
th
 November 2007, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Y2Z8aJDq0s, 

accessed 25
th

 February 2010.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Y2Z8aJDq0s
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intervention, while at the same time, Blackwater USA “little birds” flew to pick up 

wounded and drop off more ammunition.
345

 As the Blackwater personnel was met and 

engaged in combat, the actions of Blackwater USA personnel increased the 

company’s credibility and perception that Blackwater could meet its security contracts 

regardless of the physical dangers.  

 

On the same day, the PMCs Hart Group, Control Risks, and Triple Canopy were all 

involved in battles as a result of being in security detail.  In the city of Kut, personnel 

from Triple Canopy engaged in a fire-fight to ensure protection of civilian personnel 

for over three days until ammunition shortages forced a risky retreat to the Kut 

airfield for evacuation by Kellog, Brown, and Root.
346

  Hart personnel were also 

surrounded when protecting workers, particularly when coalition forces retreated and 

left Hart personnel isolated during the battle. 
347

  The most spotlighted media incident 

from Blackwater USA was when on 16 September 2007 Blackwater USA personnel 

shot and killed 17 Iraqi civilians claiming these people had fired upon their convoy as 

they were a hostile zone of Nisoor Square in Baghdad.
348

 These examples highlight 

how Combat Defensive PMCs can be employed for governments.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
345

 Blackwater Najaf Part 1, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Y2Z8aJDq0s.  
346

 Isenberg 2004, p.31 
347

 Isenberg 2004, p.31 
348

 Three sources were used: MSNBC,’Iraqi Authorities want Blackwater Out’, MSNBC News Service, 

9
th

 October 2007 [news article online], www.msnbc.msn.com/id/21197877, accessed 21
st
 January 2009; 

Associated Press, ‘Private Guards face Iraq Inquiry’, Associated Press, 17
th

 September 2007 [news 

article online], www.msnbc.msn.com/id/20819065/, accessed 21
st
 January 2009; and Ned Parker, 

’Blackwater Case in Iraq puts US officials in Vise’, Chicago Tribune, 18
th

 September 2007, 

[newspaper online], www.chicagotribune.com/services/newspaper/printedition/tuesday/chi-

iraq_18sep18,0,413119.story?coll=chi-business-hed, accessed 21
st
 January 2009.  
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http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/20819065/
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Non-Combat Offensive PMCs 

The third type of PMC is the Non-Combat Offensive PMC such as Military 

Professional Resources Incorporated (MPRI)
349

.  Non-Combat Offensive PMCs 

provide military support operations such as advising on offensive tactical responses, 

military advice that covers anything from restructuring the armed forces, advice on 

equipment purchases, operational planning, to advising on military tactics,  and most 

prominently, military training in the provisions of military skills such as weapons 

handling, combat manoeuvres, high-technology weapons training, intelligence 

training, for another country’s armed forces in the Third World such as Iraq, 

Afghanistan, Colombia, Macedonia, Serbia, Indonesia, and including First World 

countries such as the US and UK.  These PMCs that provide Non-Combat Offensive 

military services have been be employed to assist conflict-ridden countries in the 

Third World such as Liberia, Mozambique, Nigeria, Sudan, or are contracted by First 

World governments to intervene in the Third World to train their militaries during a 

conflict, such as MPRI during the Balkans conflict, or MPRI again during the 2003 

Iraq War.   

 

Non-Combat Offensive PMCs are concerned with military services that are offensive 

in nature but within a non-combat context.  In other words Non-Combat Offensive 

PMCs are essentially concerned with the tactical environment of a conflict or the 

armed forces that are intended to change the strategic landscape of warfare, but not 

directly engage in combat operations through the use of weapons.  Within those Non-

Combat Offensive PMCs, the biggest military service these PMCs offer is military 

training.  These PMCs are called non-combat because these PMCs will minimise their 
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engagement in direct combat operations even to the point of employing a Combat 

Offensive or Defensive PMC for protection. Their military services are called 

offensive because their operations will have a very influential outcome on the 

strategic development of conflict.  In other words, the military services offered by 

Non-Combat Offensive PMCs such as military training and advice do not necessarily 

provide direct military combat operations, but still have an influential and strategic 

offensive impact on the conflict or the military structure of the client defence forces.  

This is because these military services enhance the ability of the state’s military and 

its defence forces to wage war and engage in combat.  Britam Defence, for example, 

offers among other services counter-terrorism and military training which includes 

Special Forces training.
350

  The task of PMCs within this category is to supplement 

the management and training of their client’s military forces, and not to engage in 

combat.  PMCs that offer these types of services can be best described as having a 

proximate capacity for violence.  The term proximate capacity for violence in relation 

to Non-Combat Offensive PMCs is used to indicate the capacity for playing an 

instrumental role in the preparation for, or the commission of, armed operations with 

PMCs being in command of weapons or advising in an exchange of fire.
351

   

 

Nonetheless, First World governments such as the US will use these types of PMCs at 

times in such a way to ensure the strategic balance of the conflict is shifted towards a 

First World government’s policy agendas.  Moreover, these PMCs also work with 

Third World conflict-ridden countries to prevent a return to violence or serve as a 

means to end the violence.  One particular PMC, PADCO-AECOM was engaged in 
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Northern Uganda providing military training and direction.
352

  In 1997, the Israeli 

PMC Levdan finished a three year contract in Congo-Brazzaville (Zaire), training the 

national army, and the elite guards, while at the same time protecting the former 

President Pascal Lissoula.
353

  US based PMC Vinnell Corporation trained 

approximately 26,000 Saudi Arabian national guards for many years from 1975.
354

  

Furthermore, Vinnell trained Chinese nationalists, South Koreans, and South 

Vietnamese in ordinance equipment, hardware, and combat operations, basically 

anything that had to do with running a military force.
355

 The clients that this this type 

of PMC generally attracts are those in the midst of military restructuring, aiming for a 

gain in military capabilities, or looking at using the PMC as a force multiplier.  The 

majority of the times, these military services are generally provided during the actual 

conflict, or at other times in a post-conflict environment.  Like other nation-states that 

have experienced war (Angola, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Iraq, Iran, Congo, Sudan), most 

Third World countries that are trying to rebuild the state, generally have a tendency to 

suffer from critical capability deficits in areas such as military defence, police, and 

human security.  In 1998 for instance, the government of Equatorial Guinea 

approached MPRI for help in training and upgrading its armed forces.
356

  

 

The primary service of military training offered by Non-Combat Offensive PMCs is 

generally free from military engagement, but still indirectly linked with combat 

operations such as MPRI in the Balkans.  Perhaps the most leading example of a Non-

Combat Offensive PMC is MPRI.  MPRI is headquartered in the US and lays claim to 
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having the most corporate assemblage of military experts in the world.
357

 MPRI 

primarily provides military training, doctrinal analysis, and war gaming operations in 

Europe, Africa, Asia, and Middle East.
358

 MPRI has won several contracts such as 

working with the Bosnian Serbs, Taiwanese and Swedish armed forces, and winning 

the Democracy Transition Program with the Republic of Croatia.
359

 MPRI’s strongest 

relationships are with US government agencies such as Department of State, Office of 

the Secretary of Defence, or the US Army War College to name a few.
360

  MPRI have 

been hired by US agencies such as Material Command, Combined Arms Support 

Command, Air Defence Artillery Centre, Amor Centre, and Infantry Centre to name a 

few.
361

  Now, MPRI includes a unit known as MPRI Ship Analytics, which specialises 

in maritime training and simulation which pays particular attention the growing 

concern of piracy in the Malacca Straits.
362

  

 

In 1994 during the Balkan conflict, MPRI was contracted by the Croatian armed 

forces to design a training program to improve the efficiency, quality, and capabilities 

of the Croatian army.  This resulted in the Croatian army launching an exceptionally 

successful offensive in 1995 against the Serb-held Krajina region forces named 

“Operation Storm”.
363

  The offensive utilised typical US-style operational tactics such 

as integrated air, artillery and infantry movements, and the use of manoeuvre war 

fighting techniques to destroy Serbian command and control networks.
364

  The 
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military training and expertise MPRI offered to the successes of the Croatian army 

certainly shows the indirect link with military combat.
365

 Moreover, during the 

Balkans conflict, MPRI won a contract with the Bosnians to train and equip their 

armed forces.  The objective of the contract was for MPRI to integrate and build up 

the Bosnian Army of Muslims and Croats against the Serbs.
366

 In doing so, MPRI ran 

a school in military doctrine and battlefield simulations, and constructed large military 

firing range near Livno in Croat-controlled Western Herzegovina.
367

 The contract 

with Bosnia can be seen as offensive because MPRI enabled the Bosnian armed forces 

or defend themselves through military training and increase in arms. 

 

Following the Balkans conflicts, MPRI entered the Middle East market with contracts 

from Saudi Arabia that included threat analysis, military doctrine, staff organisation, 

force management, force development, and force integration.
368

 MPRI was also active 

in Kuwait providing military training at company and battalion-task force levels.
369

 

MPRI also entered the African market when in 1996 it negotiated a contract with the 

Angolan government to provide military training to its armed forces.
370

 Moreover, 

MPRI also negotiated contracts for the African Crisis Response Initiative, a seven-

nation training program established in 1996 to create African peacekeeping units.  

MPRI supplied administration and military training under the program. MPRI, 

furthermore, obtained contracts in Nigeria to restructure the Nigerian Armed Forces 

and to “re-professionalise” the Nigerian military.
371

 During the same period in the 
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1990s, MPRI began work in Colombia as part of “Plan Colombia”, a US$7.5million 

strategy to eradicate the cocaine trade.
372

 MRPI was to re-design and help in 

reforming the Colombian military to suit the counter-narcotic operations, however, 

the operation then incorporated counter-guerrilla training for the Colombian 

military.
373

 MPRI essentially worked with the Colombian military in the areas of 

planning, military operations, logistics, intelligence, military training, and staff 

management.
374

 

 

A fine but very significant line does exist, however, between training a government’s 

military forces and fighting alongside the same armed forces in the name of military 

training.  Non-Combat Offensive PMCs such as MPRI will have a direct strategic 

influence and impact on the political and military environment of the countries in 

which these companies operate.  Furthermore, most Non-Combat PMCs such as 

MPRI are not passive in their military training programs.  It can be argued that most 

PMCs now, unlike the pure Combat Offensive model, usually try to function within a 

non-combat capacity while trying to maintain the offensive nature of their services.  

 

Non-Combat Defensive PMCs 

At the end of this spectrum is the Non-Combat Defensive PMC that primarily 

performs military logistical tasks that are non-lethal in nature.  The PMCs involved in 

this provision of this type of military services may not themselves have military 

origins or structure and are generally not involved in the actual fighting.  As such, 

these PMCs would nevertheless be employed to provide some sort of military 

advantage to the host army such as enabling the release of their own logistical troops 
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to combat operations
375

.  Such Non-Combat Defensive PMC would be Kellogg, 

Brown and Root (KBR)
376

, formerly known as Brown and Root. 

 

Non-Combat Defensive PMCs provide military services that are non-lethal in nature, 

but still have a degree of influence within the strategic nature of a conflict.  Therefore, 

Non-Combat Defensive PMCs do not provide a direct potential to exercise combat 

operations. However, the delivery of their military services still enhances the 

recipient’s military capability.  Rather, these logistical military services are more 

inclined to play a supportive role for the government’s militaries, whether First or 

Third World governments.  The most common clients this category attracts are First 

and Third World states engaged in immediate and long-term military interventions, 

such as the US in Iraq, or governments that are simply looking to privatise their “non-

teeth” military capabilities. Although these PMCs do not participate in the planning or 

execution of direct combat, these companies provide services that fall within the 

military sphere that are critical to combat operations whose wide-ranging supportive 

and logistical services have rendered these PMCs as essential actors in the 

deployment and maintenance of most western defence forces in conflict regions such 

as Iraq, Colombia, the African continent, and Afghanistan.  This classification also 

encompasses PMCs that maintain high-technology weapons and military hardware.  

Furthermore, Non-Combat Defensive PMCs would also include PMCs in the business 
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of de-mining/explosive ordinance disposal such as BATEC or Ronco.
377

   Ronco was 

once a developmental company that moved into demining.
378

 

 

 Most Non-Combat PMCs can be defined as “non-teeth” or “tail-end” aspects of 

military operations
379

.  These services include logistics, transport, medical treatment, 

sanitation, water treatment, power production, food preparation, humanitarian 

operations, refugee protection, or administration - in other words, any military 

services other than the core function of combat.  PMCs specialising in these functions 

cover a vast array of operations ranging from post-conflict reconstruction to heavy lift 

and aviation, manufacturing of weapons, IT software and hardware, mine clearance 

action, medical services, communications, warehousing, maintenance services, and 

unexploded ordinance disposal.  Non-Combat Defensive PMCs have provided these 

types of military services in a number of Third World countries such as Liberia, 

Southern Sudan (Darfur), Mozambique, Ethiopia-Eritrea, and have been seen working 

alongside Combat Offensive PMCs such as PAE flying EO personnel into Angola and 

Sierra Leone.  DynCorp and Pacific Architects and Engineers (PAE) provided 

logistical support for UN forces in Sierra Leone.  Airscan’s air surveillance expertise 

brought this PMC into Iraq to conduct night air surveillance of oil pipelines and 

infrastructure.  Titan Corporation’s five year contract to supply foreign language 

interpreters for the US military became the company’s biggest single source of 

revenue.   
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One such PMC which specialises in these types of logistics services is the Ayr Group.  

The Ayr group, a PMC situated in Darfur, Sudan
380

, specialises in aviation logistics 

and has provided support to the African Union (AU) personnel.  Ayr Group operates a 

fleet of aircraft in the Darfur region maintaining a flow of personnel, spare parts, and 

consumables with the ability to reach difficult places.  Up to 2007, the Ayr Group 

logged over 10,000 hours of flight time, transported some 23,000 passengers 

including UN personnel, 14,000 tons of cargo, and one million gallons of jet fuel to 

AU peacekeepers.  In 2009, the Ayr Group provided two helicopters for Supreme 

Foodservices AG.
381

  These helicopters directly supported  the Supreme food 

distribution mission to the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in 

Afghanistan.  Furthermore, Non-Combat Defensive PMCs are playing key roles in the 

Third World where the international community such as the UN or First World 

governments such as the US are constantly showing increasing support for their 

logistical military services.  In the US for instance, the G.W. Bush administration 

created a framework that bridged PMCs and US military forces known as the United 

States Logistics Civil Augmentation Program (LOGCAP).
382

 

 

Perhaps the best example of a Non-Combat Defensive PMC is Kellogg, Brown and 

Root.  Kellogg, Brown and Root (KBR), a division of Halliburton, was originally a 

domestic construction company for large-scale civil projects, but found the military 
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engineering sector very profitable.
383

 Kellogg, Brown and Root (originally Brown and 

Root) have become virtually synonymous with the US armed forces since the end of 

the Cold War.  Since 1992, KBR have deployed personnel to Afghanistan, Albania, 

Bosnia, Croatia, Greece, Haiti, Hungary, Italy, Kosovo, Macedonia, Saudi Arabia, 

Somalia, Turkey, Uzbekistan, Zaire, and Iraq.
384

 KBR is so entrenched in the US 

armed forces that wherever the US military goes, so does KBR.  Kellogg, Brown and 

Root’s primary function for the armed forces globally is logistics such as 

procurement, maintenance, transportation of military material, facilities management, 

and personnel -
385

in other words, supporting and supplying the armed forces with 

“non-tooth” military services. The variety of operations KBR has been far reaching.  

In addition to providing logistical support operations, KBR has done everything from 

performing security surveys and upgrades of over 150 US embassies after the Kenya 

and Tanzania bombings to building a Formula One car racing stadium in 

Melbourne.
386

 

 

Some of KBR’s operations have been in support of the US armed forces such as 

Somalia in Operation Rescue Hope.
387

  In Somalia, KBR provided transportation and 

supply lines to feeding the troops.
388

 Perhaps the biggest contract KBR was awarded 

until the 2003 Iraq War was providing logistics to the US forces during the Balkans 

conflict with everything from water purification to the means of repatriating bodies.
389

 

In particular, KBR provided logistics to US troops during Operation Deny Flight. In 
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1995, KBR was awarded a contract US$546 million to provide logistical support for 

US soldiers participating in NATO’s IFOR peacekeeping mission.  Other operations 

include supporting Operation Support Hope in Rwanda for aiding Rwandan refugees, 

Operation Uphold Democracy in Haiti to pressure Haiti’s transition to a civilian 

government, an Operation Vigilant Warrior in Kuwait for the build-up along the Iraqi-

Kuwaiti border.
390

 In all of these operations, KBR performed logistical support such 

as engineering, construction, base camp operations, transportation, cargo handling, 

food services, laundry operations, power generation, refuelling, fire fighting, and mail 

delivery to name a few.
391

  

 

Definition of a PMC 

There have been excellent attempts at giving PMCs a working definition, all of which 

are quite useful when analysed in the right context.  However, this chapter will give a 

new working definition concerning PMCs that is related to the four categories 

explained within this chapter.  There are problems in giving such a definition for 

PMCs.  This stems from the fact that the military services PMCs offer are so broad 

and far reaching that their characteristics can be difficult to encapsulate.  Furthermore, 

understanding PMCs is also seriously hampered by the fact that very few generally 

accepted definitions exist, even in the most basic form.
392

  One might be forgiven for 

believing that arriving at a definition of a PMC should be a relatively simple task.  A 

PMC is surely an entity that fights in wars in exchange for money.   While such a 

criterion could apply to PMCs, it could also be applied to all professional military 

personnel.  Therefore, a more precise definition of a PMC is required.  Therefore, a 

new definition will be given that is related to the four categories that have been 

                                                 
390

 Singer 2003, p.143 
391

 Singer 2003, p.144  
392

 Singer 2003, p.88 



 

117 

 

developed from exploring other working definitions concerning PMCs from other 

scholars.  

 

One of the first definitions the research explored was Simon Chesterman and Chia 

Lehnardt definition that defined a PMC as a "firm providing services outside their 

[sic] home state with the potential for use of lethal force, as well as training of and 

advice to militaries that substantially affects the war-fighting capacities".
393

 

Chesterman and Lehnardt’s definition was interesting for the research as it highlighted 

early on the potential for use of lethal force in relation to PMCs.  Anna Leander’s 

definition was also if use as she highlighted how PMCs can sell their military services 

in a free market and argued that PMCs are companies that "...sell their military 

services on a market to a variety of buyers with whom their home state may or may 

not have a military alliance".
394

  Joanna Spear defined PMCs “…as any corporate 

entities that provide military expertise and other professional services essential to 

combat and warfare”.
395

  Spear’s “other professional services” could be open ended to 

include mercenary activities.  Spear’s definition was useful for the research as it 

helped explore the potential for use of force when Spear highlighted how PMCs are 

becoming essential to combat and war.  Carloz Ortiz defined PMCs as "...legally 

established multi-national commercial enterprises offering services that involve the 

potential to exercise force in a systematic way and by military means and/or the 

transfer or enhancement of that potential to clients".
396

  Carloz Ortiz’s definition 

would arguably be the best to date because his definition highlights “the potential to 

exercise force” and the “transfer of that potential”.  For Ortiz, the “potential” can 
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materialise when rendering a vast array of protective military services in climates of 

instability.  It is potential because PMCs can deter aggressors from considering the 

use of force as a viable course of action.
397

  The transfer of that potential, on the other 

hand, occurs when delivering and applying military services such as training, 

logistics, or intelligence gathering.   

 

Timothy Spicer, former CEO of Sandline International, defined the PMC he worked 

for as an organisation which did more than provide assistance in areas of conflict.  

Spicer claimed that Sandline International provided military training and equipment 

(arms dealing) to extend the capabilities of its client's military resource, providing 

these clients with the strategic or operational advantage that was necessary to suppress 

their opposition or, going even further, played an active role alongside the client 

forces, as force multipliers, deploying Sandline International military personnel in the 

field of conflict, but with the strict caveat that these PMC personnel were active 

within the chain of command of the client’s military hierarchy
398

. 

 

Up to this point, the research then devised an early definition if PMCs could be 

defined as having the ability to provide proximate capacity for violence by providing 

defensive security services, equipment, and training to Third World conflict ridden 

states, MNCs, businesses, humanitarian agencies, or individuals, 
399

or if PMCs could 

also be defined as companies that specialise in providing security and protection of 
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personnel and property, including humanitarian and industrial assets.
400

   However, 

Kareen Pech who defined PMCs as privately owned military groups whose finances, 

personnel, offensive operations, and logistics are all handled within a single group or 

through interlinked companies and enterprises
401

.  Pech expands on this definition 

pointing out that:  

In its most basic form, [the PMC] would be managed by a common pool 

of directors and has small permanent corps of staff, serving its own 

commercial interests and those affiliated entities. Such a group of 

companies would typically be owned, organised, paid and developed by 

controlling shareholders of one or more private companies, which, in 

turn, may be transnational conglomerates. As such, the traditionally state-

owned powers and instruments for effecting political and social change 

through the use of force are transferred through privatisation to a 

corporate entity or group. These powerful entities function as both a 

corporate supra-state at the transnational level thus transferring the 

powers of a global city-state to a corporate group that is essentially 

accountable only to the laws of profit and those of supply and demand.
402

 

 

Pech’s expansion on PMCs gave further insight into developing a working definition, 

particularly how corporatised PMCs are.  However, one of the most widely known 

scholars in the research on PMCs, Peter W. Singer, defined PMCs as "...profit-driven 

organisations that trade in the professional services intricately linked to warfare, 

where these corporate bodies specialise in the provision of military skills – including 

tactical combat operations, strategic planning, intelligence gathering and analysis, 

operational support, troop training, and technical assistance".
403

  Singer expanded on 

this definition, pointing out that PMCs are private business entities that deliver to 

consumers a whole spectrum of military and security services.
404

 Singer enabled the 

research to explore how the military services could be integrated into a working 

definition.   
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Drawing from these scholars’ work and expanding on those definitions of a PMC, this 

thesis contends that: 

A Private Military Company is a corporation that has the 

ability to increase immediate and proximate capacity for 

violence by offering offensive and defensive military services 

that are strategically essential to combat and warfare either 

directly or indirectly on a market to a variety of clients. 

 

Semantically, the term”military” is important in this definition because the term 

captures the nature of these PMCs and their services within the systemic nature of the 

military.  The immediate and proximate capacity for violence is important in this 

definition because no matter the services PMCs offer, whether logistics or actual 

combat support, all PMCs will have the capacity and capability for violence, because, 

put simply, these PMCs are generally in the middle of a war zone, or are equipped to 

protect themselves to do so.  The term corporation highlights how much more PMCs 

are bureaucratised (in the Weberian sense) than their predecessors in terms of 

company structure to providing military services. This leads to the terms “market” and 

“variety of clients” as without a market or diverse client base, the PMC would be less 

private and less of a company. 

 

Conclusion 

There are several significant changes from Fordism to post-Fordism that can be 

intricately related to PMCs: displacement of a mass labour workforce by a specialist 

core and part-time periphery, outsourcing, management centralisation, network 

warfare, and increasing diversity in the private military services offered.  The 

displacement of the mass military parallels the fragmentation of the mass military 

force from the 1970s to smaller more professionalised all-volunteer forces.  In 
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response to economic pressures since the 1980s, most western militaries have sought 

to outsource military services to the private sector.  The rising importance of the 

private sector has transformed the institution of war-fighting in most western 

militaries.  Paralleling the centralisation of commercial and industrial headquartering, 

PMCs are mimicking the armed forces that are centralising their commands into 

unified “joint” headquarters.  Moreover, PMCs have embraced network warfare that 

refers to the dispersal and coordination of military personnel over a non-lineal 

battlespace. Finally, PMCs are offering increasingly diverse military services that are 

reflected in the different types of PMCs considered in this chapter. It is these 

significant changes from Fordism that enable this thesis to make the claim that it is 

more productive to understand PMCs as post-Fordist. 

 

Not all PMCs look alike, nor do these companies serve the same market.  Although 

this thesis contends that there is a PMC industry, within this industry there are 

different markets such as military training, combat operations, military security, or 

logistics enabling PMCs to vary in their market capitalisation, personnel, history, 

corporate relationships, and characteristics.  PMCs come in all shapes and sizes, but 

regardless of whether the PMC is an independent service provider, a subsidiary of an 

MNC or a former military unit forming into a PMC, the vast majority of these PMCs 

will fall into one of these four categories when exploring the primary service the 

company provides. 

 

PMCs provide not only combat operations, but also tail end military functions such as 

logistics, transportation, foodservices, or humanitarian relief operations.  Even though 

PMCs now dominate the private military scene, this is not to say that mercenaries 
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have disappeared.  On the contrary, mercenaries are still part of many conflicts within 

the Third World, and are still being utilised by the First World to advance foreign 

policy objectives.  However, due to the rise in PMCs operating in conflict ridden 

Third World states, today’s mercenaries have had no choice but to  become more 

highly trained and organised than once was the case throughout the 1960s, 1970s, and 

1980s.  In other words, today’s mercenaries have faced pressure to professionalise to 

compete within the private military market.   

 

PMCs have the ability to significantly alter the strategic military landscape of a 

conflict, whether in a combative or non-combative role, often as a national defence 

force would.
405

  As the Serbs, Croatians, Sierra Leoneans (particularly the RUF), and 

Angolans all learned, the involvement of PMCs in combat or non-combat roles can 

shift the balance of the conflict with the right conditions.
406

 As PMCs become 

increasingly popular, so too does the danger that their clients such as states will 

become too dependent on PMC military services.  Reliance on PMC military services 

would mean that an integral part of one’s strategic military success will depend on the 

vulnerability to changes in PMC market forces, costs, and incentives.  
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Introduction 

This chapter will explore the first dynamic of the post-Fordist military: the 

displacement of a mass military to a more specialised force structure. In doing so the 

chapter will argue that the displacement of a mass military since the end of the Cold 

War has enabled PMCs to recruit well trained former military personnel to establish 

these companies as a viable alternative for various military operations whether combat 

or non-combat.  The chapter will firstly highlight how most western militaries have 

undergone changes from the post-Fordist stand point, then will relate this to PMCs, 

particularly why displaced military personnel are willing to find employment with 

PMCs. Although post-Fordism production techniques have changed the modes of 

production since the 1970s, however, the armed forces in the west have been slow to 

react to such changes, and it was not until the end of the Cold War, when the end of 

superpower rivalries no longer needed a mass military to sustain their power within an 

anarchical international system, that a post-Fordist military dramatically expanded. 

 

Displacement of a Mass Military 

Within the post-Fordist Military, there is a trend within Western militaries to move 

from a mass military to a smaller more boutique fragmented force structure where the 

mass army in great numbers is no longer the dominant force structure.  These smaller 

but more professionalised all-volunteer armed forces parallel the fragmentation of the 

mass workforce that occurred from the 1970s.
407

  In both industrial and military 

sectors, mass personnel have become impossible to sustain and inefficient in the 

context of an increasingly competitive strategic and financial conditions.
408

  During 

the Second World War, the US – like the Soviet Union – developed an effective 
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attritional form of warfare that sought to overcome the enemy with sheer mass of 

military personnel and total warfare.  The attritional, lineal approach, underpinned by 

nuclear deterrence, remained the dominant military doctrine during the Cold War. 

King correctly points out that the development of a professional all-volunteer force 

has been the most obvious sign of the rise of a specialist force structure in western 

militaries.
409

 

 

As a result of the displacement of a mass military, the armed forces in the west have 

simply become much smaller than they were during the 20
th

 century. However, 

towards the end of the Cold War, it became clear for the US that the lineal, mass army 

approach would only result in a victory for the Soviet Union.  The US, therefore, 

began to develop new strategies underpinned by post-Fordist modes of production – 

and new weapons – to counter such a Soviet threat.
410

  Instead of massing large 

divisions of personnel to create the desired weapons effect, the US armed forces plus 

most other military forces in the western world developed a strategy of generating 

accurate firepower from a distance with smaller, highly-skilled, dispersed forces using 

precision-guided munitions.
411

  With the US, as the dominant hegemon, developing 

new strategies within a post-Fordist context, wars are now being fought on a 

dispersed, non-lineal battlespace.  In place of the traditional battle front that were seen 

in wars such as World War One, World War Two, and Korea, the non-lineal 

battlespace consisted of independent hot zones of discrete combat activity – Vietnam 

War, 1991 Iraq War, Balkans conflicts, US led war in Afghanistan, and the 2003 Iraq 

War for instance.
412

  Instead, brigades, platoons, regiments, or battle groups operate 
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substantially independently of each other against their own threats and performing 

independent missions and combat operations.  This system of warfare refers not only 

to the weapons and communications systems but also to the dispersal and 

coordination of forces too.   

 

The relationship between the displacement of a mass military and post-Fordism is that 

these smaller units are much more highly-skilled, professionalised, and all-volunteer.  

The appearance of a professional all-volunteer force is the most significant sign of the 

rise of a post-Fordist specialist military core.  Great Britain abolished conscription in 

1962, the US in 1973 after the Vietnam War, France in 2002, and other countries are 

following suit.
413

  The general shift towards all-volunteer armed forces that are 

smaller and highly skilled can be seen in relation to changing economic modes of 

production within post-Fordism with the shedding of mass workforces in western 

factories during the demand and supply problems of the 1970s.  The Bonn 

International Conversion Centre (BICC) calculated that the world’s armed forces 

shrank more than six million from its peak in 1987 to 22.7million by the end of 

1996.
414

  The US armed forces, for instance, are currently at approximately 1.4 

million military personnel, almost two thirds smaller than during the height of the 

Cold War, the smallest now than they have been for over forty years.
415

  The US 

armed forces during the first Gulf War stood at 710,000 combat personnel.  By the 

2003 Iraq War, the US military fighting strength was only 487,000.
416

  The British 

armed forces, too, are also smaller than they ever have been for two hundred years, 
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declining from 346,000 military personnel in 1975 to just under approximately 

190,000 in 2006 and 184,000 in 2012.
417

  France's national armed forces also declined 

from 573,000 military personnel in 1996, 440,000 in 2002, and 204,000 in 2011.
418

  

Finally, the Bundeswhr was only at 252,000 in 2010, approximately half the size of 

the West German armed forces that were present during the Cold War.  Currently in 

2012, the Bundeswhr is only approximately 192,000 strong.
419

  In many respects, the 

end of the Cold War between the former Soviet Union and the United States has 

rightly been as a significant part of the explanation for the emergence of PMCs.  In 

many ways, the end of the Cold War defines the decisive historical moment of 

transition from Fordist to post-Fordist for the armed forces which includes PMCs 

around the globe. 

 

As these armed forces around the globe continued to shrink, this has resulted in 

outflux of military personnel into civil society.  However, this transition into civil 

society has failed for a number of reasons: the inability to provide basic sustenance 

and living conditions for former military personnel; the failure of education and 

training programs and the sheer weight in numbers of these demobilised personnel 

whose only livelihood has been war.
420

  Thus, many have chosen to return to such a 

life.  The failure of such re-education programs to provide an opportunity to return to 

civilian life has led directly to their decisions to seek employment within the PMC 

industry.  These former military personnel who have spent the last two or three 

decades preparing for war and the realisation that they do not fit into civil society 

                                                 
417

 Alexander and Garden 2001, p.515; 

www.dasa.mod.uk/applications/newWeb/www/apps/publications/PubViewFile.php?Content=230.11&

date=2012-08-09&type=html&PublishTime=09:30:00  
418

 King 2006, p.362; www.defence.gov.fr/torre/presentation/directions_commande-et-

centres/resources-humaines/direction-des-ressources-humaines-de-l-armee-de-terre.   
419

 Clarke 2010 (online) 
420

 O’Brien 1998 

http://www.dasa.mod.uk/applications/newWeb/www/apps/publications/PubViewFile.php?Content=230.11&date=2012-08-09&type=html&PublishTime=09:30:00
http://www.dasa.mod.uk/applications/newWeb/www/apps/publications/PubViewFile.php?Content=230.11&date=2012-08-09&type=html&PublishTime=09:30:00
http://www.defence.gov.fr/torre/presentation/directions_commande-et-centres/resources-humaines/direction-des-ressources-humaines-de-l-armee-de-terre
http://www.defence.gov.fr/torre/presentation/directions_commande-et-centres/resources-humaines/direction-des-ressources-humaines-de-l-armee-de-terre


 

127 

 

have been a prime motivator in this tendency towards PMCs
421

.  These armed forces 

are not just downsizing, they are also changing in structure and to fulfil new missions 

in the face of economic and strategic pressures.  The reduction and displacement of 

personnel in armed forces from a post-Fordist standpoint is particularly important for 

PMCs because it enables these companies to employ ready-trained military personnel 

from a large pool of out-of-work military staff.  With the reduction in military 

personnel diminishing around the globe, countries such as the US and UK use PMCs 

as a stop gap measure in order to field more military personnel within conflicts.  With 

PMCs picking up some of this highly skilled pool of military personnel, it is ironic 

that PMC personnel labour inputs are produced by governments and then “sold” back 

to governments.   

 

For PMCs, maintaining a mass staff of personnel is impossible to sustain and 

inefficient in the context of an increasingly competitive PMC industry.  As in the 

industrial sector, the reduction in the size of the armed forces in no way implies a 

lessening of the combat power and capabilities that today’s military forces can 

generate.
422

  The post-Fordist military, particularly in the West, now have more 

capability in terms of manoeuvrability and firepower than its Fordist forbearers.
423

  

This concentration of flexibility in terms of military power is demonstrated very 

clearly with the emergence of special operations forces such as Navy Seals in the US, 

or the Special Air Service (SAS) in the UK since the 1990s.  These special operations 

units now constitute the core of the new military regime for western armed forces.  

Following Russia's experience, particularly in Afghanistan war of the 1980s, the US 

military found that the small Russian Spetnaz units were most able to achieve 
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missions while remaining less vulnerable than conventional armed forces.  This 

specialisation and up-skilling of the military is highlighted when during the late 

1970s, there were only 3000 Special Forces personnel in the US military.  In 1998, 

there were 30,000 Special Forces personnel in the US military.
424

  These Special 

Forces soldiers are like the PhDs of soldiering.  These personnel are most highly 

trained at all levels of combat military forces, taking an average of 5-6 years of 

special military training to reach full potential.
425

  The average cost of training a 

special ops soldier in the US cost anywhere between US$350,000 and US$500,000 

depending on the military training required.
426

  Just like the armed forces, for PMCs, 

smaller highly skilled specialised units are more able to achieve missions while 

remaining less vulnerable than conventional forces. 

 

This highlight how there has been an explicit attempt to concentrate funding on 

Special Operations Forces.  Analysing some figures from a theoretical perspective, 

Adams highlight how the US Special Operations Forces budget was increased from 

US$441 million to US$1.2 billion between 1981 and 1985.
427

 As a result, US Special 

Forces have played an increasing role in military operations over the last two decades.  

For instance, US Special Forces were central to the operations during the Balkans 

conflicts, current Afghanistan conflict, and 2003 Iraq War. In Iraq, US Special 

Operations Forces constituted approximately eight percent of the total ground combat 

force with between 9,000 – 10,000 operatives.
428
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The displacement of a mass-military to a smaller highly specialised and skilled 

military armed force is not limited to the US. European countries have also expanded 

their Special Operations Forces.  In Britain for instance, the Signals Squadron that 

supports the British Special Forces such as SAS and SBS, was expanded to battalion 

size, while a Special Recon Unit was developed to provide British Special Forces with 

intelligence and protection.
429

 In 1997, the Bundeswehr developed a Special 

Operations Forces (Kommando SpezialKrafte) for the first time that consisted of 1,000 

personnel. 
430

 Similarly, France created a Special Operations Command in 1991 that 

imitated US and British Special Forces and these French units now constitute a critical 

part of France’s military force structure.
431

 The importance placed on Special Forces 

units highlights that western armed forces have not only simply downsized, but have 

also concentrated on highly specialised professional units.
432

 What these smaller and 

more specialised military forces highlight in relation to PMCs is how western armed 

forces, particularly the US, are now able to call upon PMCs for wider resources in the 

face of varying contingencies during military operations.  The position of PMCs has, 

therefore, changed within the current post-Fordist era of changing force structures.  

During the Cold War, PMCs, as seen or defined today, were virtually non-existent.  

However, increased operational tempo and increasing pressure and demands placed 

on the armed forces have resulted in a growing reliance on PMCs for western 

militaries such as the US in places such as Afghanistan or Iraq.  Significantly, PMCs 

are becoming crucial to military operations and have configured themselves in such a 

way to support the smaller all-professional and highly skilled military force more 

effectively.  On military operations such as the 1991 Gulf War, 2003 Iraq War, or the 
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Afghanistan War, PMCs are clearly providing combat and non-combat service 

support.  

 

The end of the Cold War also led to opening up the international arms trade with an 

increasing number of buyers and sellers that has allowed a broader number of 

different actors with the necessary resources to access weaponry.  Not only did the 

dismantling of the Cold War’s military structures see a displacement of a mass 

military workforce, but also saw a massive increase in the availability of low 

technology weapons on the open and black markets – particularly arms from the 

former USSR.
433

  The opening up of the international arms trade has raised concerns 

about who purchases these weapons and for what use.  This has resulted in some 

PMCs are now supplying not only military services, but also selling arms as well.  

The role played by PMCs relates not only to provisions contained in the contracts they 

sign with their clients to provide large amounts of weaponry, but also to how the 

military services that PMCs undertake contribute to the demand for weapons within 

the regions where PMCs operate.
434

  Therefore, with some PMCs dealing in arms 

brokering, these companies are increasing the demand for arms.  Arms procurement 

and the brokering of arms are fast becoming an integral aspect of the activities of 

PMCs.  PMCs are acting as intermediaries between suppliers and clients.  Their 

involvement may change from simply matching up the purchaser and seller to 

facilitating the entire transaction on behalf of both purchaser and seller, and in some 

cases becoming both seller and purchaser where the PMC will purchase arms needed 
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to fulfil the military mission, while at the same time selling those very same arms to 

the client at a higher price.
435

  

 

An example of such arms exchange was the contract to the Papua New Guinean 

government where Sandline International procured four Russian made Mi-24 attack 

helicopters as well as a transport Mi-18 helicopter, armoured fighting vehicles, light 

weapons, heat-seeking missiles, electronic warfare equipment, communications 

systems, and 500 cases of explosives and ammunition, all organised from Belarus.  

Furthermore, Sandline International also signed a contract with former exiled 

President of Sierra Leone Ahmed Tejan Kabbah, to supply 35 tonnes of arms from 

Bulgaria.  Even MPRI supplied approximately US$100 million of military hardware 

(mainly US military surplus equipment) in conjunction with the US government to the 

Bosnian-Herzegovina Federation Army.  By using its connections within the US 

government, MPRI enabled the US to sidestep the UN arms embargo provisions 

during the Balkans conflicts.  Anxious to boost arms sales and exports, Armscor 

created Denel, a private firm in 1992.  Denel sold arms valued at US$127.5 million in 

1992
436

.  By 1995, Denal grossed US$415 million from arms sales.  Some of the arms 

were sold in places such as Lebanon to Lebanese factions and the Rwandan 

government up to 1994
437

. 

 

The mass displacement of cheap unwanted low technology weaponry, particularly 

from the US and Russia, has also seen an erosion of political control over the means 

of large stockpiles of arms that have gone on to the international arms market.  The 
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influx of unwanted arms would enable PMCs to purchase weapons from the open 

market with little or no control or oversight at very low prices.  As a result, PMCs can 

inexpensively and easily channel arms into those conflict situations in which they are 

contracted.  Blackwater USA, for instance, procured and distributed various weapons 

such as sawn-off semi-automatic guns with silencers, hand grenades, and grenade 

launchers.  At the same time, Blackwater USA personnel were smuggling light arms 

into Iraq using dog food bags.  Blackwater USA personnel were also accused of 

illegally smuggling weapons from US military stockpiles in Iraq that were later 

transferred to the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK), a Kurdish nationalist group that 

was designated as a terrorist group by the UN, NATO, and European Union (EU).  

These weapons were procured for the PKK’s own use rather than for the PKK re-

selling the same weapons back on the black market.    

 

Lifeguard Security, a subsidiary to the once powerful trading PMC EO, which 

protected the diamond fields in Sierra Leone after EO’s departure, was reported to 

have shipped arms during the Sierra Leone civil war - delivering RPG-7 Rockets, AK-

47 ammunition and guns, mines, and mortars to both sides on the civil war.  DynCorp 

was also accused in 2000 of obtaining a contract from the US State Department to 

stockpile weapons in Bahrain, Oman, and Qatar in preparation for the invasion of the 

2003 Iraq War.  Airscan has also been accused of smuggling arms into southern 

Sudan as part of the covert US military operations to support the Sudan’s People 

Liberation Army (SPLA) insurgency.  The displacement of a mass military force and 

weapons highlights how PMCs have had the opportunity to provide a service package 
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of military services and arms procurement.
438

  Nonetheless, PMCs never admit that 

they are dealing in arms procurement; however, a large volume of arms sales would 

be lost if PMCs were strictly regulated, controlled, and made accountable.  

Conventional arms controls are made more difficult by the existence of the PMC 

industry, because actual force capacities can be lowered without reducing the overall 

threat potential.  

 

PMC Personnel 

The key to the PMC industry structure is that the labour input is relatively cheap, 

widely available, so that it can obtain low and highly skilled military personnel, both 

locally and internationally.  Military strategists since Sun Tzu have argued about the 

decisive role that military skill and proper coordination can play in a conflict, positing 

that skilled “warriors” can rout quite a number of untrained low-skilled combatants.
439

  

PMCs first and foremost will employ military personnel according to their own 

preferences and needs.  Although most PMCs do use retired military personnel from 

defence forces, it should be noted that these military personnel who served within 

their own armed forces for 20 years or more might still be young as 39 or 40 years 

old.  During the early 1990s, retired combat active soldiers from the South African 

Defence Force became the main recruiting ground for PMCs, while higher ranking 

officers became the executives of PMCs such as EO.
440

  EO employed both white and 

black people who primarily came from the SADF 32
nd

 Reconnaissance Battalion
441

 

who had been engaged in various battles throughout the African continent to save 
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colonial powers and racist regimes in countries such as Congo, Zimbabwe, Kenya, 

Namibia, or Mozambique.  Nonetheless, PMCs also try to lure current military 

personnel, particularly those from within the Special Forces regiments.  Many PMCs 

recruit globally and as a consequence, most governments are not likely to know the 

details of PMC personnel. 

 

Generally, it is the lure of higher salaries causing an exodus of military personnel to 

leave and work for PMCs.  PMCs are in direct competition for personnel with the 

state, and there has been a significant leakage of specialist personnel to PMCs.  In 

doing so, PMCs are challenging the fundamental structure of the armed forces, 

undermining their ability to retain highly skilled military personnel such as the SAS. 

442
  The competition for the recruitment of elite highly trained troops such as the US 

and British special forces from PMCs has become so intense the US and British 

military officials are formulating new pay structures and even educational incentives 

in an attempt to retain these experienced personnel.  Within the PMC industry, 

employers can offer remuneration rates as much as four times the amount offered in 

the public sector.  Unlike in the past, retired military personnel can have a second and 

lucrative career within the same field, employed by a PMC. 
443

 MPRI has had military 

personnel ranging from General Carl Vuono (Retired), who served as US Army Chief 

of Staff during the first Gulf War and the US invasion of Panama, to Lt. General 

Harry Soyester (Retired), former head of US Defence Intelligence Agency.  It is these 

types of personnel who show how PMCs can be formidable.  These are not some 

trigger happy people waiting to go into combat at the first opportunity with weapons 

at the ready.  Rather, these PMCs with these types of highly qualified military 
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personnel show how sophisticated and disciplined the PMCs have become and are 

becoming. 

 

The PMC industry offers retired military personnel a relatively easy, even natural 

transition stage into PMC life.  This is because PMC personnel could be seen as 

“firers”.  “Firers are soldiers that possess the will power, determination, mental poise, 

and muscle control which helps shape their natural ability to be a soldier”.
444

  

Henriksen points out that if someone masters the experience of combat and military 

life, then that person may be willing to continue or return to that military service.
445

  

Returning to military service or seeking employment with a PMC to seek military 

duty tells us about their willingness to continue within this profession.  This alludes to 

a point that there may be such a thing as a natural soldier - one who derives great 

satisfaction from like-minded companionship, or from the aggression, and from 

conquering physical obstacles.  Therefore, working for a PMC may actually be about 

military experiences that are seen as a positive and meaningful event.  For those 

working for PMCs then, military life would be about ultimately continuing on with 

this type of profession.
446

  PMCs therefore offer a kind of military life that many 

professional soldiers would desire, not the dreariness of routine duties and constant 

training for a military operation that will more than likely never happen.
447

 

 

While a number of states have instituted programs to assist with the demobilisation of 

military personnel and the transition from military life to being an effective member 

of society, the successes in implementing demilitarisation programs have been the 
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exception rather than the rule.  In many Third World countries, as well as those of the 

former Soviet Empire, this transition has failed for a number of reasons: the inability 

to provide basic sustenance and living conditions, and sometimes the sheer weight in 

numbers of those being demobilised has led directly to the emergence of tens of 

thousands of demobilised combatants whose only livelihood has been being trained 

for war.
448

  The failure of such re-education or training programs to provide a 

transition has fed directly towards their decisions to continue as military personnel.  

For those who have spent the last two or three decades within the military have 

realised that they do not fit into civil society as one would have hoped, and this has  

also been a prime motivator in the tendency to seek employment with PMCs from 

retired military personnel.
449

 Add to this, their loss of sense of comradeship, a life of 

potential adventure and danger and a genuine love of the profession, and you have a 

ready-made pool of ex-military personnel ready to be recruited into PMCs. 

 

Personnel within the PMC industry can earn anywhere from two to ten times what 

they make in the regular military.  The average salary per soldier within EO was 

anywhere between US$3,500.00 – and $7,000.00 per month, depending on skills and 

qualifications.
450

  For instance, white pilots who knew how to fly MIG Jet Fighters or 

Mi-Russian made helicopter gunships were among the top earners within EO while 

black Angolan soldiers were among the lowest paid.
451

  Within EO, black Angolan 

personnel comprised approximately 70% of EO’s total staff, but mainly served as 

frontline combatants.
452

  During the Sierra Leone operation, EO paid their personnel 
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anywhere between US$2000.00 and US$13,000.00 per month.
453

  During the Iraq 

war, former SAS soldiers from the UK earned as much as US$1000.00 a day.  The 

war in Iraq saw relatively high salaries for PMC personnel, some as high as 

US$20,000 per month, almost triple of what US soldiers were earning in their own 

national armed service.
454

  Salaries of US$100,000.00 a year have been offered to US 

Special Forces personnel if they change careers.  PMCs also hire many different 

foreign nationals.  The reason is partly economic given that wages are generally lower 

for the low skilled foreign national military personnel.  As a rule, at least 25% of the 

staff of any PMC will be composed of low skilled foreign nationals.  Erinys, a 

British/South African based PMC for instance, is one of the largest PMCs operating in 

Iraq and their operations and employed some 14,000 Iraqis on wages as little as 

US$150 a month.   British based Global Risk Strategies hired over 500 Fijian soldiers 

and deployed them to Iraq.  The Fijians were only paid US$1000.00 per month.  

Granted that certain military service members such as pilots always had the option of 

seeking work within the private airline industry, however, the PMC industry is 

definitely an incentive for personnel to stay in a military environment. 

 

PMCs compete directly with those government’s national armed forces for personnel.  

Not only do PMCs draw their employees from the military, they do so to take on more 

military services, thus shrinking the government’s military purview.  PMCs use public 

funds to offer soldiers higher pay, and then charge the government at an even higher 

rate for their military services.  It is ironic that all these military services provided by 

PMCs come from the human capital that most national armed forces around the globe 

originally helped to train.  As a matter of fact, the huge price paid by society to train 
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military personnel who then find employment within the PMC industry is almost 

never taken into account in the cost calculation of PMCs.  The overall process may be 

brilliant from a business point of view, but it is self-defeating from a military 

perspective.
455

 

 

Most soldiers within any given national armed force have a deeply ambivalent attitude 

towards PMCs.  On the one hand, soldiers from those armed forces are grateful to 

have someone or an organisation to help them bear some of the burdens, no matter in 

what capacity.  However, the worry for most of the soldiers is that PMCs could 

endanger the health of their profession and they may begin to resent the way PMCs 

exploit their hard earned skills learnt at the public’s expense for private profit.
456

  

These military personnel also fear that the expanding market of PMCs will eventually 

negatively affect the military’s ability to retain talented military personnel. 

 

Huntington makes the point that military professionals are more about training for 

combat to include responsibility, patriotism, and a sense of duty, and the recognition 

that the officer does not act primarily from economic incentives.  When soldiers are 

called to arms, these personnel cannot decline because it is quite simply their duty.  

PMC personnel, however, fall in between the dutiful soldier and the mercenary.  

Huntington goes on to argue that in the First World, the vocation of military service is 

not a well-paid profession because it is essentially a position of service.
457

  This bad 

pay, and in some instances, low prestige have pushed some of the best and brightest 

from many national armed forces.   Many PMC personnel once represented the peak 

of the military profession.  However, the rush for higher wages offered by PMCs is 
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lowering the skills within the military profession
458

.   It was estimated that 

approximately 70% of officer within Russia’s KGB quit before their retirement age 

and entered employment within the PMC market.
459

  But while most former military 

personnel may be absorbed into civilian life, others who have retired from the national 

armed forces still want to rely on their military experience and skills.  With defence 

forces around the globe evolving over the last century, being oriented towards 

managerial and technological aspects, older military professionals can still to some 

degree rely on their profession within the private military market. 

 

People who volunteer for military service are generally motivated by a desire to serve 

their country, and to do so with honour.  Personnel who eventually work for PMCs on 

the other hand are generally seen to be motivated by personnel wealth accumulation, 

and driven primarily by self-interest.  But this may not be the case as this point fails to 

explain why soldiers would continue to actively pursue a military life.  PMCs have 

been criticised because of the idea that fighting for personnel gain is morally 

problematic.  More specifically, killing in warfare is usually justified by some sort of 

attachment to an appropriate cause whether in the pursuit of defence for national 

interests or religious ideals.  During the late 18
th

 and early 19
th

 centuries, nationalism 

was increasingly used to justify war.  The French Revolution and its philosophies 

made the use of private actors untenable on moral grounds.  This new ideology looked 

down on those who served purely based on self-interest and soldiering became 

respectable as long as one volunteered to go to war for the love of the state
460

.  PMCs 

have been defined as actors not having these ideals.
461
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Carl Van Clausewitz produced the most convincing phenomenological account of 

warfare to date in terms of soldering.  Clausewitz argued that war is the realm of 

physical exertion and suffering.  War will destroy people unless they can make 

themselves indifferent to war, and for this, birth and training must provide them with 

certain strength of body and soul.
462

  Clausewitz suggested that strength of body and 

soul may help soldiers overcome their fear of dying and suffering.  Furthermore, if 

war is as terrible as Clausewitz tells us, what is it then that makes people who have 

been involved in war continue to return to the military theatre, particularly with 

PMCs?  Those who fight for a symbolic cause – ridding the world of heretical sects, 

or conquering for the glory of a nation – have an entirely different calculus, and will 

often put themselves in harm’s way on behalf of their political community
463

. 

 

Contrary to the myths surrounding PMC personnel, PMCs do not empty prisons or try 

to find hardened criminals.  Rather, PMCs hire the same personnel that those national 

armed forces once entrusted.  The typical employees of PMCs are as global and as 

varied as the military services provided.  Coming from all over the world -Angola, 

Canada, Israel, Nepal, Ukraine, US, UK, and Zimbabwe to name just a few, these 

employees specialise in anything from reconnaissance, insertion to logistics and 

military training.  These PMC personnel come from US Green Berets, US Delta 

Force, Russian Spetnaz, Irish Defence Forces, Israel, Fiji, continental Europe, Asia, 

Latin America, French Foreign Legionnaires, the South African Paratroopers, 

Ukrainian Air Force, and Ghurkha Fighters from Nepal.  These personnel range from 

jungle fighters with over 20 years’ experience to “desk jockeys” who possess only 
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administrative skills.  But one thing unites all these PMC employees within the PMC 

industry – almost all employees are former military personnel from national armed 

forces.
464

 

 

The displacement of a mass military to a more specialised force highlights how most 

western armed forces have pushed for more flexible work patterns and labour 

contracts.  The purpose of labour flexibility for the military is to satisfy highly 

specific needs of each sector where military personnel on secure fulltime employment 

who average 40 hours per week are seen to work at longer hours at periods of peak 

demand and compensated with shorter hours at periods of slack.
465

 However, more 

important has been the move away from regular employment with the military 

towards increasing reliance upon part-time, temporary, or sub-contracting work 

arrangements.
466

 The transformation in mass military to a specialised force has been 

paralleled by equally important shifts in industrial organisation.  Organised sub-

contracts to PMCs for example open up opportunities for PMCs to flourish as 

centrepieces rather than as appendages to the military profession.  

 

Conclusion 

Today’s PMCs are changing in an ever-changing post-Fordist world.  PMCs of the 

21
st
 century are an elaboration on earlier PMCs such as EO or Sandline International.  

These new PMCs are comprised partially of the traditional Cold War armed forces 

military personnel reminiscent of earlier PMCs and also the more specifically highly 

technological military personnel of today’s post-Cold War armed forces. PMCs are 

essentially following the standard post-Fordist corporate business technique used by 
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other types of corporations throughout the globe.  Nonetheless, PMCs do enlist their 

personnel from the same ranks that the old style mercenaries came from – former 

soldiers, military officers, and secret agents who want or need to go on living off the 

business of war.  Even the traditional individual mercenary is now selling labour on 

the PMC.  Today’s individual mercenaries are rarely working independently as once 

used to be the case.  Now, mercenaries are more likely to be recruited by PMCs along 

with current or recently retired military personnel. 



 

 

 

Chapter Four: Structural and Organisational 

Military Change
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Introduction 

This chapter explores the second dynamic forming and strengthening PMCs - the 

changes since the early 1970s from Fordist to post-Fordist modes of production in 

relation to structural changes in national defence forces, and how these military forces 

now engage in armed conflict.  The aim of this dynamic is to show how the changes 

in modes of production are related to the military where mass armies were once built 

for just-in-case, but are now oriented towards more fluid military units prepared for 

just-in-time.  In doing so, the chapter looks at the actual make-up of the PMCs, their 

network connections with multi-national corporations (MNCs), the contracts these 

PMCs obtain (primarily from governments), and the personnel who work for PMCs.  

With PMCs taking on a corporate structure, non-state military actors such as 

mercenaries and retired military personnel wishing to stay in the private military 

market need to become more professional and business oriented to compete in the 

military marketplace. 

 

Organisational Change 

The transition from Fordism to post-Fordism involves substantial organisational 

changes.  Organisational change within the post-Fordist context is marked by a direct 

confrontation with the rigidities of Fordism.  Organisational change in post-Fordism 

rests on flexibility with respect to labour processes, labour markets, products, and 

patterns of consumption.
467

  Organisational change is characterised by the emergence 

of entirely new sectors of production, new ways of providing financial services, new 

markets, and most importantly, intensified rates of commercial, technological and 
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organisational innovation.
468

   The argument in this chapter is that organisations 

provide frames for professional action.
469

 This argument is drawn from McCoy
470

 

who addresses two larger questions: how do new professionals emerge, and what 

difference does organisational change make for professional practice and status?  

Scholars such as Andrew Abbot
471

 argue that formal organisation can provide 

professionals with crucial resources and support, and that “new organisations often 

create new professions”. Therefore, McCoy’s organisational forms can provide frames 

for professional actions in three ways: settings, rationale, and guarantees.  

 

McCoy
472

 highlights that the first way organisations such as PMCs frame bids for 

recognition or expansion is by providing a setting in which to understand the practice 

as professional.  This highlights that certain roles become recognisable within 

particular institutional or organisational settings.  This is true of many professionals, 

who become identified with a particular work profession.
473

 Thus organisations 

provide both a stage and the props for recognising a practice as professional. We all 

know what a PMC is, and it is easier to recognise private military personnel within 

PMCs as professionals  than it is to apply that label to equally credentialed private 

military personnel outside a PMC. Therefore, Larson
474

 argues that organisational 

settings create that structural context of successful professionalization. 

 

Like any aspiring professionals, PMCs needed to supply a compelling rationale for 

why they were engaged in their work and these companies should be afforded special 
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status.  PMCs had to disentangle the profit motive from its previous connotations.
475

 

Furthermore, PMCs had to point out that profit seeking was not inherently deviant 

when it came to military affairs.  The corporate form helped PMCs in this process by 

shifting the context and connotations of profit seeking. For instance, McCoy
476

 

highlights how the suspicion of the profit motive runs through the long history of 

public service contracting in a general sense.  A PMCs profit motive can be suspect, 

however, it will be suspect by elements in society who oppose outsourcing of public 

functions to companies.   

 

Yet the corporate form has helped to place PMCs in the context of other legitimate 

industries, rather than in the context of individual mercenaries. The existence of 

corporate-based business professionals indicates a professional practice that can be 

consistent with corporate profits and corporate-based professionals provide some 

“social utility” through their deployment of technical expertise.
477

 Therefore, McCoy 

highlights that PMCs adopting the corporate form helps PMCs to attempt to salvage 

the profit motive and reframe this as a consistent professional practice while at the 

same time not undermining the values of military professionalism.  

 

Finally, PMCs need to establish certain systems of control to provide guarantees that 

their personnel are high quality, high-calibre professionals.  McCoy
478

 makes the 

point that PMCs found themselves between an un-institutionalised mercenary market 

that offered no such guarantees and a state based military system that offered 

immense guarantees of soldiery discipline, doctrine, and professionalism.  For PMCs, 
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this corporate form helped to provide guarantees of professionalism in several ways. 

Corporations help to advance claims of professionalism by established standards and 

procedures for hiring and firing.  Therefore, the corporate form plays a quality 

assurance role to bolster professional claims.  While such corporate procedures within 

some PMCs such as Blackwater USA failed to deter unsavoury characters, the very 

presence of such standardised hiring procedures still bolsters the PMCs claim to 

employ only military professionals and to help distinguish PMCs per se from 

mercenaries.
479

      

 

Just-in-time Military 

Consonant with this strategy of organisational change in relation to outsourcing, the 

First World has deliberately moved from the Fordist just-in-case, mass logistics that 

predominated in the mid-20th century to a post-Fordist just-in-time logistics.  PMCs 

have adopted the “lean manufacturing” concept developed by Toyota, with its central 

“just-in-time” component and “just enough” logistics, instead of costly “just-in-case” 

logistics.
480

  Imitating the Toyota concept, just-in-time aims to deliver supplies and 

services to mission-specific requirements, reducing overheads and avoiding the 

massing of people and equipment.  Imitating current corporate business practices, and 

using PMCs to deliver military capabilities whether in combat or non-combat 

operations, is seen as reducing overheads and avoiding the massing of vulnerable 

personnel and equipment.  It is during this period of the post-Fordist era in terms of 

military services and activities that western governments such as the US are 

embracing PMCs as a viable alternative to regional conflicts particularly within the 

Third World.  In conflicts such as Iraq and Afghanistan, PMCs are enabling states 
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such as the US to replace their traditional allies with these companies. Where the 

creation of military forces required huge investments in time, money, and resources, 

in the post-Fordist era, the entire spectrum of military forces can be obtained in a 

matter of weeks, if not days.
481

 

 

The table below gives highlights the differences in Fordist and post-Fordism in 

relation to the armed forces and how PMCs fit into the post-Fordist military doctrine. 

Table Four: Fordist Military and post-Fordist Military. 

Fordism Post-Fordism 

 State – citizen military 

 Just-in-case military 

 Rigid military institutions 

 Draft/Conscription armed forces 

 Non-specialised military units 

 Mass armed forces 

 Low innovation 

 Military predominantly state 

based 

 Two distinct enemies 

 Clear enemy lines 

 Total War (WW1 & WW2) 

 Lineal Warfare 

 

 Corporate professional military 

 Just-in-time military 

 Flexible military institutions 

 All-volunteer armed forces 

 Specialised military units 

 Smaller armed forces 

 High innovation 

 Commercialised military 

companies (PMCs) 

 Several different enemies 

 Enemy lines blurred 

 Specific battle zones(hot zones) 

 Outsourcing 

 Network warfare 

 

During the Fordist era, most militaries, particularly in the West, were based on the 

idea of just-in-case.  Armies were raised, produced and maintained on a massive scale 

(numbers game) based on the idea that eventually, a country must go to war, and that 

one needed an army just-in-case to do so - in other words, maintaining an army just-

in-case a country needs to go to war.  Rigid military institutions were linear where the 

chain of command was extremely hierarchical, inflexible and highly bureaucratic.  

Troop movements, navy manoeuvres, including armoured vehicle regiments 
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movements were all structured and very linear, with very little room for variation.  Up 

until the end of the Vietnam War, conscripting and the drafting citizens of a country 

were used to raise an army.  Because of the draft, most military units were non-

specialised where basic military training was only given to recruits.  Due to the lack 

of specialised skills in personnel, mass armed forces were produced to substitute for 

such shortfalls where military equipment and hardware such as tanks, planes such as 

bombers and fighters, cannons, bombs, weapons, destroyers, battleships, aircraft 

carriers, vehicles and large troop numbers were built and organised on massive scale 

and in great numbers.  Because of the mass military, innovation and sophisticated 

weaponry was not a priority. 

 

Besides the declining mining, automobile, and steel industries, the declining mass 

military is coincidently the last remaining bastion of the Fordist era.  The mass army 

during the Fordist era led to state-centric militaries to serve the interests of the state 

and its citizens - in other words, a state-citizen defence force.  With the state-centric 

view of the army, enemies were clearly distinctive and generally multiple countries 

would form as allies and coalitions into two distinct camps.  These distinct enemies 

during Fordism were primarily between states – World War One, World War Two, 

Korean War, Vietnam War for instance.  Furthermore, each side would have clear 

markings, insignias, colours and emblems.  There would be clear demarcations of 

enemy lines and troop movements such as “fronts”, and these battle fronts would see 

enemies clearly face off against each other.  Most Fordist conflicts generally served a 

purpose which was economic, political, geo-strategic, or even ideological.  Moreover, 

post-World War II Fordist conflicts were lineal, inflexible and fought under a 

Keynesian welfare state economics.  Conflict during the Fordist period was on a grand 
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scale – total war where there was a clear winner in amongst the fog of war, World 

War One, World War Two, Cold War.  Armed forces during Fordism, particularly 

throughout the Cold War, were also designed to fight sophisticated international 

conflicts.   

 

Within the post-Fordist era, however, most military forces around the globe have or 

are moving away from Fordism’s just-in-case, towards the post-Fordist just-in-time.  

Military forces are now raised, produced and maintained on a much smaller scale 

based on the idea of efficiency and specialisation.  Post-Fordist militaries still have 

standing armed forces, but these are much smaller, potent with superior weaponry and 

highly skilled military personnel.  Rather than having an army for just-in-case a 

country needs to go to war, now, a standing army is deployed in the context of going 

to war just-in-time.  In other words, military personnel and equipment are used for 

specific operations to improve efficiency and productivity for the military in relation 

to inputs and outputs.  Flexible military institutions that are not as linear are the norm 

where chains of command are not as hierarchical.  Orders are still given from higher 

commissioned officers.  However, lower levels of command can now adjust the 

mission specific to suit the battle environment.   

 

Special Air Service (SAS) troops are perfect case in point concerning self-command.  

Troop movements are not linear but very fluid within conflicts.  Since the Vietnam 

War, the US armed forces are now all-volunteer.  This has resulted in the armed 

forces becoming highly specialised with recruits obtaining highly skilled military 

training.  With high skilled military personnel, there is no need for the unskilled mass 

army.  The same military equipment and hardware that had been produced for mass 
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numbers are now designed and organised on much smaller scale.  Due to a much 

smaller scale, innovations and superior weapons become a priority.  These smaller 

armed forces have much less equipment and numbers, but the equipment’s firepower 

has improved dramatically.   

 

With military outsourcing to PMCs, the civil-military relationship has been blurred.  

This lessening of the state-centric view of the military corresponds to conflicts that 

can have several enemies all fighting each other at the same time.  The former 

Balkans war and the US led 2003 Iraq War are cases in point.  Clear lines of battle 

fronts do not exist with various pockets of combat operations performing 

simultaneously.  Moreover, conflicts are now for profit.  

 

Conflicts are now not on a grand scale.  Total war is not the priority, but the military 

is engaged in specific battles more commonly known as “hot zones”.  In amongst the 

fog of war, no side really can claim total outright victory.  While some post-Fordist 

conflicts do generally serve a purpose, however, there are increasing numbers of 

conflicts where the purpose to the war has becomes blurred from the original reason 

to go to war such as the Balkans conflict.  Since the end of Colonialism and the Cold 

War, most conflicts in the Third World are good examples of such types of wars.  In 

post-Fordism, everything within the military is flexible for specific needs.      

 

PMCs fit into this post-Fordist military doctrine because of the way these companies 

have been able to take advantage of the changing characteristics of the armed forces 

and conflicts.  PMCs are a post-Fordist military structure concentrating on 

outsourcing, centralism, and networking.  By taking advantage of such changes, 
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PMCs could be seen as a product of mimetic isomorphism, a term that King
482

 uses 

from Dimaggio and Powell
483

.  For Dimaggio and Powell, subordinate institutions 

will deliberately imitate the dominant institutions in any period as a means of 

attaining legitimacy and status.  Consequently, in any period, diverse institutions will 

assume very similar forms.  Therefore, PMCs will deliberately attempt to imitate the 

dominant institutions (commercial and industrial sectors) as a means of attaining 

legitimacy and status in terms of identity.  However, mimetic isomorphism is unlikely 

to provide a sufficient explanation for the development of PMCs.  The legitimacy of 

PMCs is not guaranteed merely by mimicking the commercial sector or the dominant 

military structure.   

 

Nonetheless, PMCs are borrowing the corporate structure from the world of business 

to a great extent.  At the level of warfare, in contrast to the era of industrial wars 

(World War I and II), when the modes of warfare dominated and shaped the mode of 

production
484

, in the era of the post-Fordist military of which PMCs are a part, the 

mode of warfare has lost much of its strength to inspire the mode of production
485

.  

PMCs, increasingly, rely on the non-massed production orientation of business 

corporations which, in turn, affects the military doctrine.  In other words, the non-

massed production orientations of corporations allows for lower levels of hierarchy to 

exercise initiative, enabling PMC personnel to react more quickly to events.  These 

post-Fordist PMCs augment such a flattening of the military hierarchy – namely 

moving from the traditional division to smaller units as the primary manoeuvrer units.   

In contrast to the armed forces, PMCs are smaller and strive to achieve greater 
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strategic flexibility in their organisational structures
486

.  For PMCs operating in an era 

where future missions are unknown and unpredictable, this means a transition away 

from the traditional hierarchical and rigidity of the: citizen army” toward the model 

where differences based on rank and service are de-emphasised.  A flattening 

hierarchy is a clear case of PMCs being inspired by the practices of business 

corporations.  This flattening of military hierarchy is seen as one of the most 

conspicuous post-Fordist constructs. 

 

This flattening of military hierarchy is a result of de-centralisation within the armed 

forces.  Just like the armed forces, PMCs command their personnel at a lower level 

than the Fordist era.  During the Fordist era, western armed forces were organised 

traditionally into corps, divisions, and brigades.
487

 However, in the post-Fordist era, 

joint headquarters have emerged where the brigade style expands to become the 

optimised component military formation.
488

 King
489

 highlights that the reason for this 

change is that it enables the military to respond to local circumstances.  Just like the 

armed forces, PMCs such as Blackwater USA during their operations in Iraq, are also 

encouraged “to seize the initiative and adopt unorthodox or imaginative courses of 

action as the opportunity arises”.
490

  As in the armed forces, PMCs achieve success in 

their operations as they regard most appropriate. This highlights what King
491

 

correctly point out this this de-centralisation of authority has been accompanied by 

increasing autonomy and creativity at the tactical level not dissimilar to the business 

sector. 
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In addition to borrowing organisational methods from business corporations within 

the business sphere, PMCs have been experiencing a growing convergence of de-

institutionalising military occupations.  In other words, from an institution that is 

legitimated in terms of values and norms to an occupation that is legitimated in terms 

of the marketplace, in which remuneration is determined by supply and demand, and 

PMC personnel are motivated by self-interest rather than the organisational interest.  

Personnel for PMC military operations, then, are purchased rather than politically 

motivated, in the same way that labour is hired through the market.  Another 

important driving force behind the de-institutionalising of military occupations is the 

“second-career” transition for former military personnel employed into PMCs.  In this 

sense, a market army may mean that future conflicts will be conducted by a network 

military composed of PMCs and traditional nation-state defence forces
492

.  Where the 

mass armed forces of the 20
th

 century had to support themselves through their own 

system of supply and services, it is more efficient of today’s post-Fordist military to 

devolve non-critical military functions to PMCs who can deliver according to just-in-

time needs
493

.  PMCs understand that conflicts are now taking place on a dispersed 

non-lineal battlespace rather than the traditional linear approach that sought to 

overcome the enemy by mass. 

 

PMC Industry 

The post-Fordist dynamic of organisational change within the armed forces can be 

related to the PMC industry. The overall PMC industry is quite dynamic and 

extremely fluid.  In other words, the PMC industry is very post-Fordist.  The PMC 
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industry is one of those industries whose behaviour is dictated not so much by the rule 

of law, but by economics.  As late as the early 1990s, no truly global PMC industry 

existed, yet this seems to be the direction that much of the PMC market is moving 

towards.  Initially being made up of a relatively small number of PMCs offering 

limited military services such as combat operations, the PMC industry is expanding 

rapidly to offer a vast array and range of sophisticated military services.  In fact, one 

could employ various PMCs offering specialised military services to create one’s own 

private army.  The overall number of PMCs operating throughout the world is thought 

to be in the hundreds and their capitalisation is growing. During the 1990s for 

instance, the share prices of PMCs that were or are publicly listed on the stock 

exchange around the globe grew at twice the rate of the Dow Jones Industrial 

Average.
494

  In the US for instance, Wall Street noticed an increasing business activity 

of PMCs.
495

  In 2002, Amor Holdings traded at 31 times its 2002 projected value.
496

 

 

For over a decade, particularly since the 2003 Iraq war, the expansion of the PMC 

industry has been a-cyclical, with revenue patterns continually moving upwards.  The 

economic and political crises, particularly in the Third World are fuelling PMC 

demand.  Because the PMC industry is still in its infancy, the industry is yet to 

experience the typical maturity plateaus or overall recessionary declines that occur in 

other industries.  Due to the secretive nature of PMCs, best estimates this thesis has 

calculated suggests that combined annual revenues within the PMC industry could be 

as much as US$202 billion.  According to Vines, the combined US and international 

PMC market had estimated revenues of US$56.6 billion in 1999 and was growing at a 

compound rate of 7% per annum to a projection rate of approximately US145.9 
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billion as of 2012 without factoring in the 2003 Iraq.
497

 The 2003 Iraq War has been 

the watershed for the PMC industry in terms of revenue, growth, importance, political 

power, and the sheer numbers of military personnel and new companies wishing to 

enter the PMC industry.  This dramatic growth of the PMC industry is also a result of 

the “gold rush” effect where many PMCs have specifically formed just to enter the 

lucrative PMC market in Iraq or any other conflict that opportunists may see as a 

profitable investment.
498

  

 

The creation of the PMC industry entered the private military market only recently, 

but the PMC’s entrance has already created a host of new opportunities and 

challenges.  States, international institutions, non-state actors, NGOs, corporations, 

and even individuals can now lease military services and capabilities from the global 

PMC industry.  Due to very minimal regulations, transparency, and accountability, 

barriers to enter the PMC Industry are very low, fuelling rapid growth.  But equally, 

there is also a rapid demise for numerous PMCs failing to access a very lucrative 

market amidst intense competition for government contracts. 

 

Like any burgeoning industry, the increase in PMC activity can be traced to supply 

and demand.   On the supply side, the end of the Cold War and regional political 

changes such as the fall of South Africa’s apartheid regime resulted in massive 

military downsizing around the globe.
499

  The Cold War spawned half a century of 

unprecedented military expansion, while South Africa relied on a sophisticated 

military to enforce its regional and domestic policies.  On the demand side, PMC 

supply created its own demand, as recently demilitarized states needed newly-formed 
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PMCs to fulfil tasks that were once performed by the previous expansive militaries.  

Additionally, emerging states, weak or failed states in the Third World, international 

nongovernmental organisations, and insurgencies all took advantage of PMCs.  As a 

result, PMCs emerged ready and equipped to address the post-Cold War challenges.
500

 

Table five below highlights the supply and demand factors leading to the dramatic 

growth of PMCs.  

Table Five: Supply and Demand Mechanisms of the PMC Industry Worldwide 
Demand 

- Increased non-state action; 

- Increased global conflicts – more nation states with shifting borders; 

- Increased demand from individuals, corporations, states, and international organisations for 

military services; 

- Increased MNC investments that demand military services; 

- Increased number of Third World states unable to guarantee the defence of the country; 

- Increased number if Third World states that lack resources, skilled personnel, weapons, and 

political power to manage a well-trained, professional standing army; 

- Decline of regional organisations, international bodies, and powerful states intervening to end 

inter and intra-state conflicts in the Third World; 

- Decline of foreign support for Third World countries; 

- Rise of non-state violence and organisations; 

- Increased demand for well-trained personnel willing to engage in high risk military activities 

Supply 

- Military demobilisation leaving a large supply of well-trained military professionals looking 

for work; 

- Decreased inter-state wars between developed countries; 

- Decreased supply of military enlistees and recruits; 

- Increased supply of publicly accessible weaponry, aircraft, and militart equipment (equipment 

from former Soviet areas and Cold War supply chains); 

- Increased supply of weaponry and other equipment available at low cost; 

- Increased supply of “Virtual Companies” and PMCs which can operate with relatively low 

overhead costs; 

- Increased supply of former, well-trained military personnel seeking occupational stability, 

corporate rewards (stock options), high pay, and adventure 

 

Other 

- Increased privatisation in all aspects of government; 

- Ideology favouring competitive private markets over government intervention; 

- Overarching changes in global markets for private military industry; 

- Public distaste for international military activities, nation-building, and expansion of US 

activities abroad (post-Vietnam isolationism) 

Source: Feeney 2008:6.  

 

Nonetheless, PMCs do have their competitors, the most obvious being states.  In the 

1990s, for instance, the Kinshasa government of the Democratic Republic of Congo 
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was effectively hiring military expertise from Zimbabwe in a manner not dissimilar to 

employing PMCs.  Furthermore, the US also has extensive programs for training 

foreign armed forces.   Armed forces sometimes work for MNCs.  For instance, 

British Petroleum employed battalions of Colombian troops to guard their oil 

operations within the country
501

.   In addition, military services at the sub-state level, 

particularly in the form of communal self-defence units or vigilantes, also form part of 

the market in which PMCs operate.  These sub-state self-defence units such as militias 

are a vital element in the privatisation of military services for Third World countries.  

Such militaries are cheap to hire, and they are home grown responses to insecurity.  

These groups emerge as a result of “top-down” demands – elites attempting to protect 

themselves.
502

  They can also develop into a “bottom-up” desire on the part of the 

local population to defend itself from the government.
503

  Regardless of their 

competitors, PMCs have become the prime source of military contracting.  MNCs 

with investments in the Third World, for instance, are most anxious to use PMCs to 

help influence the course of conflicts because their business ultimately suffers from 

the conflict such as loss of income, staff, assets, and also loss of destroyed capital and 

production.  

 

Despite their growth, PMCs are still relatively small in terms of international politics, 

military personnel, weapons, military hardware, funds, capitalisation, and still tend to 

operate in finite geographical regions.  A PMC could not just simply wage a war 

indefinitely.  Nonetheless, as PMCs that become successful establish themselves 

economically and militarily, have a tendency to eventually develop into well-

structured companies in order to operate in various theatres of military operations in 
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numerous geographical locations at once.  In doing so, the PMC is able to provide 

military capabilities and arms deals, manoeuvring substantial amounts of money, 

power, and weapons.
504

  PMCs are capable of re-grouping and forming subsidiaries to 

operate away from public and government scrutiny.  The presence of ancillary 

companies in terms of PMCs might seem harmless enough, but establishing 

subsidiary companies in places with rich mineral resources such as diamond or oil 

fields often gives the PMC a strong, even dominant foothold in the economy of the 

state.  The concern here would then be those PMCs that may in fact act solely for the 

benefit of those MNCs by defending only their assets and property, resulting in the 

creation of a semi-sovereign entity to which the contracting government is beholden.  

The linking up of interests is likely to create powerful structures which will favour the 

reliance on PMCs.
505

 

 

PMCs can either partner up with equals or are acquire smaller PMCs with niche 

markets and technological specialisations to compete within the PMC industry.  

Broader-based PMCs can easily offer a wider range of military services that are seen 

as necessary for complex military operations.  Being broader-based and diversified 

allows larger PMCs to increase their market share much to the detriment of smaller 

specialised PMCs
506

.  This is because larger diversified PMCs can operate various 

military services and operations at once. Instead of organising themselves 

clandestinely, PMCs are operating out of office suites with flash addresses, have 

public affairs staff and web sites, and offer marketing brochures and literature to 

prospective clients.  PMCs operate like any other company in most respects.  PMCs 

negotiate contacts with their clients (usually governments) and cultivate a corporate 
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like structure for efficiency and cost-effectiveness.  Generally, PMCs financial reward 

comes from ensuring an efficient operation on behalf of their clients.  By cultivating a 

corporate structure and being efficient in terms of military operations, PMCs are very 

attractive to future clients that will bolster the PMC’s long term profitability.
507

   

 

Changes in organisational forms and structures in production have seen bankruptcies, 

plant closures, deindustrialisation, and restructuring to some of the western world’s 

most powerful corporations.  This organisational form and managerial techniques 

appropriate to high-volume, standardised mass production is not always easy to 

convert to flexible post-Fordist systems of production with their emphasis on problem 

solving, rapid and highly specialised responses, and adaptability of skills to special 

purposes.
508

 In the post-Fordist era, many of the new businesses such as PMCs have 

inserted themselves into what Harvey
509

 calls “…a matrix of sub-contracting [skills] 

tasks or consultancy”.  In other words, economies of scope have beaten out economies 

of scale.  In many instances, competitive pressures and the struggle for labour control 

have led to entirely new industrial forms with a whole network of sub-contracting and 

outsourcing to give greater flexibility in the face of heightened competition.
510

  Such 

flexible production systems have depended on acceleration in the face of production 

innovation together with highly specialised and small scale market niches.  Unlike 

most MNCs, PMCs have no plant or infrastructure to tie them to a particular place.  

Rather, PMCs have far greater flexibility and can move at will.  One of the major 

goals of PMCs is to orchestrate as quickly and cheaply as possible a successful 

operation on behalf of their clients while returning a profit.   
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PMCs often work as force multipliers, dramatically enhancing the effectiveness of 

their clients existing militaries.  PMCs would usually contract small numbers of 

highly skilled military personnel – trainers, pilots, technicians, doctors, soldiers – and 

use these personnel to make low skilled and undisciplined armies into something 

more effective than once was the case.  PMCs will find ways that are cost-effective to 

overcome the constraints unique to PMCs by making use of available and affordable 

resources.
511

  Knowing where and when to focus these resources from PMCs requires 

accurate and timely tactical intelligence.  For PMCs then, time is money where those 

costs of personnel and equipment will continue to mount as long as the operation 

continues.
512

  PMCs in their most basic form are managed by a board of directors who 

would all generally have some form of military background, and have a small 

permanent staff in relation to the size of the PMC.  Such PMCs are in general 

privately owned; however, some PMCs have appeared on various stock exchanges 

around the globe, or as subsidiaries of large publicly traded companies.  PMCs can 

and do work outside the control of their home state, and as non-state actors, in ways 

that a national armed force would rarely do.  Because PMCs work internationally for a 

variety of state and non-state actors on their own initiative, it is not surprising that 

PMCs push for shifts in political military priorities both in the places where these 

companies work and in their home state in relation to those places.  Like other 

companies, PMCs use euphemistic and self-congratulatory language to describe their 

operations. 
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The business style of PMCs and their increasingly permanent and corporate nature 

may also increase the military professionalism of mercenaries.  Mercenary groups 

during the Cold War were invariably hastily created ad hoc collections of soldiers 

who despite their trained professionalism cared very little about how others perceived 

their capabilities and images.
513

  Rather than being ragtag bands of mercenaries, 

paramilitary forces, or individuals recruited for clandestine operations, PMCs care a 

lot more about their image and capabilities and see the need to be increasingly 

corporate.  Unprofessional military activity would undermine the business prospects 

of PMCs that would prompt negative attention damaging future possible contracts 

such as when Blackwater USA during the 2003 Iraq War was ejected from the 

country.
514

  However, some so-called PMCs are little more than individual 

mercenaries operating and existing only for short periods of time, simply shutting 

down when the contract expires.  Some examples of so-called pseudo PMCs would be 

Stabilco, Secrets, Security Advisory Services Limited, and Special Projects Services 

Limited. 

 

Some PMCs have evolved from MNCs that have found the PMC industry a lucrative 

market, while other PMCs have grown by acquiring or merging with other PMCs.  In 

1997 UK based PMC Defence Services Limited (DSL) merged with US based PMC 

Amor Holdings.  Northrop Grunnman purchased TRW, the parent company of 

Vinnell Corporation in 2003 for US$3.55 billion.
515

  IT System Communication 

companies and defence procurement corporations have also expanded into the PMC 

market.  One such IT System company is the US based L-3 Communications.  L-3 
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was established in 1997 with the aim of becoming a mezzanine company in defence 

electronics and communications.  Today, however, L-3 comprises over 60 diversified 

companies, one of which is MPRI, purchased in 2000 for US$40 million
516

.  Even 

though MPRI have retained its corporate identity and independence, MPRI is wholly 

owned by L-3
517

.  In 2003, Computer Sciences Corporation (CSC) acquired DynCorp.  

By 2004, CSC announced the dis-investiture of DynCorp and sold the PMC off to 

VERITAS Capital, a private equity investment firm.
518

  Also in 2003, Aegis merged 

with the PMC Rubicon International.  In 2005, L-3 then announced the acquisition of 

Titan Corporation, a PMC that was and still is operating in Iraq.  These examples 

illustrate how the PMC industry is very fluid in which mergers, acquisitions, buy outs, 

and closures, can enable PMCs to shift their capabilities across different actors and 

sectors.
519

 

 

PMCs can hail from South Africa, the UK, US, and occasionally from France and 

Israel.
520

  On the whole, most British PMCs are smaller and less diversified than their 

US counterparts and have tended to concentrate on protecting commercial interests 

such as extraction companies investing in the Third World.
521

  PMCs are not a very 

capital-intensive sector, particularly when compared to traditional industries as 

manufacturing or resource extraction.  Nor do PMCs require the heavy investment 

needed to maintain permanent military structure.  Whereas state national armed forces 

require substantial budget outlays, PMCs only need a modicum of financial and 

intellectual overheads.  Furthermore, all the necessary tools (hardware, weapons, and 
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personnel) are readily available on the private military market often at bargain 

basement prices.   

 

Most PMCs operate as “virtual companies” with the ability to re-form themselves into 

new PMCs as a regular occurrence.  Turnover time – one of the keys to capitalists’ 

profitability – stood to be reduced by deploying new post-Fordist technologies in 

production (such as just-in-time inventory flow systems, which cut down the stocks 

required to keep production flow going).  But accelerating turnover in production 

needs a reduction in turnover time in consumption.  The half-life of a typical Fordist 

product was for instance five to seven years, but within the flexible accumulation 

production process, the half-life of a typical post-Fordist product is half that in certain 

sectors such as textiles and clothing industries.
522

  Within “thought-ware industries” 

such as video games, computer software programs, the half-life is down to less than 

eighteen months.
523

  This virtual nature of the structure of PMCs also provides the 

potential for a short but profitable organisational half-life.  PMCs can rapidly dissolve 

and re-create themselves whenever the need arises.  Because of their virtual existence, 

PMCs can also incorporate in offshore tax and secrecy havens making themselves 

easy to relocate to other countries, making the task of locating each PMC in a 

particular country nearly impossible.
524

  It is easy for PMCs to close one day and to 

start over again the next day.  PMCs, therefore, have given much greater attention to 

quickly changing demands, responses, and needs.  

 

Similar to e-commerce or temp-worker firms that save costs by limiting their 

expenditure on fixed assets, PMCs do not maintain large numbers of permanent 
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employees - in military parlance standing forces.  Rather, PMCs use data bases of 

qualified personnel and subcontractors with specialised military skills.  A PMC’s 

most prized asset is its lists of names of military personnel ready for employment, and 

their network of current and potential clients.  Once a contract is signed, the PMC 

then brings in suitable skilled employees on a case-by-case basis.  Furthermore, any 

military hardware needed for its contracts is not held in stock but rather is purchased 

or leased rapidly from the international arms market, also on a case-by-case basis.  In 

most cases, PMCs will not use the equipment from their clients which could be out-

dated, inadequate, or even damaged beyond repair.  Rather, PMCs will bring in their 

own military hardware regardless of the transportation costs, and the remoteness of 

the operation.  The relatively high variable costs of transportation are more than 

compensated for by lowered fixed costs.  In addition, an added consequence of these 

lowered fixed costs is that they allow for multiple global locations.  Although it might 

be advantageous to base the PMC in areas rich in potential recruiting of personnel or 

clients, this is not a necessity.  In a lightly regulated electronic world, military 

personnel can be employed and recruited from anywhere, and at any time 

electronically all over the globe.  These personnel labour contracts within the PMC 

industry can range from under US$1 million to US$300 million or more.  Moreover, 

business contracts within the PMC industry often include hidden bonuses, side deals, 

spin-off earnings, and secondary contracts that can multiply formal contract figures by 

four or five times.
525

  

 

Many PMCs contend that their companies do not, as a rule, work against the interests 

of their home states.  In doing so, PMCs try to emphasise some sort of patriotism and 
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expertise, attempting to position themselves as a sort of corporate battalion staffed by 

ex-military personnel who claim they are still eager to serve their country.  However, 

the structure of most PMCs is transnational in nature where these PMCs can be above 

and beyond any one state’s direct control, influence or monitoring.  If a PMC decides 

to place its headquarters in a particular place, the PMC has probably already 

calculated that it is not going to have difficult regulatory problems with that particular 

government or country.  Moreover, its revenue earnings may easily be transferred 

back to those tax and secrecy havens where no prosecution will be able expropriate its 

assets.
526

 

 

PMCs do not rely on informal networking alone. The once arch enemies during the 

Cold War have merged smoothly within the PMC industry where former British, US, 

and Russian old-boy networks now work with each other, not against one another as 

once was the case.  Political connections are important to PMCs when attempting to 

obtain contracts.  PMCs based in the US such as MPRI have senior directors and 

advisors with high-levels of experience of influence with either current or former 

governments, particularly in the US and UK.  Because PMCs are private companies, 

this alters their relationship towards politics and to the formation of political priorities 

as compared to national defence forces.  Almost all PMC contracts are kept secret.  

PMCs have confidentiality clauses written into their contracts with both clients and 

their employees.  This is because such contracts are lucrative not only because of the 

high price tags attached, but also because they can provide access to other profitable 
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operations.  As a result, this makes it even more difficult to ascertain just how many 

military operations PMCs have undertaken. 
527

  

 

Just like other private entities, PMCs will focus on political lobbying and 

advertisement as a normal and accepted business strategy and will prioritise their 

views with administrations, policymakers, and the public at large
528

. This is 

particularly so in the US.  PMCs, without invitation, will seek to influence the politics 

of warfare, as their business depends on what happens to political priorities.  

Therefore, PMCs have to be manipulators of opinions, where one of their key abilities 

is to convince prospective clients, so that governments view war in a different manner 

towards a private/civil military relationship.
529

  The need to shape broad political 

views concerning military outsourcing helps to explain the close links between 

political establishments and PMCs.
530

 

 

PMCs, particularly in the US, have personnel in Washington lobbying the US 

government to help keep contracts flowing into those PMCs.  PMCs also pour money 

into political re-election campaigns of candidates who oversee their business and 

PMC industry.  For instance, DynCorp invested more than US$12.4 million in 

presidential and congressional campaigns during 1999-2003
531

.  DynCorp received 

about 96% of its US$2 billion in revenues from the US government.  Titan also spent 

US$2.16 million from 1998-2004 on lobbying.  The lobbying of PMCs gives these 

companies an unusual degree of influence, even by Washington standards.  PMCs 

such as MPRI have very high level of retired military officers who really know how to 
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make an argument that is consistent with foreign policy.  Someone working at a PMC 

such as MPRI might open his contact list at the US Department of Defence and say 

“oh so and so is still working there, I served with him” and make the telephone call.  

Therefore, lobbying is also based on contacts and comradeship.  MPRI’s parent 

company L-3 Communications had lobbyists to help MPRI win a US$1.7 billion 

contract in 2002.  In 2001, US based PMCs spent US$32 million on lobbying, and 

US$42 million in political campaign donations.  While no authoritive figures are 

available, since 1994, the US DoD alone is estimated to have entered into more than 

3200 contracts PMCs valued at more than US$300 billion.  Some 2700 of these 

contracts were held by just two PMCs: Kellogg, Brown & Root, a subsidiary of 

Halliburton, and Booz Allen Hamilton - primarily for logistical and “non-tooth” 

military services.  Yet, even people from within the political establishment also figure 

prominently on the boards of PMCs, such as Dick Cheney, former Vice President 

under the Bush Administration, being on the board to Halliburton which won 

extensive contracts for the re-building projects in Iraq, and owns the PMC Kellogg, 

Brown & Root.  While most corporations such as Halliburton that have expanded into 

the PMC industry may not be PMCs per se, their PMC subsidiary still gives these 

corporations a PMC aspect.  

 

Another point that PMCs make is that their companies can do tasks many 

governments approve of but hesitate to attempt to do themselves because of financial 

or political costs.
532

  PMCs also argue that their companies handpick from a 

particularly large pool of highly trained former Cold War military personnel, a 

particularly large pool since post-Cold War demobilisations. Therefore, PMCs argue 
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that they cost less than government forces because PMCs only work under a contract, 

and do not maintain standing military personnel.  Furthermore, PMCs lease rather 

than own their own military hardware.
533

  Cost comparisons between the UN failed 

peacekeeping operations in Angola and EO’s successful operations in Angola indicate 

that the use of PMCs was a rewarding investment for the Angolan government. EO 

fulfilled its contract obligation for US$60 million while the UN operation cost well 

over US$1 million per day for two years.
534

  PMCs are already providing extensive 

support to intergovernmental organisations such as the UN, NATO, and the EU, as 

well as NGOs, international humanitarian organisations, and MNCs.  The use of 

PMCs is promoted as a cost saving measure, yet it is not clear that outsourcing 

military services always saves money.  The calculated cost of outsourcing military 

services rarely takes into account that government people are still hired to oversee 

PMC contracts.  PMCs claim that they are ultimately cheaper because PMCs allow 

the military of any given state to avoid the expense of recruiting, training, and 

deploying personnel.  However, most personnel working for PMCs have already been 

recruited, trained, and deployed by their government’s armed forces at some point in 

their careers.
535

  Therefore, whatever costs there are associated with training military 

personnel will be shifted to the public sector while at the same time the profits go to 

the PMCs.  

 

PMCs generally present their advantages on three pillars.  The first pillar supporting 

the case that PMCs would be helpful in restoring peace and security, particularly in 

the Third World, is that PMCs make it possible to break vicious circles of violence.  

PMCs could do this by working as force multipliers for national armed forces or by 
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providing military personnel for outside intervention
536

.  Being deployed as force 

multipliers, governments can use PMCs to tip the balance of political and military 

power in their favour within the armed conflict.  PMCs could also “multiply” local 

military forces quite literally by operating within the national armed forces, by 

training military personnel or taking over the logistics.
537

  This point is often argued 

with reference to the Rwandan genocide.  The failures of Rwanda are significant 

because this case epitomises situations where PMCs could have been used to break 

the cycle of violence
538

.  In such a situation, PMCs could be used to enhance the 

military capabilities and make up for the lack of willing qualified military personnel. 

 

The second pillar supporting the idea that PMCs could be used to enhance the public 

military is that PMCs are respectable.  If this were not the case, encouraging their 

development and relying on PMCs would be foolish.  Therefore, PMCs do not behave 

like Machiavelli’s “whores of war”, nor are PMCs similar to the traditional 

mercenary.  However, having a corporate structure is no guarantee of respectable 

behaviour, as underlined by the Enron, WorldCom and Parmalat scandals.
539

  PMCs 

make the point that they can bring stability to conflicts, particularly within the Third 

World.  Stabilising conflict ridden Third World states is important for the 

international community and the provision of military services and operations is a 

prerequisite for this stabilisation.  Despite the prevailing moral issues about PMCs, 

the record of some PMCs for resolving conflicts and establishing peace within those 

conflicts should not be ignored by world politics.  In some instances, PMCs are better 
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placed for rapid deployment and may be able to provide military training and 

resources more efficiently and effectively than states are able to do.  Furthermore, 

PMCs can be deployed faster than most multi-national forces
540

.  In this sense, PMCs 

have the potential to make a legitimate and valuable contribution to the international 

community.  One of their advantages is the ability to be flexible, including their 

ability to deploy on short notice under existing contracts, and their capacity to hire 

military personnel with specific expertise and skills in response to the client’s needs.  

In addition, PMCs bring with them a high level of experience, as most PMC personnel 

have trained in the armed forces at some point during their careers. Finally, PMCs 

offer reliability and continuity as their personnel are not subject to rotation or 

redeployment to other military operations.
541

 

 

The third pillar upholding the claim that PMCs help sustain the public military forces 

is the patent inefficiency of many Third World national military forces.  The argument 

is that when discussing the use of PMCs, it is very important to compare them with 

the most likely alternative: that is, the development of local military forces.  In this 

light, PMCs would stand out as far more professional and efficient entities, even 

contributing to improving those Third World armed forces.  The lack of 

professionalism of most Third World national militaries is a recurrent preoccupation 

of PMC advocates.  Anna Leander, for instance, ranks this lack of military 

professionalism as one of the main problem in Third World politics.  Even the more 

strong or cohesive Third World armed forces such as the South African Defence 

Force are viewed as having lacked proper military training, equipment, and 
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resources.
542

  Against this backdrop, it is not surprising that PMCs can be presented as 

an attractive and efficient alternative.  The undeniably poor record of many Third 

World national armed forces would most certainly sharpen the image of PMC 

professionalism.
543

  PMCs, therefore, are presented as a remedy for  many Third 

World countries.  This remedy is not hypothetical.  MPRI ran the African Crisis 

Response Initiative (ACRI), and Kellogg, Brown & Root trained the Rwandan Army 

at the end of hostilities.
544

 

 

However, there are major problems arising with the use of PMCs augmenting the 

military capability of one side in a conflict.  Firstly, the availability of PMC assistance 

means that the use of force continues to be prioritised as a decisive means of bringing 

the conflict to an end as opposed to the less bloody forms of conflict resolution.  

Secondly, the victories from PMCs will only be temporary as the company is not a 

permanent part of the military structure.  It is in the interests of the PMCs that the 

world remains in a perpetual state of instability, and PMC solutions are often short-

sighted.   PMCs only provide short-term solutions, and their loyalty will only last as 

long as the contract.  As business units, PMCs have to act as rational actors focusing 

on profits rather than being concerned about moral issues, political opinion, or 

humanitarian issues – it is nothing but (not least little more than) profits that 

ultimately drives PMCs.  This ultimately means that weak states in the Third World 

either come to rely on PMCs in the long term or that the situation will degenerate into 

a conflict again as soon as the PMC’s contract has ended.  If national governments 

want to have any role at all in guaranteeing the country’s military future, they must 

recruit and maintain their own armed military force.  To delegate this role to the 
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private sector is to abdicate an essential responsibility of government, raising 

immense questions of sovereignty.  

 

Those advantages offered by PMCs in terms of deploy-ability, efficiency, and 

effectiveness have less to do with the flexibility of a PMC and more to do with 

government pressures to outsource military services to commercial providers
545

.  As 

PMCs become increasingly popular, so too does the danger of their clients becoming 

too dependent on their military services.  Reliance on such firms means that an 

integral part of one’s strategic success is vulnerable to changes in PMC market costs 

and incentives.  There is also the fear that PMCs could abandon their contract if the 

state is unable to meet its contractual obligations.  EO for instance threatened the 

Sierra Leone government with withdrawal of military personnel if payments were not 

met. This dependence can result in two potential risks. One, the PMC might leave its 

contracted client in a much weakened position, or two, the PMC might gain 

dominance over the client
546

.  PMCs only articulate stability in terms of shoring up the 

existing power distribution and not the transformation of power for the good of all
547

. 

 

PMCs base their comparative advantage and greater efficiency on the fact that PMCs 

are very lightly regulated or not as bound as national defence forces to any form of 

law, including international law.  The pull between economic incentives and political 

objectives has created a variety of intriguing dilemmas for the PMC industry.  

Furthermore, those PMCs that do not engage in direct combat operations could be 

persuaded by economic pressures to adapt by taking up violence.
548

  At issue are the 
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divided loyalties and different goals between the PMC and the client.  There are clear 

tensions existing between a PMC’s client’s military objective and a PMC’s desire to 

maximise profit.  A PMC may claim that it will only act in the client’s best interest, 

but this may not always be the case.  This is because PMCs becomes the principal 

agent enacting decisions that are critical to the client’s military objective, therefore 

shifting the focus of authority away from the client to the PMC.
549

   

 

Arguably one of the biggest problems concerning PMCs is that these companies, with 

particular reference to the Third World, could gain some form of quasi-sovereign 

control over the state
550

.  While it seems unlikely that a PMC would ever swap sides 

in order to gain maximum profits, it should be pointed out that with the skillsets, 

military personnel and knowledge about warfare, some Third World states would still 

be vulnerable to a “rogue” or so-called PMCs willing to swap sides.  Nonetheless, 

PMCs that were once willing to participate in active combat operations have gradually 

minimised these types of combat operations.  Nowhere is this more evident than in 

Iraq where most PMCs are trying to limit their military operations to the provisions of 

military security detail and training services.  Yet in doing so, this allows PMCs to 

neatly sidestep around the moral issues that make their existence so reprehensible to 

some. 

 

 

Conclusion 
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I have argued that there has been a sea-change in the surface appearance of the 

military since 1973, even though the underlying logic of the military remains the 

same.  We need to consider, however, whether these shifts in organisational forms 

within the military in relation to PMCs highlight the beginning of a new regime of 

military consumption for the next generation, or whether the organisational change 

and the rise of PMCs is a series of temporary fixes, constituting a transitional moment 

for the military in 21
st
 century capitalism.  Nevertheless, many such as Harvey

551
 

shares the view that we are at some kind of post-Fordist “second industrial” divide 

and that new forms of labour organisation and new locational principles are 

transforming the military in the face of 21
st
 century capitalism.  
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Introduction 

 

This chapter will analyse how PMCs are related to the post-Fordist outsourcing of 

military functions and services, and with perceptible shifts towards greater laissez-

faire markets that are connected to post-Fordism.  In doing so, this chapter will relate 

the outsourcing of military services with changing modes of production since the 

1970s, particularly since the end of the Cold War.  Given that war-fighting or the 

monopoly on the legitimate use of force became the dominant foundation of the state 

since the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia, the gradual transfer of military services such as 

armed force, military security, military training or logistics towards private military 

actors such as PMCs has launched a debate on the usefulness and involvement of 

these companies in the provisions of military services.  The overarching aim of this 

chapter, then, is to investigate how PMCs, as embodied by the four different types 

explained in earlier in the thesis, are challenging the notion of the Weberian state and 

the monopoly on the use of legitimate force.  In other words, does the outsourcing of 

military services greatly undermine the very foundation – the monopoly on the use of 

legitimate force - upon which state authority rests?     

 

This chapter will highlight that empowering these PMCs to perform various military 

services compromises state power, sovereignty, and the monopoly over the use of 

legitimate force to some degree.  To what degree sovereignty and the monopoly over 

the use of legitimate force are diminished is the main focus of this chapter.  With this 

in mind, this chapter will argue that from the point of view of the state, PMCs are 

dangerous for one fundamental reason: PMCs generate and acquire military and 

political power that does not reside within the confines of a state apparatus, therefore 

altering the state’s monopoly on the legitimate use of armed force.  By empowering 
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PMCs to perform military services, this re-commodifies the monopoly on the use of 

legitimate force, removing it as a public good and structurally altering it away from 

the public domain. While many political and military factors have converged to 

enable and validate military outsourcing, an unprecedented element in this shift is the 

fact that private military work has become organised into corporations from a post-

Fordist perspective.  Looking at the use of private military actors throughout history, 

Singer
552

 argues that “the essential difference” that has allowed private military 

services to become re-legitimised in the context of post-Fordism “is the 

corporatisation “of military services and structured as firms and operate/s as 

businesses first and foremost”. 

 

The confusion and controversy surrounding the role of PMCs such as Aegis, 

ArmorGroup, Blackwater USA, Beni Tal, EO, Sandline International, MPRI, Triple 

Canopy, or DynCorp have elevated, widened, and furthered the debate concerning the 

relationship between PMCs, the state, the monopoly on the legitimate use of force, 

and their military operations.  It is possible to find arguments in much of the PMC 

literature for and against PMCs in relation to the nation-state and the legitimate use of 

force, though it must be said that there is far less of the former than the latter.  Beset 

by a plethora of threats, processes, and various different actors now entering the 

international system in the post-Fordist era, the state has found itself increasingly 

incapable of monopolising the use of armed force.  At the same time, the state has 

surrendered parts of its role as the sole provider and guarantor of supplying militarily 

services.  While the state has always made use of private military actors at some point 

within conflicts, that having served a purpose, dissipated as promptly as they were 

                                                 
552

 Singer 2003, p.40  



 

177 

 

employed, ensuring that those private military actors were not a threat to the political 

power of the state.  PMCs, on the other hand, embody an industry operating openly on 

a global market and organised along corporate lines that shows signs of permanence 

and significance.  Given that most definitions of the state centre on the monopoly on 

the use of legitimate force, it is not surprising that the use of PMCs will be interpreted 

as a loss, or threat to state political power.553  Therefore, it is important to explore how 

PMCs affect the state in terms of sovereignty, and the use on the monopoly of 

legitimate force.  This is important – not least because the state is still the most basic 

unit of analysis in international politics.554   

 

Although neo-liberalism is not the same as post-Fordism, neo-liberalism did move 

and develop as a theory alongside post-Fordism.  The fundamental logic of neo-

liberalism (both as a theory and as a historical process) is summarised by Keohane 

who made the point that in order for states to cooperate, they must overcome a range 

of collective-action problems, many of which are rooted in transaction costs.
555

 No 

external enforcement exists in the international system, so any agreement must be 

self-enforcing.  Neo-liberalism relies on the assumption of rationality. That is, that 

states calculates the costs and benefits of different courses of actions and chooses the 

course of action that gives them the highest net pay-off.
556

 For instance, rational 

decision making can encompass different preferences: some states might put great 

weight on economic benefits, while other states are driven more by security concerns. 

This allows states to put different weights on immediate and long-term pay-offs 

depending on the circumstances.  

                                                 
553

 Abrahamsen and Williams 2007, p.237  
554

 Small 2006, p.5  
555

 Keohane’s book After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World of Political Economy is 

the classic statement of the neo-liberal approach. Keohane 1984 
556

 Martin 2007, p.112 



 

178 

 

 

Outsourcing 

If our present doctrine of political economy be just, let us trust them to 

the utmost […] Let us take the war business out of the government’s 

hands and test therein the principles of supply and demand. Let our future 

sieges of Sebastopol be by contract – no capture no pay. Let us sell the 

commands of our respective battles to the lowest bidder so that we may 

have cheap victories.
557 

 

In response to post-Fordist economic pressures since the 1970s, most western 

democracies have sought to outsource second-line military services such as 

maintenance, administration and logistics to the private sector.
558

  The success of the 

PMC industry through outsourcing strategies and privatisation of military services has 

given this post-Fordist market-based approach a stamp of legitimacy.  The growth of 

the outsourcing of military services has been touted as a testament to the superiority 

of the marketplace over government control, which has resulted in PMCs becoming a 

huge industry in its own right.  The shifting balance towards the marketplace over 

state power since the 1970s reflects opinions by neo-classical economists that the 

private sector is both more efficient and effective than the public sector, and that the 

armed forces are no different. 

 

Outsourcing the armed forces highlights the increasing reliance on PMCs to deliver 

military services.  Outsourcing has been understood as a process whereby private 

companies take over public functions and private-sector methods are introduced into 

the public sector.
559

  The post-Fordist military is an introduction of new market 

mechanisms, such as profit-motive and competition into the structure and organisation 
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of military institutions.  This outsourcing in a broad sense is understood as an 

indication of what Münkler has called a “de-statisation of war” where non-state actors 

play increasingly important roles.
560

  Within the post-Fordist military, the prevalence 

of the neo-classical agenda towards outsourcing strategies continues to be one of the 

crucial factors driving the growth of PMCs.  The ideology of the market and the 

notion that outsourcing is the most effective means of delivering military services has 

influenced the way governments are operating their armed forces. 

 

The drive to shift military services and activities away from the public/citizen arena 

and into the private realm is largely ideologically motivated from neo-classicalism.  

Neo-classical economists such as Milton Freedman long ago abandoned the idea that 

inviolable government boundaries demarcated the private from the public.
561

  For neo-

classicals, public services that include military services should be outsourced from the 

state and placed in private hands because neo-classicals argue that the market is more 

efficient than the state.
562

  The notion that government is fundamentally flawed, 

inefficient, and unproductive is part of this ideology.  Neo-classicalism only tends to 

assume what is positive about the profit motive, and views the spread of capitalism 

and globalisation as diminishing incentives for violent conflicts and the rise of civil 

society as an inevitable good.  However, a problem emerges for neo-classicalism with 

the emergence of PMCs as a new type of non-state military actor that relies purely on 

the existence of conflicts for profits, countering the neo-classical assumption that 

capitalism will diminish the incentive for conflicts.
563
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The rise of PMCs is also a product of the outsourcing of military functions that were 

previously regarded as the exclusive domain of the state.
564

   The state’s monopoly on 

the use of legitimate force represents one of Fordism’s final frontiers.  At one level, 

the outsourcing of military services may generate potential cost savings, but at another 

level, this outsourcing can lead to a loss of cohesion, commitment, and morale in the 

production and delivery of military services.
565

  One of the fundamental problems 

with the outsourcing of military services is that governments are becoming 

increasingly too reliant on PMCs within the theatre of conflict.  The PMC market 

offers a vast array of military options from logistics to full combat insertions for 

organisations, individuals, and ad hoc groups.  Using PMCs, diminishes the 

restrictions placed on non-state actors such as mining companies and allow such 

bodies to undertake military operations that they themselves would not have been able 

to perform. 

 

A war without any involvement of PMCs has reached such a level that it is considered 

to be out of the question for growing number of countries, the most prominent state 

being the US.  The PMC industry in the US has evolved from a cottage industry that 

was quite ad hoc in nature, and used by the US government very selectively to quite 

an active and influential auxiliary of the US defence forces.  This push to outsource 

military functions and services in the US gained significant momentum during the 

administration of former US President George Bush Senior.  After the 1991 Gulf War, 

the Pentagon (then headed by Dick Cheney) and President George Bush Senior paid a 

subsidiary of Halliburton originally known as Brown and Root
566

 US$9 million to 
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study how PMCs could provide support for US military personnel in combat zones.
567

  

The study from Brown and Root conveniently argued that PMCs could in fact provide 

military support for US forces.  Since the study by Brown and Root, PMCs now do an 

expansive array of military services from flying helicopter gunships to operating 

intelligence and communications systems within the US or abroad alongside US 

military personnel.  Furthermore, private defence contractors established in the US 

military-industrial complex such as Northrop Grunman, have changed business 

directions by forming or acquiring PMCs not only to maintain military hardware such 

as the US B-2 bombers, F-117 Stealth fighters, Apache gunships, the US 

Reconnaissance plane, and the KC-10 Re-fuelling tanker, but also to gain market 

share within the general PMC industry,
568

  The result is that US based PMCs are 

getting contracts for the maintenance of new advanced weapons whether they are the 

latest Stealth bomber or the Exocet missile.  For the US military, the hiring of PMCs 

is to support an ever changing and restructuring US armed forces.  

 

The US is not the only country to outsource its armed forces with PMCs.  Great 

Britain, too, has also contracted out its military functions such as aircraft support 

units, tank transport units, and aerial refuelling fleet, all of which played key roles in 

the 1999 Kosovo campaign.  This is not surprising, considering that Great Britain 

generally follows the US lead, and that this country was the home to the utilitarianism 

of Jeremy Bentham and J.S. Mill.
569

  Since the mid-1980s successive British 
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governments have steadily outsourced their military services to PMCs, embracing a 

market oriented approach to the military sector not dissimilar to the US military- 

industrial complex.  Not content with privatising the “tail” end of the military – the 

logistical support which sustains the defence force in the field – these successive 

British governments have begun to focus on the “teeth” of UK defence forces.
570

 

 

The military then becomes a service no longer exclusively provided by the state, but 

instead a commodity that is bought and sold in a market place where the state 

becomes one of the many potential providers and clients for military services.
571

  

When previously public goods and services become commodities that can be bought 

and sold in a competitive market place, the public and state institutions are also 

increasingly seen as consumers with the right to shop around for the cheapest service.  

This highlights that the PMC industry has also developed outside the control of any 

one particular state.  As a result, most governments from the First and Third World 

are now outsourcing their military responsibilities to the private sector at an 

increasing rate.  The outsourcing of military services, including the state’s capacity to 

militarily secure the state, means that almost any of these military resources (short of 

nuclear weapons) are now available on the open market within a PMC industry.  This 

outsourcing and market based approach towards the military services of the state can 

be seen as the ultimate representation of neo-classicalism and state minimalism.  The 

result may be a return to the dynamics of the 16th century Europe where wealth and 

military capability went hand in hand: Percunia nervus belli (Money nourishes 

war).
572
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PMCs and the Nation-Sate 

For nearly three centuries, the accepted international rationale has been that only the 

nation-state should be permitted to have the monopoly on the use of legitimate force.  

Not surprisingly, the rise and evolution of PMCs during the 1990s have given a view 

that military conflict is a legitimate and profitable business activity573.  PMCs are 

viewing inter-state and intra-state (civil wars) conflicts as a business opportunity and 

have taken advantage of the pervasive influence of economic liberalism in the late 

20
th

 century.  In doing so, PMCs have also been quick to adapt to the complex 

agendas of most wars throughout the world, particularly within the Third World.  As 

we have seen, the assumption that armed forces and the provision of military defence 

are primarily, if not exclusively, a state/public sector responsibility has been more the 

exception rather than the rule, until relatively recent historical times.  Nonetheless, 

Hans Morgenthau argued that there are inherent supra sectional loyalties which 

transcend particularistic interests of individuals and groups within societies, thus 

containing domestic conflict.574  The introduction of PMCs into conflicts, allows these 

actors, that do not have supra sectional loyalties, to interfere with the monopoly on the 

use of legitimate force.  

 

Some of the original debates concerning private military actors involved in wars can 

be traced as far back to Niccolo Machiavelli.  Machiavelli argued that the citizen 

owned a special and irreplaceable duty to the state.
575

  Machiavelli wrote that the 

republic (the state) is a common good where citizens direct all their actions towards 
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that good, and dedicate their lives to the republic.576   For Machiavelli, the state drew 

strength from the military service of its citizens, and not the hiring of private military 

actors that would only diminish the strength of the state.577  For Machiavelli, 

permanent national armies were an indispensable institution for the foundation of the 

state.  If the state keeps privatising its military forces, the state, then, is diminishing its 

own power.  Machiavelli pointed out that the state could not trust private military 

actors such as mercenaries because they will always aspire to their own greatness, 

either by oppressing the state, or oppressing others outside the state’s intentions578.  

This implication for permanent armed forces shows that there is a need for the 

separation of civilian and military, and public and private, which would make the 

society-wide “right to use armed force” a pubic decision and not a private commodity.  

This is an essential part of the modern state.  Thomas Hobbes
579

 and John Locke also 

systematically presented the basis of the need to delegate the use of armed force only 

to the state.  Ultimately, Machiavelli emphasised the necessity for the foundation of 

regular and permanent armed forces for the state.580 

 

Bringing the monopoly on the use of force under the control of the state was one of 

the major achievements of the last two centuries.581  For states hiring PMCs, their 

motivations vary depending on the desired outcome.  Some states may use PMCs as a 

means for downsizing their own armed forces, or may hire PMCs to rectify the 

shortfalls in military personnel, equipment, and military skills within their own armed 
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forces.  Other states may hire PMCs to strengthen their defence forces or shift the 

balance of power within a conflict, particularly in the Third World where procuring 

new weapons, recruiting soldiers, and training military personnel to an adequate 

standard are time-consuming and expensive.  Furthermore, those costs may also be an 

issue that work in the favour of PMCs, particularly within the Third World where the 

majority of those countries have been undermined, ill-equipped, and poorly trained.  

Third World governments that question the loyalty of their armed forces may also turn 

to PMCs in order to avoid granting the military any more political power and 

responsibility than is necessary.  The political calculus is clear.  If the armed forces 

are built up sufficiently to be effective, the armed forces may pose an alternative as a 

political threat to the present regime.582  However, the states very act of enabling 

PMCs to offer military services is also running counter to the frequent realist 

assumption that states seek to maximise their power through self-sufficiency in order 

to minimise their reliance on others, especially non-state actors.583 

 

Monopoly on the Legitimate Use of Violence 

With PMCs participating in more significant roles within the theatre of war, the 

question is raised as to what degree the state is losing its monopoly on the use of 

legitimate force.  The core organising principle and indeed the ultimate symbol of the 

state, became the capacity to administer, regulate, and control all instruments of the 

use of force.584 The state essentially provided an organising structure and principle 

departing from a previously chaotic conflict-ridden system.  Moreover, Weber 

observed that one can define the modern nation-state in terms of the specific means 
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peculiar to it - namely the monopoly over the use of legitimate force.   Weber did not 

see the state as an expression of the common good or as an institution which rose 

above the conflicting interests of civil society.585  Weber noted that the nation-state 

arose because it successfully upheld the claim to the monopoly over the use of 

legitimate force.  In other words, it was built on legal violence.  In modern parlance, 

all other groups in society, including private military actors, had to be de-

commissioned or disarmed or else be labelled as terrorists586.   

 

Max Weber sees that the monopoly over the legitimate use of force as one of the 

defining characteristics of the post-1648 European nation-state:587 

Violence is, of course, not the normal or the only means 

available to the state. That is understandable. But it is the 

means specific to the state. And the relationship of the state to 

violence is particularly close at the present time. In the past the 

use of physical violence by widely differing organisations – 

starting with the clan – was completely normal. Nowadays, in 

contrast, we must say that the state is the form of human 

community that (successfully) lays claim to the monopoly of 

legitimate physical violence within a particular territory.588   

 

Yet this relationship between the state and the monopoly on the use of legitimate 

force is neither inherent and nor has it always been a feature of international politics.  

As Mandel argues, the contemporary organisation on the state of the use of legitimate 

force is distinctly modern589.  As Jeffery Herbst notes, “…the private provision of 

violence was a routine aspect of international relations before the 20
th

 century.  Every 

empire from Ancient Egypt to Victorian England utilized some kind of private 
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military force”590.  Today, private military actors are regaining some of their historical 

importance. 

 

Yet, it is essential to emphasise that PMCs cannot be construed merely as a 

phenomenon that signals the breakdown of the state monopoly on the legitimate use 

of force.  Doing so would mean giving in to an oversimplified reading of Weber’s 

ideal type and an ahistorical and misleading representation of the state and non-state 

forms of force.  The idea and meaning of state “monopoly” is in itself problematic and 

historically contestable591.  Undoubtedly, the ability of states to amass and to place 

under their control the legitimate use of force as well as the de-legitimisation of 

different forms of non-state violence, have been central to the rise in the nation-state.  

However, few, if any states in history have been able to secure and maintain fully-

fledged monopolies of legitimate force, and the different forms of non-state violence 

have always been, to varying degrees, available and used in the international 

system592.  Therefore, what is also at issue here is not only the monopoly on the use of 

legitimate force, but also the meaning of monopoly itself. 

 

When analysing the monopoly on the legitimate use of force, Deborah Avant 

identified three dimensions assigned to the control of force.593  The three dimensions 

of control are: functional control which is about the capabilities and effectiveness of 

the armed forces to defend the state.  Functional control is linked to one of the central 

components of civil-military relations: in order to fight wars and to effectively ward 
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off attacks on the state, there is a need for military institution capable of doing so594.  

Hence functional control emphasises the ability of the polity to create a military 

institution capable of effectively providing defence for the state.595 

 

The second dimension is social control, which deals with the integration of the 

legitimate use of force with social norms and values such as democracy, international 

law and human rights.  According to Avant, social control means that the instruments 

and the monopoly on the legitimate use of force can be more or less consistent with 

values, norms, and popular expectations.  This means that the social control of force is 

expected to “vary by the degree to which the tools that perform defence 

reflect…prevailing social values”.596  Social control, however, should be treated with 

some caution.  “Values” and “norms” are far from insignificant; democracy, human 

rights, and civilian control over the military are, as Avant points out, highly important 

in the rhetoric of First World politics.  However, it is also clear that these norms are 

not universally endorsed and that they are interpreted differently in different 

countries. 

 

The final dimension is political control, which highlights the subjection of the 

monopoly on the use of force to political or civilian rule.597  Avant suggests that the 

political control of force is about the adherence of force to political machineries.  In 

relation to PMCs, political control may change if the decisions about the use of 

legitimate force are redistributed among various actors.598  The removal of direct state 

authority over the monopoly on the legitimate use of force indicates a change in 
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political control, for instance by limiting the range of consequential mechanisms 

available to the state.599  An example of this change is when the task of employing 

personnel who will supply military services are left in the hands of PMCs themselves.  

This, as Avant correctly points out, is a change in political control because the 

“control over the legitimate use of force” slips into the hands of PMCs rather than 

being in the hands of the state.600  This process of contracting military services is not 

necessarily subject to the same level of transparency and oversight as the process of 

organising and deploying the defence forces.  Apart from granting influence to PMCs 

in the organisation and deployment of legitimate force, Avant also suggests that 

contracting generally favours executives relative to legislators.  Taken together, this 

means that the state contracts with PMCs changes the political process by 

redistributing power among government institutions and by creating prospects for 

PMCs to influence decisions about the monopoly on the legitimate use of force.601 

 

The 2003 Iraq War highlights the diluting of the state’s monopoly on the use of 

legitimate force.  Around noon on Sunday 2004 April 4
th

, a fire fight broke out at 

Camp Golf, home of the regional headquarters to the Coalition Provisional Authority 

(CPA) in the city of Najaf, approximately 160 kilometres south of Baghdad.  Besides 

the CPA headquarters, Camp Golf also housed an Iraqi police station, a squad of 

Spanish and El Salvadoran soldiers, US military police, some US Marines, and the 

PMC Blackwater USA personnel who were contracted to protect CPA buildings and 

staff.  From the rooftop of the CPA building, Blackwater USA employees coordinated 

a defence of the building.  Together with a few El Salvadoran and US soldiers, they 

fought for several hours in attempting to fend off the attackers.  Unable to obtain US 
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military support, Blackwater USA contractors called in their own helicopters to re-

supply with ammunition, bring in reinforcements, and take out the dead and wounded.  

When the fighting had ended, one El Salvadoran and one US soldier were dead, an 

unknown number of Iraqis were also killed, and almost 200 Iraqi people were also  

wounded. 

 

The Najaf incident evokes the question and concerns related to the employment of 

PMCs in terms of the monopoly on the legitimate use of force.  For instance, while it 

has been stated officially that PMCs working for the US government in Iraq provide 

only “non-combat” “defensive services”, the involvement of PMC personnel in a 

three-hour long fire fight appears to fall outside these terms.  As Patrick Toohey, 

former vice president at Blackwater USA, pointed out in a New York Times interview 

shortly after the Najaf incident, the line between offensive and defensive military 

services “is getting blurred”.602 

 

Citing another case of a CPA building being attacked, this time in the Iraqi city of al 

Kut in April 2004, the use of PMCs under some circumstances created a complex 

military security picture by including an array of different state and non-state military 

personnel operating side by side but with different tasks.  When Mark Etherington, the 

CPA Governorate Coordinator in Kut in 2004, found his headquarters under attack, its 

garrisons included Ukrainian, Polish and US military personnel, and PMC personnel 

from Control Risks and Triple Canopy.603  Again the division of roles and 

responsibilities between state and non-state actors was unclear.  In both Najaf and 

Kut, the blurring of lines between actors and the involvement of PMCs in military 
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operations conventionally associated with the military begs the question of how the 

monopoly on the legitimate use of force is organised and controlled under such 

circumstances, and by whom.  In Najaf, Blackwater USA were reportedly 

coordinating the defence of the CPA building.604  If this were the case, it suggests that 

a PMC assumed at least partial control over US and coalition soldiers in a combat 

situation.  Even if Blackwater USA were not in official command, its involvement in 

this type of military engagement runs counter to the established assumptions about 

war as a business of states and national armed forces, and calls into question the idea 

about the state having a monopoly on the use of legitimate force.   This case study 

about the Najaf and al Kut incidents highlights how PMCs are changing the basis for 

the state control of legitimate force.    

 

There seems to be a paradox when states delegate the legitimate use of force.  The 

monopoly over the legitimate use of force remains in some respects jealously guarded 

by the state, but at the same time the state is also frequently the instigator of various 

forms of military privatisation.  Ironically, states now seem to accept a prominent role 

for PMCs in the business of the legitimate use of force.  First and Third World states 

are now using these PMCs as an alternative, and are encouraging non-state actors 

(NGOs, MNCs, or international organisations) to do the same.  One of the reasons for 

this recently altered status towards PMCs is that these companies have managed to 

constitute themselves as allegedly credible alternatives to the apparently inefficient 

public means of using force.  This image of PMCs as a credible alternative is 

grounded in the fact that First and Third World governments and other non-state 

private actors are widely and openly using these companies for various military 
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functions.  The other reason can be understood in light of the contradictory pressures 

state institutions are subject to - negotiating the conflicting demands for maintenance 

of state power, and those implied in the neo-liberal attitude towards free global 

markets. 

 

Ultimately, the extensive reliance on PMCs in conflicts reduces and affects the 

importance of legitimacy for states, something which is bound to weaken state 

authority.  PMCs do this by “crowding out” state institutions.  One of the ways PMCs 

crowd out is that the reliance on these companies relieves the state of the need to build 

institutions capable of providing military services.  This will tend to move the 

question of armed force out of the public arena of debate and into the hands of private 

entities (PMCs) that generally do not need popular approval.  Instead of investing 

heavily in costly armed forces, governments from both the First and Third Worlds can 

choose to rely on PMCs.  This is how the reliance on PMCs is de-politicising the 

legitimate use of violence. 

 

Sovereignty defines the limits to the state’s political identity, and war is a centrepiece 

of these limits.  Yet, some states such as Sierra Leone during the 1990s have needed 

to resort to non-state private military actors of military services to restore their own 

sovereignty, particularly in the Third World.  In the Third World, the usual reason for 

the use of PMCs is that the most of these states usually do not have a monopoly on the 

legitimate use of force. 

 

Employing PMCs does not necessarily mean that the state is surrendering its 

monopoly on the use of legitimate force.  The state may just be showing its adaptive 
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ability in an ever changing international system in employing PMCs.  The labour 

market within the military is undergoing post-Fordist restructuring in which benefits 

PMCs.  Taking advantage of pools of surplus (unemployed or underemployed) 

military personnel, the military is able to push for more flexible work regimes and 

labour contracts. It is hard to get a clear overall picture, because the very purpose of 

such flexibility is to satisfy the highly specific needs of each part of the military. 

However, there is an apparent trend to move away from regular “full-time 

employment” towards an increasing reliance upon part-time (reservists), temporary, or 

sub-contacting to PMCs work arrangements.
605

  The result is a labour market structure 

with a steadily shrinking core (full-time and permanent employees) in place of a part-

time or sub-contracting periphery.  Assured by the current international system 

centred on states, it is possible that states are pursuing different forms of military 

innovations, where PMCs become part of the military structure itself.  The emergence 

of the PMC might challenge the state's monopoly on the legitimate use of force to 

some degree, but PMCs will not have the capabilities to empower that monopoly on 

the use of force, legitimate or otherwise.606 

 

Nonetheless, PMCs seem to have a rather vexed relationship with the state.  PMCs 

can and do work for governments and their respective agencies in a variety of roles 

that no doubt helps with foreign policy objectives607. The growth of the PMC industry 

and the privatisation of military services are diffusing control over the monopoly of 

the legitimate use of force.  However, this suggests that political power over the 

control of the use of force will be distributed according to access to wealth rather than 

as a public domain.  Moreover, Avant made the point that this privatisation of military 
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services has not only eroded some the state’s monopoly over the use of force but also 

the power of those who control the use of force such as the larger public and those 

institutions protecting the mainstream public.  This surrender of the monopoly on the 

use of force has not been through democratic referendums or because of public 

demands; it has been relinquished by executive branches intent on consolidating 

power to improve comparative advantage in military power.  This change has 

redistributed power within states, between states, and among non-state actors.608 

 

Within Somalia and the three different entities that exercise political authority within 

its defined geographical area, namely the Transitional Federal Government (TFG), 

Somaliland, and Puntland, all three have contracted PMCs primarily to prevent piracy, 

illegal fishing, and illegal dumping of waste within their coastal waters609and their 

fragmented and fluid political environments.  ,.  PMCs were also contracted to train 

the local armed forces.  Puntland was the first to contract PMCs, hiring the British 

based PMC Hart Security from 2000 to 2001, followed by the Somali (but Emirates 

tax haven registered and based) PMC SOMCAN from 2001 to 2006, and then Saudi 

based PMC Al-Hababi Marine Services in 2006.  Initially, the engagement of Hart 

Security was very successful in reducing the frequency of piracy, and also created and 

trained a relatively efficient coast guard consisting of British advisors and British-

trained Somali militia.  SOMCAN boasted an already established fishing fleet in 

Puntland waters, and this fleet was heavily armed to counter piracy threats.  During 
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SOMCAN’s contract, the PMC’s personnel consisted of about 400 people who were 

significantly larger than Hart Security’s 70 personnel.610  

 

The TFG initially hired the US based PMC Top Cat Marine.  Despite branding itself 

as a PMC, Top Cat had little experience within the military security field611.  Top Cat 

Marine forfeited its contract in May 2006 after making false claims to the Somali 

TFG that the PMC had financial support from the US government.
612

    The Somali 

TFG then hired the UK based PMC Northbridge Services later on in 2006.  

Northbridge signed a US$77 million contract with the TFG.  Northbridge planned to 

train a military force of approximately 900 men as a rapid deployment army for the 

TFG.  However, like Top Cat, Northbridge Services never made it past the 

preliminaries due to lack of support from the First World, particularly the US.  

Nonetheless, other PMCs such as American Select Armour and ATS Worldwide 

heavily lobbied for the TFG contracts without success.   

 

Somaliland’s engagement with PMCs is significantly different in that the contracts 

were financed by the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD) to 

improve the security of Somalia’s main port in Berbera613.  The PMC Norwegian 

Nordic Crisis Management (NCM) was completely funded by NORAD.  NCM is the 

only PMC funded by developmental aid.  NCM has considerable experience in 

maritime security.  As such, this PMC differs from the other companies mentioned 

above in that it provides security planning and crisis management as opposed to active 

security personnel.  NCM was hired by Somaliland in July 2006, and the contract 
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expired in 2010.  NCM was to ensure that the Berbera port met the maritime security 

standards set out by the UN and the International Maritime Organisation (IMO), and 

also to train the harbour’s security forces and the local police614. 

 

 While the use of PMCs is generally seen to erode state power and the legitimate use 

of force, the point about Somalia hiring PMCs is that the activities of PMCs have 

could serve to strengthen the power of local authorities.  PMCs situated within places 

such as Somalia might act as agents for global governance which help weak or failed 

states that have “legitimate needs” but inadequate capabilities to build and defend 

their territories, institutions, and populations.615  In this view, PMCs providing military 

services such as anti-piracy could allow weak states to exert greater control over their 

destinies.  At the same time, employing PMCs might prevent such states from creating 

their own state military machineries. 

 

PMCs and Civil/Military Relations 

 

One of the most important background principles of governments is the relationship 

between the state (civilians) and the military institution itself.  The civil-military 

relation is often specified in a theory of institutional balance.616  When PMCs take on 

military services, particularly in the context of armed conflict, they become linked to 

traditional concerns within the field of civil-military relations.  In turn, the questions 

that lie at the core of civil-military relations are very much connected to the ways in 

which states control the monopoly on the use of legitimate force.  The objections 

concerning PMCs primarily centre on the idea that there is something essentially 

important about a citizen’s military contribution to the state. 

                                                 
614

 Hansen 2008, p.594 
615

 Hansen 2008, p.586 
616

 Samuel Huntington presents this theory succinctly in Huntington 1957.   



 

197 

 

 

The armed force’s defining institutional feature is their tremendous military power at 

their disposal.  Machiavelli argued that there is a very intimate relation between these 

two institutions, and that this relationship is not only compatible and consistent, but 

necessarily connected and interrelated.617  It is only with the development of the full-

time all-volunteer professional armed forces that it has become possible to draw any 

clear distinctions between military and the civilian elements within society.  To quote 

Machiavelli: “Many are of the opinion…that no two things are more discordant and 

incongruous than a civil and military life…we see that when a [person] goes into the 

army, their air, their manner of speaking [change], and that they affect to throw off all 

appearances that might make them look like an ordinary life of a civilian. For a person 

wanting to be ready equipped for any sort of violence will dispense the formal dress 

of a civilian and will think that no dress fit for their purpose will be anything but a suit 

of armour…”618  This military relationship between the citizen and the state results in 

ensuring that restraint over the use of armed force is sustained, therefore making it 

more difficult for the state to engage in warfare, especially using force against the 

state’s citizens.  The military is responsible for protecting the state against war and 

insurrection, and, of course, to aid in disaster relief (such as floods, tsunamis, or 

earthquakes), humanitarian interventions, and peacekeeping.619   When a state 

provides a public good such a military services to defend the borders of the state, this 

public good should be non-rivalled and non-excludable and extend to all individuals 

regardless of their socio-economic background.  
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One of the basic objectives of civil-military relations theory is to understand the 

relationship between the military and the state, and in particular the balance between 

civilian control and the need for military autonomy.620  In its basic form, the military is 

created by civilians who recognise the need for the monopoly on the use of legitimate 

force to defend the state, and in doing so, establish a military institution and contract it 

with the mission of using this monopoly on the use of legitimate force.621  In short, 

serving the state is the raison d’être of the military institution622.  This places the 

military in direct relation to the state, firmly linking this institution to issues of 

national security, territorial integrity, and state sovereignty.623  In theory, the 

relationship between civilians and the military is hierarchical, where civilians enjoy a 

privileged position. More importantly, civilians have “legitimate authority over the 

military, whatever their de facto ability to control the military may be”.624   As Richard 

Kohn argues, this is particularly important in democratic systems: 

For democracy, civilian control – that is, control of the military by 

civilian officials elected by the people – is fundamental.  Civilian 

authority allows a nation to base its value, institutions and practices 

on popular will rather than on the choice of military leaders.625 

 

Firstly, PMCs do not have allegiance to any one particular state in the way national 

defence forces do; PMCs do not necessarily have a social responsibility to only one 

client.  Secondly, though PMCs and their staff may have close professional emotional 

ties to a country, their nature (as business enterprises) does not necessarily entail 

identification with a state (nationalism/patriotism) or the conformation to the goals of 

a particular client (loyalty).  Thirdly, PMCs rely upon business contracts with clients 
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that are quite different from the social contract between the state and the military, 

where this social contract is ritualised in the officer’s oath of allegiance and reinforced 

through a myriad of cultural symbols.626  Finally, economic goals (making profits) are 

of paramount importance to most PMCs, something which is not shared by military 

institutions.  Economic incentives may certainly be relevant for individual soldiers but 

not, as Jessica Wolfendale points out, for the military as an institution.627   

 

The relationship of PMCs in civil-military relations also involves the military itself.  

PMCs transform civil-military relations by introducing an additional, commercial 

component into the relationship between the state and the monopoly on the legitimate 

use of force, effectively making these relations more complex.  To highlight these 

challenges and changes, the constellation of “civil-PMC-military relations” can be 

viewed as a triangle, where attention needs to be placed both on the relationship 

between the state and PMCs as well as between state militaries and PMCs or what 

may be termed as PMC-military relations.628  Military forces have long regarded 

themselves engaging in a unique profession, set apart from the rest of society, with 

which the military is entrusted to defend the state.  The armed forces of the state are 

one of the symbols for national independence, state sovereignty, and territorial 

integrity.  The introduction of PMCs and their recruiting of military personnel from 

within the armed forces have challenged that uniqueness. The result is the military’s 

professional identity and its monopoly over certain activities is now being encroached 

upon by the regular civilian market place.629 
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The variations on the impact PMCs will have on civil-military relations in terms of 

the military itself will be determined firstly by the type of PMC and secondly, the 

timing of its employment.  PMCs will tend to pose the greatest threat to the 

institutional civil-military balance, especially when:  

1. PMC employees receive higher wages or salaries than local military personnel 

performing similar roles.  

2. PMC clients provide the PMC with vastly better military equipment such as 

logistical hardware, including weapons.  

3. PMC employees are kept separate and distinct from local forces, creating a 

military class consciousness. 

4. PMC personnel who were former high ranking officers from their respective 

defence forces are placed into military command positions, therefore 

inhibiting promotions of indigenous officers within their own defence force.630   

 

If states are tacitly or implicitly sanctioning PMCs in the transfer of military services 

away from the public good towards the marketplace, the question then arises about the 

accountability of the PMCs itself.  Public goods have two basic properties.  The first 

is that public goods are non-rival or public in terms of consumption in that their 

enjoyment by one person does not reduce the utility for others.  The second is that 

public goods are non-exclusive in that they do not discriminate between potential 

consumers.  The military is a public good in the case of the military defending the 

integrity of national interests against foreign threats.  Hence, the military provides the 

defence to each and every citizen within the state, irrespective of economic status, 
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who can all enjoy the sanctuary of the military at the same time.  The emergence of 

PMCs is not primarily the result of public demand, but rather this demand is created 

by free market ideology, the inability of most national armed forces to provide those 

military services, particularly in the Third World, and the desire of some governments 

to act politically outside the realm of the nation-state and of public opinion631.  The 

institutional frameworks that cover the “public” armed forces’ role in shaping civil-

military relations do not cover the role of PMC’s military services. 

 

There is a rich important tradition that says those who die and suffer for their country 

are honoured in a certain way.  So when someone dies in uniform, the public, family, 

and elected official say that the death was for the greater good of the country. 

However, using PMC personnel will complicate the tradition because PMC personnel 

are not seen as having that sense of nationalism compared to the government’s regular 

armed forces.  Nonetheless, the use of PMCs lowers the psychological and social 

costs of resorting to war.  This change could result in more wars because if the state 

does not have to sacrifice its own national armed forces, it could become far easier for 

governments to make decisions to go to and stay in war. 

 

PMCs and Foreign Policy 

For the First World power elites, the crucial benefit of PMCs and privatising military 

services enables less scrutiny of foreign policy activities, and a level of disassociation 

from affairs that the state deems “unpleasant” or undesirable.  With the First World 

consistently averse to having its defence forces fighting in Third World conflicts on 

behalf of organisations such as the UN, the idea of outsourcing for missions such as 
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peacekeeping and humanitarian intervention to PMCs is becoming attractive for the 

First World.  This could then allow PMCs to encourage covert wars, or act as proxies 

in conflicts where the state will find it politically inexpedient to get involved.  Both 

covert wars and the use of PMCs as proxies will allow certain First World countries 

such as the US or United Kingdom to enter into conflicts without the usual range of 

democratic oversight.   Furthermore, governments involved in conflicts such as the 

US in Iraq have far less pressure to find support among their allies or even their own 

citizens when using PMCs in various conflicts.  If PMCs are a convenient way to 

pursue foreign policy objectives without the need for direct state involvement, then 

the incentive by the state to use PMCs to circumvent international obligations would 

become apparent632.  The danger this would represent is “foreign policy by proxy” that 

would allow First World governments to use PMCs acting as covert wings for foreign 

policy, going into Third World regions where the First World states are unwilling to 

become overtly involved.633   

 

The political strategy of the First World utilising PMCs within Third World conflicts 

in order to preserve and maintain an exploitative economic relationship between the 

First and Third World, could be seen as a form of neo-colonialism. The rationale for 

using PMCs instead of official military intervention by regular armed forces is that 

PMCs can offer the state the cover of “plausible deniability” that the public armed 

forces lack.  If a military operation does fail, the activities of a PMC are far easier for 

a government to deny, and it is just as easy to shift the blame.  DynCorp for instance, 

a US based PMC, utilised armed reconnaissance planes and helicopter gunships 

designed for counter-insurgency warfare, and engaged in several armed altercations 
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with local Colombian rebels.  DynCorp lost several planes and personnel to the 

insurgency, but there was no public outcry in response to these losses634.  The use of 

PMCs in this way allows governments to achieve their foreign policy agendas without 

the need for approval (except, perhaps, budgetary approval) from legislatures, safe in 

the knowledge that involvement in controversial military operations in the Third 

World can be plausibly denied. 

 

The use of private entities for foreign policy by proxy is not necessarily new.  

Mercenaries were used by former colonial powers to destabilise established 

governments.  During the Cold War, both superpowers, the US and USSR, relied on 

ad hoc groups to pursue foreign policy goals.  Furthermore, during the early 1990s, 

the South African based PMC EO served the purpose of South Africa in Angola by 

helping to defeat Savimbi’s insurgency.635  Furthermore, during the Sierra Leone 

conflict, EO aided in Nigeria’s foreign policy goals by helping to defeat the RUF 

insurgency.  In 1995, the Clinton administration threatened to block UN aid relief to 

Angola unless the then president Dos Santos terminated the government’s contract 

with EO and replaced this PMC with the US based PMC MPRI.  The US government 

wanted MPRI to protect its oil interests in the Angolan Soyo region.636  MPRI in the 

US and DSL in the UK both have some form of corporate interest with their 

governments which enables the US and UK to further enhance their foreign policy 

interests.637 
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UK based PMC Sandline International was involved in the restorations of the ousted 

Kabbah government of Sierra Leone.  Since the British government was unwilling to 

play an open and direct role, Sandline International was used to ensure stability in the 

country for future mineral concessions that would benefit the UK.  The UK 

government and the British Foreign Commonwealth Office consistently denied 

working with Sandline International operations in Sierra Leone, yet there is no doubt 

that Sandline International did operate in a manner consistent with British foreign 

policy towards Sierra Leone638.  Ultimately, the “Arms to Sierra Leone Affair” 

involving Sandline International and the UK Foreign Commonwealth Office may not 

have ever been an issue except that this embarrassed the British Labour government 

since it had agreed to an “ethical foreign policy” mandate639.  

 

PMCs allow states to wage wars by proxy without parliamentary and public oversight.  

The US based PMC MPRI played an influential role in the Balkans.  After the 

Yugoslav breakup, and the breakout of hostilities within Yugoslavia, the UN placed 

military embargos prohibiting military assistance such as arms sales to both Serbia 

and Croatia.  However, the US State Department wanted to counter the dominance of 

the Serbian president Slobodan Milosevic by strengthening the then Croatian 

president Eranjo Tudjman.  The US government wanted to restrain the Serb-led 

Yugoslavia without a politically volatile US military intervention, and a somewhat 

reinvigorated Croat military force was seen as essential to US foreign policy goals in 

the Balkans.  MPRI acted as much in response to US foreign policy imperatives as it 

did to meet the Croat’s needs.  Therefore, PMCs provided the answer where the US 
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State Department issued a licence to MPRI to provide military assistance to the 

Croatian Army.  This allowed the US to exert a good deal of influence while being 

seen not to get involved.640 PMCs are thus a means of reducing the political risks and 

repercussions of undesired missions. 

 

PMCs are being used creatively by patron states to enhance their political and foreign 

policy options.  Generally, there are two forms of PMC activity in relation to the state.  

The first is the employment of PMCs by the First World, particularly the US, seeking 

to improve the military security the Third World through specific armed forces 

programs.  A donor state, the US for instance, have assisted in military training 

programs in Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Algeria, Morocco, Senegal, Tunisia, and 

Nigeria through the use of PMCs641.  Traditionally, the US provided military training 

to other countries in the Third World directly.  However, that changed in 1975 when 

Vinnell Corporation, originally a construction company, won a US$77 million 

contract to train the Saudi Arabian National Guard to protect its oil fields.  This Saudi 

deal is considered a water-shed within the privatisation of military services because 

this was the first time a US civilian company obtained an independent contract to 

provide a foreign government with military services642.  Other PMCs such as Cubic 

International, MPRI, and DynCorp have assisted military security reform in places 

such as Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Romania, Albania, Lithuania, Bulgaria, 

Croatia, Bosnia, and Kosovo.643  
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Many PMCs operating in the Third World are headquartered in the First World in 

such places as the US, UK, and France, and operate in client states with the tacit 

approval of the patron government in their home state.  The use of PMCs allows the 

home government to claim neutrality, whilst simultaneously monitoring and retaining 

political influence in difficult client states or in other Third World regions.644  MPRI 

for instance has acts as much in response to US foreign policy imperatives as it has to 

meet its client’s needs.  The US, then, remains a silent but active actor in the politics 

of client states.  Indeed, many PMCs like to present themselves as a form of para-

public entity being a joint venture between state and private enterprise, a symbiotic 

relationship which accrues mutual benefits to both states and PMCs.645  In certain 

cases such as the US, the close relationship between PMCs and governments is such 

that David Shearer has coined the term “proxy companies” just to capture the 

dynamic.646  In 2001, the Bush administration initiated the highly controversial “Plan 

Colombia”, a US$1.3 billion military assistance package to fight Colombia’s cocaine 

trade.  However, because the US Congress placed limits on the number of US military 

personnel to operate in Colombia, the US government contracted MPRI and 

DynCorp647 to work with Colombia’s military forces.  In doing so, this effectively 

enabled the Bush administration to affect foreign policy by proxy via PMCs. 
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In short, the First World using PMCs in the Third World is overtly shifting significant 

foreign policy activities towards PMCs.  This is an idea that would have met with 

derision a few years ago, but now receives important consideration.  For the First 

World, PMCs find their place within the military structure because these companies 

do not come with the political baggage that often accompanies most other armed 

forces.  PMCs also present a new means of disguising efforts by their home states to 

influence conflicts in which these states are technically neutral.  For the First World, 

one of the crucial benefits of PMCs is the lessened scrutiny of their foreign policy 

objectives, and the level of disassociation from military activities deemed 

“unpleasant” but necessary.  

 

With PMCs now significantly part of most government militaries, it is certainly 

possible that civilian and military relations could blur into a self-perpetuating 

symbiotic relationship.  One wonders if the rise and influence of PMCs could lead 

into a period of “liberal imperialism” that oddly mirrors the British, Dutch, and 

French East India Companies of the 1600s and 1700s, that is, private entities 

sanctioned by governments to do their bidding.  The unrestricted access to military 

services ushered in by the rise of this PMC industry has clearly enhanced the role of 

non-state actors, which at one time had been at a significant disadvantage in a system 

dominated by states.  Furthermore, with the end of super-power rivalry, a series of 

new non-state military security threats began to appear in numbers, power, and stature 

with the ability to challenge the state-centric system.  Among these non-state actors 

include local warlords (Somalia), terrorist networks (Iran), international criminal 

organisations and drug cartels (Colombia).  These types of non-state actors have 

helped to intensify the perception of military insecurity, therefore enhancing the role 
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PMCs by creating a new demand for such military security in the post-Cold War 

environment.  The PMC industry is offering a greater variety of military options for 

other reputable non-state actors such as NGOs, humanitarian organisations, or 

regional and international organisations such as the UN or NATO. 

 

Traditionally, states in alliance with one another have usually divided up their military 

tasks, making states more dependent on one another in the process.  The 2003 Iraq 

war could not have taken place without the US forming “alliances” with profit 

motivated PMCs.  The ability to call up PMCs may go some way in modifying 

standing alliance relations such as NATO or the UN for the US. 

 

The PMC industry operating in an open market, where the range of military services 

is much more available will create a variety of complications for determining the 

balance of power between PMCs and the state.  Yet, PMCs view their industry as no 

great change in the state’s control on the balance of power.  Rather, PMCs point out 

that their industry is merely another resource that states can use to actually enhance 

the balance of power648.  Although true in the sense that states could benefit from 

hiring PMCs, this claim ignores the fact the PMC industry is an independent, 

globalised supplier operating beyond any one state’s domain.  

 

There are broad problems associated with increasing the outsourcing of military 

services.  First involves the question of profit in a military context.  Put simply, the 

incentives of a PMC do not always align with their client’s objectives.  Second is the 

problem of losing control.  Even when PMCs adhere to their military contracts, PMCs 
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remain private entities and thus fall outside the military chain of command, justice 

systems, and regulatory bodies.  Third, unlike government forces, PMCs retain a 

choice over which contracts to take and which to abandon if the situation becomes too 

dangerous or unprofitable.  Furthermore, their employees, unlike soldiers, can simply 

choose to “walk off the job”.  Fourth, although PMCs have worked for democratic 

governments, the UN, and even NGOs, PMCs have also been employed by 

dictatorships, rebel insurgencies, drug cartels, and some terrorist organisations.  

Finally, all these concerns about PMCs are ironically precisely the feature that makes 

these companies attractive.  That is, PMCs allow governments to carry out actions that 

would not otherwise be possible649. 

 

Conclusion 

A state’s own defence forces have long been at the heart of understanding of state 

sovereignty, sometimes to the point where the famous Weberian definition of the state 

as a monopoly over the legitimate use of force, has been seen as synonymous with 

sovereignty itself650.  The state’s control over the provisions of military services is 

being eroded by the idea of free markets.  However, the state continues to set the rules 

of the market nationally and internationally, and reconstructs regulatory regimes and 

infrastructures when markets collapse or weaken651.  Whether we examine government 

purposes within the framework of European political thought (Plato, Aristotle, Locke, 

Hobbes) or American political thought (Jefferson, Hamilton, Madison), there is a 

general agreement that a legitimate government is charged with protecting core public 

values.  How do state institutions, which are increasingly reliant on PMCs, ensure the 
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fulfilment of core public values such as the monopoly over the legitimate use of 

force?652 

 

PMCs have had different impacts upon states depending on their level of development 

and the level of durability of the state’s institutional government apparatuses.  By 

extension, PMCs can simply be subcontractors, or PMCs can be autonomous agents 

which offer military services above and beyond the state.   The notion that the state is 

not a homogeneous structure, that not all states have attained the Weberian definition 

of the state, as exemplified by many Third World countries, is also a factor in the 

level of influence PMCs have had on the state. 

 

At the broadest level is the issue of how the relationship between the public and 

private sector in the post-Cold War era is altering many of the norms we have come to 

accept as fundamental to the workings of statehood.  The quest for raising the 

efficiency of government and its articulation through widespread New Public 

Management (NPM) reform has resulted in a growing trend towards outsourcing of 

state functions and services including the armed forces.  

 

PMCs are not institution builders, nation-builders, nor are PMCs socio-economic 

development specialists.  This is a role for the state.  PMCs are merely a tool by which 

these companies could create an environment in which all the aforementioned may 

occur, particularly within the Third World.  As Singer argued, the key to any durable 

peace is the restoration of legitimacy through the return of the control over the 
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monopoly of force back to democratic decision-making
653

.  In summary, one can 

detect the contradictory effects of PMCs.  On the one hand, PMCs can work in the 

short term as a force multiplier for governments.  In other words, PMCs can 

contribute to the strengthening of the state, particularly in the Third World.  On the 

other hand, the outsourcing of military services is also undermining the basic 

principles of the state monopoly on the legitimate use of violence.
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Introduction 

This chapter explores the fourth dynamic that highlights how changes in market 

conditions have enabled the creation of a market army with a potential for 

peacekeeping and humanitarian interventions.  Taking on Levy’s
654

 theme of the 

“market army”, this chapter regards PMCs as a post-Fordist “market army” that 

distances itself away from the 1648 citizen army. In doing so, this chapter explores 

the central themes from Levy and relate these to PMCs. These central themes are 

concerned with the subjection of military doctrine to the market, a post-Fordist 

structure, military hierarchy, market values borrowed from the military profession, the 

convergence of military and civilian occupations, the commodification of military 

service, and new contractual forms of bargaining between military personnel and the 

armed forces.
655

  

 

Moskos and Burke argue that the relationship between civilian society and the 

military has shifted from a modern to a postmodern paradigm.
656

 The post-Fordist 

military can be characterised by its preparedness to be deployed to new missions such 

as international humanitarian intervention and peacekeeping missions rather than 

engage in traditional warfare.  Moreover, the market army can be characterised by an 

increasing penetration of civilians employed within the military sphere.  This is 

reflected in greater social diversity in the ranks and a growing similarity between 

civilian and military professions.
657

 This transformation is accounted for by the 

demise of the nation-state and the citizen’s loyalty to it, the decline of mass 

production in favour of specialised organisations such as PMCs, or Special Forces, 
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and the shrinking of values on which the military was traditionally established.  With 

the market regulation of enlistment – a result of the vocalisation of armies and post-

Fordist reforms – the door gradually has been opened to PMCs.
658

  

 

In highlighting PMCs as a market army, this chapter furthermore discusses the issue 

of peacekeeping and humanitarian operations.  Given the reluctance of many First 

World states to engage in peacekeeping missions, PMCs have raised the issue of their 

companies acting as peacekeepers in conflicts where western states will not intervene.  

Furthermore, PMCs state that their companies could be seen as a solution to the UN’s 

chronic lack of military personnel for conflict situations.  Therefore, this chapter 

highlights and illustrates how PMCs could become an alternative for the UN rather 

than relying on multilateral international forces made up from UN member states.  In 

doing so, this chapter will argue that under the right conditions and the correct amount 

of regulation, transparency and accountability, PMCs could in fact be seen as a 

solution to the UN’s peacekeeping problems.  Nonetheless, there are still problems 

associated with deploying PMCs such as neutrality, legitimacy, and the control over 

the use of force.  Taking sides in a conflict, for example, is generally against the 

fundamental idea of the UN peacekeeping missions.  This chapter suggests that the 

attempts by PMCs to act as peacekeepers could help PMCs in attaining much better 

legitimacy as a supplier of military services. 

 

Finally, this chapter highlights the relationship between the traditional conception of 

the mercenary and PMCs, and question whether mercenaries and PMCs should be 

fused together within a post-Fordist context.  Virtually all proponents for the total 
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abolition of PMCs argue that these PMCs are nothing more than old style mercenaries 

in a more modern form, suggesting that their very nature and use are morally 

problematic.  Another side views PMCs as mercenaries, but in a more legitimised 

form.  However, the problem is that both sides still focus on PMCs being a 

mercenary.  A mercenary in its more traditional form is an individual or “hired gun” 

who at times join together to form ad hoc groups who seek employment from anyone 

or any government.  Mercenaries are different to PMCs in terms of their operations, 

clients, and accountability.  Ultimately, this chapter attempts to build a typology and a 

theory of PMCs in which further research can take place, and to delineate PMCs away 

from mercenaries.  While mercenaries were a relatively minor and deviant aspect of 

the Fordist era, PMCs are an increasingly important and normal feature of post-

Fordism.  With the growing realisation of this difference between mercenaries and 

PMCs, these companies may be more acceptable participants in humanitarian and 

peacekeeping operations.  

 

Market Army 

Since 1973 in western democracies, there has been a growing tension between the 

market and the militarism.  The armed forces were considered to be above the market.  

The widespread legitimacy enjoyed by the state in controlling the economy, along 

with its status as the main provider of military services ensured that the defence force 

remained separate from the market, ensuring that military expenditure as a proportion 

of GDP rose as a constant rate in western democracies. Military expenditure competed 

with other items in the state budget, but not with the market.
659

  Conversely, after 

1973, an equation that positioned financial growth alongside cutbacks in defence 
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forces in western democracies towards activities that would promote economic 

prosperity was presented as a way of promoting economic growth
660

.  The cutbacks 

marked a period in which western democracies became a ‘market society’.  State 

involvement in the economy was suddenly shaped largely by the neo-liberal agenda of 

Thatcher and Reagan.  This agenda called for minimising the role of the state in 

favour of the market and sanctified the values of the free market in the name of 

individual freedom, while portraying government interference as an obstacle to 

economic growth.  This trend continued to intensify into the early 1990s.  Gradually, 

rather than standing above the market, or competing with it, defence forces from the 

West were subordinated to the market.  In other words, private consumption has 

favoured over military consumption.  These trends have created a broad political-

cultural base from which to criticise the extent of the armed forces resources, thereby 

forcing the military to adapt its internal management to the post-Fordist rules.
661

  

 

The notion of the “citizen army” refers to the Western historical pattern in which, 

from the 1800s on, mercenarism gradually declined and was replaced by citizen 

armies, recruited exclusively from the local citizenry.
662

 Levy makes the point that the 

citizen army has several characteristics beyond its source composition, central to 

which is the supremacy of military values over those of the market.  Firstly, the 

essence of military service is a monopolistic public service regulated by 

administrative provisions, in which military personnel believe they have a national 

calling and committment to a civic duty.
663

  Secondly there is a Fordist structure with 

a vertical hierarchy, typical and even a fore runner of other modern mass 
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organisations that developed since the 18
th

 century.  Thirdly, professional military 

values dominate the organisational culture through which the military has claimed its 

monopolistic jurisdiction as the state controller on the use of legitimate force.  Finally, 

the military’s main constitutive features such as social composition, recruitment, and 

military doctrine are determined by bargaining between the state and the military 

itself.  

 

While formally remaining citizen armies for as long as they continue to draw from the 

local citizenry, the broader changes occurring in most western armed forces justify 

their reclassification as “market armies”.  The demise of the citizen army means the 

supremacy of the values of the market army.  Military service will no longer be 

valued as a civic duty, and it does not establish the criteria for the allocation of social 

rights, particularly when the penetration PMCs have supplanted the “citizen” building 

block of the military institution.  The market army has gradually extended its reach 

over other military professions such as organisational culture, the military profession, 

and organisational relationships with military personnel.    

 

What typifies PMCs as a “market army”
664

 is the subjection of military doctrine to the 

market, a post-Fordist structure with just-in-time arrangements, a network centric 

hierarchy, innovation, market values borrowed by corporations, the convergence of 

military and civilian occupations, the commodification of military services and 

operations, contractual forms of bargaining between PMCs and their clients, and 

bargaining practices between personnel and the PMC itself
665

.  The citizen army value 

system is militaristic and is beyond the market, while the PMC as a market army has a 
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value system that is subject to the market.  In other words, economic calculations 

govern PMC military activity and operations.  The citizen army military structure is 

Fordist, while the PMC military structure is clearly post-Fordist.  The citizen army 

military profession is distinct in terms of a monopolistic public service, while PMC 

military profession converges military and civilian occupations with no monopolistic 

tendencies.  Finally, the essence of the military service for the citizen army is a public 

service as a civic duty, while the PMC military service is purely commodified.   Anna 

Leander argues that perhaps one of the most fundamental aspects of the rapidly 

growing demand for the supply and demand of PMC services is that this phenomenon 

has taken place in an overall environment marked by the post-Fordist conviction that 

markets, innovation and efficiency are the prime criteria for judging the desirability of 

any object
666

.  There is, as Leander argues, a serious risk that post-Fordist markets 

have created the scope for a PMC industry that merely perpetuates a vicious circle 

where the supply of PMC military activity pushes demand, as both sides in any given 

conflict will look to optimise their respective military capabilities by recourse within 

the PMC market. 

 

In other markets such as agriculture, manufacturing, or construction, the entry of new 

enterprises generally hurts the profitability of established business, forcing further 

competition.  However the PMC industry does not seem to have the problem of 

shrinking profits from further competition.  Quite the contrary, the PMC industry 

encourages an increase in the number of PMCs since it tends to heighten conflict and 

necessitate the extension of existing contracts
667

.  Leander makes another point that 

the supply of PMCs in the market for force is “self-perpetuating” – it creates its own 
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demand
668

.  The conflicts in Sierra Leone, Angola, Iraq and Afghanistan demonstrate 

how violence gives rise to PMCs that have a stake in perpetuating military security 

dilemmas as a source of income.  The “market logic” pushes PMCs to become both 

the supplier and consumer of military services, establishing themselves as military 

service providers and experts defining what military services are necessary, and also 

determining perceptions of threat.  This context of an increasing supply of military 

services from PMCs due to competition leads to an outcome where various actors –

state and non-state alike – will be able to hire PMCs and effectively pit these 

companies against each other. 

 

In general, in the post-Fordist era, military values in western democracies have 

gradually been subjected to the market. The free market fundamentalism and its 

antagonism towards public expenditure has become dominant in both thought and 

practice since the 1970s under such principles. This cultural barrier has prohibited 

governments from increasing military expenses unless they serve economic or 

business interests.
669

 Defence costs to the state are evaluated against the economic 

benefits that could offset the costs.  In this light, Pivetti
670

 makes the point about 

whether military expenditure plays a critical role in maintaining low levels of 

unemployment and contributing to growth, or whether military expenditure is a 

burden on economic growth.   

 

In light of financial and strategic pressures such as the adaptation to new battlefields 

typified by insurgency warfare and the end of conventional warfare, militaries have 

not only become smaller, but have also sought to achieve greater flexibility in their 
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organisational structures.
671

 The flattening of the military hierarchy, namely moving 

down from division to smaller units as primary manoeuvre units, are increasingly one 

of the most conspicuous post-Fordist constructs.  For PMCs, flattening of the military 

hierarchy reduces the number of management levels and speeds up the flow of 

information back to central command from units. This allows for lower levels of the 

hierarchy to exercise initiative, enabling units to react more quickly.
672

  

 
In addition to borrowing organisational methods from business corporations that 

derive from an increasing isomorphism with the business sphere, western militaries 

have also experienced a growing convergence of military and civilian occupations, 

which PMCs are a part of.  Levy highlights that “post-heroic” warfare (warfare that 

minimises the risk to soldiers by relying on advanced technologies and information 

technology) has brought about more similarities between combat roles (which is 

increasingly involved operating technology) and civilian roles.
673

 Another driving 

force behind the “civilianising” of military occupations is the second-career transition 

for military personnel.  Second-career transition highlights the transferability of skills 

from the military to society, hiring by PMCs, and showing that skills learned in the 

military are useable in civilian labour market and that public budgets are not being 

wasted.
674

 In this sense, a market army means that any future conflicts such as 

humanitarian interventions or peacekeeping mission may be conducted by a “network 

military” composed of civilian firms such as PMCs and traditional military units. This 

alone, as Snider and Watkins
675

 highlight, is that military will find it increasingly 

difficult to distinguish its jurisdiction from other organisations or professions.  
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According to Moskos’s
676

 argument, western militaries such as US Army, since the 

1970s have undergone a transition from an institution that is legitimated in terms of 

values and norms to an occupation that is legitimated in terms of the marketplace 

where remuneration is determined by the laws of supply and demand and recruits are 

motivated by self-interests rather than the organisation’s interest.  Vocalisation 

embodies this institutional aspect of this transition, severing the traditional link 

between soldering and citizenship.  This vocalisation has increasingly become 

entwined with contracting where in the US; the ratio of military to private contractors 

during the 2003 Iraq War was 1:1, higher than in Vietnam (1:5), or World War II 

(1:7).
677

  

 

The idea of PMCs undertaking peacekeeping missions deserves attention.  Little is 

known about what the outcomes would be if PMCs were used for UN humanitarian 

purposes.  Humanitarian intervention is generally defined as the use of force by a state 

(or states) on behalf of the UN to protect citizens of the target state from large-scale 

human rights violations
678

.  In recent years, the reluctance of many First World 

countries such as the US willing to engage in peacekeeping operations has raised the 

issue of whether PMCs could be seen as a viable solution to the UN’s ongoing 

problems of attempting to organise and deploy multi-lateral peacekeeping forces to 

intervene in Third World conflicts.  The contradictory effect of liberal norms and 

cost-benefit calculations could possibly lead to the use of PMCs.  When the First 

World is faced with internal wars in other countries, liberal norms foster support for 

intervention in humanitarian crises, while cost-benefit calculations often make these 
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states reluctant to intervene in regions of little or no geo-strategic importance.  This 

dilemma can lead to the use of PMCs in responding to the humanitarian impulse “to 

do something”, while also reducing the financial, military and political risk of 

intervening
679

. 

 

It is in the area of peacekeeping operations
680

 and humanitarian interventions that the 

PMC industry could truly alter the military possibilities for the UN.  This is because 

the current choices for the UN are normally limited by the weaknesses of their 

member states, in terms of both material capabilities and willingness to deploy forces.  

PMCs such as Blackwater USA have commented that they could offer to replace, or at 

least act as a force multiplier, to these client and institutional shortfalls and allow 

organisations such as the UN to undertake peacekeeping operations that they would 

not be able to do otherwise
681

.  The demand is still as strong as ever for peacekeeping, 

peace enforcement, military assistance and humanitarian intervention, especially in 

Africa.  Unfortunately, the supply of such military services from the First World has 

been drastically reduced since the end of the Cold War.  Fewer and fewer countries in 

the West are capable of full-scale military interventions due to the post-Cold War 

demobilisations
682

. 

 

With such possibilities and opportunities for the UN in relation to PMCs, this chapter 

argues that with the right amount of quality regulation, accountability, and 
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transparency, PMCs could in fact increase the effectiveness and efficiency of 

peacekeeping and humanitarian operations on behalf of the UN, while at the same 

time fulfilling the UN’s mandate of neutrality within conflicts.  In other words, with 

legitimacy, regulation, and transparency, PMCs could attain a much greater standing 

within the international community and international organisations such as the UN or 

NATO if these companies endorsed the idea of a moral good within their military 

operations alongside their profit motive.  As a result of certain conflicts that PMCs 

have been a part of coming to an end in the Middle East (the 2003 Iraq War is a case 

in point) and other parts of the Third World, PMCs are seeking new market 

opportunities such as peacekeeping and humanitarian operations or conflict 

resolution. This has resulted in UN member states from every corner of the globe to 

see PMCs in a different light. Former CEO of Sandline International, Timothy Spicer, 

made the point that the world was waiting for the speed and flexibility with which 

PMCs can deploy for peacekeeping and humanitarian operations rather than waiting 

for the UN to form a multilateral force.
683

  Moreover, Spicer even suggested that 

PMC, in the future, could be an ideal vehicle to intervening in long running Third 

World conflicts in places such as Sudan or to oust leaders such as Robert Mugabe of 

Zimbabwe. 

 

Imagine this scenario. A conflict breaks out in a Third World country.  The respective 

government collapses and news reports begin to emerge that civilians are being 

caught up in the conflict.  Due to the increasing intensity of the conflict, refugees 

attempt to stream out of the country into neighbouring states.  As scenes emerge once 

again reminiscent of the Rwanda genocide are broadcasted around the western world, 
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pressure is mounting to organise a peacekeeping and humanitarian operation with the 

possibility of engaging in combat operations to stop the conflict, and the UN calls for 

action, but no one answers the call.  The US government, with scenes from the 

Mogadishu disaster still fresh in their minds, remains busy with the “war on terror” in 

Afghanistan and Iraq, and decides that doing nothing is far better than the risk of 

losing US military personnel in what would be seen as a mission of charity rather than 

good US realist foreign policy.  The decision from the US, results in other UN 

member states, particularly from the First World, also deciding not to send their own 

military personnel on behalf of the UN.  In the meantime, the conflict intensifies by 

the day, even by the hour.   With the situation becoming desperate, it is at this point 

that a PMC steps forward with a novel idea of performing peacekeeping and 

humanitarian operations, and if need be, combat operations on behalf of the besieged 

government.  Using its own military personnel and equipment, the PMC offers to 

defeat the enemy either directly or indirectly, establish protected safe havens where 

civilians can take refuge and receive assistance from humanitarian organisations such 

as the Red Cross and associated UN humanitarian bodies, and at the same time, train a 

new defence force for the besieged government.  In the process, thousands of lives are 

saved, and the PMC is seen as the saviour by the besieged larger population.  But in 

return, the PMC wants a cheque for US$150million or more for the length of the 

contract which the country in question just cannot afford to pay
684

. 

 

This scenario is not far-fetched.   If anything, contracting PMCs for UN operations is 

quite plausible, particularly when one considers the setbacks in places such Rwanda, 

Congo (DRC), Sudan, Mogadishu, the Balkans, Angola, El Salvador, and as far back 

                                                 
684

 Singer 2003a, p.59 



 

224 

 

as the Vietnam War.  Unfortunately, the lack of intervention from the First World has 

fast become the norm for UN operations trying to being peace and stability within the 

Third World, particularly on the African and Asian continents.  There are three 

general factors that have changed the policy under which the First World reluctantly 

intervenes
685

.  The vast majority of humanitarian interventions are discretionary, in 

that they are not about their own survival
686

.  Second, First World armed forces are 

still largely designed for total warfare (although the armed forces are under structural 

change) and are often inappropriate for interventions
687

.  Finally, for an array of 

reasons, such as public opinion, the First World has developed intolerance for 

causalities in conflicts that do not directly threaten the state
688

.   This is not to say that 

the First World does not intervene at all.  The First World does intervene in conflicts, 

but only if it is in the best interest (economic or otherwise)  of the First World country 

– such as the US in Iraq securing oil reserves – and not for moral or altruistic reasons. 

 

Public opinion in most First World countries such as the US, UK, France, Australia, 

and most of Europe, have shown an unwillingness to accept the costs (economic and 

human) of UN operations or military interventions in foreign wars, especially when 

national security or foreign policy is not directly threatened by the conflict.  The 

public resistance to the costs of human and economic UN peacekeeping operations 

has been a result of the “CNN effect”, the Vietnam Syndrome, or the updated version: 

the Mogadishu Syndrome.  These terms highlights the media broadcasting pictures 

back to most of the First World of their military personnel (particularly from the US) 

being brought home in body bags from Third World conflicts the public thinks are not 
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worth the loss of life.  The battle in Mogadishu, Somalia that occurred on the 3
rd

 

October 1993, for instance, was disastrous for US forces.  In total, 43 US military 

soldiers were killed between 1992 and 1994.  The effect of this battle was felt 

immediately around the globe.  This resulted in foreign policy in the First World 

focusing on an extreme reluctance to deploy defence force personnel in UN 

operations where there was a possibility of casualties.  The humiliation suffered by 

US armed forces in Mogadishu has led to a radical rethink within US policymakers 

about the usefulness of deploying US military personnel for UN operations.
689

   Even 

during the Balkans conflict, the reluctance of the US government to deploy its armed 

forces limited its military operations to air strikes and it would not commit combat 

troops until the NATO air-strikes had gained the upper hand.  While the US public 

was willing to accept casualties for the Afghanistan campaign as it was viewed as a 

necessary fight, the same cannot be said for operation in places such as Somalia or the 

Balkans, where the case for intervention were not as clear
690

.  The change in US 

policy for instance culminated in the issuing of presidential directive on 25
th

 May 

1994 which laid down a number of criteria which would have to be satisfied before 

the US would consider future humanitarian military operations on behalf of the UN. 

 

With the US as the current hegemon, without its active participation, other First 

World countries will also become reluctant to become involved in any UN 

peacekeeping missions within the Third World.  For the First Word, causality figures 

that go into double digits, on behalf of a UN peacekeeping operation of mercy, will be 

seen as a political and military disaster.  Furthermore, devoid of ideological or 

imperial value, conflicts in the Third World have ceased to pose as serious threats to 

                                                 
689

 Singer 2003a, p58 
690

 Singer 2003a, p.58  



 

226 

 

the national interest of most First World countries as a result of the end of bi-polar 

Cold War hostilities.  Therefore, to overcome the “CNN effect”, or Vietnam 

syndrome, or the Mogadishu syndrome, most First World countries such as the US 

and UK may look to PMCs to take on UN peacekeeping operations the public may 

deem as undesirable. 

 

PMCs and Peacekeeping 

Peter W. Singer hypothesized a theory where PMCs could possibly provide UN 

peacekeeping and humanitarian operations in the face of problems organising a multi-

lateral force made up of various armed forces, or where UN member states lack the 

capability, motivation, or the military will to intervene
691

.  Singer’s hypothesis for 

PMCs undertaking UN peacekeeping operations provides three plausible roles that 

PMCs could play on behalf of the UN and its member states.  First, though military 

security providers (what this thesis terms as Combat Defensive PMC), the UN could 

quickly intervene whenever tensions flare.  This would enable the UN to deploy 

Combat Defensive PMCs to act as peacekeepers and monitors to ensure that safety 

and protection of UN zones such as safe havens or cease-fire lines. Combat Defensive 

PMCs would also be able to provide site and convoy protection that would allow 

much more effective aid action in hostile environment.  Secondly, PMCs could act as 

a “Rapid Reaction Force”
692

 by deploying both Combat Offensive and Defensive 

PMCs on behalf of the UN and for its member states to quickly intervene whenever a 

volatile humanitarian intervention is needed within the Third World.  By deploying 

both types of combat PMCs would enable the UN take a more aggressive stance in 

bringing about an end to the conflict.  In this case, Singer highlights that PMCs would 
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be hired to provide the “teeth” for peace operations
693

. Finally, a situation would arise 

where the UN would have no choice but to take a stance and deploy what this thesis 

has termed as Combat Offensive PMCs for combat operations being employed by the 

UN or a member state, or the besieged government itself, to directly defeat the 

defined enemy, and to stabilise a region faced with humanitarian crises such as mass 

killings or genocide
694

. 

 

The table below shows the functions PMCs can perform in place of UN member state 

peacekeeping forces. 

Table Six: Functions performed by UN Peacekeepers 
Military Political/Economic Humanitarian 

Ceasefire observation and 

monitoring 

Maintaining buffer 

zones/boundary demarcation 

assistance 

Disarming warring factions 

 

Regulating the disposition of 

forces 

 

Preventing infiltration 

 

Preventing civil war 

 

Verifying security agreements 

and withdrawal of foreign 

troops 

 

Supervising disengagement and 

cantonment 

Clearing mines 

 

Training/re-forming military 

units 

Upholding law and order 

 

Helping to establish viable 

government 

 

Helping to maintain 

independent status 

Coping/negotiating with 

government entities/election 

administration 

Natural resource administration 

and monitoring 

Exercising temporary 

administrative authority 

Providing security and helping 

to re-establish economic life for 

the local populace 

 

Management and arbitration of 

local disputes 

Confidence building 

measures/reconciliation 

Training and restructuring of 

police forces 

Protecting aid convoys 

 

Protecting relief/delivery 

workers 

 

Providing humanitarian aid 

 

Establishing, supporting, and 

protecting regional safe havens 

and other protected areas 

Assisting in refugee repatriation 

 

Monitoring refugee flow 

 

Logistics support for 

humanitarian projects including 

transport, medical, and 

engineering 

Verifying human rights 

agreements 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Lester Kurtz 1999, (ed), Encyclopaedia of International Peacekeeping Operations, Academic 

Press, San Diego. 
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If UN member states, particularly from the First World, are not willing to undertake 

UN operations, then the question has to ask how the conflicts will be brought to an 

end.  The irony of this is that it remains with the UN Security Council by and large 

that determines the international community’s use of UN peacekeeping forces.  In 

refusing to intervene themselves in regional security operations while at the same time 

demanding an international response to regional crises, the great powers are placing 

an almost insurmountable obstacle in the path of the UN member state’s ability to 

deal with humanitarian emergencies
695

.  With this in mind, Singer’s theory about 

PMCs acting as UN peacekeepers is not as far-fetched as at first glance.  The concept 

of employing PMCs for UN peacekeeping operations could present a window of 

opportunity to stabilise Third World conflicts.  Using PMCs would circumvent some 

of the factors that are preventing the UN from effectively playing a stabilising role.  

Indeed, whereas 82,000 UN peacekeepers were in the field in 1993, by 1995, it was 

down to 8,000 and as low as 1000 in 1999
696

.  If such a norm does in fact develop, or 

if regional and international organisations such as NATO or the UN seek to use PMCs 

in future UN humanitarian interventions, the PMC industry could potentially handle 

these operations.  The advocates (PMC executives) propose that by employing PMCs 

for peacekeeping operations, the effectiveness and efficiency of operations might 

increase.  PMCs do not contain the same procedural hang-ups that hamper UN 

peacekeeping multi-lateral forces, are likely to be better equipped, and can take 

quicker and more decisive action
697

.  Their essential belief is that “[PMCs]…can do it 

faster, better, and much cheaper than the United Nations”
698

. There remains, however, 
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great institutional opposition to the concept inside both the UN and the humanitarian 

community.  

 

Two obstacles stand in the way of PMCs undertaking humanitarian and peacekeeping 

operations. The political will of the UN to contract PMCs, and the financial costs of 

contracting PMCs from the standpoint of who will actually pay for the contract.  

PMCs could provide UN peacekeeping and humanitarian operations at a lower cost 

than UN member states charging the organisation for the use of their military 

hardware and personnel.  In 1994, EO approached the UN to intervene militarily in 

Rwanda to stop the genocide, restore order, and provide a safe-haven for refugees
699

.  

EO estimated that the Rwandan operation would cost US$600,000 per day, compared 

to the UN intervention which cost approximately US$3 million per day
700

.  Moreover, 

the status of UNAMSIL in Sierra Leone was seriously questioned after the estimated 

cost of US$260 million in six months in which this mission went horribly wrong was 

in stark contrast to EO’s actions, which were very successful, and cost only US$35 

million in 21 months. However, in the UN’s defence, the nature of UNAMSIL and 

EO was diametrically opposed, one being an international multilateral peacekeeping 

force made up of various UN member states with limits to their mandate, while EO 

was contracted by the Sierra Leone government which gave the PMC a mandate to do 

as it saw fit to end the conflict. 

 

In addition, there are various logistical obstacles that PMCs must overcome in order 

to be a viable alternative to UN peacekeeping missions.  First, no PMC individually or 

collectively could supply all the military personnel needed for all the UN missions on 
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a consistent basis.  Even conceding that PMCs could provide combat troops with an 

expanded mandate which could possibly be more effective, the numbers required for 

peacekeeping and humanitarian operations will still run into the thousands, possibly 

more.  Second, suggestions for the use of Combat Offensive PMCs rests upon the idea 

that these PMCs would use military force to stabilise a conflict which would still run 

counter to traditional definitions of peacekeeping, unless the UN Security Council 

allows an offensive course of action.  Third, using PMCs as a rapid reaction force 

might be a possibility, but questions of financing such operations performed by PMCs 

would sill persist
701

.  Fourth, PMCs may be reluctant to move beyond their current 

military services and operations.  However, a few PMCs such as Blackwater USA 

were willing to provide combat action personnel. 

 

PMCs do not act in the same capacity as the UN or other multi-national peacekeeping 

forces.  In particular, PMCs are not neutral when employed by a client. Because of 

their combative nature, they have to take sides.  Unlike a multinational peacekeeping 

force, PMCs do not act impartially but are contracted to ensure a victory in a given 

conflict on their client’s terms
702

.  However, given the right circumstances under a UN 

mandate, PMCs could be apolitical and neutral during a UN peacekeeping operation. 

A PMC willing to be apolitical is important for the UN because the use of PMCs 

could transform the intended nature of peacekeeping operations from one of neutrality 

to taking sides within conflicts.  The idea of taking sides in a conflict is in direct 

opposition to the fundamental idea of UN peacekeeping missions, nor is it the UN’s 

mandate to take sides.  Blackwater USA for instance, offered to do what the UN 

cannot do in Sudan, take sides, deploy a combat military force, and pre-emptively 
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engage with the enemy.  Unless the UN defines the mission as a military intervention 

through the UN Security Council, then the problem of being apolitical becomes a 

moot point. 

 

However, who or what is defined as the enemy becomes a problem for the UN.  

Moreover, bludgeoning one side into accepting a peace agreement runs in diametrical 

opposition to conflict resolution.  Conflict resolution centres on consent and bringing 

warring parties to the negotiation table and a possible end to hostilities.  To a large 

degree, the international community through the UN have responded to Third World 

conflicts in this manner.  Rather, PMCs are directly or indirectly in the employ of one 

particular side within the conflict, and therefore have no incentive or mandate to work 

towards a peaceful solution between the warring parties
703

.  The prospect that PMCs 

might gain some degree of legitimacy within the international community begs the 

question as to whether PMCs could take on UN peacekeeping missions and improve 

humanitarian and peacekeeping interventions. 

 

Yet, there is a paradox at the centre of the issue of PMCs acting as peacekeepers.  The 

UN is an international institution that still remains a voluntary organisation for states.  

UN peacekeeping operations are usually dependent on the enthusiasm of their 

member states to send military personnel into a humanitarian conflict.  The UN 

deploys peacekeeping personnel, not combat or military armed force personnel to 

change the strategic landscape of a conflict.  The UN does not like to discuss PMCs 

preferring to shun these non-state actors as mercenaries.  Using PMCs for UN 

peacekeeping operations could be seen as nothing more than entrenching UN ideals 
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such as the First World’s idea of human rights within the Third World.  Not only must 

peacekeepers operate under very different rules of engagement, but the most 

important directive for peacekeeping operations is the guiding principle of neutrality, 

the act of not taking sides.  It is not in the UN’s mandate to take sides.  Generally, 

successful peacekeeping operations create conditions for peace –enforcement.  In 

other words, peacekeepers are a neutral force deployed to maintain a peace that has 

already been established so that the theatre of conflict between opposing sides can 

move from the battlefield to the peace table.  Therefore, successful peacekeeping 

attempts to keep the balance of power on the ground consistently enough so that a 

negotiated political solution can be reached
704

.   

 

It is important to make clear a clear distinction between hiring military services from 

a PMC for limited and well-defined tasks and hiring PMCs in a peacekeeping 

capacity, where the PMC would be responsible for the maintenance of public law and 

order and most importantly, upholding peace within the conflict.  The UN might wish 

to employ PMCs, but the organisation needs to clarify what operations and tasks 

PMCs can undertake.  Questions of war and peace and life and death should not be 

governed by profit motives.  Doing so would be contrary to everything the UN stands 

for
705

.  Nonetheless, the UN on several occasions has failed to provide the kind of 

peace enforcement in Bosnia, Rwanda, or Somalia, and if you are a besieged 

government looking for military intervention, and there is a PMC out there in the 

marketplace willing to do so, and this PMC can help end your war, then hiring a PMC 

for a peace dividend could be pragmatic thing to do, even if hiring a PMC is still seen 

as morally repugnant by the UN and most of the international community. 
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PMCs make the point that because of their modest size and small command 

structures, this allows for a remarkably rapid reaction and deployment into UN 

peacekeeping humanitarian operations.  Northbridge Services, for instance, made the 

point that it could deploy 500-2000 armed personnel into Liberia on behalf of the UN 

within three weeks to supress the fighting.  This is highly significant because without 

the bureaucratic command structure that constrains most First World military forces 

and the UN, the PMC’s post-Fordist structure such as its flattening hierarchy, small 

unit size and capabilities, and the skill level of PMC personnel could act and intervene 

very quickly and decisively.  With their small size and high mobility, this allows 

PMCs to move quickly into critical combat areas, making the most of their most cost-

effective use of resources
706

.   Unlike the UN and most UN member state military 

operations into the Third World, PMCs could act as force multipliers complementing 

current defence forces, but not necessarily replacing those defence forces.  In other 

words, PMCs could act as an auxiliary force or an extension of that particular defence 

force both during and after the peacekeeping or humanitarian intervention. 

 

A contracted PMC would almost certainly originate from a UN member state that 

supported the UN operation, or alternatively the UN might be a party to the conflict 

depending on the nature of the contract with the PMC.  PMCs undertaking UN 

peacekeeping operations that are supported by their member state would certainly 

help PMCs improve their legitimacy as a viable military service provider. Chris 

Taylor, former vice president of Blackwater USA, gave speeches in various contexts 

arguing that Blackwater Worldwide could offer a more efficient alternative over UN 
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peacekeepers and therefore should be given a mandate to be sent to Dafur
707

.  Even 

Mia Farrow made this point at a press breakfast at the UN plaza in New York that the 

then Blackwater USA should be employed to intervene in Darfur.  Moreover, 

underlining the efficiency of PMCs, former CEO of the once operational Blackwater 

USA, Erik Prince, claimed that there was no need for an 8,000 strong UN 

peacekeeping force for Dafur.  For Prince, what was needed was a PMC-QRF (Private 

Military Company – Quick Reaction Force) with a better tooth-to-tail ratio than most 

UN multilateral peacekeeping forces
708

.  Blackwater USA argued that it could get 

military personnel into Darfur within three weeks, rather than the six months needed 

for a UN multilateral force.  While this might sound feasible, the problem is that 

Blackwater USA was not only willing to provide military personnel, but also 

helicopter gunships, fighter bombers with cluster bombs, and armoured vehicles. This 

seemed to be a lot of offensive force which had nothing to do with the mandate of 

peacekeeping.  Furthermore, PMCs would be less threatened by the internal tensions 

that plague most multilateral UN peacekeeping forces, and could take quicker and 

more decisive action. 

 

Nonetheless, PMCs have also played and continue to play an active role in Darfur.  

PAE, DynCorp, and Medical Solutions Services have all worked for humanitarian aid 

agencies and defence forces at some point during the conflict.  PMCs have been 

involved in Darfur from day one providing logistics, base construction, management 

and military operations, and medical services.  Other places where PMCs have been 

active alongside UN peacekeepers were in 1991 where DynCorp provided military 
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support services for UN peacekeepers in Angola.  In addition, DynCorp further 

provided humanitarian support for famine aid in Somalia.  In 2001, the US State 

Department awarded a contract to DynCorp to provide logistical support to 

international peacekeepers in Somalia, giving the US a significant role in Darfur 

without actually assigning US combat personnel.  In 2005, the Somali government 

then signed a US$50 million contract with US based PMC Top Cat Marine Security to 

help create a coast guard and to also patrol shipping to protect it from pirates.  

Furthermore, ICI have been working for the UN for several years doing heavy air 

lifts, and taking peacekeepers into peacekeeping missions. 

 

Humanitarian Agencies 

Since the 1990s, humanitarian aid agencies have been increasingly operating in areas 

of violent combat zones in the Third World, and also where state power is weak and 

all state political machineries have broken down.  Because of the lack of military 

intervention by the First World into Third World conflicts, humanitarian organisations 

are now being forced to work in increasingly insecure environments.  Working in 

situation that are something like a Hobbesian state of nature is becoming an increasing 

part within the Third World for humanitarian agencies.  This has resulted in these 

organisations considering the need to devote some of their resources to employing a 

PMC to militarily protect their assets and personnel in order to achieve their relief 

operations
709

.  The talk of threats and various insurgencies using violence against 

humanitarian agencies is now sitting uneasily with humanitarian agencies which 

traditionally relied on passive acceptance as a form of strategy for a neutral presence 

within the field.  From 1992 – 2004, 218 UN civilian personnel have been lost to 
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malicious acts
710

.  The study, The Year of Living Dangerously concluded that more 

humanitarian personnel died in 2003 than any other year, while the 2005 No Relief 

study calculated that 20 per cent of humanitarian personnel had been subjected to 

security incidents such as assault, robbery, intimidation, and sexual assault
711

.  This 

was particularly true of the Red Cross which pledged to aid all those in need 

regardless of political beliefs.  However, physical threats and actual violence against 

Red Cross personnel has intensified.  The massacre of six Red Cross workers in 

Chechnya in December 1996, for instance, demonstrated the degree to which passive 

acceptance is now not enough to guarantee NGO personnel safety
712

. 

 

There are three potential scenarios for humanitarian agencies using PMCs for 

security.  First is the issue of protection.  The problem of protection for humanitarian 

agencies and relief operations is widespread and pervasive.  In fact more Red Cross 

workers were killed in the 1990s than US defence personnel
713

.  Besides the direct 

benefit to relief workers on the ground, better protection might also prevent local 

insurgents from gaining control of relief supplies.  The second possibility is that 

PMCs could constitute what was mentioned earlier as a ”Rapid Reaction Force”
714

 

within an overall peacekeeping operation perspective.  PMCs could be contracted to 

provide military security for humanitarian agencies that the UN Blue Helmets are 

unable to provide.  The quick insertion of a more combat –minded force could be 

critical in deterring local insurgencies from attacking humanitarian agencies.  This 

would no doubt help strengthening the mission of the peacekeeping operations. The 

final and most contentious scenario is the complete outsourcing of humanitarian relief 
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operations to PMCs.  When humanitarian crises occur, the intervention itself could be 

completely turned over to PMCs.  This idea might sound incredible, but actually was 

an opinion considered by policymakers behind closed doors during the refugee crisis 

in Zaire in 1996. 

 

Although suggestions have been made that humanitarian aid agencies should employ 

PMCs for their protection, little analysis has considered the immediate and long term 

impact of this relationship.  While military operations in humanitarian relief 

operations may been seen as essential to protect personnel, however, these 

interventions by PMCs are also seen as dangerous for aid agencies.  The problem lies 

not only on the First World’s reluctance to intervene, but also the host government.  

Traditionally, the host government was responsible for the safety of humanitarian 

operations within its territory.  However, if law and order have broken down, and part 

or a majority of the state is under enemy control, then the host government will be 

unable to fulfil this obligation.  As a result, PMCs are being used in these situations to 

ameliorate the security dilemma and to protect humanitarian personnel.  However, the 

use of PMCs in this way will threaten the impartiality of the humanitarian assistance 

which could actually magnify security risks, rather than reducing those security 

threats
715

.   The recurring institutional support from international and non-

governmental organisations would help increase the revenue flow of the PMC 

industry.  An added bonus is that peacekeeping and humanitarian operations tend to 

be a long term mission, meaning extended profitable contracts. 
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In their drive to preserve humanity, humanitarian aid agencies are now entering into 

relationships with PMCs to intervene with their personnel to ensure the effectiveness, 

reach, and consistency of their activities.  DSL, for instance, a well-known PMC 

provided military protection to humanitarian agencies such as the International Red 

Cross, International Rescue Committee, CARE, Caritas, USAID, GOAL, and World 

Vision.  With the UN, such bodies that have relied on PMCs also include the 

UNCHR, UNICEF, UNDP, WFP, United Nations Angolan Verification Mission, and 

United Nations Operations in Mozambique
716

. Such contracts for PMCs are 

considered desirable for two main reasons. One is that the very magnitude and 

complexity of contemporary humanitarian operations provide a market niche that fits 

quite neatly within the skillsets of PMCs.  Secondly, PMCs forming relationships with 

humanitarian relief agencies within peacekeeping operations provide a very public 

moral legitimacy for the existence of PMCs
717

. With the reduction in humanitarian 

intervention from the First World, the number of incidents where humanitarians have 

been kidnapped, threatened with violence, or killed have increased substantially.  In 

2000 alone, humanitarians were killed or taken hostage in Mozambique, Rwanda, 

Kosovo, Sudan, Ethiopia, Congo, Angola, Sierra Leone, and Colombia.  

 

The UNCHR, the UNHC on human rights in Rwanda, the ICRC, CARE USA, 

Caritas, Save the Children, Norwegian Peoples Aid, and German Agro Action are just 

some of the organisations who have been targeted
718

.  The blue ensign of the UN and 

the symbols of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent and countless other 

humanitarian relief agencies, no longer offer sufficient protection or significance.  

Insecurity is so bad in some situations, however, that aid agencies are faced with the 
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stark dilemma of either abandoning civilians or seeking military protection 

arrangements with PMCs to enable aid to be delivered.  However, PMC intervention 

might also facilitate the avoidance of high-level international political activity and 

serve to perpetuate the band-aid approach towards intra-state conflict that would 

emphasise containment over resolution. 

 

Currently, the cost of UN peacekeeping missions is generally spread out amongst the 

member states while the financial burden of a PMC generally rests on the besieged 

government.  Faced with ever increasing risks, the UN wants to raise substantially its 

annual budget on peacekeeping and military operations into conflict ridden countries 

and for relief and refugee agencies
719

.  PMCs may just become the face of 

humanitarian interventions and take a prominent and active role in peacekeeping 

operations
720

. Nonetheless, there are still associated problems using PMCs such as no 

accountability for their actions, and any pragmatism with enough resources and the 

means to pay for a PMC could bring such a company on to its side.   Additionally, the 

mercenary stigma that is still attached to PMCs means that their use as peacekeepers 

could still be seen as a public relations quagmire. 

 

PMCs have not quite entirely convinced the UN and its member states that the PMC 

industry would be beneficial for peacekeeping operations.  The world is still not quite 

ready for PMCs to act as peacekeepers and to perform humanitarian interventions in 

anything more than a marginal secondary role.  Yet, the crucial point is that PMCs are 

unilaterally cheaper than all other organisation’s peacekeeping missions. The UN 

Observer Mission in Angola (UNOMA) (1997) cost US$734 million, while UN 
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mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara cost US$254 million in1991. 

Moreover, the UN Preventative Deployment Force (UNPREDEP) in 1995 cost 

US$135 million for Republic of Macedonia, UN Mission in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

(UNMIBH) in 1996 cost US$333 million. PMCs argue that they could do these very 

same missions at a fraction of the cost.  While these might be an enormous need for 

PMCs to provide peacekeeping operations, this does not mean that there is a market 

for privatising peace.  The question is not about their operational ability to provide 

peacekeeping operations, it is a question whether the UN has the political will to use 

such PMCs. 

 

Notwithstanding the UN and other regional organisation’s deployment of more 

peacekeeping missions in recent years, there are many shortcomings and concerns 

associated with PMCs being used as a major player in peacekeeping operations that 

help explain why they have not featured more.  To begin with, PMCs are simply too 

small to be involved in peacekeeping operations in a significant way.  The size of 

many tasks that make up peacekeeping operations is arguably beyond the capability of 

PMCs.  It is doubtful whether there is a company that exists at the moment that could 

recruit and deploy the thousands of personnel needed to patrol entire conflict areas. It 

would also be difficult to portion up different parts of specific peacekeeping 

operations to the responsibility of PMCs
721

.   Although PMCs might appear not to 

possess many of the political constraints of traditional peacekeeping forces, it is only 

the UN Security Council (through exercising Chapter VII of the UN Charter) that can 

authorise peacekeeping missions.  Using PMCs does not obviate this requirement nor 

overcome many of the political difficulties faced by the Security Council.  Even if it 
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became feasible to use a PMC in a given instance, it is highly unlikely that the UN 

would officially be willing to recommend PMCs to member states or accept if a 

member state wished to use a PMC based in its territory as part of its contingent.  

Many defence forces would simply be unwilling to work alongside PMCs in UN 

peacekeeping operations or cede operational command to PMCs
722

.  Because PMC 

personnel are involved in foreign conflicts for essentially financial gain, they may be 

still considered mercenaries in the traditional sense of the word.  The UN has 

repeatedly condemned the use of mercenaries and there is an International Convention 

against the Recruitment, Use, Financing and Training of Mercenaries.  Therefore, for 

its peacekeeping missions and regional operations that the UN Security Council must 

authorise, to be seen as using mercenary element would spell hypocrisy.  

Nevertheless, until there is greater clarity as to the definition of PMCs and 

mercenaries, there will be continued unwillingness on the part of the UN and other 

regional organisation to hire their military services
723

.   

 

Mercenaries and PMCs 

There have been contentious debates about whether the PMC is merely a 

contemporary version of the mercenary
724

 in a corporate shell undergoing a new 

image makeover, or whether these companies are an entirely different entity from 

their individual mercenary predecessors offering numerous military services.  

Although PMCs have been or are still being denounced as mercenaries, PMCs share 

very few characteristics with the mercenary from the past.  Today’s post-Cold War 

world is a far cry from the 1960s and 1970s where unsavoury individual mercenaries 
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were involved in post-colonial and neo-colonial conflicts.  Furthermore, PMCs are 

also unlike the individual mercenaries of this period when people such as Frenchman 

Bob Denard
725

 or “Mad” Mike Hoare who took advantage of the crisis that followed 

decolonisation in Africa
726

.  Nor are PMCs like the Bay of Pigs or the Vietnam 

veterans who took part in the Central American Wars during the 1980s
727

.  Yet, 

because of the potential for duplicity of the moral opprobrium attached to contracting 

out, effectively (directly or indirectly) killing in return for money, PMCs are viewed 

with high suspicion along with mercenaries, even though most PMCs do not directly 

engage in military combat.   

 

Nonetheless, the majority of the literature about PMCs and mercenaries still continues 

to focus on descriptive accounts or normative arguments that blur the distinctions 

between PMCs and mercenaries.  More often than not, the unwillingness to clarify, 

define, and apply a definition about PMCs consistently flows from the tension 

between romanticism and revulsion.  Regardless of this tension, there is a need for a 

scholarly typology which will clearly distinguish between PMCs and mercenaries.  
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This distinction between mercenaries and PMCs is a tenuous one, but the separation 

has to be made.  While some critics will argue that the combative nature of PMCs 

does indeed show similarities to mercenaries, this image, however, on a closer 

inspection can hardly be maintained.  Intuitively, such descriptions appear 

straightforward and to the point.  Upon closer inspection, however, the many 

ambiguities surrounding the term mercenary renders it problematic and misleading, as 

a basis for defining today’s PMCs.  Mercenaries are different from PMCs in terms of 

their operations, clients, structure, military capabilities, and accountability.  This 

suggests the hypothesis that a distinction can be made between mercenaries and 

PMCs because of three distinctive characteristics, first is the structure of the PMC 

organisation, secondly in relation to PMC military operations and third in terms of the 

relationship to the state.  These three features highlight that PMCs occupy a specific 

range that is different from the sphere of action of mercenaries.  This specific range is 

characterised by a relatively high level of organisational structure, a relationship 

between the activities and the use of legitimate force, as well as a limited, but formal 

legal independence from their countries of origin.  

 

What differentiates a PMC from the mercenary is the degree to which PMCs have 

corporatised their operations
728

.  In other words, PMCs seek to conduct a business as 

would any other corporation, but within a military context.  Assumed to lack any 

genuine ideological concern, mercenaries quickly gained the term “dogs of war” 

prepared to fight for anybody.  In recent times, the mercenary term has received such a 

bad reputation that the word has now become a form of abuse that has reduced the 

term to a form of depreciation rather than a descriptive or analytical category.  
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Moreover, mercenaries have been widely perceived as war profiteers exploiting 

violence for personal gain to the point of being accused of terrorism; on occasion the 

accusations have bordered on the hysterical.  Nossal notes that today, the word is:  

so imbued with negative connotations that there is no way to 

return it to the essentially neutral use it enjoyed in the years 

before nationalism and the national idea turned selling military 

expertise to foreigners into an act of opprobrium
729

 

 

The term is now often inconsistently and incorrectly applied from an emotional 

perspective rather than from a rational viewpoint.  For example, Guy Arnold argued 

that mercenaries are “little better than killer psychopaths”
730

.  These moral responses 

have ultimately channelled through the reports of UN’s Special Rapporteur on 

Mercenaries, Enrique Ballesteros.  Unfortunately, these reports have furthered 

hindered the development of a clear conceptual framework, particularly regarding the 

role of PMCs
731

.  The UN reports have only highlighted the inadequacy of addressing 

all forms of private military activity as “mercenary”.  Furthermore, there is a tendency 

to employ the mercenary term loosely and to use it in conversation about any military 

personnel who are presumed to indulge in immoral conduct and be partial to illegal 

gains
732

.  Yet, the mercenary was a traditional form of soldier, having been replaced as 

an accepted combatant with attempting to fuse nationalism into military service.  

Since World War II, mercenaries have been viewed as the white hardened soldiers 

who intervened in small African countries for financial gain or worked for rebel 
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insurgencies attempting to destabilise Third World governments
733

.  Conjuring up 

images of freebooting and rampaging “Rambos” overthrowing weak Third World 

governments, certainly these soldiers might meet the widely accepted criteria of 

defining a mercenary - which they are motivated primarily by financial gains, are 

foreign to a conflict, and have participated in combat at some level
734

.  However, 

dismissing PMC personnel as little more than modern day soldiers-of-fortune would 

not only be simplistic but would obscure the broader issues that these PMCs raise.  

The UN even defines PMCs as “incorporated mercenaries”.
735

 

 

The term mercenary usually refers to an individual with or without military 

experience who offers combat operations to the highest bidder.  Over the last 45 

years, mercenaries have been seen as using violence to hamper the exercise of the 

right to self-determination of peoples, therefore violating human rights
736

.  

Furthermore, a mercenary may be someone who fights for financial gain in an armed 

conflict alien to his or her nationality.  However, a mercenary could also be seen as a 

foreign volunteer soldier employed by another country to fight in a conflict
737

.  Some 
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individuals may fight for financial gain, whereas others may fight for personal, 

ideological, or religious reasons.  Mercenaries are also professional individual soldiers 

free lancing their labour power and skill set to various clients in foreign conflicts for 

fees higher than received by their national military personnel
738

.   

 

The OAU declaration
739

 on the use of mercenaries implies that mercenaries are 

generally undisciplined individuals or small ad hoc groups loosely organised into 

small bands.  The PMC is therefore incorrectly depicted as an “incorporated 

mercenary”
740

.  When applied to the PMC, the term “mercenary” then becomes a 

highly imprecise and value-laden term.  Little wonder then that PMCs do not like the 

mercenary label since the meaning suggests nothing but combat action and a total lack 

of principles which does not convey the wide range of military services, whether 

combat or non-combat, that are available from PMCs, such as communications, 

military advising, military training, logistics, or military security.  The conventional 

definitions of mercenaries generally focus on two basic principles: the first is the 

“foreignness” of the mercenary vis-a-vis the conflict in which he/she fights; the 

second is the primacy of financial gain as motivation for taking part in the conflict
741

.  

As an example, Article 47 of the Additional Protocol to the Geneva Conventions 

defines a mercenary as:  

1. A mercenary shall not have the right to be a combatant or a prisoner of war. 

2. A mercenary is any person who: 
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(a) is specially recruited locally or abroad in order to fight in an armed conflict; 

(b) does, in fact, take a direct part in the hostilities; 

(c) is motivated to take part in the hostilities essentially by the desire for private 

gain and, in fact, is promised, by or on behalf of a Party to the conflict, material 

compensation substantially in excess of that promised or paid to combatants of 

similar ranks and functions in the armed forces of that Party; 

(d) is neither a national of a Party to the conflict nor a resident of territory 

controlled by a Party to the conflict; 

(e) is not a member of the armed forces of a Party to the conflict; and 

(f) has not been sent by a State which is not a Party to the conflict on official duty 

as a member of its armed forces. 

 

Importantly, Article 47 is cumulative, which means that all of the conditions of the 

article must be met.  According to an often quoted comment, the definition under 

Article 47 is so full of loop-holes that “a mercenary who cannot exclude himself from 

this definition deserves to be shot – and his lawyer with him”
742

.  Given this problem 

of cumulative conditions of Article 47, this makes it difficult to apply to any person.  

Moreover, it has been described as unworkable as a legal instrument
743

.  In view of 

this cumulative function, its potential application to PMCs and their employees seems 

limited from the outset.  Furthermore, there are also several factors that complicate the 

application of Article 47 to PMCs.  Firstly, Article 47 focuses on natural and not legal 

persons, which means that it is the employees of the PMCs and not the companies 

themselves that must fulfil the conditions of the definition
744

.  Secondly, not all PMCs 

are recruited to fight in armed conflict, nor can some of their military services be seen 

                                                 
742

 Best 1983, p.375  
743

 Kevin O’Brien makes this point in relation in PSCs (PMCs). O’Brien 2007, p.34  
744

 Gillard 2006, p.568  



 

248 

 

as amounting to direct participation in combat operations.  Thirdly, condition (d) 

stipulates that the person in question “is neither a national of a party to the conflict nor 

a resident of territory controlled by a party to the conflict”.  Hypothetically, this could 

exclude US, and British PMC personal of a US based PMC while their Chilean or 

Swedish co-workers could be considered as falling within the scope of Article 47
745

.  

Therefore, one could agree with former UN Special Rapportuer on the subject of 

mercenaries, Enrique Bernales Ballesteros, who concluded that PMCs ‘cannot be 

strictly considered as coming within the legal scope of mercenary status’
746

. 

 

Defining PMCs and their employees as mercenaries, as laid out within international 

law, is problematical.  Thus is especially the case with Article 47 of the Additional 

Protocol to the Geneva Conventions.  Because the Geneva Convention attempts to 

expressly ban the use of mercenaries - individual soldiers who fight purely for 

personal gain – PMCs are quick to distance themselves from any associations with 

individual private military actors.  If as they claim they do, these PMCs restrict their 

employment to legitimate governments, then it is difficult to categorise PMCs as 

mercenaries, especially if the definition used in international conventions refers to 

someone engaged in the overthrow of a government’s political machineries.  The 

definition becomes even more complex when PMCs operate alongside international 

forces engaged in conflicts and humanitarian interventions.   

 

PMCs are fundamentally different from mercenaries with one of the most critical 

factors being that PMCs are in a modern corporate business form.  PMCs are 

hierarchically organised into incorporated and registered businesses that trade and 
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compete openly in an international private military market, have links to outside 

corporations, recruit more effectively and efficiently, and provide a wider range of 

military services to a greater variety of clients than their predecessors ever could.  

Most PMCs maintain a permanent structure, have full-time staff with a large number 

of personnel, and have a tendency to retain a permanent presence within their state, 

have offices, and use promotional materials such as websites.  Unlike mercenaries, 

PMCs utilise highly trained former military personnel from elite units, rather than 

individual mercenaries who have a tendency to have minimal military skills
747

.  This 

corporate identity allows PMCs to develop financial relationships within the military 

sector and other industries outside their speciality.  A PMC is not some loosely 

connected ad hoc group or some individual employing him or herself in a given task.  

PMCs are incorporated, pay taxes (providing that the PMC is not incorporated in a tax 

haven) and try to display many characteristics of a corporation.  Because of a 

mercenary’s individualistic nature, these individuals will tend to be recruited for very 

specific tasks, will have no permanent structure, little group cohesion, little or no 

doctrine, and few vetting procedures.  Furthermore, mercenary standards, both 

behavioural and technical, could be somewhat suspect and their motives questionable. 

 

The other big differences between mercenaries and PMCs is that these companies 

very rarely sign contracts or align themselves with organisations such as rebel 

insurgents, stating that their company will only work for internationally recognised 

governments, MNCs, or liberation movements.  These PMCs argue that their 

companies will not do business with “unsavoury” clients, because this relationship 
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could jeopardise their ability to obtain future business contracts
748

.  Yet, while PMCs 

might argue that they only work for legitimate governments, deciding what is a 

“legitimate” government in many conflicts is not always straightforward. Therefore, 

PMCs become legitimated by the state that employs these non-state actors, essentially 

giving PMCs a licence to perform military activities whether in an offensive of 

defensive capacity within the state.  However, an important point about PMCs 

operating within the Third World is that unlike their previous donor states, PMCs will 

only be available to Third World governments as long as these states are able to 

finance the contract.  Since the Third World has limited resources in terms of financial 

exchange, PMCs may be selective not on the basis of whether a Third World 

government is a democracy or a dictatorship but on the basis of the government’s 

ability to meet the contractual requirements
749

. 

 

However with an unregulated PMC market, PMCs will decide whom to work for and 

when.  Furthermore, PMCs that do work for non-state violent groups will be those 

PMCs that have difficulty in obtaining government business contracts, especially 

contracts from western governments within the competitive PMC market.  PMCs that 

are employed by violent organisations of questionable international legitimacy tend to 

be smaller boutique PMCs that are itinerant and usually formed by individual 

mercenaries wanting to legitimise their military services by attempting to label 

themselves as a “PMC”.  One such boutique “PMC” was the company called Hod 

Hahanit, owned and operated by Israeli officer Yair Klein.  This “PMC” effectively 

trained Colombian paramilitaries that were later involved in the assassinations of two 

Colombian presidents and the bombing of a civil airliner.  Much larger PMCs, on the 
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other hand, contrast themselves to mercenaries whose actions are seen as immoral, 

problematic, and a violation of that state’s law due to these individuals and ad hoc 

groups being in the employ of primarily insurgency groups
750

.  Mercenaries are more 

individualistic, not dissimilar to a sole trader or a small business, while PMCs are 

corporatised.  

 

Mercenaries are also limited in their capabilities as compared to PMCs.  Most 

mercenaries are unable to provide anything other than direct combat support at the 

small-unit level
751

, and are very limited in introducing military training to their 

clients.  Furthermore, mercenaries do not have the skills, capital, or established 

methods and capabilities to provide complex multi-service operations.  Military 

support such as logistics or long-term military training and advisory packages are 

outside the scope of the mercenary.  Furthermore, mercenaries are limited in their 

ability to operate in more than one geographical setting at the same time, and are 

generally restricted to one client at a time.   On the other hand, PMCs are diversified 

enough to work for multiple and a wider variety of clients, in multiple markets and in 

different theatres of war at once.  Likewise, mercenaries remain highly dependent on 

their client for logistics and support whereas PMCs can acquire their own personnel 

and logistics.  The end result is that mercenaries provide marginal aspects of military 

outsourcing, but certainly not the complete transfer of responsibility that PMCs can 

provide
752

. 
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Conclusion 

Are PMCs capable of being considered peacekeepers in the traditional sense proposed 

by the UN?  Their interventions in the Third World, particularly Africa, have been 

almost exclusively to stabilise the situation sufficiently to allow mining and oil 

drilling in the countries concerned.  Nevertheless, the cases of Sierra Leone and 

Angola could be considered ones in which PMCs were hired to stabilise and support 

the existing government against an insurgency
753

.  For the international community 

still reluctant to intervene in the developing world, this raises the serious 

consideration regarding the usefulness of PMCs in the context of peacekeeping 

operations. 

 

When a government’s armed forces are ineffective or unreliable, and the international 

community particularly in the First World either cannot or will not intervene, the 

questions has to be asked where can these conflict ridden Third World countries turn 

to for help other than to PMCs.  If the international community cannot get its act 

together and help those conflict ridden Third World countries to protect their 

commerce and citizenry, there may be more and more examples of PMCs 

intervening
754

.  PMCs may be used more extensively in the future in a variety of 

peacekeeping operations providing primarily military operations from logistics to 

combat support.  The PMC Brown and Root for instance, was a major supplier to the 

US government and won a contract for up to a billion US dollars over five years with 

US NATO forces during the Kosovo campaign.  The US State Department also 

contracted PAE to work in conjunction with another US PMC ICI to provide 

logistical support to the ECOWAS Cease –Fire Monitoring Group (ECOMOG), the 
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Nigerian dominated intervention force of the Economic Community of West African 

Stated (ECOWAS).  Although PMC emerged in the 1990s as an option for the UN 

and other multilateral organisations to perform peacekeeping operations, a greater 

unwillingness on the part of the UN to deploy peacekeeping troops from members 

over the last few years has enhanced the military services of PMCs in some contexts.  

The outsourcing of peacekeeping operations is slowly becoming a reality but it is still 

mainly confined to logistical and support services and some military security 

functions.  There has been a clear lack of acceptance of PMCs being used for 

activities of a combat offensive military nature.  Given the current Third World 

instability and chaos, this idea of outsourcing peacekeeping operations to PMCs may 

become the best option for the UN to intervene in regional conflicts. 



 

 

 

Chapter Seven: Changing Nature of Warfare
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Introduction 

This chapter explores the last dynamic - the changing nature of warfare itself, 

particularly from a post-Fordist perspective.  From changes in technology to new 

ideas in battlefield tactics, this dynamic reflects the increasing role PMCs are having 

on the battlefield, whether in a combative or non-combative role.   In the changing 

nature of warfare, conventional warfare between western states has rapidly become a 

thing of the past.   The advances in conventional weapons being used by the First 

World against the Third World states also leaves little room for the more traditional 

conception of organised warfare between states.  Furthermore, intra-state conflicts 

(civil wars) are becoming increasingly common, particularly in the Third World. 

 

Because PMCs are increasingly a post-Fordist response to insurgencies in the Third 

World, the chapter analyses the relationship between insurgencies, natural resources, 

and PMCs.  In doing so, this chapter asks why a PMC intervenes or accepts a contract 

in one conflict, but does not accept a contract or intervene in other insurgencies.   In 

doing so, chapter six argues that PMCs will only intervene into conflicts when: 

5) the company knows it can win or alter the strategic landscape of the conflict 

6) the PMC knows it can make a profit 

7) the conflict is in the best interests of the PMC 

8) the PMC is supported by a First World country to operate within the Third 

World 

 

With these four points in mind, the chapter uses the examples of where PMCs have 

been so prominent in resource rich Third World countries such as Angola, Democratic 

Republic of Congo (DRC), Iraq, and Sierra Leone.  The point here is to highlight how 
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warfare has changed in terms of ideology. While ideology and identity remain 

important in understanding these conflicts, they are incomplete explanations.  

Therefore, this chapter will take on a political economic approach to look at how 

combatants and PMCs can benefit from conflicts, especially within Third World 

conflict ridden states with valuable natural resources.  In doing so, the chapter 

considers the theory developed by Weinstein755 that there are two types of 

insurgencies, and within those insurgencies, there are different types of structures, 

ideologies, motivations, and personnel that either inhibit or enhance the insurgency.  

Weinstein makes the point that only one of these types of insurgencies will be far 

more successful than the other type, which will quite often fail.  Therefore, this 

chapter tests the hypothesis that PMCs will only engage, whether in a combat or non-

combative role, with the type of insurgencies that is most likely to fail. 

 

Changing Nature of Warfare: Away from Clausewitz 

Changes in modes of production towards post-Fordism have influenced the changes in 

the nature of warfare.  Of course, this is a large field of study in its own right, and the 

subsequent paragraphs cannot hope to do much more than scratch the surface of this 

issue. What follows, then, does not provide a comprehensive overview of the changes 

in warfare’s general nature, but rather an investigation of these aspects in relation to 

post-Fordism that are relevant to understanding the growth of PMCs.  On a basic 

level, Clausewitz saw wars as a political extension, ideally governed by political goals 

of the state and primarily fought out between states by means of their national 

armies
756

.  Old Clausewitzian wars still occur, yet post-Fordist conflicts are different 

from past experiences.  Mary Kaldor, for instance, argues that war in the post-Fordist 
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period is so different from the Fordist era that it in fact constitutes a “new war”.
757

  

Instead, the goals of new wars are more about identity politics such as ethnicity 

whereas “old wars” were more about ideology or geo-politics.  Van Creveld argued 

that the Clausewitzian theory is essentially statist, based on the view of war as a 

trinity consisting of people, the army, and the government, and dependent on a clear 

distinction between these three elements
758

.  Both directly and indirectly, changes in 

warfare have heightened the demand for military services and operations supplied by 

PMCs. 

 

One of the first changes in the nature of warfare is the diversification in terms of 

military power outside the state.  During the Fordist industrial age, states were the 

most effective organisation for waging war, and its ability to fund the overwhelming 

expense of troops, equipment and supplies.  States throughout the Fordist era were 

usually the only institution that could successfully mobilise large amounts of money, 

military personnel, and materials.  With warfare changing in nature in the post-Fordist 

era, conventional warfare, as we traditionally now it, is becoming a thing of the past.  

Van Creveld noted some twenty years ago that the notion of Fordist conventional 

warfare, as well as outmoded modern weapons systems, were already facing 

increasing insignificance due to the haphazard character of intra-state conflicts (civil 

wars), on the one hand, and the unmistakable madness of nuclear destruction, on the 

other
759

.   

 

Today’s wars are often not dominated and fought by states, but within a partnership 

with PMCs and the contracting state.  The strengthening of PMCs at the expense of 
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the state is not just about weapons, personnel, or money, but also encompasses the 

entire spectrum of warfare
760

.  The 2003 Iraq War in relation to PMCs and a 

contracting state come to mind.  During the 2003 Iraq War, one in ten military 

personnel was employed by a PMC
761

.  The outsourcing of military operations in Iraq 

highlighted the monetary attractions rather than reinforcing the legitimacy of the 

conflict.   

 

Transformations in warfare are leaving little room for the more traditional Fordist 

conception of organised warfare between states.  Rather, civil wars are becoming the 

norm in terms of conflicts, particularly in the Third World.  The majority of wars 

within the Third World have been called ‘low-intensity’ conflicts which rarely include 

regular armies on both sides.  Ironically, these conflicts within the Third World have 

also become more technological relative to the parties involved in the conflict, 

requiring more than ever before a reliance on civilian/military specialists from PMCs 

to run increasingly sophisticated military weapons systems.    These post-Fordist 

transformations that are underway in the nature of warfare have seen small-arms 

proliferations increase the ability of insurgencies to disrupt entire Third World 

countries.  Low-intensity conflicts have also resulted in enormous numbers of 

casualties, many of whom have been civilians. The methods used to fight these post-

Fordist wars are marked by guerrilla and counterinsurgency tactics, and violence is 

often aimed at civilians and non-combatants
762

.  These military units fighting in such 

post-Fordist wars are paramilitary units, local warlords, criminal gangs, police forces, 

mercenaries, splinter groups from regular armed forces, and of course PMCs. 
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Most of these post-Fordist civil wars within the Third World are characterised by 

fighting between government forces and insurgency groups.  Plagued by a host of 

intra-state and inter-state instabilities, lawlessness, criminality, civil wars, ethnic 

clashes, recurring coups d ètat, armed insurgencies, factional fighting, military 

disloyalty, and ideational conflicts, much of the Third World, and in particular the 

African continent, exemplifies the manifold forms of internal and external state and 

non-state violence and the clear absence of the monopoly on the legitimate use of 

force
763

.  These conflicts and insurgencies have both an internal and transnational 

character in which PMCs are taking full advantage of.   

 

Although both external and internal support are present for most viable insurgencies, 

the internal support or “infrastructure” of the rebellion will be the critical component 

of this chapter.  In doing so, the chapter will pay particular attention as to why a PMC 

will intervene in one particular type of insurgency, attempting to alter the strategic 

landscape, and yet will not intervene in other Third World conflicts.  While this 

chapter acknowledges that the role of external support and transnational factors play a 

significant part in the success or failure of insurgencies, it will focus on the internal 

dynamics of insurgencies within the Third World and how PMCs fit into these types 

of conflict.  In doing so, the chapter analyses the relationship between insurgencies 

and PMCs intervening in these conflicts, whether in a combative, non-combative, 

offensive or defensive role.    
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A coherent theory of why a PMC will intervene against one particular insurgency and 

not others depends on a clear understanding of the micro-politics of the insurgency 

itself.  This is achieved by focusing on how rebel movements organise violence, the 

choices rebel leaders make about how to recruit personnel, group decisions about 

whether to centralise or decentralise military command, and the structures of rebel 

movements set in place to ensure that soldiers act in accordance with insurrection 

objectives
764

.  This helps to underpin the importance of the relationship between 

insurgencies, resource exploitation, civil wars, and why PMCs will selectively 

intervene in one particular Third World conflict and not another.  The specific 

question this chapter asks is why PMCs will not actively pursue military operations 

against insurgencies such as Hezbollah (Lebanon) and yet will intervene against rebel 

movements such as the RUF (Sierra Leone).  To answer this question, the chapter 

makes the point that insurgencies largely based on economic endowments such as the 

RUF are staffed by opportunists, lack mechanisms for disciplining behaviour, and will 

tend to commit widespread abuses against civilians.  On the other hand, insurgencies 

organised around social commitments such as Hezbollah tend to attract committed 

recruits, establish structures that facilitate cooperation and discipline, and employ 

violence selectively, therefore controlling combatant’s behaviour against civilians to a 

significant degree. 
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Furthermore, while most Third World civil wars may start out for reasons such as 

politics or ideology, in the post-Cold War/post-Fordist Third World environment, 

natural resource exploitation has become strongly associated with not only the 

continuation of these conflicts, but this is also one of the primary factors creating the 

onset of civil war and insurgencies
765

.  As a result, those conflicts in the Third World, 

particularly on the African continent, have almost lost all the political ideological 

motivations that these wars may have once possessed, and have instead disintegrated 

into wars among various factions and other states fighting to acquire valuable local 

resources in an effort to prolong their military operations.
766

 

 

The relationship between the exploitation of valuable natural resources in the Third 

World and the onset of intrastate conflicts (civil war) highlights that it is the 

fundamental securitisation of these natural resources by PMCs that primarily funds 

the employment of PMCs.  Countries in the Sub-Saharan African continent such as 

Angola or Sierra Leone, and states in the Middle East such as Iraq, have natural 

resources that enable to fund or prolong the continuation of conflict within these 

countries.  Sierra Leone and Angola, for instance, used their natural resources to pay 

for EO’s military services, while the Iraq case highlights how a First World state (the 

US) secures natural resources within a Third World country with the use of PMCs 

alongside its defence forces.  PMCs allow Third World governments to obtain quick 

and effective military expertise, especially when the First World is unwilling to 

devote its defence forces and military resources to aid besieged Third World 

governments, or to secure natural resources.  This highlights that most Third World 
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countries such as Sierra Leone during their conflict with the RUF were searching for 

experienced military professionals (combatants and non-combatants alike) who will 

conduct their missions objectively and efficiently and will leave when told to do so
767

.   

 

PMCs and Third World Resources  

In many Third World countries, an important feature of the political economy of these 

states is the key economic natural resources for foreign exchange on to the global 

market, in particular selling these natural resources to the First World.  In Africa for 

instance, mining represents one of the few areas for economic development.  Africa 

provides most of the world’s gold, gems, and diamonds, as well as platinum and 

palladium.  Moreover, most of the world’s cobalt, copper, chrome, and titanium 

dioxide are mined in Africa.  However, because most Third World states do not have 

strong political machineries to institutionalise the control over their own natural 

resources, most Third World countries will allow foreign ownership of these 

resources in the form of foreign direct investment, including the exclusive right of 

First World MNCs to exploit profitable natural resources such as minerals, oil, timber, 

or diamonds. 

 

Moreover, because of the volatile situations in some of these Third World countries, 

PMCs have been employed by foreign MNCs to protect their investments, assets, and 

staff.  Often, these foreign owned MNCs such as mining companies will pressure the 

host Third World government to hire a particular PMC, or request the government to 

pay for the PMC’s contract on the MNC’s behalf.
768

  This highlights that, PMCs serve 

an important function for MNCs that are willing to invest in high-risk mineral 
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extraction within a volatile Third World country.  With PMCs being employed to 

protect natural resources, mining companies are willing to invest in conflict ridden 

Third World countries where the rich minerals deposits are to be found.  At the same 

time, a PMC will not only strengthen its client government’s military capability, but 

can also protect the MNC’s operations and assets because these revenues will 

ultimately guarantee the PMC’s payment.  In many of these conflicts within the Third 

World, MNCs, their assets and operations are at the epicentre of these conflicts.  For 

instance, oil industry facilities and pipelines are often the focal point of fighting in 

places from Algiera to Azerbaijan and mining states from Sierra Leone, the Congo, to 

Angola
769

.  Oil companies such as Occidental Petroleum in Colombia, Shell in 

Nigeria, Talisman Energy in Sudan, or Exxon Mobil in Indonesia have subsidised or 

aided training government defence forces by PMCs
770

.  PMCs are acting as 

investment enablers providing mining and oil companies with robust military 

operations in order for their mining operations to be financially viable
771

. 

 

In the post-Fordist and post-Cold War era, rather than First World countries such as 

France, Great Britain, or former USSR implanting neo-colonialism, it is the MNCs 

primarily from the First World – some are also form China - that are attempting to 

dress up the old colonial structures in the pursuit of resource extraction.  This 

corporate colonisation of “neo-colonialism” within the Third World is where some of 

these conflict prone Third World countries are losing control of the exploitation of 

their own natural resources and their monopoly on the use of legitimate force, while at 

the same time, MNCs use PMCs to maintain or enhance their own political and 
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economic status and power.  Companies such as De Beers, Texaco, Chevron-

Schlumberger, British Gas, AMOCO, Exxon, Mobil, Ranger Oil, British Petroleum 

(BP), Rio Tinto, Sonangol, Elf, American Airlines, British Broadcasting Commission 

(BBC), and Shell have all contracted PMCs at some point in time to protect their 

interests.  This arrangement may help to underpin the government’s political position, 

while at the same time it will fail to benefit the wider population
772

.  As a result, 

PMCs therefore, are seen as neo-colonialism’s last card, a faceless reserve of cannon 

fodder, not easily identifiable to the First World, with policies immune from public 

criticism and debate, the perfect substitute for the old expeditionary force.  Therefore, 

Third World governments such as those involved in conflicts are very often willing to 

surrender vital natural resources to MNCs and compromise formal state institutions 

such as defence to PMCs, in order to sustain political power.
773

 

 

One might think that Third World countries containing vast amounts of natural 

resources would have some measure of influence in ending the insurgency bringing 

some form of peace and prosperity.  A generous amount of natural resources such as 

oil, timber, diamonds, bauxite, silver, or other minerals should in theory favour a 

country's economic and social development.  Revenues from natural resources such as 

oil and other primary goods represent a vital source of foreign exchange for many 

Third World countries.  Yet, from the oil fields in Iraq to the diamond mines of Sub-

Saharan Africa, millions of people in these “resource-rich” countries have seen their 

lives devastated with the misuse of resource revenues
774

.  Rather than ensuring some 

form of Keynesian state intervention through the sale of such natural resources, 

corrupt governments, MNCs, government elites, and armed insurgency movements in 
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many of these resource rich Third World countries, prolong these long and bloody 

conflicts by attempting to exploit the very thing that could help develop their country.   

Throughout the 1990s for instance, sapphires and rubies provided the Khmer Rouge in 

Cambodia and the Karen in Burma (Myanmar) with significant revenues.  In 

Afghanistan, Ahmed Shah Massoud, a former United Front’s commander, annually 

netted approximately US$50million from the sale of emeralds.  In the former Zaire, 

the mining and trafficking of gold also helped to sustain Laurent Kabila’s 

insurgency
775

.  In Nigeria, the world’s seventh largest oil exporter to the First World 

saw an escalation in violence between oil companies (Shell, Chevron, Agip, and Elf) 

and the indigenous inhabitants over environmental damage from commercial resource 

exploitation.  During 1998-1999, the escalation in violence arose to such a degree that 

Shell responded by hiring the PMC Group4 Securicor to protect the company’s assets 

and staff, and operated closely with both the Nigerian police and the Nigerian defence 

force.
776

 

 

Not only does resource dependence create a political and economic context that 

increases the risk of armed conflict, but whether or not a resource is more accessible 

to the government or to an insurgency may shape the likelihood and cause of civil 

war
777

.  Former World Bank economist Paul Collier showed that a Third World 

country heavily dependent upon primary commodity exports such as oil, timber, or 

diamonds faced a higher risk of civil war than one with a more diverse economy
778

.   

Collier examined 47 civil wars in the Third World from 1960 to1999 and found that 

Third World countries earning 25% of their yearly GDP from the export of 
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unprocessed commodity resources faced a far higher likelihood of civil war than 

countries with more diverse economies
779

.  Table Five gives examples of how natural 

resources have prolonged conflicts within the Third World.   

 

Table Seven: Exploitable Resources Prolonging Conflicts, Selected Cases
780

.  

Conflict Period Key Characteristics Conflict Duration 

Angola 1979-present Looting, resource 

battles, plunder, 

coup 

Prolonged 

Congo 1998-present Looting, resource 

plunder, resource 

battles 

Prolonged 

Sierra Leone 1991-2000 Looting, resource 

battles, resource 

plunder, coup 

Prolonged 

Sudan 1983-present Looting, resource 

battles, resource 

plunder 

Prolonged 

 

It is the lootabilty of these resources that is also central in determining the impacts of 

Third World conflicts
781

.  Lootable natural resources can be extracted by simple 

methods from individuals or small groups, and do not require investment in expensive 

equipment, and can easily be smuggled. In a conflict, such resources can provide a 

valuable income for rebels, as well as soldiers and locals.  For instance, an alluvial 

diamond field is a lootable resource while a bauxite mine is not.  Lootable resources 

can sustain an insurgency over long periods of time, especially when these resources 

are located in remote and difficult terrain, since those types of resources require 

minimal technology for extraction
782

. 

 

It should be noted that lootable resources to fund campaigns in the midst of warfare, 

particularly in the Third World, are not new.  However, what is new is the extent to 
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which economic interests now appear to predominate rather than the traditional 

ideologically motivated mass reform and revolutionary movements
783

.  The rents from 

these natural resources provide income for corrupt, incompetent, and regressive 

governments, including insurgency movements, while at the same time increasing the 

value of holding their political powers of government.   In the post-Fordist and post-

Cold War era, the significant spike in the number of insurrections occurring within the 

Third World has been a result of insurgencies enjoying a greater freedom of action
784

.  

Resource rents increase the motivation to overthrow the government.  The looting of 

natural resources provides economic opportunities for rebel movements
785

.  When the 

objectives for insurgencies change from one of ideology to one of greed and they 

proceed to loot natural resources on a continuing basis, their original objective loses 

momentum and the conflict then becomes a simple matter as an equilibrium 

phenomenon
786

. 

 

Furthermore, in the post-Cold War era, many Third World countries such those in 

Africa now lack the military resources to halt the shift of coercive balance back into 

their favour away from the insurgency. There is clearly a market for PMCs within 

volatile Third World regions, and their military services from both governments 

facing insurrection that are no longer able to rely on former Cold War patrons, and 

also from mining and oil companies needing military operations.   
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Although many of the Third World’s civil wars and cross-border conflicts have been 

triggered by issues such as ethnicity, communal schisms, regionalism and religious 

differences, some of the most violent intra-state conflicts, however, have been 

characterised by the eventual struggle for domination and control over vital valuable 

natural resources such as diamonds in Sierra Leone, or oil in Iraq and Angola.  In 

countries such as Iraq, Angola and Sierra Leone, these natural resources escalated 

these conflicts to the extent that these natural resources have become the very thing 

that insurgents and national armies are fighting over.  Table Six gives an example of 

how important and profitable natural resources are for sustaining conflicts within the 

Third World. 

 

Table Eight: Example of Estimated Revenues from Conflict Resources
787

 

Insurgency Resource Year Revenue 

UNITA (Angola) Diamonds 1992-2002 US$4-4.2 billion(Total) 

RUF(Sierra Leone) Diamonds Mid 1990s US$25-125 million/year 

Taylor (Liberia) Timber Late 1990s US$100-187 million/year 

 

When looking at the table above, Sierra Leone, for instance, was ranked last on the 

UN Development Program Human Index (HDI) in 2001, and by 2009, the country 

was still third to last on the index
788

.  The diamond mining resources within Sierra 

Leone created a context in which the country’s vulnerability to armed conflict was 

enhanced
789

.  In order to stop the devastating conflict and regain the diamond 

resources, in 1995 the Sierra Leonean government (a military regime led by Captain 

Valentine Strasser) employed the services of EO to engage in combat operations 

against the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) and to train the government forces.  EO 

engaged in a number of skirmishes against the RUF that resulted in re-securing the 
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capital city of Freetown, and the Kono diamond mining district that included the 

Sierra Rutile Mine.  Once EO had re-secured those resources, a mining company 

called Branch-Heritage gained diamond mining concessions in the Kono diamond 

mining areas.   

 

During Executive Outcome’s offensive operations, the company handled the military 

intelligence, logistics, communications, military training, planning, and actual combat 

support for the Strasser government.  By January 1996, EO launched a successful 

offensive operation against the RUF headquarters in the Kangari hills.  By March 

1996, EO had completely turned the tide of the war against the RUF in favour of the 

Strasser government to the point where Sierra Leone held its first democratic elections 

in 28 years which Ahmed Tejen Kabbah was elected as president for Sierra Leone
790

.  

EO attracts and deserves the most attention for this type of offensive PMC, because 

this company was one of the strongest manifestations of the rise and development of 

PMCs.  EO, with the exception of the South African Defence Forces (SADF), became 

the most deadly and efficient military force operating in Sub-Saharan Africa.  EO was 

described as the world’s first fully fledged military equipped corporate force, or an 

advance guard for major business interests that engaged in the modern day scramble 

for resources within the Third World
791

.  EO was a military anomaly, a feared military 

force that neither had a standing army nor a major weapons stockpile.  Nonetheless, 

by 1997, the Sierra Leone government had managed to mortgage off approximately 

US$200 million worth of long-term diamond mining concessions in exchange for 

offensive military operations from Executive Outcomes.     
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Even the ideological differences that first triggered the Angolan war, evolved into 

resource driven greed and corruption that proved to be a primary motivation for the 

continuation of the conflict
792

.  Towards the end of internal hostilities in 2002, Angola 

was ranked 161
st
 out of 173 nations under the HDI.  By 2009, Angola was ranked 143 

out of 182 nations
793

.  Instead of Angola’s resources bringing its war to an end, these 

resources turned out to be economically disastrous where the majority of the 

population lived in dire poverty, misery and terror, while the leaders of both the 

government, the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA), and the 

rebel insurgency, the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA), 

devoted most of their export earnings to buying weapons and illegally accumulating 

wealth for personal gain
794

.  Angola’s oil and diamond resources have sustained one 

of the longest internal conflicts in the Third World and provided little except for the 

suffering of its population.  The MPLA and UNITA used these natural resources to 

fund their military campaigns.  MPLA had the oil resources, while UNITA managed 

to sell diamonds illegally and acquired some oil concessions in the Soyo region.   

 

After a failed peace process in 1992, the Angolan government employed EO during 

1992-1994 to engage in armed combat against UNITA alongside with training the 

Angolan army in military tactics primarily to regain the oil and diamond mining 

resources.  After EO secured the resource rich areas in Angola on behalf of its MPLA 

Angolan government, the Branch-Heritage Group gained the concession over those 

natural resources.   Generally, these mining concessions were normally granted to 

mining companies that had close networks and affiliations with PMCs such as EO.  In 
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Angola, by engaging in combat and training the Angolan army, EO served as a force 

multiplier – a small group whose superior military skill set enhanced the effectiveness 

of the larger MPLA military force
795

.  EO had anywhere between 550 to 1000 

personnel training and fighting alongside the MPLA in Angola.  During this time, EO 

was widely credited with crippling UNITA, and forcing the rebel insurgency to the 

negotiating table that led to a signed cease-fire (not an end to actual hostilities) in 

November 1994. 

 

The employment of PMCs by mining and oil companies within the Third World, 

particularly in Africa, can trace its origins back to the diamond company of De Beers. 

De Beers created its cartel in 1888 when company founder Cecil Rhodes realised that 

the sheer abundance of diamonds on the African continent would make these gems 

virtually worthless. By carefully manipulating scarcity, De Beers prospered as one of 

the most powerful cartels in modern commercial history, at one point controlling 

almost 80% of the world’s diamonds supply.  Today, De Beers still manages to 

control approximately 60% of the diamond market. During the 1950s, De Beers hired 

private security outfits under former British World War II and MI5 intelligence 

veteran Sir Percy Stilltoe, to fight diamond smugglers and middlemen who tried to 

undermine the diamond operations in Sierra Leone
796

.  In 1991 and 1992, De Beers 

contracted EO to undertake covert reconnaissance missions throughout Southern 

Africa which included training De Beers security elements, particularly in Botswana, 

Namibia, and Angola.   
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These Third World governments use PMCs to tip the balance of power, and regaining 

control of the country’s natural resources is seen as a political power within itself
797

.  

This highlights that mining and oil companies and PMCs are forming diverse 

coalitions to pursue commercially motivated interventions.  These interventions from 

PMCs are engaging in assistance in terms of coups d’ ètat, electoral fraud, supporting 

local insurgencies, or annexing by military force. There is an inseparable symbiosis 

between development (poverty) and security (conflict) as well as its wider 

connections to the mining and extractive industries
798

.  The lack of state legitimacy 

for Third World countries, widespread systematic corruption from comprador elites, 

poor performance of defence forces, chronic economic failure, neo-liberal IMF 

structural adjustment loans and policies, the competition and conflict over natural 

resources, and very little nation-building prospects have created an environment 

where the recourse to war is often seen as the only option in a desperate situation.  

Given these circumstances, it is hardly surprising that Third World governments faced 

with insurrection that is inhibiting their access to natural resources, or seeking to re-

take natural resources in an area controlled by insurgent groups will look to PMCs 

(whether in a combat or non-combat role) for military intervention. 

 

It might be considered immoral for Third World governments to pay for various PMC 

military services by mortgaging natural resources to mining and oil companies.  

However, if a Third World government is faced with the choice of privatising some of 

its natural resources or leaving these resources in the hands of insurgents, these same 

governments may see it as a legitimate way to take the former course of action.  With 

that in mind, the indirect association between PMCs and natural resources through 
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mining and oil companies could then have a positive effect where the PMC would 

have a vested interest in peace and stability of the region to ensure getting its fees 

from those natural resources.  Third World governments facing violent conflicts may 

therefore see PMCs as more cost effective than trying to fund and maintain their own 

defence forces.  However, this leads to the point of PMCs only giving military support 

in areas that are profitable, and only supplying military services to select countries 

with abundant natural resources.  PMCs employed by oil and mining companies often 

have little regard for the well-being and standards of living within those Third World 

countries.  Table Seven gives examples of the range on PMC operations that have 

occurred within the Third World.    

Table Nine: Example of PMCs operating in the Third World 
Country Years PMC Contractor Objective 

Mozambique 

Sudan 

Kenya 

Seychelles 

South Africa 

South Africa 

Algeria 

Algeria 

Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

“ 

“ 

“ 

“ 

Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

1980s 

1980s 

1980s 

1986 

1980-90 

1989 

1992 

1992 

1993 

1993 

1994 

1994 

1994-95 

1994-98 

1995 

1995-98 

1996 

1996 

1996 

1996 

“ 

“ 

“ 

“ 

1996 

1996 

1997 

1998 

DSL 

DSL 

DSL 

Longreach 

KAS Enterprises 

Executive Outcomes 

Eric SA 

Executive Outcomes
799

 

Executive Outcomes 

Executive Outcomes 

Executive Outcomes 

Capricorn Air 

Saracen International 

Teleservices 

Alpha-5 

Ibis Air
800

 

Saracen International 

Stabilco 

Omega 

Panasec Corporate 

Bridge Resources 

COIN Security 

Corporate Trading 

Shibata Security 

Longreach 

DSL Angola 

Stabilco 

Safenet SA 

UN, World Bank 

UN, World Bank 

UN, World Bank 

Not Known 

SADF
801

 

SADF 

Algeria 

Algeria 

MPLA 

Oil Companies
802

 

MPLA 

EO 

FNLA
803

 

FNLA 

FNLA 

EO 

FNLA 

FNLA 

Oil Companies 

Oil Companies 

“ 

“ 

“ 

“ 

Oil Companies 

Oil Companies 

UNITA 

UNITA 

Military Training/ Installation Security 

Military Training/Installation Security 

Military Training/Installation Security 

Military Intelligence Support 

Special Forces Training 

Special Forces Training 

Oil pipeline security 

Oil pipeline security 

Military Training/Combat Missions 

Military Training/Installation Security 

Air & Logistical Support 

Air & Logistical Support 

Installation Security 

Installation Security 

Installation Security 

Air & Logistical Support 

Demining/Military Training 

Demining/Installation Security 

Demining/Installation Security 

Demining/Installation Security 

“ 

“ 

“ 

“ 

Regional & Facility Security 

Facility, Transport  & Human Security  

Military Support 

Military Support 
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Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

Angola 

Botswana 

Botswana 

Cameroon 

Congo(DRC) 

Liberia 

Malawi 

Mozambique 

Mozambique 

Namibia 

Nigeria 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Sierra Leone 

Uganda 

Uganda 

Uganda 

Rwanda 

South Africa 

Togo 

Zaire 

Zaire 

“ 

Zaire 

Zaire 

Zaire 

Zaire (DRC) 

DRC 

DRC 

DRC 

Zambia 

 

1997-98 

1997-98 

1997-98 

1997-98 

1998 

1998 

1991 

2003 

2004 

2004 

1995 

1995 

1995 

1996-97 

1991 

1997-98 

1991 

1992 

1994 

1994 

1995 

1995 

1995-96 

1995 

1995 

1996 

1996 

1996-98 

1996-97 

1997 

1997-98 

1997-98 

1997-98 

1998 

1995 

1996 

1997-98 

1994 

1990-91 

1995 

1996-97 

1997 

“ 

1997 

1997 

1997 

1998 

1998 

1998 

1998 

1995 

Omega 

Strategic Concepts 

Panasec 

IDAS 

Airscan 

IRIS 

Executive Outcomes 

Kroll Associates 

DynCorp 

PAE 

MPRI 

Executive Outcomes 

Executive Outcomes 

Ronco 

Executive Outcomes 

Group4 Securicor 

Specialist Services 

Maritime Protection 

Special Protection 

Frontline Security 

Executive Outcomes 

Executive Outcomes 

Ibis Air 

GSG 

DSL 

Executive Outcomes 

Sandline International 

Lifeguard Security 

Teleservices 

Executive Outcome 

Sandline International 

Cape International 

PAE 

DSL 

Executive Outcomes 

Saracen Uganda  

Airscan 

Ronco 

Executive Outcome 

Service & Security 

Omega 

Executive Outcomes 

Sandline International 

IDAS 

Stabilco 

Geolink 

DSL 

Safenet 

IRIS 

Silver Shadow 

Executive Outcomes 

UNITA 

UNITA 

UNITA 

MPLA 

MPLA 

US & UK MNCs 

De Beers 

US Government 

US Government 

US Government 

Government 

Government 

Government 

Government 

De Beers 

Shell Petroleum 

Government 

Government 

MNCs 

MNCs 

Government 

Government 

EO 

Government 

Government 

Government 

Government 

Government 

MNCs 

Government 

Government 

Government 

Government 

United Nations 

Government 

Government 

Not Known 

Government 

SADF 

Government 

Government 

Government 

“ 

Not Known 

Government 

Government 

Government 

Government 

Government 

Government 

Government 

Military Support 

Military Support 

Military Support 

Military Support 

Aerial Intelligence/Combat Support 

Military support to UNITA 

Covert Reconnaissance 

Military Security 

Police Training 

Police Training 

Military Training 

Military Training 

Military Training 

Demining 

Covert Reconnaissance 

Facilities Security 

Port Security 

Policing Waterways 

Installation Security 

Installation Security 

Combat Operations 

Combat Operations 

Air Logistical Support 

Combat Operations 

Military Training 

Military Training & Support 

Military Training & Logistics 

Installation Security 

Installation Security 

Handover of Military Operations 

Military Support & Training 

Military Training & Security 

Logistics 

Humanitarian Security 

Military Training/Security 

Military Facilities Security 

Military Support to rebels 

Military Training 

Special Forces Training 

Paramilitary Training 

Military Training 

Military Training 

“ 

Military Training to rebels 

Military Support 

Military Support & Training 

Oil Facilities Security 

Military Training 

Military Training & Support 

Military Training 

Military Training 

 

 

The table shows that PMCs will intervene in Third World countries with monetised 

export-oriented pockets of valuable natural resources.  The table also shows that it is 

usually weak states that PMCs tend to target for intervention either for Third World 
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governments protecting their political power or First World governments using PMCs 

to overthrow existing current regimes.  The use of PMCs in Iraq from the US 

government (Bush Administration) is a good case in point about overthrowing 

existing regimes.   

 

PMCs and Insurgencies 

Generally, insurgencies are a type of military conflict characterised by small and 

lightly armed bands practicing guerrilla warfare tactics from rural bases.  Insurgencies 

are unlike traditional organisations such as political parties or protest movements.  

Many insurgencies see their movements as marginalised critics of corrupt rulers.  As a 

form of warfare, insurgencies can be motivated by diverse political agendas, 

grievances, or greed.  The incidence of insurgency that is generally decided by 

motivation, opportunity, and identity will have an influential bearing on whether a 

PMC will intervene in one particular insurgency and not another.   

 

First, rebel insurgencies need a motive.  Rebel’s needs motivation to keep on fighting, 

and have to be financially viable.  Regardless of the motives for rebel insurgencies 

and their opportunities, the insurgency will not act together unless the fighters see 

themselves as having the same goal.  This can be a negative grievance against the 

existing state of affairs, or a positive such as a desire to get rich (sometimes called 

greed within the civil war literature).  Second, rebel insurgencies need to be able to 

achieve their goals.  Third, a common identity is essential for group formation
804

.  

Group cohesion is necessary to minimise deterrence and risk that the insurgency splits 
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into two or more competing rebel groups
805

.  These factors are necessary for 

launching an insurgency to start a civil war.  Moreover, all those factors also affect the 

length of conflict and whether a PMC will intervene or not.   

 

Usually, insurgencies are weak relative to the government armed forces the rebel 

movement is fighting against.  In other words, insurgencies are much more likely to 

survive, prosper, and succeed if the government’s armed forces are relatively weak 

compared to the insurrection.    Insurgencies only occur if the insurrection can build 

and sustain a military structure large enough to enact political change.  The objective 

of all insurgencies is to capture the state, secede from the state, or change the political 

structure.  In general, the incentive for the insurgency is victory, and this probability 

will depend upon the capacity of both sides to defend and attack one another.  These 

rebel movements are generally hierarchical, authoritarian, expensive, and usually 

small relative to government armed forces. 

 

For most insurgencies to succeed, a rebel leader is vitally important in creating an 

insurgent identity.  Yet, the rebel leader and the personnel associated with the 

insurgency are usually not known to the larger population.  It is vital for this rebel 

leader to inspire potential recruits to join.  Furthermore, the insurgency needs to have 

a public and a popular grievance that will invoke a revolt against the government from 

the citizens.  In order to obtain potential recruits, the insurgency must tap into the 

widespread public disillusionment over the current political machinery.  Most 

governments in the First and Third World will generally oppose insurgencies no 

matter the rebel movement’s justification for the conflict because these countries see 
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such rebel movements as a direct threat to the political power of the state.  An 

insurgency will only enhance its chances of succeeding if the rebellion can mobilise 

the larger population and conduct guerrilla tactics
806

. 

 

The political and military structure of an insurgency will be greatly strengthened 

when:  

 

1) The Third World country loses its client status from former patrons and 

hegemonic First World states,  

2) There are political inability and weak state machineries within those 

institutions that indicate dis-organisation, weakness,  and an opportunity for 

rebels to seek power,  

3) A government mixes democratic with autocratic features, showing state 

political incapacity.  If the country in question comes down too hard on the 

insurgency, the government risks alienating the larger population and creating 

support for the rebel movement.  However, a failure to put down the 

insurgency can decrease confidence in the government and make it easier for 

insurgencies to mobilise
807

.   

4) A territorial base is surrounded by rough terrain.  If the insurgency’s territorial 

base is surrounded by rough terrain with poor roads and at a great distance 

from the country’s capital city, this will favour the insurgency more than the 

government’s armed forces.  For rebel movements, insurgency is also 

favoured by superior knowledge of local populations, and a fairly large 

population base to draw from.  Moreover, mountain terrain is significantly 
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related to higher rates of insurgency.  Not only is this ability to hold territory a 

key factor for the overall success of insurgency, this also has organisational 

benefits with regard to recruitment and avoiding the government’s counter-

insurgency campaigns. 

5) Foreign governments within the Third World or other insurgency groups are 

willing to support the insurrection.  

6) A country with natural resources such as diamonds, oil, timber, gems, or gold 

can be used to finance the insurgency.  A common characteristic of most 

insurgencies is their ability to seize and hold geographical territory, 

particularly when there is a valuable natural resource within this area to 

sustain the insurgency.  This enables rebel insurgencies to be highly self-

sufficient, purchase weapons, and live off the land
808

. 

 

For the insurgency to survive, the insurrection needs money, arms, materials, support, 

and a network to trade in local commodities and a certain level of commitment from 

personnel and the larger population.  Insurgencies need a cause, yet many do not 

succeed in gaining wide spread appeal.  Varying degrees of commitment towards the 

insurgency will arise within the population based on different cultural, religious, or 

ideological backgrounds and experiences.  Commitment and how this is distributed 

within a society help to explain why some insurgencies will succeed while others will 

fail.  

 

From 1960 to1990, insurgencies overthrew only two sub-Saharan African nations - 

Chad and Uganda.  After the Cold War, insurgencies managed to topple at least six 
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governments of Sierra Leone, Congo (DRC), Liberia, Algeria, and Angola
809

.  For 

every rebel insurgency that does succeed, dozens, if not hundreds, will fail
810

.  The 

Cuban Revolution for instance inspired more than two hundred insurgencies and 

every single one of those failed
811

.  Despite the difficulties for insurgencies, many 

important insurgent movements did succeed such as the RUF, UNITA, and most 

prominently the Lebanese Hezbollah.  These insurgencies did not form overnight.  

Rather these insurgences began as proto-insurgencies that over time and various 

events took on guerrilla tactics to form as genuine insurgencies.  Therefore, for an 

insurgency to evolve from a proto-insurgency, the rebel movement has to create a 

politically salient identity, harness a compelling cause, create an effective sanctuary, 

and crush other violent and peaceful movements, all the while evading the 

governmental armed forces
812

.  This awkward transition from a proto-insurgency to a 

“legitimate” insurgency can divide and sub-divide into splinter groups, lessening the 

chances for successful negotiations to end the conflict.   

 

Another major characteristic of insurgencies is their apparent absence of clear military 

objectives.  Insurgencies do not engage in fixed positions of combat, wear no clearly 

defined military uniforms, and can shift allegiances very quickly because of their ever 

changing political ideology.  However, many Third World countries, particularly in 

Africa, lack significant technical skills to fight an insurgency, like the RUF 

insurgency in Sierra Leone.  By First World standards, most African national defence 

forces are often incompetent, lack any serious loyalty to the state, and lack 

professional military officers with the required skills.  Finally, these defence forces 
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that were at one point in the Cold War propped up by US and Russia have now 

become even less professional and therefore need intervention in terms of military 

training to “re-professionalise”.
813

 

 

Third World national armed forces that have lacked military professionalism are also 

a result of the ruling elite not encouraging such professionalism.  Third World defence 

forces with limited professionalism often reflect national political values of little 

transparency and accountability.  This lack of professionalism then helps to encourage 

insurgencies.  Nonetheless, colonialism also has to bear some of the responsibility for 

Africa’s present inadequate level of military professionalism.  Colonialism only 

secured the short-term interests of colonial regimes rather than those of the African 

continent.  Furthermore, Africa had very few national armies during colonialism 

namely the Royal West Africa Frontier Force, of the King’s African Rifles.  It was 

only at independence throughout the 1960s that many African countries started to 

acquire their own defence forces with the help of the two superpowers
814

.    

 

There are several other elements observable in Third World countries which have 

experienced PMC military activity and as to why PMCs will intervene in certain 

particular insurgencies and not in others.  These recurring themes centre on several 

factors.  

1. The psychological insecurity of political leaders in Third World countries who 

do not hesitate to organise militias and other military apparatuses for their own 

personal protection and political power.   
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2. The power lessens insecurity, and lack of prospects leading citizens in the 

Third World who have no other opportunities to tend towards violent 

behaviour.   

3. A significant number of people who are driven by hunger, unemployment, and 

the skills gained from armed conflict to find life in the services of a PMC 

lucrative.  

This type of atmosphere of mistrust and militarism within the Third World is most 

favourable to PMCs
815

.  

 

In terms of PMCs, it has to be asked why the PMCs such as EO, Sandline 

International, or GSG intervened in Sierra Leone where the RUF hacked, raped, and 

pillaged its way through the countryside, but failed to even contemplate obtaining 

contracts in places such as Nepal, or Lebanon where these insurgencies transformed 

local structures of governance, and mobilised large numbers of civilians.  The reason 

why PMCs will only perform military operation in certain Third World conflicts is 

that PMCs will only intervene against opportunistic insurgencies rather than activist 

insurgencies.  Table Eight highlights the differences between an opportunistic 

insurgency and an activist insurgency.  

  Table Ten: Differences between Opportunistic and Activist Insurgencies. 

Opportunistic Activist 

 Attracts a membership pool of 

“consumers” 

 Permits ill-discipline 

 Military strategy is top down 

 Coerces citizens for resources 

 Employs indiscriminate violence 

 Coercive tactics persist 

 Resistant to membership change 

 Attracts a membership pool of 

“investors” 

 Maintains discipline 

 Military strategy is hierarchical and 

shared 

 Strikes bargains with citizens for 

resources 

 Uses force selectively 

 Disciplined behaviour persists 

 Susceptible to membership change 
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Source: Weinstein 2007.  

 

PMCs, whether combative or non-combative, will only intervene against the 

opportunistic insurgency. Opportunistic insurgencies will only recruit individuals with 

an ad hoc commitment to the insurgency.   In other words, where the conflict involves 

fewer risks and individuals expect to be rewarded immediately for their involvement, 

these rebel movements are what Weinstein calls opportunistic insurgencies
816

.  

Opportunistic insurgencies also tend to employ coercive tactics.  This results in 

opportunistic insurgencies permitting ill-discipline in order to maintain their 

membership.  Moreover, opportunistic insurgencies will tend to be detrimental to 

civilian populations.  Without local cooperative networks opportunistic insurgencies 

will tend to make major mistakes and abuse non-combatant populations, killing their 

victims indiscriminately, blurring the boundaries between civilians and combatants, 

and looting and destroying civilian property to maintain their control over the 

population with the use of fear.  This is an important point in terms of using legitimate 

violence.  Violence is selective if the insurgency only targets individuals or groups 

that threaten to undermine the insurgency.  Therefore, “selective violence” is 

legitimated and has a tactical purpose for the insurgency.  When violence is used 

selectively, civilians can be relatively certain that cooperation can be exchanged for 

the right to survive, whereas indiscriminate violence from opportunistic insurgencies 

makes no distinction among potential targets neither protecting supporters nor 

punishing defectors
817

. 

 

Furthermore, opportunistic insurgencies generally only build political and military 

machineries that do nothing more than exploit natural resources, oppress the larger 
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population and create a system of comprador elites.  The short term orientation of 

opportunistic insurgencies will tend to be detrimental to civilian populations 

regardless of the political and military goal of the insurgency.  Because of this short-

term reward, opportunistic combatants will inevitably be driven to loot, destroy 

property and attack civilians indiscriminately. These missteps then initiate a cycle of 

civilian resistance and retribution by group members that spirals quickly out of 

control.  The indiscriminate character of opportunistic insurgency behaviour results in 

higher aggregate levels of force as civilian resistance makes it increasingly difficult 

for opportunistic insurgencies to operate
818

.   Sierra Leone’s RUF, the National 

Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL), or Uganda’s Alliance of Democratic Forces did 

little to advertise a particular ideological plan to the larger population.  Hence one 

does not find much support from the larger population for these opportunistic 

insurgencies
819

.  

 

Consider the case of the manifesto “Footpaths to Democracy” of Sierra Leone’s 

Revolutionary United Front (RUF).  This manifesto implored that followers embrace 

“three ideals”: “Arms to the people”, “Power to the people”, and “Wealth to the 

people”
820

. ‘Wealth to the people’ according to the manifesto meant that people 

should empower themselves in order to harness their resources and use them for their 

own survival and development.  Translated into reality, however, this ideology of 

democratic empowerment, self-reliance, and social mobilisation took on the form of 

amputation, mutilation, rape, and abduction by the RUF.  Efforts to mobilise civilians 

became campaigns for forced recruitment.  Democratic empowerment in rebel-
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governed villages involved the appointment of civilian collaborators as 

“commanders” of rebel zones.  Injunctions to respect property of non-combatants 

were ignored in favour of widespread looting
821

.  The RUF’s actual activities did not 

share any of the essential manifesto characteristics of ideology, organisation, or 

discipline
822

.  There were no radical or excluded intellectuals in the RUF, nor did the 

RUF establish any meaningful relationship with the peasantry based on the acceptance 

of a common program produced within the context of an insurgency dialogue
823

.  The 

RUF simply did not learn how to relate to the people in the area under its control.  It is 

not surprising therefore that the peasantry, the natural ally of most revolutionary and 

insurgency movements throughout the Third World, deserted the RUF
824

. 

 

In helping to reverse the situation in both Sierra Leone and Angola, EO was 

contracted by those respective governments to intervene against the insurgency.  

However EO did not enter into these conflicts “blind” and no doubt analysed its 

intelligence to ascertain as to whether Sierra Leone and Angola could be won.   

Nonetheless, EO was blessed with some very unusual circumstances, in both Angola 

and Sierra Leone.  EO had immense knowledge of UNITA and RUF military 

capabilities, including a longstanding experience with Angola and Sierra Leone’s 

terrain, and had major financing from oil-rich and extractive mining companies. 

 

In Sierra Leone, EO did not have quite as much knowledge about the enemy as 

compared to UNITA, but the RUF lacked very serious military capabilities.  If the 

RUF had UNITA’s military capabilities and were more advanced and disciplined, EO 
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certainly would have had a harder time defeating the RUF insurgency
825

.  However, 

probably the most important factor for EO to succeed in Sierra Leone was how the 

PMC began to cooperate with local rural militias and self-defence units to curb the 

excesses of the RUF.  The best known and most formidable of these militias in Sierra 

Leone were the Kamajors, a Mende group from the south-east of Sierra Leone
826

; 

based on Kamajors hunter guilds and bushcraft, EO personnel supplemented the 

Kamajor military skills by providing additional training and counter-insurgency 

operations for the Sierra Leone government.  By the virtue of captured weapons, and 

cooperation with EO, the Kamajors became the bulwark of a regional defence force 

against the RUF.  Familiar with the jungle and total sworn enemies of the RUF, the 

Kamajors became fiercely loyal to EO - becoming their intelligence informants, 

reporting any RUF movements and locations of enemy units.  EO knew that it needed 

intelligence and information which the PMC got from the local population. 

 

Because of the RUF’s opportunistic insurgency nature, the majority of the Sierra 

Leone population started seeing EO as liberators, along with the Kamajors becoming 

more recognised as the protectors in regional civil defence, civilian life, and property, 

contrasted with the self-serving efforts of the RUF
827

.  By using hearts and minds 

tactics, EO was able to offer some form of stability after years of murder, rape, and 

pillage by the RUF, and by also providing medical supplies and help, this gave the 
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local population a chance to safely return to their normal lives.  In doing so, EO was 

able to get much needed intelligence to mount further military operations.  Such was 

the success of EO towards the larger population that reports were emerging from the 

local population that indicated EO personnel were regarded as “benevolent gods” sent 

to restore order and end banditry, which the PMC did
828

. 

 

On the opposite of the spectrum is the activist insurgency. Activist insurgencies 

maintain internal discipline by drawing on established norms and networks enabling 

the rebel movement to decentralise power within its armies.  Activist insurgencies 

often obtain resources by striking cooperative bargains with non-combatant 

populations, whereas opportunistic groups tend to employ coercive tactics towards 

non-combatants
829

.  While social and political ties can be employed to develop 

effective organisations, activist insurgency leaders have a greater capacity to use force 

strategically.  Because activist rebel movements have clear guidelines about how 

combatants should behave and have strong mechanisms for enforcing discipline, 

activist insurgencies are better able to selectively identify targets, implement attacks, 

and discipline the use of force.  Because of activist insurgencies exhibiting restraint, 

discipline, and control, activist insurgency leaders have a much greater ability to 

transform local structures of political machineries by engaging civilians in the process 

of affecting political change.  However, perhaps the most important collective good 

activist insurgencies offer is their ability to provide capable military security.  

Government forces in the Third World and counter-insurgent armies such as the 

Israeli Defence Forces can be particularly brutal, employing tactics that target 

civilians indiscriminately in an effort to “dry up” the support base for the guerrilla 
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movement.  Such indiscriminate violence, however, will drive civilians into the 

waiting arms of the insurgency, especially when such insurgency movements like 

Hezbollah are able to mobilise their forces to protect non-combatants from further 

harm
830

. 

  

An example of activist insurgencies was the National Resistance Army (NRA) in 

Uganda (1981-1986).  The NRA challenged and successfully overthrew the regime of 

Milton Obote in Uganda.  Because of its activist insurgency nature, the NRA was 

actually responsible for very little of the violence in Uganda during this time.  The 

NRA instead was recognised for its discipline and restraint and for the cooperative 

relationships it built up with civilian supporters
831

.  However, the most prominent 

activist insurgency is the Hezbollah organisation.  Hezbollah emerged as a result of 

the Israeli occupation of Palestinian lands.  Hezbollah started guerrilla insurgency 

operations against Israel and its allies, such as the April 1983 truck-bomb attack 

against the US embassy in Beirut, killing 63 people, and the October 1983 bombing 

on the US Marine barracks in Beirut, killing 241 US Marines
832

.  Furthermore, 

Hezbollah also started conducting insurgency operations against French and Israeli 

sites in Lebanon.  During the 1980s, Hezbollah had approximately 5,000 skilled 

fighters.  While the organisation has shrunk somewhat during the 1990s, these 

guerrilla fighters have acquired more military skills, therefore not requiring as much 

personnel.  In time, Hezbollah was able to expand into Beirut.  By the 1990s, 

Hezbollah became a very elite insurgency.  In 2006, for instance, Hezbollah fought 

against Israel Defence Forces (IDF), inflicting significant casualties on the IDF. 

 

                                                 
830

 Weinstein 2007, p.37  
831

 Weinstein 2007, p.11 
832

 Byman 2008, p.173  



 

287 

 

Hezbollah over the years has evolved militarily, socially, economically, and 

politically.  With Hezbollah becoming a political power, this insurgency has become 

lionized in the Middle East and is always finding ways of expanding the scope of its 

activities in Lebanon.  In doing so, the Hezbollah insurgency has become one of the 

most lethal rebel organisations in the world
833

.  Hezbollah have now developed a 

specialised and highly sophisticated military rebel movement that is now an 

influential political and social organisation as well as a guerrilla movement holding 23 

seats in the Lebanon parliament of 128 seats. 

 

Organisationally, Hezbollah was able to co-opt many smaller existing rebel 

movements.  Originally funded by Iran, most of these small insurgencies were then 

able to coalesce around Hezbollah
834

.  In order to deliver collective goods, these 

insurgency groups realised there needed to be a much larger organisation such as 

Hezbollah that could be of sufficient size and strength to challenge for control of 

specific territory.  With a credible claim to control a specific part of the national 

territory, Hezbollah offers constructive collective benefits as an incentive for support 

similar to what governments do - such as basic education, health care, or 

infrastructure.  Therefore, Hezbollah runs schools, hospitals, and offers various public 

services alongside to the Lebanese government.  By providing these services, 

Hezbollah is able to bolster their recruitment numbers for future guerrilla activity.  

Hezbollah started delivering on its political and public platforms long before taking 

political power at the national level.  Moreover, Hezbollah have been known to offer 

land to its constituents to reshape market relationships and interaction in the 

communities the organisation controls.  The result is that Hezbollah has attempted to 
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address the social ills that plague the areas in which it operates by implanting 

campaigns to improve public health. 

 

Ultimately, because of the activist nature of the insurgency, the Hezbollah insurgency 

has been developed for the masses and by the masses.  Hezbollah built a concrete goal 

organising combatants with better methods that was able to develop a guerrilla war
835

.  

Furthermore, Hezbollah has also been successful because the insurgency has not had 

to fight against its own functioning government.  Hezbollah was a result of Israeli 

occupation of Palestinian land.  This has resulted in Hezbollah establishing a very 

well-structured intelligence network.   Hezbollah’s structure is so strong that this rebel 

movement is able to gain new recruits quite easily, giving Hezbollah a built-in data 

base and closer ties to the community that moves well beyond the generalised narrow 

activities of insurgencies.  Hezbollah has even managed to avoid the political backlash 

from the larger population because the rebel movement primarily targeted military 

enemies in contrast to attacks performed by the RUF in Sierra Leone which were 

targeting the population itself
836

.  PMCs do not intervene against insurgencies such as 

Hezbollah with an activist nature. 

 

Conclusion 

PMCs are capable of forcing political change in strife-torn Third World countries 

characterised by weak and crumbling political institutions, such as those in sub-

Saharan Africa.  Ultimately, the best form of counter-insurgency is good government.  

Not only is good government required, Howe correctly argues that Third World 

countries with unprofessional defence forces need a military that demonstrates both 
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technical military capabilities and political responsibilities for their respective 

countries
837

. Yet PMCs operating in Third World countries, particularly in Africa, are 

exceptionally problematic because these companies very often have their contracts 

paid and funded with natural resources, directly or indirectly.  PMCs intervene in 

conflicts in areas of rich natural resources to combat insurgencies committing high 

levels of indiscriminate violence rather than insurgencies that arise in resource-poor 

contexts and that perpetuate far fewer abuses and employ violence selectively and 

selectively
838

.  Natural resources may produce the risk of civil war within the Third 

World, arguing that rebels can loot primary product commodities to finance their 

fighting.  Furthermore, natural resources provide financing as well as motivation for 

secessionist conflicts
839

.  These conflicts in the Third World that depend heavily on 

natural resources for their export earnings, will face a higher probably of warfare in 

part because rebel movements can exploit the gains from natural resources to finance 

their military operations.  Diamonds for instance funded UNITA in Angola as well as 

the RUF in Sierra Leone.  Timber funded the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia. 

 

The differences in how insurgencies employ violence will also be a defining factor 

whether a PMC will intervene in the conflict or not.  In some Third World countries, 

activist insurgencies will target their victims selectively while at other times, 

opportunistic insurgencies will kill indiscriminately.  The RUF’s leader, Foday 

Sankoh, justification for the rebel insurgency reflected more of a wish to keep the old 

patronage system with his own personnel rather than rebuilding the country’s 

                                                 
837

 Howe 2001, p.27  
838

 Weinstein 2007, p.7  
839

 In addition to the direct effects of natural resources on the incidence of conflict, there are also 

indirect effects. An abundance of natural resources tends to be associated with low economic growth, 

rent seeking, corruption, and the deterioration of institutional governance and these in turn may 

increase the risk of conflict. Lujala, Gleditsch, and Gilmore 2005, p.540  



 

290 

 

government administration or political order
840

.  Nonetheless, deprivation and 

inequality are the principle sources of discontent for the population that provides a 

fertile ground and opportunities for insurgencies
841

.  Excessive violence from 

government para-military forces has also been recognised as an important factor 

leading to increased support for insurgencies
842

. 

 

The First World is still mostly designed to fight sophisticated international conflicts 

along Fordist lines, as envisaged by former Cold War strategists.  These First World 

states are therefore often ill-equipped to deal with low-level conflicts such as civil 

wars in the Third World with their complicated ethnic agendas and blurred 

boundaries.  This had enabled post-Fordist PMCs to quickly adapt to the complex 

agendas of civil wars, unlike most First World defence forces.  Therefore, PMCs are 

providing critical military capabilities for conflict ridden Third World countries in 

return for a share of the profits derived from the use of those military services. 

Furthermore, economically rich but population-poor states such as in the Persian Gulf 

hire PMCs to achieve levels of state power well beyond what these states could 

otherwise achieve
843

.  

 

PMCs do not assist Third World countries with conflict resolution, nor do these PMCs 

address any of the underlying issues within the conflicts.  PMCs are simply an ad hoc, 

post-Fordist solution to the unresolved issue of Third World internal conflicts.  PMC 

are only band aid solutions, since the situation is more than likely to re-ignite once the 

PMC withdraws.  However, in the PMC’s defence, PMCs are not designed to 
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maintain or bring about long term peace solutions and stability.  Rather, PMCs are 

designed for specific tasks in minds to a specific situation.  It should be pointed out 

that PMCs have rarely been accused of aggravating conflicts intentionally to enhance 

or maximise profits
844

. PMCs are quintessentially post-Fordist. 
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Introduction 

 

This chapter will explore some of the reasons why PMCs are almost unregulated in 

terms of national and international law, why only small ad hoc legislation at the 

national level has been implemented, and why international organisations such as the 

UN are having trouble implementing any form of regulation concerning PMC military 

operations and the company per se. In doing so, this chapter will explore some of the 

existing legal frameworks for PMCs, and in particular, what roles NGOs, the UN and 

the state itself may play in the regulation of PMCs.  Therefore, this chapter makes the 

point that customary international law banning the use of mercenaries does not 

necessarily apply to PMCs.  As PMCs are post-Fordist in nature, the international law 

concerning mercenaries is a Fordist hangover that is yet to catch up.  This is because 

the status of PMCs is ambiguous under national and international law, particular from 

the standpoint of mercenary law. 

 

The international community developed regulations on the use of mercenaries to avoid 

the threats mercenaries made against weak Third World sovereign and legitimate 

states, or disrupting people’s rights to self-determination.  Therefore, this chapter will 

argue that the absence of regulation and the limitations of such regulations for PMCs 

and their associated military services and operations, plus the difficulty of inadequate 

measures to hold PMCs and their associated personnel to account for their actions, are 

of particular concern.  This complicated matter of regulating PMCs has been left 

largely to the self-regulation and corporate responsibility of PMC industry 

organisations, with only a few countries (South Africa, US, France) implementing 

legislation concerning PMCs
845

.  Furthermore, the chapter also makes the point that 
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there is a need from states to control not only the role of PMCs and their military 

operations, but also the amount of military services a PMC can provide.  The very lack 

of transparency, accountability and regulation, is an essential factor in the importance 

and usefulness of PMCs for governments.  For most of the world’s governments, there 

are simply no applicable laws that regulate or define the jurisdictions under which 

PMCs operate
846

. 

 

Much discussion on the legitimacy and utility of PMCs dwells on the fact that they are 

often unregulated, unaccountable (even to shareholders), often dismissive of human 

rights, unreliable, expensive, and lacking any form of transparency in their contractual 

arrangements
847

.  In addition, it is generally the Combat Offensive PMC (Type 1) and 

the Combat Defensive PMC (Type 2) that have provided most of the controversies in 

places such as Iraq resulting in calls for greater regulation, legislation, or outright ban 

to control their military services and activities
848

.  As the PMC industry continues to 

grow, any form of domestic and international regulations concerning PMCs struggles 

to keep pace.  Countries such as South Africa and the US have passed laws to regulate 

the PMC industry within their own countries.  However, domestic legislation faces 

jurisdictional and administrative problems in affecting the behaviour of a PMC 

industry that operates transnationally.  Meanwhile, international law in the 20
th

 and 

21
st
 centuries reflects both public condemnation and government indifference from 

the First World, resulting in an ill-defined legal regime that only undercuts PMC 

military activity in certain limited situations.  Yet the international legal regime, 
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namely that propagated by the UN, does not respond to the frequency, scope, and 

conduct of present day PMCs
849

. 

 

The transference of these military capabilities towards PMCs has launched a debate 

about the usefulness and involvement of PMCs, as well as determining what steps 

should and can be taken to regulate PMCs in order to make their military services and 

actions more accountable to both governments and international organisations such as 

the UN
850

.    However, there is still the problem of which jurisdiction a PMC would 

fall into, nationally or internationally.  Normally, when a crime is committed, most 

crimes will fall under the jurisdiction of the country where the crime was committed.  

But PMCs typically operate in failed Third World states or war zones, where most 

forms of law and order and judicial processes have broken down.  Therefore, in 

attempting to prosecute a PMC and its personnel for any accused crimes will prove 

difficult.  Despite the growing importance of PMCs, both in terms of their financial 

weight and their impact on contemporary warfare, the PMC industry still remains 

essentially unregulated.  

 

The use of PMCs within military operations has also raised several legal and 

humanitarian concerns.  Soldiers in most national defence forces, for instance, take 

oaths of allegiance to their nation-state and are therefore accountable to those rules of 

the state and other international regulations regarding warfare such as the Geneva 

Convention.  PMCs and their associated personnel on the other hand are accountable 

only to themselves or their shareholders and are to some degree shielded from public 

and government scrutiny. 
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Mercenary Regulation 

The seemingly uncontrollable spread of mercenaries in the 1960s and 1970s led 

governments in Africa to try and limit their activities.  In 1972, the member states of 

the OAU signed the convention for the Elimination of Mercenaries in Africa.  This 

convention came into force in 1985, making it the only legal instrument that 

criminalised mercenary activity.  However, because most African governments are 

not strictly prohibited from hiring foreign military personnel as part of their armed 

forces, this had reduced the convention’s credibility when accusing insurgencies using 

mercenaries within their armed forces.  As a result, the 1972 Organisation of African 

Unity Convention for the Elimination of Mercenaries did not technically ever come 

into force.  Even if it had, the provisions do not preclude the utilisation of mercenaries 

per se, but rather their use to overthrow or undermine governments or liberation 

movements.  Although there have been various attempts in international law to ban 

mercenaries, none have been effective.  

 

UN resolutions did not effectively impose a total ban on PMC activity let alone 

mercenaries.  In 1989, the UN drafted an International Convention against the 

Recruitment, Use, Financing, and Training of Mercenaries, but the convention lacked 

support of member states including none of the permanent members of the Security 

Council that have not ratified the convention
851

.  In 1994, the UN General Assembly 

adopted resolution 49/150 urging all nations to take necessary steps and to exercise 

the utmost vigilance against the menace posed by activities of mercenaries.  During 

the fifty-first session, the UN General Assembly adopted resolution 57/83 on 12
th
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December 1996 which, inter alia, urged all states to take the necessary steps and to 

exercise the utmost vigilance against the menace posed by the activities of 

mercenaries, particularly in the Third World, and to take necessary legislative 

measures to ensure that their territories, as well as their nationals are not used for the 

recruitment, assembly, financing, and training of mercenaries designed to destabilise, 

overthrow, or threaten the territorial integrity and political unity of sovereign states
852

.  

Yet, this resolution makes no mention of PMCs.  The former UN Special Rapporteur 

on the use of mercenarism, Enrique Bernales Ballesteros, concluded in his 1997 report 

to the UN Commission on Human Rights that PMCs ‘cannot be strictly considered as 

coming within the legal scope of mercenary activities’
853

.  The UN Special Raporteur 

on the use of mercenarism report concentrated on the threat posed by PMC activity in 

relation to state sovereignty and territorial integrity in the Third World in which 

PMCs were operating.  The UN special rapporteur drew attention to the many gaps, 

ambiguities, and the persistent and increasing prominence of PMC activity.  Despite 

the obligations of states under international law, very few First World governments 

have legislated adequate laws and regulations for controlling PMCs let alone 

mercenaries operating outside their territory, particularly in the Third World
854

. 

 

Although the UN General Assembly condemned mercenary activity under UN 

resolution 2465 in 1968, it was not until 1977 that mercenaries were given a legal 

status within international humanitarian law with the adoption of Article 47 to 
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additional Protocol I of the Geneva Convention
855

.   These main provisions were then 

incorporated into the Additional Protocol I of 1977 to the 1949 Geneva Conventions.  

The problem, however, is that the Geneva Convention only applies to interstate 

conflicts, not intrastate conflicts (civil wars) where most of these mercenaries are 

employed.  Nonetheless, mercenaries are still technically allowed under Article 47 of 

the Geneva Conventions because Article 47 only describes the provisions of a 

mercenary and do not explicitly state that mercenaries are illegal or engaged in a 

criminal offence. 

 

 

For somebody to be classified as a mercenary, six criteria must cumulatively be met. 

A mercenary is a person who:  

1) is specifically recruited locally or internationally to fight an armed conflict;  

2) does in fact take part in the hostilities of a conflict;  

3) is motivated to take part in the hostilities essentially by the desire for private 

gain and in fact is promised, by or on behalf of a party to the conflict, material 

compensation substantially in excess of that promised or paid to combatants of 

similar ranks and functions in the armed forces of that party;  

4) is neither a national of a party to the conflict nor a resident of a territory 

controlled by a party to the conflict;  

5) is not a member of the armed forces of a party to the conflict;  

6) has not been sent by a state which is not a party to the conflict on official duty 

as a member of its armed forces
856

. 
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Much of the international law on mercenaries (namely Protocol I, the UN Resolutions, 

the OAU Convention, and the UN Mercenary Convention) deals with defining 

mercenary status and banning mercenaries in certain situations, not PMCs per se.   

 

Contrary to popular belief, there exists no ban on mercenaries in international law, 

even when taking the UN Mercenary Convention into consideration.  The very 

definitions that international law uses to identify mercenaries includes a series of 

vague categories, so  that it is nearly impossible to anyone in any place who fulfil the 

criteria for being a mercenary, let a alone a PMC
857

.  Rather, international law has 

drafted a rather narrow definition of mercenaries and bans their conduct in certain 

circumstances.  PMCs, in their present form, do not fit this definition, nor do PMCs 

act in prohibited areas
858

.  It is ironic that the countries ratifying the UN and OAU 

conventions are the very countries that have hired the services of not only PMCs, but 

also mercenaries.  This should not be surprising considering that the wording of such 

conventions allows states to retain the right to recruit foreign soldiers
859

.  Therefore, 

these definitions for the regulation of mercenaries, and even PMCs, are narrowly 

defined to such a degree as to render the terms useless in almost all situations, 

especially now that PMCs are dominating the once powerful mercenary market.  Just 

as importantly, the definition has been worded in such a way as to allow states right to 

hire foreign soldiers as part of their national armed forces.  Sandline International 

personnel for instance, were termed as ‘special constables’ within their contract to the 

PNG government, therefore, assimilating Sandline International personnel into the 

PNG armed forces
860

. 
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These approaches to mercenaries are not as relevant in relation to PMCs, and the 

problem of PMCs should not be essentially based on the definition and regulation of 

mercenaries who were operating primarily during the 1960s and 1970s
861

.  

Furthermore, this ambiguity regarding the use of mercenaries also works to their 

disadvantage.  If, for instance, a mercenary were captured in an international conflict, 

this soldier would not be entitled to the treatment as POWs or as a legitimate 

combatant under the Geneva Conventions.  In other words, mercenaries and PMC 

personnel will not get protection from international humanitarian law.  If individuals 

working for PMCs are captured, these personnel might lose their rights provided in 

the general laws of war.  For instance, when looking at US military outsourcing to 

PMCs, the US Air Force Judge Advocate General found that if operators of Air Force 

technology are in fact civilians, as most of them are, they risk losing their non-

combatant status that civilians enjoy.  While these people may be civilian employees, 

they are operating weapons systems that are crucial in the overall combat operations.  

This means that if these employees are captured, they could be considered unlawful 

combatants and thus liable to prosecution as criminals
862

.  Although there are specific 

references to mercenaries in international humanitarian law (IHL), there are no such 

references to PMCs, nor are PMCs specifically regulated in customary international 

law
863

.    

 

Regulation, Accountability, Transparency 

The absence of PMC regulation can be attributed to several factors. First is the 

secrecy and lack of transparency that characterise the PMC corporate structures and 
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their dealings with their potential and contracted clients.  PMCs work in opaque 

business practices and questionable methods of payment and some PMCs become 

subsidiaries of MNCs with consolidated accounts in which PMCs can be sheltered 

from public and government view or transform into something else to the point of 

forming new PMC companies very quickly
864

.  Most PMCs are transnational which is 

enabling these companies to avoid national regulations.  For instance Sandline 

International operated out of London, but was actually registered in the tax and 

secrecy haven of the Bahamas
865

.  Secondly, the existing regulatory regime focuses 

primarily on mercenarism, a definition that PMCs can easily evade.  Third is the 

continuing debate over the legitimacy of PMCs.  Fourth is the concomitant lack of 

political will to address the issue of PMCs, particularly within Third World countries.  

Fifth, is the diversity of military operations undertaken by PMCs and how the 

importance of these military activities for the First and Third World also complicates 

any effort to impose strict regulatory regimes
866

.  The development of any regular 

framework to deal with PMCs is also complicated by a number of other substantive 

and logistical problems such as how the PMC industry as a research topic is 

anecdotal-rich and hard-data poor. 

 

Unlike defence forces, PMCs are not controlled or regulated under various institutions 

such as a governmental executive control.  For most governments, starting with a head 

of state, a president, or a prime ministers, then to a minister on defence, these figures 

restrict excessive military power and the monopoly on the use of force.  PMCs are 

also not controlled by any legislative cabinet or committee where the executive itself 
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is accountable and answerable to the legislature, which has powers of investigation, 

recommendation and oversight over its defence forces.  The functions of most defence 

forces throughout the world are determined and regulated by domestic law, chiefly the 

constitution, a defence act, a military code of justice including military law, or 

international laws on war.  These instruments describe the circumstances and manner 

in which legitimate force may be used, and the sanctions which apply to defence force 

personnel who are found guilty of misconduct.  Most defence forces particularly in 

the First World are bound by international humanitarian law, chiefly the Geneva 

Conventions and Hague Protocols.  These conventions aim to curb the excesses of 

war, and in particular to protect civilians from such excesses.  Signatory states are 

expected to ensure that their military personnel comply with international law, and to 

prosecute defence personnel who violate these laws.  In a democracy, the orientation, 

identity, and values of the defence forces provide a form of self-restraint. Defence 

force personnel primarily respect the primacy of civilian rule, human rights, and the 

rule of law, and these values are inculcated and reinforced through military training 

and such restrictions on the use of legitimate force
867

. 

 

Similar, regulation could have a number of positive effects for the PMC industry such 

as giving PMCs an indication of what are and are not acceptable forms of behaviour.  

Furthermore, regulation could help towards building a more respectable and 

legitimate PMC industry that would result in PMCs having legitimacy and being more 

employable.  Moreover, by building a respectable PMC industry, this industry would 

help marginalise disreputable PMCs and their associated employers which would then 
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encourage PMCs to be of more benefit to governments, NGOs and international 

organisations such as the UN or the EU. 

 

However, regulating PMCs is not without its problems such as the cost of regulating 

the PMC industry, and this burden would be placed directly on to most governments.  

The administrative burden to governments of licencing PMCs within the state would 

be significant in terms of staff resources.  In the US and UK, it has been estimated that 

to licence PMCs would cost between US$700,000 - $800,000 just in the first year, 

and anywhere between US$470,000 - $570,000 for subsequent years
868

.  Then there is 

the actual effectiveness of regulation.  First there is the problem of PMCs operating 

abroad, therefore outside the scope of their home state such as US or British law.  The 

second problem is most PMCs are very fluid with very few fixed assets or permanent 

employees enabling these PMCs to move easily from one jurisdiction to another (such 

as a tax haven) if the PMC finds the regulatory environment inconvenient.  A further 

reason why regulation of PMCs is likely to remain ineffective is that it addresses the 

wrong area of politics.  Much contemporary politics surrounding the use of armed 

force does not take place in the traditional Clausewitzian arena involving inter-state 

wars as the primacy for conflict.  Rather, military operations are much more 

internationalised, involving other governments, military alliances, international 

institutions, and international multi-lateral organisations.  This development moves 

politics beyond the convention of states and creates further regulatory problems in 

controlling PMCs
869

. 
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One of the biggest issues for the legitimacy of PMCs is their lack of accountability 

and transparency.  The question has to be asked is how can the PMC industry say that 

they are appropriately transparent and accountable when in places such as during the 

2003 Iraq War for instance, the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) introduced an 

order specifying that PMCs and their associated sub-contractors and personnel were 

not to be subject to any Iraqi laws or regulations in matters relating to the terms and 

conditions of their military contracts.
870

 These PMCs were immune from the Iraq 

legal process with respect to the act, performed pursuant to the terms and conditions 

of those military contracts.  The CPA laid out the statutes of PMC personnel by 

stating that ‘In accordance with international law, the CPA, Coalition Forces, and the 

military and civilian personnel accompanying them, are not subject to local law or the 

jurisdiction of local courts’.  In Iraq, under CPA Order 17, all non-Iraqi military 

personnel including PMC personnel are immune from from acts when performing 

their contractual obligations.  This has resulted in several atrocities by PMC personnel 

being left unpunished where not a single PMC personnel active in Iraq has actually 

been charged with a war crime.  In Iraq, this immunity of provisions as laid down by 

the CPA has also been carried forward by the Iraqi interim government, meaning that 

PMCs enjoy protection from local criminal prosecution. 

   

The PMC Blackwater USA, for instance, was operating in Iraq without an Iraqi 

Interior ministry licence while under contract with the US State Department.  The 

absence of Iraqi oversight is compounded by the 2004 law signed by Paul Bremmer 

that granted Blackwater USA immunity from prosecution under Iraqi law.  

Blackwater USA was also not amenable to the US Military Extraterritorial Judicial 
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Act.  Furthermore, Blackwater USA was also not subject to the US Uniform Code of 

Military Justice.  As part of the transition from coalition control to Iraqi Interim 

Government, all CPA laws, regulations, orders, memoranda, instructions, and 

directives remained in force until amended or rescinded by the Iraqi government.  The 

CPA therefore, ensured that the existing favourable legal climate for PMC activity 

continued indefinitely
871

. 

 

In practice, the real extent of accountability by PMCs may depend on who is actually 

contracting the PMC.   However, in many cases, this is highly hypothetical 

proposition as weak Third World governments which are dependent on PMCs for 

various military roles may be in a poor position to hold the PMC accountable.  

Therefore, if PMCs have immunity within the state in which the company is working, 

take Iraq for instance, and if their home country has no control or uniform checks and 

balances to regulate PMCs, then who or what exactly has jurisdiction over these 

PMCs, and exactly what institution can be used to prosecute PMCs, if necessary?
872

  

Nonetheless, attempts to ban PMCs outright are counterproductive.  Banning PMCs 

outright will possibly lead to a resurgence of uncontrollable individual freelance 

mercenaries
873

.  By enforcing a total abolition and criminalising PMCs along with 

their military services, governments effectively relinquish their ability to shape the 

norms, behaviour, and ethos of the PMC industry.  
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The accountability and transparency of PMCs are not just a matter of adherence to 

laws and regulations.  There is also the issue of quality control in terms of hiring 

qualified personnel.  PMCs claim to have some form of code of conduct for their staff.  

However, disciplining PMC personnel is generally left to the PMC itself, and 

governments have no control or any uniform checks from respective government 

agencies to ensure that PMC personnel are in fact legitimate
874

.  During times of war, 

PMC personnel will generally fall under the auspices of Common Article 3 of the 

Geneva Conventions, which is binding on all combatants.  PMC personnel are also 

generally bound by a state’s obligation to UN human rights conventions as “agents” 

of the government that contracts PMCs whenever PMC personnel are performing 

military operations
875

.   

 

Most defence force personnel have no legal discretion once enlisted into military 

service whereas PMC personnel get to decide where they work, for which PMC, and 

for what price.  Once within the theatre of conflict, PMC personnel still have the 

choice of when to stay or leave the PMC
876

.  Military personnel who commit war 

crimes along with their commanders and political leaders who bear responsibility can 

be prosecuted in national and international courts.  This liability under international 

humanitarian law would also apply to PMC personnel who are involved in armed 

conflict, no matter what their capacity in the war.  However, regardless of the law of 

war concerning military personnel, PMC personnel are not part of the military which 

means that any legal code that creates a sharp delineation between civilians and 

military personnel is now not readily useful.  
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PMCs argue that they cannot afford to be transparent or have some form of 

accountability or regulation.  This is because PMCs feel that they cannot disclose any 

form of information that could be used against their clients (whether state and non-

state clients) or their own interests, and endanger the military operation, or possibly 

jeopardize where their personnel are deployed.  As information is usually used as a 

strategic weapon in time of war, it could be assumed that PMCs have an actual 

incentive not to disclose information when asked about their military operations and 

business interests and contracts
877

.  

 

Of course, military defence personnel and PMC personnel are equally quite capable of 

behaving inappropriately, therefore, possibility violating human rights.  Nowhere is 

this more apparent than the Abu Ghraib prison abuse scandal in Iraq where both the 

US military and PMC personnel equally contributed to the illegal abuse of Iraqi 

prisoners.  In 2003, CACI and Titan personnel were found to be part of the Abu 

Ghraib prison scandal where Iraqi prisoners were not treated according to the Geneva 

conventions.
878

  CACI and Titan personnel were found to have used dogs on the 

prisoners, withheld pain medication, urinated on Iraqi prisoners, and made some Iraqi 

prisoners to wear women’s clothing, or lie on top of each other naked for hours.  Titan 

personnel were even accused of raping a male Iraqi detainee.  Just as apparent was the 

controversial shootout that occurred in April 2004 at Najaf Square, Iraq, where the 

PMC Blackwater USA and US military personnel stood side by side as they 

decimated the neighbourhood.
879

  Blackwater USA knew that certain personnel 

intentionally used excessive, unjustified deadly force, and in some instances used 

unauthorised weapons to kill or severely injure innocent Iraqi civilians. Blackwater 
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USA did nothing to stop this misconduct.  Furthermore, in 2005, Blackwater USA 

personnel shot dead a taxi driver and the passengers near a checkpoint.  In 2005, a 

video appeared of Aegis Defence Service employees randomly shooting their 

weapons at Iraqi civilian cars heading towards Baghdad airport in Iraq.  Cluster 

Battles were also accused of firing on innocent civilians in Iraq.  However, the 

difference here is that not one single PMC personnel was ever charged while the US 

military have charged all those implicated in both cases
880

.  While military personnel 

are ultimately held responsible under their military code of justice, PMC personnel are 

subject only to the laws of the market. 

 

While it may be argued that ‘brand-visible’ PMCs would have significant incentives 

to behave responsibly and in accordance with human rights, however, the lack of 

regulation does amount to impunity for all PMCs, whether seeking legitimacy or 

not
881

.  Certain tensions also exist regarding the impact of PMCs with respect to 

human rights during conflicts.  Although it is incorrect to assume simply that PMCs 

kill purely for money, there are certain situations in which human rights may be 

transgressed for company interests.  Most of these human rights abuses, such as 

DynCorp’s scandal of selling sex slaves, were outside the military justice system as 

these companies are technically not part of the military, but use their position as 

private military contractors to avoid such laws
882

.  In 2001, Aviation Development 

Corporation that provided reconnaissance for the CIA in South America misidentified 

a plane as cocaine traffickers.
883

  Based on this PMC’s intelligence, the Peruvian Air 
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Force shot down the aircraft.  The problem here was that the CIA refused to give any 

information, citing privacy concerns when US Congress tried to investigate.  

 

National Regulation 

While regulation at the national level offers some form of hope, however, much of the 

globalised nature of the PMC industry argues against the full success of any one 

national approach.  The South African Regulation of Foreign Military Assistance Act 

that was officially passed in July 1998 was perhaps the boldest attempt to develop 

measures to address PMC activity and those military services provided by PMCs.  On 

the 30
th

 April 1997, the South African government tabled a bill to limit the 

involvement of South African citizens in mercenary and related military activities.  

Designated the Foreign Military Assistance Bill, the bill attempted to not only to 

define mercenary activities (largely in line with 1977 Additional Protocol I of the 

Geneva Conventions), and to restrict their activities through government 

authorization
884

.  The South African legislation made clear differences between PMC 

military activity and the export of foreign military assistance
885

.  PMC activity within 

the act was defined as meaning ‘direct participation as a combatant in an armed 

conflict for private gain’
886

.  The definition of foreign military assistance is broader 

including ‘advice or training; personnel, financial, logistical, intelligence, or 

operational support; personnel recruitment; medical or paramedical services; or 

procurement of equipment as well as military security involved in an armed conflict’.  

This bill was one of the first attempts by any government to place restrictions on 
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mercenary activities in relation to PMC military operations
887

.  The US, Britain, and 

Germany have had similar legislation in place for quite some years, but the South 

African legislation was the most explicit to date
888

.  In the UK, the Foreign Enlistment 

Act of 1870 may be the only UK law that could be applicable to PMCs; however this 

act has never been enforced in all the time since it was enacted.  

 

US PMC Regulation 

Since the 1998 South African Foreign Military Act concerning PMCs, the most active 

country in attempting to regulate PMC is the US.  The US has become perhaps the 

single largest First World government that contracts out to PMCs.  The regulation of 

PMCs in the US consists of various components: first, there is the licencing system 

where potential contracts with PMCs are scrutinised and, secondly, there is a set of 

laws that govern the prosecution of PMC personnel committing crime abroad
889

.  

Essentially, PMC military services and operations are licensed through the same 

system as the sale of arms and other military related services.  Licencing procedures 

and policies are set out in the International Traffic in Arms Regulation (ITAR) which 

in turn is part of the Arms Export Control Act (AECA).  Simply put, a PMC wishing 

to sell military services abroad has to register and be licenced to the US State 

Department’s Directorate of Defence Trade Controls (DDTC)
890

.  The other main 

component of regulation in the US concerning PMCs is the Uniform Code of Military 

Justice (UCMJ) and the Military Extraterritorial Jurisdiction Act (MEJA).  

Essentially, the UCMJ outlines procedures for prosecuting members of the US armed 

                                                 
887
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forces in case they commit a crime aboard
891

.  Up until January 2007, the code only 

applied to civilians (contractors) ‘serving with or accompanying an armed force in the 

field’ and only ‘in time of war’
892

.  The possible application of the UCMJ to PMCs 

has been seen as a way of potentially bringing the US military’s jurisdiction over 

PMCs.  This would mean that the US military’s ability to control PMCs would 

increase.  However, the applicability of the UCMJ to PMCs is far from 

straightforward.  Firstly, it is unclear whether persons not working under DOD 

contracts can be seen as ‘serving with or accompanying’ US armed forces.  Secondly, 

it has been pointed out that subjecting civilians to military jurisdictions and court-

martials might be considered unconstitutional and a violation of the right to a fair trial 

by jury.  

 

The second important legal instrument is MEJA.  The act was passed in order to 

ensure that non-military personnel associated with the US defence forces abroad could 

be prosecuted in the US for crimes in situations where the host nation was unable or 

unwilling to do so
893

.  Basically, MEJA covers criminal offences committed by 

persons while deployed by or accompanying the US defence forces outside the US
894

.  

Because it gives US federal courts legal authority over persons who commit crimes 

while under contract with the US government, MEJA has also been seen as a tool for 

prosecuting PMCs that violate the law
895

.  Because MEJA was not specifically 

designed to deal with PMCs, it has proven difficult to apply.  However, this situation 

concerning PMCs may have changed in October 2004 when the MEJA act was 
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amended to include PMCs and personnel of any other US federal agency, or any 

provisional authority that supports the mission of the DOD overseas
896

. 

 

As a result, US law now provides three bases of criminal accountability for the 

conduct of US based PMCs: the Maritime and Territorial Jurisdiction Statute, MEJA, 

and the court-martial system provided for in UCMJ.  However, these three bases of 

criminal accountability are not without their problems.  Arms brokering and the 

export of military services are covered under the same legislation in the US which is 

the ITAR
897

.  ITAR was overseen by the US DoD Office of Defence Trade Controls.  

Under ITAR, US based PMCs must apply for a licence before signing contracts with 

foreign clients.  PMCs that obtain US government contracts above US$50million have 

to be reported to Congress.  In doing so, PMCs must comply with a set of arms 

transfer and services rules from ITAR.  The ITAR defined military services is 

extensive: defence service means: (1) the furnishing of assistance (including training) 

to foreign persons, whether in the US or abroad in the design, development, 

engineering, manufacture, production, assembly, testing, repair, maintenance, 

modification, operation, demilitarisation, destruction, processing or use of defence 

articles; (2) the furnishing to foreign persons of any technical data controlled under 

this subchapter, whether in the US or abroad; or (3) military training of foreign units 

and forces, regular or irregular, including formal or informal instruction of foreign 

persons in the US or abroad or by correspondence courses, technical, educational, or 

information publications and media of all kinds, training aid, orientation, training 

exercise, and military advice
898

. 
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 MEJA creates a status-based source of jurisdiction for PMC activity.  MEJA creates 

criminal jurisdiction over certain offenses committed by members of the Armed 

Forces and by civilians (PMCs) employed by or accompanying the armed forces.  

Increased use in Iraq has challenged both the relevance and applicability of the MEJA 

in two ways.  The Abu Ghraib incident first revealed a gap in the statute, as it only 

applies to civilian contactors accompanying the Department of Defence and not other 

departments that contract PMCs such as the State Department
899

.  Next, the Nisour 

Square incident – where Blackwater PMC personnel opened fire on an unarmed Iraqi 

vehicle that left 17 dead and 24 wounded – revealed an additional drafting 

inadequacy, as the MEJA applied only to civilian activity supporting the mission of 

the Department of Defence
900

. 

 

The US has also been very slow to assert legal authority over PMCs accused of 

breaching laws.  Since the passing of the MEJA in 2000, only one PMC contract has 

be revoked and only one PMC prosecuted.  Moreover, PMCs contracted in places 

such as Iraq or Afghanistan are never placed within the actual military operations, 

therefore, not falling under the MEJA or any other regulations that have been adopted 

for PMCs accompanying the US or UK armed forces in Afghanistan and Iraq . Since 

the Nisour Square incident
901

, in 2007 the House passed the MEJA Expansion and 

Enforcement Act (H.R. 2740
902

) which was intended to update the MEJA Act of 
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2000.  H.R. 2740 was intended to update the MEJA Act to clarify that the US had 

jurisdiction over PMCs liable under US criminal law for prohibited conduct 

committed in regions where the US armed forces are engaged in contingency 

operations
903

. 

 

However, MEJA only reaches PMCs employed by the Department of Defence, and 

therefore, stopped short of comprehensively addressing PMC liability issues
904

.  As a 

result, the US Congress in 2004 amended MEJA to extend the statute’s jurisdictional 

reach.  Therefore, while MEJA does, in theory, expose more PMCs to criminal 

liability; it does not explain how, or by whom, PMCs should be brought to justice.  

Had H.R. 2740 become law, this amendment would have addressed and hopefully 

fixed the accountability gap of PMCs within the US.  MEJA might prove to be a 

viable option to prosecute PMC offenses in the future. 

 

US seek exemption from the jurisdiction of the International Criminal Court not only 

for US military personnel, but also for the employees of PMCs contracted in Iraq and 

Afghanistan
905

.  PMCs based in the US can sell their military services abroad through 

the Defence Department Foreign Military Sales program which does not require 

licencing by the state.  The Pentagon pays for the services of the PMC offered to the 

foreign government, which in turn reimburses the Pentagon.  Therefore, PMCs that 

obtain Pentagon contracts worth less than US$50 million do not have to notify 

Congress, and the Pentagon admits it has no idea how many PMCs are actually being 
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contracted.  As a result, Congress actually has little or no idea what PMCs are doing 

in Third World countries such as Colombia, Iraq, or Afghanistan.  Many of the US 

laws regarding PMCs are designed in such a way so that the Pentagon can avoid 

congressional restrictions.  A PMC based in the US providing any form of military 

service to any foreign client whether state or non-state must receive a licence from the 

US State Department to ensure its actions are in accordance with accepted policy.  In 

many cases, however, PMCs from the US are exempt from prosecution under foreign 

national laws through the Status and Forces Agreements. 

 

The Special Maritime and Territorial Jurisdiction (SMTJ) Statute has sought to protect 

US citizens and property beyond US borders but not yet subject to foreign 

jurisdiction
906

.  The SMJT works as a catchall and applies to: vessels on the high seas, 

vessels on international waterways, lands acquired by the US, certain islands valued 

for the “guano”
907

, aircrafts, space-crafts, lands outside the jurisdiction of any nation, 

and certain vessels bound for the US
908

.  Initially comprised of eight areas of special 

jurisdiction, in 2001, the USA Patriot Act added a ninth provision to the SMTJ which 

extended jurisdiction to offenses committed by or against a US national in any place 

or residence within a foreign state used by missions or entities of the US 

government
909

.  While the 2001 modification could, in theory, extend jurisdiction to a 

range of overseas PMC operations, the SMJT Statute has thus far yielded only one 

such prosecution
910

. 
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Lastly, the UCMJ seemingly provides a framework under which PMCs could be held 

criminally liable while working for the US abroad
911

.  However, in Reid v Covert, the 

Supreme Court rejected such a broad interpretation of the UCMJ
912

.  Three years later, 

in Kinsella v. United States ex rel. Singleton
913

, the Supreme Court explicitly rejected 

the notion that a civilian could face trial by court martial for a non-capital offense
914

.  

In 1970, the Court of Military Appeals considered in United States v. Averette
915

 

whether the UCMJ should apply to civilians in times of war.  However, the Court held 

that the UCMJ only applies when there is a declared war, which the Vietnam War was 

not, so Averette was not triable by court martial.  After Reid, Kinsella, and Averette, 

the UCMJ was mostly ineffective at holding civilians criminally liable while 

accompanying the US Armed Forces overseas
916

.   However, in 2006 US Congress 

amended the UCMJ to extend jurisdiction “[i]n time of a declared war or contingency 
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operation, [to] persons serving with or accompanying an armed force in the field”
917

.  

This amendment was to serve to counter the decisions in Reid, Kinsella, and 

Averette
918

.  Moreover, the UCMJ amendment will make PMCs subject for court 

martial for criminal actions committed during contingency operations
919

.  This 

patchwork of laws - MEJA and the UCMJ – currently serves as the total by which the 

US can criminally prosecute PMCs working overseas.  In Iraq, the laws have been the 

only tools.  Order 17 of the Provisional Coalition Authority has immunised PMCs 

from Iraqi law. 

 

International Regulation 

Even if there were stricter international regulation this could have little effect because 

most governments (particularly with First World governments such as the US) have 

little interest in enforcement against PMCs.  PMCs continue to be important players in 

shaping the operational milieu in the 21
st
 century

920
.  This current attitude among First 

World governments could rule out the possibility of a stronger international 

convention in the near future.  The biggest obstacle in trying to do anything 

internationally is the lack of political will by states to regulate PMCs.  Most states 

find PMCs useful for implementing their own foreign policy and military agendas, 

and therefore oppose any major efforts to restrict let alone prohibit PMCs.  Most of 

international law is about state interaction and those conflicts that arise between 
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states.  Most international law is not applicable to internal conflicts or civil wars 

where most PMC generally operate. 

 

Currently, the status of PMCs under international law still remains ambiguous.  Most 

of their military operations fall outside of the 1989 UN convention of mercenaries.  

Human rights laws such as the Geneva Conventions are more relevant, but these laws 

are only binding on states, which reduce the formal legal responsibilities of PMCs.  

Nonetheless, there are difficulties in applying international law and the Geneva 

conventions to PMCs.  Firstly, PMC personnel are individually liable under 

international humanitarian law.  However, this is a highly hypothetical proposition, as 

PMCs are usually operating in weak and failing Third World countries that do not 

have adequate legal and judicial systems.  Moreover, PMCs do not fall within any 

aspect of international law and would not for instance come within the statute of the 

international criminal court.  This is in contrast to defence force personnel who are 

accountable to the Geneva Convention’s code of justice whenever deployed.  PMCs 

have a murky legal status undefined by international law. 

 

At best, PMCs could possibly be prosecuted under business or corporate law. 

However, this may lead to the PMC simply taking on a new corporate structure, 

company name, identity, or shift the whole PMC to a tax and secrecy haven whenever 

the PMC feels legally challenged.  Lifeguard Security for instance, was considered a 

spin off from EO that was operating in Sierra Leone,  was made up of primarily 

former EO personnel and operating alongside EO during certain times, but with a new 

corporate identity.
921
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Due to the lack of international regulations concerning PMCs by international 

organisations and the negative reputation PMCs have been receiving as a result of 

little or no accountability, PMCs have attempted to legitimise themselves and their 

businesses by incorporating and creating self-regulatory regimes such as the 

International Peace Operations Association (IPOA) in the US, and the British 

Association of Private Security Companies (BAPSC) in the UK.  In attempting to 

emphasise their professionalism, a lot of PMCs fund advocacy groups in order to 

display PMCs as a capable and accountable alternative.  These self-regulated trade 

organisations claim to have an ability to ‘discipline’ errant PMCs.  However, this 

ability to discipline PMCs is limited to the removal from these associated 

organisations, as was the case with Blackwater USA.  Yet for Blackwater USA, this 

did not pose a problem or a major concern and it formed its own self-regulating 

organisation called the Blackwater Global Peace and Stability Operations Institute in 

2007
922

.  Other self-regulated PMC trade organisations also include the Private 

Security Company Association of Iraq (PSCAI), and the International Association of 

Peacekeeping Training Centres (IAPTC).  However, one of the fundamental flaws in 

the PMC argument for self-regulation is that in a free market economy, self-regulation 

is inherently constrained by self-interest
923

.  

 

Conclusion 

These factors outlined within this chapter concerning the regulation, transparency, and 

accountability point out those PMCs are not subject to any forms of military justice.  

Furthermore, it is also unclear if PMCs are bound by laws by those of a host country.  
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In the case of Iraq, the substantial lack of punishment for crimes committed during 

conflicts poses some serious problems in regulating PMCs.  Due to their effective 

usefulness for governments, it just may be that the world of sovereign states is not 

ready to regulate PMCs in the necessary manner.  The rapid expansion of PMCs since 

the end of the Cold War, and particularly the 2003 Iraq War, means that there is an 

urgent need to bring their military operations within the compass of both legal and 

democratic control.  Although international framework of rules under the UN should 

remain the long-term goal, this will be incomplete given the definitional problems that 

have been outlined in this thesis. 

 

Although far from complete, the continuing evolution of US law presents an 

increasingly coherent framework through which to regulate PMCs and hold these 

companies accountable to the laws of war and human rights conventions.  In contrast 

to domestic law in countries such as US and South Africa, international treaties and 

conventions have yet to set a similar progression towards PMCs and continue to use 

out-dated models of mercenary usage.  The limited restriction placed on PMCs within 

international customary law demonstrates both the implicit and explicit approval of 

the PMC industry in its current legal and regulatory status
924

.  International law is still 

yet to come up with an actual definition of mercenarism that incorporates PMCs that 

would withstand the rigours of a courtroom.  

 

When companies in other industries commit crimes, there is a clear system of judicial 

response.  But in regards to PMCs, this decidedly absent.  To put it more bluntly, the 
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cheese industry is far more regulated than the PMC industry
925

.  With the increase and 

diversification of military services and activities of PMCs, as well as their expanding 

client base, governments need to start considering adopting legislation in regulating 

PMCs.  If PMCs wish to develop or be perceived to retain the same degree of public 

trust then these PMCs must accept the same degree of public accountability as state 

institutions have
926

.  PMCs do require a much greater degree of oversight and 

transparency than any other multi-national corporation, due to their unique nature of 

offering military services
927

. Of course the major problem in obtaining PMC laws and 

treaties is that no major powerful state has taken a serious interest in enacting 

regulation.   
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This thesis’s central theme revolved around the contention that PMCs are a post-

Fordist and post-Cold War evolution.  The thesis was concerned with how PMCs 

were creating an industry, the role and effects PMCs are having within the theatre of 

conflict, how the nature of warfare will be influenced with PMCs, their regulation and 

transparency, and just as crucially, the effects PMCs have on the monopoly of the 

legitimate use of force.  All of these chapters are designed to test the hypothesis that 

the general trend towards privatisation, the end of the Cold War, the transformations 

in the nature of warfare, and changes in modes of production from Fordism to post-

Fordism, have not only shaped and facilitated the rise and prominence of PMCs, but 

have contributed to their deep penetration into military services due to changing 

international political and economic environments.  In doing so, all of the chapters 

emphasised an underlying theme of Wallerstein’s world- systems theory – the division 

of the world into core (First World) and semi-periphery and periphery (Third World).   

 

In helping to understand these themes, the thesis looked at the reasons why PMCs are 

hired by various state and non-state actors, particularly in the Third World.   The 

chapters contained narrative descriptive examples along with an analysis of the case 

studies of PMCs and the countries in which these companies were involved.  

Governments both in the First and Third Worlds use PMCs for different reasons.  In 

the First World countries such as the US, PMCs have been pressed into service from 

agencies such as the DoD as they increasingly outsource tasks not deemed necessary 

to waging warfare.  Without these actors, PMCs would not have been able to reach the 

heights they have attained in recent years providing military services that have been 

legitimately accepted by the state
928

. 
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The start of this century is witnessing the gradual erosion of the Weberian state 

monopoly over the use of legitimate force in relation to outsourcing military 

operations.  With the growth of PMCs, the state’s role in military services and 

operations has become de-privileged, just as it has in other international arenas such 

as trade and finance.  States, international institutions, NGOs, MNCs, and even 

individuals can now lease military services and capabilities of almost any level from 

the global market with the emergence of a PMC industry.  While PMCs might be 

criticised as “budget armies” in places where they have served; however, PMCs have 

at times proven their speed and skill at successfully influencing the course of conflict 

whether through direct or indirect military operations.  PMCs have shown how using 

small but highly skilled military personnel can influence the outcome of a Third 

World conflict, particularly when the insurgency is weak or structurally unstable.  The 

technique and expertise that PMCs have developed for these kinds of Third World 

conflicts have given an incentive for the First World to contract out such conflicts
929

. 

Using PMCs in Third World conflicts will affect the politics of international relations 

in a number of critical ways, ranging from the introduction of market dynamics and 

mechanisms in conflicts to altering defence force infrastructure. 

 

Bringing non-state violence under the control of the nation-state was one of the major 

achievements of the last two centuries.  Although there is little evidence of a return to 

the 17
th

 and 18
th

 centuries where private armies were threatening states, it would be 

foolish to ignore the lessons of the past.  As such, the increasing privatisation of 

military services and operations will have has implications on how we think about the 
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state, state authority over the use of legitimate force, global governance, and the 

production of political and social order today and in the future
930

. 

 

Nonetheless, if states are going to engage with PMCs, the first step is to control and 

regulate their military operations in ensuring that the state remains the principal 

military service provider.   EO demonstrated in Angola and Sierra Leone the 

advantages of a PMC intervening into Third World conflicts, and also proved that 

PMCs could provide a breathing space for peaceful negotiations and elections.  

However, EO also demonstrated the costs of relying on PMCs for a state’s primary 

source of military security and defence.  PMCs, ultimately, can only achieve a fragile 

military victory rather than a long-lasting political solution
931

.  A state’s success in 

warfare and the control over the monopoly of the use of legitimate force are 

dependent on a defence force loyal to the state which has an interest in national unity 

and in keeping good forms of government in power.  The basis in state power is, in 

other words, a defence force on behalf of the people for the people, answerable to the 

people, not a CEO of a PMC pushing numbers and using game theory on how much 

profit the company can make from a Third World conflict.  

 

Contrary to prevailing realist international relations theory, the state’s dominance over 

warfare is diminishing.  Rather, warfare, as it often was in the past, is becoming a 

multifaceted affair involving military personnel outside the traditional defence forces.  

All the actors (state and non-state) presented in this thesis differ in size, relative 

political power, level of wealth, structures, ideology, legitimacy, objectives, and the 

number and type of enemies.  As explored in previous chapters, out dated assumptions 
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about the exclusive and permanent role of the state in the military realm requires a re-

examination and amendment to account for the recent developments of PMCs.  

Instead, we might acknowledge that PMCs occupy a fundamentally different location 

in the contemporary international field of military services. There is no current fixed 

timeline for PMCs.  As long as there are conflicts, PMCs will exist.  Whether or not 

the extensive use of PMCs is evolutionary or remains exceptional, the growth of the 

PMC industry shows no signs of diminishing. 

 

A problem for understanding the PMC industry and generating a theory about PMCs 

is that its internal variation has gone largely unexplored.  A general belief among 

existing studies is that there is no clear method to break the industry down into 

constituent parts
932

.  However, this thesis suggests that a typology of the PMC 

industry could be organised according to the range of military services and levels of 

force that PMCs are able to offer.  Giving PMCs a more substantial typology may 

help in providing more in depth and improvement in the regulation of all PMC 

military activities.  Therefore, the importance of these distinctions is to not only 

differentiate between various PMCs, but also to clearly separate mercenaries and 

private security companies (PSCs) from PMCs, which is just as crucial in approaching 

the issue of regulation. However, notwithstanding these problems of classification, it 

is possible to classify PMCs.  PMCs specialise in certain kinds of activities and 

services that are specifically militaristic in nature, and as a consequence, there will be 

different types and sub-categories of PMCs.  
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Most western armed forces, particularly in western democracies, have gone through 

dramatic structural change, moving away from the Fordist citizen armed forces 

toward post-Fordist market-centric armed forces.  Between these two structural types 

armed forces, Israeli Defence Force is located closer to the “citizen pole”, while its 

US counterpart is closer the “market pole”.  The post-Fordist market army in relation 

to PMCs is not without its problems.  Firstly, the PMC industry presents a huge 

challenge for the political community to monitor such an “army”.  The more military 

operations that are institutionally diffused towards PMCs, the harder it is to control 

PMCs relative to the system of institutions.  Secondly, outsourcing military operations 

to PMCs reduces public transparency, and may empower PMCs to influence and even 

carry out policies that deviate from the national interest.  Market-oriented constraints 

on military operations may lead to favouring wars of interest aimed at protecting 

economic interests over other missions, especially those aimed at stopping large-scale 

human rights violations. 

 

Mass armies confronting a stable threat and sustained by the state have been replaced 

by a smaller, more flexible and specialised force operating in complex conflicts
933

.  

These post-Fordist forces are increasingly supported by PMCs with many military 

operations being outsourced to such companies.  When discussing these 

organisational transformations of armed forces in relation to PMCs, the concept of 

post-Fordism must not be reified or exaggerated.  It is still important to recognise the 

differences between various armed forces around the world.  In this sense it is also 

important to acknowledge the differences between PMCs and various armed forces 

                                                 
933

 King 2006, p.370 



 

326 

 

around the globe.  Despite these cautions, the concept of post-Fordism can play a 

useful role in understanding contemporary military transformations.  

 

Although this thesis highlighted that PMCs are a new phenomenon, there is nothing 

new or strange about hiring private military actors for war.  From Sparta and Athens, 

through to ancient Rome and the middle ages, via the “free companies” to the 

condottieri of the renaissance to the 20
th

 century, the “soldier for hire” has been found 

in armies all over the world throughout history.  The recent re-emergence of private 

military actors in the guise of PMCs performing military tasks appears more in line 

with the historical usual relationship between state, city-states, principalities, kings, 

queens, rulers, hegemons and empires and the use of force across space and time.  The 

use of private military actors is relatively new in the 21
st
 century, but a long-standing 

practice throughout history.   

 

By looking back into the history of private military actors within the theatre of war, a 

few patterns become evident.  The first is that the demand and significance of private 

military actors within the theatre of war are higher when qualified and highly skilled 

military professionals are needed rather than low-skilled militia soldiers such as the 

feudal serfs who would march into battle on behalf of their lord
934

.  The second is the 

relationship between mass demobilisation of military personnel in one war zone such 

as the end of the Napoleonic Wars, or the end of the Cold War, and the recruitment of 

those same out-of-work military personnel within a privatised context into another 

war zone. This highlights that there is a supply and demand dynamic for private 

military personnel for warfare that has prevailed over and over again throughout 

recorded history.  A pattern, therefore, emerges that private military actors 
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particularly thrived during periods of systemic transition from one conflict to another.  

One could even map out the flow of conflict by the movement of demobilised military 

personnel as far back as the end of the Peloponnesian War and the influx of military 

personnel throughout other ancient wars that erupted elsewhere in the Mediterranean 

world.  The third pattern is that private military actors will generally align with 

powerful armed forces against states with weak government and governance.  The 

final pattern is private military actors viewing warfare as a business venture.  In some 

periods, the lines between the two (warfare and business) were distinct, while in other 

times there was no clear difference.  The advantages of private military actors viewing 

warfare as a business venture continue to be relevant with PMCs today.  

 

The PMC industry can present a very confusing and misleading maze to the outside 

observer.  PMCs can sometimes be very small, fluid, adaptable, and unidentifiable or 

can form part of a giant organisation, or a subsidiary to larger corporations, making it 

difficult to establish where PMCs begin and end.  Moreover, the majority of the 

contracts PMCs obtain are often confidential, won on no-bid competition or on a sub-

contract basis from other PMCs leading further to the confusion.  With PMCs 

bringing a comprehensive corporate structure to the once ad hoc nature of private 

military actors, individual mercenaries and out-of-work military personnel wishing to 

venture or persist in the private military market now need to become more 

professional with a clear business structure in order to compete with PMCs. 

 

The acceptance and legitimacy of the PMC industry will largely depend on the reality 

and the perception of accountability mechanisms to guard against abuse from PMCs.  

However, regardless of any theory (economic or political) or the cost associated with 
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PMCs, there are some services, such as the military, which by their very nature are 

unlikely to be legitimately outsourced
935

.  While much of the criticism of PMCs is 

justified, a lot of this criticism, however, is predicated on the belief that there is a 

viable alternative and solution to conflict ridden Third World countries, particularly 

where the First World is not willing to intervene, militarily or otherwise.  This is 

simply not the case.  In an ideal world there would be no need for the military services 

of a PMC.  Unfortunately, in places in the Third World, this is far from an ideal 

world
936

.  War, as the old proverb has it, is certainly far too important to be left to 

generals.  The same holds true for CEOs.
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