
burdens as their colleagues from rich(er) countries: why should the former then receive much 
lower wages than the latter?

49. R.R.K Hiemstra,  ‘Krijgsmacht in Krijtstreep (Soldier in Stripesuit)’ Militaire Spectator Vol.174 No.
7/8, 2005, p.307; quote translated from Dutch. Hiemstra deems it “desirable to limit direct 
contracting by NGO’s and .. even .. IGO’s”, whereby “only (national) military organisations are 
allowed to hire PMC’s” (p.307; translated).

50.  http://ipoaworld.org/eng/ipoafaqs.html, FAQ 16. Rather, IPOA’s goals were “better supervision of 
private companies operating under the umbrella of UN or government-led operations and better 
coordination between private organizations, government, NGOs and international 
organizations” (ibid).

51. http://ipoaworld.org/eng/codeofconduct/87-codecodeofconductv12enghtml.html. Signatories 
“shall only work for legitimate, recognized governments, international organizations, non-
governmental organizations and lawful private companies” (art. 4.1). See also art. 2.3 against any 
disclosures violating “applicable law”. One could argue that art. 9.4.3 against violating UN arms 
embargos is morally questionable; such embargos on Bosnia and Sierra Leone in the 1990s 
benefited the worst aggressors in these conflicts.

52. http://www.stability-operations.org/?page=Code, art. 8.2.  ISOA art.4 is the same as IPOA art.4.1; 
ISOA art.2.3 is the same as IPOA art.2.3 regarding “applicable law”; and ISOA art.12.3 prohibits the 
violation of UN arms embargos, just like IPOA art.9.4.3 (see preceding note). 

First Critical Response to Caspar ten Dam’s “Private Military Contractors: Deplore or 
Deploy?”

Are private military contractors the way to go?

The real question in Caspar Tristan ten Dam’s comprehensive review of the pros and cons of 
private military contractors (PMCs) is: are they sufficiently effective and efficient to justify 
the takeover of certain functions of the military in situations of conflict and are the 
inevitable risks entailed worth the government’s potential savings?

Ten Dam’s response to the question is a qualified yes, provided international law clearly 
defines their rights and duties and strengthens their regulatory and disciplinary regimes. He 
argues further that PMCs should be used exclusively as auxiliary forces and, interestingly, 
suggests their deployment as ‘humanitarian warriors’ in emergency situations. 

To be fair, the absence of those definitions and regimes and the resulting PMC excesses 
rooted in a belief that they have a blanco check to do whatever they deem necessary is the 
result of short-sighted, not thought through policies and politicians’ expediency. One 
immediate solution might be subjecting PMCs to existing military code.

In arguing for a legal and regulatory environment, Ten Dam however is attempting to come 
up with a practical solution to an otherwise intractable problem. It would be tough to reason 
in favor of the eradication of a significant sector of the economy in an environment in which 
the economic focus is job creation and reduction of public expenditure and in which the 
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public post-Iraq and Afghanistan has grown war-weary and more critical of what constitutes 
national interest. Those considerations may shape responses, but hardly allow for an 
impartial answer to the question.

Yet, the very nature of the type of personnel PMCs in contrast to professional militaries 
attract makes it unlikely that they will ever be able to be held up to the same standards 
despite Ten Dam’s rightfully pointing to the fact that some companies have established a 
decent, non-controversial track record. 

Fact of the matter is that military recruits join the armed forces for a broad combination of 
reasons, including some notion of patriotism coupled with the prospect of educational and 
social advancement as well as the security of a job, as opposed to a need or desire to 
capitalize on skills obtained during military service in the private sector or a decision to 
embark on a risky career out of necessity or a sense of adventurism. While there is much to 
be learnt from PMCs whose performance has largely been laudable, the argument is in many 
way analogous to the Biblical notion of the ten righteous people in the story of Lot.

The divergence of leitmotifs for a professional military in contrast to a private company by 
definition means that the two will approach missions very differently. Militaries are about 
serving their countries; they are institutions that take pride in their defense, security, social 
and economic roles. Private companies are driven by the desire and need to turn a profit and 
satisfy shareholders. As a result, a private company seeks to exploit opportunity for money. 

The question is whether a private military company would have given Israeli Prime Minister 
Yitzhak Rabin in the early 1990s the same advice he got from Israel’s military command with 
regard to the Intifada, the Palestinian uprising against Israeli occupation. The military 
advised Rabin that while it could squash the revolt, it could not do so at a moral price it or 
Israel would be able and willing to accept and that it therefore was a political problem Rabin 
needed to resolve politically. The answer to the question is probably no. That answer is the 
very reason why regimes like Bahrain and the United Arab Emirates who are willing to 
ensure their survival irrespective of material and human cost opt to either populate the 
ranks of their militaries with foreign mercenaries or contract PMCs, particularly ones with a 
track record of ruthlessness and lack of scruple.

This difference in organizational ethos between a military and a PMC dictates an individual’s 
willingness to lay down his or her life in the line of duty as well as the individual’s motivation 
to do so. The ethos of a military is one of national duty coupled with personal ambitions; 
that of a PMC is organizational and individual advancement. That gap is however narrowed 
by an implicit consensus in differentiating between the value of life of one’s own as opposed 
to that of the other. It puts militaries and PMCs perilously on thin ice in an environment that 
cannot be divorced from the post 9/11 trauma reinforced by Islamist and jihadist activity that 
feeds bigoted caricatures of the enemy and its domestic feeding ground. 

The result is that militaries are not immune to committing the kind of abuse that has come 
to be synonymous with PMCs as is evident in the US military’s treatment of Iraqi prisoners in 
Abu Ghraib in 2004. 
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In noting that moral imperatives may at times clash with legal provisions when 
implementing the right to protect without government or United Nations approval, Ten Dam 
opens the door to an as yet little explored avenue: the use of PMCs in cases where 
governments may want to ensure plausible deniability. This is particularly relevant in 
politically and strategically sensitive cases as well as in terms of public perceptions of what 
constitutes a core national interest. 

The bitter civil war in Syria is an example. Western governments, despite their political 
support for the rebel push to unseat President Bashar al-Assad, have so far been unwilling to 
be seen to be supplying them with the arms that would give them a fighting chance. Instead, 
they have relied on Gulf states and Turkey to do so within limits. The field is open for PMCs 
who would be able to provide the training and strategic and tactical advice that Gulf states 
and Turkey might not be able or willing to offer.

Syria may be a more interesting example than Ten Dam’s discussion of the issue on the basis 
of criticism that the deployment of the air force against Libyan Col. Moammar Qaddafi’s 
forces in the spring of 2011 constituted a violation of international law. Critics of the Libyan 
intervention, spearheaded by Russia, were happy to cloak their opposition in legal terms. 
Senior Russian officials and pundits leave however little doubt that their criticism has little 
to do with legality and everything to do with a deep-seated suspicion of the United States 
rooted in US policy towards Russia that prompts an anti-American Pavlov’s reflex.

Ten Dam’s notion of the ‘humanitarian warrior’ who is both mercenary and volunteer 
combining idealism and personal gain is one that is both creative and naïve but no doubt 
worth further deliberation. Those warriors would have to be embedded in credible non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) with established track records and on-the-ground 
expertise and knowledge. However one structures the notion, it would offer opportunity to a 
small fraction of the army of mercenaries available on the market. It doesn’t resolve the basic 
question: whither the PMCs and their rank and file?

- Prof. James M. Dorsey is a Senior Fellow at the S. Rajaratnam School of International 
Studies as Nanyang Technological University in Singapore, co-director of the Institute of 
Fan Culture of the University of Würzburg, and the author of the blog, The Turbulent World 
of Middle East Soccer.

Second Critical Response to Caspar ten Dam’s “Private Military Contractors: Deplore 
or Deploy?”

This article has the potential to make a valuable contribution to the debate on the use of 
private contractors in contemporary conflicts. However I feel that, as it stands, this article 
needs substantial work ... . .... There are critical issues that need serious investigation. First of 
all, some sections seems disconnected: just to mention the introduction, both the inclusion 
of the Libyan revolution and the use of drones in conflictual areas. And to stick with the 
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