
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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introduction, the author should also clearly state what the paper aims at for there is no need 
to repeat twice what the paper wants to deal with: one clear statement would have been 
enough. The author needs to engage seriously with the historiography and to look at the 
overall idea of ‘cost tolerance’ (starting with Rosen and Rosen and Jones political militaristic 
war theory and their critics and above all the account on ‘willingness to suffer’).   
Furthermore, there is no reference to the huge body of literature on the right to conduct or to 
wage a war, as well as on the role of American lobbies in the so called ‘war on terror’, and on 
exit strategies (starting with O’Leary’s work). Such an inclusion would avoid reductive 
statement and generalizations. The author should also address the complexity of the 
representation of violence via some anthropological account (e.g., Riche, Feldman, 
Humphrey and their critics) on ‘body horror’ as a core strategy to ‘terrorize’ a given audience.

A key methodological weakness is that narratives and stories related to a single episode can 
yield grand generalizations about Western intervention and, by implication, recent Iraqi 
history in general. A words such as  ‘Crusading’ needs substantiation; words such as ‘carrot’ 
and ‘stick’ need contextualization and a deep theoretical articulation otherwise they would 
be seen as a weak and simplistic dichotomy; and, finally, a sentence like ‘had had enough’ 
may be misleading. 

These reservations touch a major problem with this article, that is, it does not provide 
primary sources for many of the arguments it makes, many of which are highly contentious. 
It is not also clear what methodology was used. And it even makes generic points about the 
US led invasion of Iraq.

To sum up. We are not told how much fieldwork was done, or when, or with whom exactly. 
The secondary material is also based on a very partial selection of writings on Iraq. The 
conceptual framework is thus weak and the article is not sufficiently grounded in the 
literature, either historically or in terms of primary data collection. The article makes 
however many good points. ... (This review is presented here in slightly abbreviated form. 
Ed.)

- Anonymous

Author’s Reactions to the Critical Responses

I appreciate James M. Dorsey’s insighful comments and suggestions on my article, including 
those expressing healthy scepticism about the wisdom and suitability of “private military 
contractors (PMCs)” in taking over “certain functions of the military in situations of conflict”.

Nevertheless, I do have some reservations and doubts about Dorsey’s argument that PMCs 
are inherently inferior to the “professional militaries” of a recognised nation-state, and that 
“laudable” mercenaries are far and few in between.

First, Dorsey implicitly speaks of the professional militaries of Western and other developed 
states with stable, advanced democratic control over the militaries. Many armed forces in the 
world, however, are just hired thugs in the service of dictatorial, repressive regimes—not just 
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