
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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“foreign militaries or contract PMCs” on which Bahrain and the United Arab Emirates rely 
on, but also, or rather mainly, vigilantes, militia’s and military recruits who are loyal to the 
ruling elite because of self-protection, greed or belonging to the same clan, tribe or ethnicity 
of that elite. 

When Dorsley speaks of militaries as institutions “serving their countries”, who “take pride in 
their defense, security, social and economic roles” he clearly speaks of militaries belonging to 
Western and other democratic states, and particularly of the United States’ armed forces— 
even though he recognises that even such militaries are “not immune to committing the kind 
of abuse that has come to be synonymous [I would rather say: associated] with PMCs”. 

Now, many a PMC would rather be compared with truly professional militaries. Still, one 
should bear in mind that the ‘professional’ militaries of dictatorial regimes are not much 
better, or rather even worse, than even the most rash, greedy and brutal mercenaries 

Second, Dorsey’s observation that even professional PMCs are inferior to professional 
militaries because “private companies are driven by the desire and need to turn a profit and 
satisfy shareholders” may be a reflection of a dominant trait among current PMCs, but is not 
a universal one—nor a trait that is necessarily detrimental to professionalism, restraint and 
honourable motives in the field. 

Thus my suggestion that PMCs or NGOs with volunteer fighters only need to make a decent 
living rather than make excessive profits, in order to act as “humanitarian warriors” might 
become a reality in the future. 

Furthermore, one can point to many examples, in distant history, recent history or in present 
days, of states behaving secretly or openly as private companies seeking “profit” for their 
“shareholders”, like gaining control over natural resources by or for major companies and 
their elites. Many powerful states and their militaries exhibit such a ‘greedy’ leitmotif in 
foreign missions and occupations, both in Colonial and Post-colonial times. According to 
many analysts this motive played a role or even constituted the primary drive in the U.S. 
occupation of Iraq (the question whether this has been the case, and if so, to what extent, 
will be addressed in some of my future publications). 

In short, I believe Dorsey overstates the supposed “difference in organizational ethos 
between a militarty and a PMC”.

Third, Dorsey’s estimations that only “some” PMCs have a “decent, non-controversial track 
record”, and that humanitarian volunteers and mercenaries could be forged from only a 
“small fraction of the army of mercenaries”, underestimates the prevalence of decency and 
professionalism among private military contractors nowadays, and underestimates the 
number of honourable mercenaries one could deploy in humanitarian ermergencies. I do 
believe that decent and professional men and women constitute at least a sizable, significant 
minority, and probably a large majority, in the PMC world. With further education and (re)
training, a solid majority of them could become humanitarian warriors when the need arises, 
as I daringly envision in my article. 
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In emergencies of incipient or raging genocide, or other mass killings and atrocities, many 
(tens of) thousands of them would be required if no coalition of countries is willing to 
intervene with their militaries.

I also wish to respond to some of the points made by the anonymous reviewer. First, it must 
be said that the reviewer’s final recommendation, that he or she would “encourage the 
author to revise this contribution and, then, considering re-submitting for publication”, 
shows that he or she does not fully grasp the purpose of a Critical Response in this journal: to 
critically review the (main) article of a current or forthcoming issue of the journal, an article 
that already has been approved for publication. 

Admittedly, the editorial review may be hampered or complicated somewhat in the event 
that the (main) article is written and submitted by one of the journal’s editors—as is the case 
here. Still, the other editors seriously review any article submitted by one of their colleagues. 
If both they and all the reviewers or critical responders are highly critical, then the article 
would normally be published only after major revisions. 

Even if all the reviewers are highly critical, however, the editorial board as a whole or a 
majority (in case the author is one of the journal’s editors) has the final say on whether to 
publish the article, with perhaps minor or major revisions. Evidently, the majority of the 
editorial board did not consider any limitations or shortcomings of my article such as to 
preclude its publication.

Second, a Critical Response may touch upon theoretical, empirical and/or methodological 
issues, but should primarily concern the article’s arguments and conclusions that (are 
intended to) elicit debate. Incidentally, pejorative or historically sensitive words like 
‘Crusading’ are from cited sources, and are not my own chosen terms. 

True, any argument and conclusion should preferably and ultimately be based on thorough 
and well-grounded research. I do appreciate and acknowledge the reviewer’s comments in 
that regard. Nevertheless, a polemic, debate-eliciting article such as mine, focused on one 
scandal involving mercenaries in Iraq, though put in the wider context of apparent (un)
suitabity of PMCs in military missions, is ill-suited for covering a “huge body of literature” on, 
for instance, “the right to conduct or to wage a war”, as the anonymous reviewer suggest I 
should have done. Covering such literature would have made the article top-heavy with 
references that may have shown my erudition, but would not have been directly or 
immediately relevant to the article’s main questions and arguments.

Again, I do acknowledge that any wider and more extensive study of the mercenary 
phenomenon would require more field and other original research, and the use of (many of) 
the anthropological and other sources the anonymous reviewer indicates.  

Actually, I already use many of these and kindred sources, like David Riches’ edited 
Anthropology of Violene (1986), and Bettina E. Schmidt & Ingo W. Schröder’s edited 
Anthropology of Violence and Conflict  (2001), on the ‘war on terror’ and related issues in my 
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ongoing research on armed conflicts, forms of violence, and brutalisation i.e. increasing 
violation of local and/or international norms of violence. I hereby refer to my Feud and Rebel 
Series in the peer-reviewed journal Iran and the Caucasus (Brill) and my forthcoming book 
Conceptualising Brutality and Violence (Cambridge Scholars). 

The current article’s aim and approach is much more modest, however, and is simply and 
primarily intended to elicit debate on the practical and ethical roles current PMCs might 
play ever since the so-called Blackwater scandal in Iraq. It has never been my intention in 
this article to give an exhaustive account of, for instance, the “representation of violence”  by 
mercenaries and other armed actors. 

Now, the tension between polemics and (any lack of) “contextualization and a deep 
theoretical articulation” may be there—and may never be fully resolvable in any article 
whose generalisations are intended to elicit debate and further research, rather than to 
represent fully corroborated findings of existing research. 

I do admit that the latter findings may eventually modify or perhaps even invalidate (some 
of) my generalisations and daring statements. I certainly do intend to produce a more 
grounded, contextualised and nuanced analysis of the mercenary phenomenon in the 
foreseeable future. But again, the present article’s approach and aim are much more modest 
than such an undertaking, and should be viewed and judged accordingly.

- Caspar ten Dam (Conflict studies and Political history), University of Leiden

NB: do you have any comments on Caspar ten Dam’s article and/or the critical responses? 
Please send these to europeanreview@gmail.com, or post these on http://
www.europeanreview.webs.com. 

Some of these comments the Editorial Board may publish as Critical Responses (maximum 
3,000 words) in the next issue of the journal.
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