
1 
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Private military actors worsen security in a free mar-
ket such as Somalia but increase it in a mediated market such 
as Liberia and, under the right market circumstance, could 
even prove a powerful tool for the UN and others.  The indus-
try is beginning to bifurcate between a mediated market with 
military enterprisers and a free market populated by mercenar-
ies. As in the European Middle Ages, private warfare has the 
power to shape international relations and the world. 

Amnesty International hired a PMC (private military 
contractor) such as Blackwater, currently rebranded as 
“Academi,” to stage a humanitarian intervention in a place 
like Darfur to save lives and curb the ongoing genocide which 
has claimed more than 300,000 lives.  Combining profit mo-
tive with war will introduce a new kind of warfare—contract 
warfare—that will likely increase armed conflict worldwide. 
Today global governance and the use of military action are the 
exclusive purview of nation states and the United Nations. 
Current domestic laws are inadequate, international law is am-
biguous and difficult to enforce, and ultimately, a new Geneva 
Protocol is needed to regulate the private military industry.  
Private military force, a timeless phenomenon, is back after a 
400 year hiatus and is not likely to go away.  

In the modern world order, only states are sovereign 
and only they can partake in international politics, make inter-
national laws, and legitimately wage war. But it was not al-
ways so. For example, during the Middle Ages in Europe, sov-
ereignty was fragmented among different political actors--em-
peror, church, king, bishop princes, city-states, chivalric or-
ders, and so forth. Each vied to power, wage war (often 
through mercenaries), and made overlapping claims of author-
ity over people, places, and things. Back then, rulers rarely re-
tained absolute authority within a large territory, as a state 
does today. States are no longer the principal actors in interna-
tional affairs as they were a century ago. Today they compete 
with others who also have political power. The gradual return 
to the status quo of the Middle Ages is best described as ne-
omedievalism: non-state-centric and multipolar world order 
characterized by overlapping authorities and allegiances.  

Offering the means of war to anyone who can afford 
it will change warfare, why we fight, and the future of war. 
The firms themselves can be more opaque than the US mili-
tary or intelligence agencies because they are not subject to 
the Freedom of Information Act or similar legislative tools 
that impose transparency. Journalists’ and academics’ analyses 
of PMCs are anemic because their industry is media-phobic, 
owing to its roots in the military, which traditionally eschews 
public scrutiny. Currently there is little meaningful regulation 

of or reporting requirements from this industry, which is re-
markable give that the firms are authorized to use lethal force 
abroad under the US flag. What genuine investigation has oc-
curred is narrow and limited to 3 areas: the legal status of 
armed contractors on the battlefield; monetary fraud, waste, 
and abuse; and experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan. The US 
birthed this industry for its wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and 
the industry mirrored the client’s own army.  

Contractors have been present on US battlefields 
since the American Revolution, but never before has the coun-
try relied so heavily on their services to wage war. Conse-
quently, war has become big business again. Contractors are 
also paying the ultimate sacrifice, accounting in a rising trend 
for US fatalities since the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan began. 
In 2010, more military contractors were killed than military 
personnel, the first time corporate losses outweighed military 
losses on US battlefields.  

The military still sees contractors as a bolt-on asset it 
can utilize in an ad hoc fashion as required, when in fact the 
military needs to come to terms with the idea that contractors 
are now part of its structure. The decision to outsource lethal-
ity to armed civilians in foreign lands, who are tasked to kill 
people when necessary, smacks of mercenarism. When a 
handful of Blackwater personnel killed 17 innocent civilians 
an Nisour Square in Bagdad on 9/16/07, it created a firestorm 
of ant-US sentiment that undermined the US counterinsur-
gency strategy of “winning hearts and minds” in Iraq and gen-
erated such international ill will that the Secretary of State 
Condoleezza Rice had to publicly address the shooting and 
launch an official investigation. “It cannot be accepted by an 
American security company to carry out a killing. These are 
very serious challenges to the sovereignty of Iraq.”  

In Iraq, only 26% of contractors are US citizens; in 
Afghanistan, it’s only 14%. Local hires usually account for the 
bulk of contractors overseas, and they perform a wide range of 
mundane tasks such as driving, food prep, and interpreting. 
The US penchant to lean on the private sector in war has pro-
duced the modern mercenary. Half of the country military 
force structure was contractors in Iraq and Afghanistan. This 
was a convenient political solution for the country’s leadership 
at the time. Without these contractors, it would be hard for the 
superpower to wage war, but with them, it is difficult to win.  

Mercenaries are as old as war itself, often referred to 
as the second-oldest profession. Employing mercenaries to 
fight wars was routine throughout most of military history. 
They dominated warfare from the 13th to the 16th centuries. In 
the European Middle Ages bands of brigands sold their ser-
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vices to the highest bidder during wartime and became ma-
rauders in times of peace, raiding and ravaging the country-
side.  Continuous wars combined with a lack of economic op-
portunity swelled mercenary ranks, which drew warriors of all 
stripes from across the continent.  

This way of warfare gradually changed between the 
16th and 20th centuries, shifting from a free market for force 
dominated by mercenaries to a monopoly controlled by states 
and their national militaries. This transformation coincided 
with states’ steady consolidation of power during the Middle 
Ages over political rivals such as the church, the Holy Roman 
Emperor, city-states, and aristocratic families, all of which 
used mercenaries to assert their sovereignty over one another. 
States invested in their own standing armies, loyal only to 
them, and outlawed mercenaries, eventually driving them out 
of business and leaving their nonstate adversaries defenseless. 
The concept of patriotism was unconnected to military service. 

When business was slow, mercenaries often pillaged 
the countryside until they were hired by a client or paid to go 
away. This contrasts with a mediated market, which imbued a 
modicum of restraint into force providers and their patrons. In 
many ways, mercenaries and the free market for force perpetu-
ated armed conflict. The havoc wreaked by these forces was 
not limited to the battlefield. They sustained themselves by 
pilfering the countryside, sometimes violently and often law-
lessly, and the tyranny of plunder wore heavily on civilian 
populations.  

At the conclusion of the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 
to end the ‘30 Years War,’ leaders of all sides tacitly agreed 
than an open market for force was too destructive and expen-
sive to continue and that public armies should replace private 
ones; that is, the state should take over. By 1650, it was clear 
that on-demand military services were no longer economical 
to rulers, given the destruction that mercenaries wrought upon 
the countryside and the threat they posed to their employers. 
The nature of military conflict in the 17th century provided a 
need for the creation of permanent armed forces. Technologi-
cal improvement in weaponry helped make public armies pos-
sible. Previously, mercenaries provided not only on-demand 
military services but also highly specialized ones. The Swiss 
Guard delivered precision tactics in the heat of battle that re-
quired extensive training. Similarly, the heavy crossbow with 
armor-piercing bolts, required a significant investment of time 
and training to use with any skill in combat.  

However, by the 18th century the need to outsource 
began to change with the advent of the musket, which allowed 
relatively unskilled infantry to punch holes in the armor of 
highly skilled knights, killing them from a safe distance. Also, 
the declining price of gunpowder made training musketeers 
cheaper and less time-consuming, giving rise to the possibility 

of the citizen-soldier. Combining this with the practice of con-
scription, rulers discovered that they could muster large na-
tional armies without the risks associated with mercenaries.  

Napoleonic reforms helped consolidate the states’ 
monopoly of force. As the Napoleonic wars continued, this 
model of national conscription eventually became the norm 
for all powers, and it survives today, as demonstrated by the 
modern draft. Administrative changes also helped put private 
armies out of business. Sustaining a large standing army is 
complex and expensive, requiring a considerable bureaucracy 
to collect taxes and administer revenue. Over time, large, cen-
tralized state bureaucracies replaced feudal lordships in the 
machinations of governance and especially military admin-
istration. Just as the state was obliged to protect citizens’ 
rights, citizens were duty-bound to defend the state, as demon-
strated by the levee en mass that swelled Napoleon’s ranks. 
The revolutions cemented a bond between individual and 
state, giving rise to nationalism and linking military service to 
patriotic duty.  Over time, the state became the principle mar-
ket actor for force and outlawed the competition, such as mer-
cenaries, for fear that they could physically threaten the gov-
ernment’s existence. The only exception to this was for states 
that wished to “rent” their armies to other states for a profit ra-
ther than a cause. During the American Revolutionary War, 
Great Britain hired nearly 30,000 soldiers from German states, 
mostly from Hess-Kassel to quell the colonial revolt.  

Although pirates were strictly outlawed and typically 
faced the gallows if caught, it was considered legitimate for 
states to hire private warships, or privateers, by issuing a letter 
of marque to attack enemy ships. Privateers were even al-
lowed to pilfer as part of the prize. Acts of piracy were 
deemed illegal because they were done under conditions 
which render it impossible or unfair to hold any state responsi-
ble for their commission. States also delegated military affairs 
to trading companies such the East India Company, which 
commanded its own armed forces and governed India for 
Great Britain for more than 2 centuries. By 1900, the practice 
of utilizing private forces was defunct.  

Early laws of war simply codified 19th century cus-
toms of war as fought between national armies. By the middle 
of the 20th century, Western powers declared that the laws of 
war applied to all armed actors everywhere. Modern notions 
regarding the laws of war are what chiefly separate “regular” 
from “irregular” warfare, the former being “acceptable” kill-
ing by “legitimate” powers.  

Despite the strong norm against mercenaries, state-
sponsored mercenarism continued into the 20th century. The 
Flying Tigers—the popular name of the 1st American Volun-
teer Group of the Chinese Air Force in 1941-2--consisted of 
some 60 Curtiss P-40 shark-faced fighter planes based in 
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Burma, which flew missions against Japanese forces occupy-
ing China. They were precursors of modern PMCs.  

The transition from a free market of mercenaries in 
the Middle Ages to a monopolized one of national armies in 
the 19th century was gradual. Private military force has been 
the norm rather than the exception in military history, and the 
last 400 years are anomalous. The decolonization that fol-
lowed WWII offered particularly rich opportunities for these 
private warriors. The move toward private solutions to public 
problems began during the Cold War as a way to use business 
know-how to streamline government operations. This faith in 
free market forces cleared the road for the eventual privatiza-
tion of security. The Cold War’s end produced a perfect storm 
of market conditions that forged the private military industry. 
As the world became unstable, the US was simultaneously 
downsizing its massive military by 40% in order to reap a 
“peace dividend.” Troops stationed overseas shrank by more 
than 50% to 250,000 in 1999 just as demand for military oper-
ations was on the rise.  US land forces found themselves sur-
prisingly busier in the post-Cold War era than during the dec-
ades of Soviet Union nuclear threat. The dwindling military 
force structure combined with the mission creep of stability 
operations created a post-Cold War security vacuum that a 
budding private military industry was eager to fill. 

The US has introduced 2 significant innovations to 
realize “humane” warfare: armed unmanned drones and a pri-
vate military industry to do the dying for America. No one 
even tallies the numbers of dead contractors. Through technol-
ogy and contractors, the US could fight wars without tears. It 
need not spill much of its own blood, thereby giving the ap-
pearance of humanizing warfare and even making war seem 
virtuous when labeled “humanitarian intervention.” When 
England found that it did not possess enough ground troops to 
suppress its rebellious colonies during the American Revolu-
tion, it doubled its army by hiring 30,000 German soldiers. 
200 years later, the US is in a similar position: half of its mili-
tary force structure is made up of contractors, and the US can-
not fight without them.   

The cost saving of private armies is confirmed in 
modern times. The Army’s total cost of operating an infantry 
unit in Iraq was $110M, while hiring the same size unit from 
Blackwater to perform the same tasks was $99M. In peace-
time, the cost differential jumps even more. The cost of main-
taining an army infantry unit at home is $60M, whereas the 
cost of Blackwater is $0.  

Mercenaries can sometimes prove safer than public 
armies, as they reduce the risk of praetorianism, a term deriv-
ing from the infamous Praetorian Guard, the imperial body-
guard of the Roman emperors. During its 300 year existence, 

it assassinated 14 emperors, appointed 5, and sold the office to 
the highest bidder on one occasion.  

Mercenaries may be appealing when a ruler does not 
want to arm an aggrieved populace that could potentially mu-
tiny or menace other members of society. On-demand force 
remains an attractive option for rulers, from King George III 
to President George W. Bush. The US has opened the prover-
bial Pandora’s Box, releasing mercenarism back into interna-
tional affairs.  

The sinews of war are unlimited money. The market-
place tends to discipline bad mercenaries. Blackwater says its 
business with the US plummet after the Nisour Square inci-
dent, and in 2009, the State Department did not renew its con-
tract.  

Markets fail, and in the context of war and the market 
for force, failure may mean impunity for mercenaries—vio-
lence without constraint---because no credible police force ex-
ists to control them. Under these conditions, mercenaries de-
volve into marauders and prey on the weak for survival, as 
was often the case in the Middle Ages. Unemployed merce-
naries can weather tough economic times by plundering local 
lands to feed themselves. This makes security a commodity 
that is not strictly demand-driven, but also self-directed, gen-
erating bloody market distortions.  

Even when the market for force is functional, security 
is a commodity for which supply can artificially create de-
mand through extortion. Private warfare actually swells rather 
than depletes the ranks of private armies. Wars fought by na-
tion armies, such as WW I and II, often devolve into conflicts 
of attrition that terminate when one side runs out of citizens to 
conscript. Inversely, wars fought by mercenaries evolve into 
conflicts of amplification. Unconstrained by nationality in 
their recruitment, private armies can endure wars of attrition, 
as long as there is a paying client and enough men-at-arms on 
the planet. Such conditions propagate private warfare. More 
war means more mercenaries, which gives private armies 
more resources to ply the trade, fostering more war.  

On-demand military service make it easier and more 
tempting to go to war. They lower war’s barrier to entry for 
consumers. For policy makers, outsourcing offers a layer of 
plausible deniability in the event of failure. State rulers in-
vented the concept at the turn of the 17th century to give them-
selves political cover for dubious ventures. Since the end of 
the Cold War, governments have relied on the industry for 
clandestine and covert operations. The US once used PMCs 
for clandestine operations, which is a legal gray area, whereas 
only the CIA is authorized under federal law to conduct covert 
operations. The US’s use of contractors allows the executive 
branch a method of circumventing congressional oversight, 
because there is (at present) little requirement to report on the 
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activities of contractors. The White House can exploit the 
oversight loopholes to prosecute war while politically insulat-
ing itself with plausible deniability.  

“Moral hazard” is any situation in which one person 
makes the decision about risk, while someone else bears the 
cost if things go badly. In contract warfare, moral hazard en-
courages war. The plausible deniability provided by contrac-
tors allows democratic regimes to circumvent their own 
checks and balances established to prevent rash decision mak-
ing, such as declaring war and risking the survival of the na-
tion. In the cases of Iraq and Afghanistan, the private military 
industry allowed the White House to wage war without the 
full supervision of Congress.  

Contractors are incentivized to share only expert 
opinion or information that lengthens or expands their contract 
for profit. That the mercenaries can themselves be cheated is 
another moral hazard. The market for force is inherently a dis-
trustful environment that encourage both principal and agent 
to behave in treacherous ways, which is dangerous in the con-
text of war. Other than being fired, PMC personnel face little 
punishment for mistakenly killing civilians, whereas member 
of the US armed forces or Iraq security forces could be court-
martialed and imprisoned. Both the marines and Blackwater 
personnel committed the same crime with the same outcomes, 
yet international reaction was radically different.  

“Fragmented” sovereignty was the central feature of 
the medieval world order where popes, emperors, kings, bish-
ops, nobles, city-states, monastic orders, chivalric orders, and 
vassals frequently made concurrent and conflicting claims to 
the same parcel of land and the people on it. Not surprisingly, 
this led to a lot of war. The mercenary profession was consid-
ered a legitimate trade and often the lesser sons of nobility 
sought careers as mercenary captains. Om 1618 an uprising in 
Bohemia turned into a war throughout central Europe between 
Catholics, Protestant, and political opportunists that lasted 30 
gruesome years. The devastation of the 30 Years Wars was ir-
revocable. Nearly 1/3 of the populations of what are now Ger-
many and the Czech Republic were wiped out. Many small 
villages and cities would take a 100 years to recover. The war 
ended in 1648 with the Peace of Westphalia, to which all the 
continental great powers were party. They redrew the map of 
Europe and rewrote the rules of power and created a new 
world order, sometimes called the Westphalian order, which 
should look familiar to modern readers.  

It vests all power into a single political actor--the 
state, by declaring that only entities that controlled land may 
legitimately rule. It claims absolute power over all people and 
resources within its territorial boundaries to the exclusion of 
nonstate actors, such as the pope. States must recognize other 

states as equals and should not interfere with the internal af-
fairs of other states.  

By the 20th century, most Europeans and others iden-
tified first with their nationality and second with their religion, 
ethnic group, or other affiliations. States also forcibly com-
pelled dissident citizens to obey their rule and sought a mo-
nopoly of violence so no one could fight back. The state’s ex-
clusive claim to violence to uphold its rule of law is the very 
essence of statehood. States that cannot maintain a monopoly 
of force and endure civil war or frequent violent crime are rou-
tinely described as “weak,” “fragile,” or “failed” states. A 
state is a “stationary bandit” that evolved from “roving ban-
dits.” Monikers such as legitimate and just used to sanction 
state force were internalized.  

The next 4 centuries saw the Westphalian order grow 
from a European model to a worldwide one, partly through 
colonization. By the end of the 19th century the Westphalian 
state system had completely replaced the medieval order. To-
day the normative biases of the state-centric Westphalian or-
der are so strong that they form the DNA of international law, 
politics and scholarship. In this world order states are the only 
actors in international politics, the only subject of international 
law, and the only entities that can legitimately use force to im-
pose their authority. Nonstate actors who employ violence are 
criminalized as “rebels,” “terrorists,” “insurgents,” “mercenar-
ies,” despite the fact that some states use similar tactics. If 
captured, these nonstate fighters are not afforded any privi-
leges, such as “prisoner of war” status, The primacy of the 
state is so ingrained in policymakers’ understanding of world 
affairs that after the tragic events of 9/11/01, many in the US 
found it inconceivable that a nonstate actor, al-Qaida, could 
orchestrate such an attack without help from a state. Many re-
main paradigm prisoners of the Westphalian order today.  

With a single Cold War victor under the Westphalian 
order, the world grew more chaotic. Many weaker states fal-
tered and lost control of their territory, as in the conflicts in the 
Balkans, Indonesia, and Sudan. Liberia and Somalia failed al-
together. Many in Africa lost their monopoly of force, result-
ing in civil wars and large swaths of ungoverned spaces in 
which armed nonstate actors have almost free rein. Some 
states, such as Guinea-Bissau are co-opted by drug cartels and 
have become “narco-states.” In 2002 the US declared that it 
was “now threatened less by conquering states than by failing 
ones.” 

After the Cold War, nonstate actors, such as the UN, 
began to interfere in the domestic politics of countries in direct 
contravention of its own charter, which enshrines the core 
Westphalian principles. It has done so in Iraq, Yugoslavia 
(Bosnia), Haiti, Liberia, Kosovo, and Sierra Leone and at the 
rate of more than 20 times/year for the last 10 years. States are 
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no longer the sole authorities in international relations. The 
overlapping authorizes and allegiances within the medieval 
world created a durable disorder, in which single authority can 
neither impose greater stability nor cause the system to col-
lapse.  

Today states share the world stage with a multitude 
of nonstate actors. It could be described as neomedievalism: a 
non-state-centric, multipolar international system of overlap-
ping authorities and allegiances within the same territory. The 
central features of this neomedievalism can easily be found in 
historical Asia, India, Africa, and elsewhere. Neomedievalism 
moves away from the primacy of the state but does not insinu-
ate worldwide atavism. States will not disappear, but they will 
matter less than they did a century ago. The global system will 
persist in a durable disorder that contains, rather than solves, 
problems. The ability for information to transcend territorial 
boundaries has diminished the relevance of national borders 
and the states that control them. Globalization is driving ne-
omedievalism in several ways. Modern technology and the de-
crease of state-planned economies have created a single world 
marketplace linking the fortunes of states and nonstates alike. 
Overall, this has been good for the world’s financial health. 

Today the UN and other international organizations 
allow states to pool their sovereignty and claim authority over 
individual member states. This trend is increasing, to about 
355 international organizations at present. Such measures 
would not be permitted in a strong Westphalian order. 3 of the 
5 veto powers on the Security Council—China, Russia, and 
the US- have not signed up for the ICC (international criminal 
court). International organizations now assert their own au-
thority alongside states within the same territory, producing 
the conditions of neomedievalism.  

Multination corporations now account for 30% of 
world output, 70% of world trade, and 80% of international in-
vestment. The 50 largest multinational corporations each have 
annual sales revenue greater than the gross national product of 
142 countries. They have helped create a world financial sys-
tem that binds together the economic fates of nations and has 
created a global economy so strong that no government can 
withstand sustained speculation against its currency, imposing 
significant constraints on national economic policies. Multina-
tional corporations even provide private governance in lieu of 
weak states, creating overlapping authorities and allegiances.  

Illicit groups such as global terrorists, insurgents, 
drug cartels, and international criminal organizations are also 
on the rise. Revolutionaries such as Mae Zedong in China, Ho 
Chi Minh in Vietnam, Fidel Castro in Cuba, and Che Guevara 
in Bolivia fought to take over states. The IS vision of the fu-
ture does not entail UN membership but rather a stateless cali-
phate and society based on their particular vision of Islam, and 

the US declared a “war on terror” against such groups. In the 
heterogeneous political environment of the Middle Ages, the 
king’s law often compete with the robber baron’s law. A simi-
lar situation is developing today. Since the early 1990s, the 
trend of drug cartels co-opting states has grown, with the Ti-
juana and Gulf cartels in Mexico and Central America; war-
lords in Afghanistan, Tajikistan, and the Golden Crescent 
area; mafias in the Balkans; and South American cartels in 
West Africa. 

Today about 1B people live in a failing or fragile 
state, and trends indicate that this will likely increase. Not co-
incidentally, human rights is built on the moral edifice of 
Western Christian notions of natural law and focuses on the 
well-being of individuals within states, issuing international 
laws akin to church canons that can contravene state laws. 
Muslim nations are not the only ones questioning the “univer-
sality” of human rights. Each of these challenges to the univer-
salism of human rights implicitly proposes a competing world 
vision of justice and legitimacy that sets the groundwork for 
neomedieval environment of multiple authorities and alle-
giance. Kenyan Muslims can choose between state and reli-
gious courts to resolve disputes.  

Aside from a handful of strong states in Western Eu-
rope, North America, and parts of Asia, an increasing majority 
of countries are fragile or disintegrating. Globalization and the 
technological unification of the world are making national 
borders and those who control them less relevant.  

War is timeless, but warfare it not. How war is con-
ducted changes as a result of improved technology, geopoliti-
cal conditions, ideology, culture, regime type, and other fac-
tors. 90% of today’s casualties are civilian. Most fighting to-
day is civil war, ethnic conflict, insurgency, rampant violent 
crime, warlordism, and general lawlessness. Wars have no 
clear beginning, middle, or end and tend to persist in nebulous 
perpetuity. When Westphalian militaries engage neomedieval 
foes, they often win every military engagement yet lose the 
war, because military success does not equal political victory. 
They achieve tactical results but fail in strategic objectives. In 
the era of colonialism strong European states conquered much 
of the world. Now the opposite is true. Strong states cringe at 
becoming entangled with weak states. When ground troops are 
deployed, they spend most of their time conducting force pro-
tection of themselves rather than on military expedition. 

US military campaigns proceed in 5 phases: phase 0 
is conflict prevention; 1 is the decision to deter or engage the 
enemy; 2 is seizing the initiative to outmaneuver the enemy; 3 
is decisive operations to defeat the enemy on the field of bat-
tle; 4 is post conflict transition and 5 stability operations. Dur-
ing the Iraq and Afghanistan campaigns, the US military con-
centrated on phase 3 while it contracted out most of the 



6 

 

“lesser” phases 0 and 4. However, in neomedieval warfare, 
military success in phase 3 matters little. Rather victory in ne-
omedieval warfare is dependent on phases 0 and 4, which of-
ten do not involve combat. Many of the specialized skills 
needed for stability operations can now only be found in the 
private sector and are considered proprietary knowledge. By 
outsourcing victory and defeat, the US is increasingly becom-
ing vulnerable to the ebb and flow of contract warfare, just 
like medieval Florence.  

Westphalian militaries are highly normative institu-
tions with a cultivated sense of patriotism and self-sacrifice. A 
growing challenge of neomedieval warfare will be reconciling 
these dueling models of the warrior ethos, the business-ori-
ented view of private armies with the nationalism of public 
ones, especially when the former is contracted to the latter. 
Those who control violence can enforce their rule of law. If 
money can buy firepower, then large corporations and ul-
trawealthy individuals will become a new kind of superpower. 
To explore possible futures, the cases of Liberia and Somalia 
are instructive. Africa will likely be where the industry ven-
tures next, as supply naturally seeks demand.  

The US paid DynCorp International tens of millions 
of dollars to demobilize the old army and raise a new one from 
the ground up in Liberia. Liberia’s long war was neomedieval, 
fought between warlords rather than states. A sequence of 
globalized media ignited international uproar and in 2003 
prompted world leaders to take action when NGOs provided 
far more public service than Liberia’s own government. By 
2010 Liberia had a small fledgling army that remains a quali-
fied success. This contrasts sharply with US programs and 
comparatively poor results in Iraq and Afghanistan, which 
used poor screening of applicants and much lower levels of 
civics instruction. The US military’s reluctance to abandon its 
doctrine demonstrates that, like those of the Middle Ages, the 
contractor is only as innovative as the client. DynCorp used 
many innovations that the US military resists, including 
greater equality for women in the ranks than their American 
counterparts.  

On the other hand, PMCs are incentivized not to 
work closely together because of proprietary knowledge, 
which is not a limitation of public armies. During the Liberia 
program the State Department paid DynCorp and PA&E only 
sporadically, placing the program and the country at risk, as 
having no army is preferable to having a half-formed one 
bearing a grudge. New civil servants went untrained and as-
sumed their official duties in the new ministry without know-
ing what to do, rendering it incapacitated. All of this is de-
tailed in the Gansler debrief report. A signal measure of suc-
cess is that the AFL (Armed Forces of Liberia) is a military 
that remains loyal to the government.  

The Horn of Africa is the most tragic example of ne-
omedievalism, with Somalia at its center. Somalia’s lack of 
government does not imply a lack of governance, but rather 
local ad hoc efforts of governance. Piracy became a primary 
industry. Curiously, states responded more forcefully against 
PMCs patrolling the waters than the pirates that threatened 
their shipping--because of states’ reluctance to accept PMCs 
as a solution. However, when underwriters at Lloyds (insur-
ance company) reduced premiums by 50-80% for those using 
them, they were deployed anyway. 36% of vessels transiting 
pirate waters in the Indian Ocean carry guards and maintain a 
100% success rate at repelling attacks. At least 2700 armed 
contractors, 18 floating armories and 40 private armed patrol 
boats operate in the India Ocean today.  

A state-building strategy based on neomedievalism 
may prove more effective than current Westphalian modes 
founded on creating governmental institutions. It harnesses 
preexisting local authorities to deliver good governance rather 
than ignoring or disbanding them—the standard practice in 
contemporary peacekeeping missions. The Kenyan govern-
ment in the late 1990s partnered with coalitions of local 
NGOs, traditional and other civic groups to manage and pre-
vent armed conflict through peace and development commit-
tees. Public security and rule of law substantially improved, 
giving the Kenyan government the capacity to extend its au-
thority into its frontier zones with the help of mediated actors. 
 Perhaps the most anticipated market of all is the UN. 
Embracing neomedievalism may be the best way of dealing 
with weak states and conflict-affected regions. Undergirding 
this entire phenomenon is the power of globalization. Dubai is 
a favorite hub for the PMC industry owing to its proximity of 
markets i.e., the Middle East and Africa) and its business-
friendly laws. Introducing an industry vested in conflict into 
the most conflict-prone regions in the world is vexing. The use 
of drones and the arena of cyberspace are the growth areas.  

What used to be called warlord militias in Afghani-
stan are now PMCs. A market approach seeks to incentivize 
desirable practices by making them profitable. A hefty con-
sumer with market power, such as the US, can drive the mar-
ket to produce good behavior by manipulating the industry’s 
own profit motive. Unfortunately it has so far failed to do so, 
especially in Iraq and Afghanistan. Only the UN has the po-
tential market power and regulatory heft to shape the indus-
try’s future to extract its benefits while curbing its risks.  

[Private military actors worsen security in a free mar-
ket such as Somalia but increase it in a mediated market such 
as Liberia and, under the right market circumstance, could 
even prove a powerful tool for the UN and others. Private mil-
itary force, a timeless phenomenon, is back after a 400 year hi-
atus and is not likely to go away. The US penchant to lean on 



7 

 

the private sector in war has produced the modern mercenary. 
The US has introduced 2 significant innovations to realize 
“humane” warfare: armed unmanned drones and a private mil-
itary industry to do the dying for America. No one even tallies 
the numbers of dead contractors. The Army’s total cost of op-
erating an infantry unit in Iraq was $110M, while hiring the 
same size unit from Blackwater to perform the same tasks was 
$99M. In peacetime, the cost differential jumps even more. 
The cost of maintaining an army infantry unit at home is 
$60M, whereas the cost of Blackwater is $0. “Moral hazard” 
is any situation in which one person makes the decision about 
risk, while someone else bears the cost if things go badly. In 
2002 the US declared that it was “now threatened less by con-
quering states than by failing ones.” Neomedievalism: a non-
state-centric, multipolar international system of overlapping 
authorities and allegiances within the same territory. Interna-
tional organizations now assert their own authority alongside 
states within the same territory, producing the conditions of 
neomedievalism. The IS vision of the future does not entail 

UN membership but rather a stateless caliphate and society 
based on their particular vision of Islam. Today about 1B peo-
ple live in a failing or fragile state. When Westphalian militar-
ies engage neomedieval foes, they often win every military en-
gagement yet lose the war, because military success does not 
equal political victory. They achieve tactical results but fail in 
strategic objectives. In the era of colonialism strong European 
states conquered much of the world. Now the opposite is true. 
Strong states cringe at becoming entangled with weak states. 
Many of the specialized skills needed for stability operations 
can now only be found in the private sector and are considered 
proprietary knowledge. By outsourcing victory and defeat, the 
US is increasingly becoming vulnerable to the ebb and flow of 
contract warfare 

 
 
 

 

 


