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els against which armed force is prepared to be 
used and the situations when it is normatively 
acceptable to wage war. on the other , the ques-
tion is of  understandings concerning the cred-
ible and efficient use of  military force and the 
construction of  military power.3  

 The character of  war can thus be defined as 
the shared understandings concerning war that 
define how different actors prepare for war and 
actually wage it. War in this context means the 
large-scale use of  organised violence to further 
or fulfil political objectives. The character of  
war is constantly under pressure generated by 
various different forces.4 in the following the 
character of  war is examined in the light of  the 
phenomenon of  privatisation of  war; one of  
the forces shaping it. The influence of  the pri-
vatisation of  war to the character of  war (and 
the processes it reflects) is investigated by exam-
ining the role of  privatisation regarding the nor-
mative foundations of  the use of  armed force, 
i.e. when it is ‘legitimate’ to wage war, as well as 
the understandings concerning the credible and 
effective use of  armed force. the character of  
war also has a bearing on the international secu-
rity environment. furthermore, the character of  

Privatisation and the Character of  War
by Joonas Sipilä

war and warfare are often regarded to be one of  
the most important factors in shaping the basic 
structure of  societies in general.1 Unlike what 
is usually perceived, war does not have a single, 
immutable essence. War, the way it is defined 
and fought, its goals and nature, are all subject 
to change and renegotiation. War as a phenom-
enon is a cultural construction and its nature 
specific to each period and culture. As such, the 
dominating modern understanding of  war as a 
conflict of  armed forces of  states and an instru-
ment of  policy and the implicit understanding 
of  permissible and possible goals and methods 
of  war cannot be taken as given but has to be 
examined more closely.2

 the concept ’character of  war’ is used here 
to refer to the shared understandings concern-
ing the legitimate (in a wide sense) use of  armed 
force, the goals that can be furthered by the 
use of  armed force as well as understandings 
regarding the nature of  credible military power 
and organisation of  armed forces. the charac-
ter of  war can be said to take shape in a constant 
discourse inside and between societies. these 
understandings concern the purpose and le-
gitimate use of  armed force, the threat mod-

den i väst gemensamma uppfattningen om krigets karaktär har varit föremål för omvärdering. 
flera processer eller ”diskurser” som påverkar skapandet av denna delade uppfattning om kri-
get och därmed om dess karaktär kan identifieras. En av dessa är ett fenomen som går under 
beteckningen ”krigets privatisering”. detta hänför sig till den ökande grad av outsourcing till 
privata företag avseende funktioner och uppgifter som man tidigare uppfattat som något som 
enbart varit en angelägenhet för de nationella försvarsmakterna – ett fenomen som också kan 
ses ur ett småstatsperspektiv. en nyckelfråga som tas upp i artikeln är det sätt på vilket den 
ökande privatiseringen påverkar själva krigets karaktär. Trenden avseende ”krigets privatise-
ring” påverkar militära insatser nationellt, den påverkar insatser som sker inom ramen för en 

allians/koalition liksom att den påverkar militär kultur.

Premodern and early modern armies were very often contracted. The Papal Swiss Guard still upholds the tradition today. 
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war is not a monolithic concept but is affected 
by (state) identities and special national charac-
teristics of  individual nations creating a variety 
of  slightly different understandings. some impli-
cations on societal and political levels of  these 
changing western understandings of  war as re-
flected by the ‘privatisation of  war’ are then sug-
gested. the framework is presented in Figure 1, 
below.
Figure 1. The framework of  the character of  war (Raitasalo and 

Sipilä 2008, note 3)

it is noteworthy that the character of  war is built 
on historical events, experiences and stories. for 
example, the character of  war today as it is un-
derstood in finland is strongly based on the ex-
periences of  the second World War and the cold 

War as well as on the legacy of  the cold War 
defence forces in the form of  operating proce-
dures, equipment and organisational structures.   

Privatisation and outsourcing 
as phenomena
the divide between public and private is very 
old and their interfaces multifaceted.5 the term 

privatisation is usually used to refer either to 
transfer of  the production of  public functions 
to private actors (outsourcing), the provision of  
public services through contracting or to the 
transfer (selling) of  government, owned busi-
nesses to the private sector. in the following, 
privatisation is used primarily to refer to out-
sourcing and contracting.6  
   the privatisation of  a public function can take 
place on multiple levels. following the categorisa-
tion of  Lundqvist it is possible to separate the fi-
nancing and production of  a service as their own 
levels. it is thus possible to provide services in 
multiple combinations of  public and private re-
sponsibility under the overall regulation of  the 
state.7 

   None of  the different combina-
tions presented in Figure 2 is in prin-
ciple especially significant; they are 
just different tactics of  producing 
desired outcomes. the combina-
tions, however, become important 
if  the level of  private financing and/
or production combine in one actor 
to such a significant degree to have 
a marked, either direct or indirect, 
impact on governmental decisions. 
in extremis, the ability of  the state 
to decide which issues belong to the 
public sphere and/or how they are 
produced may be challenged. then a 
private actor would get attributes of  
a state and would be rather an equal 
partner than just a selected provider 
of  a particular function. before the 

birth of  the modern state system this was com-
monplace – nowadays rare. Weak/failing states 
form a partial exception as private actors may ac-
quire a position of  significant influence in them 
due to the non-existence, weakness or failure of  
national, public institutions.9 When discussing 
the effects of  privatisation ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ 
states must be separated as their own cases.   
 important is also to whom the privatised 

Privatisation of  war
Privatisation of  war refers to the increasing out-
sourcing to private companies of  functions and 
tasks previously understood as belonging solely 
to national armed forces. the phenomenon of  
privatisation of  war is then primarily connected 
to outsourcing to private companies carried out 
by national armed forces and to the rise of  pri-
vate military companies (usually referred to as 
Pmcs”private military corporations” or Pmscs 
”private military and security corporations”). 
furthermore, the Pmcs referred to invariably 
function in the framework of  the global (West-
ern dominated) economic system.13 one of  the 
defining features of  modern states has been the 
monopoly to legitimate the use of  violence in 
their territory.14 in this regard the discussion re-
lated to the extent and form of  privatisation of  
such functions is of  importance. 
 in the following privatisation of  war is exam-
ined in the light of  the framework presented in 
Figure 1. the privatisation of  war can be expect-
ed to have influence on all the levels presented. 
in addition, the possible effects of  the phenom-
enon on societies and international security envi-
ronments are discussed. the focus will be the pri-
vate production of  services related to the use of  
armed force and the interaction of  private actors 
with developed Western states (cf. Fig. 2 above).

Private military entrepreneur-
ship in history 
ever since the Napoleonic wars, and all the way 
until the end of  the cold War, war and warfare 
have been understood as activities belonging to 
(nation) states. With the introduction of  univer-

function is transferred. Privatisation, in the 
sense of  outsourcing to a private actor, is almost 
always used in the sense of  outsourcing to a pri-
vate, commercially operating firm (in the West-
ern framework) and not, for example, to priva-
tisation into the hands of  non-governmental 
organisations. However, in theory, public func-
tions could also be transferred just as well to the 
care of  other private actors such as non-profit 
seeking organisations.10 for example, volunteer 
fire brigades are situated somewhere in the mid-
dle of  the public and private sphere both re-
garding financing and production (cf. Fig. 2). 
 Privatisation as a phenomenon in public 
governance is connected to the so-called “pub-
lic management revolution” that began in the 
1980’s. since then “concentrating on core func-
tions” and outsourcing have developed into a 
powerful management trend that almost auto-
matically favours outsourcing. the outsourcing 
boom in the public sector also has its counter-
part in the private sector where one business after 
another outsources functions not deemed to be 
core functions.11 

 the motive most often cited in public in fa-
vour of  contracting is the hope of  reducing 
costs but also other motives can be found like 
the securing of  special expertise, avoidance of  
red tape and the quest for additional flexibility. 
the problems most often recognised are con-
nected to the choice of  contractors, overspeci-
fication of  desired products/services, over-
regulation and corruption as well as difficulties 
in creating a functional system of  sanctions 
in case of  underperformance or outright fail-
ures.12   

Figure 2. Divisions between public and private (adapted from Lundqvist 2003, p. 257)8



88 89

t i d s k r i f tNr 4 November/december  2010

time, the romans became dependent on a con-
tracted military force to build effective campaign 
armies. in the end the loss of  control over these 
moving “enterprises” was one of  the immediate 
reasons behind the collapse of  the Western em-
pire. The central government lacked a sufficient 
armed force of  its own. the Gothic command-
er Alaric, who sacked Rome in 410, was a pri-
vate military entrepreneur, also honoured with 
the rank of  a roman general, who used armed 
force against his erstwhile employer as the most 
expedient course of  action at that moment.17   
 When the role of  states in the fighting of  
wars and also in other spheres of  life grew in the 
early modern period, states also sought to con-
trol functions related to war as widely as pos-
sible. the role of  the state grew because it was 
possible in the light of  larger historical develop-
ments and because it secured control over the 
armed forces also in unexpected circumstances. 
The “statefication” of  armed force is accord-
ingly an important feature in the creation of  the 
modern state system.18

After the Cold War – (re)birth 
of  the phenomenon
After the end of  the Cold War the character of  
war in the Western world was subject to change 
as the threat of  a major war subsided consid-
erably. the primary areas where military forces 
were expected to be used were transferred else-
where. After the evaporation of  the large-scale 
military threat and due to the rapid technologi-
cal progress the sizes of  armed forces have been 
downsized in almost all Western nations and 
conscription abandoned (at least during peace-
time).19 Privatisation of  war is part of  the same 
development. in a certain sense it is only a re-
turn to an earlier state of  affairs, but the pub-
lic discussion concerning privatisation has also 
been shaped by the negative connotations ha-
bitually connected to mercenaries.20 
 soon after the end of  the cold War, a new 

sal conscription, private armed force began to 
be marginalised. the trend grew stronger during 
the 20th century when conscripted mass-armies 
fought each other and states took control over 
the vast majority of  functions related to armed 
force and warfare.15

 the concentration of  armed force to the 
hands of  (nation) states is, however, an excep-
tional course of  events in a wider historical per-
spective. both premodern and early modern ar-
mies were very often contracted. for example, 
in renaissance italy great mercenary captains, 
condottieri, held sway over battlefields. Dur-
ing the Thirty Years’ War, Albrecht von Wal-
lenstein acquired fame and riches with his pri-
vate army. His army, which reached the strength 
of  100 000 men, played a significant role in the 
politics and warfare of  the late 1620’s and early 
1630’s. Also, private enterprises could possess 
armies. the british east india company, found-
ed in 1600, practically ruled india until the mid-
dle of  the 19th century and had its own armed 
forces. even though the position of  states grew 
stronger in time, states could still enhance their 
military capabilities with the contracting of  
larger complements. for example, Great brit-
ain contracted whole regiments from Ger-
man princes to fight against rebels in its North 
American colonies in the 1770’s. Especially the 
Swiss earned a fierce reputation as mercenaries 
from the Late Middle Ages onwards. The Pa-
pal swiss Guard still upholds the tradition to-
day. Until late in the 19th century, especially du-
ties connected to supply were commonly in the 
hands of  private entrepreneurs.16

 it is not only expensive but also time-con-
suming to recruit, arm and train an armed force. 
the option to contract ready forces for the du-
ration of  the crisis is not only tempting but can 
also be economical and in some cases necessary. 
to bring up an ancient example, in the list of  
military reasons that led to the crisis of  the West 
roman empire in the 5th century, the tenden-
cy to rely on hired federate allies stands out. in 

occupation forces in iraq after the U.s. military.28 

it has been estimated that the number of  private 
contractors in iraq could be as high as 126 000 of  
which at least 20 000 but perhaps even 48 000 are 
employed in armed roles. it has been estimated 
that at least 1000 private contractors have died in 
iraq alone.29  
 it has been estimated that worldwide the pri-
vate security industry has a turnover of  at least 
100 billion dollars.30 companies offering mili-
tary services have powerful lobby groups that 
aim to enhance and improve the public image 
of  the private military sector.31

 companies offering military or military relat-
ed services (PMCs or PMSCs) have been classi-
fied in various ways in recent research, for ex-
ample according to the perceived proactivity 
or passivity of  the services offered by them.32 
However, as the Pmcs widen the spectrum of  
services offered and merge with larger commer-
cial entities any attempts at meaningful classi-
fication by a company is made more difficult. 
As Avant has proposed, it is probably more use-
ful to assess the nature of  offered services by 
contract rather than by a firm.33 in any case the 
spectrum of  offered services is wide.34 in addi-
tion to firms usually classified as PMCs /PM-
SCs also firms providing clearly non-military 
services like private driving schools have to be 
included into a wider consideration of  the pri-
vatisation of  war.  

The private sector and the in-
ternational security  
environment
Private sector influences the character of  war and 
the international security political environment 
on multiple levels. Privatisation appears both 
in the form of  the virulent market that created 
Pmcs and, on the other hand, in the tendency of  
armed forces to outsource. one has also to bear 
in mind that apart from the end of  the cold War 
and rising demand, an important factor facilitat-

type of  private companies offering services re-
lated to warfare rose to the general conscious-
ness. the dissolving of  superpower spheres 
of  interest and their juxtaposition also opened 
up new possibilities for private actors.21 At the 
same time, the downsizing of  armed forces 
all over the globe created a pool of  available 
trained military manpower for private compa-
nies to tap into.22 the new actors soon achieved 
some apparent spectacular successes. in sierra 
Leone the South African company Executive 
outcomes, under a contract from the strasser 
regime, managed to beat the guerrillas of  rUf 
and force them to thenegotiating table (1995–
1996).23 At the same time EO also secured the 
diamond mines of  kono, which the multina-
tional branch energy then started to exploit.24 
Another early success story took place in Croatia 
soon after it had gained its independence. A pri-
vate military company, mPri, largely composed 
of  retired members of  the U.s. armed forces, 
took up the task of  training the newly created 
croatian armed forces. the expertise and train-
ing provided by mPri has been assessed as one 
of  the main components behind the success of  
croatia against serbia in 1995.25    
 the new companies also soon gained a foot-
hold in the Western countries. by the beginning 
of  the 21st century the U.s. military had out-
sourced an ever increasing number of  its func-
tions, part of  them directly connected to vital 
interests and core functions. functions from the 
guarding of  nuclear silos to servicing the b-2 
bombers and providing administrative and lo-
gistical support were outsourced.26 the trend is 
also growing in europe. for example, Germany 
has decided to contract out 70 % of  the mainte-
nance of  its heavy equipment.27

 the war in iraq in 2003 and the still continu-
ing extremely volatile situation has offered new 
markets to the private military sector and also 
kept them in public awareness. the role of  pri-
vate (military) companies in Iraq is significant. 
Private actors form the second largest group of  
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ing the rise of  the Pmcs is the powerful global 
management trend that favours outsourcing al-
most by default. 
 from the point of  view of  states the potential 
benefits and risks of  privatisation are different in 
different kinds of  states. in the so-called ‘strong 
states’ the loss of  political control in such a way 
that private sector actors would form, for exam-
ple, an internal threat to the government is ex-
tremely remote even in the long run. the poten-
tial benefits for states and national armed forces 
appear correspondingly modest. on the other 
hand, powerful private commercial interests may 
still indirectly affect state decision-making.   
 in the so-called ’weak states’ the functional ca-
pacity of  the government and its hold on soci-
ety is much weaker and/or challenged. in these 
countries contracting military – related services 
from private companies, based in strong (mostly 
western) states, and at least implicitly offering ef-
ficient services on a short notice, can be extreme-
ly useful – especially in the short run.35 for weak 
states and their leaders the private military sec-
tor provides opportunities for exchanging wealth 
into, at least temporary, military potential. con-
sequently, in weak states firms providing private 
security and military services may instead of  rein-
forcing national security functions replace them. 
this may in the long run complicate the birth of  
national democratic institutions also in a wider 
sense.36 
 it is also noteworthy that the privatisation of  
war proceeds also on the level of  financing (cf. 
Fig. 2 above). Private actors have furthered their 
interest by using both the services of  Pmcs and 
by financing national armed forces in order to en-
hance their ability to carry out functions benefi-
cial for the private actor. the wider use of  Pmcs 
may also make NGos and large corporations ac-
tive parties in a war.37

The Changing Character  
of  War

threat models

on the deepest level, the privatisation trend is 
a reflection of  altered threat models and the 
type of  threats experienced by modern (west-
ern) states. The constantly spreading privatisa-
tion implicitly assumes the existence of  a func-
tional society and inner markets – the territory 
of  the nation state is implicitly only the base of  
operations. the liberal approach to privatisa-
tion of  military functions reveals unvoiced be-
lief  that wars are fought somewhere else than 
in the home territory of  the state. there exists 
a shared understanding of  a relatively strong 
and stable international system in which war 
no longer really threatens the society and is no 
longer total – at least from the view point of  
Western states. the same assumption is also 
partly behind the scaling down of  national 
armed forces in many Western countries: the 
primary threat that national armed forces pre-
pare to meet is no longer the mass army of  
another state that would have to be repelled on 
one’s own soil. 
 As a consequence, war and the threat of  war 
does not affect Western societies to as large ex-
tent as before. even though war occupies a prom-
inent place in news media, it no longer belongs to 
the experience of  the majority of  the population. 
the professionalisation of  armed forces and the 
abandoning of  conscription is also connected to 
the development. Privatisation and the existence 
of  “private soldiers” also contributes towards the 
increasing marginalisation of  “warfighters” in the 
eyes of  the general public in Western countries 
and consequently also alters the societal role of  
national armed forces.  

Normative foundations of  the use of  
armed force

the privatisation of  war is also connected to 
the normative foundations of  the use of  armed 
force. in the long run shared understandings re-

garding when and for what purpose legitimate 
wars may be fought may change. on the poli-
tico-strategic level the use of  Pmcs offers pos-
sibilities to widen the role of  the use of  armed 
force as an instrument of  (foreign) policy. State 
objectives may be pursued with the use of  pri-
vate armed force and thus with smaller stakes in 
international politics.  
 the use of  private contractors also provides 
a conceptual distance between the potentially ca-
sualty – incurring actions and the state – both 
at home and abroad. this also reduces political 
risks, especially in domestic politics.38 it weakens 
the democratic control and transparency of  po-
licies and may lower the threshold for the use of  
armed force in international politics.39 the lega-
listic problems and issues of  accountability are 
not the only problems with Pmc’s – they also, by 
their very existence, make the fine line between 
war and peace more difficult to discern. 
 the use of  Pmc’s has also made non-govern-
mental organisations, humanitarian relief  organi-
sations and large multinational corporations alike, 
potential parties of  armed conflict. Military servi-
ces provided by Pmcs have even been offered as 
a solution for carrying out UN peacekeeping and 
humanitarian operations. the UN could buy di-
rectly from the private sector the troops it would 
need to carry out its resolutions. it has even been 
suggested that the contracted “UN rapid reaction 
force” could be established on a more permanent 
basis and its nature and responsibilities regula-
ted in advance.40 this would mean that the UN 
would be a fully-fledged military actor alongside 
states in the international system. in fact, during 
the rwandan refugee crisis in 1996 the possibi-
lity of  hiring a brigade-sized crisis management 
force from executive outcomes to prevent es-
calation and to control the situation was con-
templated.41  
 on a more subtle level the expanding use of  
private services, especially in training and edu-
cation, challenges the definitions of  the core 
functions of  national armed forces. it also rein-
forces a conceptual change – military professio-

nalism and skills are not the monopoly of  na-
tional governments. military skills can be taught 
and provided by private actors as normal servi-
ces offered on the free market and, in the futu-
re, thus perhaps also legitimately purchased and 
employed more widely by private actors in addi-
tion to states.

Understandings regarding armed force 
and changing organisations

The privatisation of  war also influences the 
shared understandings concerning military 
power and the organisation of  armed forces. 
When discussing privatisation in military con-
text the attention is often concentrated solely 
on the Pmcs and more precisely on their armed 
components. At the same time, the less dramatic 
outsourcing of  other functions such as facilities 
management, health care, supply, logistics or ed-
ucation receive far less attention. 
 National armed forces most often justify 
the constantly increasing outsourcing with the 
potential for reduced costs, flexibility and con-
centration on core functions.42 it is often as-
sumed that outsourcing offers possibilities for 
increased effectiveness. Private contracting pro-
vides a choice for capabilities produced by the 
state itself. the state is not required to devel-
op all needed capabilities itself  but can acquire 
them from the private sector. Private markets 
may bring added value as the character of  the 
use of  armed force changes and special needs 
increase. for example, the capabilities of  the 
U.S. Armed Forces in regard to asymmetric war-
fare and its ability to provide special skills, such 
as linguistic ability and cultural knowledge, have 
been found wanting.43 
 Asymmetric challenges and uncertainty 
about future threats and threat models compli-
cate the consistent development of  military ca-
pabilities. one cannot prepare for all eventuali-
ties and all planning and preparation for future 
contingencies face at least budgetary limits. in 
such a state of  affairs new emerging asymmetric 
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nies. it is often assumed that corporations offer-
ing a wide range of  services from insurances to 
convoy protection have better prospects in the 
future.48 
 on the other hand, the booming market and 
high-value contracts mean that a majority of  the 
companies are very much dependant on states 
as purchasers of  their services. None of  the 
large companies operating in the field can af-
ford to lose their state client(s). This can also be 
a powerful incentive for shouldering corporate 
social responsibility and ethically sustainable 
modes of  action.49

 Privatisation also has an influence on the cul-
ture of  the armed forces. it has been, for example, 
noted that private contractors acting at the same 
level and in conjunction with soldiers but under 
different rules and with better pay decrease the co-
hesion of  units and lessen the willingness for re-
enlistment.50

 Also the Finnish Defence Forces have out-
sourced some of  their functions.51 outsourc-
ing has been applied or is under consideration 
for catering in the garrisons, clothing services, 
health care, financial management and manage-
ment of  facilities. outsourcing initiatives have 
been justified with potential savings and with 
the possibility to convert fixed costs to running 
costs as well as with increased flexibility. The 
finnish defence forces also have outsourced 
the materiel functions related to the servicing 
and repair of  Army materiel.52 
 the transfer of  material functions, if  carried 
out in a sufficiently large scale, will also lead to 
allocation of  operational responsibilities to pri-
vate actors.53 this is not necessarily bad in itself  
but information security, chain of  command 
and the respective responsibilities as well as the 
legal basis are not automatically clear. some of  
these companies (or ”strategic partners”) are 
also most likely multinational. this will pose its 
own challenges for deeply integrated and inter-
laced systems in economic crises and in extreme 
stress situations. this is a risk, especially in re-

threats can be countered with services provided 
by the private sector – at least initially and in op-
erations of  limited duration (better  known as 
so-called ”surge capacity”). Purchasing servic-
es may prove to be a more economical alterna-
tive for a state than to develop, recruit/procure, 
train and upkeep the capability. for example, 
the contracting of  strategic airlift assets as and 
when required can be more cost-effective for a 
state than to develop such a capability.44 this 
development is also a function of  altered threat 
models as it is no longer clear what type of  war 
it will be and where one is required to fight it 
and using what means.
 outsourcing and contracting always, howev-
er, results in a relative loss of  functional con-
trol.45 the contractual possibilities of  a client 
to influence the service itself  and the way it is 
produced is by definition lower than if  the ser-
vice would be produced by the state itself. for 
example, the contractual possibilities of  a state 
to influence the particular choice of  persons for 
some missions is far lower than in the case of  its 
own employees when such control is well-nigh 
total.
 technical development and specialisation 
have also led to a situation in which it is neither 
possible nor cost-effective to develop sophisti-
cated new equipment or build all levels of  ser-
vice for very sophisticated equipment; the readi-
ness for routine maintenance and limited repairs 
is enough. 46 this holds especially true in the 
case of  small state actors with limited resources. 
the development is furthered by the increasing 
reliance on commercial “off-the-shelf ” equip-
ment, which broadens the scope of  potential 
service providers.
 the outsoucing tendencies of  national 
armed forces have been keenly observed by 
the private sector.47 Also firms providing mili-
tary services have tried to improve their services 
and do so in an acceptable manner,  for example 
by having themselves ISO 9001: 2000 certified. 
Many firms are also merging with larger compa-

mote fringe markets like finland. 
 in developed nations, especially in europe, 
also the requirements of  the welfare state, such 
as  labour costs, contribute to the fixed costs. 
for example, the finnish defence budget also 
covers the pensions of  the personnel, which in 
the case of  relatively early retirment for military 
personnel is a substantial amount. in such a case 
the contracting out of  services may in the long 
run be more cost-effective even if  it would ap-
pear more expensive in the first place. Privati-
sation is also a way to control costs and down-
size the organisation in an acceptable manner.54 
on the other hand, unskilfully made contract-
ing deals, dependence on a single provider, loss 
of  core competencies due to too extensive out-
sourcing or the non-function of  market compe-
tition are potential risks, which may, if  realised, 
even substantially increase costs and diminish 
the ability of  the organisation tied by unfavour-
able deals to adjust to changes in the security 
environment.
 it is also unclear how far the concepts of  
market economy and an organisation geared for 
crisis situations (armed forces) can be united in 
the first place. For example, outsourcing pro-
grammes have implications for the finnish to-
tal defence concept. the concept emphasises 
preparation for crisis conditions in all spheres 
of  society already during times of  profound 
peace. A question is, for example, how the bur-
densome, from the point of  view of  markets 
and the private sector, obligations to store ma-
teriel for crisis situations can be transferred 
to companies acting in a private commercial 
framework. 
 some of  the problems inherent in large- 
scale outsourcing have been noted in the Us 
and consequently a programme calling for in-
sourcing to reduce dependence on contractors 
has been initiated. As stated in the Quadren-
nial Defense Review 2010: “Over the next five 
years, the department will reduce the number 
of  support service contractors to their pre-2001 

level of  26 percent of  the workforce (from the 
current level of  39 percent) and replace them, 
if  needed, with full-time government employ-
ees.”55 the question is, however, more of  a bal-
ancing act than from a reversal of  a trend. even 
so, the in-sourcing initiative is an indicator that 
outsourcing can be carried too far. 

the tactical level

Privatisation also brings forth legal problems 
and clouds the perception on the identity of  
protagonists and their responsibilities.56 Public-
ly financed but privately produced services are 
by definition more difficult to control and over-
see. this is especially the case with Pmcs that 
directly participate in activities in the field. The 
regulation of  Pmcs has also been debated and 
discussed on national and international level, 
but so far no decisive steps towards solving the 
problems of  regulation have been taken.57

 in demanding operations there has been 
friction between the Pmcs and national armed 
forces. for example, problems in information 
flow, cooperation and an unclear chain of  com-
mand have even led to outright refusals on the 
part of  Pmcs to take part in actions deemed es-
pecially dangerous.58 In the field it may be next 
to impossible to distinguish between an armed 
private contractor and a member of  national 
armed forces. this for its part blurs the distinc-
tion between public and private.
 one of  the more notorious examples includ-
ing private contractors is the incident in fal-
lujah, Iraq, in March 2004. A Blackwater team 
protecting a supply convoy was killed in an am-
bush. the incident caught international atten-
tion when the mutilated and charred bodies of  
the men hanging from a bridge were displayed. 
the media publicity in turn forced the local Us 
commander to initiate an operation that had 
not been prepared for to pacify Fallujah. It is 
characteristic that blackwater publicly denied 
responsibility for the deaths of  its workers and 
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that there is no knowledge regarding who was 
responsible for the coordination of  the mission 
that led to a catastrophe. the team was con-
tracted from Blackwater by ESS, a Cypriot firm 
providing catering services, through a kuwaiti 
company. How the list of  subcontractors con-
tinues from ess is unclear.59  

Privatisation and society

in connection to Pmcs there has developed, es-
pecially in the Us, a phenomenon dubbed as the 
”revolving door”. the term refers to the ten-
dency of  soldiers (especially of  senior officers) 
to move into the employment of  Pmcs after 
their retirement and, on the other hand, to the 
propensity of  senior executives and officials of  
some PMCs ending up in influential positions in 
the government. it has been suspected that this 
influences the attitude of  senior officers towards 
firms run by their former colleagues and poten-
tial future employers. On the other hand, officials 
in powerful positions may be tempted to direct 
contracts to “their own” companies.60 this may 
form an important conduit through which pri-
vate economic interest seeps into the political de-
cision-making process in a new way, weakening 
the traditional connection between (state) politics 
and the use of  armed force.  
 Pmcs are also connected to the phenomenon 
known as securitization.61 Security firms operat-
ing on commercial principles have a self-inter-
est in perpetuating and creating markets for the 
products they sell – it is in their interest to un-
derline problems, risks and threats.62 the com-
mercial markets also include non-governmental 
organisations and, accordingly, many internation-
al relief  organisations and multinational corpora-
tions turn to Pmcs for military related- services. 
 With the rise of  the Pmc industry the de-
mand for skilled individuals has risen dramatically 
outside the armed forces of  states. States find it 
difficult to compete against pay checks promised 
by private corporations and especially the drain 

of  sof operatives has been great.63 the loss of  
states is all the more bitter as they indirectly sup-
port the private sector by spending prodigiously 
to create specialists for themselves that the pri-
vate sector then siphons off  – and often sends 
back as contractors with an even higher price tag 
attached.64 

 the multiplicity of  services provided by the 
Pmcs blurs the traditional clear division between 
civil and military functions. in a long run this af-
fects the character of  war by challenging the es-
tablished notions of  what belongs to war and 
military action.
 Outsourcing may also reflect in other ways 
on the military culture and identity in the West-
ern countries. in the U.s. a large proportion of  
army officers is produced by the ROTC (Reserve 
Officer Training Corps)-system. ROTC pro-
grammes have gradually been outsourced and 
are nowadays run by comtek (communica-
tion Technologies Inc.). In the U.S. some worries 
have been expressed as to how the key values of  
officers such as selfless service for one’s coun-
try can be conveyed through a private firm.65 in 
the United kingdom private actors are involved 
in one way or another in 80 % of  education. Also 
in finland steps have been taken in this direction, 
although only locally so far. for example, the ba-
sic training for Air Force pilots is outsourced. 
similarly, the driving instruction is outsourced 
in many garrisons. the presence of  the private 
sector between the learners and the state cannot 
but subtly change the societal nature of  the ed-
ucation/training provided. The ramifications of  
such slow cultural changes reach far, but their ac-
tual form and influence is difficult to estimate.

Privatisation and the  
character of  war
the phenomenon of  privatisation of  war is con-
nected to the security environment, threat mo-
dels, normative principles of  war, and the organi-
sation of  armed forces as well as to their societal 

role. Privatisation is on the one hand a powerful 
management trend reflecting the basic structures 
of  modern society, but also a way to potentially 
increase effectiveness. the most visible element 
of  privatisation of  war is the birth and rise of  
the Pmc-industry. Pmcs are, however, only one 
aspect of  the phenomenon – from the state per-
spective one variant of  producing a service. 
 on the level of  international security envi-
ronment privatisation is a phenomenon made 
possible by the demise of  the cold War. it of-
fers possibilities for the (political) use of  armed 
force and is a factor facilitating the change of  
the character of  war. The profit driven private 
sector is also a force furthering securitization.
 In the strong (Western) states outsourcing 
gives the state new (foreign and security) politi-
cal instruments. the states can react to develop-
ments around the world without officially tak-
ing part in them. At the same time, problems in 
the domestic sphere can be avoided. the cost is 
loss of  transparency and diminished democratic 
control. In an extreme case this may influence 
the nature of  war as principally a political act. 
if  the public organisations and political system 
cannot guarantee the transparency of  the pro-
cess and the reasons behind the use of  armed 
force the prospect of  private economic gain 
may have an influence on the political justifica-
tion for war.
 The character of  war is influenced by priva-
tisation in multiple ways. on the level of  threat 
models the privatisation trend also has inbuilt 
assumptions concerning threats faced by mod-
ern societies. Wars are fought somewhere else 
than on one’s own soil – the era of  existential 
wars is over. thus on this level the phenomenon 
is a result of  changes in the security environ-
ment after the cold War.
 on the level of  normative foundations for 
the use of  armed force the rise of  the private 
security sector has brought new actors to bat-
tlefields – not only as PMCs producing services 

but also in a financing capacity and as users of  
such private services. this has a bearing on the 
traditional habit of  seeing war as an intergov-
ernmental issue. Also, multinational corpora-
tions or other non-governmental organisations 
may end up as direct participants to a war. the 
appearance of  private actors in the battlefields 
also blurs the distinction between war and peace 
as well as between public and private. Pmcs 
are, in addition, not automatically connected to 
the state in the public eye, which may lower the 
threshold for the use of  armed force.
 on the level of  the credible use of  armed 
force privatisation more reflects trends than 
creates them. Globalization and the increas-
ing sophistication of  military systems challenge 
military doctrines relying entirely on the state 
itself. the creation of  credible, technological-
ly advanced military forces calls for the use of  
outside services – in the future, armed forces 
relying totally on their own assets for weapon 
development, management, upkeep, etc., and so 
on may appear as something of  a dinosaur that 
calls into doubt the potency of  other fields of  
action as well.
 At the same time, the arrival of  private firms 
also influences military culture. Privatisation in 
connection with increased professionalisation 
and cooperative ventures of  armed forces may 
slowly marginalise the national militaries in so-
cieties as well as denationalise their basic char-
acter. this may in time form a challenge to the 
logic of  the nation states and their justification 
for the “monopoly of  legitimate violence”. 
 When the modern state system was born the 
nation states gradually concentrated as much as 
possible of  the war-related functions into their 
hands. it was a way to enhance functional con-
trol over the armed forces as well as to ensure 
their functioning. Now these same functions are 
increasingly outsourced in search for cost-effec-
tiveness. in the Western countries, privatisation 
will most likely proceed with some balancing ac-
tions, because there is no existential threat, be-
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cause it is politically expedient, offers possibili-
ties for saving and the flexibility to meet new 
threats. it is also a managerial trend. However, 
one should not forget that the international sys-
tem is more fragile and, complex than ever be-
fore. even relatively modest disruptions can 
have a major destabilising effect on private mar-
kets and by extension also affect national armed 
forces increasingly reliant on private markets 
and actors. this is especially so from a small 
state perspective.

the author is a doctor, serving at the depart-
ment for defence and strategic studies,  Natio-
nal defence college in finland. 
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