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Concerns about democracy are being raised as global warfare methods are evolving and 

the world transitions to a new epoch of outsourcing military capabilities to private companies. 

American academic Robert J. Bunker writes about the transition to a new epoch born from the 

emergence of an increasingly influential private military industry whose work is largely done in 

secrecy without public oversight and regulations. He posits that shifting sensitive state military 

activity to for-profit companies should be understood as a transition to a new era of international 

relations and an erosion of democratic principles. Outlined here is an exploration of actions 

taken, consequences, and the implications of the increasing use of private military and security 

companies (PMSCs) on international relations and state legitimacy in a democratic context. 

PMSCs are private companies that contract soldiers to perform missions contracted by external 

sources. Private military companies (PMCs) are often used by states to supplement their own 

military numbers and bring more specialized skills to the playing field at a far faster rate than 

regular military deployment.  

Democracy, as defined by the Canadian parliament on its website, is where “all 

eligible citizens have the right to participate, either directly or indirectly, in making the decisions 

that affect them” (Parliament of Canada n.d.) This means that a true democratic government 

would be completely transparent about its decisions and if the process is indirect, the citizens 

would have the ability to hold their elected representatives accountable through democratic 

processes like elections, referenda, and free expressions of public opinion. A large concern about 

democratic governments using private military companies is that by contracting large portions of 

their state’s military powers to non-state actors, the democratic process becomes cloaked in 

secrecy. By being free from governmental control and oversight, PMCs avoid lots of regulation 

and public scrutiny; because private military and security companies are also a newer actor in the 
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international economy, there are few regulations established around PMSCs within most 

countries and on a global scale as well. How can democracy be upheld when a state is able to 

bypass the democratic process with contracted private militaries? 

Private military contracts are not limited to state usage; larger companies and even 

wealthy individuals are known to hire private military and security companies. PMSCs can be 

used for far more than just fighting wars. Companies like the World Wildlife Fund and the 

Olympics have been known to use PSCs to train guards and provide security (Avant 2006; CBC 

2009). Private security companies can be legitimately hired to train or protect a company’s 

employees or protect property. For example, in the Afghanistan and Iraq wars, more than half of 

American soldiers were actually contracted PMC fighters (McFate 2019). In 2018, the Nigerian 

government contracted private militaries to drive out and get rid of the Islamist terrorist group, 

Boko Haram (McFate 2019). While these represent legitimate uses of PMSCs, they are not the 

only ways they can be and are used. PMSCs are often exploited and used in less appropriate 

ways. 

Private security companies are commonly used by industries across Africa to protect 

desirable resources. Oil and mining companies, for example, are known to use PSCs to protect 

their harvesting sites and terrorize villages located around targeted lucrative areas. This can be 

seen with the expulsion of Congolese miners in Angola by private security companies hired by 

larger diamond mining enterprises (Gordon 2004, 8-9). A large concern about private military 

and security companies is the power that they hold and the ability for anyone with money to have 

access to that power as well. How does a state maintain power and control when a private 

company has the ability to wield comparable military power however they want? 
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​ Before making claims about privatized military companies' potential to cause harm to 

democracy, it is helpful to establish a definition of democracy to understand throughout this 

paper. The word democracy comes from the Greek words demos (“the common people”) and 

kratos (“power; form of rule or government”); democracy roughly translates to “rule by the 

people” (Annan n.d.). In a liberal democracy, the idea of accountability for the government takes 

shape in the form of regular elections, opposition parties, and independent officials. The key part 

of democratic processes working and being true is transparency; a liberal democracy has to have 

transparency to its constituents in order to continue being a democracy. Some good examples of 

this are the access to information laws in Canada (Government of Canada n.d.) and the United 

Kingdom (Information Commissioner’s Office n.d.) that provide all citizens with the “right to 

access records under the control of government institutions” (Government of Canada n.d.). This 

ensures that all decisions that affect citizens are publicly accessible and that citizens are able to 

make fair and informed judgements based on that information when participating in democratic 

processes. 

​ Along with private military companies, there are also private security companies. PSCs 

are similar to PMCs in as much as they can both be contracted by anyone – state or non-state 

actors – and can perform similar tasks. PSCs generally focus more on security and training, 

while PMCs do a wider range of jobs including those of PSCs. PMCs are most notably 

contracted for their military uses and niche specialties. These specialties include experts with 

certain weapons, vehicles, or mission types. In 2015, a group of American ex-military, that were 

contracting for the private military company Spear Operations Group, was hired by a monarch 

from the United Arab Emirates to assassinate leaders of an opposition political party in Yemen 

(Roston 2018). This is a clear breach of democratic values and integrity with very little to no 
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consequence of note. Private security and military companies are also often contracted to do 

non-military tasks such as training, hacking, and intelligence gathering. The World Wildlife Fund 

(WWF) has, historically, resorted to hiring the help of PSCs to train and protect animals and park 

guards when endangered species like rhinoceros are being targeted by poachers in places like the 

Democratic Republic of Congo (Avant 2006).  

​ Democracy’s integrity is being stretched further and further from democracy’s core 

principles, and as the line gets tauter, the risk of breaking away from democratic governance 

increases. A government presses the boundaries of transparent democratic governance when it 

resorts to outsourcing state-controlled powers to non-state actors like PMCs. Unbeholden to the 

regulations set by a democratically chosen government, private military companies have the 

freedom to execute their orders however they see fit within whatever guidelines are set in their 

contract. This allows a government to bypass existing laws and policies, avoid scrutiny, and in 

turn, have more expedient results, ignoring the ethical and regulatory considerations when hiring 

PMCs. Private military companies have extremely fast deployment times and are generally 

advertised by states to be cheaper to hire than using state military resources, making the use of 

PMCs sound like an ideal option; these statements only serve as facades to cover the reality of 

the propaganda promoting the privatization of warfighting capabilities and the concerning 

implications of private military reliance by states. 

​ The growth of private military use in inter-state warfighting has many implications for 

the future of wars and conflicts. Members of a state military swear an oath to their nation and to 

upholding its interests. Private military contracted soldiers, on the other hand, swear an oath to 

have extreme allegiance to their profit-driven organization. While historically, in times of war, 

countries have relied on nationalism augmented through propaganda to recruit soldiers, states in 
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the modern-day do not need to bolster nationalism for a keen military. Instead, the state only 

needs to provide money upfront rather than pay the long-term costs maintaining and providing 

benefits to regular military soldiers. A private contractor does not give the same employment 

benefits, or any benefits at all, meaning that the upfront cash is the only investment the hiring 

entity would pay (Blakely 2006, 26-27). Hiring a private company to fight is an effective way for 

a state to artificially lower the death rates attributed to its country, manipulating the public 

perception of conflicts and betraying the transparent foundations of a democratic government. 

States are able to propagandize statistics by manipulating them with external influences, like 

contracted lives not counting toward a nation’s death rates. As a result, it is able to trick the 

general public into believing that a certain conflict or war is not as catastrophic as they think. 

The use of private security companies is very common among big oil companies and 

diamond mining companies in Africa. There are very few details actually available about private 

companies hiring PMSCs because of the covert nature of their operations, trade secrets, and the 

lack of regulations to compel the disclosure of this kind of information. In 2015, three Angolan 

anti-corruption activists were sentenced to prison for speaking out against corruption, human 

rights violations, and peaceful protesting against oil and diamond companies (HRW 2015). One 

of the activists, journalist Rafael Marques de Morais, writes about corruption, human rights 

violations, democracy, and private security company abuses in Angola. He reports on incidents 

that are largely ignored by general media or that likely would not make it out of local headlines. 

Morais wrote about an incident in April of 2016 where guards wielding machetes from the 

security company Bicuar are seen abusing and torturing a small group of garimpeiros (“informal 

miners”). The security company was hired by Sociedade Mineira do Cuango, an established 

diamond mining company, to crack down on independent mining and protect their sites so that 
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they could maintain a monopoly on diamond mining in the territory that they occupy (Morais 

2016). 

​ When the right to use violence is no longer retained solely by the democratically elected 

state and is instead controlled by the companies that can afford to challenge power and impose 

their own desires on citizens through violent means, democracy becomes diluted. Corporations 

hiring violence and authorizing extreme uses of force circumvents the governmental authority 

and democratically chosen distribution of power. The more capital and power a company wields, 

the easier it becomes to bribe or threaten governmental figures to bend to the company’s will. 

This creates corruption that is very difficult to put a cap on once it gets loose. In the extreme, 

what could result is a modern regression to feudalism - losing democracy and breaking up 

formerly democratic states into fiefs ruled by the wealthy and their private armies. 

​ While private military and security companies have been used by a large variety of 

people and entities for a wide range of legitimate uses, there is reason to be concerned with the 

uses to which they are put, the slow erosion of democratic principles nationally, and harm that 

will change the global understanding of democracy. It is concerning to think about the potential 

uses for private militaries outside of the democratic process. When anyone with money is 

capable of hiring or building their own army with the same capacity as a national military, there 

is so much potential for misuse, abuse, and corruption. There is no way to predict with certainty 

whether this new epoch of privatized warfare will result in the end of democracy reducing 

society to a feudalistic dystopia or will be reigned in and dissipate with heavier regulations 

worldwide, but there is lots of potential for each of those scenarios to occur. Going forward, it 

will be important for more international regulations to be put in place for private military and 

security companies to prevent a more chaotic and violent future and maintain democracy.
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