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Gender and the Privatization of  
Military Security

An Introduction

M AYA EICHLER

The past two to three decades have witnessed the increasing privatization 
of military security in Western states, with significant repercussions for 

global politics. Private military and security companies (PMSCs), especially 
those based in the United States and United Kingdom, have become central 
participants in contemporary warfare, selling services such as armed pro-
tection, training, intelligence, and logistical support to state and nonstate 
actors. It is estimated that the size of the global private security industry 
increased twofold between 1990 and 1999 (to USD 100 bln) and again dou-
bled in size between 2000 and 2010 (Leander 2010, 209). The U.S.-led wars 
in Afghanistan and Iraq in particular led to burgeoning demand for private 
military and security services. In both wars, private contractors outnum-
bered or closely trailed U.S. troop numbers (see, for example, USDoD 2011).

It may be all too obvious to the casual observer (and therefore of little 
interest to the scholar) that the field of private military security is intensely 
gendered. The image of burly, masculine private contractors has become 
widespread over the past two decades, especially in media coverage of the 
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Private contractors have been cast, like merce-
naries were previously, as the “whores of war” opposite the “just warriors” of 
state militaries. Reports which allege poor financial accountability, impunity 
for war crimes, and disregard for local populations but also sexual harass-
ment and human trafficking have plagued the private military and security 
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industry. In this context, the industry has begun to pay more attention to 
“women” and “gender” if only for the sake of reputation and revenue. Yet as 
gender is gaining in significance within the realm of private security, we con-
tinue to know relatively little about how and to what effect the privatization 
of military security is gendered.

This book brings together key scholars in the emerging research area of 
“critical gender studies in private security.” The contributors to this volume 
contend that the privatization of military security is a deeply gendered pro-
cess, with gendered underpinnings and effects. The contributors employ a 
variety of feminist perspectives, including critical, postcolonial, poststruc-
turalist, liberal, and queer feminist perspectives, as well as a wide range of 
methodological approaches such as ethnography, participant-observation, 
genealogy, deconstruction, and discourse analysis. Located at the intersec-
tion of international relations (IR), security studies, and gender studies, 
this volume aims to push research in two key directions. First, it establishes 
gender as key analytical category for the study of private security in global 
politics, thus introducing new research questions and methods to private 
security scholarship. Second, the volume advances the field of feminist secu-
rity studies by contributing new empirical and theoretical insights into the 
gendering of security today.

Gender is often misunderstood as being interchangeable with women, but 
a feminist-informed gender analysis goes beyond adding women and stir-
ring. While this book does ask where the women are in the private military 
and security industry and how they have been affected by PMSCs in the field, 
the book as a whole offers an analysis of the varied ways in which masculini-
ties and femininities constitute, and are constituted by, private security in 
global politics, with particular consequences for the global social order. The 
contributors interrogate security privatization as a gendered process, and 
the private military and security industry as a crucial site for the (re)produc-
tion and contestation of gender norms in contemporary warfare and global 
politics.

The book not only contends that security privatization cannot be fully 
grasped without a consideration of gender but also presents a framework 
for studying security privatization from a critical gender perspective that 
emphasizes intersectionality, multiple scales, and the political nature of 
PMSCs. Collectively, the chapters in this book demonstrate that gender, in 
intersection with citizenship, national identity, race, class, and sexuality, is 
shaped by, at the same time as it helps constitute, the practices of PMSCs and 
their employees along with public perceptions of private contractors. The con-
tributors to the volume recognize gender as a key structure in the multiscalar 
politics of security privatization, or, put differently, that security privatiza-
tion is a gendered political process that takes place at and through multiple 
scales. Furthermore, we see PMSCs not simply as suppliers of security and 
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security-related services but also as political actors who contribute to the 
production of gendered social hierarchies and the global social order. After 
locating this volume in the literatures on security privatization and feminist 
IR/security studies, I outline in more detail the framework of the book and 
describe how the individual chapters contribute to its development.

PRIVATE SECURITY IN GLOBAL POLITICS

Scholarship on the privatization of military security and PMSCs has pro-
liferated in recent years across a number of disciplines, including political 
science, IR, international law, sociology, criminology, philosophy, geogra-
phy, and business. Scholars in political science and IR have aimed to explain 
security privatization and assess its impact on the state’s monopoly on legiti-
mate force as well as to define, categorize, and regulate PMSCs (Singer 2003; 
Avant 2005; Kinsey 2006). In his seminal article and later book Corporate 
Warriors, Peter Singer (2001/02; 2003) identified a gap in the security market 
at the end of the Cold War, the changing nature of warfare, and neoliberal-
ism as driving forces behind security privatization. Elke Krahmann (2010) 
more recently argued that the underlying ideology of civil-military relations 
(republican or neoliberal) plays a key part in explaining the willingness of 
state actors to privatize military security. Scholars have investigated how 
private force can enhance a state’s military power but can also weaken trans-
parency in states with high state capacity and increase vulnerability and con-
flict in states with weaker state capacity (Singer 2003; Avant 2005; Avant 
2006). Much scholarly effort has gone into defining and delineating PMSCs 
in relation to mercenaries (Percy 2007), with most authors arguing that they 
represent a novel form of security actor despite their historical antecedents. 
Finally, much of the literature on security privatization has been driven by 
the practical challenge of how to regulate the industry and hold PMSCs polit-
ically, legally, and financially accountable. Here the existing institutional 
and legal frameworks have generally been deemed inadequate while indus-
try initiatives toward self-regulation or voluntary regulation have been met 
with skepticism (Chesterman and Lehnardt 2007; De Nevers 2009; Carmola 
2010; Dickinson 2011; Tonkin 2011). The research field of security privatiza-
tion and PMSCs is highly dynamic, and contemporary scholarship goes well 
beyond these key themes. For example, lately more attention is being paid 
to the relationship between various security actors such as PMSCs, NGOs, 
and state forces in order to understand the complexities of today’s military 
operations (Dunigan 2011; Berndtsson 2013; Birthe 2013), while questions 
of regulation, accountability, and ethics continue to be at the forefront of 
scholarly debates on private security (Tonkin 2011; Francioni and Ronzitti 
2011; Huskey 2012).
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Critical security studies scholars have made important contributions to 
research on private security. Importantly, they have questioned the pub-
lic-private distinction that informs much scholarship on private security 
(Leander 2005; Krahmann 2008; Owens 2008; Abrahamsen and Williams 
2011). As Patricia Owens (2008) argues, “there is no such thing as public or 
private violence. There is only violence that is made ‘public’ and violence that 
is made ‘private’ ” (979). In analyzing the effects of security privatization on 
the state, critical scholars contend that security privatization should not be 
equated with the erosion of state power or its monopoly on legitimate force. 
Instead, security privatization is best conceived of in terms of a broader 
transformation in governance that involves public/private and local/global 
actors as part of global security assemblages (Abrahamsen and Williams 
2011) and the commercialization of security practices in both public and 
private spheres (Leander 2010). Critical scholars see security as essentially 
contested and political, and recognize that privatization involves not only a 
change in supplier but a reshaping of security itself (Krahmann 2008). Anna 
Leander (2005), for example, shows that security privatization reinforces 
militarized notions of security while depoliticizing security issues.

Feminist-informed gender scholarship has developed within, and draws 
on, this critical scholarship on security privatization but foregrounds gen-
der, a hitherto neglected area of study within both mainstream and critical 
approaches. Feminist and critical gender scholars have investigated the sig-
nificance of (hegemonic and subordinate) masculinities in the private secu-
rity industry (Barker 2009; Chisholm 2010, 2014a, 2014b; Via 2010; Higate 
2012a, 2012c, 2012d, 2012e) as well as examined security privatization as a 
process of remasculinization (Schneiker and Joachim 2012c; Stachowitsch 
2013). Feminist scholars have also begun to address the lack of accountabil-
ity of PMSCs toward female employees and local women in the field (Sperling 
2009; Vrdoljak 2011). Taking a security studies perspective, Laura Sjoberg 
(2013) has conceptualized security privatization as a gendered state strategy 
in war that takes advantage of the gendered invisibility of the private sphere. 
This volume builds on and advances these existing feminist and critical gen-
der studies contributions to scholarship on security privatization.

The book focuses on the recent outsourcing in Western states of military 
functions and military work to the private sector and the concomitant rise 
of PMSCs in global politics. The chapters in this volume primarily deal with 
the key players in the industry, that is, the U.S. and UK companies that oper-
ate globally. The book does not address the deeper historical phenomenon of 
mercenaries and mercenary armies or the broader phenomenon of private 
force in global politics, which includes pirates and non-state armed groups. 
The book deals with the market in security and security-related services in 
the context of warfare and to a lesser extent peacekeeping. While focusing 
on international war- and peacemaking, it is worth acknowledging that this 
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global market for force cannot easily be separated from the market in domes-
tic commercial security services that has sprung up globally (Abrahamsen 
and Williams 2011). Both international and domestic private security are 
manifestations of the larger neoliberalization of security and the increas-
ing securitization of public and private life at the turn of the twenty-first 
century.

Various terms have been used to describe the private companies whose 
employees perform the work previously carried out by military personnel. 
Scholars refer to private military firms (Singer 2003), private security compa-
nies (Avant 2005), and private military companies (Leander 2005). The most 
common term used in the scholarly literature, however, is private military 
and security companies—PMSCs—and it is this term that is used through-
out the book to refer to the globally operating companies that sell a combi-
nation of services ranging from logistical support for military operations, 
armed and unarmed security services, military training, intelligence, and 
more. While smaller companies might focus on one or two of these services, 
larger companies often sell an array of military support and security ser-
vices. The term “contractor” or “defense contractor” also appears in the book 
to refer to the employees of PMSCs, and the term “third-country national” 
(TCN) is used when speaking of employees who are citizens of neither the 
company’s host country nor the country of operation. Overall, the book deals 
with three distinct aspects of private security in global politics: the processes 
of military security privatization, the companies themselves (the PMSCs), 
and the employees of PMSCs (contractors). It is, then, a book about both the 
structural changes and the agents shaping and shaped by the privatization 
of military security.

GENDER AND SECURITY

What distinguishes the contributors to this book is that they analyze private 
security through a primary (though not exclusive) focus on gender. Feminist 
scholars in IR (and other disciplines) distinguish between gender and bio-
logical sex to underscore that the meanings associated with masculinity and 
femininity are socially constructed rather than biologically given, and there-
fore vary across place and time.1 Gender refers to the expectations, behaviors, 
and norms associated with being a man or woman in particular historical, 
cultural, social, and economic contexts. Feminist scholarship is interested in 
understanding how gender has been used to justify hierarchies and unequal 
power relations between people designated as “women” and “men.” Thus 
gender is more than a variable—it is intrinsically linked to gendered rela-
tions of power that are reflected in processes of masculinization and femi-
nization. Crucially, gender is “a primary way of signifying relationships of 
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