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Abstract: The increasing provision of military support functions such as logistics and 
armed security by private military and security companies (PMSCs) is often 
conceptualized as a functional response to new operational, financial and 
technological imperatives. The tendency to privatize military support functions, 
however, is also driven by domestic political factors.   
Drawing on neoclassical realism, I conceptualize the use of PMSCs as a strategy 
dictated by the need to circumvent the tightening hurdles to the conversion of societal 
resources into military power. Other things being equal, I argue that the tighter the 
constraints on the extraction and mobilization of societal resources, the higher the 
propensity to rely on the market as a complementary source of military power.   
I provide evidence for this theoretical connection by drawing a comparative analysis 
between military privatization in the U.S. and in the U.K. Specifically, I investigate in 
detail the tendency to resort to private military contractors during U.S. military 
operations in Iraq and U.K. military operations in Afghanistan. In both cases, the 
privatization of military support functions provided decision-makers with the 
possibility to circumvent existing constraints over the recruitment and deployment of 
active duty and reserve military forces.   
I then assess the explanatory power of my neoclassical realist explanation of military 
privatization against other theoretical perspectives, developing two competing 
explanations based on neorealism and organization theory. Although these theoretical 
perspectives offer valuable insights on the use of PMSCS, I show that due to its 
emphasis on domestic political constraints neoclassical realism proves better capable 
of shedding light on the privatization of military support and its variations across 
countries and over time. 
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