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Abstract

Using Judith Hicks-Stiehm's influential essay 'The Protected, The Protector, the Defender' as 

prime point of departure, this paper investigates the micro-level interactions of Close 

Protection (CP) security officers and their female clients in a hostile region. Based on 

observational field research and interviews with CP officers, I show how narratives of 

security, risk, danger and threat are emergent, negotiated properties of interaction between 

the Protector and the Protected. This finding deepens and widens Hick-Stiehm's contribution 

in at least 3 ways of relevance to the increasingly important sphere of private security. First it 

underscores how far the authority of the protector is fluid and contingent and as such, 

something that has necessarily to be worked at - but not always accomplished by this security 

'expert'. Second, and related, it reveals how privatizing security might be seen to influence the 

provision of this somewhat amorphous 'service'. Here, narratives of the customers 'sovereign 

status' accord their (lay) understandings of security with status to match and sometimes 

exceed that of the protector whose authority is vested in expertise. Third and finally, it 

illuminates the role of intersectionality in social practice, where clients privileged class 

trumps their usually subordinate status as female in the  protected/protected relationship. The 

paper finishes by reflecting briefly on the implications of these findings for the wider industry 

where military and militarised masculinities have tended to be seen as authoritative in the 

absence of little, if any work on the consumers of security.
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Introduction

Private Militarised Security Companies (PMSC) have assumed a significance not seen since 

the days of traditional mercenary armies prior to the emergence of national armed forces 

some three centuries ago. The privatisation of security on the scale seen today, the

controversial deployment of private security contractors2 in Iraq and Afghanistan, and their 

almost exclusively former-military, male composition for those armed employees working on 

the ground,3 represents an important transformation in the conditions under which violence is 

deployed.

While both regular military personnel and contractors have been implicated in human 

rights abuses from Abu Ghraib4 through Haditha, and onto Nisour Square, contractors are 

generally less accountable (Singer, 2008) and experience greater ‘operational freedom’ than 

their regular-soldier peers.5 Given this, it is unsurprising that the ascendancy of private 

security has been seen by critical scholars of gender as an exemplar of geopolitics’

(re)masculinisation in the contemporary period. Yet, this claim requires careful scrutiny since 

there is a paucity of fine-grained, qualitative data with which to capture the diversity of those 

working as contractors. This empirical deficit is manifest through contractor’s continued 

misrepresentation in the media6 as clones of the archetypal ‘Blackwater cowboy’,7 together 

with a lack of specificity about their racial backgrounds, the kinds of security work they do

and the contexts within which they work. With this in mind, I contribute towards the 

emerging interest in PMSC from a ground-up, gender perspective that also acknowledges the 

intersection of other identity markers, including that of class. In sum, it is argued that the 

abuses perpetrated by contractors - most notoriously the killing of 17 civilians in Nisour 

Square in Iraq by members of a Blackwater security team8 - co-exist with other more routine, 

less sensational, everyday practices. I make this point through a focus on the gendered 
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character of a particular community of contractors - Close Protection9 (CP) officers - whose

militarised and masculinised identities become most apparent when reflecting on interactions 

with their clients. Guided by Cynthia Enloe’s keen sense of gender curiosity as applied to the 

everyday, involving the drink in the bar, and the idle chat around the water cooler, this

chapter shows that it is through the small details of everyday occupational and masculine 

interaction that the threads of the gender order are woven into the PMSC industry.

The chapter is structured as follows. The next section provides a brief overview of the

PMSC literature, before going on to identify research on gender on private security. A 

summary of Judith Hicks Stiehm’s influential essay ‘The Protected and the Protector’ is then 

included by way of an analytic framework of relevance to the qualitative data collected by the 

author during the summer of 2010 in a region deemed hostile. These findings are then 

considered in regard to Stiehm’s protector/protected framework with which – at first sight –

they appear to chime closely. Here, initial research suggested that the CP officer/client 

relationship were played-out along gender lines through clearly discernible, hierarchical

power relations. These power relations signal a gender order marked by asymmetry, whereby

– following Stiehm – protector’s exercise control over their clients in a fairly straightforward 

manner. However, as the research progressed, the sample of former British army CP officers 

were found to be negotiating rather than imposing narratives of risk and threat upon their 

female clients, an observation that invites analyses that goes beyond Stiehm’s 

protector/protected frame. Registering this complexity, discussion then focuses on 

intersections of gender and class as they shape a particular gender order inflected with 

resistance and marked by competing definitions of security. These findings are then argued to 

represent an original contribution to the PMSC literature focusing on the ways that security 

experts construct insecurity, together with scholarship that sees militarized masculinities as 

having authority in the civilian context. A brief conclusion follows. 
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Context: the rise of the Private Militarised Security Company

Of all civilian occupational contexts, that of the PMSC industry resonates most strongly with 

soldierly embodied continuity, where the demand for specialised skills has grown 

exponentially in this multi-billion dollar security enterprise (Singer, 2008; Higate, 2012a). A 

constellation of forces underpin the rapid growth of the PMSC sphere (Geraghty, 2007: 22-

31), facilitated by the dominance of post-cold war markets that have fuelled a strong 

tendency to outsource traditional government functions and consequently, spark debate 

around constitutional issues (Avant and Sigelman, 2009). Simultaneously, militaries have 

been downsized, providing a large number of men trained in the legitimate discharge of 

violence ripe for recruitment by PMSC (Cooling, 2010). An unknown yet significant number 

of these demobilized troops have gone on to become involved in weaker states’ conflicts 

(Singer, 2008: 38). Massive arms stocks have also become available to the open market, 

helping to stimulate intra-state conflict (Singer, 2008: 54). Subsumed under the generic label 

of security or military contractor, individuals are employed in a plethora of roles ranging 

from building infrastructure, feeding and housing troops, convoy security, close protection of 

dignitaries, kidnap and hostage work, static guarding of civilian and military installations, 

training of local personnel as part of security sector reform, provision of logistical and 

support functions to military peacekeeping, combat operations and alleged support for an 

assassination program (Kinsey, 2007; Leander, 2009, 2009a). Though PMSC have a global 

presence, a lengthy history, and are involved in a diversity of tasks, the spotlight has fallen on 

contractors and companies working in Iraq and Afghanistan, areas of operation that, taken 

together provide for the employment of 207,600 contractors by the U.S Department of 
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Defense alone (Schwartz, 2010).

Interest in PMSC tends to have been dominated by scholars working in the 

mainstream of Political Science, International Relations (IR) and International Law. They 

have discussed such concerns as the state’s eroding monopoly on violence (Mandel, 2002; 

Singer, 2008), the industry’s overall legitimacy (Singer; 2002; Holmqvist, 2005), private 

security as a proxy for U.S foreign policy (Isenberg, 2008), international and historical norms 

governing the use of mercenaries (Percy, 2007), the place of security in contemporary politics 

and world order (Kinsey, 2007; Abrahamsen and Williams, 2010), different national attitudes 

to the privatisation of security (Krahmann, 2010) and framed in a more sociological sense,

questions of professionalism as perceived along lines of national identity (Higate, 2011b).

Concerns around the industry’s legitimacy, how best to regulate private security and 

ultimately, what might be done to reign-in the violent excesses of contractors, has generated 

discussion amongst academics and practitioners alike. The International Code of Conduct for 

Private Security Providers10 (ICoC) signed in 2010 by stakeholders from across the industry 

represents the culmination of much heated debate around company and employee 

accountability. 

Overall, the PMSC literature has tended to turn on the ‘big questions’ of states and 

their foreign policies, state sovereignty and closely allied, the public/private divide in relation 

to the privatization of security. As such, explanations for the relative neglect of a gender 

perspective are to be found in the dominant malestream traditions informing these macro-

level analyses. In line with the work of feminist thinkers and other critical scholars, these

institutional approaches tend to have marginalized a close focus on human subjects as 

thinking, feeling, embodied and racialised actors, the likes of which shape international

politics in ways of central import to gender, war and the ‘performance of peace’ (Kronsell 

and Svedberg, 2011). With this in mind, and as I go on to argue below, one way in which to 
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analyse gender relations as they play-out on the ground in the PMSC context, is to approach 

them from an interactional order perspective. Developing sensitivity to the ways in which the 

gender order is accomplished through the interaction of its actors provides insights into the 

routinised, everyday micro-level social processes upon which – ultimately – state policy is 

founded.

Emerging literature: gender and PMSC

Generated from within feminist and pro-feminist thought that conceives of gender as integral 

rather than epiphenomenal to the workings of international politics is an emerging 

scholarship focused on questions of power, identity and inter/intra-gender-relations in the 

culture of PMSC. An early, somewhat acritical contribution sought change from within the 

industry through ‘gender mainstreaming’, as argued in a report written for the Geneva Center 

for the Democratic Accountability of Armed Forces (DCAF) (Schultz and Yeung, 2005).

Framed in more critical terms, analysis of the private security company Dyncorp’s

involvement in sex-trafficking and rape in the Balkans has been investigated (Harrington, 

2005; Sperling, 2011). Also focused on the Balkans is feminist analyses of the legal 

dimensions of PMSC with wider implications for operating in conflict and post-conflict 

contexts (Vrdoljak, 2011), and closely linked, is research examining PMSC role in sexual 

exploitation and violence in the African setting (Gumedze, 2007). More recently, women’s 

participation in the industry has been placed under the critical spotlight in ways that highlight 

the complexities of PMSC gendered culture (Soumita and Eichler, 2011). Informed by an 

explicit critical men’s studies perspective, other contributions have foregrounded masculinity, 

and particularly militarised forms of masculinity as crucial to understanding the identity-work 
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and social practices of contractors (Chisholm, 2008; Via, 2010; Higate, 2011). The question 

of how far the industry can be said to rely on a ‘benchmark masculinity’ that combines 

‘ethical warrior heroes’ and ‘true professionals’ in PMSC representation of their contracting 

workforce has also been critically considered (Joachim and Schneiker, 2012). In one of the 

first contributions of its kind focusing on identity and professionalism (albeit rather less 

attuned to critical men’s studies), is Franke’s survey of 223 U.S law enforcement officers 

working as contractors. In this study, masculinity was operationalized as one of a series of 

‘identity measures’ that revealed: ‘average levels of masculinity’, ‘high levels of patriotism’, 

and strong agreement with the importance of adhering to ‘professional standards’ (Franke, 

2009: 26-27).11 Intersections of race and masculinity have been examined in the case of 

contractors from the developing world (Barker, 2009), ‘Ghurka’ contractors (Chisholm, 

2011), Fijian contractors (Teaiwa, 2005; MacLellan, 2006; Bolatagici, 2011), and Latin 

American contractors (Higate, 2012). Finally, the concept of “fratriarchy” has been applied to 

the so-called ‘Kabul Hazing’ in 2009 involving contractors of the U.S Embassy guard-force 

in Kabul, as one way in which to generate insights into the heteronormative and racialised 

character of bonding between men working for the private security company ArmorGroup

(Higate, 2011a). While varied in their focus on the role that gender plays in PMSC, it is clear 

that critical scholars have only begun to scratch the surface of this field of study. As such, 

opportunities for future research remain including for example, how to make sense of the 

links between militarised masculinities and accountability, what it means for local 

populations – both women and men – to be regularly exposed to a ‘high profile’ 

hypermasculine, contractor presence, where weapons are on display and aggressive driving is 

employed, how different roles within the industry shape militarised and masculinized gender 

identities, and finally of importance to this chapter, what might be said about the ways 

‘consumers of security’ negotiate, resist and challenge the narratives of risk and danger with 
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which they are confronted by ‘security experts’. Yet, challenges lay ahead for researchers

seeking to overcome the methodological hurdles to developing ethnographically sensitive 

‘thick-description’ of an industry largely impenetrable to outsiders on the grounds of 

‘commercial sensitivities’.12 It is with this in mind that following sections of the chapter

focus on the interplay of gender, identity, power and class as they are negotiated in one 

particular company. Judith Hick Stiehm’s influential essay ‘The Protected, The Protector, 

The Defender’ (Stiehm, 1982) provides an analytical point of departure to this negotiated 

gender order and is now summarised. 

Stiehm’s contribution: ‘The Protected, The Protector, The Defender’

The overall aim of Stiehm’s essay was to highlight the gendered character of the protected 

and the protector in relation to state militaries. As she notes, ‘only men are allowed to be 

protectors’ (Stiehm, 1982: 367), and as such, permitted to use violent force on behalf of those 

they protect. Though armed forces in the global north have undergone far-reaching change in 

terms of female composition through increasing opportunities to serve as – amongst other 

roles - helicopter attack pilots ‘on the front line’ for example, the main tenets of Stiehm’s 

argument stand (Basham, 2012). As noted above, they may even be seen to have a renewed 

currency in the masculinised world of the security contractor where the CP role is 

overwhelmingly dominated by men. Chiming with Enloe’s (2002: 23-24) identification of 

core militaristic values, Stiehm notes that protectors come to see violence as both ‘necessary’, 

‘effective’ and ‘appropriately exercised by men only’ (Stiehm, 1982: 367). Here, women are 

placed in a subordinate role to protectors (military and militarised) men, through their 

dependency upon them. Men and women are here positioned in a power-relationship leading, 
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in some instances, to the abuse of the protected. ‘Women are meant to be protected’ by their 

protectors argues Stiehm, ‘but frequently they are not’ (Stiehm, 1982: 367). The respective 

status of the protector and the protector are then co-constitutive and mutually interdependent. 

He depends on her for his status as protector, and she on him for protection. Crucially 

however, this relationship is asymmetrical since only one of the parties has access to the 

means (embodied skill-capital), and instruments (weapons) of force (Stiehm, 1982: 374). 

Framed in explicitly normative terms, Stiehm argues that it is important to move beyond the 

categories of protector and protected and its associated gender binary. Rather, a different 

status should be aspired to by all, whether male or female – that of the ‘defender’. The 

defender status is argued to mitigate women’s dependency, low self esteem and subordination 

(Stiehm, 1982: 374). More broadly, a nation of defenders has the potential to neutralize

division in the international system since, as demonstrated in the global war on terror and its 

associated erosion of civil rights and demonization of particular religious communities: ‘the 

protectors of one nation will no longer share an interest with the protectors of other nations in 

making protected populations feel threatened’ (Stiehm, 1982: 375; see also Young, 2003).

Stiehm’s insightful and provocative essay has an enduring heuristic relevance and is helpful

in illuminating the gendered character of security in the international system.13 It can be 

further developed through moving from the state to the micro-interactional order where – as 

noted below – we note an explicit narrative of protection as central to the occupational role of 

the contractors in question. 

Background: method, case and masculinity

The fieldwork for this research was carried out with a private security company during the 
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summer months of 2010 in a hostile region. It involved 16 open ended, semi-structured face-

to-face interviews lasting between one, and one and a half hours. It also used observation of 

two shifts of contractors (20 in total) working in the CP role whose job was to provide 

security to clients visiting the area. All participants were former members of the British army, 

of which two were female and one of these had served in a Commonwealth force. Ages 

ranged from mid twenties to late forties. Many were married and had family in the UK. The 

majority had worked ‘on the contract’ for a number of months and on the private security 

‘circuit’ (Shepherd, 2008) for a few years. During down-time in the crew room between jobs, 

participants chatted about life, home and work, and spent time on the internet while some of 

the younger members actively sought more lucrative contracts in riskier regions and roles. 

During discussion of ‘getting out’ (of the current contract), the younger men invariably 

referred to the relatively high wages to be generated elsewhere, alongside the greater risks 

that accompanied alternative convoy protection work.

Participants were billeted in a villa a few miles away from their place of work, and 

typically worked 12 hour shifts involving ‘9 weeks on’, prior to 2 weeks leave. Their main 

role was to provide security to visitors which extended to around-the-clock deployment if 

required. Here, vehicle-bound CP staff would typically drive visitors to and from the airport, 

run them to the various ministries in town for meetings, ensure they returned to the secure 

compound from business/social functions, and also accompany them on private journeys to 

local markets and other leisure facilities. 

All data was recorded in a fieldwork diary written-up after each period of observation 

and interview(s), and occasionally noted in abbreviated form during time spent in the crew-

room conversing with, and observing CP interaction. There was no opportunity to interview 

or meet with the clients/the protected, and the following is based solely on observations and 

interviews generated from the CP staff/protector perspective. One of the primary aims of the 
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research was to examine the identity work of these individuals through the lens of gender, 

specifically the ways in which they framed security and insecurity.14 As the research 

progressed, it was clear that participant’s main concerns turned on their interactions with 

clients conveyed through masculine talk. Here, masculinity took the form of a shared 

understanding between men, and a product of joint work for the sample (Gough and Edwards, 

1998: 414) that sustained morale during extended periods of inactivity in the crew-room. In 

terms of content, this masculine talk involved ‘a complex of socially guided ... interactional, 

and micropolitical activities that cast particular pursuits as expressions of masculine and 

feminine “natures”.’ Presented in its crudest sense, the ‘gendered nature’ spoken of by CP 

officers invoked their rationality in opposition to the irrationality of the female clients in the 

face of risk. Taken together, both form and content of masculine talk registered during 

observation and interview ‘conceived of gender as an emergent feature of [the] social 

situation ... as an outcome of, and a rationale for, various social arrangements (West and 

Zimmerman, 1987: 126). In the current case the social arrangements clearly dominating the 

data concerned the ways in which participants had necessarily to negotiate with clients, an 

experience that many of them found onerous, somewhat unexpected and a topic of central 

importance to the gender order as we discuss further below.

Mapping the gendered terrain: protector and protected

Preliminary findings from the fieldwork appeared to validate Stiehm’s protector/protected 

framework. First, it was almost exclusively men doing the protection,15 and interestingly, 

though CP officers were frequently entrusted with the security of male clients, their 

invariable focus in interview and idle crew-room banter was on the females they ‘kept safe’. 
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Second, the protector carried side-arms and was authorized to use deadly force, rules of 

engagement permitting. Though both parties were required to wear body armour, the 

protected were unarmed and therefore wholly dependent on the protector for security. 

Usually sitting in the rear, the protected had no control over the vehicle itself, the speed at 

which it might be driven, or how far and in what kinds of ways it might be maneuvered. This 

latter point is particularly important since aggressive driving by United Nations staff, national 

militaries and PMSC personnel in similar conflict/post-conflict contexts has been shown to 

exacerbate tensions amongst members of the host population, as well as draw attention to the 

‘target status’ of the armoured vehicle and its international occupants.16 Third, it was the CP 

officer that defined and categorized the threat faced by the protected through daily 

intelligence updates detailing ‘specific’ and ‘non-specific’ threats leading to the creation of 

‘threat assessments’, which were then imparted to clients. This knowledge informed the

protector’s framing of danger against the backdrop of another broader, static narrative of 

threat concerning the region’s overall ‘hostile’ character. Despite the ambiguity of the threat 

with regard to (1) when it might come (2) from who it was likely to originate (ie amorphous 

reference to ‘terrorists’, ‘insurgents’ or simply ‘bad guys’), and (3) the particular form it 

would take (‘ambush’, ‘Improvised Explosive Device/IED’ or ‘kidnap’ leading to the 

wearing of a ‘boiler-suit’17), protectors distilled this wide range of possibilities into a tangible 

set of objective dangers. In rendering the unknown knowable (to some degree at least), a 

process that varied between individual CP officers, protectors derived their status from the 

knowledge-power nexus grounded in their ability to construct a compelling narrative of risk, 

danger and appropriate, professional response to any potential incident. As Stiehm (1982: 

368) notes, ‘the degree of danger posed by a particular threat is usually defined by the 

protector’, though also with salience to the current work, she goes on to state that ‘in real life 

… the threat remains a brooding, ambiguous … presence’ (Stiehm, 1982: 369). The 
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narratives of risk and response appeared to sustain CP officer’s superior position in a 

hierarchy of knowledge and expertise influencing protector/protector interaction. Further, and

in a more demonstrable sense, the (somewhat unintended) cultivation of fear and anxiety

amongst clients was fostered as a disciplinary strategy intended to engender acquiescence and 

deference to the security expert. In no way were CP officers malicious in their intent to 

convey the risky nature of the environment, but rather it can be seen as a functional outcome 

of professional practice central to the protector/protected relationship. Narratives of threat

derived from good intention and occupational prerogative thus determined freedom of 

movement and crucially, cemented the masculinised protector role rooted in control and 

authority. Or so it seemed. 

The clients resist: from ‘protected’ to ‘wayward’

As the research evolved, it became clear that CP officers were preoccupied with their client’s 

denial of the hazardous ‘hostile context’ within which they found themselves. As we now see, 

it is at this point that Stiehm’s static protector/protected framework can be usefully developed 

in ways that illuminate complexity, fluidity, and contingency in the everyday setting of the

particular interactional gender order under scrutiny.

For example, during a relatively quiet period in the crew-room, a group of protectors 

relayed a story about the so-called ‘cat food run’ that had, by the time of telling, assumed a 

mythical status. It was also discussed extensively by the second shift of CP officers with 

some consternation and is now summarised. The compound housing the visiting clients 

provided an ad-hoc home to a large number of malnourished stray cats that survived on 

garbage and the odd scrap of food donated by ‘caring’ staff. The ‘cat food run’ referred to the
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request by one of the (female) compound visitors to be driven to a local store in order to 

purchase a case of cat food so that the ‘poor animals would not starve’. This required 

journeying through a ‘threat laden environment’ to a supermarket that was considered by 

many to be a target since it was frequented mainly by international staff (high profile, easily 

identifiable ‘targets’). CP officers are at liberty to refuse certain requests if they consider 

them to be too risky, though in reality would always defer to the ‘operations room’ within 

which worked senior personnel authorizing all such movements. In all likelihood however,

operations room staff would not know the exact products to be bought at the supermarket nor 

would they really care, since they do not have time to engage in such level of detail. Perhaps 

more importantly they are commercial operators providing a service to paying customers 

(albeit clients who do not pay directly pay for this security provision, but are beneficiaries on 

account of their status). Dutifully, the CP officer tasked with the ‘cat food run’ did as he was 

directed, despite clear concerns that tackling the roads of the city and parking in close 

proximity to the supermarket (one of which was bombed some months after), represented a 

wholesale disregard for the security of himself and his client. Subsequently, he and others 

deemed this a ‘stupid and pointless job’. This story jostled with others, told with equal 

concern and zeal about driving clients to a leisure and health facility to have pedicures, 

manicures and massages. CP officers talked of being ‘glorified taxi drivers’ or ‘baby sitters’, 

who, despite developing a finely crafted occupational expertise in weapons use, driving 

skills, situational awareness, risk aversion and in some cases, having ‘seen the whites of the 

eyes of the enemy’ during previous military service, were now mere adjuncts to the well-

being of ‘scrawny animals’ and ‘vain clients’ beauty treatments. Protectors also complained 

at length about ‘not being respected’, of ‘being talked down to’, and as ‘taken for granted’.

One of the legitimating narratives used to support the visceral sense of frustration at being 

treated not as a professional replete with command of the situation, but rather as a 
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subordinate whose role was to serve the interests of others, lay in the risk to the protector 

himself. For example, when waiting for clients, CP officers had frequently to linger in areas 

vulnerable to attack by suicide bombers, IEDs and other armed opportunists. Hypothetically 

at least, hostile individuals were able to quickly identify the armoured vehicle and its western 

driver, and whilst attacks were few, anxieties were undoubtedly heightened. Though Standard 

Operating Procedures (SOPs) necessitated threat assessment where CP officers or colleagues 

would ‘security recce’ a villa or government ministry in advance of it being used for a 

meeting, they frequently found themselves parked in streets outside security compounds late 

into the night, particularly when clients were attending social functions.18 To worsen matters, 

clients occasionally emerged intoxicated or ‘pissed up’ as one participant put it, thereby 

exacerbating the risk for themselves and the CP officer if there were to be an incident.19

There are numerous ways in which to read this data. However, one possibility led by

the strength of feeling with which it was expressed alongside its ubiquity in the data, 

concerned the contested definitions of risk played-out between the two parties. Whereas CP 

officers had little or no desire to interact with ‘the locals’, numerous of the more 

‘troublesome female clients’ expressed a desire to ‘connect with local people’, or ‘get a feel 

for the city’, and ‘do the tourist thing’, rather than adhere to a pre-planned, closely calculated 

vehicle move subject to threat assessment. Despite the formal security protocols warning 

against non-vital movements and keeping the vehicle secure, a participant reported one 

client’s insistence on lowering the vehicle window so that she could ‘smell the air’;20 as 

Stiehm (1982: 372) notes with some insight, ‘dependents can be draining’ on their protectors.

This perceived disregard for security and its client’s rationale were anathema to CP officers

more generally who had little choice but to negotiate with clients. It was here that they spoke 

of a weakened masculine occupational identity since their superior position in the 

interactional, gender order was challenged. Failure to negotiate with clients could threaten 
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their employability within the company as it brought into sharp relief their subordinate status 

as little more than ‘service provider’. What are we to make of CP officers/protectors’

narratives turning on frustration with their client’s blasé approach to security? How far and in 

what ways do these stories speak to the salience of this particular gender order in the 

everyday, largely mundane gripes of this cohort of former military men working in the 

privatized context?

Discussion

The gender order: cats, beauty and disrespect

Guided by the aims of the current project to examine the everyday gendered context of one 

particular element of this security company, and led by participant concerns, the tale of the 

‘cat food run’ is revealing. But, why cats? In terms of gender, mention of cats is more than 

incidental to the data, but rather can be read as deeply symbolic since, unlike dogs, cats tend 

not to be associated with being ‘man’s best friend’. Though cats can be explicitly gendered as 

male (the archetypal ‘randy tom-cat’), it is more typical to think of them as soft, cuddly 

creatures, and as such at the polar extreme of the masculinised ‘killer-dogs’ that have become 

de-rigueur amongst gangs in the UK. Cats can also be coded as feminine in respect of their 

‘flighty’ and ‘mercurial’ nature that, at one and the same time, also infers an unpredictable 

sense of ‘neediness’ or ‘dependence’.21  Caring for these creatures to the extent that one is 

willing to risk life and limb in a hostile environment may be counter-intuitive to a (male) 

(security) occupational rationality that regards such compassion as an irrelevant diversion to 

the risky realities of the environment. Here, CP officers alluded to client’s ‘hearts ruling the 
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mind’, with concern for pets being coded as feminine weakness. Beauty treatments are more 

obviously feminized, and the resonance of these anecdotes turns on the sense of decadence 

they invite in what many (not least security experts), would consider a war-zone.22 Much like 

men unable to fulfill the ‘breadwinner role’, these protectors articulated a sense of gendered 

redundancy where their militarised masculinity was regarded not as an asset in this context, 

but rather they thought, was considered onerously paternalistic by clients. At stake here was 

the protector’s authority, their ability to control, to direct and to lead. This challenge to 

authority spoke of disregard for many years’ soldiering, facing danger and achieving a hard 

won militarised and masculinised status. Finely honed repertoires of risk-mastery suffused 

with an intuitive ‘sixth sense’ of when things are likely to go awry, generally failed to 

impress the female clients in question. 

Dealing with hoity toity types: a challenge for ‘the lads’

Many of the female clients discussed by the CP officers were young, privileged and well 

educated; as such they were imbued with relatively high class and occupational status. In 

contrast, CP officers working ‘the shift’ had fewer formal qualifications, were from lower 

socio-economic backgrounds, and traded on their physical rather than cultural capital in the 

‘market for force’ (Avant, 2001). Many of these men self-identified as ‘squaddies’, a term 

invoking practical skills developed ‘hands-on’ in the testing crucible of military training and 

combat experience (Hockey, 1986). As such they embodied a blue collar habitus with the 

barely perceptible subtleties of accent and deportment indicating their status, alongside the 

need for deference to their clients as a key part of their role as (security) service provider.

In this way, the gender order was derived from intersections of class and gender, where so-
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called ‘uppity women’23 felt empowered to subvert the protector/protected hierarchy through 

usurping their assumed positionality. In the protector’s view some, though by no means all 

clients’ reluctance to follow security protocol, to be attentive during pre-journey briefings, to 

wear body-armour when requested and more generally, to defer to their ‘bodyguard’, was 

derived from class relations with young privileged females also referred to as ‘hoity toity 

types’. To paraphrase Stiehm (1982: 368), and a position to which the ‘troublesome’ clients 

subscribed, ‘why should women consent to rules made by men … that confine them to the 

category of the protected?’24

The final section moves from the focus on everyday masculine talk, identity work and 

class in the particular company under scrutiny. Having examined the formation of those 

social arrangements underpinning a gender order characterized by negotiation, what might be 

said about the current contribution’s potential to broaden and deepen the current focus on the 

macro-level in the PMSC literature?

Selling risk: Accounting for the consumers of security

Many scholars working on the PMC debate have argued that: 

‘privatization has altered the weight of different voices out of the public realm … into 

a restricted realm where [amongst other actors] PMCs can decide how [security] 

issues can be defined and handled’ (Leander, 2006: 25).

Thus, set against the backdrop of the increasing commodification of security, and in their 

attempt to stimulate demand and grow market-share, companies are constantly devising 
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innovative ways in which to ‘sell specific understandings of security and risk [to the extent 

that] … they become engaged in the construction and governance of insecurity and danger’ 

(Berndtsson, 2011: 1; emphasis added). Clients seek, and in many cases are bound by the 

insurance industry to garner ‘solutions’ to (in)definable security problems in the form of what 

Leander (2006) has called the ‘politics of protection’. In order to succeed in the highly 

competitive market place for security services then, companies have necessarily to convey a 

sense of authority in their ability to counter risk and danger. This they do through the use of 

‘“security utterances” [which] help to make reality intelligible “in a particular way … a 

security way’” (Berndtsson, 2011: 5; citing Jef Huysmans; emphasis in original). Yet, if these 

security utterances in the form of ‘imagery and vocabulary’ propagated through PMSC 

websites and individual ‘security-experts’ (Berndtsson, 2011: 7) are to succeed, it is essential 

that they are seen to emanate from an authoritative source. Here, an important marker of 

authority is military background where client’s concerns lay not with anxieties around using 

private services per se, but rather that they are hiring former soldiers who are often deemed 

as ‘men of the right kind’ to conduct the business of security.25 And, security experts’ 

knowledge is militarised in so far as it deals with questions of ‘military calculation [which] is 

portrayed as the epitome of rationality’ (Stiehm, 1982: 375). These concerns turn on the 

salience of militarized masculinities26 that are - in the main - received positively by 

consumers of private security. Here, consumers respond favourably to a particular

‘set of beliefs, practices and attributes that can enable individuals – men and women –

to claim authority on the basis of affirmative relationships with the military or 

military ideas’ (Belkin, 2012: 4; emphasis added).

It will be recalled that Stiehm’s essay and the PMSC literature sparked a line of enquiry that 
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moved from institutional and state concerns to the everyday, gendered interactional level. In 

so doing, it became clear that those elements of the PMSC literature highlighting the ways 

security experts construct insecurity, and the contributions of scholars arguing for the 

authority of militarized masculinities in the civilian sphere, could be further developed. 

Though some anecdotal evidence has pointed to understanding the ways in which clients 

consume private security, to date, there has yet to be a sustained focus on this process at the 

micro level within the PMSC literature. Similarly, the authority of militarized masculinity in 

the civilian environment while clear in many respects is nevertheless, far from 

straightforward since its audiences may actively negotiate the ideological messages central to 

these narratives. In this way, examinations of the everyday attempts by CP officers to 

establish a gender order derived from the authority of militarized masculinity and associated

security expertise can be a precarious affair, and in itself a metaphor for masculinity that has 

necessarily to be worked at, reproduced and (re)presented in order that it be sustained 

(Connell, 1995). Thus, to extrapolate from the current study, evolution of security narratives 

are rarely without hindrance, as they encounter the frictions, resistance and intransigence of 

those who derive a different kind of authority from their class position, or simply subscribe to 

a contrasting notion of security, as noted in-microcosm above. As numerous Wikileaks cables 

have shown, the stuff of international politics may well include the ‘big decisions’, and the 

‘grand plans’ of foreign policy, or the showcase meetings between world leaders in the glare 

of the media. And yet, these high profile are founded upon the everyday interactional gender 

order where we note complexity and negotiation. Though the character of international 

politics is made possible by a gendered architecture that runs from the everyday to the 

geopolitical in a seamless manner, by no means is the protector/protected hierarchy a fait de 

accompli as we have shown here. 
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Conclusion

In seeking to contribute towards the PMSC literature that lacks much in the way of fine-

grained, ethnographic research, the chapter considered findings from fieldwork involving CP 

officers and their clients. Stiehm’s influential essay provided the prime point of departure to 

analyzing the everyday context of the gender order in question, where the protected/protected 

binary was further developed through intersections of gender, class and competing definitions 

of risk. Framed in regard to the broader gender and war nexus, this chapter also revealed the 

importance of the everyday to understanding the interactional processes by which a small 

sample of security experts with military backgrounds attempted to establish a gender order 

based on the protector/protected hierarchy. It was further noted that in this particular ‘client 

led’ context, as service providers, CP officers had necessarily to defer to the logic of the 

market place (the threat of unemployment), rather than to that of risk and safety through and 

by which their professional identities derived legitimacy. It is hoped that this small scale 

study will be followed by others that contribute towards revealing the complexities of 

gendered interaction, and in turn resistance that can play a role in future challenges to the 

security ‘realities’ with which we are routinely presented and to which questioning can be 

seen as a political act.
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1 Debate continues about how best to categorise the industry and its particular companies that carry out a wide 

range of tasks. Rather than use Private Military and Security Company, I opt for Private Militarised Security 

Company in order to draw attention to its cultural, gendered and ideological dimensions.

2 Henceforth, contractors. 

3 An important yet frequently overlooked aspect of the industry is that as a proportion, only very few private 

security contractors are armed. 

4 Though of course, the Abu Ghraib abuses involved both private security contractors of the company Titan, and 

U.S military personnel. 

5 Many of the larger, better-established companies would dispute this by reference to their extensive codes of 

conduct and Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs). However, there is great variation here that tends not to be 

replicated on the same scale in regular, national militaries who are subject to a uniform code of military justice,

or derivatives thereof. 

6 And by a range of commentators including the author in earlier work.

7 This observation is the starting point for much of the recent literature in the field.

8 Most recently, and against the backdrop of the so-called ‘Arab Spring’, Erik Prince, the founder of Blackwater, 

is believed to be establishing a ‘private military army’ in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) the purpose of which 

(it is argued), is to suppress insurrection in the country. Listen to: www.thekojonnamdishow.org/audio-

player?nid=19380 accessed 1st June 2011 and see: 

www.nytimes.com/2011/05/15/world/middleeast/15prince.html, accessed 1st June 2011. 

9 CP officers are usually tasked to provide security to dignitaries and others of lesser status. They are referred to 

colloquially as ‘bodyguards’ and are very often former Royal Military Police (RMP), or come from other 

elements of the armed forces. Their skill-sets vary but are likely to include, proficiency in weaponry (especially 

small-arms), evasive driving techniques, threat assessment, surveillance, counter-surveillance and 

reconnaissance. 

10 See: www.ihrb.org/commentary/guest/international_code_of_conduct_for_private_ security_providers.html, 

accessed 3rd June 2011.

11 While a useful starting point for questions of identity, as Franke acknowledges, the study is limited by its 

survey approach that is unable to discern between what respondents say (or write on questionnaires), and what 

they do. 

12 Numerous scholars have experienced difficulty in researching the field from a qualitative perspective. (See for 
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example, Berndtsson, 2010).

13 A much discussed exemplar concerns one of the early justifications for intervention in Afghanistan – to 

protect the oppressed women therein. 

14 Alongside participant reflection that tended to demean their female clients as noted later in the chapter, were

also moments of reflection and introspection where militarised and masculinised identity work was more 

nuanced, measured and empathetic. Social relations are a highly complex matter, and gender-talk is frequently a 

prerequisite of group membership that may be in tension with sentiments expressed outside of masculinised, 

norm bound interactions. 

15 It was not possible to formally interview the two female contractors, though observations suggested that they 

interacted with their males peers as ‘one of the boys’. There is no reason to think that their view of security 

would differ significantly from the rest of the male sample though of course it would have been interesting to 

establish the nature of their gendered interactions with female clients.

16 Aggressive driving by some contractors, legion in Iraq from 2003 on, has affected not only members of the 

host population, but also fellow contractors. The latter continue to complain vociferously about such approaches 

that exacerbate insecurity for all involved. It should be noted that members of the sample usually blamed the 

‘Americans’ for ‘driving like twats’. (Observation derived from author’s fieldwork). 

17 The boiler suit reference comes from the ‘insurgent’ kidnap videos from Iraq and shown on the internet, 

where victims are clothed in such garments that, in turn, mimic the clothing worn by detainees at Guantanemo 

Bay. 

18 Compounds could not always provide parking for vehicles, since they may be full or too small. 

19 Security contractors have often commented on the irresponsibility of their clients in this respect (see 

memoires by Bob Shepherd and John Geddes, for example).

20 These observations resonate with the broad framing of security perception characterised by NGOs at one end 

of the spectrum, through to militaries at the other.  

21 An illustrative sense of the links between cats and femininity is recorded here from a ‘Yahoo Answer’ blog. 

In response to the question: Why are cats considered feminine animals?, one blogger writes ‘I'd assume it's 

because cats are typically much more delicate; they're sleek and graceful, keep themselves clean, are picky and 

tend to be a little arrogant. This more-or-less makes them seem like some women. They're also more 

independent, so men that are used to being in control would be turned-off from them.’ 

http://answers.yahoo.com/question/index?qid=20110216093141AAriCZh accessed 15th September 2011. 
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22 The question of decadence is also pertinent to the ‘cat food run’ narrative. Here, the wider context of grinding 

poverty, high levels of infant mortality and widespread malnutrition, likely render ‘cat food’ as not simply a 

luxury item, but rather an alien concept altogether to members of the host population. This point is underscored 

through the author’s observation of the regular grazing of goats by local shepherds in open-air garbage sites 

containing all manner of waste, including rotting food and decomposing nappies (diapers). 

23 CP officers’ narratives of casting their (relatively young) female clients as ‘uppity’ may also have served a 

cognitive-dissonant role given that these women were sexually ‘unobtainable’ to CP officers as a consequence 

of class and status difference. These tensions may have been amplified within the context of the wider religious 

and hostile context where few women were encountered in private or work lives. This point was further 

supported by the frequent discussions of the ‘best bars and hotels for picking up birds’ located in the main flight 

hub - a neighbouring country that served as a stop-off for team members going on leave.

24 Though of course it goes without saying that CP officer’s primary aim was not control, but rather protection,

and as such throws up questions of meaning in the gender order. On a personal level, few if any CP officers 

derived much satisfaction from the their work, rather they presented their (security) interactions in an altruistic 

sense, for the benefit of the client.

25 Berndtsson has discussed the authority of former military personnel in the protection of Swedish diplomats. 

(Berndtsson, 2011). 

26 The (militarized) masculinities at play in the industry are also a matter of some complexity with their 

legitimacy derived from a carefully crafted blend of both masculine and feminine attributes. To illustrate: a

gendered reading of company websites through the gender lens generated the following typologies: (1) highly 

trained professionals using sophisticated technology and strategy, (2) an understanding of security in terms of 

risks paired with the promise of an all-encompassing security that covers the future, (3) and a caring protector’ 

(Schneiker and Joachim, 2012).
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