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Introduction

Before the US-led Coalition invaded Iraq to topple Saddam Hussein 
in March 2003, CIA and Special Forces teams had already entered the 
country. Their mission was to mobilize internal opposition to weaken 
Hussein’s regime from within and to prepare the ground for the arrival of 
US military forces. In February 2002, joint CIA and Special Force teams 
(labeled Northern Iraq Liaison Elements) met with Kurdish Peshmerga 
and organized for their fighters to wage an insurgency against the gov-
ernment. The CIA trained, paid, and coordinated Peshmerga insurgents 
to conduct raids, ambushes, and “sabotage” missions.1 Kurdish militias 
also helped identify targets for US aerial strikes. During the US-led 
military invasion (March–May 2003), these Kurdish forces operated 
alongside US troops to take over key areas in the north of the country 
and to push Saddam’s army to the south. In the months leading to the 
invasion, the CIA also spent millions of dollars developing a guerrilla 
paramilitary unit called the “Scorpions,” with the aim of attacking infra-
structure such as bridges and government facilities and to cultivate 
support amongst the population for a rebellion against the Iraqi state.2 
In addition, US officials approved funding for organizing Iraqi exiles 
into militias to help in the invasion.3 The Department of Defense (DoD) 
trained a semi-official military force of Iraqis in Hungary, for example, 
to enhance US military-civil relations in Iraq during the invasion.4 Many 
non-state armed groups aided the US military before and during the 
invasion of Iraq.

After the invasion and the removal of the Baathist party from power, 
the US struggled to contain a growing multi-dimensional insurgency that 
featured anti-occupational opposition, remnants of the Baathist party, 
and Islamist Jihadists. As part of the ensuing counterinsurgent project to 
stabilize a new political and economic order in Iraq, US military forces 
were reinforced by a variety of non-state armed actors. Private military 
companies (PMCs) and private security contractors flooded onto 
the scene. Most operated in support roles, such as base maintenance, 
allowing the US military to concentrate on its front-line tasks. Many 
others formed central parts of the coercive mechanisms of US statecraft, 
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conducting interrogations, operating technical military equipment, and 
serving as security to protect vital infrastructure, among many other 
roles. Private military contractors were also hired to train personnel 
for the new Iraqi military and police services as well as select counter-
insurgent militia forces. Meanwhile, US military planners supported 
militia and commando paramilitary forces. Many observers and US 
personnel alike compared these forces to US support for death squads in 
Latin America during the Cold War and paramilitary programs imple-
mented in Vietnam, such as the Phoenix program.5 Even the success of 
the US troop “surge,” which saw tens of thousands of US soldiers enter 
the country to overpower the insurgency, partially hinged on turning 
former insurgents and gaining the support of Sunni tribal groups in a 
militia program known as the “Sons of Iraq.”6

As more power was transferred to the newly established Iraqi 
government, similar patterns of military public-private partnerships 
continued, with US advisors and the Iraqi state employing PMCs, paying 
mercenaries and warlord factions, and cajoling a myriad of militia forces.7 
Towards the end of the US-led Operation Iraqi Freedom, the US adopted 
a “train, advise, and assist” mission to support the Iraqi government and 
its military and police forces without the involvement of significant 
numbers of US soldiers on the ground. In this advisory role, US officials 
acquiesced to and forged alliances with militias and paramilitary forces 
as a counterinsurgent vanguard.8 US assistance to the Iraqi Armed 
Forces was also leveraged through PMCs and security contractors paid 
for by both the US and the Iraqi state. Then, when the Islamic State (ISIS) 
invaded some of the northern territories of Iraq, expanding their ter-
ritorial acquisitions across the Syrian-Iraq border, the US and its Iraqi 
state military allies supported a collection of militias to defeat ISIS and 
reassert control over ISIS-held regions. The US, for its part, assisted and 
trained factions of the Popular Mobilization Forces, an umbrella Shi’ite 
militia group, Kurdish militia forces, and a diverse range of other militias 
in Syria to militarily defeat ISIS, driving it from the region.9 Alongside 
US military aerial strikes and the US-backed Iraqi Armed Forces, US 
strategies towards the region have depended on applications of force 
that allowed the US to distance itself from its interventionist policies. By 
December 2017, a coordinated campaign involving US and Iraqi military 
forces, PMCs, and US-backed Iraqi militias had retaken key cities such 
as Mosul, bringing them back under Iraqi government control.
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The US-led invasion, the Coalition occupation of Iraq, and US 
strategies after handing control over to an Iraqi government were 
reinforced at every stage by a collection of militias, local armed groups, 
mercenary-like forces, and hired PMCs. This constituted part of an 
outsourced means of pursuing US foreign policy objectives. Broadly 
speaking, US objectives in Iraq not only included the removal of an 
autocratic leader and the preemptive annihilation of an alleged inter-
national security threat to the US and its Western allies, but also aimed 
at the reorientation of the Iraqi political economy so as to make it more 
germane to a US-led global order. This entailed a transnationaliza-
tion of the Iraqi economy, in line with neoliberal economic models.10 
This process, and the entire US-led project to bring Iraq to heel and 
re-engineer its political economy, depended on configurations of 
para-institutional military forces that extended beyond US or Iraqi state 
structures and official military departments. The military and security 
dimensions of the US-engineered transformation of the Iraqi political 
economy and the stabilization of a new government included complexes 
of non-state coercive forces. This was tantamount to an outsourcing of 
imperialism (or at least parts of it). Effectively, this meant that public/
private and global/local forces aided in the “governance” of Iraq.

The intervention into Iraq is not the only example of such trends in US 
foreign policy. US advisors have emphasized working “with or through” 
such “surrogate” forces around the world towards similar objectives. 
US counterinsurgents in Afghanistan co-opted warlord factions and 
mobilized civilians to fight alongside official Afghan military and police 
forces to pacify a Taliban-Haqqani and anti-occupational insurgency 
towards the stabilization of a specific order conducive to US and transna-
tional capital interests. PMCs and security contractors have significantly 
multiplied these efforts. By mid-2017, PMCs in Afghanistan outnum-
bered US troops three to one, as President Trump mulled over proposals 
to hire more.11 Such forces overlapped and were often coordinated 
together, forming complexes of para-institutional power in US statecraft. 
US planners hired PMCs to train militia forces, and in other cases 
PMCs further subcontracted their work to local mercenary and warlord 
factions.12 In short, global/local and public/private patterns and relation-
ships have been central to US-led efforts to stabilize a post-Taliban order. 
Similar arrangements were set in motion across the Middle East and 
around the world, in conflict hotspots such as Libya, Syria, and Yemen 
as well as in Colombia and the Philippines, among others. Policymakers 
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in Washington and their foreign allied state partners have presided over 
extensive public/private partnerships for the policing of peripheral areas 
around the world.

The US delegated central tasks to militias, mercenaries, PMCs, and 
a variety of similar non-state armed actors throughout the “War on 
Terror” and has continued to do so up until the present day. Washington 
has ensured that networks of para-institutional forces bear the brunt 
of its counterinsurgency and unconventional wars. US policymakers 
and military planners have helped to mobilize local collaborators and 
worked with “private” armies to contribute towards the internal defense 
of allied states, and, in many other cases, to weaken and ultimately 
overthrow unwanted regimes. This forms a pattern in which US military 
strategists have argued, in their words, for a “light footprint” approach 
to US engagements abroad, sending CIA and Special Forces to work 
“with or through” a collection of “irregular forces” as “force multipliers” 
to “extend US military reach” around the world.13 As US military bases, 
ships, aircraft, and personnel are stretched across the planet with defense 
expenditures exceeding 40 percent of the world’s total and providing 
military training to most of the world’s countries, alliances with militias, 
mercenaries, contractors, and other forces have buttressed US-supported 
counterinsurgency and unconventional warfare.

Outsourcing, Privatization, and Alliances with  
Para-Institutional Military Forces in US Foreign Policy

These developments have prompted substantial interest in the outsourc-
ing of US foreign policy to PMCs, the delegation of tasks to militias and 
paramilitaries, and proxy warfare.14 Underpinning the majority of these 
existing studies, though, is a propensity to exclusively focus on specific 
types of parallel military forces, such as PMCs, and to emphasize each 
type of actor’s relative newness as a product of a post-Cold War security 
environment. Experts on US privatization to PMCs, for example, tend 
to agree that shifts in the international environment and US (and other 
core states’) military downsizing at the end of the Cold War led to the 
emergence of a privatized military industry, and that this represented 
a “profound shift” or “revolution” in US military power projection.15 
Similarly, many commentators have placed an examination of the US 
use of “surrogates” and “irregular” forces in the context of Kaldor’s “new 
wars,” in which civil wars have ostensibly experienced an increase in 
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prevalence of non-state actors in the post-Cold War era, and related these 
developments to “fourth-generation warfare” or “hybrid wars,” which 
similarly postulate significant changes in the ways the US (and other 
actors) conduct military affairs.16 In short, there has been a tendency to 
depict US outsourcing, privatization to PMCs, and alliances with local 
militia groups as a relatively new phenomenon after the Cold War and 
as developing in processes detached from US foreign policy itself. The 
general line of reasoning has been that the US, in delegating roles to 
such forces, is simply adapting to the existing global “market for force” 
or updating its strategies to “modern ways of war.” There has been little 
consideration of militias, mercenaries, PMCs, and other actors together, 
and how and why they collectively form part of broader processes at play 
in US foreign policy.

This book examines how and why militias, mercenaries, and contrac-
tors have collectively been prominent in US foreign policy throughout the 
post-WWII era. The main argument is that we can better understand the 
workings and dynamics of US outsourcing, privatization, and alliances 
with a diverse range of non-state armed actors through an appreciation 
of how these practices developed in the context of US imperialism. This 
book examines the development of outsourcing in US foreign policy 
and how and why “irregular” para-institutional armed actors have been 
increasingly central to US efforts to create and maintain a US-led liberal-
ized global order throughout the post-WWII era. It traces the evolution 
and growth of a nexus, or the composite relationships between the US 
military and a collection of para-institutional forces in the conduct of 
coercive modes of statecraft, namely counterinsurgency and uncon-
ventional warfare. US imperialism has been exercised, in US and 
US-supported counterinsurgency and unconventional warfare, through 
the development of para-institutional complexes—direct and indirect 
connections with a variety of parallel armed actors, such as localized 
militias, mercenaries, insurgents, paramilitaries, and global or interna-
tional PMCs and others.

This focus necessarily concentrates on the military dimensions of 
US imperialism. Building on existing accounts of US foreign policy 
and its relationship to processes of globalization, this book posits that 
throughout the post-WWII era the US has occupied a key managerial 
role in the international arena by working to re-orient states towards the 
fluid functioning of global capitalism.17 The US has led the way in trans-
forming state arrangements, political orders, and corresponding sets of 



6 . outsourced empire

political and economic policies in countries primarily in the South so 
that they are conducive to the requirements of an expanding intercon-
nected and global capitalist system. While the US has employed various 
means and methods towards this, in locations where substantial threats 
to the prevailing order exist, counterinsurgency and unconventional 
warfare have typically constituted the primary modes of politico-military 
coercive statecraft towards advancing and protecting transnational elite 
interests and those of multi-national corporations (MNCs).18 Counterin-
surgency and unconventional warfare have been deployed either through 
direct US intervention or more indirectly via military assistance to allied 
ruling strata in foreign countries to “stabilize” favorable political and 
economic arrangements and policies abroad, principally for access to 
strategic raw materials, new markets, and stable trading and investment 
climates. Para-institutional actors of various types have, in turn, been 
central to these processes of “stabilization” in US statecraft and to US 
global military presence. This has produced different modalities of 
imperial coercive power as the US and allied state formations work “with 
and through” various para-institutional agents.

This book also traces the evolution and the development of US use 
of coercive para-institutional forces in these forms of statecraft. This 
historical component focuses on the increasing reliance of various 
military-paramilitary relationships in the prosecution of US statecraft 
since the ascendancy of US power in the post-WWII international 
system. Against the backdrop of broader continuities in US imperial-
ism, this book maps out the trends and events throughout the post-war 
period that have influenced the development of patterns of delegation 
of force and specific shapes it has taken. It demonstrates that contem-
porary sets of military-paramilitary relationships as well as practices of 
military outsourcing in US foreign policy have their origins within US 
strategies during the Cold War. The Vietnam War and the subsequent 
American domestic political costs associated with intervention encap-
sulated in the “Vietnam syndrome” helped perpetuate para-institutional 
force relations and have since become consolidated in US foreign policy 
in the “War on Terror.” This historical examination takes into account 
and incorporates the advancement of capitalism and its neoliberal forms 
that surfaced towards the end of the 1980s and early 1990s as well as how 
transnational interests and MNCs’ actions have contributed to increases 
in the propensity to form alliances with various para-institutional forces. 
This helps to highlight how contemporary practices of outsourcing, pri-
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vatization, and alliances with various para-institutional armed forces 
have a longer history in US foreign policy than is commonly portrayed. 
Such practices have their roots in Cold War interventions, and the main 
precursors to contemporary PMCs in US foreign policy formed from 
the need for covert logistical and aerial combat capacities during such 
interventions. Practices of outsourcing and alliances with various para-
military actors in US foreign policy have developed within the context 
of US imperialism.

The inclusion of para-institutional forces and the ways in which 
global and local non-state coercive agents fit into broader patterns and 
practices of US statecraft also helps to shift our understanding of US 
imperialism. Many scholars and observers concentrate on the US state, 
principally its military forces, as the primary tool of an American impe-
rialism. For many observers, the sheer scale of US military power and its 
global presence defines an American informal “empire.” Analysts con-
centrate on issues such as US militarism,19 how US military bases abroad 
afford the US the ability to strike anywhere, anytime,20 and emphasize 
US supremacy at sea, on land, and even in space (and the related 
concept of “full spectrum dominance”).21 Others examine US armed 
forces’ military superiority and ability to conduct counterinsurgency,22 
or highlight US military training to allied countries and how foreign 
states fulfill the tasks of US foreign policy endeavors.23 By incorporat-
ing an understanding of how coercive para-institutional complexes have 
been central to US counterinsurgency and unconventional warfare and 
how these modes of statecraft operate towards informal imperialism, 
this analysis demonstrates how US power is often channeled through 
or in conjunction with non-state or surrogate forces and collaborators. 
This represents a step towards a better understanding of how “irregular” 
forces have been instrumental to US strategies designed to influence 
political and economic conditions abroad. The US’s ability to influence 
the politics and economics of peripheral states, principally in the global 
South, is actualized through composite relations and collaborations 
“beyond” the formal institutions of both the US and allied states. Instead, 
it has relied to an increasing extent on outsourcing, “private” armies, and 
collaborations with local agents. The US could not enforce a semblance 
of a US-led liberalized global order or an informal “empire” on its own, 
or solely via its official armed forces, and thus has developed patterns 
of relationships with various para-institutional military forces towards 
the “stabilization” of beneficial political and economic arrangements in 
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countries in the South. Rather than the US military and other agencies, 
such as the CIA, the burdens of imperial policing have increasingly fallen 
to a pliable or flexible coercive workforce of indigenous collaborators, 
militias, and “private” armies. In bringing together an understanding of 
US imperialism, its relationship to global capitalism, and an examination 
of para-institutional complexes in US statecraft, this book highlights 
processes in which imperialism is exercised and configured through 
various means. 

Of course, many imperial, and in particular, colonial, powers have 
delegated coercive tasks to non-state armed assets and local collab-
orators. Outsourcing in this manner is not unique to the US. Many 
observers have recorded and examined European colonial conquest 
and the networks of collaborators that made it possible.24 For example, 
the UK has a long historical record, especially during the height of the 
British Empire, of delegating its imperial violence and policing roles not 
only to native troops but also to mercenaries, pirates (privateering), and 
other forces.25 This also included local armies, regiments, and conscripts 
often organized into semi-official and official colonial military institu-
tions, such as the Ghurkas.26 Very rarely, if ever, in modern history have 
colonial powers dominated the periphery through the armed forces of 
state structures alone, without the aid of “private” armies. Harnessing 
local collaboration and leveraging “private” armies has been a fairly 
standard way imperial states have conquered, controlled, and policed 
far-away peripheral colonies.

Similarly, many countries currently delegate military functions to 
para-institutional forces such as militias, mercenaries, and PMCs. The 
UK and France, for example, have frequently employed mercenaries and 
PMCs and depended significantly on local non-state armed forces.27 
British covert wars in Yemen in 1962–67 operated with or through 
mercenary and paramilitary forces towards stabilization goals in a 
fashion similar to the processes in US imperialism under investigation 
in this book.28 And, of course, the Soviets and Cubans backed numerous 
subversive forces in the Third World during the Cold War. Other states 
have used proxy forms of engagement for more limited foreign policy 
goals. For example, Libyan leader Muammar Gaddafi supported a 
variety of insurgent organizations internationally and propped up his 
regime internally via supporting local militias, informants, and power 
brokers. Western media outlets frequently remind us that Iran is also 
deeply involved in what is deemed to be proxy intervention in Afghani-
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stan, Iraq, and Syria, asserting its foreign policy objectives through local 
paramilitary forces.

Practices of privatization, outsourcing, and alliances with various 
local paramilitary forces are certainly not unique to the US and instead 
represent fairly common ways for states to project power internationally. 
In this sense, Hughes is correct in asserting that more critically minded 
scholars who

… indict the USA and other Western countries for employing what 
they regard as a form of indirect aggression which breaches interna-
tional norms of international behavior … are under an intellectual 
obligation to acknowledge that there are few states within the interna-
tional system which can claim innocence of such activity.29

So, what makes the US of particular interest?
How US coercive imperial statecraft has been extended by 

para-institutional mechanisms is worthy of our attention for a number 
of reasons. First and foremost, the US is the world’s greatest superpower, 
and the sheer scale of a military-paramilitary nexus including PMC 
operations and connections to various non-state actors via its myriad 
military relations worldwide is unsurpassed by any other country. 
Para-institutional forces significantly bolster and support the global reach 
and influence of the US military. Secondly, while other countries may 
have used para-extensional means to complete limited objectives abroad, 
para-institutional agents have been central to US imperialism and by 
extension to both the processes and architecture that binds the contem-
porary US-led liberalized global order. Para-institutional complexes of 
intervention have been central to policing of the periphery and myriad 
sets of relationships between state and para-institutional forces are 
embedded within deeply political settings and bound up in processes of 
global capital expansion and accumulation. Finally, this has wider signif-
icance for the stabilization of specific state formations throughout much 
of the global South. US statecraft and counterinsurgency and uncon-
ventional warfare interventions and the para-institutional relations that 
have accompanied them have had considerable influence over devel-
opmental pathways of countries in the global South. Collections of 
non-state armed actors have aided in the creation and maintenance of 
a US-led liberalized global order and in the advancement of particular 
corresponding political and economic policies abroad. What makes an 
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analysis of outsourcing in US imperialism so important, then, is not 
the mere fact that the US uses PMCs and various paramilitary forces 
to multiply or project US military power, but the scope of it and the 
centrality of these forces in US imperialism and “stabilization” of certain 
political and economic arrangements in countries throughout the global 
South. Para-institutional forces in US foreign policy are unique in the 
specific ways they contribute to processes of the formation of the con-
temporary liberalized global order. It is a central aspect of US imperial 
relations and has helped to underpin US-led globalization.

Conceptualizing Para-Institutional Forces

The term “para-institutional forces” refers to parallel armed actors 
that operate outside conventional or official chains of command, such 
as militias, death squads, paramilitary groups, civilian defense forces, 
insurgents, mercenaries, contractors, PMCs, and other irregular groups. 
This term draws from the rich literature on Latin American civil wars 
in which para-institutional actors were seen as “loosely—and usually 
covertly—affiliated with organs of the state, that may depend on 
them for support and that may even have been created or licensed by 
the state itself to collaborate in the elimination or intimidation of its 
enemies. Some para-institutional groups may have legal status as private, 
state-chartered organizations that are nevertheless led, organized, and 
manned by agents of the state itself. Others operate without any such 
charter, even though they typically operate on behalf of some or all of the 
state’s coercive agencies and under their informal (if partial) sanction.”30

This definition is broad enough to encompass both direct and indirect 
connections between the US and US-supported para-institutional 
actors. This might include mobilization, financial support, training, 
collaboration, turning a blind eye to coercive activities, or some combi-
nation of these different levels of collusion. Yet it is sufficiently focused 
to capture a variety of non-state military actors and the ways in which 
they can support, facilitate, or serve as surrogates or proxy agents. While 
para-institutional actors may be officially sanctioned groups such as 
PMCs, they can also include loose alliances and acquiescent arrange-
ments with (possibly illegal) non-state armed militias or other similar 
forces.

The US military itself often refers to “irregular” forces. One US military 
document delineated that “irregular forces, are individuals or groups of 


