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Summary 
 
Security governance and state crime are two fields that seldom overlap. However, in 
contemporary academic literature our understanding of the administration of force 
under the state’s monopoly informs our opinions on legitimacy and  illegitimate actions, 
both of the state and of non-state actors. This thesis hypothesises that the state 
monopoly of force does not adequately explain the intricacies of security governance.  
 
Through an examination of the administration of a covert conflict in Laos, 1962-1975, 
an alternative view of security governance is presented expanding the Weberian 
concept of the state monopoly to encompass non-state forces, given the dominant role 
these entities play in contemporary conflicts. Much scholarly attention is held on the 
proliferation of force after the end of the Cold War in 1991 but there is little historical 
analysis of this public-private nexus. In addition to the  proliferation of private forces, 
security governance literature is primarily concerned with the erosion of the state’s 
monopoly of force. Throughout this study, the researcher puts forward an alternative 
explanation, alluding instead to a plurality of power whereby the state is the coordinator 
of force and the state security apparatus is complemented by non-state actors. This 
thesis addresses the interlinking literatures of state crime and security governance,  
developing a theoretical framework of criminogenic security governance.  
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1. Introduction and background 

 
1.1 Introduction 
 
Within this introductory chapter, a brief description of the subject of the research is 
explored, alongside an analysis of irregular actors in relation to the security governance 
and state crime literatures, highlighting the original contribution to knowledge that this 
PhD provides. An exploration of the theoretical framework is outlined within this 
chapter prior to the literature review, in order to create a logical argument as to the 
theoretical output of the study (Sammon et al, 2010). Following an illustration of the 
subject background and the theoretical underpinnings of the topic, the research 
questions are outlined followed by an overview of the methodological approach of this 
PhD study.  
 
Firstly, this chapter defines the subject of the research, that is, an examination of the 
outsourcing of state security to irregular actors. More specifically, this PhD is an 
exploratory study into the state administration of a covert conflict using non-state 
actors, acting as a pedagogical vehicle for; the understanding of security governance 
from an historical viewpoint and the implications of state administered covert violence, 
developing a state crime narrative.  
 
The theoretical underpinning of this research is Weber’s (1919: 4) concept of power 
whereby in order to secure legitimacy a state ‘claims the monopoly of the use of 
physical force within a given territory’. This thesis theorises outside the boundaries of 
Weber’s concept of power to examine the potential of a plurality of power, reframing 
the state as the administrator of force, thus challenging assumptions in the existent 
security governance literature. 
 
This PhD assumed a case study approach in order to gain the most applicable 
information in an exploratory manner. The outsourcing of security in covert conflict to 
irregular forces is explored through an analysis of US (United States) involvement in 
the covert conflict in Laos from 1962 to 1975. The researcher acknowledges that the 
conflict in Laos is referred to in the literature as a war, the Laotian civil war, a shadow 
war, an illegal war or secret war (Kurlantzick, 2018; Conboy and Morrison, 1995; Dahl, 
2005; Parker, 1997; Hamilton-Merritt, 1993). However, in an effort not to influence 
participants responses in interviews and to avoid subjectivity, the terminology covert 
conflict is used throughout. This research explores the factors influencing the strategic 
decisions behind the use of the public – private nexus and the consequences of how 
force is administered by the state via non-state entities in covert conflict. 
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1.2 What is the subject of the research? 
 
The subject of this thesis is the outsourcing of state security, more specifically, an 
examination of the conduits and mechanisms through which, this delegation of power 
in relation to use of force takes place in situations of covert conflict. In addition, this 
PhD includes an analysis of the consequences of the state-administration of violence in 
covert conflict uncovering state crime as a direct result of this public-private nexus.  
 
The factors informing the public-private nexus and the consequences of the state’s 
employment of irregular actors in covert conflict have not been subjected to scrutiny 
from an historical viewpoint in security governance and state crime literatures. The 
importance of this research can be drawn from assumptions associated within the 
security governance literature wherein lies theoretical concepts regarding the 
privatisation of security in a post-Cold War context.  
 
The term security governance is concerned with the investigation of multiple security 
providers ‘above and beyond the state…potentially enhancing the governing and 
provision of security’ (Bourne, 2013: 83). Crucially, the departure from the state 
dominated provision of force is often attributed in part to globalisation and neoliberal 
policies, whereby through commoditisation, security becomes ‘uneven and 
fragmented’ (Bourne, 2013: 82). It is argued within the literature that the outsourcing 
of security was ‘accelerated rapidly after the collapse of the Soviet Union’ suggesting 
that a change in the administration of security found its origins in a post-Cold War 
context (Godfrey et al, 2014: 110). 
 
Following this observation, two core assumptions in security governance literature are 
addressed by this study; 

1. Firstly, it is the assumption that security sector reform following the end of the 
Cold War in 1991 led to an integration of private forces into the state’s security 
apparatus, thus the routine usage of the public-private nexus began (Bryden and 
Caparini, 2006).  

2. Secondly, that the state no longer commands authority over the monopoly of 
force in conflict following a shift from the public provision of security services 
to non-state actors (Hall and Biersteker, 2003; Bryden, 2006; Bourne, 2013). 

 
Taking each assumption in turn – this thesis hypothesises that non-state actors have 
been an integral component to the state’s security apparatus prior to the assumed 
proliferation of non-state actors after the end of the Cold War in 1991 and during the 
conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan (George and Kimber, 2016). While the existing 
literature does allude to private non-state actors prior to 1991, the narrative remains 
state-centric leading to an underrepresentation of the impact of non-state actors in the 
public-private nexus. To explain this further, non-state actors are frequently depicted 
in low-level, administrative or support capacities in conflict, whereas this thesis 
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analyses the role of these actors in a frontline capacity, acting on state directive – an 
area which has not been exposed to robust analysis.  
 
Addressing the second assumption, security governance literature routinely associates 
the proliferation of PMSCs and their subsequent inclusion in security provision, 
traditionally performed by the state, as an abdication of the monopoly of force 
(Isenberg, 2009). This is viewed by some academics as the erosion of or an end to the 
state’s monopoly of force (Fagan and Munck, 2009; Petersohn and Dunigan, 2015; 
Eckert, 2016). Van Creveld (2009: 192) asserts that ‘the state’s attempt to monopolize 
violence in its own hands is faltering’, a view which is commonplace in security 
governance literature (Mandel, 2002; Hall and Biersteker, 2003; Bryden, 2006; 
Krahmann, 2009; Westermeyer, 2013).  
 
Within the boundaries of Weber’s concept of power, the privatisation of security 
provision is seen to be detrimental to a state’s sovereignty in terms of perceived erosion 
of the monopoly of the legitimate use of violence. This research examines the 
plausibility of a plurality of power between the state and non-state actors, utilising an 
historical case study as a basis for theory development surrounding the recruitment, 
management and governance in this public-private nexus. The existence of a plurality 
of force is alluded to briefly in the security governance literature, Black (2004: 173) 
explains that ‘private security companies have been in existence for a long time – at 
least as long as, or longer than, the modern concept of government’s role in the 
provision of security…having laid the foundations in many parts of the world for police 
forces and intelligence agencies’ which highlights the importance of developing the 
concept further.  
 
In addition to security governance, a second concept under examination is state crime. 
It would be remiss of this research to analyse the means through which security is 
provided without taking account of the consequences of the state administration of 
violence through the covert employment of non-state forces. Encompassed within the 
discussion on state crime is the inability of states to react. This is highlighted by Jakobi 
(2016: 72) in that ‘in recent decades, states committed to a growing number of 
international regulations and enforcement efforts, yet they still face limitations in 
effectively governing crime’. While this has not been explored in the context of covert 
conflict, it provides the basis of an explanation as to why and more specifically, how 
states such as the US outsource security to non-state actors. A gap in the literature is 
highlighted in this statement by Krause (2009: 184) in that, 
 

a monopoly over the legal use of violence is, Max Weber reminds us (in Politics 
as a Vocation), a sine qua non of the modern state, yet this observation alone 
tells us little about how violence and state power are inextricably intertwined – 
with the state simultaneously both constraining and enabling the large scale use 
of violence and force. 
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This concept is explored in depth throughout this thesis in order to theorise as to how 
states contract violence, when their own state security apparatus is bound by 
regulations.  
 
This thesis also explores how the plurality of power impacts on non-state actors in the 
aftermath of conflict. While there is existing literature surrounding human rights and 
accountability in relation to the employment of PMSCs in conflict, an historical 
narrative is lacking, thus failing to establish the impact these state sanctioned entities 
have had on civilians and employees alike (Dearden and Mathieu, 2006).  
 
1.3 What is the importance of this research? 
 
The importance of this research is twofold, firstly, it broadens the lexicon of state crime 
and security governance literature by addressing the administration of force in covert 
conflict. Secondly, this research provides an integrated framework for understanding 
how and why states outsource to irregular actors. This thesis is an examination of the 
public-private nexus employed by the US during the covert conflict in Laos, depicting 
a comprehensive view of the process by which states routinely outsource traditionally 
state controlled processes to non-state actors. What is important to understand is that 
the employment of non-state actors is not a new phenomenon. This PhD challenges 
existing perspectives relying on this depiction to exacerbate a narrative of causality 
between the employment of non-state actors and a state’s diminishing claim to the 
monopoly of force, leading to a perceived loss of legitimacy (Hibou, 2004). In order to 
highlight the routine nature of the outsourcing of state security duties to non-state actors 
prior to the assumed proliferation post 1991 a number of examples are explored, both 
historic and contemporary, to portray the employment of non-state actors in conflict.  
 
The focus of this research is centred on the public-private nexus employed by the US, 
there are a number of influencing factors for this decision. Research into the 
privatisation of security published by Stanley (2015: 1) alludes to the importance of an 
analysis of a US security market whereby ‘the private security industry is not only 
employed extensively…but it is embedded’ within the ‘mature democracy’. When 
examining the literature surrounding the employment of non-state actors, saturation of 
academic analysis lay in ‘the causes of the rising use of private security…criminal 
activity and fraud…increased regulations and controls’ notably in the aftermath of the 
Cold War. Literature scrutinising US employment of non-state actors prior to this does 
not feature prominently in security governance or state crime literatures, leaving a key 
area to be addressed. Post-Cold War justifications are often forefront in academic 
literature, as a means of explaining an exponential increase in the use of private actors. 
To this end, Bryden (2006: 4) explains ‘the failure of the state in many parts of the 
world to provide security for its citizens underpins the intensification of international 
interventions since the end of the Cold War’. This analysis is important, the focus is 
held on conflict in the aftermath of the Cold War and the subsequent downsizing of the 
state security apparatus, following a period of ‘hypermilitarization’ (Lock, 1998: 1393). 
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It is the subsequent demilitarisation in the post-Cold War period that is the focus of 
much private security literature, which Ortiz (2010: 53) explains ‘contributed to the 
maturation of a market for private military services that had already been identifiable 
during the Cold War’. What is apparent from an analysis of the existing literature is 
that the employment of non-state actors prior to the influx of former state security 
employees at the end of the Cold War has not been subjected to comprehensive analysis 
(Ballard, 2009).   
 
An analysis of the period of US foreign policy considered ‘hyper-militarization’ is vital 
to our understanding of the public-private nexus today, given that despite threats from 
the Soviet Union there existed ‘American reluctance to accept international norms or 
collective security agreements without explicit reservations…the US government 
insisted on its discretion to act unilaterally’ (Loveman, 2010: 266). With very little 
mention in academic literature it was pertinent to conduct a study to uncover the US 
employment of non-state actors prior to the assumed manifestations of privatisation in 
the immediate aftermath of the Cold War, instead alluding to a gradual increase in the 
use of non-state actors ‘when and where necessary’ in order to protect national security 
(Loveman, 2010: 266).  
 
The Cold War narrative is explained by Ezrow (2017: 42) through the lens of neo-
realism, where it was observed that,  
 

equal levels of power were acquired by the Soviet bloc and the US and its 
allies…ignored from this perspective was the power of violent non-state actors. 
In spite of this, new non-state actors have been supplanting states in 
international affairs for some time now- even prior to the end of the Cold War. 
 

Despite the presence of this assertion in the literature, there is little analysis of historical 
employment of non-state actors – an omission this thesis addresses by investigating an 
historical case study, fulfilling a gap in the knowledge. 
 
The subject of outsourcing state security to non-state actors is a contemporary issue. 
However, often the subject of scrutiny is the conduct of these private actors and how 
this affects the state’s monopoly on force (Westermeyer, 2013). What is under 
examination in this thesis is the historical state administration of violence through the 
employment of non-state actors. The importance of this subject is succinctly explained 
by Avant (2005: 3) in that ‘private security may affect how and whether people can 
control violence’. Therefore in order to understand the public-private nexus; to establish 
whether we are witnessing an erosion of the state’s monopoly on the use of force; to 
hypothesise whether a plurality of power exists and to establish whether actions carried 
out by non-state actors under state directive result in instances of state crime, an 
historical narrative is undoubtedly required. 
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In order to develop contemporary relevance, it is important to establish where this 
research resides by examining the historical genesis of outsourcing state security in 
conjunction with a contemporary analysis. This is presented in the literature  review, 
providing a comprehensive insight into applications of hypotheses highlighting 
potential implications for future covert conflicts. The importance of contemporary 
relevance for this research is integral to the motivations behind this study surrounding 
the state decision to outsource their security obligations and is explained by Glymour 
(2014: 469) ‘for policy relevance, we must evaluate the effects of plausible policy 
decisions…identifying the range of plausible policies requires a fair amount of 
familiarity with the institutional details of how a resource…is regulated’. It is 
imperative to investigate, from an historical perspective, the public-private nexus 
surrounding security provision. The subject of interest is the relationship between the 
state and non-state actors in conflict situations, alluding to a plurality of force whereby 
the state is the coordinator. 
 
1.4 Theoretical underpinning 
 
In order to examine the outsourcing of security in covert conflict to non-state actors this 
thesis examines a multitude of theories and approaches in security governance and state 
crime literatures. This research adheres to an interpretivist epistemology, focusing on 
qualitative research methods (Case et al, 2017). This informed decision is based on the 
scope available through a theoretical-conceptual analysis, using existing theories and 
concepts to explore a phenomenon underrepresented in security governance and state 
crime literatures. 
 
This research both challenges and extends the existing security governance and state 
crime literatures. Firstly, this thesis explores the viewpoint that a plurality of power, 
namely the public-private provision of security, was in existence and used extensively 
in conflicts prior to the end of the Cold War. Secondly by examining security 
governance in covert warfare - an issue which has not yet been not yet subjected to 
rigorous investigation. However, it must be noted that there exists a foundation for 
research into security governance in ‘fragile situations’ (Hoffman et al, 2016; Scheye 
and McLean, 2006). The public-private nexus, that is an amalgamated approach to 
security provision, can appear the most viable solution in a given context. For example, 
Hoffman et al (2016: 1) explain that the Western model of state security provision is 
not transferable to ‘fragile situations’ instead it is denoted as inflaming tensions by 
adhering to elitism, whereby investment is placed in state actors who are seen as 
illegitimate by large sections of the population thus, the solution is ‘the inclusion of 
local non-state actors in peace-building strategies’. This example also serves to 
demarcate the limits of security governance literature to the post-Cold War context. It 
is an objective of this thesis to develop an historical narrative to the public-private nexus 
to highlight that there has not been an erosion of the monopoly on violence, as the 
literature suggests. Instead, this thesis theorises that there exists a plurality of power, 
negating the stereotypical state administration of security forces. While Hoffman et al 



 

 

18 

(2016) assume that the inclusion of private forces in ‘fragile situations’ is a post-Cold 
War phenomenon, this exploratory research employs an historical case study,  proving 
the integration of non-state forces was routine practice prior to the end of the Cold War. 
 
The theoretical underpinning of this research lies with the Weberian concept of the state 
monopoly of force (Weber, 1919). What is specifically under scrutiny is the perception 
that with a public-private division of force comes an abdication of the monopoly 
typically held by the state, thus calling into question the legitimacy of a state. 
Considering Weber’s (1919) definition in the context of security governance, 
Krahmann (2009: 3) theorises that post-Cold War security governance ‘marks a 
fundamental shift in the norm of the state monopoly on violence in Western 
democracies’. However, Lottholz and Lemay-Hébert (2016: 1496) contextualise 
Weber’s definition of the state to its historical state of affairs ‘Weber portrays Germany 
as a nation-state which is faced by other nation-states in an ‘economic struggle for life’ 
in which ‘there is no peace to be had’ (Weber 1994: 14 cited in Lottholz and Lemay-
Hébert, 2016: 1496). With this critique, comparisons can be drawn between the 
geopolitical climate and subsequent foreign policy stance associated with pre-Cold War 
politics and thus security governance, the focus of this study. Subsequent arguments 
put forward by Lottholz and Lemay-Hébert (2016: 1496) highlight the importance of 
the context surrounding Weber’s depiction of the monopoly of violence ‘reflective of 
the historical crossroads at which the German nation found itself in 1919’. However, 
conflicting interpretations of Weber’s theory, have led to alternative understandings of 
legitimate security provision.  
 
Tilly’s (1985: 5) neo-Weberian approach asserts that ‘the uncertain, elastic line between 
“legitimate” and “illegitimate” violence appeared in the upper reaches of power’ 
crucially ‘many parties shared the right to use violence…the love-hate affair between 
aspiring statemakers and pirates or bandits illustrates the division’. There are varying 
interpretations of Weber’s theory of power, state legitimacy and the monopoly of force. 
Funk (2003: 1057) explains that Weber’s theory accounts for the use of physical 
violence ‘attributed to any and all other association or individuals only to the extent 
that the state for its part permits this to happen’ this is contrary to the perceived erosion 
of the state’s monopoly of force. The state in this case is considered the ‘source of the 
right to use violence’ alluding to a plurality of power in the administration of security 
provision (Funk, 2003: 1057).  
 
However, what is remiss in this narrative is the consideration of the assumed monopoly 
on violence in a covert conflict situation. Specifically, the geopolitical considerations 
behind the covert use of violence and the conduits by which the state recruit, manage 
and hold to account non-state forces as the ‘source of the right to use violence’ (Funk, 
2003: 1057). It is through this analysis of the self-conscious illegitimate use of state 
organised violence, that this thesis contributes to security governance and state crime 
literature.  
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Tilly’s (1985: 5) analysis alludes to the state’s illegitimate use of violence proposing 
the idea that ‘a king’s best source of armed supporters was sometimes the world of 
outlaws’. Comparisons can be drawn with Tilly’s (1985) ‘outlaws’ and the non-state 
actors discussed in this thesis. Lottholz and Lemay-Hébert (2016: 1472) succinctly 
outline this analysis put forward by Tilly (1975) in that ‘the state in its original form 
can be understood as a criminal enterprise of war-making elites who use their power 
and status to penetrate society and, through the use of force, extract wealth out of 
society’. It is accepted within the literature that states routinely employ ‘irregulars’, 
however, their recruitment, financial relationship, accountability and role in conflict 
remain largely covert (Moran, 2015). State crime can refer to criminal acts perpetrated 
directly by state actors or by proxy. Jamieson and McEvoy (2005: 512) focusing on the 
aforementioned assumed erosion of the state monopoly, establishing the existence of 
outsourcing state security ‘at least to ancient times’ depicting ‘the employment of 
mercenaries [irregulars] to obfuscate state culpability in armed conflicts’. There exists 
a scarcity of literature regarding state’s use of irregular forces in conflict. Therefore an 
investigation into these private illicit groups alongside the field of state crime would 
lead to a concise understanding of the implications of outsourcing state security.  
 
As previously mentioned, it is the assumption with security governance literature that 
the state administration of a public-private security provision is consigned 
predominantly to a post-Cold War timeframe. An Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) report highlights this deduction, calling for a 
‘multi-layered approach’ to security provision which in turn ‘ought to be balanced by 
the establishment of mechanisms to link them to state systems’ (Scheye and McLean, 
2006: 32; Albrecht and Stepputat, 2015). This research challenges the assumption that 
the state’s monopoly of force  has been limited to the public provision of security – 
using an historical narrative, which highlights the Weberian concept as an overly rigid 
approach. Alternatively, the monopoly on violence can be understood through a lens, 
which frames the state as the administrator governing public-private models of security 
provision. 
 
The use of non-state actors can be analysed through the power elite theory, Ritzer 
(2014: 480) argues that PMSCs and private citizens ‘can legitimately use violence, 
provided the state sees this use as legitimate’. However, this legitimacy is ambiguous 
due to the lack of accountability and detrimental impact to the actors involved 
(Derdzinski, 2016). Questions remain surrounding the relationship between the state 
and non-state actors in conflict, whether the state acts as a coordinator of force or if the 
non-state actor works with autonomy towards a shared objective, power is undoubtedly 
a factor. In an analysis of Mills’ (1956) power elite theory, Okonofua (2013: 2) asserts 
that ‘the state apparatus comes to embody not only the interest of the ruling classes in 
general but also their collectively expressed will’. With this interpretation, applied to 
the case study of the state the Laotian conflict the power dynamic appears to be in 
possession of the state. This thesis ascertains that the power dynamic has been 
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influenced by non-state actors thus supporting the hypothesis of a plurality of power 
between state and non-state actors in conflict.  
 
The employment of non-state actors in covert conflict is underrepresented in the current 
literature. In order to investigate fully the employment of non-state actors in the covert 
conflict in Laos, four key research questioned were devised and are presented in the 
next section. 
 
1.5 Research Questions 
 
The research questions of this study are: 
 

- What are the strategic and geopolitical factors involved in fighting a covert 
conflict using non-state actors? 

- How do states contract and line manage non-state actors in a covert conflict? 
- Is there empirical evidence to support a hypothesis of a plurality of power 

prior to the assumed proliferation and integration of non-state actors into the 
state security apparatus from 1990 onwards? 

- What are the consequences for non-state actors commandeered by the state 
to fight in a covert conflict? 
 

 
To answer these research questions, this study  
 

1. Analyses the strategic and geopolitical determinations, which informed the 
decision to undertake covert action as opposed to the traditional state 
provision of force, examining theories of power. 

2. Documents the state sanctioned use of non-state actors during the secret war 
in Laos, with particular focus held on that, which is underrepresented in the 
literature such as methods of recruitment and motivations behind 
employment. 

3. Examines the mechanisms and conduits the state uses to manage the 
relationship with non-state actors in an historical case study, to challenge 
the assumption of the erosion of the state monopoly on violence.  

4. Analyses the impact these models of public-private force provision have had 
on accountability and human rights as a consequence of the state 
administration of violence. 

 
1.6 Methodology  
 
An historical analysis of the covert conflict in Laos has yet to be subjected to 
criminological analysis in terms of the public-private provision of force and the 
management of such relationships. As a result, this study is an exploratory project, 
which holds focus on a number of thematic areas including, the mechanisms and 
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conduits involved in outsourcing state security, the use of non-state actors prior to the 
end of the Cold War, the accountability of non-state actors and the consequences of 
employing non-state actors. 
 
Due to the investigative nature of this research and the covert nature of the public – 
private amalgam the methodologies employed must be flexible. Therefore to answer 
the core research questions, an exploratory case study is employed. Exploratory case 
studies are an appropriate methodology for producing empirical material on complex 
processes, in order to assist in theory development. George and Bennett (2005) 
highlight the applicability of this methodology in achieving theory development in that, 
a thorough examination of an historical conflict can assist in the development or testing 
of explanations or hypotheses. As this area has never before been subjected to 
criminological analysis, a case study approach also serves to further knowledge by 
examining the use of non-state actors in an international conflict, highlighting instances 
of crime as a consequence of state directive. Given that this study tests a number of 
hypotheses relating to the historical use of force, and public-private models of force 
provision during conflict, the exploratory case study approach was the most rigorous 
fit. 
 
The value of employing an historical exploratory case study is explicitly denoted by 
Van Creveld (2009: 192) ‘to understand the future, study the past’. This study examines 
the use of public-private models of force provision adopted during the covert conflict 
in Laos. Specifically of interest is the employment of the PMSC; Air America and an 
irregular force; the Hmong people – a group indigenous to Laos. In particular, this study 
considers the strategic considerations and intricate systems of public-private models 
states used to outsource security to private operators, looking at the perceived 
advantages of PMSCs and irregular forces. US involvement in Laos from 1962 – 1975 
has not been subjected to scrutiny over the extensive use of non-state forces, despite its 
impact in supporting the US effort in neighbouring Vietnam (Reinalda, 2013). The 
importance of the covert conflict in Laos cannot be overlooked and resigned to history, 
rigorous analysis is necessary to provide an understanding of this phenomenon in Laos, 
said to be ‘so successful – for Presidents, and for the CIA, that is – that it would become 
a template for a new type of large, secret war for decades to come’ (Kurlantzick, 2018: 
16). The importance of this research is significant in that it provides a framework for 
understanding the conduits and mechanisms involved in covert conflict using irregular 
forces and the subsequent consequences of state administered violence. 
 
The Laotian conflict is one of the most deadly in US history and a review of existing 
literature highlights there is strong evidence of the use of public-private models of 
security, this case appeared a prime candidate for study (Fagotto, 2015; Kurlantzick, 
2017). Due to the nature of this case, predating the perceived influx of public-private 
cooperation in security provision and the time elapsed from the end of the conflict, this 
case study provides vital insight into the use of non-state actors to carry out duties 
mainly classed under the domain of the state, thus fulfilling the aims of the research. 
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In order to populate the case study with empirical materials a triangulated approach was 
employed, drawing on semi-structured interviews, focus groups and archival research, 
utilising thematic analysis to achieve the aims of the study.  
 
The participants for this research are spread across public and private industries in the 
US. Participants integral to the completion of this study were; Air America (AAM), the 
resettled Hmong community and security and academic experts (with specific 
knowledge relating to the concept of covert security provision in an international setting 
and/or the covert conflict in Laos). The interviewees included those with direct or 
indirect experience of the conflict, recruited through purposive and snowball sampling. 
The interviews provided critical insights into the roles of non-state forces in conflict, 
allowing for an in depth analysis of the public – private nexus, thus fulfilling the ‘data 
needs’ of this research project (Morgan, 1997: 3).  
 
Semi-structured interviews complement documentary research. Data available included 
oral and written histories of the conflict, official government records of contracts 
awarded to PMSCs and documents outlining the administration of force in Laos. 
 
The next section provides an outline of the thesis following this introductory chapter. 
As explained, the aim of this PhD is to outline the prevalence of outsourcing to non-
state actors while highlighting the mechanisms through which the state can manipulate 
governance to create a hybrid public-private provision of force, culminating in the 
creation of an integrated framework of criminogenic security governance. 
 
1.7 Layout of thesis 
 
This section provides a brief overview of the layout of the thesis succeeding this 
introductory chapter exploring the background, the importance of the research and 
theoretical discussions surrounding the state employment of non-state actors in conflict 
alongside the aims and objectives of the PhD. Chapter two details a review of the 
existing security governance and state crime literatures pertaining to non-state actors 
and the outsourcing of security. The literature review highlights the necessity of this 
study to address a gap in knowledge through an analysis of the current literature. 
 
Chapter three further elaborates on the theoretical framework related to the 
phenomenon of privatisation of security in conflict, predominantly focusing on 
Weber’s concept of the monopoly of force, placed within a wider narrative of theories 
of security governance and state crime leading to the development of an integrated 
framework of criminogenic security governance (Krahmann, 2013; Kramer  et  al, 
2002).  
 
Chapter four details the methodological framework employed highlighting the 
applicability of the chosen methods in order to complete the research project, 
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encompassing the collation, analysis and interpretation of the data. Chapter four also 
outlines the ethical implications of the research, due to the nature of the subject and the 
involvement of human participants, this chapter provides an in depth examination of 
the ethical implications.  
 
Chapter five is the first of three findings chapters,  the  findings derived from the  
archival and interview data were divided into themes and presented chronologically to 
accurately portray the genesis of covert conflict using irregular forces. Chapters five 
and six provide a comprehensive data analysis, identifying themes based on the 
research questions and frameworks employed, through the lens  of  security governance. 
Chapter seven details the findings of the research in relation to state  crime. Chapter   
eight brings together the findings delineated in the previous chapters, for a discussion 
and analysis pertaining to the research questions. Chapter nine provides a conclusion 
to the PhD and serves as an overview of the research as a whole, placing the project 
within a wider context and highlighting the original contribution to security governance 
and state crime literatures.  
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2. Literature Review 
 
2.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter addresses the extant literature, providing the theoretical underpinning for 
the research into the outsourcing of security to non-state actors in covert conflict. 
Conducting a comprehensive review of both security governance and state crime 
literatures, this chapter provides the foundation to the PhD study, highlighting a gap in 
which this research contributes.  
 
The subject of this thesis concerns the extent to which states have historically relied on 
non-state actors in conflict situations, outsourcing state security. Non-state actors are 
routinely directly or indirectly employed by states in order to assist in controlling 
security issues, which are traditionally left within the remit of state security forces (Liss, 
2015; Provost, 2017).  
 
Conducting a thorough overview of the existing literature, Boote and Beile (2005: 3) 
explain, acts as a ‘prerequisite to…appropriating fruitful methods of data collection and 
analysis’. The complexities surrounding the privatisation of security and the protean 
nature of non-state actors warrant attention, in order to fulfil the previously stated aims 
of the research. By examining existing literatures surrounding the use of non-state 
actors it places this PhD ‘in a broader scholarly and historical context’ thus highlighting 
the scarcity of research on these entities prior to their assumed proliferation at the end 
of the Cold War in 1991 (Boote and Beile, 2005: 4). 
 
This thesis is focused on the outsourcing of state security to non-state actors from the 
viewpoint of two fields of scholarship, security governance and state crime literatures. 
Firstly, this chapter provides a review of the existing literature pertaining to the 
outsourcing of security, this section explores the reasons why states have increasingly 
chosen to delegate such tasks to non-state actors and how they achieve this. Following 
this review, the security governance literature is presented surrounding the evolution of 
non-state actors, encompassing both PMSCs and irregular forces. The issue of 
accountability and covert conflict is then examined through a review of the state crime 
literature, highlighting the consequences of the employment of non-state actors in 
conflict. 
 
2.2 Outsourcing security: motivations and methods 
 
In order to investigate this issue, it is important to explore a number of influencing 
factors, which have led to the development of security governance and state crime 
literatures surrounding the use of non-state actors. What is evident from the existing 
literature is that there is an appetite for investigation into the public-private nexus but 
as Stanley (2015: 1) explains thus far ‘research has been descriptive and has not 
attempted to systematically discern the causes of the rise’ in the use of private entities 
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to carry out duties traditionally associated with the state security apparatus. While on 
occasion the non-state entities are analysed, the relationship between the state and the 
administration of force using non-state actors remains underrepresented. 
 
In order to understand the relationship dynamic in the public-private nexus, it is crucial 
to deduce from the current literature the reasons for state employment of non-state 
forces and the consequences of their subsequent employment, identifying potential 
benefits and pitfalls for the state alongside contemporary examples. It is also imperative 
to understand from the existing literature the motivations of non-state actors to establish 
whether the state’s monopoly of force is in jeopardy due to the extensive use of private 
actors in conflict as much of the current literature surmises, without historical analysis. 
 
Privatisation in wars encompasses a variety roles which must be fulfilled, as Liebelson 
(2012) explains ‘the U.S. military increasingly relies on contractors for a huge variety 
of tasks: construction, private security, food preparation and delivery, administrative 
tasks and much more’. This thesis is predominantly concerned with private security, 
what is apparent from the existing literature is that prior to demilitarisation following 
the end Cold War, non-state actors are discussed mainly for their role in an 
administrative capacity (Isaac and Harrison, 2006; Purpura, 2007; Liebelson, 2012; 
Mockaitis, 2013). Singer (2005) asserts that our knowledge of outsourcing war to non-
state actors is sketchy at best, in part due to media influence whereby ‘tales of war, 
profit, honor and greed that emerge from the private military industry often read like 
something out of a Hollywood screenplay’. This rhetoric must be viewed with 
scepticism, due to the influence of the CIA in the entertainment industry since its 
inception in 1947 (Jenkins, 2009; Willmetts, 2012; Jenkins, 2016; Schou, 2016). 
 
Despite the negative rhetoric surrounding the employment of non-state actors what is 
evident is that while consistently less money spent on the US military year on year, 
defence contractor spending increases (Brasher, 2000). From the peak of 
hypermilitarisation in 1987 where ‘active duty U.S. military was at its post-Vietnam 
peak of 2,174,217 positions’ there has been a steady decrease in US state defence forces 
(United States General Accounting Office, 1993: 2). By contrast, the data depicting 
defence contractor obligations, whereby ‘agencies enter into contracts, employ 
personnel, or otherwise commit to spending money’, available from the Federal 
Procurement Data System (FPDS) highlights ‘from FY2000 to FY2015, DOD 
[Department of Defense] contract obligations increased from $187 billion to $283 
billion…DOD obligated more money on federal contracts ($274 billion in current 
dollars, or $283 billion in inflation-adjusted FY2017 dollars) than all other federal 
government agencies combined’ (Schwartz et al, 2016: 2). Analysis of the public-
private nexus gives way to insight as to why non-state actors are routinely employed 
by the US, despite fears that ‘these corporate-grown agents will be inculcated with 
corporate values and ethics, not those of public service’ (Hillhouse, 2007). This 
research elucidates the reasoning behind outsourcing state security to non-state actors 
by identifying the causal mechanisms for their employment.  
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As the focus of the private security literature surrounds the post-Cold War period, it is 
important to discuss the various assumptions associated with the employment of non-
state actors in conflict. The narrative predominantly holds focus on the Afghanistan and 
Iraq wars spanning from 2001-present and 2003-2011 respectively, thus much of the 
information pertaining to the outsourcing of security is concerned with post-Cold War 
conflicts. Nonetheless, this literature offers valuable insight into the structure and 
motivations of non-state actors. 
 
Carmola (2010) offers a succinct analysis of PMSCs; outlining the complex nature of 
these entities and their subsequent integration into the state’s security apparatus through 
the development of five key structural justifications behind their existence- this is 
discussed in detail in the literature review. Carmola (2010) provides an insight into; 
identity, origins, ‘new war’, regulation and ethics, believing these to be integral to the 
proliferation of PMSCs.  
 
The issue of identity allows for a concise overview of the complexities surrounding the 
use of non-state actors in conflict. Carmola (2010) discusses the challenging nature of 
classifying PMSCs in that ‘they are ambiguous or polymorphous entities – a mix of old 
and new, public and private; slippery and hard to pin down analytically’. This highlights 
the difficulties, not only identification of the entity itself but also alludes to the 
ambiguity surrounding their role in conflict. Carmola’s (2010) definition falls short in 
terms of explicitly depicting the composition and role of PMSCs from both a historical 
and contemporary viewpoint. The protean nature of these non-state actors is highlighted 
due to their shape-shifting qualities, that is, a one size fits all solution for conflict 
(Carmola, 2010: 11). However, this assertion is problematic, as the literature 
surrounding PMSCs rarely defines the role of non-state actors in conflicts, instead 
highlighting their presence as proof of state derogation of power.  
 
The issue of identity has been further theorised by Krahmann (2010: 46) delineating 
the tri-characteristic nature of PMSCs. The first definitive characteristic put forward by 
Krahmann is the ‘disconnection between military service and the state…the private 
military entrepreneur is only bound to the state through a temporary common law 
contract’. This highlights the mutually beneficial relationship, which can be forged 
between state and contractor underpinned by neo-liberalism. Krahmann (2010: 46) 
explains that the private contractor should be separated from the political context as the 
neo-liberal principles of ‘individual choice and market competition’ prevails over the 
state’s security structure of ‘mutual obligation’ and ‘unilateral duty’ whereby it is 
argued ‘military advice can never be politically neutral’. However, it is often the case 
that these PMSCs have close affiliations with the state’s defence system as ‘private 
contractors reportedly represent the majority of personnel in the Pentagon’s 
Counterintelligence Field Activity unit, the CIA’s National Clandestine Service and the 
National Counterterrorism Center’ (Tonkin: 2011: 46). The second characteristic is 
profit motivation ‘while professional soldiers ideally rank patriotism higher than 
financial rewards, private military contractors have no qualms about the primacy of 
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monetary gain in their choice of employment’ (Krahmann, 2010: 47). Krahmann (2010: 
47) asserts that the third characteristic of non-state actors is that ‘military contractors 
lack a distinct professional and collective identity’ alluding to a loose sense of morality 
and difficulties in ‘ensur[ing] their compliance with professional military norms and 
standards’. Therefore it is important to analyse the reasons behind this, depicting the 
positive and negative impacts, as well as the influencing factors leading to the 
employment of non-state actors alongside or as an alternative to state forces, given that 
the US is the top country for military expenditure (Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute, 2008).  
 
This thesis is US centric, the significance of a US related study is due in part to the fact 
that the US is the world’s largest superpower and in terms of defence ‘remained by far 
the largest spender in the world, and spent almost as much on its military in 2018 as the 
next eight largest-spending countries combined’ (Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute, 2019; Adelman, 2017). The importance of a US centred study 
further highlighted through the findings of a report by Ochmanek et al (2017) whereby 
it was evidenced that ‘U.S. forces today are larger than necessary to fight a single major 
war’. What must be an objective of this thesis is to decipher the reasoning and 
justifications for employing non-state actors, despite the scale and capabilities of the 
state’s forces. By utilising an historical case study, the outcomes can be applied to a 
modern context – thus increasing our understanding of when and why the US should or 
choose to use alternative forces in conflict, resulting in ‘private companies growing rich 
on the back of US policy’ (Scahill, 2007).  
 
It is pertinent to investigate both the motives of the private entity and their government 
employers, as it is clear that ‘the incentives of a private company do not always align 
with…clients’ interests—or the public good’ (Singer, 2005). To explain further, US 
defence contracts are often awarded to foreign entities through sub-contracting, such as 
the $35 billion contract ‘for 179 aircraft…awarded to EADS [European and Aeronautic 
Defense and Space Company] over the U.S.-based Boeing Co’ (Hunter, 2008). 
However, this contract was revoked due to the findings and subsequent 
recommendations of a US Government Accountability Office report, highlighting ‘that 
the Air Force had made a number of significant errors that could have affected the 
outcome of what was a close competition between Boeing and Northrop Grumman’ 
(US GAO, 2008: 1). What became apparent in the aftermath of Northrop Grumman, 
the prime contractor and EADS, the subcontractor, winning the contract in 2008 was 
the political affiliation with 2008 presidential candidate John McCain. Herszenhorn 
(2008) outlined the problematic relationship whereby ‘a co-chairman of Senator John 
McCain’s presidential campaign and other top campaign advisers and supporters were 
lobbyists for the European Aeronautic Defense and Space Company’. This example 
highlights the potential influence prominent political figures can have in the awarding 
of contracts. Allegations such as these have a detrimental impact on both the integrity 
of the state and of the non-state actors, alluding to a lack of transparency and corruption 
(Ward, 2008).  
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While lobbying is used extensively in the US, it is debated whether ‘political donors 
get something in return for what they give’ (Allison and Harkins, 2014). The US 
Supreme Court decided that there was not sufficient evidence to suggest that donors 
received monetary gain or preferential treatment for their donations, thus lifting 
restrictions on ‘independent campaign spending by corporations, on the grounds that 
such restrictions violate the “free speech” guarantee of the First Amendment’ (Sachs, 
2017). The danger with the privatisation of security and subsequent outsourcing of war 
to non-state actors, is that the chosen contractor may not be the best qualified for the 
position, instead relying heavily on networks (Krahmann, 2005). The EADS/Northrop 
Grumman case presents one such example of political influence over private security 
contracts. Despite the Supreme Court ruling, extensive research carried out by the 
Sunlight Foundation highlights the extent of the issue, 
 

between 2007 and 2012, 200 of America’s most politically active corporations 
spent a combined $5.8 billion on federal lobbying and campaign 
contributions…what they gave pales compared to what those same corporations 
got: $4.4 trillion in federal business and support (Allison and Harkins, 2014). 
 

Lobbying, Maiello (2009) explains is more sophisticated and open than bribery and 
thus cannot be termed as such but rather refers to a fine line between ‘legitimate issue 
advocacy and corruption…the lobbyist’s goal is to make the government official 
depend on them for financing and support in elections’. This example highlights the 
three characteristics put forward by Krahmann (2010) that is; a mutually beneficial 
agreement between state and non-state actors, often motivated by profit and lacking in 
professional integrity. What can be surmised from this example is that neither private 
nor state actors can be free of political influence as suggested by Krahmann (2010). 
 
Another example of these characteristics are found in the close affiliation between state 
and non-state actors evidenced in Chatterjee’s (2011) investigation into Dick Cheney’s 
affiliation with Halliburton, parent company to PMSC, KBR (Kellogg Brown & Root). 
While in government, Briody (2004: viii) believes Cheney utilised his political prowess 
to engineer contracts in favour of Halliburton, under Cheney’s reign as CEO ‘the 
company’s government contract business nearly doubled, from $1.2 billion to $2.3 
billion’ in the space of five years. Gabe (2015) explains that while no collusion has 
been proven, Cheney had the power to influence the decisions surrounding the fate of 
military contracts, holding the office of Secretary of Defense from 1989 – 1993 and 
that of 46th Vice President of the United States from 2001-2009. From an analysis of 
the evidence, Cheney’s involvement in both the private security sector and government 
was a conflict of interest at best and corruption at worst. The results of these decisions 
saw Dick Cheney’s personal net worth increase from ‘approximately $1 million to $60 
million plus in the span of five years’. Gabe (2015) suggests that an overlapping 
between the public and private sector poses challenges for the identity of PMSCs, the 
relationship ‘reduces the independence and mutual exclusivity of business and 
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government…the financial elite and the political elite have become the same people’. 
Gabe’s (2015) analysis reinforces the ambiguity surrounding the identity of PMSCs as 
aforementioned and thus the reasons as to their incorporation into the state’s defence 
system are also called into question (Carmola, 2010).  
 
The blurred lines informing the public-private nexus are also evident through the 
employment of PMSC MPRI (Military Professional Resources Incorporated). Cilliers 
and Douglas (1999: 112) denote that the PMSC ‘is quite clearly a product of the post-
Cold War defence downsizing and the reduction in  the size of standing military forces, 
the US Army in particular’. However, while this interpretation adheres to the 
assumption that the end of the Cold War was the catalyst for the proliferation of 
PMSCs, the role of MPRI gives way to an alternate explanation. The close links 
between MPRI and the traditional state security apparatus lead to us to question the 
interdependent nature of the relationship. To explain further, when looking at the 
composition of the PMSC personnel, ‘the MPRI resource pool consists of more than 
7000 retired soldiers and officers who span the spectrum from general officer to 
infantry squad leader’ (Cilliers and Douglas, 1999: 112). This in itself is not surprising 
as previous military experience lends itself to employment with PMSCs as a result of 
the skillset of the individual and the nature of the work (Schaub Jr and Franke, 2010; 
Higate, 2012a). However, considering the wider context of the state employment of 
MPRI in Croatia following the implementation of an arms embargo, United Nations 
Security Council Resolution 713 in 1991, it is clear that PMSCs offer a strategic 
advantage (Klemenčić and Schofield, 2001).  
 
The US supported the UN arms embargo but remained ‘sympathetic’ to their ‘moderate 
ally’ Croatia (Cilliers and Douglas, 1999: 115). The malleability of the public-private 
nexus allowed for the bypassing of the UNSC resolution, with the subsequent 
employment of MPRI, on the basis that the PMSC was restricted to only give 
‘instruction on such non-lethal subjects as leadership skills and the role of the military 
in an emerging democracy’ (Cilliers and Douglas, 1999: 115). This allows plausible 
deniability for the US while maintaining strong geopolitical ties with a ‘moderate ally’ 
(Cilliers and Douglas, 1999: 115). Arguably, the relationship between the US state and 
MPRI informed the strategy implemented via Operation Storm (Wayne, 2002). 
Regardless of the public-private symbiosis, there exists an interpretation of malfeasance 
on behalf of MPRI – resulting in a lawsuit against the company (Isenberg, 2011; 
Volokh, 2014). Considering the example of MPRI in Croatia against Krahmann’s 
characteristics of PMSCs, it is clear that there were definitive links between the US 
state and the private company – in terms of the former military experience of the 
majority of employees. In addition, the notion of a lack of collective identity is noted 
in the comments of Lt. Gen. Ed Soyster, former MPRI Vice President, ‘as a contractor 
you do what the contract says’ (cited in Isenberg, 2011). This matter of fact statement 
reinforces Krahmann’s assertion that a lack of collective identity is one of the 
characteristics of PMSCs. The  combination of characteristics which separates PMSCs 
from the traditional state security apparatus simultaneously allowed the US to have a 
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stake in the conflict without breaching the UNSC resolution (Schaub Jr and Kelty, 
2016). The complexity of PMSCs is characterised by Schaub Jr and Franke (2009: 101),   

given that armed contractors possess expertise in the application and 
management of organized violence, have acted as agents of the US government, 
and provide cost-effective solutions to problems within the traditional 
jurisdiction of the military profession, they may have a claim to status as 
military professionals. 

If PMSCs claim status as military professionals, this calls into questions the legitimacy 
of their use of force in conflict – given that there are weak accountability structures in 
place to taper the ambitions of these entities (Schaub Jr and Franke, 2009).   
 
The exploits of Blackwater a PMSC employed during the Iraq War, during the incident 
in Nisour Square when 17 unarmed civilians were killed in an unprovoked shootout 
instigated by Blackwater personnel, has been subjected to much academic analysis 
(Scahill, 2011; Higate, 2012a; Kelly, 2013; Snukal and Gilbert, 2015). Undoubtedly, a 
link can be drawn between Krahmann’s (2010) allusions to a lack of professionalism 
and compliance in relation to non-state actors that would be inherent in the US military. 
Widely described as one of ‘the war’s darkest moments’ three Blackwater contractors 
were convicted ‘of voluntary manslaughter and using a machine gun to carry out a 
violent crime’ and were sentenced to 30 years in prison and one was convicted of 
murder ‘and received a life sentence’ (Apuzzo, 2017). Subsequently, these sentences 
were reduced considerably leading to questions about accountability given that the 
crime occurred in a different jurisdiction and was carried out with weapons ‘that the 
United States government required them to carry (Apuzzo, 2017).  Given the apparent 
lack of accountability, or ‘impunity’ as is argued by Snukal and Gilbert (2015: 661) it 
is imperative that the consequences of the employment of non-state actors is analysed 
from an historical viewpoint. Higate’s (2012a: 365) study highlights the implications 
this incident had on the interpretation of PMSCs:  
 

there has been an understandable pre-occupation with the consistently 
aggressive, high-profile stance of a small but not insignificant number of 
contractors in regard to the negative impact they exert on host populations…for 
many observers outside of the industry, all contractors are viewed in this way 
as a consequence of what might  be termed the “Blackwater effect”…how 
contractor bodies appear to members of the host population is a political matter 

 
Higate’s (2012a) interpretation of identity in this example and Krahmann’s typology of 
characteristics (see page 28) highlights the inherently political nature of the 
administration of PMSCs. Higate (2012a: 367) links the political nature of PMSCs to 
questions of ‘actor intentionality and responsibility’ as a direct result of employing 
those with military experience. The attribution of responsibility to PMSCs, irregular 
forces or the state is a complex issue interlinked with notions of identity (Krahmann, 
2010; Higate, 2012a; Higate 2012b). As a result, an analysis of the relationship between 
the state and non-state actors is often neglected in favour of parallel investigations of 
each individual entity.  
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However, by analysing the consequences of the state administration of non-state actors 
in conflict, this allows for the  development of a narrative around plausible deniability. 
This analysis offers an extension of state crime literature in terms of the human 
consequences of state employment of non-state actors in conflict. Accountability is the 
subject of interest for many academics surrounding the use of force by private non-state 
actors, alluding to an unbounded power crossing ‘the lines of legality’ (Hoogenboom, 
2010: 74). However state forces appear, from the existing literature, to be equally 
difficult to regulate in terms of human rights abuses. An example can be seen in US 
state force activities in Haditha, Iraq where US Marines killed 24 civilians allegedly ‘in 
retaliation for the death of a Marine Lance Corporal in a roadside bombing’ 
(Knickmeyer, 2006). According to Rushe (2012) the repercussions were limited to 
demotion meaning ‘none of the marines accused in the incident will face time in 
prison’. Another example of poor state force accountability is evidenced in the My Lai 
massacre in 1968 during the Vietnam War; 504 civilians were killed by US state forces 
(Leahey, 2010). In terms of repercussions, Leahey (2010: 89) explains that rhetoric 
surrounding the My Lai massacre attempted to justify the killings as an unfortunate 
consequence of war ‘necessary…to contain communism’. An attempt to cover up the 
actions led to accusations of a ‘judicial…whitewash’ resulting in one prosecution, 
commanding officer Lieutenant Calley ‘sentenced to life imprisonment with hard 
labour. Within three days he was out of prison, pending appeal, on the personal 
instructions of President Richard Nixon’ (BBC News, 1998). Given the detrimental 
impact of the association of such atrocities to the state, it is argued, as previously 
mentioned, that the state routinely employs non-state actors as a means of administering 
violence without suffering the consequences. 
 
The existing literature highlights a deterministic narrative surrounding accountability 
and human rights abuses. What is not addressed is the role played by state after the 
contract is awarded, this point is alluded to by Cusumano (2011: 29) highlighting that 
states can enjoy ‘the shield of plausible deniability…when using PMSCs as tools of 
foreign policy by proxy’ but otherwise the role of the state is largely ignored in the 
aftermath. Alongside this, questions remain surrounding covert contracts awarded to 
irregular non-state actors, such as indigenous forces. The rhetoric portrayed by the 
current security governance literature, focuses solely on the negative and ambiguous 
factors surrounding non-state actors and could be interchanged with a state military 
narrative. To explain further, these examples of potential misconduct, both on the 
behalf of the contractor and the state are often used to discredit the private security 
industry. However, what is apparent from the existing literature is that non-state actors 
serve to protect political interests, while offering plausible deniability to the state 
(Jamieson and McEvoy, 2005; Greene, 2007; Higate, 2011a; Amar, 2014). 
 
With an unclear division between public (i.e. the incumbent government) and private 
companies (i.e. non-state actors) the motivations for their usage is suspect – plausible 
deniability is the frontrunner in the security governance literature, depicting PMSCs as 
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‘tools of foreign policy by proxy’ (Francioni and Ronzitti, 2011: 29; Amar, 2014; 
Higate, 2011a). What is absent from this analysis is the discussion of the relationship 
between the state and non-state actors in relation to accountability and human rights 
issues, which arise from their activities. Phelps (2014: 828) denotes that PMSCs ‘have 
become chameleon like in their ability to absorb the legitimacy of the contracting state’. 
In order to fully understand the roles played by non-state actors there exists a need for 
a thorough investigation into the role of non-state actors and to determine whether there 
exists a plurality of power. 
 
2.3 Public-private nexus: administration of force 
 
Non-state actors often serve to protect political interests, while offering plausible 
deniability to the state. Schaub Jr (2016: 333) alludes to coercive tendencies as the 
predominant characteristic of PMSCs, asserting that conflict can be managed through 
‘private production of coercive capacities’. However, Schaub Jr (2016: 334) believes 
that private entities, in particular PMSCs have evolved significantly from their intended 
purpose; outsourcing to ‘decrease costs and increase the effectiveness of military forces 
by permitting each type of agent to focus on its core competencies’. Instead, Schaub Jr 
(2016: 335) contends that PMSCs ‘introduced uncertainties that undermined the 
effective management and purposive use of military force by the state’. This apparent 
shift in responsibility is supported by Hoppe (2008) acknowledging that PMSCs 
routinely carry out the duties traditionally associated with the state, alluding to an 
erosion of the monopoly on violence. This is also highlighted by Traynor (2003) 
denoting that ‘[t]he private sector is so firmly embedded in combat, occupation and 
peacekeeping duties that the phenomenon may have reached the point of no return: 
even the US military would struggle to wage war without it’. The current literature 
contends that the reliance on PMSCs has increased steadily following the end of the 
Cold War. However, what is not present in the analysis is the relationship between the 
state and private entity, the erosion of the monopoly on violence cannot be assumed 
without first considering the extent to which state’s control these private entities. This 
narrative is explored by Hoppe (2008) in relation to regulation of PMSCs and their 
affiliation with that state whereby 

 
the conduct of certain contractors…can be attributed to the hiring state as that 
of “persons forming part of its armed forces” in the sense of the customary 
provision enshrined in Article 3 of Hague Convention IV of 1907 and Article 
91 of Additional Protocol I. 
 

Despite this brief allusion to the close relationship of the public-private nexus, it is 
important to highlight there is a lack of in depth analysis regarding the importance of 
the state’s influence over the actions of private companies in relation to the monopoly 
on force. Given the seemingly dominant role of PMSCs in conflict, as portrayed by the 
previously mentioned literatures, it is imperative to examine further the influence states 
possess over PMSCs. Schaub Jr (2016: 335) attempts to explicate the dependent nature 
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of the relationship between the state and non-state forces, connoting that ‘the oversight 
and enforcement mechanisms that can be used by states…encourage – if not ensure - 
that PMSCs behave in ways that accord with state preferences’. There is a scarcity of 
material in the current literature pertaining to the relationship encompassed in the 
public-private nexus. This thesis puts forward the possibility of a plurality of power 
whereby the state remains the coordinator of force, delegating through directives to 
achieve policy objectives with minimum expenditure and public scrutiny. 
 
As is clear from the review thus far, a predominant theme in the literature is the erosion 
of the monopoly on violence. It is widely acknowledged that the state no longer has 
control over the use of force. This is corroborated by Fjäder (2014: 115) and is 
explained through the perception of risk in that the states ‘span of control does not 
efficiently correspond with the transnational threats at the heart of this emerging 
uncertainty’.  Krahmann (2013) elucidates that PMSCs were integrated into the state 
security apparatus as a means of improving the existing military response, leading to 
‘norm change’ an alternative interpretation of the state monopoly on violence. Norm 
change will be discussed further in the theoretical chapter.  
 
The next section puts into context the concept of security governance in a post-Cold 
War analysis. In doing so this highlights the significance of the research in broadening 
understanding of how and why states employ a particular modality of force.  
 
2.4 Security Governance 
 
This literature review focuses firstly, on a contextual analysis of the employment of 
non-state actors by the state. This examination encompasses the various reasons behind 
their employment, the assumed state monopoly on violence and the issues surrounding 
accountability in conflict situations. 
 

2.4.1 Post-Cold War analysis 
 
The rhetoric surrounding US international security strategies in the 20th century, is 
concerned with major conflicts such as; World War One, World War Two, the Korean 
War, the Indochina War and the Vietnam War.  Narratives within academic literature 
in relation to international conflicts is predominantly state centric, despite the reliance 
on irregular forces to achieve foreign policy objectives (Paul, 2012). Subsequently, 
there is a scarcity of literature regarding the use of non-state actors in conflict situations, 
while focus is held almost exclusively on the conduct of the traditional state security 
apparatus. Bevir and Hall (2014: 31) outline a key assumption within the security 
governance literature ‘security governance is a post-Cold War phenomenon’ whereby 
state security must adopt a networked security approach involving ‘more diverse actors’ 
in order to manage conflict situations. This viewpoint is reinforced by Paul (2012: 52) 
in that ‘with the demise of the Cold War…the possibility of a major-power war declined 
dramatically, military organizations with the primary mission of fighting interstate wars 
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became somewhat redundant’. While this explanation is useful in accounting for the 
downsizing of the military, it does not go as far as to deconstruct and examine the role 
of non-state actors in conflicts. It is evident that there has been a failure in the security 
governance literature to examine from an historical perspective the role of non-state 
actors in the public-private nexus. 
 
This research aims to both challenge and extend the existing literature putting forward 
the viewpoint that security governance was in existence and used extensively in 
conflicts predating the Cold War. Krahmann’s (2005: 199) post-Cold War analysis 
suggests that states have adopted a novel approach to security through privatisation in 
order to combat ‘new threats’ questioning whether ‘non-state actors [are] more suited 
to dealing with non-traditional security threats’. This analysis of security governance 
provides valuable insight into the role of non-state actors in relation to the state security 
apparatus and the complexities surrounding the relationships in the public-private 
nexus. Not only are non-state actors considered by Krahmann (2005: 201) to be integral 
to the state security apparatus, in addition to their attributes, it is highlighted that ‘non-
state actors are posing new threats’. However, given that this narrative is explicitly post-
Cold War, it is pertinent to question whether non-state actors can be considered new 
threats. 
 
The focus of the academic literature surrounding conflict has changed considerably 
from the end of the Cold War, shifting from state versus state conflicts to state versus 
new threats, as Krahmann (2005) suggests, or ‘unknowns’ a phrase that has become 
synonymous with Former US Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld in his speech at 
NATO HQ in 2002 regarding the War on Terrorism and the possibility of weapons of 
mass destruction (WMDs) in Iraq (Rumsfeld, 2002). 

‘There are no "knowns." There are things we know that we know. There are 
known unknowns. That is to say there are things that we now know we don't 
know. But there are also unknown unknowns. There are things we don't know 
we don't know. So when we do the best we can and we pull all this information 
together, and we then say well that's basically what we see as the situation, that 
is really only the known knowns and the known unknowns. And each year, we 
discover a few more of those unknown unknowns’ 
        (Rumsfeld, 2002). 

Despite the contention that ‘new threats’ or ‘known unknowns’ require a novel 
response, allusions are not drawn to non-state actors within the security governance 
literature. Instead what is highlighted is the state’s inability to control security issues 
alone, a point that is made by Paul (2012: 52) in that the ‘state military organizations 
have not often been equipped with the operational skills to deal with highly motivated 
ideological or religious fanatics whose goals and strategies are often difficult to pin 
down’. In spite of a lack of rigorous investigation into non-state actors in conflict, it is 
evident that these private forces have an immeasurable impact on the outcome of war.  
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Crime control is a central issue in the security governance literature. In order to 
understand the public-private nexus and to allude to the potentiality of the existence of 
a plurality of power, it is important to examine the theoretical approaches to the 
privatisation of security. Garland (1996) calls into question the state’s ability to control 
crime. Similarly, Aas (2013) contends that while the state once held a monopoly over 
crime control, the diminishing capacity to provide an effective response to the crime 
problem has led to a gradual erosion of these powers, giving rise to alternative security 
provision in the form of non-state actors. However, very little is known in the literature 
of how these actors are managed and regulated by the state. Concerns surround the 
Weberian concept of legitimate force, whereby the state security apparatus are solely 
responsible for combating crime.  
 
The nature of crime and conflict is evolving and terrorism has become a central feature 
of postmodern criminal behaviour (Sullivan, 2002). Considering crime has become a 
‘normalized’ phenomenon, the response, and previous research into the area is outlined 
by Seddon (2007) as inadequate, creating a, ‘crisis of political legitimacy’ (Garland, 
1996: 446). Subsequently, a ‘normalization’ of crime, Butler and Cunningham (2010) 
theorise, heightens individual’s perceived fear of crime – resulting in an evocation of 
vulnerability and a realisation that the ‘state cannot prevent crime’ (Bonnycastle, 2009: 
165). While it is evident from the literature that the state alone cannot provide an 
effective response to crime, and more generally, conflict, non-state actors are not in the 
forefront of academic research. Therefore there is a distinct gap in the literature, 
predating the end of the Cold War in 1991, for an analysis of non-state actors in 
conflicts, including insight into the relationships between states and non-state actors 
and the human consequences of their employment.  
 
The use of private forces in conflict is often surrounded by negative connotations, 
however, the benefits of contracting security is outlined by Benson (1998: 1) in that 
‘entrepreneurial discovery of opportunities gradually and systematically pushes back 
the boundaries of ignorance, thereby increasing both the quantity and quality of output’. 
The most frequent viewpoint within the literature regarding the usage of non-state 
forces alongside the state security apparatus is that legitimacy is lost or eroded due to 
an inability to claim the monopoly on violence and force (Krahmann, 2009; Ortiz, 2010; 
Higate, 2011b; Pattison, 2014). However, contrary to the perceived threat to state’s 
monopoly on violence and force, Baker (2016: 38) suggests these private entities ‘in 
effect become agents of the state, thereby enforcing and reinforcing the state’s 
monopoly on force’. This encourages a departure from the traditional view of Weber’s 
theory – by considering the state as a coordinator of force, the monopoly remains in 
place through a network of providers. Krahmann (2010) characterises this phenomenon 
as ‘network centric warfare’ whereby multiple bodies, private and public combine 
resources and tactics in order to provide the best outcome for the state.  
 
Reese (2005: iii) asserts that the ‘use of contractors by the military [helps to] fill the 
massive and complex logistical requirements of a modern military force’. However, the 
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use of ‘modern’ in this statement adds to the ambiguity in the literature surrounding the 
use of such Private Military and Security Companies (PMSCs) depicting this division 
of labour as a new phenomenon. Despite this assertion, the extent to which PMSCs are 
deployed in situations of conflict is underrepresented and arguably misunderstood as a 
modern day abdication of Weber’s (1919) assumed state monopoly on violence. While 
there is a wealth of knowledge on the usage and governance of PMSCs on the period 
referred to as the Global War on Terror (GWoT) spanning from 7th October 2001 to the 
present day, there is little reference to the United States (US) implementation of PMSCs 
prior to this (Kalic, 2005). The private sector not only represents the legitimate entities 
but also illicit non-state forces which are regularly deployed in conflict situations, rarely 
garnering much attention in terms of state affiliation. Paramilitaries and extra-legal 
forces are utilised in conflict but often without acknowledgement in the literature. 
States routinely employ ‘irregulars’, however, their recruitment, financial relationship, 
accountability and role in conflict remain largely covert (Moran, 2015).  
 
While the theories surrounding security governance depict the public-private nexus, its 
restrictive nature does not permit thorough investigation into historical conflicts in 
order to better inform future foreign and domestic policies (Boggero, 2018). A clear 
view of the roles of non-state actors in an international historical conflict, gives way to 
an analysis of relationships between the state and non-state forces, while 
acknowledging the implications and complexities surrounding the management of a 
multifaceted provision of force.  
 
Key to this research is the Weberian concept regarding the states monopoly on violence 
and force. What is specifically under scrutiny is the perception that with a public-private 
division of force comes an abdication of the monopoly typically held by the state thus 
calling into question the legitimacy of a state. Krahmann (2009: 3) theorises that post-
Cold War security governance ‘marks a fundamental shift in the norm of the state 
monopoly on violence in Western democracies’. In order to challenge the traditional 
view of the Weberian state, this thesis examines the existing literature; complimented 
with primary research into an historical case study, uncovering a less restrictive view 
on the assumed monopoly on force. This thesis also provides a more comprehensive 
understanding of security governance in relation to a range of non-state actors in covert 
conflict. 
 
2.4.2 Criminological approach to outsourcing security  
 
This PhD approaches security governance literature from a criminological perspective, 
allowing for a comprehensive understanding of the state administered violence via the 
covert employment of non-state actors in a covert conflict (McCoy, 2008; Worley, 
2012). There is a clear gap in the security governance literature, which is traditionally 
examined through the field of international relations (Berndtsson and Kinsey, 2016). 
While it is evident that the state outsources security in conflict situations culminating 
the public-private nexus, what is overlooked in the security governance narrative is an 
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analysis of the deployment of non-state actors in covert conflict and the complexities 
surrounding this.  
 
In the literature is an analysis of geopolitical factors during the Cold War, Lind (2002: 
xiv) explains ‘the United States fought the war in Vietnam because of 
geopolitics…waging a limited war to defend South Vietnam and its neighbours against 
the communist bloc’ but this requires further investigation in relation to Laos. In order 
to address this gap, this thesis explores the key events, following the security 
governance model put forward by Kirchner and Sperling (2007: 3) through an 
examination of ‘coordination, management and regulation’ of non-state actors in covert 
conflict.  
 
The notion of a plurality of power, namely shared security provision is prominent in 
the security governance literature in relation to domestic crime control whereas it 
remains underdeveloped in an international setting. The work of Garland (1996: 452) 
elucidates the notable change in the government’s approach to crime control in the UK 
(United Kingdom) through the ‘responsibilization strategy’. According to Garland 
(1996: 452) this strategy, 
 

 involves the central government seeking to act upon crime not in a direct 
fashion through state agencies (police, courts, prison, social work, etc) but 
instead by acting indirectly, seeking to activate action on the part of non-state 
agencies and organizations.  

 
A reconceptualisation of the monopoly on violence is evident and this thesis addresses 
an application of the responsibilisation strategy in an international context, specifically 
in relation to the outsourcing of security to non-state actors in covert conflict. 
 
Framing the argument of a plurality of power is multifactorial - certain theoretical 
concepts are pertinent to the understanding of the formation of the public-private nexus.  
Another key issue which is pertinent to the provision of security is the impact of 
globalisation and its subsequent effect on state administered responses to conflict 
situations. Paul and Ripsman (2004: 356) believe that globalisation has led to the 
increase of ‘the participation of multilateral security providing institutions’ alluding to 
the changing ‘security behaviour’. What is examined throughout the literature review 
is the absence of analysis of multilateral governance prior to the end of the Cold War. 
This gap in the literature is evident through Laverick’s (2016: 271) analysis whereby 
the ‘adequacy’ of a state-centric narrative is questioned in relation to the ‘significance 
of geo-politics for crime control efforts…which fail to account for the emergence of 
new players within the arena of international crime control’. This statement aligns with 
the previously mentioned assumption that non-state actors are new, when instead it is 
apparent that they are underrepresented in the historical literature. 
 



 

 

38 

The security governance literature exists within a certain context, as explored by 
Krahmann (2005: 16) ‘security governance’ is a concept by which we can analyse ‘the 
nature of contemporary threats and the making and implementation of security policies 
in the transatlantic region’. Alongside security governance, another phenomena known 
as ‘networks’ are denoted by Krahmann as key in our understanding of security 
provision and are ‘primarily concerned with the analysis of the relations and 
interactions between different types of actors in national and international relations 
(2005: 16). The frameworks for this research, security governance and networks are 
examined in order to apply the most rigorous method of analysis.  
 
Considering the context in relation to existing security governance literature, focus has 
routinely been placed in a post-Cold War timeframe (Webber et al, 2004: 3). Within 
this microcosm, the concept of security governance is utilised to explain phenomena 
such as the ‘coordination, management and regulation’ of the security apparatus, in 
addition to ‘the resultant dynamic relationship between forms of exclusion and 
inclusion in governance’ (Kirchner and Sperling, 2007: 3; Webber et al, 2004: 3). 
Security governance literature has persistently focused on post 1991, in particular,  
 

the coordinated management and regulation of issues by multiple and separate 
authorities, the interventions of both public and private actors (depending on the 
issue), formal and informal arrangement, in turn structures by discourse and 
norms and purposefully directed toward particular policy outcomes (Webber et 
al, 2004).  
 

The research carried out by Webber et al (2004) applies this clear definition of security 
governance in the context of post-Cold War Europe. This provides a succinct insight 
into the conduits of security governance in relation to ‘the role of institutions…both 
formal and informal structures, of multiple actors purposefully motivated’ (Webber et 
al, 2004: 4). This statement refers to the public-private nexus, that is, the 
complementary use of state and non-state forces. However, in spite of this allusion to 
the private forces, analysis within the security governance literature remains largely 
state centric. 
 
For the development of this thesis, it is crucial that assumptions within the security 
governance literature are analysed in terms of theoretical robustness. Crucially the 
admission of shortcomings regarding the public-private nexus, whereby,  
 

international security has not taken center stage in this scholarship [security 
governance]. Owing to the high stakes involved, international security 
cooperation has traditionally been viewed, on theoretical groups, as an area in 
which formal relationships predominate, and in which non-state actors play at 
most a marginal role’ (Eilstrup-Sangiovanni, 2014: 41). 
 

Non-state actors are the primary focus of this study, thus addressing a gap in the security 
governance literature. 
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The security governance literature alludes to PMSCs as the primary vehicle for security 
provision; another area that this PhD addresses the role of other non-state actors, 
namely, ‘irregular’ forces in this public-private nexus (Moran, 2015). In addition, much 
attention is given to the escalation of the use of PMSCs by states following the end of 
the Cold War, while little historical data is analysed in terms of explaining the usage of 
PMSCs and irregular forces alongside the state security apparatus.  
 
Non-state actors not only represent the legitimate entities but also illicit forces which 
are regularly deployed in conflict situations, rarely garnering much attention in terms 
of state affiliation. What is apparent within the existing historical literature is the often 
disparaging rhetoric with which non-state actors are discussed, Straw (cited in Foreign 
Affairs Committee, 2002: 7) states ‘today’s world is a far cry from the 1960s when 
private military activity usually meant mercenaries of the rather unsavoury kind’. A 
similar narrative is put forward by McFate (2017: 40) citing the return of ‘mercenarism’ 
following the end of the Cold War under the guise of ‘multinational corporations’ 
signifying that the ‘state’s monopoly on force is loosening’. This research acts as an 
exploratory avenue into a phenomenon, underrepresented in security governance 
literature thus providing an original contribution to knowledge by depicting the 
frontline roles of non-state actors in an historical conflict, while challenging the 
assumed erosion of the state’s monopoly on violence. 
 
While there has been a comprehensive academic discussion surrounding the 
employment of PMSCs in the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, an historical narrative has not 
been the subject of thorough investigation. This PhD outlines an historical example of 
the use of private actors by the state, in covert conflict – addressing the two assumptions 
previously mentioned by way of a thorough examination of the use of non-state forces. 
Focus is held on underrepresented areas surrounding the use of private forces such as 
their; recruitment, management, accountability and governance.  
 
When reviewing the literature surrounding security governance, the state, PMSCs and 
‘irregular’ forces are scarcely mentioned together. Scholarly literature holds focus on 
each entity individually, thus research is negatively impacted, as it is evident that these 
approaches are integral to a ‘multi-layered’ approach (Scheye and McLean, 2006; 
Albrecht and Stepputat, 2015; Hoffman et al, 2016). Predominantly attention is given 
to the escalation of the use of PMSCs by states following the end of the Cold War, 
while little historical data is analysed in terms of explaining the usage of PMSCs and 
irregular forces alongside the state security apparatus.  
 
Covert action is discussed briefly in the security governance literature. However, the 
factors which influence a state’s decision to outsource their covert activities is 
underrepresented. Covert action, Gentry (2016: 468) explains is used as a last resort 
and can encompass ‘influencing other states’ attitudes, policies, political alignments, 
and/or behaviour…as well as actions that involve violence ranging from assassination 
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to large-scale, long-duration unconventional warfare’. Due to the secrecy surrounding 
covert action, it has remained an area of mystery – given the lapse of time from the 
secret conflict in Laos, pertinent documents have become declassified and those 
involved are willing to discuss their experiences.  
 
This thesis uncovers the extent to which states have historically relied on private forces 
in conflict situations to achieve their geopolitical objectives. To this end, a substantial 
body of literature has emerged post-1990 surrounding the privatisation of force, namely 
the use of PMSCs and irregular forces (Krahmann, 2009; Moran, 2015). This focus is 
linked in part to assumptions that we are observing a shift in the monopoly on force, 
owing to a multitude of factors; the emergence of neoliberalism, the end of the Cold 
War in 1991 culminating in the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the complexities 
surrounding the security challenges posed by the Global War on Terror (GWoT) 
(Blakeley, 2009; Sapolsky et al, 1999; Kinsey, 2006; Brooks, 2000).  
 
These private actors range from those considered legitimate, such as PMSCs to 
illegitimate entities, irregular forces (Moran, 2015). The view that we are observing a 
shift in the monopoly on violence implicitly rests on conceptions of security 
governance, which equate the state’s monopoly on force with the public provision of 
security services. Bevir and Hall (2014: 31) outline the main assumption within the 
academic literature ‘security governance is a post-Cold War phenomenon’ whereby 
state security must adopt a networked security approach involving ‘more diverse actors’ 
in order to manage conflict situations. Avant’s (2005: 2) research on PMSCs from 1990 
to 2004 highlights this common theme in security governance literature ‘while the 
state’s monopoly Weber wrote about was exaggerated from the start…there has been a 
role for the private sector in security for some time’. However, this role is alluded to in 
passing and security governance literature is lacking a robust historical narrative. 
 
2.5 Non-state actors 
 
Despite of a lack of rigorous investigation into non-state actors in conflict, it is evident 
that these private forces have an immeasurable impact on the outcome of war 
(Cunningham et al, 2013). It is clear that the context of a conflict informs the use of a 
public-private strategy, however the end of the Cold War is consistently cited in 
academic literature as the instigator for the proliferation of private forces (Singer, 
2005). This is attributed to a post-Cold War ‘neoliberal solution to risk’ whereby 
privatisation has complemented the downsizing of state security apparatus (Nadesan, 
2010). The focus of this thesis is on an exploratory case study surrounding state 
employment of non-state actors prior to the end of the Cold War, to contribute to 
knowledge in the form of an historical analysis.  
 
Existent academic literature on the use of non-state forces, fails to provide a 
comprehensive analysis of the roles, responsibilities and governance structures of these 
entities in conflict situations. In order to achieve a comprehensive analysis of the roles 
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played by non-state actors in covert conflict, it is imperative to establish what the term 
non-state actor means and to determine which actors are encompassed within this 
terminology. Focus is held in this thesis on PMSCs and irregular forces. 
 
The public versus private provision of force depicts a diverse subset of actors. Public 
provision of force encompasses: the military, paramilitary police, internal security 
agencies and the secret service. While private provision of force is provided by a 
multiplicity of seemingly legitimate and non-legitimate actors, for example, PMSCs, 
irregular/paramilitary forces, and organised crime groups (Avant, 2005; Kinsey, 2006b; 
Armstrong, 2009; Moran, 2015; McFate, 2017). The term ‘corporate mercenary’ is 
often utilised within criminological literature to describe private entities in conflict 
(Dearden and Mathieu:  2006). However, this terminology has on occasion been applied 
incorrectly, as outlined by The Geneva Convention - Article 47 of Additional Protocol 
I, ‘a mercenary is a participant in a conflict, specifically recruited for that purpose, 
motivated purely by personal gain, and must not be a national or resident of the country 
involved in the conflict’ (Phythian, 200: 132). Therefore within this PhD the term 
corporate mercenary is not applicable. 
 
Carmola (2010) offers a succinct analysis of PMSCs, outlining the complex nature of 
such entities and their subsequent integration into the state security apparatus. 
Addressing the issue of identity in relation to PMSCs Carmola (2010: 9) discusses the 
challenge of classifying PMSCs in that ‘they are ambiguous or polymorphous entities 
– a mix of old and new, public and private; slippery and hard to pin down analytically’. 
This highlights the difficulties, not only identification of the entity itself but also alludes 
to the ambiguity surrounding their role in conflict. The definition falls short in terms of 
explicitly depicting the composition and role of PMSCs from an historical viewpoint. 
Carmola (2010: 12) refers to the protean nature of these companies due to their shape-
shifting qualities, that is, a one size fits all solution for conflict. This assertion is 
problematic, as the literature surrounding PMSCs rarely defines the role of PMSCs in 
conflict, instead highlighting their presence as proof of an erosion of the state monopoly 
on the legitimate use of violence.  
 
The issue of identity has been further theorised by Krahmann (2010) delineating the tri-
characteristic nature of PMSCs. The first definitive characteristic put forward by 
Krahmann (2010: 46) is the ‘disconnection between military service and the state…the 
private military entrepreneur is only bound to the state through a temporary common 
law contract’. This highlights the mutually beneficial relationship, which can be forged 
between state and contractor underpinned by neo-liberalism. According to Krahmann 
(2010: 46) the private contractor should be separated from the political context as the 
neo-liberal principles of ‘individual choice and market competition’ prevails over the 
state’s security structure of ‘mutual obligation’ and ‘unilateral duty’ whereby it is 
argued ‘military advice can never be politically neutral’. However, it is often the case 
that these PMSCs have close affiliations with the state’s defence system as,  
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private contractors reportedly represent the majority of personnel in the 
Pentagon’s Counterintelligence Field Activity unit, the CIA’s National 
Clandestine Service and the National Counterterrorism Center (Tonkin: 2011: 
46).  

 
This observation supports the hypothesis of an existence of a plurality of power and is 
explored further in the literature review. 
 
Much attention is given to the escalation of the use of PMSCs by states following the 
end of the Cold War, while little historical data is analysed in terms of explaining the 
usage of PMSCs and irregular forces alongside the state security apparatus. While the 
existing literature surrounding PMSCs highlights an acknowledgement of the 
implementation of private sector forces in addition to the state’s military – the extent to 
which these entities have been integrated into foreign policy is neglected in research. 
As Isenberg (2009) explains ‘decades ago the government made a deliberate decision 
to both privatize and outsource military functions and activities that had traditionally 
been done in the public sector’ while suggesting cost cutting played a large part in the 
state’s decision to outsource. The perceived advantages of utilising PMSCs are 
highlighted by Isenberg (2009) delineating that political objectives are achieved 
through private actors due to their ‘low visibility and presumed low cost’ and their 
effectiveness is improved over that of the military as the US can ‘shift responsibility 
and blame for its actions’. These explanations as to the existence of these entities do 
not adequately depict the role PMSCs play in conflict; albeit acknowledging their 
presence in the US security governance structure. Many advantages and disadvantages 
of PMSCs are put forward in the literature such as those suggested by Isenberg (2009). 
However, there is a gap in the knowledge of the role played by these entities in conflict 
and the potential consequences of their employment in covert conflict. 
 
The second set of non-state actors to consider is that of irregular forces, which are 
describes by Boczek (2005:437) as,  
 

a category of combatants consisting of individuals forming part of the armed 
forces of a party to an armed conflict, international or non-international but not 
belonging to that party’s regular forces and operating in or outside their own 
territory even if the territory is under occupation.  

 
Despite the comprehensive definitions in academic literature, Davis (2003: 6) suggests 
there is an apathy towards a ‘conscientious examination of the relationship between 
irregular armed force, state-building and national political development’ an issue which 
this thesis aims to address.  
 
There exists a scarcity of literature regarding state employment of irregular forces in 
conflict. Therefore, an investigation into these private illicit groups alongside the field 
of state crime leads to a concise understanding of the consequences of outsourcing state 
security. Ambiguity surrounds the use of irregular forces in conflict, often addressing 
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the activities of such non-state actors under the umbrella term of paramilitarism 
(Romaniuk, 2017). In conflict, Rafter (2016: 1931) explains ‘regular militaries are 
formally connected to the state but the relationship of paramilitary groups to the state 
is less clear’. Paramilitarism within the literature can encompass both paramilitary 
police and paramilitary groups – it is imperative for this research to differentiate 
between the two. This is due to the interchangeable terminology surrounding irregular 
forces and paramilitary groups in the literature (Davis, 2003). Paramilitary police units 
(PPUs) Hill and Beger (2009: 26) state are ‘a manifestation of the adoption of a 
militarised ideology of policing…the militarisation of the police’. PPUs are ‘state 
sanctioned [and] operate under legitimate state authority’ which sets them apart from 
pro-government militia groups, also referred to as irregular/extra-legal forces (Kappeler 
and Kraska, 1997: 4). Illicit paramilitary groups, Alvarez (2009: 78) explains are ‘often 
referred to as militias, these organisations are created in order to engage in acts of 
collective violence’ oftentimes in favour of the state. The differences in paramilitaries 
supplementing a state’s military and pro-government militias is crucial to this thesis, as 
the focus of this research is the employment of illicit irregular forces, outside the 
boundaries of the state structures in which PPUs reside (Böhmelt and Clayton, 2018). 
It is the ability of these irregular forces to ‘pursue a wider range of irregular duties’ as 
opposed to paramilitary police who are utilised more so to perform ‘rather regular 
security functions’ (Böhmelt and Clayton, 2018: 198).  
 
Although criminological literature surrounding irregular forces alludes to a connection 
with the state, whereby their actions in conflict ‘supplement the state’ it is important to 
consider that these groups ‘have their own agendas, methods and networks’ (Robb, 
2008: 86). It is argued that their covert means of operation, void of any form of 
accountability structure, offers the state a degree of plausible deniability (Lowenthal, 
2016). This research aims to develop security governance literature by establishing the 
role of non-state actors in the public-private nexus relating to the plurality of military 
power in conflict from a historical perspective.  
 
Unlike PMSCs, irregular forces are mentioned only briefly in the existent literature in 
relation to their employment by democratic states such as the US. Therefore key 
questions remained unanswered surrounding the employment and consequences of 
contracting irregular forces in covert conflict. It is evident, considering the case study 
of the secret conflict in Laos, that an integration of private forces into the state’s security 
apparatus was in existence prior to the growth of neoliberalism and the downsizing of 
the military as previously mentioned. Research conducted by Couch (2007: 33) depicts 
the extent to which public forces, namely the US Special Forces Green Berets were 
reliant on their ‘Montagnard allies’ in Vietnam. Similarly, the CIA (Central Intelligence 
Agency) relied on the Hmong tribe in Laos, utilising these indigenous people as state 
supporting irregular forces due to their knowledge of the land ‘to prevent North 
Vietnamese troops from entering and moving supplies to South Vietnam through Laos’ 
(Neuliep, 2014: 118). These non-state actors provided a loophole for the US as the 
Geneva Conference 1961-62 ‘legally prohibited the United States from directly sending 
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in its military troops to counter the North Vietnamese support of the Communist Pathet 
Lao forces’ (Hwang, 2002). Without US use of non-state actors there would have been 
a significant geopolitical disadvantage, given the complex terrain of Laos and the 
guerrilla tactics employed by the Viet Cong and Pathet Lao forces (Gunn, 1991). 
 
The strategic decision to utilise any of these actors, public or private can greatly affect 
the outcome of the conflict and subsequently impacting human rights and 
accountability, an area often overlooked in the literature. This research can fill a 
significant gap in the security governance and state crime literatures through a thorough 
analysis of non-state actors in an historical conflict. 
 
Moran (2015: 154) explains that the state’s employment of non-state actors is not a new 
concept and that ‘the development of large professional standing armies never obviated 
the need for local less organized and less controlled forces for a variety of reasons’. 
While there exists a broad consensus within the academic literature that states routinely 
employ non-state actors in a variety of forms, there is ambiguity surrounding the 
mechanisms and conduits through which the state manages the relationship before, 
during and in the aftermath of conflict.  
 
The identity of PMSCs and irregular forces in conflict and their affiliation with the state 
is ambiguous, leading to a perceived loss of state legitimacy as defined by Weber 
(Weber, 1919; Bielsa, 2009). It is pertinent in this thesis to accurately portray these 
non-state actors in order to establish the consequences of their actions as a directive of 
the state and their role in the public-private amalgam. Theorising outside the boundaries 
of Weber’s concept of power allows for an examination of the use of illegitimate non-
state forces, often referred to as paramilitary groups, irregulars, ‘legally ambiguous 
military entrepreneurs’ or civil defence forces in conflict (Whyte, 2009: 138; 
Schneckener, 2010; Arasli, 2011; Moran, 2015). These groups are elusive both in terms 
of their connection to the state and similarly to PMSCs in terms of their recruitment, 
management, accountability and governance (Kern, 2014). As such, these groups are 
underrepresented from a security governance perspective in terms of an historical 
analysis of their role in conflict and from a state crime perspective as to the 
consequences of their employment.  
 
2.5.1 Private military and security companies (PMSCs) 
 
PMSCs are complex entities. Isenberg (2009b) suggests those who have written much 
of the literature on the subject have a vested interest,  
 

It is a sad fact that much of the debate over private military and security 
contractors is, to borrow from Shakespeare, a tale told by idiots, full of sound 
and fury; signifying nothing. The tale is made worse by the fact that much of 
those doing the telling have highly partisan axes to grind (Isenberg, 2009b). 

 



 

 

45 

Therefore it is important to remain objective to maintain accuracy. In order to 
understand their usage in conflict it is imperative to gain insight into their role and 
function within the public-private nexus. This section of the literature review offers an 
exploratory view of PMSCs and the reasons for the employment in conflict. The 
available literature predominantly focuses on the period immediately succeeding the 
end of the Cold War. Isenberg (2009b) a US Navy veteran and military affairs analyst, 
suggests much of the rhetoric serves a political purpose, alluding to a lack of historical 
analysis, explaining that ‘we are dealing with an industry that has really only been in 
the public eye for a bit over a decade…[which] makes drawing conclusions difficult’. 
While Isenberg’s (2009b) analysis holds focus on the use of PMSCs in the Iraq war, his 
interpretation of security governance is objective highlighting that ‘the outsourcing of 
military capabilities left the station decades ago’. However, the analysis of the historical 
usage of PMSCs and irregular forces is limited in this narrative denoting ‘the modern 
twist…is that rather than being ragtag bands of adventurers…the modern firm is solidly 
corporate’ (Isenberg, 2009b). This literature review provides a succinct overview of the 
identity and structure of PMSCs in order to establish an understanding of their usage 
prior to the end of the Cold War in 1991. 
  
US military intervention in Vietnam coincided with the Cold War and is important to 
review prior to the case study investigation on the secret war in Laos, given the 
significant overlap between the conflicts. This overt action arguably heavily influenced 
the strategic decisions behind US foreign policy culminating in covert intervention in 
Laos. Within the microcosm of fear regarding the spread of Communism, the conflict 
in Vietnam ‘reflected Cold War antagonisms’ (Yeong, 2013: 80). The usage of PMSCs 
in this conflict is multifactorial and dependent on context as is explored in the 
methodology chapter. The contributory factors influencing the use of non-state forces 
cannot be viewed in isolation; each decision is linked to external reasoning as is 
explored throughout the chapter.  
 
Bures and Carrapico, (2017) set forth an argument surrounding the lack of literature in 
relation to privatisation of security in a post 9/11 context. What is suggested in their 
research is the significance and underrepresentation of ‘security provision by non-
security companies’ in the current security governance literature (Bures and Carrapico, 
2017: 233). The pertinence of this suggestion is highlighted in the following statement 
 

public actors nowadays facilitate security governance by carving out privileged 
spheres for commercial industries through their convening capacities, 
regulatory infrastructure and legitimizing role (Bures and Carrapico, 2017: 
235). 
 

What is evident from this analysis is the assumption that the role of private actors has 
had an impact on the state’s monopoly on the legitimate use of violence. This thesis 
aims to develop this concept further, as Litwak (2000: 19) explains ‘we are able to 
characterize the current period of international relations only in terms of what preceded 
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it’. Through the examination of an historical case study predating the post-Cold War 
period, this research examines the possibility of the existence of a plurality of force 
whereby the state is the coordinator of violence through a variety of non-state actors.  
 
The context in which private forces are integrated with state security tend to be in 
heightened conflict situations where human rights abuses are common but are rarely 
explicitly attributed to the state security apparatus or government directives. This is 
evident in the literature pertaining to the Afghanistan and Iraq wars, where private 
security contractors or ‘O.G.A., other government agencies – that is, the C.I.A. and its 
paramilitary employees’ were responsible for civilian deaths and torture (Hersh, 2004; 
Pattison, 2014). However, their affiliation with the employer state is often understated 
in terms of repercussions for misdeeds, as Pattison (2014: 147) explains ‘there is a lack 
of will to prosecute because of the convenience that the PMSC in question offers the 
employer state’. An example is seen in President Bush’s (2004) remarks on US military 
and PMSC conduct at Abu Ghraib prison that ‘became a symbol of disgraceful conduct 
by a few American troops who dishonored our country and disregarded our values’. By 
attributing these abuses to individuals, this removes the suspicion of state sanctioned 
abuses carried out by private entities. In addition, it is imperative to understand, prior 
to the analysis of case study, the difficulties in holding private entities to account. This 
is depicted by Cotton et al (2010: 15) explaining that due to the ‘transnational nature of 
the industry…there is currently no standard formula for prosecuting contractors who 
come from one country, operate in another country, and work for a firm based in a third 
country’. There are inherent difficulties in the regulation of non-state actors but often 
this is considered an attribute for the contracting state (Pattison, 2014). 
 
The integration of non-state actors into the state security apparatus occurred prior to the 
demilitarisation associated with the end of the Cold War in 1991. Research put forward 
by Cotton et al (2010) highlights that as early as 1955 PMSCs were utilised following 
a directive issued by the US Bureau of the Budget. However, the role of these 
companies is often depicted as administrative, as Friedman (2002: 5) highlights, ‘by 
1965…these private contractors performed a variety of services…focused on five 
major areas: base operations; construction projects; water port and ground 
transportation operations; petroleum supply; and maintenance and technical support for 
aviation and high-technology systems’. What is not explicit in the current available 
literature is an analysis of the non-state actors involved in combat prior to the end of 
the Cold War. 
 
It is at times acknowledged that non-state actors were employed prior to the end of the 
Cold War (Friedman, 2002; Pattison, 2014; Cotton et al, 2010). However, unlike the 
rhetoric portrayed in relation to their usage in the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, there is 
no allusion to a degradation of the monopoly on violence and the legitimate use of 
force. Similarly, Dempsey (2010: 13) asserts that ‘the great growth in private security 
as the result of World War II continued on into the Vietnam War era and beyond’. 
Despite these contributions to the discussion on private security, little analysis is given 
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of the recruitment, management and accountability of non-state actors, or their 
affiliation with the state. 
 
Within the context of the Cold War, conventional and unconventional modalities of 
security provision were employed by the US in order to prevent the spread of 
Communism and to stabilise the post-war international architecture against the major 
threat in the form of the Soviet Union.  One view expressed by Colonel William C. 
Moore suggests ‘the United States should use its military strength to defeat and 
discourage revolutionary movements in Asian countries and to contain Chinese power’ 
escalating the conflict to such a level ‘that no prudent revolutionary would ever initiate 
a war if confronted by such a prospect’ (cited in Falk, 2011). Utilising this justification, 
we can consider that PMSCs were employed by the US in order to ‘extend the reach of 
[their public] armed forces’ (Innes, 2012). However, much of the literature refers to 
‘mercenaries’ as opposed to PMSCs, with the latter terminology more commonly 
utilised in academic literature surrounding the GWoT (Dearden and Mathieu, 2006). 
However, this label of mercenary can be immediately discredited for this research under 
International Humanitarian Law, Article 47 of Additional Protocol I whereby ‘no one 
who is a national of any of the parties to the conflict can be a mercenary’ (International 
Committee of the Red Cross, 2013). Therefore neither the US nor Laotian citizens 
employed by the state in a private capacity can be considered a mercenary. However, 
undoubted accountability structures vary considerably between state security apparatus 
and PMSCs. 
 
PMSCs, unlike the state security apparatus are largely self-regulated, as explained by 
Nevers (2010: 220) self-regulation is a form of governance whereby ‘actors design 
industry guidelines outside the governmental decision making arena…key features are 
its voluntary nature and its reliance on constraints that go beyond existing regulation’. 
By implementing a policy of self-regulation, the abdication of the monopoly of force 
on behalf of the state becomes more problematic, this is due to lax regulation over lethal 
force, which Nevers (2010) believes to be the ‘bedrock condition for a stable domestic 
political order’. Given that self-regulation is optional, often in the form of a code of 
conduct – power can become unbounded, thus eclipsing monopoly of violence 
presumably held by the state. However, the analyses in the current literature focus on 
the non-state actors as an independent entity, with their own objectives. Often, non-
state actors are employed by states in order to pursue geopolitical or foreign policy 
objectives, enjoying plausible deniability by evading accusations of criminal activity 
employed by non-state actors to achieve the outcomes pursued by the state. 
 
2.5.1.1 Identity 
 
As mentioned briefly in the introduction, Carmola (2010) provides a framework for the 
understanding of PMSCs through a fivefold typology encompassing; identity, origins, 
new war, regulation and ethics. These issues are most prevalent in the existing literature 
and are therefore both important and relevant to this thesis and will be examined in 
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turn. Identity, as put forth in the introductory chapter, is most problematic and contested 
within the literature. This is in part due to the ever-changing security threat and is 
dependent on the employing state and the process of socialisation prior to deployment 
at a ‘company, industry, national, and international level’ (Schaub Jr, 2016: 351). The 
professional identity sought by PMSCs in conflict helps to ‘legitimize their 
involvement in military operations’ (Terry: 2015: 222). However, often the focus of the 
literature is held on a negative rhetoric, whereby PMSCs have obscured the boundaries 
of their contract, leading to notable human rights abuses or negation of duties. This is 
clear from Avant’s (2009) assertion that ‘although many of these individuals are quite 
honourable, the industry’s structure allows simple opportunity for some who bear 
disturbing similarities to the 1960s-style soldiers of fortune to enter the corporate mix’. 
 
It is pertinent to note that what is being discussed in this chapter in reference to the 
awarding of government contracts, is that of defence contracts (Whitmire, 2011). 
Identity is often shaped by the actions of PMSCs after a government contract has been 
awarded – occasionally on a no bid basis, it can change dramatically over time 
dependent on the context. This is illustrated in the previous example of Blackwater 
employed during the Iraq War and involved in the killing of 17 civilians. Following 
this significant event, Singer (2007) states of Blackwater that ‘the use of private military 
contractors appears to have harmed, rather than helped, the counterinsurgency efforts 
of the U.S. mission in Iraq’. With the concept of identity in mind, the contentious 
company rebranded as Xe Services LLC with ‘new ownership, a new board and new 
management’ (Hodge, 2011).  
 
Despite human rights violations, PMSCs can change identities with ease in order to 
continue operating at the will of the government. Although banned from operating in 
Iraq following the incident in Nisour Square in 2007, Tonkin (2011: 221) highlights 
that ‘the CIA reportedly awarded a contract worth about US$100 million to Xe Services 
LLC…to protect CIA installations in Afghanistan’. Xe Services LLC rebranded again 
as Academi in a bid to challenge and overcome the identity forged in Iraq. Ted Wright, 
incumbent President and Chief Executive of the PMSC ‘said Academi will try to be 
more “boring”’ (Hodge, 2011). It is clear from this example that Carmola’s (2010) 
analysis of PMSCs as protean shape shifters appears accurate. Similarly, a US PMSC 
operating in Afghanistan under the name, Jorge Scientific Corporation was hit by 
scandal following footage of ‘employees drunk and high on drugs in Afghanistan’ with 
allegations that the company ‘may have misused almost $135 million of U.S. taxpayer 
money’ (Itkowitz, 2015). Jorge Scientific Corporation rebranded as Imperatis and 
subsequently defaulted on a $20 million contract in 2016 and closed citing ‘financial 
distress’  (Miller, 2016). 
 
The question of identity not only refers to the PMSC in terms of their structure and 
actions, state-sanctioned or not, it also encompasses their role in conflict and their 
affiliation with the employing state. This ‘conceptual confusion’ around professional 
identities employed by the state allows for speculation of their role in society (Carmola, 
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2010: 38). The argument that the state no longer holds the exclusive right to the use of 
force is exacerbated by this narrative put forward by Carmola (2010: 38) ‘signal[ing] a 
powerful realignment of forces that speak to novel ways of seeing the world’. Galliott 
and Lotz (2016: 73) further this argument of a ‘realignment of forces’ suggesting that 
the responsibilities of PMSCs are as ever-changing as the as their identity, whereby ‘a 
select group of companies and individual contractors found themselves moving away 
from mundane security services tasks into the much more shadowy realm of secret 
intelligence operations and covert action’. The identity of PMSCs appears to be closely 
related to their functions, their functions appear to be set by the government of the 
employing state (Boot, 2013; Cockayne, 2014; Galliott and Lotz, 2016).  
 
The literature discussed alludes to the conduct of PMSCs as a reflection of identity. 
However, these analyses do not include discussion of PMSCs and the state as an 
interdependent entity. Thus what is not included in the literature is the valuable 
knowledge of the state’s role in the identity of PMSCs. Interdependence within the 
public-private nexus is drawn upon by Hoppe (2008: 990) citing ‘a state employing 
PMSC personnel will always face less international responsibility qua attribution than 
would be the case if it relied on its own armed forces, and its responsibility will be more 
difficult to prove’. The importance of this research is underpinned by the examination 
of the mutually beneficial relationship between the state and non-state forces employed 
in conflict situations, which is underrepresented in the current literature. The 
involvement of the state in the role of PMSCs is apparent through the prosecution of 
‘former Congressman Duke Cunningham (R-CA), another Congressional defense 
appropriator sentenced in 2006 to eight years in prison for accepting bribes from 
defense contractor Mitchell Wade’ (Rozen, 2010). It is clear from this example that the 
public-private nexus is often viewed in a microcosm, whereas thorough analysis would 
offer a more comprehensive understanding of the mutually beneficial relationship. 
 
As outlined in the introductory chapter, Krahmann (2010: 46) delineates the tri-
characteristic nature of PMSCs. The issue of identity is discussed from an alternative 
viewpoint, whereby the professional soldier (PMSCs) is ‘only bound to the state 
through a temporary common law contract’. This is important as it represents a 
dichotomy; while PMSCs do ‘not have any ultimate liability to defend the state with 
his or her life’ the state sets the terms of the contract and employees are obligated to 
fulfil. Misconduct of PMSCs is often loosely attributed to states but there is a scarcity 
of literature pertaining to the involvement of states in the role of PMSCs in conflict. 
The role of the state in PMSC actions is only briefly mentioned in the literature but 
alludes to a much more significant factor in shaping the identity of PMSCs through 
mutually beneficial outcomes. Pattison (2014: 147) highlights ‘there is a lack of will to 
prosecute because of the convenience that the PMSC in question offers the employer 
state…the DoS deliberately dealt with criminal charges against 
Blackwater/Xe/Academi…as administrative matters so that it was not precluded from 
hiring the firm again’. It is evident from the existing literature that the public-private 
nexus must be examined alongside the context of the conflict in order to provide an 
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understanding of the identity of the PMSC and the power dynamic, prior to establishing 
whether the state has lost the monopoly on the use of force. 
 
Krahmann (2010: 47) examines a second characteristic of PMSCs in order to establish 
a comprehensive view of the complex identity of PMSCs, that is ‘profit motivation’. 
The differences in the identity of a PMSC compared to that of the states military is the 
‘primacy of monetary gain’ over patriotism (Krahmann, 2010). This stems from the 
neoliberal ideology whereby; privatisation was lauded in order to make the security 
industry highly functional in terms of both cost and expertise. This policy of 
neoliberalism served as both an economic and ideological shift in security provision 
following the end of the Cold War, with linkages to ‘notions of freedom’ whereby post-
modern warfare favoured the elite force as opposed to ‘mass state armies’ (Brewis et 
al, 2014: 112). Privatisation brought about a specific identity for the private contractor, 
aiding the government in cost reduction while ‘not compromising operational 
effectiveness’ (Brewis et al, 2014: 112).  
 
When considering profit motivation alongside Krahmann’s (2010) ideology of an 
independent PMSC, what is lacking in the literature is an analysis of state delegation 
of power – instead the criticism surrounds a derogation of state power, thus infringing 
state legitimacy. Existing literature in this area rests on Weber’s theory of power, 
asserting that in order for a state to remain a legitimate entity, the incumbent state 
security apparatus must successfully maintain a monopoly on violence. This casts doubt 
on the identity of PMSCs as an alternative security provider, without in turn calling into 
question the legitimacy of the state. Weber’s theory is key to this thesis and will be an 
underlying theoretical theme throughout – as to whether the concept is still valid in 
terms of the state’s legitimacy. Weber’s theory and other theories of power will be 
explored in the theory chapter. There is a vast school of thought within the literature 
that outsourcing state security to PMSCs is seen as an abdication of the monopoly of 
force. This has however, not been theorised in relation to an historical conflict – an 
issue which this study aims to address. Considering profit motivation as a primary 
characteristic of PMSCs and the overlapping political affiliation the composition of 
these entities and therefore their identity is multifaceted. Despite the appearance of 
independent security experts, it is apparent that the motives and duties of PMSCs could 
change dramatically depending on political affiliations and the context of conflict. 
 
A third characteristic of PMSCs which may factor in the state’s decision to employ a 
private company to provide security services in conflict is the ‘lack of a professional 
and collective identity which would ensure their compliance with professional military 
norms and standards’ (Krahmann, 2010: 47). This characteristic is key in deciphering 
the identity of PMSCs, these entities are highly diversified as a result of the context of 
conflict, and contractors will be employed based on their skillset. As a result of their 
likely diversified backgrounds a collective identity within the company is unlikely. This 
trait is linked in the literature to profit motivation and Pattison (2012: 146) alludes to a 
less reliable form of security due to a lack of common feeling in that ‘a soldier 
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motivated predominantly by the collective good seems less likely to desert his fellow 
soldiers when a mission to protect his state becomes risky than a soldier or contractor 
motivated solely by financial gain’. However, there is a lack of information pertaining 
to this presumed lack of a collective identity. Carmola (2010: 12) extends this criticism 
of PMSCs relating this lack of a collective identity to a lack of both ‘reliability and 
discipline’ aligning PMSCs closely with mercenaries. In spite of the criticism and the 
apparent absence of a definable identity, Avant and de Nevers (2013) assert that the 
diversity of expertise highlights the desirability of utilising PMSCs in areas of conflict.  
 
2.5.1.2 Role in conflict  
 
What is evidently lacking from the review of the current literature is an application of 
identity in conflict. Considering both Carmola (2010) and Krahmann’s (2010) 
definitions regarding the characteristics of PMSCs, while making a valuable 
contribution to the understanding of the ambiguities surrounding these entities, the 
definitions do not go so far as to encompass the role of the state and the context in 
which PMSCs may be deployed in areas conflict. This thesis endeavours to develop on 
the existing literature to provide a comprehensive definition of the identity of PMSCs 
in conflict utilising the case study of the secret war in Laos. 
 
Carmola (2010) secondly refers to the origins of PMSCs, utilising a threefold 
definitional model. Firstly, their origins are relatable to ‘the market for force’ this is 
particularly pertinent to this thesis due to the reliance on post-Cold War justifications 
for the establishment of PMSCs. Stating ‘a market for force has existed whenever 
supply has aligned with demand’ Carmola (2010: 42) ascertains that following 
demobilisation in the aftermath of the Cold War, a ready supply of highly trained 
veterans provided a professional army, should there be a demand for such services. 
Gaston (2008) reinforces Carmola’s (2010: 223) assertion detailing the ‘development 
of the private security sector after the Cold War’. This research will look primarily at 
the case study of the covert conflict in Laos, establishing that non-state forces were 
integrated into the state security apparatus before the GWoT and before the end of the 
Cold War in 1991.  
 
PMSC origins are scarcely mentioned prior to the post-Cold War setting, which proves 
detrimental to research surrounding the outsourcing of state security. While some 
theorists acknowledge the use of PMSCs prior to the end of the Cold War, it is lacking 
in rigorous investigation. Isenberg (2009) and Crawford (2015: 153) allude to the use 
of PMSCs in the Vietnam War, citing domestic efforts, such as supply of ‘materials, 
munitions, supplies [and] equipment’ as their primary usage on a ‘periodic’ basis, while 
‘the task of soldiering remained public, undertaken by either enlisted or conscripted 
citizens’. Crawford (2015) explains that while PMSCs were not contracted to combat 
roles in the Vietnam War ‘significant numbers of private contractors were deployed to 
combat zones’ finding themselves close to the conflict. While this undoubtedly enriches 
the literature surrounding the use of PMSCs it does not accurately portray the role of 
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PMSCs and how these entities impact conflict situations. Similarly, Gaston (2008) 
explains ‘while the use of privatised force has been a longstanding feature of military 
campaigns, the boom in military and security outsourcing in Iraq and Afghanistan has 
attracted new attention’ to PMSCs.  
 
The history and origins of PMSCs, although alluded to, is neglected in literature. The 
supply and demand theory precipitates fears of state abdication of the monopoly of 
force. When outsourcing state security a number of divisive issues arise and are of 
importance to this thesis. Pattison (2014: 116) argues  
 

the use of PMSCs undermine the state’s ability to maintain internal 
order…weaken its defence against external threats…threaten the ability of other 
states to maintain internal order and national defence; and the market for force 
may generally erode the importance of states in the international system.   
 

The ‘market for force’ outlined by Carmola (2010) could be applicable to the Vietnam 
War, following an investigation of the supply and demand for combat roles, this will 
be explored throughout the research. Lovewine (2014) theorises that the usage of 
PMSCs during the Vietnam War led to the development of a symbiotic relationship, 
citing private companies as integral to the logistic support. Arguably, Lovewine’s 
(2014) theory of a symbiotic relationship whereby PMSCs improve the effectiveness 
of state security in conflict and Carmola’s concept of ‘market for force’ stems from 
Ronald Reagan’s ‘Private Sector Survey on Cost Control 1982’ (McFate, 2015: 122). 
Although not explicitly discussing the conflict in Vietnam, McFate (2015: 122) argues 
‘private force is often cheaper than public force’ while highlighting the findings of the 
survey suggested ‘by turning government operations over to the private sector you get 
innovation, efficiency [and] flexibility’ (Grace, 1983, cited in McFate, 2015: 122). This 
analysis suggests the integration of PMSCs occurred after the Vietnam War, following 
US defeat due to what Komer (1971) termed ‘bureaucratic inertia’. This term was 
utilised by Komer to explain frustration with US foreign policy in Vietnam, whereby 
‘overmilitarisation’ was resultant from ‘political constraints’. McFate (2015: 122) 
utilises Komer’s (1972) criticism as a catalyst for the usage of PMSCs ‘in the face of 
turgid bureaucracies’. While acknowledging the potential impact of PMSCs on the 
Vietnam conflict, neither McFate (2015) nor Komer (1972) analyse the impact of 
PMSCs employed by the US government during the Vietnam War. This research will 
argue that the market for force predates the end of the Cold War. 
 
Thirdly, Carmola (2010: 45) outlines ‘the political story’ as to the origins of PMSCs, 
in that; outsourcing state security becomes a ‘political requirement’. Utilising this 
theory, the usage of PMSCs is justified by three scenarios. Firstly ‘the nice version’ 
denotes a situation whereby logical policies are defeated ‘by irrational political 
demands made upon them, thereby requiring outsourcing’ (Carmola, 2010: 45). 
Secondly ‘the cosy version’ refers to the usage of PMSCs ‘as part of longstanding 
foreign policy goals’ this is exemplified in the US PMSC, Vinnell’s affiliation with the 
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Saudi Arabian government – protecting ‘the Saudi royal family from internal coups by 
its own military’. The third justification for the use of PMSCs is ‘the nasty version’ 
whereby private companies are employed to ‘intervene covertly in the politics of 
another nation’. These justifications for the origins of PMSCs in mainstream security 
provision will be applied throughout the case studies with the aim of highlighting the 
interlinked nature of ‘the political story’ to the covert nature of PMSCs in conflict 
situations. 
 
The origin of PMSCs is linked, Carmola believes, to the rise of ‘private authorities’ 
linked to the expansion of neo-liberal policies in mainstream politics in the 1990s. Ortiz 
(2010) also believes that the usage of private security companies followed the cessation 
of the Cold War whereby a ‘diminished political and financial will of Western 
governments to intervene in conflicts in the periphery of the world has left a security 
gap for PMCs to fill’. However, despite alluding to PMSC involvement in the Vietnam 
War, namely Vinnell and PAE (Pacific Architects and Engineers), the extent of their 
actions are not disclosed. Carmola (2010) denotes ‘new wars’ as the fourth origin of 
PMSCs; an assertion which interlinks the proliferation of PMSCs with the GWoT. 
‘New wars’ arguably call for ‘new soldiers’ a fifth origin of PMSCs whereby through 
the public-private nexus military personnel can ‘migrate between public and private 
organisations’. Carmola (2010) attributes the existence of the ‘new soldier’ to 
heightened education creating more competition in security services, thus creating a 
‘soldier-scholar’. This literature aids in the understanding of the development of new 
techniques in defences enhanced by the private entities, as will be explored in depth 
throughout the case study.  
 
2.5.2 Irregular forces 
 
It is accepted in the literature that irregular forces, as defined in the introduction, are 
utilised by states in conflict (Moran, 2015). However, these actors are rarely subjected 
to academic analysis in terms of their relationship to the state, their role in conflict and 
the consequences of their employment. Similarly to PMSCs, the narrative surrounding 
these groups is often negative but what this thesis endeavours to uncover is the 
relationship between the state and irregular forces in order to theorise about the 
possibility of a plurality of power.  
 
2.5.2.1 Identity 
 
According to Lieblich (2013: 61) ‘since the end of World War II…the use of irregular 
forces became a dominant feature of forcible interventions’. While this is 
acknowledged, what is absent from the rhetoric is the examination of the relationship 
between ‘a state and irregular forces actively sent by it’ (Lieblich, 2013: 62). Moran’s 
(2015: 154) analysis permits further insight into the history and offers a candid look at 
the employment of irregulars, spanning from ‘the Napoleonic wars…and counter-
insurgencies in Algeria, Kenya, Malaya, Vietnam, the former Yugoslavia, Chechnya 
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and in multiple wars in the Democratic Republic of Congo’. To this end, it is evident 
from the literature that irregular forces are not new actors, as is assumed in the case of 
PMSCs. What is contentious however, is the employment of irregular forces by 
developed states, in order to further their various objectives.  
 
Despite the longevity of their employment, the literature asserts that irregular forces are 
also a threat to the states monopoly on the use of force. Davis (2010: 398) explains that 
‘a growing number of these forces take on security and policing functions, even if only 
for their circumscribed communities or clients, they hold the potential to erode the 
state’s monopoly’. However, this interpretation is based on the assumption that 
irregulars exist independent of the state ‘and that the target of their activities is the state, 
state power, or regime-change’ (Davis, 2010: 399). This makes the issue of identity 
difficult to define, especially when irregular forces are readily employed by what are 
considered liberal democratic states. 
 
The focus of the literature is the role played by irregular forces in the support of weak 
or fragile, usually post-conflict, states (Schneckener, 2004; Wienand and Tremaria, 
2017). This analysis is important to consider in order to understand the motivations of 
the public-private nexus in the employment of irregular forces as opposed to the state’s 
security apparatus. Irregular forces, such as paramilitary groups can prove effective in 
some conflict situations. However, issues with controlling these groups and the 
potential for gross human rights violations hinder their usefulness. The use of these 
forces is more prevalent where states are weak, these groups, unconvinced by the ability 
of the state security apparatus ‘tak[e] the law into their own hands…to fight insurgents 
and protect their property’ (Marcella 2003: 57). This theory regarding weak states is 
reinforced by Jones (2013: 163), in that, paramilitary groups and extra-legal formations 
‘are more likely to flourish at times of an absence or a crisis of governance’ thus 
becoming entrenched in the governance structure. This is evidenced in the integration 
of paramilitary groups into the Colombian security apparatus. 
 
The conflict in Colombia has been subjected to academic analysis in terms of the impact 
of the integration of paramilitaries in order to manage conflict. According to Renwick 
(2016) fighting between ‘the military, left wing guerrillas, and right wing paramilitaries 
had left the country on the brink of becoming a failed state’. As previously mentioned, 
the current literature focuses on a particular political climate in the belief that this aids 
the indoctrination of paramilitaries into the security apparatus within a state. Given the 
geopolitical significance of oil-rich Colombia to the US, Petras (2001: 4618) explains 
the use of paramilitaries in the conflict serves to ‘restore the local foundations of 
imperial power’ by undermining the leftist guerrilla groups and their supporters. With 
the government under pressure from opposing forces, Decree 3398 temporarily 
legalised the arming of civilians in Colombia. This Decree became permanent in 1968 
under Law 48 ‘authoris[ing] the executive to create civil patrols by decree and for the 
Defense Ministry to provide them with “weapons restricted to the exclusive use of the 
armed forces”’ (Human Rights Watch, 1996). Hristov (2014) highlights the use of 
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paramilitaries by the Colombian state had the backing of the US, with the goal of 
maintaining state control. Tate (2001: 163) suggests that the relationship has led to ‘the 
United States…making its primary ally a corrupt and abusive army’. The significance 
of the apparent state sanctioned use of paramilitaries in order to secure a stable US 
allied government cannot be underestimated in this example. What the literature 
highlights in this case is the ease with which developed states can utilise non-state 
actors to further their objectives. Hristov (2014: 60) suggests paramilitary groups were 
utilised by the Colombian and US governments to ‘do the dirty work…so that no one 
would suspect the government of Colombia and its military forces’ adding plausible 
deniability to further legitimise the state. 
 
2.5.2.2 Role in conflict 
 
Irregular forces have been integrated into the state security apparatus on numerous 
occasions for a number of different reasons (Moran, 2015). Schneckener (2006: 25) 
argues that ‘militias or paramilitaries are irregular combat units that usually act on 
behalf of, or are at least tolerated by, a given regime’. The frequency with which these 
irregular forces are employed suggests a high level of tolerance by states of the actions 
and of the outcomes these entities produce.  
 
Recent research by Böhmelt and Clayton (2018: 197) elucidates the issue this thesis 
aims to address in that ‘it is unclear what determines states’ selection of these auxiliary 
forces, and our understanding of how auxiliary force structures develop remains 
limited’. There are loose inferences in the current literature regarding the role of states 
in the employment and management of irregular forces in conflict. Cassidy (2008: 53) 
explains states must alter their strategy when faced with ‘irregular adversaries…to meet 
the exigencies of irregular warfare’. As represented in the previous example, weak 
states can benefit from the employment of non-state forces. However, these weak states 
are not alone in their dalliances with paramilitary groups. Voß (2015: 37) highlights 
that stable democratic states routinely employed paramilitaries covertly throughout the 
Cold War period, however  

 
the little known background story is often overlooked by scholars of the PMC 
phenomenon…This prequel to the expansion of private military companies in 
the 1990s helps us to understand some of the root causes of privatising military 
intervention, especially in conflicts in remote places that are difficult to 
associate with vital US security interests.  

 
While this thesis holds focus on the US use of non-state forces in conflict, it is important 
to highlight that many states employ non-state forces to assist in conflict, it is not 
exclusive to the US (Böhmelt and Clayton, 2018). A recent example is that of the 
Russian intervention in Syria through the use of non-state forces. Non-state forces were 
employed as an alternative to the state security apparatus, the suspected use of Russian 
paramilitary groups ‘Wagner’ and ‘Slavonic Corps’ in Syria (Watkinson, 2016; Miller, 
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2014; Nazarova and Barabanov, 2018). Without abdication of the monopoly on 
violence, this affords Russia’s military plausible deniability while furthering 
geopolitical goals. These geopolitical goals encapsulate support for Bashar al-Assad, 
whereby Russia can secure their relationship with a key ally in the Middle East 
(Kassim, 2014). The covert employment of non-state forces has proved invaluable for 
Assad’s regime, Russian ‘pro-regime paramilitaries’ are relied upon to ‘man key battle 
fronts across the country’ (Loveluck and Oliphant, 2015). This usage of paramilitaries 
highlights a change in the structure of security governance in Russian, a country that 
has banned PMSCs under a law allowing state officials ‘to shut down an organisation 
which threatens Russian defence, security or its constitutional order’ (Tufft, 2015). This 
change in governance, to combat a foreign threat highlights the ability of a state to 
coordinate violence in their favour, tailoring security governance by permitting non-
state forces to perpetrate ‘quasi-military tasks’ evading repercussions at a state level 
(Grove, 2015). In this case, security governance is manipulated in favour of maintaining 
a monopoly on force and violence, as explained by Biberman (2016: 3) the choice of 
‘proxy’, in this case, paramilitaries is key due to their expected capabilities and more 
importantly ‘the degree of control the state can reasonably expect to establish over 
them’. A contrast to the previous example involving Colombia – Russia’s use of private 
militias is covert and not enacted in law. Despite the risky nature of utilising these pro-
state groups Biberman (2016) highlights their usefulness in a civil war context, as in 
Syria and also in Ukraine following the annexation of Crimea (Grove, 2015). This 
highlights a pattern of fluid security governance within the Russian security apparatus 
on both a domestic and international scale. The fluidity of security governance is 
neglected in the literature, acknowledging only the state approved apparatus, despite 
evidence to suggest a combination of forces are involved in a public-private nexus. 
 
2.6 State Crime: illegitimate provision of force 
 
In addition to a contribution to the security governance literature this PhD evidences 
that the covert conflict in Laos, encompassing violence both sanctioned and 
administered by the US through non-state actors, was a form of state crime. Although 
there are assertions within academic literature that ‘its power usually excuses the state 
from the label of criminal’ through criminological analysis of the state administration 
of covert violence this PhD adds to knowledge surrounding the self-conscious 
illegitimate use of state organised violence (Sharkansky, 2000: 36). It is particularly 
pertinent to examine the covert conflict in Laos from a state crime perspective as it is 
clear from the existing literature that historically states ‘rarely criminalize the social 
harms they commit’ leading to an inaccurate representation of state actions by proxy 
(Kramer and Michalowski, 2005: 447). There are a number of key issues to discuss, 
prior to the literature review in order to provide the contextual background thus 
highlighting the position of this research within state crime literature. It must be 
recognised that while state crime is not a new phenomenon, it has been 
underrepresented within the criminological literature (Green and Ward, 2005). 
 



 

 

57 

The prevailing notion and the theoretical underpinning within this research is the 
legitimate use of violence, concerning state and non-state actors (Weber, 1919). Green 
and Ward (2009: 119) explain ‘legitimacy is the key to defining state crimes’ although 
there is an inherent difficulty in defining illegitimate state actions. This thesis is 
concerned with the use of covert violence by the state; under investigation is the 
reasoning behind employing legitimate and irregular non-state actors as opposed to the 
traditional state security apparatus, the state’s capacity to shape perceptions of 
legitimacy and the technical and human value of outsourcing to non-state actors. The 
importance of non-state actors in state crime is an area which, although features within 
the criminological literature – is in need of development (Krause, 2009). 
 
Green and Ward (2009: 116) explain the phenomenon against Weber’s theory of power, 
in that ‘not only do modern states claim a monopoly of legitimate violence…they also 
perpetrate or instigate most of the world’s serious violent crime…it is this illegitimate 
violence, or state crime, that concerns us here’. State crime is not always illegitimate in 
the mind of the protagonist but by its very nature in its origination. State sanctioned 
violence, as explained by Huggins (2013) through research on state torture, is justified 
through the guise of necessity and is facilitated by non-state actors.  
 
What is crucial in this thesis is the understanding of the implementation of state 
violence, particularly the motivating factors of conducting a deviant conflict, such as 
US involvement in Laos, coordinated through private actors. Within Krause’s (2009: 
184) analysis the importance of ‘the way in which institutions and instruments of 
organized violence are mobilized within and between states, both to use force and to 
constrain its use by others’ is the subject of research. This PhD while following a similar 
thread differs in the identification of key actors instead holding focus on how violence 
is mobilised by the state through non-state actors. Utilising Weber’s (1919) definition 
of a state, as previously mentioned ‘a certain territory that claims (successfully) the 
monopoly on the use of legitimate physical force’ state violence is seemingly 
legitimated, therefore the ‘illegitimate use of physical force is entirely the domain of 
non-state actors’ (Koch, 2015: 1). However, arguably, as this research sets out, with the 
state in the position of co-ordinator of violence they remain the perpetrator whether the 
violence appears legitimate or illegitimate.  
 
State violence is a problematic concept; this is depicted through observations from 
Michalowski (1985: 279) whereby ‘the fact that state violence is legal within any given 
political context…should not tempt us to overlook the fact that is it nonetheless 
violence’. The difficulties therefore in defining the differences between legitimate and 
illegitimate state violence is well documented in the literature (Jamieson and McEvoy, 
2005; Gill, 2017). However, there appears to be a general consensus on the matter that 
states have on occasion employed criminal tactics to achieve objectives. Scott (2017a: 
268) explains the paradoxical effect of defining the concept ‘state violence, whether by 
the police, military or the penal apparatus, will always be defended by state authorities 
as being exercised legitimately, whereas violent resistance by the people will always 
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be considered as illegitimate and a threat to the state’. However, what this statement 
does not address is the coordination of violence by states through non-state actors. 
Green and Ward’s (2009: 119) evade the rigid boundaries of legitimacy, asserting that 
‘where legitimacy is challenged…depends largely on whose perspective is adopted’ 
denoting a ‘social justice and human rights’ criteria for analysis. This concept is further 
explained by Lasslett (2012: 127) in that ‘state criminality begins when a government 
employs political practices that exceed the normative limits upon which rule is 
legitimated’. Therefore in order for a state action to be perceived at illegitimate 
violence, it must be a direct result of political practices and strategies used to achieve 
their objectives.  
 
Covert warfare has been used sporadically throughout history by the United States 
(Rothe, 2009; Bohlander and Rothe, 2011). Considering the state as the coordinator of 
violence and the significance of non-state actors to this research, it is imperative to 
examine ‘state crime by proxy’ through historical covert warfare (Jamieson and 
McEvoy, 2005: 504). Jamieson and McEvoy (2005: 505) explain the various actors that 
states routinely employ to commit deviant and criminal acts, outsourcing to ‘indigenous 
paramilitaries, mercenaries, private contractors’ to name a few. The employment of 
private actors both legitimate and irregular serves to protect political interests, while 
offering plausible deniability to the state (Francioni and Ronzitti, 2011; Amar, 2014; 
Higate, 2011a). What is not represented in the literature is; the mechanisms through 
which proxy warfare is conducted, the advantages of using non-state actors or the state 
security apparatus and the consequences of employing non-state actors in covert 
warfare.  
 
War as a form of state crime is analysed by Kramer and Michalowski (2005) using Iraq 
as a case study. This study is key to the understanding of state crime in the context of 
war, alluding to any violation of international laws as a crime ‘even when they do not 
violate domestic law’ (Kramer and Michalowski, 2005: 447). This denotes the 
threshold by which state crime is measured; it is the violation of international law. What 
is less clear in this analysis is how we interpret the culpability of the state when proxy 
forces are employed to achieve policy objectives.  
 
To clarify further the contribution to knowledge through a development of state crime 
literature Bar-Siman-Tov (1984: 263) explains ‘every local war without direct 
superpower intervention is a war by proxy if there is some relationship between local 
adversaries and the superpowers’. It is clear that this depiction encompasses the secret 
conflict in Laos, given the relationship between the US and indigenous forces, the 
Hmong people. In terms of victimisation and state crime, Idaicola and Shupe (2012: 
377) explain that those who ‘are from the lowest levels of society’ are most frequently 
victimised by the state. This thesis holds focus on the non-state actors employed by the 
US to fight the covert conflict in Laos, investigating the consequences of outsourcing 
security in covert conflict. The contribution of the irregular forces, the Hmong, on 
behalf of the US has gone largely unnoticed in historical narratives – despite the 
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sacrifices made. This is evident in the statement given by a Hmong soldier, resettled in 
the US;  
 

the communists know that we were the Americans’ hands, arms, feet and 
mouths. That’s why they believe they must kill all Hmong – soldiers, farmers, 
children. We suffer and die just like the Jews in World War II, but the world 
ignores us (Ly Chai, 1980, cited in Hamilton-Merritt, 1993: 3). 

 
Criminal acts perpetrated directly by state actors or by proxy require further analysis. 
Jamieson and McEvoy (2005: 512) focus on the aforementioned assumed erosion of 
the state monopoly, establishing the existence of outsourcing state security ‘at least to 
ancient times’ depicting ‘the employment of mercenaries [paramilitaries] to obfuscate 
state culpability in armed conflicts’. There exists a scarcity of literature regarding 
state’s use of non-state forces in conflict. Therefore an investigation into these private 
illicit groups alongside the field of state crime would lead to a concise understanding 
of the implications of outsourcing state security. Ambiguity surrounds the use of 
paramilitaries in conflict, as Rafter (2016: 1931) explains ‘regular militaries are 
formally connected to the state but the relationship of paramilitary groups to the state 
is less clear’. Paramilitarism within the literature can encompass both paramilitary 
police and paramilitary groups – as explained in the introductory chapter.  
 
Arguably, these entities appeared to appease a ‘security gap’ following the end of the 
Cold War and subsequent military downsizing, whereby state’s must outsource 
clandestine activities to paramilitary forces due to a lack of resources, garnering 
plausible deniability in the process (Human Security Centre, 2005). However, Greener 
and Fish (2014: 44) believe paramilitary forces are utilised strategically by the state out 
of choice rather than necessity to fill a ‘capability gap’ and evade repercussions while 
pursuing long term ‘organisational goals’ within a state (Green and Ward, 2004; 
Jamieson and McEvoy, 2005). Considering the usage of paramilitaries, Davis (2003: 6) 
suggests there is an apathy in academic literature towards a ‘conscientious examination 
of the relationship between irregular armed force, state-building and national political 
development’ an issue which this thesis aims to address. What must be scrutinised is 
that ‘the structure of a country’s security force is the result of its ruling regime’s 
strategic considerations to address specific security needs’ (Böhmelt and Clayton, 
2018: 202). This interpretation is particularly pertinent when considering liberal 
democracies, such as the US, employing irregular forces. The literature does not 
address the erosion of the monopoly on violence from the viewpoint of the state as the 
coordinator of force but rather as a weak state unable to provide security for citizens. 
 
As with PMSCs there is evidence to suggest that paramilitary forces were employed in 
conflicts predating the end of the Cold War, as the case study will highlight, 
paramilitary groups were utilised by the US during the covert conflict in Laos. What is 
not apparent in the current literature is the process of recruitment and state management 
of paramilitary forces and with ‘no formal lines of authority between state authorities 
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and paramilitary leaders’ it remains to be seen how these relationships are routinely 
managed in conflict to prevent the assumed erosion of the state’s monopoly on violence 
and force (Human Security Centre, 2005: 37). From the current literature it appears that 
paramilitary forces can operate without an accountability structure. Therefore states can 
often ignore the human rights abuses as a result of their directive and do not extend a 
duty of care to ex-combatants, as they would state veterans.  
 
2.7 Covert conflict: contracting without a trace 
 
Considering the literature surrounding the use of non-state actors, what is scarcely 
mentioned is the state employment of these entities in covert conflict. There is an 
acknowledgement that non-state forces, both PMSCs and irregular forces, are used by 
states to fulfil their own objectives but what is not scrutinised is the significance of the 
public-private nexus in the recruitment, management and accountability of private 
forces. This can be outlined from an historical viewpoint, as with the case study 
employed to answer the research questions, this example helps in the understanding of 
the role of the state in the operations of non-state forces in conflict. The focus of covert 
action in the current literature hold focus on; the use of enhanced interrogation 
techniques, Wikileaks (founded by Julian Assange) and large-scale surveillance 
programmes uncovered by former National Security Agency (NSA) employee Edward 
Snowdon (Treverton, 2007; Leigh and Harding, 2013; Zoli, 2017). While these issues 
undoubtedly hold much importance, an historical investigation of covert action can 
prove fruitful to aid understanding of key issues such as; recruitment, management, 
accountability and the consequences of employing non-state actors in conflict. 
 
Firstly, it is important to establish a comprehensive understanding of the concept of 
covert war. Dimitrakis (2013: xiii) explains  
 

covert action is a dark art: it is not an academic exercise – ethical and pragmatic 
expectations do not apply…covert action means dealing with some of the most 
unpleasant and ruthless people an allied government has to offer, employing 
them as surrogates; such people tend always towards indiscipline, and retain 
their own secret agenda. 
 

This definition gives a clear insight into the lengths states are willing to go in order to 
further their objectives. However, the role of non-state actors appears precluded from 
analysis through this statement, Gentry (2016: 467) highlights that there is a 
differentiation between state and non-state covert action delineating that ‘non-state 
actors use these elements of intelligence in very different ways that do states’. The 
actions of states and of non-state actors in covert conflict are rarely aligned in the 
literature, meaning that a thorough analysis of the security governance structures and 
the potential for state crime remains underreported and under researched.  
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In terms of US involvement in covert action, Kibbe (2010: 589) elucidates an important 
point underpinning this thesis ‘the law is direct – while the US role in a covert action 
may not be apparent or acknowledged publicly, lawful covert action may only be 
conducted with the written approval of the president’. This approval led to US covert 
intervention in Afghanistan during the Cold War through the support of the Mujahedeen 
during the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan from late 1979 and throughout much of 
the 1980s. Burke (1999) explains that in order to further their own foreign policy 
objectives throughout the Cold War the US covertly intervened ‘from 1985 to 1992, 
12,500 foreigners were trained in bomb-making, sabotage and urban guerrilla warfare 
in Afghan camps the CIA helped to set up’. The covert CIA action, known as Operation 
Cyclone, which cost $4 billion was authorised under President Carter and President 
Reagan in order to ‘destabilise the Soviet Union’ (Woodward and Babcock, 1985; Coll, 
1992; Wogan, 2004; Graham, 2010). This covert action initiated by the US was 
operationalised by non-state actors, the Afghan Mujahideen. The group were secretly 
trained and armed by the CIA, through a partnership with the Pakistani government and 
other state intelligence and specialist services (ISI, MI6, SAS) (Pilger, 2003; Coll, 
2005). While this was seen as a largely successful venture at the time, destabilising the 
Soviet regime, in more recent times this covert action is acknowledged as arming 
factions of al-Qaeda and the Taliban in Afghanistan (Crile, 2003).  
 
What is highlighted by this example is the effectiveness of the public-private nexus in 
conflict situations. The US successfully coordinated the response through the 
employment of non-state actors. Criticism brought by Rubin (2002) occurs in the 
aftermath of the intervention whereby ‘many Afghan specialists criticized the United 
States for merely walking away from Afghanistan after the fall of the Soviet Union’. 
The use of irregular forces as previous discussed, is used strategically by states but it is 
rarely analysed in security governance literature as a coordinated approach, rather state 
actions are viewed in isolation to the actions of non-state forces – often as a means of 
plausible deniability (Voß, 2015). 
 
2.8 Case study: Laos 1962-1975 
 
Considering US intervention in Laos, it is evident that a combination of state and non-
state forces were utilised but the extent to which these entities influenced the outcome 
of the conflict is underrepresented.  It is important to note a key difference in this case 
study and the example of US intervention in Afghanistan during the Cold War. While 
it is evident in both that an integration of private forces into the state’s security 
apparatus was in existence prior to the growth of neoliberalism and the downsizing of 
the military. As the US relied on the Mujahideen to combat Soviet expansion in 
Afghanistan, similarly, the CIA relied on the Hmong tribe in Laos. Utilising these 
indigenous people as paramilitary forces due to their knowledge of the land ‘to prevent 
North Vietnamese troops from entering and moving supplies to South Vietnam through 
Laos’ (Neuliep, 2014: 118).  
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However, the key difference in these cases is that non-state forces provided a loophole 
for the US as the Geneva Conference 1961-62 ‘legally prohibited the United States 
from directly sending in its military troops to counter the North Vietnamese support of 
the Communist Pathet Lao forces’ in Laos (Hwang, 2002). Without US use of non-state 
actors, the US could not successfully pursue their foreign policy and geopolitical 
objectives as they did in Afghanistan during the Cold War (Lehmann, 2017). The 
importance of US intervention in Laos cannot be underestimated in terms of providing 
an understanding of the public-private nexus, as Lehmann (2017) explains, 
 

the CIA's covert war in Laos provided a template for secret wars in decades to 
come, including involvement in Afghanistan, where the CIA supported the 
mujahedin , and in the Iran-Contra affair in Nicaragua.  
 

Academic analysis of the role of the state and non-state actors together in the public-
private nexus in the administration of violence is imperative in order to aid the 
understanding of the phenomenon from a security governance and state crime 
perspective. 
 
2.9 Summary 
 
The existing security governance literature holds focus on a post-Cold War narrative 
which, while informative, lacks the historical analysis necessary to provide a 
progressive understanding of how and why states choose to outsource their security 
obligations. There is a wealth of knowledge on the use of PMSCs in conflict, their role 
is characterised as divergent or independent from the state. What is meant by this is, 
PMSCs are not state owned entities and therefore are subject to their own accountability 
and governance structures. They are not a public body and any controversies stemming 
from their operations are not routinely linked to the state. They are profit driven entities 
and their motivations are linked with company objectives rather than patriotic duty. The 
security governance literature does not adequately explain the reasons why  states have 
routinely outsourced security prior to the end of the Cold War, nor does it explain how 
this relationship is administered in conflict. 
 
The state crime literature recognises the use of PMSCs and irregular forces but the 
predominant focus of the literature is held on accountability. What is neglected in the 
analysis is the relationship with the state, in that, these relationships are informed by  
state directive. Statecraft is used to masque the links between the government and the 
non-state actors, in an effort to claim plausible deniability. The consequences of the 
employment of non-state actors is also underrepresented in the state crime literature. 
Knowledge that non-state actors are employed by states in conflict situations leads to 
questions about the consequences for such actors in the aftermath of conflict. 
 
The Laotian case study is used to bridge the gap between the two bodies of literature to 
broaden the understanding of the administration of force in covert conflict. The case 
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study demonstrates how criminal tactics are employed to facilitate security governance 
in covert conflict. Prior to the case study, an in-depth analysis of the theoretical 
underpinning of the study are explored.  
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3. Theoretical Approaches 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to analyse the theoretical approaches chosen to 
investigate the use of non-state actors in the covert conflict in Laos. Firstly this chapter 
discusses the significance of power dynamics in relation to state crime, to provide the 
theoretical background as to how and why states implement the monopoly on violence. 
Following this analysis, an outline and evaluation of the significance of Kramer et al’s 
(2002) integrated theoretical framework of state-corporate crime is provided. This 
chapter then links the importance of this framework to the chosen case study and to the 
theoretical underpinning of the thesis. In addition this chapter addresses the inclusion 
of Krahmann’s (2013) theoretical approach drawn from theories of norm change in 
security governance. The benefit of the interdisciplinary nature of this research is also 
discussed, to ensure the analysis is not regarded as parallel but instead theorises outside 
the rigid confines of Weber’s (1919) ‘state monopoly’. The theoretical approach 
informing this thesis provides a novel insight into non-state actors in covert conflict, 
facilitating the development of an interdisciplinary approach conceptualising 
criminogenic security governance (Kramer et al, 2002; Krahmann, 2013). 
 
The influencing bodies of literature on which this thesis is based, state crime and 
security governance, cannot be examined in isolation – given that the rationale of this 
thesis is to broaden the lexicon of criminological debate. This PhD highlights an 
important crossover of crime related to the provision of security in a covert setting. 
However, the analysis of such does not require new tools. The comprehensive 
integrated theoretical framework of Kramer et al (2002) is employed to explain the 
criminogenic nature of covert conflict directed by states through a variety of non-state 
actors. The framework is outlined in this chapter including an analysis of the 
‘Challenger disaster’ through which the concept of state-corporate crime was 
developed (Kramer et al, 2002: 268). While Krahmann (2013: 53) provides the 
theoretical approach of norm change within governance literature, concerning the 
theoretical underpinning of Weber’s ‘state monopoly on violence’ developing a 
narrative surrounding the ‘transformation of the international norm regarding the state 
monopoly on the legitimate use of armed force…by PMSCs in the international arena’.  
The potential significance of the interdisciplinary approach to security provision 
through the lens of state crime and governance could assist in the understanding of the 
state monopoly while addressing the assumptions addressed in the introductory chapter.  
 
It is important to make clear that this thesis is based in the field of criminology but in 
order to deepen understanding of certain concepts; that is, security governance, 
allusions to international relations are on occasion employed to broaden the narrative 
which would otherwise be restrained. The governance of security is characterised by 
its fluidity with theorists approaching the term from varying viewpoints. Valverde 
(2014: 383/384) elucidates that in order for us to understand security and its 
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significance in governance, we must retrospectively analyse ‘actually existing practices 
of governance that the participants themselves – not outside observers – describe as 
promoting security in some way’. Considering the monopoly on violence, governance 
and the government are inseparable in liberal democracies. Therefore, just as ‘great 
power and great crimes are inseparable’ so too are state crimes and security governance 
(Michalowski and Kramer, 2002: 1). 
 
3.2 Power dynamics and the administration of force 
 
The field of state crime scholarship is a vastly expanding area of study (Kramer et al, 
2002; Green and Ward, 2004; Rothe, 2009; Michalowski, 2012). This chapter provides 
an analysis of the theoretical approaches within the growing discipline of state crime to 
ultimately highlight the value of this research into the public-private nexus in covert 
conflict. The purpose of this section is to show the appreciation and depth of 
understanding of the theory that has preceded and informed Kramer et al’s (2002) 
framework and to highlight the various critiques that have contributed to the vastly 
expanding literatures in state crime. To establish the significance of the previously 
mentioned integrated framework put forward by Kramer et al (2002) it is imperative to 
review the existing literature surrounding crimes of the powerful, ultimately 
highlighting the reasoning for this research to be employed to develop criminological 
theory.  
 
Firstly, in order to frame the criminological debate surrounding state crime – it is 
important to acknowledge that much of the literature rests on competing meanings of 
the two composite elements of the term state crime, as Michalowski (2013: 13) notes 
different interpretations of ‘crime’ and of the ‘state’ lead to varying critiques of state 
crimes. Foucault (1975: 47, cited in Valverde, 2017: 2) was a harsh critic of early 
criminological literature and frequently judged the discipline for its lack of ‘theoretical 
justification’. Paradoxically, Foucault’s approach to power and knowledge is often 
employed in criminological analyses (Michalowski et al, 2013). Foucault (1982) 
discusses the importance of power relations, which denote the dynamic relationship 
between the state and individual citizens. What Foucault (1982: 780) determines as 
important in this analysis is the significance of the ‘new economy’ of power relations, 
‘their point of application and the methods used’. It is the public-private relationship 
that is the subject of interest in this thesis, by developing an understanding of how 
decisions, such as the modality of force, are influenced ‘through the antagonism of 
strategies’ and applied in conflict situations (Foucault, 1982: 780).  
 
The inclusion of non-state actors in the state security apparatus is conflicted with the 
monopoly on violence, yet power dynamics allow for the fluidity of governance. 
Foucault (1980: 780) explains, ‘in order to understand what power relations are about, 
perhaps we should investigate the forms of resistance and attempts made to dissociate 
these relations’. What has been evident since the end of the Cold War in 1991 is the 
proliferation of literature surrounding the expansion of PMSCs and the allegation that 
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the state has lost the monopoly on the use of force. Using Foucault’s (1980: 780) 
narrative surrounding oppositions, for example ‘opposition to the power of men over 
women, of parents over children, of psychiatry over the mentally ill, of medicine over 
the population, of administration over the ways people live’; this phenomena could be 
framed as opposition to the power of private over state provision of security. By 
understanding the phenomenon of private security through the guise of ‘opposition’, 
the power dynamics underpinning the public-private nexus come to the fore. However, 
what is evident from the literature set out in the previous chapter is that the use of the 
private sector to carry out the will of the state is not a new phenomena but has arguably 
been framed in this way to afford the state plausible deniability from what could be 
considered criminal actions (Jamieson and McEvoy, 2005).  
 
Considering that the opposition is to private security, Foucault (1980: 780) explains 
that the ‘opposition’ has six common strands; firstly, that the issue transcends 
boundaries and is an international issue. This is evident from the inclusion of PMSCs 
in international charters, such as the Montreux Document. The Montreux Document 
sought to promote accountability through international cooperation but is not legally 
binding (International Committee of the Red Cross, 2011). The opposition in this case 
seeks to limit the power of private over state security governance. Secondly, similarly 
to the example of the medical profession employed by Foucault (1980: 780) private 
security ‘is not criticized primarily because it is a profit-making concern but because it 
exercises an uncontrolled power over people’s bodies…their life and death’. PMSCs 
have come under intense scrutiny, with regards to their accountability – especially 
during their employment in Iraq and the previously mentioned unprovoked attack in 
Nisour Square. Thirdly, Foucault (1980: 780) explains ‘people criticize instances of 
power which are closest to them’. Considering this in a conflict context, the awareness 
of private security, usually provided by the media, affords the public an entity to focus 
their anger on. Referring to the previous example, the PMSC involved in the massacre 
in Nisour Square was US company Blackwater. Foucault (1980) denotes that the public 
do not look further for ‘the chief enemy’, the state is superseded by the PMSC as the 
‘chief enemy’ despite the administration of violence laying in the hands of the state 
through the administration of defence contracts to private non-state actors because of 
the manipulation of power dynamics in the public-private nexus.  
 
The fluidity of the public-private nexus allows the state to negate responsibility while 
maintaining close relationships with those in the upper echelons of the PMSCs. An 
example can be seen in the current US administration’s close relationship with the 
former CEO of Blackwater Erik Prince (in addition Prince’s Blackwater was awarded 
contracts under the Bush administration 2001-2009 and the Obama administration 
2009-2017). Prince proposed privatising the war in Afghanistan in an effort to reduce 
defence expenditure and ‘to save lives of armed forces personnel’ (Prince, 2018, cited 
in Sengupta, 2018; Kheel, 2018; McFate, 2017a). What is overlooked in this analysis 
is the loss of lives of contractors, which is not accurately monitored or reported as with 
US armed forces (USGAO, 2011; Zenko, 2016). Following the Nisour Square incident 
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Prince and Blackwater were subject to ‘political criticism’ (Fisher et al, 2018). Relating 
back to Foucault’s (1980) depiction of the ‘chief enemy’ eluding justice, the recipient 
of the criticism Prince and his company Blackwater, stated (2013: 3) ‘I was strung up 
so the politicians could feign indignation and pretend my men hadn’t done exactly what 
they had paid us handsomely to do’. This statement highlights an overlooked issue, that 
although the agents of the state did not directly carry out the activities of Blackwater, 
the administration had the power over the defence contracts and a close relationship 
with CEO Erik Prince (Scahill, 2008; McFate, 2017b; Meek, 2018).  
 
Foucault’s (1980) narrative on power is helpful in developing an understanding of the 
public-private relationship informing the administration of force in conflict. The fourth 
conduit to opposition in Foucault’s (1980: 781) analysis addresses the legitimacy and 
identity of the ‘individual’, in this case, PMSCs. Applying this to the public-private 
nexus, the rhetoric surrounding private security essentially undermines the ability of 
the state to control crime and provide adequate responses to security threats and 
normalising the usage of private alternatives (Garland, 2001; Pingeot, 2014; Acheson, 
2016; Joachim and Schneiker, 2018). Foucault’s (1980: 781) fifth common strand 
highlights,  
 

an opposition to the effects of power which are linked with knowledge, 
competence and qualification…against secrecy, deformation and mystifying 
representations imposed on people.  

 
Through this mechanism, states can outsource security to achieve geopolitical 
objectives; often covertly by integrating private forces into the state security apparatus. 
Public opinion appears less valuable and holds little control over defence policy and 
objectives as the public-private relationship between state and non-state actors 
flourishes under the guise of plausible deniability with public-private relationships 
seemingly operating autonomously.  
 
Foucault (1980: 781) explains the sixth strand in opposition is ‘a refusal…of economic 
and ideological state violence’. Private security flourishes, as if independent from the 
state, ultimately carrying out state objectives while misleading the public, whose anger 
or discontent with strategies employed by these non-state actors is not directed at the 
state who sanctioned the action. Foucault (1980) depicts this as a technique of power, 
which arguably uses private security as a scapegoat for state action. It appears that the 
power of the state and its monopoly over the use of force has been eroded in favour of 
private security. However, arguably the state is employing its power to ‘control 
societies’ through criminal means, as legitimate opportunity structures are too 
restrictive (Deleuze, 1992; 1995; Hörnqvist, 2010). Through this analysis, it appears 
that the state is successfully monopolising violence due to the ‘subordination of those 
citizens and aliens who are subjected to its rule in a given territory’ earning credibility 
by embarking on seemingly legitimate public-private enterprises in what appears to be 
a criminogenic form of security governance (Funk, 2003: 1058). 
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Within the literature surrounding state power and privatisation, the power dynamics are 
often separated, exploring the state and private security ventures independently. 
Arguably, by examining a balance of power in the public-private nexus, knowledge 
surrounding the motivations behind outsourcing and assumptions regarding the state 
monopoly could fill a gap in the security governance and state crime literatures. The 
balance appears, on review of the literature in the previous chapter, to be in favour of 
the state, which acts as a coordinator of force. Green and Ward (2009: 116) elucidate 
that while states traditionally hold the monopoly of legitimate violence ‘they also 
perpetrate or instigate contravention of legal or moral norms’. The subject of norms is 
particularly important to this thesis, due to the apparent integration of PMSCs into the 
state security apparatus.  
 
From a security governance perspective, Krahmann’s (2013: 53) approach to the state 
monopoly highlights the potential for states to employ new norms, suggesting,  
 

the USA is leading the way towards a transformation of the international norm 
of the state monopoly on violence, involving a revised meaning…it has allowed 
a growing number of countries to tolerate, accept or legalize the use of armed 
force by PMSCs in the international arena.  

 
This raises questions surrounding the legitimacy of violence, referring back to 
Foucault’s (1980) common strands of opposition; should PMSCs and other non-state 
actors be integrated into these ‘revised norms’, arguably this could add an additional 
layer of plausible deniability and circumnavigate state liability for state sanctioned 
actions.  
 
In the exploratory case study into the covert conflict in Laos, the criminal element is 
obvious, given that the conflict violated international norms. Fourteen countries 
participated in international negotiations culminating in ‘the Geneva conference…the 
Declaration on the Neutrality of Laos on July 23 [1962]’ (Office of the Historian, 2017). 
However, what is not apparent in the current literature is how this conflict was 
conducted; how the non-state actors were recruited and managed by the state; and what 
long term implications have resulted from US armed intervention in Laos during the 
Vietnam War. Green and Ward (2009: 116) highlight the importance of ‘the close 
relationship between organized physical violence and the state’ but by examining the 
potential norm changes suggested by Krahmann (2013) a third actor, non-state forces, 
could be integrated into analysis. 
 
3.3 Key theorists and approaches to state crime 
 
This section addresses the influential theories which influenced the framework 
employed in analysing the data in this research. Early research on state crime, was 
dedicated to ‘precisely specifying what the various forms of “state criminality” are’ in 
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order to develop criminological literature (Barak, 1990). A contested issue in 
criminological literature is how scholars should define crimes, especially those 
associated with the state. The lack of attention to crimes of the powerful Matza (1969) 
believes was due to the popularity and success enjoyed by positivist criminology, 
‘criminology had separated crime from politics’ (Carrabine et al, 2004: 351). 
Michalowski et al (2013: 1) discuss the difficulties in researching crimes of the state, 
citing vested interests of those in power as the critical issue explaining that ‘the 
discipline of criminology has served as an extension of state power’. Developing a 
typology of crimes associated with the state has proven difficult due to varying 
interpretations of what constitutes crime and more importantly, what liberal democratic 
states depict as criminal – often excluding crimes of the powerful from the remit of 
scrutiny (Michalowski et al, 2013; Friedrichs, 2004).   
 
One of the early contributions to state crime literature was that of Sutherland’s (1939; 
1940: 1; 1949) development of a framework surrounding ‘white collar crime’ and the 
development of differential association theory, focusing on individual interactions as a 
catalyst for criminal behaviours. Sutherland’s research took the form of an integrated 
approach involving ‘crime in relation to business’. This complementary 
interdisciplinary research arguably paved the way for theorists such as Kramer and 
Michalowski (2002: 3) to develop the concept of state-corporate crime in such a way 
that did not conform to ‘hegemonic ways of thinking’ thus bridging the divide between 
economy and politics. Despite Sutherland’s influential work, Rothe (2009) highlights 
that few criminologists dedicated their research to uncovering crimes of the powerful 
until the 1970s. Instead Rothe (2009: 1) explains much of the literature of the last 
century has come from a number of other disciplines including ‘history, political 
science [and] sociology’. Sutherland’s (1940) work drew criticism for ‘the 
individualistic framework and…largely ignored social structural factors’ this research 
paid little attention to more sinister crimes orchestrated by the state, such as war crimes 
in Nazi Germany (Friedrichs, 2004: 5) (Rothe and Friedrichs, 2006; Rothe, 2009).  
 
Sutherland’s interpretation of crime according to Schwendinger and Schwendinger 
(1970: 126) was ‘extended beyond the limits of criminal law’. Sutherland (1940: 5) 
noted the social harms associated with crimes of the powerful as much greater than 
financial loss ‘lower[ing] social morale and produc[ing] social disorganization’. 
However, despite the alluding to the social impact of these white-collar crimes, 
Friedrichs (2013: 73) makes an important observation, in that Sutherland ‘never in any 
way noted or addressed traditional criminological neglect of another segment of the 
powerful: state actors, on behalf of the state’. Nevertheless, it is important for this 
chapter to recognise the influence of Sutherland’s work, considering the aspect of social 
harms and theorising outside the boundaries of criminal law imposed by the state. 
Sutherland’s differential association theory, while focusing on micro perspective; 
analysis of individual causes deviancy, does have relevance when considering the 
reasoning behind the coordination and use of force. These early theoretical 
developments are integral to the discipline of criminology, in particular the 
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acknowledgement of the state as a ‘social actor’ (Kauzlarich and Kramer, 1998; Rothe 
and Friedrichs, 2006). Denoting the state as a social actor allowed for the investigation 
of state criminality and the attribution of criminal liability (Rothe, 2009). 
 
In response to Sutherland’s extended scope of criminological research outside the 
boundaries of criminal law, Tappan (1947) sought to discredit the approach; 
Schwendinger and Schwendinger (1970: 126) interpret the critique in that ‘criminal law 
contained the only justifiable definition of crime’. Lasslett (2010: 2) highlights that this 
analysis creates ‘critical juncture where scholars interested in the crimes of the powerful 
have been encouraged to move “beyond criminology”’. However, these criticisms do 
not detract from the usefulness of Sutherland’s contribution, Friedrichs (2004: 5) 
denotes that ‘it is difficult to imagine the study of white collar crime without 
Sutherland’s contribution’. What is significant is the influence this research had on the 
field of criminology, while Sutherland’s (1939) protagonist was the ‘white collar 
criminal’ the focus was on that of ‘black market activity of businessmen’ rather than 
injurious actions of the state (Rothe, 2009: 2). However, elements of Sutherland’s 
differential association can be applied to assist the understanding of actions committed 
by irregular (i.e. non-corporate) non-state actors. As Rothe (2009: 104) suggests 
Sutherland’s theory can assist in the analysis of the integration of child soldiers into 
irregular forces through an understanding of their motivations. Although this analysis 
represents a micro level analysis, it is important for this study to elucidate the individual 
motivations of non-state actors, such as the Hmong tribe, to forge alliances with states.  
 
The exploration into state criminality in relation to social control furthered the depth of 
the discipline. Barak (1990: 11) contended that in order to develop theory ‘state 
criminality must become central to the study of crime and social control’. Considering 
the theoretical underpinning of this research, the state monopoly on violence, social 
harms and state actions are inextricable. From his traditionalist approach Tappan (1947) 
asserts that an act must be deemed criminal by law in order for it to constitute a crime. 
Even in this most narrow microcosm, the case study employed in this thesis meets this 
criterion, following the violation of the Geneva Convention 1962. However, notably, 
Tappan’s (1947) ‘extreme logic’ deems ‘only persons who could be scientifically 
studied as criminals were those found guilty by the judicial system’ (Schwendinger and 
Schwendinger, 1970: 127). The state in this case (or any) is unlikely to take steps to 
criminalise their own actions, despite the ‘injurious’ social harms it has caused 
(Sutherland, 1940; Friedrichs, 2004; Michalowski et al, 2013). What is evident, given 
that states have the power to criminalise and prosecute according to their agenda, is that 
crimes are on occasion investigated to appease public outcry after the state has reaped 
the benefits of the action (Michalowski et al, 2013). This signifies the inherent 
difficulties in deeming an action a crime that has been carried out by the state – the state 
holds the power to criminalise and thus holds the power to exempt itself from 
repercussions (Sellin, 1938).  
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Sellin’s (1938) research on ‘norm conflict’ whereby ‘the legal norms of one group are 
extended over areas formerly not cognizant of them, may be assumed to induce 
violations of these norms by persons living in the subjected area’ highlights an 
important issue regarding international conflict. The task of governing the non-state 
forces in conflict is problematic given the offensive nature of the tactics employed in 
an area where ‘norms’ have the potential to be skewed. Despite the existence of norms 
surrounding the construct of crime and the subsequent state response, Michalowski 
(1979: 565/566) explains through an interpretation of Quinney’s (1970) Marxist 
approach, that class conflict is the key to fluidity in security governance. Michalowski 
(1979: 565/566) explains ‘the specific arrangements and social relations within 
capitalist society are not fixed, but rather constantly changing as capitalist society 
evolves through the various stages from mercantile capitalism, to industrial capitalism, 
to advanced monopoly capitalism’. Arguably, through a relationship governed by 
‘dominance and subordination’ the state can manipulate security governance dependent 
on the situation, whether overt or covert (Michalowski, 1979: 565). 
 
Moving on from Sutherland’s (1939) influential address to the American Sociological 
Review, Chambliss’s (1988) presidential address to the American Society of 
Criminology broadened the scope for criminological research into crimes of the 
powerful, more specifically ‘state-organised crime’ (Chambliss, 1989). Researching 
‘organized crime, politics and law enforcement’ through an analysis of ‘political, 
economic, and social relations’ led to the development of a theoretical framework to 
assist the study of state-organised crime (Chambliss, 1989: 183). Chambliss (1989) 
notably addresses the exploits of Air America in Laos, with allegations of opium 
trafficking – which is addressed in the case study. However, what is missing from this 
narrative is why the US chose Air America (formerly Civil Air Transport) and the 
Hmong people in Laos were chosen as front line operatives, how they were recruited, 
line managed, paid and subsequently how they were treated by the state who sanctioned 
their actions.  
 
As mentioned, this case study is inherently criminogenic, due to the covert nature of 
the conflict – something that is only briefly alluded to in Chambliss’s critique. It is too 
simplistic a narrative to suggest that Air America (AAM) and the Hmong people were 
drug smugglers on behalf of the US state. This appears on analysis to be a state 
controlled narrative in the aftermath of the covert conflict. By discrediting the two non-
state actors the state can effectively distance itself from criticism, identifying AAM as 
‘soldiers of fortune’ and embarking on ‘a campaign by personnel of the US State 
Department and UNHCR [United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees] to 
discredit…Hmong refugees’ (Webb, 2010: 92; Hamilton-Merritt, 1993: xxii). In 
reality, the state controlled AAM ‘made its “bones” doing dangerous jobs: transporting 
tens of thousands of troops and refugees; flying emergency medevac missions; rescuing 
downed airmen throughout Laos; monitoring sensors along infiltration routes; 
conducting a photoreconnaissance program; and, field testing state-of-the-art electronic 
equipment, including night-vision glasses’ (Rosen, 2005: 113). The crux of this type of 



 

 

72 

state-organised crime is not drug smuggling, as Chambliss (1989) suggests but the 
covert employment of non-state actors to achieve geopolitical objectives by 
manipulating forms of governance during a covert conflict. Chambliss’s (1989) 
research provides a sound basis for the analysis of covert warfare, specifically in 
relation to the political influence over CIA clandestine operations. However, it is 
evident that due to the passage of time and declassification of documents that this topic 
deserves further enquiry to establish an integrated framework of criminogenic security 
governance in covert warfare. 
 
Chambliss (1989: 195/196) draws on Marxist explanations from Weber, Marx and 
Gramsci that ‘no state can survive without establishing legitimacy…the law is a 
fundamental cornerstone in creating legitimacy and an illusion (at least) of social 
order’. Legitimacy is often conveyed through military and security capabilities – which 
can arguably be extended by developing strong partnerships within the public-private 
nexus (Tilly, 1992). However, Chambliss (1989: 195) makes reference to legitimacy 
and ‘structural contradictions’ in order to frame why states would engage in apparent 
criminal activities believing state-organised crime occurs when laws used to maintain 
social order, hinder the objectives or interests of states. Weber’s (1919) interpretation 
of power is useful in understanding Chambliss’s delineation of state-organised crime 
as crime ‘as a matter of policy’ (Carrabine et al, 2004: 351). This in turn can be 
interpreted as crime through policies of security governance. Legitimacy and the 
monopoly of physical force have coexisted to support the rule of law in liberal 
democracies. However, what is clear from the case study in the sequential chapters is 
that ‘political, economic and social relations’ have the potential to portray deviant 
warfare as a seemingly legitimate enterprise (Chambliss, 1989: 183). 
 
Kramer and Michalowski (2006: 20) suggest that corporate crime and state-organised 
crime researchers ‘seldom’ intersect, instead suggesting ‘many forms of organizational 
deviance are generated precisely at the point where corporations and governments 
intersect’. This analysis helps to explain in part the genesis of crimes in the public-
private nexus, specifically referring to the private security industry. However, what 
does not fall under the remit of this framework is other non-state actors, such as 
irregular forces, with no corporate structure – such as the Hmong tribe. Kramer and 
Michalowski (2006: 21) denotes three characteristics through which we can analyse 
state-corporate crime ‘first, it directs attention toward the way in which deviant 
organizational outcomes are not discrete acts, but rather the outcome of relationships 
between different social institutions’. This relates to the discussion of unjust lobbying 
practices mentioned in the literature review chapter. Second, Kramer and Michalowski 
(2006: 21) highlight the ‘relational character of the state’ whereby the state and private 
institutions are inherently interlinked in a mutually beneficial relationship, which can 
result in ‘socially injurious actions’. Thirdly, the ‘vertical relationships’, which can be 
forged in the interests of pursuing organisational deviance, affect ‘the individual, the 
institutional, and the political-economic’ levels (Kramer and Michalowski, 2006: 21). 
What is apparent from the tri-characteristic analysis of state-corporate crime is that the 



 

 

73 

state remains the coordinator or administrator in the state-corporate relationship, 
affording corporations legitimacy and utilising plausible deniability thereby distancing 
the social harms from deviant state conduct. Miliband (1983: 32) explains that the state 
is the ‘dominant element’ of society, as such, it is best placed to evade repercussions 
for the illegitimate use of violence (Green and Ward, 2009). 
 
In order to depict a vivid understanding of the conduits by which states have routinely 
employed criminogenic tactics in order to further geopolitical objectives, it is 
imperative to forge an analysis of the factors influencing the feasibility and reliability 
of a particular modality of force. Lasslett (2010: 9) provides the setting for this type of 
research to allow scholars the flexibility to examine these types of crimes from a critical 
perspective in order ‘to discover the historical conditions under which these particular 
actions become possible and desirable. This critical pursuit is one that criminology is 
well positioned to pursue’.  
 
3.3.1 The Challenger disaster 
 
On 28th January 1986, the Challenger space shuttle exploded seventy-three seconds 
after take-off (Kramer et al, 2002). The disaster killed everyone on board; the 
Challenger was carrying seven astronauts and one teacher in the first expedition of its 
kind for NASA (The National Aeronautics and Space Administration) sending a private 
citizen into space (Rosenberg, 2013). Following the identification of state-corporate 
crime in 1990 by Kramer and Michalowski and the subsequent application of the 
framework to the Challenger disaster, it is evident that an interdisciplinary approach 
has assisted in widening the scope of criminological inquiry (Kramer, 2006).  
 
Kramer identified four factors, which led to the space shuttle disaster, specific to the 
study of state-corporate crime. These four ‘components of the story’ as to why the 
Challenger space shuttle disaster fits into the state-corporate crime framework add 
context to what would otherwise appear to be an accident as opposed to criminal 
activity. Firstly, Kramer (2006) addressed the significance of the ‘political history of 
the shuttle’; secondly, the state-corporate crossover – the ‘fatal flaw’ as Kramer denotes 
(2006: 27); thirdly, acknowledging the role played by individuals within the 
organisational context in crucial decision making which led to the crime; fourth, 
Kramer (2006) discusses the impact of the ‘social control mechanisms’ in the 
management of deviance and the process of normalisation (Vaughan, 2013). The next 
section outlines the framework inspired by the Challenger disaster, highlighting the 
criminogenic nature of the public-private nexus. 
 
3.4 State-corporate crime: an integrated framework 
 
To understand the phenomenon of the public-private nexus in covert conflict, it is 
imperative to apply the appropriate framework. Kramer and Michalowski’s (2002) 
integrated framework on state-corporate crime is a fitting approach due to a number of 
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reasons. Firstly, this framework sets out the correlation between the state and private 
corporations, typically owned or managed by the elite in society, in achieving 
objectives at a cost to the public as ‘corporations and governments intersect to produce 
social harm’ (Kramer et al, 2002: 263). However, by expanding on this framework to 
include an outsourcing of security to non-state actors not typically associated with 
corporations, known as ‘irregulars’ this framework integrated with that of security 
governance theory can assist in developing an understanding as to how and why the US 
outsource their security obligations to non-state actors, specifically in a covert setting. 
By employing an interdisciplinary approach to state crime and security governance, this 
allows for a broadened scope of enquiry into the relationships in the public-private 
nexus, offering valuable insights into; how covert conflict is conducted; whether as the 
current literature suggests there has been a loss in the monopoly on violence and; the 
nature of the relationship between the state and non-state actors. 
 
In order to address the research questions of this thesis, this chapter employs 
Michalowski and Kramer (2006: 13) justification surrounding the necessity of 
extending the ‘boundaries of criminological inquiry…beyond national laws and include 
violations of public international law’. In order to continue theoretical developments in 
the area of state crime, it is important to extend the scope of criminological literature to 
include an analysis of non-state actors employed by the state in covert warfare under 
the guise of plausible deniability.  
 
As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, to address the research questions and 
theoretical underpinning of this thesis, an analysis of state-corporate crime through the 
case study of the space shuttle Challenger disaster is key to theory development. The 
Challenger space shuttle disaster provided the basis for the framework of state-
corporate crime (Kramer et al, 2002). This case study found its origins in 
‘organizational crime’, which refers to ‘organizations act[ing] together…to produce a 
serious social harm’ (Kramer et al, 2002: 268). It is worth adding at this point that while 
organisations can face retribution for their crimes it is unlikely that in the aftermath 
‘individuals who took actions on behalf of the organization [would be] held legally 
accountable’ (Reiss Jr and Tonry, 1993: 1). Evidence of this type of selective justice is 
present in the Deepwater Horizon disaster, whereby as an organisation, BP (British 
Petroleum) were subject to ‘the largest criminal fine in US history’, a sum of $4 billion 
(Schiffman, 2012; Holder, 2012). While two BP employees were set to face charges 
listed as ‘23 criminal counts – including 11 counts of seaman’s manslaughter, 11 counts 
of involuntary manslaughter, and alleged violations of the Clean Water Act’ (Holder, 
2012). These charges were subsequently dropped – despite clear-cut assertions from 
then US Attorney General Eric Holder ‘to hold accountable those who bore 
responsibility for this tragedy (Holder, 2012; Milman, 2015). However, King Jr and 
Trottman (2010) highlight in an earlier analysis that ‘BP is the single biggest supplier 
of fuel to the Defense Department, with Pentagon contracts worth $2.2 billion a year’, 
which Schiffman (2012) and Slocum (2012) believe depicts the fine as ‘a pathetic slap 
on the wrist…[for] the largest corporate crime in US history’. This is an important 
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example as it highlights the mutually beneficial nature of relationships in the public-
private nexus, state-corporate crime, whereby the state is complicit in crimes due to the 
lenient repercussions (Kramer, 1994).  
 
In the framework set out by Kramer et al (2002: 268/269) it was established that because 
of the seriousness of the social harms caused by organisational deviance ‘that a more 
general conceptualization of deviant interorganizational relationships between business 
corporations and government agencies was needed’.  From the BP example, it is clear 
that further development is necessary to influence policy surrounding the lenient 
sanctions for businesses with strong governmental ties. Kramer (1992) used the term 
state-corporate crime to inspire further research into crimes committed by the 
government and corporations, leading an integrated narrative to join the areas of 
scholarship into ‘corporate crime’ and ‘state crime’ to develop an investigation into 
state-corporate crime (Kramer et al, 2002: 269). Similarly, this thesis seeks to join state 
crime literature with that of security governance, to document the crimes directed by 
the state through a variety of non-state actors or irregulars in the covert war in Laos and 
to address assumptions surrounding the state monopoly on violence. By building on 
existing frameworks, a greater understanding is forged surrounding the provision of 
force, given the interdependent nature of the state and corporations (Quinney, 1977; 
Kramer et al, 2002).  
 
Prior to Kramer’s (1992) depiction of state-corporate crime as a single entity ‘two 
nearly independent bodies of research had developed’ (Kramer et al, 2002: 270). 
Similarly, what has been established in the previous chapter is that the focus of the 
literature regarding private security and irregular forces has been divided into two areas; 
whether privatisation should be seen as a loss of the state’s monopoly on force and how 
private forces should be held accountable. However, what is neglected in this narrative 
is the role of the state in coordinating these irregular forces to achieve state objectives 
while remaining at a safe distance to retain plausible deniability. However, by carrying 
out the case study into the role of the state in administering force in covert conflict this 
thesis develops a narrative, theorising outside the boundaries of Weber’s monopoly on 
violence, hypothesising that instead there exists a plurality of power underpinned by 
criminogenic security governance. 
 
This case study employed in this thesis is analysed through the framework set out by 
Kramer and Michalowski (1993, cited in Kramer et al, 2002: 271) into ‘state-initiated 
corporate crime’ but will focus on irregular forces rather than corporations, 
investigating non-state actors ‘employed by the government, engag[ing] in 
organizational deviance at the direction of, or with the tacit approval of, the 
government’. Kramer et al (2002: 272) believe the term state-corporate crime to be tri-
characteristic in identifying social harms, firstly establishing that ‘deviant 
organizational outcomes’ are resultant from state-corporate relationships. Secondly, 
outlining that the ‘horizontal relationships’ in the public-private nexus are inherently 
criminogenic. Thirdly, Kramer et al (2002: 272) characterise the importance of ‘vertical 
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relationships…the individual, the institutional and the political-economic’ within state-
corporate crime when establishing catalysing factors for deviant outcomes. With this 
tripartite structure in mind, it is pertinent to outline the genesis of each characteristic, 
to highlight the influencing research encompassed in the state-corporate crime 
integrated framework (Kramer et al, 2002). 
 
As mentioned previously in the chapter, early research into state crime and more 
specifically white-collar crime can be attributed to Sutherland. Firstly, Sutherland’s 
theory of differential association is integral to a framework for understanding the 
actions of individuals in committing acts of state-corporate crime. By forging an 
understanding of the causal factors in ‘social relations that give meaning to individual 
experience’ Kramer et al (2002: 273) substantiate that this provides a greater 
understanding, at a micro level, the motivations behind criminal actions ‘within 
bounded organizational niches’. Secondly, Kramer et al (2002) draw from 
organizational theory, which Vaughan (2002: 11) believes following theoretical 
developments, replaced or held more applicability than the white-collar perspective 
owing to significance of interactions within organisations on individual and/or 
collective behaviour (Reiss Jr, 1995).  
 
Reiss Jr (1995: 7) notes that what is termed deviant is selective ‘in an organizational 
context…deviance is defined in terms of the application of rules to particular people 
and a labeling of them as outsiders’. Reiss Jr (1995) criticises earlier theories which 
focus solely on deviant behaviour without taking into consideration the context and the 
wider organisational structure within which deviancy occurs. Kramer et al (2002) link 
this organizational theory to an anomie perspective, which Passas (1990; 2001: 121) 
explains is prevalent in corporate crime analyses due to the lack of legitimate 
opportunities compiled with ‘lofty and out of balance’ expectations. Thirdly, the 
integrated approach draws on macro level perspectives encompassing criminogenic 
nature of the political economy and its effect in the creation of deviant behaviour. As 
Chambliss (1975: 149) explains, within Marxist theory ‘the distinction between those 
who own and those who work for others is crucial to understanding the control of the 
surplus in society’ and thus the control of the application of the deviant or criminal 
label. Kramer et al (2002: 268) further this analysis explaining: 
 

There is a class of powerful elites composed of investors and state and corporate 
managers, that these elites are more able than others to have law and law 
enforcement reflect their interests and worldview, and that the intersection of 
corporate and governmental interests does simultaneously increase the 
likelihood of social harm while decreasing the likelihood that these harms will 
be criminalized or aggressively controlled in some other way. 

 
By understanding the organisational structure and the wider political economy within 
which individuals choose to employ deviant means to achieve policy objectives, this 
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provides an insight into the motivations behind the criminogenic application of security 
governance. 
 
Kramer et al (2002) established the integrated framework for state-corporate crime by 
examining three ‘levels of analysis’ which are; institutional, organisational and 
individual interactions, alongside three ‘catalysts for action’ namely; motivation, 
opportunity structure and operationality of control. Kramer et al’s (2002) integrated 
framework for the study of state corporate crime appears the most rigorous fit to 
examine the US covert conflict in Laos, encompassing non-state actors as an alternative 
to corporations to develop an under-theorised area of state crime; the employment of 
irregular forces in covert conflict. 
 
3.5 Governance and the state monopoly 
 
Security governance theory has been inextricably linked to the perceived monopoly on 
the use of violence (Weber, 1919; Bryden, 2006). Research thus far into security 
governance focuses on PMSCs and smaller local forces following the end of the Cold 
War in 1991, more specifically following the ‘collapse of communism across most of 
the globe’ (Bailes, 2006: 41). During this period it is thought that a global process of 
privatisation has influenced the concept of security as a commodity. Expenditure on 
defence is often cited as a reason for outsourcing security but there is very little 
literature or theoretical development surrounding a framework of criminogenic security 
governance, whereby states can achieve their objectives by employing non-state actors 
(Stanley, 2015).  Despite this area of scholarship holding focus on a post-Cold War 
period, much can be taken from existing literature and applied historically to develop a 
comprehensive understanding of why certain modalities of force are used during 
periods of conflict. In academic literature security governance theory appears overly 
restrictive in nature, for example, Webber et al (2004: 3) explain that ‘the validity of a 
governance approach lies in its ability to locate some of the distinctive ways in which 
European security has been coordinated, managed and regulated’. This research 
provides only a European viewpoint and a specific type of security provision. In order 
to develop theory surrounding security governance and irregular forces it is imperative 
to present an analysis of the concept of governance (Webber et al, 2006). 
 
The concept and theories of security governance sit within a larger framework of 
governance literature. As Rosenau (1995: 14) denotes ‘governance…not only 
encompasses the activities of governments, but it also includes the many other channels 
through which ‘commands’ flow in the form of goals framed, directives issued, and 
policies pursued’. Considering this interpretation in relation to security, it is relatable 
to the Weberian concept of power, whereby in order to maintain legitimacy, a state 
must successfully monopolise the use of force (Weber, 1919). However, in the 
governance framework put forward by Rosenau (1995: 14) it can be deduced that the 
‘commands’ are a product of strategic goals and are therefore more flexible than the 
state monopoly Weber (1919) suggests. This notion is supported by Michalski et al 
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(2001: 7) highlighting the fluidity surrounding structures of governance in that 
‘economic growth has combined with changing values and institutions to reshape the 
nature, scope and means of exercising authority throughout society – in governments, 
firms, associations and families’. Considering this more flexible structure, whereby the 
state’s monopoly no longer holds centricity can prove problematic. Academic literature 
suggests privatisation has eclipsed the need for a state response to crime and warfare, 
suggesting ‘the declining role of the state’ (Wulf, 2006: 20; Krahmann, 2013). Jensen 
(2006: 312) depicts Weber’s monopoly on violence, as ‘the exercise of force being 
authorized or permitted by the state’ however, there is very little representation in 
academic literature of the state authorisation of the exercise of force covertly. 
 
Michalski et al (2001: 7) theorise about the concept of governance and how, over time 
we have witnessed a shift in accepted norms, resulting in a change to the administration 
of force by the state, ‘tomorrow’s dynamic societies, less governable by the olds 
methods of command and obedience, may set and achieve both individual and broad 
social goals by enhancing decision-making capacities generally’. This concept refers to 
governance within societies more generally, however the emergence of privatisation in 
the context of security can be viewed through this lens, offering an understanding of 
the public-private nexus in order to maintain public support. The use of non-state forces 
in conflict is often attributed to state’s with a fragile or unstable government, less often 
do we focus attention on superpowers and their ability to outsource the use of force to 
suit strategic goals (Rosenau, 1995; Davis, 2009). Hewson and Sinclair (1999: 3) allude 
to the intricacies of depicting the end of the Cold War as the beginning of an alternative 
governance structure, questioning whether it ‘was a turning point or a moment of a 
longer continuity’. In terms of the state’s monopoly, it is a commonplace analysis that 
during the 1990s the provision of security changed, thus leading to the erosion of the 
state’s monopoly (Wulf, 2006).  
 
3.5.1 Norm change and outsourcing security 
 
As this research is focused on establishing a framework for criminogenic security 
governance, the inclusion and subsequent integration of Krahmann’s (2013: 53) 
theoretical approach regarding the use of force by PMSCs through ‘the analysis of norm 
change’ is vital for theory development. The importance of norms in the state crime 
literature is addressed by Green and Ward (2009: 117) which in turn highlights the need 
for an integrated investigation of covert conflict: 
 

Whether authority involved is a gang leader, a manager or general, such crimes 
raise the central criminological question: how do people come to behave in ways 
that they know to contravene important social norms, norms which they have 
themselves internalized?  

 
Krahmann (2013) employs four measures to examine the ‘strength and meaning’ of 
norms in security governance, specifically in relation to the integration of PMSCs in 
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the provision of security. With the integration of security governance and state crime 
approaches, providing a thorough analysis of the public-private nexus – two separate 
frameworks are combined to allow for a novel investigation into the state administration 
of violence through non-state actors. 
 
Krahmann (2005b: 3) has made a significant contribution to the security governance 
literature surrounding non-state actors holding focus on ‘nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs), private security companies, and international regimes’. What is 
not prevalent in the current literature is the employment of ‘irregular’ forces in 
complementing state security forces and how this affects the Weberian monopoly 
(Krahmann, 2005b; Moran, 2015). Krahmann’s theoretical approach is based in 
security governance but an interdisciplinary perspective, encompassing state crime, is 
evident through an analysis of state conduct in relation to international norms, laws and 
conventions (Doig, 2011). Doig (2011) suggests the measure of a state’s integrity 
regarding the use of force, is the recognition and conformance to such international 
conventions and charters – in particular those set out by the UN (United Nations). The 
UN was established in 1945 and led to the subsequent ratification of the UN Charter 
which ‘in theory…guarantee[s] mutual security and peace through the cooperation of 
its members’ (Kirchner, 2007: 13). However, Sands (2006: 19) explains that since the 
creation of the UN and ratification of the Charter in 1945; ‘globalisation, advanced 
technologies, democratization, privatization and deregulation’ have impacted on the 
international systems of governance leading to the development of ‘broadly established 
and accepted’ norms. It is apparent, that there is a threat to international security norms 
in the form of unilateralism, whereby member states chose to adhere to a system of 
norms focusing solely on achieving national objectives to the detriment of other 
signatories (Sands 2006; Kirchner, 2007).  
 
In 2001, the Bush Administration’s Director of Policy Planning, Richard Haass (2001, 
cited in Shanker, 2001; Patrick, 2015) described the approach to international security 
cooperation as ‘à la carte multilateralism’. This approach is evident in the US 
employment of non-state actors in a covert conflict to achieve political objectives. 
Sands (2006: 20) denotes ‘the US could pick and choose those rules which it wishes to 
follow, and in other areas dispense with multilateral rules and proceed, according to its 
own interest’. In the aftermath a multitude of consequences for the non-state actors and 
accusations of ‘refashion[ing] international law and undermin[ing] the United Nations’ 
fade into insignificance and remain dormant in historical literature due to ‘diverging 
domestic norms and ideas producing variation in compliance and the interpretation of 
transnational norms and ideas’ (Sands, 2006: 20; Kruck, 2014: 119).  
 
Non-state actors are considered as threats to the traditional Westphalian state and its 
associated norms; the monopoly on violence, which Herz (1957, cited in Sperling 2009: 
2) delineates as the ‘hard shell’ which protects states from security threats. Sperling 
asserts that ‘Westphalian sovereignty forms a significant barrier to security 
cooperation’ while ‘post-Westphalian states are more vulnerable to the influence of 
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non-state actors’. What is not theorised in this perspective is the possibility of voluntary 
inclusion of non-state actors to complement the traditional state security apparatus in 
situations where plausibility deniability is required or unilateral action must be covert. 
The literature review highlights that non-state actors have been employed to assist the 
state security forces since before the end of the Cold War in 1991, dating back to the 
‘origins of sovereignty’ and the Treaty of Westphalia and yet the assumed proliferation 
of private security in the 1990s is viewed as an attack on traditional norms regarding 
security provision (Croxton, 1999: 569; McFate, 2017). Norms are vital to social 
control mechanisms; it is argued that when ‘privatization of violence’ takes place this 
leads to ‘decreased functional control…and/or changed political control’ (Avant, 2005: 
49). However, Avant (2005: 49) explains that ‘sociological institutionalism’ denotes 
that privatisation would be inconsequential on social norms, instead viewing the 
integration of private forces into the state security apparatus as a method of 
enhancement, thus further developing norms. Of course it is not only state-corporate 
privatisation that this thesis is concerned with, it is outsourcing to other non-state actors, 
such as indigenous forces. Lottholz and Lemay-Hébert (2016: 1477) refers to ‘the 
inherent plurality…of social order’ whereby norms are transposed to uncover an 
alternative view on security governance but denotes its scholarship in the area is 
limited.  
 
Considering the US centric nature of this thesis alongside the assumption that ‘the UN 
remains the prime forum for developing norms on transnational security challenges’ 
(Cockayne and Mikulaschek, 2008: 5) it is evident that ‘a la carte multilateralism’ can 
be employed to flout internationally accepted norms in favour of an isolationist strategy 
resulting in state crime. Norms have adapted with the passage of time and as a result 
privatisation has flourished, Kruck (2014: 118) delineates the ideationist model locates 
the outsourcing of security within neoliberalism as a ‘market-based solution to public 
policy problems’. Instead of violating traditional norms surrounding the provision of 
security, Kruck (2014: 119) believes privatisation allows PMSCs to ‘profit from 
prevailing neoliberal norms and ideas’ and ‘actively…establish[es] the privatized 
provision of security as a “normal” and “proper” mode of governance’. However, 
Cusumano and Kinsey (2015: 593) critique the ideationist approach, explaining that it 
cannot account for differences in levels of privatisation between states with similar 
neoliberal agendas stating ‘Britain has outsourced modern armed security tasks to a 
lower degree than the United States’. The US centric narrative of this thesis is informed 
by the extensive history of covert and overt conflicts fought by non-state actors on 
behalf of America. Through privatisation states have the opportunity to pursue their 
strategic objectives with more flexibility, which can arguably lead to criminal activities 
through security governance (Avant, 2005). Dowdeswell (2013: 30) believes that as a 
result of the assumed proliferation of PMSCs which correlates to the ‘neoliberalisation 
of security governance’ human rights abuses are more common and are justified and 
normalised ‘under the laws of armed conflict’. While neoliberal policies can be linked 
to the market based choice of force, this perspective does not account for the 
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employment of non-state actors that fall outside the corporate sector, such as irregular 
forces. 
 
What is evident from the example explained earlier in the chapter, regarding the actions 
of Blackwater in Nisour Square, is that there is a need for regulation of PMSCs, to 
prevent the abuses referred to by Dowdeswell (2013). However, it is important to 
highlight that this thesis seeks to extend this narrative to include other non-state actors, 
theorising outside the existing boundaries of security governance and state crime 
literatures. The Montreux Document (International Committee of the Red Cross, 2009) 
provides the basis for good conduct of PMSCs in conflict, however, it is ‘non-
binding…neither creates nor alters any legal obligations’ (Ralby, 1155). Arguably, the 
self-regulatory nature of the private security industry leads to scepticism surrounding 
their activities – however, what is missing from the literature is an analysis of the 
public-private relationship informing the provision of security (Gomez del Prado, 
2012). Singer (2003: 48) suggests that companies with links to the state are not private 
actors and should be referred to as ‘“front companies” for the reigning world powers’. 
These companies Singer (2003:48) believes to have ‘political rather than economic 
motivations’ but there is very little research into such entities, in part due to the covert 
nature of their employment. Singer (2003) asserts that while these types of companies 
are still in existence, we cannot deem all PMSCs to have political linkages. However, 
given the example of Blackwater CEO Erik Prince and the strength of lobbyists 
highlighted in the literature review, further analysis is necessary to determine the 
motivations behind the employment of non-state actors in conflict. This viewpoint is 
compounded by Singer’s (2003: 48) admission that ‘certain PMF [private military 
forces] sectors have supplanted the need to set up front companies’. The integration of 
non-state actors into the state security apparatus is in need of further development in 
terms of the relationship in the public-private nexus. Despite international norms and 
regulatory frameworks, unilateralism often prevails informing the use of force 
according to state objectives, leading to norm violation and undermining of 
international charters. The study of norms and norm transformation is inherently 
difficult, due to the inability to quantify a norm that is characterised by a lack of 
empirical studies surrounding the phenomenon (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998). 
Nonetheless, it is an indispensable area of study given the significance of norms in the 
provision of security and sovereignty of the state. 
 
Krahmann’s theoretical approach addresses the transformation of norms in security 
governance, this thesis seeks to build on this perspective by encompassing state crime 
literature and developing a framework on criminogenic security governance whereby 
states employ non-state actors to achieve strategic objective which would otherwise be 
out of reach due to a lack of a legitimate opportunity structure. Krahmann (2013: 54) 
explains that two interpretations ‘of the norm of the state monopoly on violence in 
international affairs’ inform international relations literature and the two sections of the 
Montreux Document. The first section of the Document employs one understanding of 
the norm; Krahmann (2013: 54) explains that, ‘only states and their armed forces may 
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legitimately and legally exercise coercive force for purposes other than self-defence’. 
While the second ‘appears to legalize and legitimise the use of armed force by 
incorporated companies providing international military and security services’ by way 
of acknowledging the both the legal standing of the entities and their right to self-
regulate. Krahmann (2013) denotes the difficulties in resolving these two 
interpretations, suggesting that normalisation of this form of governance is akin to a 
resurgence of commercial armies of medieval times. However, considering the often-
covert nature of the employment of non-state actors, it is questionable whether norm 
change is occurring or whether greater regulatory functions are bringing criminal 
enterprises of the state to the fore. 
 
Krahmann (2013) believes norms to have four common characteristics; firstly norms 
are inherently collective adhering to the expectations of wider society. Second, 
considering the international dimension of collective security charters, norms are 
‘generalized standards of behaviour’; those who ratify charters usually adhere to an 
agreed level of conduct. Third, Krahmann (2013: 55) explains norms are ‘normative’ 
informed by ‘ethical or moral concerns’ that are of the utmost importance to the 
collective group. The fourth characteristic is variation, in terms of the strength of a 
norm; given the US description of ‘à la carte multilateralism’ it is clear that some norms 
are prone to violation, perhaps due to the lack of repercussions or a failure to 
‘theorize…normative processes’ (Haass, 2001 cited in Shanker, 2001; Finnemore and 
Sikkink, 1998: 889). Undoubtedly, norms are important to international order – 
however by developing an understanding of the motivations behind norm violations 
and transformations, a framework into criminogenic security governance allows for a 
new exploratory perspective into the public-private nexus to establish whether norm 
transformation is indicative of state crime. 
 
The security governance framework developed by Krahmann (2013) involves four 
measures that constitute norm transformation, the first of which is a change in state 
behaviour and attitudes surrounding the employment of PMSCs. Finnemore and 
Sikkink (1998) determine that this change is attributed to the ‘ideational turn’ and an 
adherence to market based solutions to security issues. However, this narrative could 
be further explored through the lens of deviancy and anomie on a macro scale. In order 
to pursue policy objectives collectively, following analysis of the opportunity structure 
to find options are bounded by international norms, arguably the choice to outsource 
security to a non-state actor results from ‘experience[ing] strain…and [selecting] 
another mode of adaption’ leading to criminogenic security governance through 
illegitimate opportunities (Cohen, 1965: 6; Sutherland, 1940; Cloward and Ohlin, 
2013). PMSCs and other non-state actors, such as irregular forces may be the preferred 
choice due to the degree of plausible deniability afforded to the state. Krahmann (2013) 
also alludes to norm transformation through legitimising corporations through state 
endorsement, codifying in law the right of PMSCs employed by the Department of 
Defense (DoD) to use lethal force when it ‘appear necessary’ to complete their 
objectives (Office of the Federal Register, 2010: 205). This apparent norm change is in 
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part characterised by the public acceptance or lack of knowledge of the power 
designated to non-state forces. Arguably, norm transformation has been reinforced by 
state endorsement of private entities as an extension of state power. This adjunct to 
norm change can also be analysed through Kramer et al’s (2002: 276) framework, 
suggesting ‘institutional and organizational forces conjoin with cultural and definitional 
processes to produce conditions favourable to organizational crime’. The alteration of 
norms prevents norm violation thus justifying the relationship and by extension, the 
activities of the public-private mode of security in conflict. 
 
The second measure of norm transformation is characterised by state responses to 
international norm violation in relation to the activities of PMSCs (Krahmann, 2013). 
Krahmann (2013: 62) specifies this pertains ‘to whether and to what degree the active 
participation of private contractors in fighting has been prosecuted, legally permitted 
or even praised’. Leniency in response to norm violation by private actors leads to 
transformation of the norm of the state monopoly, as is evident from the Blackwater 
example. Following the Nisour Square shooting, three former Blackwater employees 
were given 30-year prison sentences, while a fourth was handed a life sentence; which 
appears to reinforce the original norm. However, following their trial in the US the 
convictions for all four men were overturned or downgraded by the Trump 
administration and Blackwater, rebranded as Academi was still in receipt of ‘$309 
million, or 21 percent of all total DOD CN (Department of Defense Counternarcotics)’ 
contracts in Afghanistan from 2002-2013 (Special Inspector General for Afghanistan 
Reconstruction, 2015: 11; Shorrock, 2015; Apuzzo, 2017; Manson, 2017). Krahmann 
(2013) denotes that norm transformation is facilitated by encouragement of PMSCs in 
spite of criminal actions. 
 
The third measure of norm change is the implementation of ‘laws and regulations…to 
expand national laws to PMSCs working for US agencies abroad’ (Krahmann, 2013: 
63). In doing so this exempts non-state actors from facing prosecution for crimes 
committed in a different jurisdiction. This is again evidenced in the prosecution of 
Blackwater employees in the US, instead of Iraq (Singer, 2007). By enabling non-state 
actors to operate under similar conditions to state security forces, this in turn leads to 
connotations of legitimacy, pertaining to a new norm of plurality of power. Deviant or 
criminal behaviours resulting from this new norm are disregarded or justified using 
national security explanations ‘to achieve American foreign policy victories’ 
effectively integrating non-state actors into the national security apparatus Johnson, 
2012: 96).  
 
The final measure of norm change put forward by Krahmann (2013) is the debate 
surround the state monopoly on violence. These ‘discourses’ are twofold, whereby the 
state monopoly is distinguished as ‘narrow…inherently governmental’ but has been 
subjected to a steady process of erosion with many duties now under the remit of the 
private sector. The assumption outlined in the introductory chapter depicts a similar 
finding; the state has or is losing their monopoly on violence. However, Patterson 
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(2008: 218) explains this analysis is ‘misleading’ and instead ‘states’ roles are being 
reconfigured in a continual transformation that should be expected as their governments 
utilise globalising forces to address newer internal and external challenges’. Arguably, 
as this thesis outlines, this plurality of power has been in existence prior to the 
proliferation of PMSCs, whereby the provision of security in conflict encompasses a 
wide range of non-state actors not solely those linked to corporate structures. This 
measure is characterised by a ‘second element…the distinctions between offensive and 
defensive security services’ (Krahmann, 2013: 65). This discourse is particularly 
important for the analysis of norm change in relation to criminogenic security 
governance. This is in part due to the attribution of liability and whether the actions of 
non-state actors constitute state crimes in conflict. It has already been established that 
neither actor in the Laotian case study can be defined as a ‘mercenary’ as per Article 
47 of the Geneva Convention (International Committee of the Red Cross, 1977). Norms 
against the use of mercenaries are reinforced by international conventions; however, 
state acceptance of PMSCs has led to norm transformation surrounding the monopoly 
on violence. Krahmann (2013) elucidates that while PMSCs are legitimised to perform 
defensive tasks, they are prohibited from undertaking offensive missions. This 
delineation of responsibility appears to circumnavigate culpability of non-state actors 
in the pursuit of state objectives, differentiating ‘mercenaries who fight in “combat” 
and PMSCs who engage in “defensive operations” (Krahmann, 2013: 65).  
 
The discourse surrounding the employment of PMSCs is controversial; their acceptance 
into the state security apparatus has drawn criticism for the creation ‘culture of 
impunity’ (Raphael, 2016: 1). Arguably, this impunity is drawn from a lengthy history 
of state employment of non-state actors, as the case study highlights, to achieve 
objectives where there is a lack of legitimate opportunities for the traditional state 
security apparatus to enjoy the same levels of success. Green and Ward (2004: 1) 
explain that ‘states cannot violate with complete impunity’, but perhaps with the 
transformation of norms and the inclusions of non-state actors they can come close. 
 
Krahmann (2013) argues that these four measures constitute transformation of the norm 
of the state monopoly on violence. This thesis extends that perspective by analysing the 
effect of norm change on security governance resulting in state crime, creating a 
framework for the study of criminogenic security governance by integrating 
Krahmann’s (2013) theoretical approach to norm change and Kramer et al’s (2002) 
integrated framework on state-corporate crime to include an analysis of Air America 
and the Hmong tribe in the covert Laotian conflict.  
 
3.6 Case study: criminogenic security governance 
 
To foster an understanding of the modality of force used in the covert conflict in Laos, 
it is important to examine the context in which the conflict took place. Kennedy-Pipe 
(2010: 5) puts forward a compelling narrative in order to contextualise the intricacies 
of the Cold War in that,  
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Western leaders treated the emergence of Communism after the Russian 
Revolution of 1917 much as they have treated the threat from radical Islam since 
the events of what is now known as ‘9/11’. ‘Communism’ was the great Other 
of the twentieth century as much as it now appears that Islam or certain variants 
of it will be for this new century. 
 

With this strategic comparison of perceived threat, it gives a clearer picture of the 
difficulties surrounding combating issues relating to the spread of communism and 
radical Islam – in that there is no one fix for either. However, considering the research 
questions this thesis addresses, the importance of strategic and geopolitical factors in 
covert conflict cannot be underestimated.  
 
Research carried out by O’Rourke (2017: 234) highlights that covert action was the 
favoured modality of warfare during the Cold War period, explaining that ‘both 
successful and failed covert regime changes have a destabilizing effect on the political 
situations of the target state’. However, through an analysis of the recent US 
presidential election O’Rourke (2016) denotes ‘Russia’s actions are reminiscent of 
Cold War covert political warfare, with an Internet-era twist’. It is evident from 
O’Rourke’s analysis that this type of covert action is still operational due to its 
effectiveness in challenging the status quo. This research while following a similar vein 
to O’Rourke, is concerned with how this covert action takes place, which actors are 
involved, why they were chosen and the consequences of their employment.  
 
While not specifically dealing with coups, the significance of covert action to influence 
the geopolitical landscape of a country often aligns with proxy wars. Rosenau and 
Chalk (2012: 137) elucidate that while non-state actors often play an important role in 
conflict ‘U.S. strategy and policy have been slow to acknowledge the significance of 
these corporate actors and the importance of private forms of governance more 
generally’. This analysis is challenged by Davis (2009: 222) highlighting that while the 
state security apparatus may not formally identify the linkage between state and non-
state actors in the provision of security ‘non-state armed actors have been known to act 
clandestinely on behalf of states – or in conjunction with the state’s own armed actors, 
sometimes as formal or informal contract employees – as much as against the regime 
in power’. The plight of the non-state actors employed by the state is not widely 
discussed in academic literature, nor is the relationship between the two examined, 
leading to a misconception of the monopoly on the use of force. Davis (2009: 224) 
outlines the rationale behind the study of non-state actors stating that, 
 

we must be prepared to question our definition of what, exactly, constitutes a 
non-state armed actor and whether such actors, despite the nomenclature, might 
also systematically maintain some clandestine or informal relationship to the 
state, even in the absence of formal linkages.  
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This case study provides an in-depth analysis of security governance in covert conflict, 
establishing the identity of the actors involved. Therefore, despite the lack of ‘formal 
linkages’ it is evident that the state employed criminal tactics to pursue a covert conflict 
to achieve strategic and geopolitical objectives (Davis, 2009: 224). 
 
The ways in which states pursue their objectives is a projection of their norms and 
values. This is explored by Luard (1986: 1010) in that, 
 

by the end of the Second World War, the old idea that governments should 
remain neutral in the civil wars of other states had been largely abandoned…the 
general understanding came to be that intervention was legitimate when it was 
in support of an accepted government, but not so on behalf of revolutionaries. 

 
This analysis highlights the geopolitical nature of conflict when considering the role of 
the superpowers, namely, the Soviet Union and the US. Undoubtedly, the strategic 
interests of the countries involved have an impact on the modality of force. This is in 
part due to norms and values held by the intervening states and could be considered the 
political-economic dimension in the integrated framework put forward by Kramer et al 
(2002).  
 
3.7 Summary 
 
By analysing the case study through an integration of the state crime and security 
governance theoretical frameworks outlined, the research questions are addressed. The 
strategic and geopolitical factors in fighting a covert war become apparent through an 
examination of the motivating factors influenced by power dynamics in the public-
private nexus. 
 
The effects of norm change on the integration of non-state actors into the state security 
apparatus allows for an examination into the management of such actors in conflict. 
The plurality of power becomes apparent through the analysis of norm change and 
motivating factors, such as an illegitimate opportunity structure, to outsource to 
irregular forces prior to the assumed proliferation of PMSCs in the 1990s. The human 
consequences of employing non-state actors is evident as a result of the criminogenic 
security governance employed in covert conflict.  
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4. Methodology 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter provides an overview of the methodological framework which guided the 
study and the research process. Firstly, this section highlights the rationale for the study, 
addressing previous methodologies used to investigate matters of state crime and 
security governance. The details of the chosen research design and the methods 
employed are explored, providing an analysis of the case study approach.  
 
This chapter then outlines the practicalities of research, including how the researcher 
identified and recruited participants, carried out fieldwork and archival research, while 
also highlighting constraints encountered. This chapter then addresses the ethical 
implications of the study and the limitations of the research design. Following this, an 
exploration of data analysis is presented, discussing emergent themes prior to the 
presentation of the findings.  
 
What becomes apparent throughout the chapter is the applicability of the findings in 
the development of theory, through an integrated framework of criminogenic security 
governance. The identification of emergent themes ‘provide[s] rich and detailed insight 
into the micro and meso levels of intersubjective experience’ (Patrick Williams, 2008: 
248). This analysis encompasses the data collated from those who participated in the 
covert conflict from 1962-1975 in Laos, those with expert knowledge in the field of 
security governance and/or state crime and official state documents, recently 
declassified. The appropriateness of thematic analysis is outlined, through an 
explanation of the processes involved, alongside the strengths and weaknesses of the 
approach – thus improving the ‘authenticity’ of the study (Lincoln, 2001: 25). Through 
the identification of the themes emerging from the collated data, ‘particularistic 
findings’ form the outputs of the study, that is, a framework depicting criminogenic 
security governance (Klenke, 2008: 70). To conclude the chapter, a summary of the 
methodologies is presented. 
 
4.2 State crime and security governance 
 
The research design employed in this study was influenced by the theoretical 
underpinning mentioned in the previous chapters, the contested issue of the state’s 
monopoly of the use of force (Weber, 1919: 4). Throughout this study, the researcher’s 
focus is centred on critically engaging with this Weberian concept of state power 
whereby in order to secure legitimacy a state ‘claims the monopoly of the use of 
physical force within a given territory’ (Weber, 1946: 4). While the researcher 
appreciates and holds in high regard the existing literature, it is the aim of this study to 
theorise outside the boundaries of Weber’s concept of state power, instead focusing on 
the plurality of military power encompassing the public-private nexus. This has been 
as a result of an exploration of previous scholarship in the area whereby the state and 
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non-state actors are studied in isolation. To explain further, security governance 
literature often holds focus on private military and security companies (PMSCs), their 
role conflict and the regulations which bound them (Avant, 2005; Krahmann, 2010; 
Carmola, 2010; McFate, 2015; Boggero, 2018). The researcher has analysed this 
literature in chapter two, with specific reference to the role of PMSCs in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. While providing an in-depth view into the role of PMSCs in conflict, this 
review does not provide for an investigation into the relationship between the state and 
non-state actors, encompassing not only PMSCs but also irregular forces. This unique 
viewpoint observed by the researcher offers an alternative view on security governance 
in conflict through the lens of state crime. Through this approach, it is possible to 
examine the way in which state’s sanction the provision of security via non-state actors, 
thus informing a framework of criminogenic security governance. 
 
Previous research in the area of state crime and/or the administration of security has 
taken a case study approach (Kramer, 1992; Kramer, 2006; Kramer and Michalowski; 
Kramer et al, 2002; Krahmann, 2013; Moran, 2015). These case studies have 
traditionally held focus on conflicts which have taken place after the end of the Cold 
War, elucidating this type of security provision as a novel approach. This has influenced 
the researcher to employ an historical case study which has the potential to expand the 
literature on security governance and state crime beyond the post-Cold War narrative. 
Through an analysis of the relationship between state and non-state actors the 
researcher addresses whether the state monopoly on force has been eroded in favour of 
the private sector. The researcher examines these assumptions within the literature, 
reframing pertinent questions within security governance and state crime examining 
areas, which have not garnered much attention within academic research. By 
highlighting the relationships informing the public-private nexus and the state 
administration of force via non-state actors, this in turn broadens the criminological 
literature by developing an undertheorized area in the area of state crime scholarship. 
 
The researcher has found from a review of the literature pertaining to the provision of 
security in conflict, the Vietnam War has been subject to much scholarly investigation. 
In contrast, the covert conflict in Laos merits only a cursory glance and as a result has 
not been subjected to criminological investigation. The variety of state and non-state 
forces employed by the US administration denotes this as a prime candidate for 
fulfilling the aims of the study. To explain further, research conducted by Moran (2015: 
154) highlights that ‘the development of large professional standing armies never 
obviated the need for local less organized and less controlled forces’. Similarly, the 
employment of PMSCs in conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan complemented the state 
security apparatus. What is not examined is what factors inform this type of security 
provision. This has influenced the researcher to address the outstanding questions 
associated with the provision of force. The assumption is that, by outsourcing to PMSCs 
we are observing a change in the Weberian concept of the monopoly on force to the 
detriment of the state. However, by examining an historical conflict the researcher has 
uncovered an opportunity to add to the existing narrative an alternative view of security 
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governance through the lens of state crime. Security governance and state crime 
literatures influenced the researcher’s choice of case study. Firstly, by choosing a 
conflict predating the end of the Cold War, an analysis of the Laotian conflict addresses 
the assumption that we are observing an erosion of the Weberian monopoly. Secondly, 
while the state crime literature alludes to the use of irregular forces in conflict, further 
development is required to establish the relationship informing the state administration 
of violence (Moran, 2015). By developing a framework of criminogenic security 
governance, the researcher provides an understanding of how and why these non-state 
actors are used to further state objectives. This approach also permits the researcher to 
apply a theoretical model to other conflicts as a tool of analysis as to how state’s employ 
criminal tactics to engage in violence to further their foreign policy objectives.  
 
As mentioned, this thesis is investigating the state sanctioned employment of non-state 
actors in the Laotian conflict dating from 1959-1975. While there has been significant 
academic focus on the proliferation of non-state forces in the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, there has been very little historical research into the phenomenon. This in 
turn has led to the prevailing argument in security governance literature that the state 
has lost the monopoly on force (Weber, 1919). The term non-state actors, for the 
purpose of this thesis encompasses PMSCs and irregular actors. The inclusion of both 
PMSCs and irregular actors collectively referred to as ‘non-state actors’ addresses gaps 
in the current state crime and security governance literatures. Irregular forces 
encompass ‘less regulated and less accountable local forces (even while they are 
trained, supported and equipped by Western actors)’ (Moran, 2015: 115). These groups 
have goals aligned with state objectives but the mutually beneficial relationship 
between the state and irregular forces is seldom acknowledged due to the often-violent 
means by which irregulars operate (Mazzei, 2009). This offers the state plausible 
deniability due to the covert nature of the relationships, and the lack of even a modest 
governance and accountability structure as seen with PMSCs (Lowenthal, 2016).  
 
While the use of irregular forces is acknowledged within the literature, these entities 
have not been thoroughly scrutinised from a state crime and security governance 
perspective relating the plurality of power and the administration of security provision 
in conflict.  There are gaps in knowledge surrounding the recruitment, governance, 
motivations and geopolitical considerations underpinning the employment of irregular 
forces by states during conflict. Therefore, an historical analysis of the relationships 
between the state and private sector calls for development surrounding their 
recruitment, management, accountability and governance and how this relationship 
subsequently affects Weber’s power concept.  Following the analysis of the literature, 
it became apparent that in order to develop a comprehensive framework of 
criminogenic security governance an exploratory case study must be employed.   
 
What is important for this research was to question the role of PMSCs in historical 
conflict to accurately portray their impact on the conflict. As outlined by The Geneva 
Convention - Article 47 of Additional Protocol I, ‘a mercenary is a participant in a 
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conflict, specifically recruited for that purpose, motivated purely by personal gain, and 
must not be a national or resident of the country involved in the conflict’ (Phythian, 
200: 132). Often private entities are referred to as ‘corporate mercenaries’ obscuring 
the impact of these state contracted entities both during and after the conflict, on 
civilians and employees alike (Dearden and Mathieu, 2006). There is ambiguity in the 
literature surrounding the public-private relationship and identity of PMSCs and 
irregular forces alike, this study aims to address this ambiguity identifying the conduits 
by which the state manages these complex relationships. The researcher understands 
the importance of examining non-state actors investigated from a state crime 
perspective – in order to establish how this public-private provision of force impacts 
human rights and accountability. The issue of human rights and accountability 
surrounding PMSCs is established within the literature however an historical narrative 
is lacking. The use of irregular forces by states in order to further political objectives is 
underrepresented in the literature. The researcher notes the importance of these areas 
in terms of the impact on civilians during their employment and the impact on members 
of these groups and their families following the end of the conflict.  
 
The historical narrative on the provision of security is skewed in favour of state forces, 
while the employment of non-state forces is viewed as an exception to the norm. In 
order to address this imbalance and to develop theory, the researcher adopted the case 
study approach, involving semi-structured interviews and archival research. This 
methodological triangulation allowed the researcher to gain first-hand accounts of the 
conflict from the prominent non-state actors involved. To improve the validity and 
reliability of these accounts the researcher engaged with primary sources of 
documentation. These one-to-one interviews allowed the researcher to understand the 
recruitment process, motivations, management and consequences of the state 
administration of force in Laos. While archival research provided valuable insight into 
how and why states outsource to non-state actors in conflict.  In the next section, the 
case study approach is analysed for its applicability to fulfil the research aims. 

4.3 Applying the case study approach 

Following the understanding of where this research is situated within the literature and 
the methods employed by previous studies, this section explains the epistemology and 
theoretical perspectives informing the research. The applicability of the chosen 
methodology: the case study approach, is outlined alongside its strengths and 
limitations and an examination of the methods used. 

The qualitative case study is an approach to research that facilitates exploration of a 
phenomenon within its context using a variety of data sources. The process inclusive 
of context, is differentiated from quantitative experiments which required controlled 
variables in order to yield results (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Due to the 
integrated nature of the study, this approach allowed for multiple facets of the 
phenomenon to be revealed and understood through both state crime and security 
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governance perspectives (Gray, 2018). The flexible nature of the case study appealed 
to the researcher as the research questions required an exploratory approach. Case 
studies are desirable in social science research in a number of areas due to the fluidity 
and adaptability of the research design. This is evidenced through the range of academic 
contributions ‘in anthropology, archeology, business, education, history, medicine, 
political science, psychology, social work, and sociology’ (Gerring, 2007: 90). It is 
apparent from the literature that the case study research design is popular with social 
sciences due to its inherent epistemological value for theory development (Thomas, 
2011). However, it is argued that case studies are lacking a typology and are therefore 
difficult to define and it is due to this criticism that ‘case study research design is still 
viewed by most methodologists with extreme circumspection’ (Gerring, 2007: 93; 
Thomas, 2011; Gerring, 2011).  

The ambiguity surrounding the typology of the case study has led to various criticisms 
surrounding; issues with replicability, generalisation, ‘biased case selection…and 
undisciplined research designs’ (Gerring, 2007: 93). However, despite the vices 
associated with the case study methodology it is important to understand, 

much of what we know about the empirical world has been generated by case 
studies and case studies continue to constitute a large proportion of work 
generated by the social science disciplines (Gerring, 2007: 93). 

It is imperative to analyse the meaning of the case study methodology in order to 
address the strengths and limitations of the case study thus improving rigour of the 
research design. Firstly, it is pertinent to note, the criticisms of the case study approach 
are influenced in part by ambiguity. Gerring (2007: 94) believes that the characteristics 
of the case study are often confused within social sciences as a result of ‘near-
synonyms’. The ambiguity of interpretations of methodological inquiry such as ‘single 
unit, single subject, single case, N=1, case based, case control, case history, case 
method, case record, case work, clinical research’ compound the difficulties in defining 
the concept (Gerring, 2007: 94). The understanding of case and case study are important 
to establish within the research design (Gerring, 2007). Stake (1995: 2) explains that a 
case ‘is an integrated system’. To explain, in relation to this study, the case is the actors 
responsible for the administration and provision of security – in other words, the system 
of governance. Understanding what constitutes the case, allows for focus on the case 
study relating to the criminal way in which security governance is administered in 
conflict. Stake (1995: 2) elucidates that the when selecting the case ‘the parts do not 
have to be working well, the purposes may be irrational, but it is a system’. This 
interpretation of a case allows for the application of analysis to a unique phenomenon. 
The ‘parts’ to which Stake (1995: 2) refers, constitute non-state actors while the 
‘purposes’ are the motivations behind their state sanctioned employment. Stake (1995: 
2) denotes ‘the case is one among others. In any given study, we will concentrate on 
the one’. As previously mentioned, the Vietnam War has been the ‘case’ in many 
security governance literatures. However, the historical analysis of the conflict in Laos 
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has yet to be subjected to criminological analysis in terms of the public-private 
provision of force and the management of such relationships, in this respect it is the 
‘one among others’ (Stake, 1995: 2). This is due to the unique and complex 
relationships informing the provision of force. Similarly, Gerring (2007: 94) describes 
a case as ‘spatially delimited phenomenon (a unit) observed at a single point in time or 
over some period of time’. As this research centres on the administration of force in the 
Laotian conflict, the time period selected was of critical importance to answer the 
research questions. 

In terms of the focus of the case Schramm (1971: 5) explains that ‘a case study is 
centrally concerned both with time and with description. It seeks to record why a given 
decision was taken, how it was worked out, and what happened as a result’. However, 
Yin (2014) explains that by focusing solely on the merits of the case itself, researchers 
often neglect to address the applicability of the case study as an appropriate research 
method. As a result, the case study method is often criticised due to the lack of scientific 
methods supporting the social inquiry, a view supported by those whose research finds 
its grounding in positivism ‘a theoretical perspective closely linked to’ objectivism 
(Denscombe, 2002; Gray, 2018: 22). While scientific inquiry into social phenomena is 
widely used in research there are a number of reasons why it would not have been a 
suitable methodology for this study. The ontology of the objectivist epistemology is 
based on an understanding that knowledge is ‘out there’ and therefore it is the role of 
the researcher through scientific inquiry to uncover it (Gray, 2018: 23). Due to this 
historic nature of the phenomenon under investigation, observations can only be drawn 
from archival documents. Precision and measurements are also difficult to achieve due 
to the covert nature of the state administration of security. While the researcher can 
precisely define a timeframe for investigation, establishing exact numbers of irregular 
forces employed by the state is problematic due to redaction in declassified documents. 
The research instruments necessary to complement the scientific method seek to 
quantify – such as the use of questionnaires and experiments. However, quantifying the 
role of non-state actors in covert conflict, using scientific methods, does not adequately 
answer the research questions outset (Crotty, 1998; Denscombe, 2002). 

Conversely, the ontology of the constructivist epistemology delineates that ‘meaning is 
constructed not discovered’ (Gray, 2018: 22). In spite of the differences between the 
epistemological positions informing the theoretical perspectives relating to objectivism 
and constructivism, both adhere to a ‘being ontology’ (Gray, 2018: 22). The 
contribution of case study research to knowledge is characterised by a depth of 
understanding of the phenomena, often through the interpretation of human experiences 
(Stake, 2000). The epistemology of the interpretivist approach is informed from the 
constructivist perspective of knowledge development (Creswell, 2003). This 
perspective is explained by Denscombe (2002: 18) whereby ‘social reality is something 
that is constructed and interpreted by people – rather than something that exists 
objectively “out there”’. In order to understand how and why the US outsourced 
security to irregular forces during the covert conflict in Laos, it was imperative for the 
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researcher to focus on key interactions in the public-private nexus in order to answer 
the research questions. The administration of security is subjective, meaning it is open 
to interpretation through an investigation of archival documentation and first-hand 
accounts which focus outside the boundaries of the state centric narrative. 

Taking into account the interpretivist nature of the study, the research design was 
influenced by the desire to understand the ‘causal processes’ informing the outsourcing 
of security (de Vaus, 2001: 50). Crotty (1998: 67) explains that interpretivism ‘is often 
linked to the thought of Max Weber (1864-1920)’. Weber’s (1919) theory on the 
monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force informs the theoretical underpinning 
of this study. Guided by the rationale set out by George and Bennett (2004: 5) whereby 
‘the detailed examination of an aspect of a historical episode to develop or test historical 
explanations that may be generalizable to other events’. The value of a case study in 
theory development is highlighted by Ridder (2017) in that as opposed to quantitative 
methods, such as experiments, researchers have the opportunity to examine cases in 
real-life context. There are no controlled variables, instead exploratory investigation 
holds focus on explaining a phenomenon through interviews and archival research. 
Exploratory case studies are an appropriate methodology for producing empirical 
material on complex processes, in order to assist in theory development. George and 
Bennett (2005) highlight the applicability of this methodology in achieving theory 
development in that, a thorough examination of an historical conflict can assist in the 
development or testing of explanations or hypotheses. As the Laotian conflict has never 
before been subjected to criminological analysis, the case study approach also allowed 
for the opportunity to further knowledge by examining the use of non-state actors in an 
international conflict and developing a framework for the examination of criminogenic 
security governance.  

Key theorists informing the case study approach have addressed the applicability of this 
methodology in theory development (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Eisenhardt, 1989; 
Travers, 2001; Huberman and Miles, 2002; Yin, 2014). In order to employ rigour in the 
research, thus alleviating many of the criticisms associated with the case study, such as 
generalisation, this study is guided by an inductive approach, conducive to theory 
development (Gray, 2018). Interpretivism gives way to five types of inquiry: ‘symbolic 
interactionism, phenomenology, realism, hermeneutics and naturalistic inquiry’ (Gray, 
2018: 25). The interpretivist approach selected for this research is characterised by 
phenomenological inquiry. This type of interpretivist approach is concerned with 
deriving new meanings from existing phenomena. As such Gray (2018: 25) explains, 

phenomenology insists that we must lay aside our prevailing understanding of 
phenomena and revisit our immediate experience of them in order that new 
meanings may emerge. 

This type of inquiry appeared to complement the researchers aim of theorising outside 
the boundaries of Weber’s (1919) monopoly on violence, thus addressing a gap in the 
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state crime and security governance literatures. By employing the interpretivist 
phenomenological approach, the researcher is given the opportunity to construct a 
framework for criminogenic security governance, reframing assumptions within the 
literature.  

Case study methodologies are often criticised due to the attempts made by researchers 
to generalise findings, despite the unique nature of the case. However, this issue can be 
addressed through an analysis of the benefits of single case study research, such as this 
thesis. Ridder (2017: 282) explains that through a single case study, researchers have 
the unique opportunity to understand ‘“how” and “why” things happen’. While not 
advocating generalisation directly, by developing a framework for the criminal 
administration of security, this allows for analysis of conflict through the framework 
developed through a case study investigating a similar event, that is, conflict. Case 
studies allow for in depth investigation into general phenomena or individuals which 
encourages researchers from a number of disciplines to adopt the approach (Hagan, 
2010). 

For the purposes of this study the researcher adopted Gerring’s (2007: 97) definition, 
‘the intensive study of a single unit or a small number of units (the cases), for the 
purpose of understanding a larger class of similar units (a population of cases)’. To 
explain further, the researcher chose this methodology to forge an understanding of the 
administration of security in conflict through the lens of state crime employing the case 
study of the Laotian conflict, 1959-1975. By developing an understanding of how and 
why states outsource security to non-state actors, this allowed the researcher to develop 
a framework for criminogenic security governance. The effectiveness of the case study 
to develop theory is clear from Gerring’s (2007) analysis above. The versatility of the 
case study method is further highlighted by Yin (2009: 4) explaining ‘as a research 
method, the case study is used in many situations, to contribute to our knowledge of 
individual, group, organizational, social, political and related phenomena’. The 
versatility of the case study is highlighted in this statement, which given the nature of 
the study of a covert conflict, was an influencing factor in the development of the 
research design.  

The validity of the case study approach is criticised by those following the positivist 
tradition because of an ‘absence of “standard” means of assuring validity, such as 
quantitative measurement’(Maxwell, 2002: 37). However, when considering the nature 
of this study, concerning the covert provision of security through non-state actors, 
quantitative methods of inquiry are not suited and would not increase validity. Validity 
has been substituted for ‘authenticity’ by Guba and Lincoln (1985; Lincoln, 2001). For 
Lincoln (2001: 25), ‘validity is virtually synonymous with trouble’ and therefore the 
‘authenticity criteria’ better fits the needs of the ‘constructivist/phenomenological 
inquiry’ (Lincoln, 2001: 34). By evaluating research through its ‘usefulness’ as a 
‘criterion of rigor’ Lincoln (2001: 39) asserts that outputs of research can be applied to 
other contexts. Internal, construct and external validity are often used as benchmarks 
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for quality in positivistic research enforced by controlled variables and replication of 
experiments (Klenke, 2008). However, in qualitative case study research, it is 
‘particularistic findings’ that are forming the basis of the outputs of the study (Klenke, 
2008: 70). External validity or generalisations are possible in case study research by 
relating the findings of a single case study ‘to broader theory’ thus achieving ‘analytical 
generalization’ through establishing a framework for state crime in the administration 
of security using non-state actors (Klenke, 2008: 70). 

To enable the researcher to develop theory this study was exploratory, holding focus 
on a number of thematic areas including, the mechanisms and conduits used to 
outsource state security, the use of non-state actors prior to the end of the Cold War, 
the accountability of private forces and the consequences of employing non-state actors. 
Due to the investigative nature of this research and the occasional covert nature of the 
public – private amalgam, it was important for the researcher to apply flexible 
methodologies. Case studies are particularly useful when ‘explor[ing] subjects and 
issues where relationships may be ambiguous or uncertain’ (Gray, 2018: 262). In order 
to achieve the aims set out in the introductory chapter and to answer the core research 
questions, an exploratory case study was the most rigorous fit. This study examined the 
use of public-private models of force provision adopted during the Laotian conflict.  
 
Specifically of interest to the researcher was the employment of the PMSC Air America 
and irregular forces, the Hmong people. From the existing literature the researcher 
established that these two groups represented the largest non-state actor groups 
sanctioned by the state. In order to understand the provision of force and outsourcing 
to non-state actors, a case study emerged as the best approach. US involvement in the 
covert conflict in Laos from 1962 – 1975 has not been subjected to scrutiny over the 
extensive use of private forces, in order that Vietnam would not fall to communism 
(Reinalda, 2013). However, as this conflict is one of the deadliest in US (United States) 
history and a review of existing literature has shown that there is strong evidence of the 
use of public-private models of security. Therefore, this case appeared a prime 
candidate for study. Due to the nature of this case, predating the perceived influx of 
public-private cooperation in security provision and the time elapsed from the end of 
the conflict, this research design was chosen given the merits of case study research 
outlined. This methodology and the associated methods provided vital insight into the 
use of non-state forces to carry out duties mainly classed under the domain of the state, 
thus fulfilling the aims of the research. 
 
4.4 Methods  
 
Following the choice of methodology, this chapter now outlines the methods used. In 
order to populate the case study a triangulated approach was applied in order to improve 
validity or ‘authenticity’ of the study (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Lincoln, 2001). The 
researcher carried out semi-structured interviews and archival research to complement 
the case study. Data analysis, which is discussed later in the chapter, included thematic 
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analysis in order to fulfil the aims of the study. The participants for this research were 
spread across public and private industries in the US. The interviewees included those 
with direct or indirect experience of the conflict, through purposive and snowball 
sampling. The interviews provided critical insights into the role of PMSCs and irregular 
forces in conflict allowing for an in depth analysis of the public – private nexus, thus 
fulfilling the ‘data needs’ of this research project (Morgan, 1997: 3). 
 
4.4.1 Archival Research 
 
The subject of the research required an analysis of the official documentation pertaining 
to the covert conflict. It was necessary for the researcher to access a wide range of 
historical documents ‘providing us access that we might not otherwise have to the 
organizations’ (Ventresca and Mohr, 2005: 805). Archival research has been subjected 
to criticism for a lack of context, whereby ‘historical documents [are] mentioned…but 
without other activities being discussed’ (Hill, 1993 cited in, Stanley, 2016: 34). In 
order to accurately portray the context, the researcher complemented the analysis of 
historical documents with semi-structured interviews. The archives used to investigate 
this study are held in the US (archives included: National Archives, CIA and NSA 
archives, Presidential libraries). Data available included oral and written histories of 
the conflict, official government records of contracts awarded to non-state actors and 
documents relating to the relationships informing the public-private nexus. However, 
the researcher was able to avail of online archives where the material had been digitised 
to offset the expense of international travel, without compromising the data collection.  
 
The accessibility of the official records on occasion proved difficult with many 
documents heavily redacted, this is due to the sensitive nature of the research (Mills 
and Mills, 2017). As AAM and the Hmong people were employed by the US through 
the Departments of State and Defense, their associated paperwork is held in the CIA 
archives: 
 

previously, in order to directly access CREST [the CIA Records Search Tool], 
a researcher was required to visit the National Archives at College Park, 
Maryland. CIA recognized that such visits were inconvenient and presented an 
obstacle to many researchers. Therefore, in January 2017, the CIA published 
the records of the CREST collection online (CIA, 2018). 
 

Despite this ease of access and the ‘declassification provisions of Executive Order 
13526’ which permits automatic declassification of documents ‘dating from the 
establishment of the CIA after WWII through 1981’, the researcher found that relevant 
documents either appeared non-existent or were often redacted beyond comprehension. 
However, on completion of the interviews, the researcher was able to refine search 
terms yielding vast results pertinent to achieving the aims of the study. 
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4.4.2 Semi-Structured Interviews 
 
As mentioned above, semi-structured interviews complemented archival research. 
Interviews were carried out with 19 former AAM employees, 6 security experts (this 
group included ex-CIA personnel, ex-PMSC personnel, historians and academics with 
various peer-reviewed publications about the Laotian conflict or provision of force). 
Interview data is also drawn from 28 interviews carried out for the Hmong Oral History 
project by Dr Paul Hillmer and Peter Vang of Concordia University, St Paul. 
 
Semi-structured interviews were chosen as a method to populate the case study because 
of the ability to collate information to achieve the ‘research goals’ (Galletta, 2013). Due 
to the covert nature of the conflict, the researcher was aware of the difficulties 
associated with gathering information but given the passage of time since the end of 
the Laotian conflict, participants were both willing and able to take part. Recruitment 
and participant selection is discussed in further detail later in the chapter.  
 
The decision to use semi-structured interviews, instead of structured or unstructured 
was informed by the type of data this study would generate (Bochner and Riggs, 2014). 
As Galletta (2013: 45) explains ‘semi-structured interviews incorporate both open-
ended and more theoretically driven questions…reflect[ing] the researcher’s deliberate 
progression toward a fully in-depth exploration of the phenomenon under study’. It was 
imperative that the questions remain open ended throughout the research to build a 
comprehensive narrative focused on the public-private relationships and the provision 
of security. By establishing context through first-hand accounts this enabled the 
researcher to address the criticisms associated with archival research ‘put[ing] the 
findings sufficiently in relation to the wider historical context’ (Diefenbach, 2008: 875). 
The interviewees and are only identified by profession as agreed with Ulster 
University’s ethics panel, as seen in Table 1 below. 
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Table 1. Interview participants  
 
 
Interviewee (I)  Profession 
I1 AAM employee (Air Freight 

Specialist/Kicker)  
I2 AAM employee (Pilot) 
I3  AAM employee (Flight Mechanic)  
I4  AAM employee (Pilot) 
I5  AAM employee (Air Freight 

Specialist/Kicker)  
I6 AAM employee (Pilot)  
I7 AAM employee (Pilot) 
I8  AAM employee (Pilot) 
I9 AAM employee (Air Freight 

Specialist/Kicker) 
I10 AAM employee (Pilot) 
I11 AAM employee (Flight Mechanic)  
I12 AAM employee (Air Freight 

Specialist/Kicker) 
I13 AAM employee (Pilot) 
I14 AAM employee (Flight Mechanic) 
I15 AAM employee (Pilot) 
I16 AAM employee (Pilot) 
I17 AAM employee (Teacher) 
I18 Counsel for the Air America Association 
I19 AAM employee (Pilot) 
I20 Former CIA employee 
I21 Professor of Strategy (National Defense 

University) 
I22 Professor of American History 

(Concordia University, St Paul) 
I23 Former PMSC employee 
I24 Former CIA employee 
I25 Former PMSC employee 
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4.5 Ethical considerations 
 
This section includes the ethical considerations informing the fieldwork aspect of the 
study. Ethical approval was granted for a pilot study on 01/06/17 and full study 
approval was granted on 16/05/18 by the School of Applied Social and Policy Sciences 
(Appendix A). This section explores the risks associated with the research and how 
these were mitigated. It also provides a breakdown of the recruitment of participants 
and the resources needed to complete the study.  
 
4.5.1 Voluntary participation and informed consent 
 
All participants were recruited on a voluntary basis following the receipt of an 
information sheet provided by the researcher outlining the project (Appendix A). 
Interviewees were assured that they could withdraw from the project at any stage. 
Participants received a consent form. If, at any time, a participant wished to withdraw 
from the research, assurances were given that any record of data would be securely 
destroyed. Completed consent forms are stored securely at Ulster University in a locked 
cabinet, separate from interview data (recordings and written notes) to take the utmost 
care in ensuring anonymity for participants. 
 
A gate keeper was key to accessing the participants of the research but not to their 
recruitment. The gate keeper facilitated the introduction to the group under study and 
the researcher selected participants from this group without influence from the gate 
keeper. This acted as a safeguard from any undue influence from the gate keeper as to 
the outcome of the research (Lewis-Beck et al, 2004). Although gate keepers were key 
to establishing research participants in this study, passive assent was avoided, gate 
keepers did not give permission on their behalf. Individual consent was guaranteed as 
each interviewee received an information sheet and consent form prior to their inclusion 
in the project, ensuring their willingness to participate. 
 
4.5.2 Confidentiality and data security 
 
The researcher used an encrypted digital voice recording device, to keep a record of 
interviews. Participants had a choice in the use of data-gathering devices in adherence 
with the British Society of Criminology Code of Ethics and American Society of 
Criminology, all participants were happy to be recorded.  
 
As the fieldwork aspect of the study took place overseas, following the return of the 
researcher, the interview materials previously mentioned eg digital recordings and 
notes, were stored securely at Ulster University, in accordance with Ulster University’s 
Code of Practice (2014). 
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4.5.3 Information on criminal activities 
 
This research was carried out on the basis of anonymity for participants. Participants 
were informed of the limits to confidentiality: under The British Society of Criminology 
Code of Ethics, researchers are obliged to report information on three types of crime; 
this refers to terrorism or suspected financial offences relating to terrorism, money 
laundering and crimes against children. While it was unlikely that these crimes would 
come to the fore in this study, all participants were advised prior to their interview, 
through the information sheet, of the researchers intent to report any information 
relating to these offences to the relevant authorities. 
 
It was unlikely that admissions of terrorism, money laundering or crimes against 
children will come to light in this study. However, had this happened, the researcher 
would report this to the relevant authorities. Participants were be aware of this 
obligation prior to the interview; details were included on the information sheet. 
 
4.5.4 Harm to participants 
 
This study was designed to gather information regarding the public-private nexus and 
its impact on employees. In order to safeguard participants from harm, specifically 
psychological harm, this study prohibited the involvement of vulnerable participants: 
very elderly people, those suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder or other forms 
of trauma that might cause reasonable apprehension of harm and those with 
degenerative diseases eg dementia and Alzheimer’s disease. 
 
4.5.5 Risks to participants 
 
The use of gate keepers to ensure the inclusion/exclusion criteria are executed precisely 
significantly reduced the risks to participants. While the gate keeper did not directly 
influence the choice of participant, they assisted in implementing the inclusion and 
exclusion criteria. The participants had been identified by the researcher prior to any 
input from the gate keeper. The gate keeper initially acted as a means of communication 
between the participants, assisting in disseminating the participant information sheet 
while safeguarding their personal information (Lewis-Beck et al, 2004).  
 
Due to the sensitive nature of the subject, the researcher implemented a number of 
safeguards to prevent distress to interviewees. If at any point the participants became 
distressed, the researcher would stop immediately and would be guided by the 
participant as to whether they wished to continue. Information regarding counselling 
services was provided in the information sheet prior to the interview. However, risk of 
distress was unlikely as prospective participants have experience of commenting, often 
publicly, on the conflict.  
 



 

 

101 

The researcher conducted the interviews on the basis of informed consent with 
assurances of anonymity for all involved. The researcher explained, via the participant 
information sheet of the limits to anonymity. However assurances were made that when 
writing up the findings of the fieldwork, as far as possible, care would be taken to ensure 
that participants cannot be identified by statements or quotations used. The researcher 
also stated that the right of withdrawal from the study remains an option for participants 
at all times. No vulnerable people were involved in the fieldwork. Information 
regarding counselling services was provided on the participant information sheet. It 
should also be noted that participants were screened through gate keepers, these groups 
have experience of referring people to support services and could provide support in 
this capacity. 
 
4.5.6 Risks to the researcher 
 
All fieldwork was conducted in the US and Southeast Asia. The researcher 
acknowledged the risks associated with any travel and associated with fieldwork.  
 
A pre-departure briefing between the researcher and her supervisors took place; the 
following information was discussed; flight details, contact details of the 
accommodation, interview schedule and locations, details of gate keepers for the 
veteran and community organisations. The researcher corresponded with her 
supervisors daily, via email after each interview was completed. 
 
Additionally, the University's lone worker policy was adhered to during travel. 
Interviews were conducted in pre-agreed spaces such as conference rooms, neutral to 
both the researcher and participant to avoid any risks of intimidation; interviews did 
not take place in private residences. Reputable hotels were used and travel during the 
trip was made with registered taxi companies. Semi-structured interviews took place in 
conference rooms booked by the researcher.  
 
For travel to the US and Southeast Asia, Home Office guidance was adhered to. The 
researcher acknowledged the risk of terrorism and kept up to date with government 
advice and media reports prior to and during travel to ensure risk was minimised. In the 
unlikely event of an emergency the researcher had the contact details the British 
Embassy. 
 
It was likely that there would be several differences between the researcher and 
potential participants, namely; gender, age and experience. Participants were mainly 
men; older than the researcher; and with a wealth of experience in security provision. 
This is due to the nature of the study and the time period in which the conflict took 
place. While this presented a potential limitation to the study, Stephens (2010: 296) 
explains that differences in age and experience can be overcome in part, by the 
researcher’s demonstrable knowledge of the subject, thus preventing the age gap 
becoming a barrier to communication. 
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4.5.7 Participant inclusion and exclusion 
 
The participants for this research were spread across public and private industries in the 
US and Southeast Asia. The interviewees included those with direct or indirect 
experience conflict, identified through purposive and snowball sampling (Babbie, 
2007).  
 
As previously mentioned, a pilot study was approved in June 2017 encompassed one 
dimension of the fieldwork. Specifically this involved conducting a pilot study with 
veterans of AAM. In the pilot study, the researcher identified the participants for the 
study and built a rapport for future cooperation. Participants were selected on the basis 
of their knowledge and/or direct involvement during the conflict in Laos. 
 
Participants had specific knowledge of the conduits and mechanisms used by the state 
to manage private forces. In addition, it was important that participants had knowledge 
of the strategic and geopolitical considerations influencing the deployment of private 
forces in conflict. Initially, from a review of the existing literature and from undertaking 
the pilot study, it was evident that AAM and the Hmong veterans meet the inclusion 
criteria. 
 
Certain exclusion criteria applied to this research in order to safeguard participants. No 
vulnerable people were permitted to be involved in this study. This explicitly excludes 
the following groups from participating in the research; very elderly people, those 
suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder or other forms of trauma that might cause 
reasonable apprehension of harm and those with degenerative diseases eg dementia and 
Alzheimer’s disease. 
 
4.5.8 Recruitment of participants 
 
Consistent with the inclusion criteria of the research, a number of organisations and 
individuals were identified as useful to fulfilling the aims outset. Key to the recruitment 
of participants was their prior willingness to speak publicly regarding their experiences, 
for example in seminars, workshops, published works, documentaries, transcripts of 
congressional hearings, veteran events and community meetings. In the first instance, 
contact included written information explaining the research. Follow-up contact via 
email and telephone/Skype was used to further explain the research, address questions 
and facilitate arrangements for semi-structured interviews. 
 
4.5.9 Data Protection 
 
The researcher recorded the interviews via Dictaphone. Copies of digital recordings 
and of interview notes will not be made available to anyone other than the researcher 
and her Supervisors, as per Ulster University guidelines. All computers used for the 
purposes of the research are  password protected. In accordance with Ulster University 
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guidelines, interview data will be stored for a minimum of 10 years following 
completion of the study. Following this period, data will be destroyed securely. 
 
Participants were given a copy of their consent form. Copies of the consent forms 
containing participants’ names have been retained by the researcher and will not be 
made available to anyone other than the researcher and her Supervisors. They are kept 
in locked a filing cabinet on University premises, separated from digital recordings and 
transcripts. In addition, interview data does not contain any identifying material. 
 
4.5.10 Resources 
 
The researcher recognises the time and commitment of the participants and is grateful 
for their assistance. The researcher was granted funding from the Institute for Research 
in Social Sciences (IRiSS) and the Research Graduate School (RGS) to complete the 
fieldwork in the US and Southeast Asia.  
 
4.6 Research in practice: fieldwork reflection 
 
With the outlined precautions taken in accordance with Ulster University’s ethics 
procedures, the fieldwork was carried out in Minneapolis, Minnesota; Seattle, 
Washington and Laos. The researcher made contact with the Air America Association 
in 2017 via email. Through this contact, a connection was made with a gate keepers of 
the group who assisted with disseminating the researcher’s biographical information 
and participant information sheet to the prospective interviewees. To avoid gate keeper 
bias, this information was given to all members who could then choose to participate 
on the basis of informed consent. As seen in Table 1, 19 participants resulted from this 
connection.  
 
It is important to acknowledge that the researcher encountered limitations in the 
fieldwork. Having identified a number of community groups in the US related to the 
Hmong population, the researcher tried to make contact via email and letter but did not 
receive a response. This limitation was overcome by a connection made with Dr Paul 
Hillmer of Concordia University, St Paul. Dr Hillmer has researched the Hmong 
people, especially those resettled in the US extensively, compiling the Hmong Oral 
History Project. In order to fulfil the aims of this study, Dr Hillmer permitted the use 
of his ethnographic interviews for analysis from a criminological perspective.  
 
The researcher travelled to Vietnam and Laos to key areas mentioned in the archival 
documents to add context to the research. While in Southeast Asia, four interviews were 
carried out with Hmong people – these interviews were not included in the analysis as 
the information was provided through an interpreter and the researcher could not be 
sure that the interviewee fully understood the rationale of the research and therefore 
informed consent could not be guaranteed. Those interviewed were also second 
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generation Hmong from those who would have taken part in the conflict and this could 
call into question reliability and validity of the research.   
 
Former CIA and PMSC personnel were identified through their previous public 
appearances and or publications on the conflict in Laos. Similarly to the Air America 
Association and Hmong organisations, first contact was made via email and followed 
up with a Skype call and/or face to face interview.  
 
Academics were identified through the literature review, based on their understanding 
of the conflict in Laos and their experience in the provision of force – where possible 
face to face interviews were the preferred option for the researcher. However, if this 
was not possible, Skype video calls were used as a substitute. 
 
4.7 Data Analysis 
 
The qualitative data both primary and secondary was analysed within the specific remit 
of the research aims and objectives for the conflict using thematic analysis. As this 
study is concerned with theory development, an inductive approach was employed. 
Thematic analysis was utilised for the identification of common themes and 
inconsistencies. Thematic analysis of the archival material assisted in the identification 
of themes based on ‘the research focus, question, context, and theoretical framework 
within which the research is conducted’ (Bergman, 2010: 391).  
 
The researcher used NVivo software to analyse interview data following the completion 
of two courses (beginner and advanced) provided by Ulster University. In terms of the 
analysis of secondary data, the researcher undertook an online course provided by the 
National Archives (Washington, DC) in order to understand the US system for archival 
research prior to completing the fieldwork element of the project.  
 
4.7.1 Thematic analysis in qualitative research 
 
For this study, thematic analysis was the chosen method of data analysis. However, in 
order to provide an understanding as to why this method proved most appropriate, it is 
pertinent to explain the rationale behind its use. Braun and Clarke (2006: 77) highlight 
issues surrounding the use of thematic analysis, describing the method as ‘poorly 
demarcated, rarely acknowledged, yet widely used’. Cohn (2009) reinforces this 
viewpoint, alluding to the definitional discrepancies through an identification of content 
analysis as a synonym for thematic analysis. However, despite the differences in 
wording, this method of analysis is widely used in criminological studies (Cohn, 2009). 
The reason for its frequent use in criminology, Cohn (2009: 395) highlights, is 
attributed to it flexibility and inclusion of context ‘allow[ing] researchers to study not 
only how messages are conveyed but also what meaning those messages convey’. For 
example, when considering this study and its associated research questions, context is 
of utmost importance. In particular, when discussing the geopolitical and strategic 
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factors involved in the covert conflict in Laos the Cold War context must be taken into 
consideration when analysing the data, in order for findings to be reliable. 
 
In addition to content analysis, thematic analysis is often referred to as conceptual 
analysis (Cohn, 2009). Considering Cohn’s (2009: 395) explanation, ‘it involves 
selecting a concept to be studied and determining how often that concept appears in the 
material being examined’. To this end, this research is examining state crime and 
security governance – it is these concepts which are drawn from the interviews and 
documentary sources. However, this approach whereby content, conceptual and 
thematic are used interchangeably is criticised by Vaismoradi et al (2013). Instead, 
Vaismoradi et al (2013) explain that thematic analysis differs from content analysis at 
an epistemological level, explaining that content analysis, while useful is more suited 
to quantitative research analysis. Thematic analysis on the other hand is a more 
interpretivist approach informing the constructivist perspective of social reality 
(Denscombe, 2002). Therefore the analysis and terminology used in this study is 
thematic rather than content or conceptual. Thematic analysis is frequently employed 
in case study research (Bryman and Burgess, 2002). Its usage is depicted in Table 2 
(adapted from Boyatzis, 1998: 5-6) below in relation to the covert conflict in Laos. This 
highlights the applicability of thematic analysis in the development of knowledge 
‘about people, events, situations and organizations’ (Boyatzis, 1998: 5). 
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Table 2. Thematic analysis and criminogenic security governance 
 
Purpose of thematic analysis 

(Boyatzis, 1998: 5-6) 
Criminogenic security governance 

A way of seeing. The case study depiction of the covert conflict in 
Laos 1962-1975, concerning the administration of 
force by non-state actors on behalf of the state allows 
for the study and development of two key concepts; 
state crime and security governance. 

A way of making sense out of seemingly 
unrelated material. 

The ‘unrelated material’ in this study, links conflict 
with potential acts of state crime. Whereby the state 
employs proxy forces covertly, violating 
international conventions while maintaining 
plausible deniability (Boyatzis, 1998: 5). 

A way of analyzing qualitative 
information. 

The qualitative data informing the case study was 
collated using a mixed methods approach, semi-
structured interviews and documentary analysis. 

A way of systematically observing a 
person, an interaction, a group, a 
situation, an organization, or a culture. 

The historical nature of the case study allowed for 
observations of: 

- Interactions and relationships informing the 
public-private nexus; 

- Two key groups, AAM and the Hmong 
people; 

- US government rhetoric during the Cold 
War; 

- The culture of secrecy surrounding the 
conflict. 

A way of converting qualitative 
information into quantitative data. 

By drawing on themes from the literature review, 
semi-structured interviews and documentary 
sources, the emergent themes are identified and 
coded in NVivo. 
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It is important to align thematic analysis with the research methods outlined earlier in 
the chapter, Boyatzis (1998: 5) explains that ‘it is not another qualitative method but a 
process that can be used with most, if not all, qualitative methods’. The versatility of 
thematic analysis is apparent in its usage for theory-building both inductively and 
deductively (Boyatzis, 1998; Mills et al, 2010). This study has taken an inductive 
approach whereby ‘patterns…emergent themes [and] interpretive insights’ allows for 
an exploratory analysis and theory development (Mills et al, 2010: 926).  
 
Boyatzis (1998: 11) explains that prior to the use of thematic analysis, four stages must 
be adhered to. The first stage is ‘sensing themes’, themes in this study have been drawn 
from the existing literature, interviews and documentary evidence (Boyatzis, 1998: 11). 
This is referred to as ‘recognizing the codable moment’, it is imperative to draw upon 
themes early in the research process to enable rigorous analysis following collation of 
the primary data. ‘Sensing themes’ began with the research questions, which were 
derived from the two concepts; state crime and security governance, informing the 
study.  The second stage of the process is ‘doing it reliably’, which alludes to the 
recognition of ‘codable moment[s] and encoding…consistently’ (Boyatzis, 1998: 11). 
In the next section, this chapter provides the emergent themes, which demonstrates both 
the recognition of the codable moment and the intent to code consistently across all 
forms of data, primary and secondary – to improve the ‘authenticity’ of the research 
(Lincoln, 2001: 25). The third stage is ‘developing codes’, in this study thematic 
analysis was conducted using NVivo software. Mills et al (2010: 926) allude to the 
significant contribution of NVivo software in the analysis of qualitative research 
through ‘coding, linking, searching, and model building, facilitat[ing] rigorous and 
sophisticated thematic analyses, even for large, unstructured data sets’. The value of 
NVivo to this research is the ability of the software to code themes across primary 
interview data and secondary documentary sources, thus reinforcing the occurrence of 
patterns. The fourth stage is knowledge development through ‘interpreting the 
information and themes in the context of a theory or conceptual framework’ (Boyatzis, 
1998:11). As previously mentioned, this study draws on both state crime and security 
governance literatures aiding the development of an integrated theory of criminogenic 
security governance, depicting the state administration of force in covert conflict. 
 
While Boyatzis (1998) provides guidelines as to stages which should be followed 
throughout the thematic analysis process, Braun and Clarke (2013) believe that 
flexibility is the key to successful outcomes in the analysis of qualitative data. To 
explain further Braun and Clarke (2013: 202) highlight, ‘good qualitative analysis is 
primarily a product of an ‘analytical sensibility’, not a product of ‘following the rules’. 
For the purposes of this study the researcher adhered to the flexible approaches 
theorised by Boyatzis (1998) outlined above and that of Braun and Clarke (2013: 202-
203) which is comprised of seven stages as seen in Table 3 (adapted from Braun and 
Clarke, 2013: 202-203). While Boyatzis’ (1998) theory informs the rationale behind its 
usage, Braun and Clarke (2013) depict the processes involved in thematic analysis. 
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Nowell et al (2017) highlight a common critique of thematic analysis, in that 
researchers have a tendency overlook what is involved in the process. Therefore the 
validity of the method of analysis is often called into question (Attride-Stirling, 2001). 
The researcher has sought to address this issue by providing a thorough description of 
the processes involved as mentioned above. Another criticism associated with thematic 
analysis relates to the flexibility of the process, compounded by the lack of literature 
surrounding its background (Nowell et al, 2017). It is argued that ‘the lack of substantial 
literature on thematic analysis – compared to that of grounded theory, ethnography, and 
phenomenology, for example – may cause novice researchers to feel unsure of how to 
conduct a rigorous thematic analysis’ (Nowell et al, 2017: 2). The researcher has 
addressed this criticism by adhering to stages, tried and tested in the analysis of data in 
criminological research (Boyatzis, 1998; Kramer et al, 2002; Braun and Clarke, 2013). 
 
Table 3. Stages of thematic analysis 
 

Stage Thematic analysis 
1 Transcription of semi-structured 

interviews with AAM veterans, Hmong 
veterans, security and academic experts. 

2 Denoting potential items of interest from 
the existing state crime and security 
governance literature. 

3 Coding – using NVivo software ‘across 
the entire dataset’. 

4 Identification of themes 
5 Development of a thematic map to 

reinforce the applicability of themes and 
subthemes. 

6 Outlining definitions and context of 
identified themes. 

7 Writing – completion of analysis. 
 
With the discussion of thematic analysis complete, the next section addresses the use 
of NVivo to code the data, prior to the presentation of the findings. 
 
4.7.2 NVivo – types of coding 
 
Strauss (1987) put forward a coding paradigm consisting of a tripartite system of 
coding; open coding, axial coding and selective coding. The identification of themes 
contributes to the first stage of coding, known as open coding, using NVivo. While 
following the stages set out above, there are some pitfalls highlighted in the existing 
literature which the researcher has made a conscious effort to avoid. Schwandt (1997) 
explains, it is not adequate in the coding process to rely heavily on descriptive terms, 
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the researcher must include an analytical basis. The researcher must also avoid viewing 
coding as a ‘mechanical process’, instead it is a process which is dependent on rigorous 
analytical input from datasets and from existing literature (Schwandt, 1997: 17). The 
researcher must also be mindful that codes should remain flexible – as mentioned above 
(Schwandt, 1997; Neuman, 2014). Strauss (1987: 63) explains that ‘initial open-coding 
sessions have a “springboard” function’, allowing the researcher to develop their 
analyses in an exploratory manner. For example, in relation to this study, initial coding 
sessions hold focus on the broad concepts of state crime and security governance. This 
guided the researcher to common themes and areas of interest in the literatures and 
assists in outlining areas in need of development. Through open coding, it became 
apparent that while the two areas of literature were closely linked, very little integration 
of the two exists within criminological literature pertaining to the administration of 
covert conflict. Open coding assisted in the development of interview questions, to help 
the researcher maintain focus on the key themes (Crow and Semmens, 2007). 
 
The next stage is axial coding, following on from open coding, the researcher had the 
opportunity to narrow their focus ‘more intensively and concertedly around single 
categories’ (Strauss, 1987: 64). The researcher’s dataset is key to this process, unlike 
open-coding, this stage allowed for the researcher to analyse specific phenomena 
related to the collated data rather than spring-boarding. This allows for the development 
of categories and subcategories of analysis relevant to the study. In this study the 
categories are drawn from the dataset and from the existing theories of state-corporate 
crime and norm change. By identifying these datasets, the researcher had the ability to 
code according to the main themes featured in existing theory. Subcategories were then 
integrated through an analysis of the primary data. 
 
Selective coding is reliant on the foundations set forth by the open and axial coding 
stages. It is at this stage that the researcher’s coding technique ‘become(s) more 
focused…in achieving the theory’s integration’ (Strauss, 1987: 33). The development 
of analytical memos attached to codes assists in the delineation of ‘higher-level 
concepts’ which forms the basis for the conclusive analysis of the study (Maxfield and 
Babbie, 2017: 293). Rennison and Hart (2018: 197) describe this process as 
encompassing all previous codes to establish ‘variables that describe connections and 
relationships among some of the labels or themes’. Ultimately, for this study, selective 
coding informed the basis for the construction of a framework for criminogenic security 
governance. 
 
Addressing the data collated from the literature, semi-structured interviews and archival 
analysis, next this chapter discusses the emerging themes in relation to the research 
questions. 
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4.8 Emergent themes 
 
The research questions outlined in the introductory chapter are crucial to the process of 
thematic analysis. Scharp and Sanders (2018: 1) contend that the crux of thematic 
analysis is ‘whether a set of data answers the research question in a meaningful way’. 
To this end, the researcher has identified themes from across the dataset, in order to 
depict the value of the study in the contribution of knowledge to the state crime and 
security governance literatures.   
 
While security governance and state crime are the overarching themes informing the 
research there are a number of subthemes which are interlinked with these concepts. In 
doing so, this provided the researcher with the tools necessary for the development of 
an integrated framework for the understand of criminogenic security governance in the 
covert conflict in Laos, 1962-1975. 
 
4.8.1 Security governance – themes 
 
From the first analysis of the emergent themes in the security governance literature and 
primary dataset it was possible to divide the findings to address two areas of security 
governance. Firstly, the findings allude to why the US chose to outsource security 
during the covert conflict in Laos. The emergent themes are associated with; 
Communism, international responses and economic pressure. Secondly, in terms of 
security governance the findings answer the question of how the US outsourced their 
security during the conflict, emergent themes surround the recruitment and motivations 
of AAM and the Hmong people while addressing the administration of force. 
 
4.8.2 State crime – themes 
 
Themes drawn from the state crime literature and dataset are at times interlinked with 
those of security governance, which is to be expected given the nature of the study. The 
key themes are related to the administration of and the consequences of conducting a 
covert conflict; corruption, plausible deniability and human consequences. 
 
In terms of the administration of the conflict, this analysis uncovered corruption in the 
form of contract negotiations between state and non-state actors, whereby collusion is 
evident from official declassified documentation. A theme closely linked to the corrupt 
nature of the conflict is plausible deniability. This theme is crucial to the understanding 
of the motivations behind the employment of non-state actors.  
 
The human consequences of the employment of irregular forces in the covert conflict 
is discussed in the literature predominantly in relation to the Hmong in research by 
Hamilton-Merritt (1993) and Morrison (2012). However, this analysis does not 
encompass a state crime narrative, taking a more ethnographic approach. By 
investigating this theme, the researcher highlights the links between the actions of the 
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US and the consequences for irregular forces – thus addressing the final research 
question. 
 
4.9 Summary 
 
In summary, the methodology chapter explained the rationale for employing a case 
study approach to investigate the conflict in Laos. This allowed for a flexible approach 
to a sensitive subject while challenging assumptions in the existing literature. The 
research methods informing this study were also scrutinised for their applicability to 
fulfil the aims associated with the PhD. The ethical considerations were outlined 
highlighting the researcher’s rigour in safeguarding participants and minimising the 
risk to the researcher, while ensuring reliability and validity through the selection of 
interviewees. The use of thematic analysis was examined to underpin the reliability of 
the findings by understanding the associated limitations and overcoming these through 
rigorous analysis. 
 
While the emergent themes have been presented in this chapter under two key headings: 
security governance and state crime, the findings are divided into three chapters. The 
first chapter addresses the findings in relation to security governance and why the US 
chose to intervene covertly using non-state actors in Laos. The second chapter discusses 
how the US administered a covert conflict using non-state actors. The third chapter 
addresses the criminal nature of the US administered conflict in Laos. 
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5. Findings 1: Security governance in Laos 
 
5.1 Introduction  
 
This chapter presents the findings pertaining to the issue of security governance in Laos 
during the covert conflict. The chapter is divided into themes to explain how and why 
the public-private modality of force was implemented. The themes identified from the 
documentary evidence and semi-structured interviews highlight the prevalence of 
outsourcing security prior to the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars.  
 
The themes which emerged from the archival and interview data can be subdivided into 
two categories under the umbrella of security governance. The first section pertains to 
the question of why the modality of force was chosen, the themes in this section are; 
Communism, international responses and economic pressure. The second section 
relates to how the state manipulated security governance to facilitate a covert conflict. 
The themes in this section relate to how the public-private nexus operated in terms of; 
recruitment and motivations of irregular forces and how the US administered the 
conflict. In this chapter the data is presented chronologically to assist the reader in 
understanding how and why the US chose a covert administration of force through 
irregular forces. Figure 1. below depicts the structure of the findings. 
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Figure 1. Chapter structure 
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5.2 Security governance in Laos – why did the US intervene covertly? 
 
The type of security governance in Laos was informed by a number of strategic and 
geopolitical factors; Communism, economic pressures and international responses. The 
first theme for consideration is Communism and how this directly impacted the 
modality of force in Laos. The second theme is economic pressure which stemmed from 
a number of  subthemes, namely; the ongoing Vietnam War, the gold and drugs trade 
in Laos, and the benefits of a limited war. The third theme identified was international 
responses, again this is divided into three subthemes; the 1954 Geneva Accords, the 
creation of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organisation (SEATO) and the 1962 Geneva 
Convention. Each of these themes were drawn from a wide range of declassified 
archival documents. 
 
5.2.1 Communism  
 
A recurring theme in the data was the perceived threat of Communism. As this case 
study was observing a time period in the thick of the Cold War, it was inevitable that 
the concept would appear. However, what is interesting about the terminology 
surrounding the ideology is how it is used to inform a particular type of security 
governance. This is explored further in the discussion chapter. In order to highlight the 
significance of Laos geopolitically during the Cold War, a map has been provided on 
the next page (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. Map of Laos. 

 
(Woodson Collection, 2018). 
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Laos is a landlocked country, bordered by Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, Burma and 
China. This is particularly significant given the Cold War context and the fears 
surrounding the spread of Communism from North Vietnam and China (Dwyer, 2013). 
The existing literature and data outlines that US diplomatic intervention began in 1950 
(Dwyer, 2013). A declassified letter from the Secretary of State (SoS) Dean Acheson 
to President Truman, makes an argument for providing assistance to counteract the 
predicted expansion of Communism; 
 

Immediate military assistance for Indochina is recommended because of the 
communist threat to the newly created States of Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, 
resulting from the existence of an obviously Russian-sponsored communist 
anti-government force under Ho Chi Minh, which is in conflict with the legal 
government for control of Vietnam…On February 7, 1950, the United States 
extended diplomatic recognition to Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia (Acheson, 
1950a). 

 
This excerpt highlights the rhetoric employed to secure funding for US assistance to 
Southeast Asia. However, it is evident that no clear strategy is present at this stage, 
while one objective is dominant; supporting anti-Communist governments in Indochina 
against the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) and Chinese supported 
Nationalists, under Ho Chi Minh (Gaiduk, 2003). The data shows that the US 
administration’s interpretation of the threat of Communism acted as a catalyst for US 
intervention, to prevent the USSR from monopolising countries in close proximity to 
China to adopt a Communist ideology (Smith, 2009). 
 
The US have a vested interest in Laos from the beginning of the Vietnam War, given 
its geographic and geopolitical alignment in Southeast Asia. In response to Secretary 
Acheson’s letter, President Truman (1950) grants funding for military assistance, 
 

I have considered your memorandum of March 9, 1950, requesting that 
$25,000,000 be reserved to provide military assistance to Thailand and Indo-
China from funds available under section 303 of the Mutual Defense Assistance 
Act of 1949…I approve the principle of furnishing military aid to these nations, 
and have initially reserved $25,000,000 for this purpose. It is my desire that 
when definite programs of assistance have been developed, the request for an 
allocation of funds be submitted to me through the Director of the Bureau of the 
Budget. 
 

This statement not only signals the financial commitment Truman is make, but the  
longevity of US involvement is evident in the discussion of ‘definite programs of  
assistance’ in Indochina (Truman, 1950). Very early in US government discussions on 
Indochina, the vulnerabilities of Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia are reinforced – touting 
the US as their most powerful ally, without whom they cannot survive. In this respect, 
the US use this rhetoric to establish their rationale for involvement. However, US 
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assistance to Indochina was highly scrutinised for its imperialist connotations. 
Secretary Acheson (1950b) was aware that Vietnam and Laos were seen by other 
Southeast Asian countries as; 
 

the creatures of “Western imperialism”…Dept [Department of State] keenly 
aware of self-evident fact that Indos [Indochina] cannot administer complexities 
Indochinese affairs without Fr [foreign] assistance. 
 

It is clear the US viewed the Royal Lao Government (RLG) as a weak ally, it was made 
clear that financial assistance was dependent on neutral or pro-Western allegiances. The 
US government were aware of the optics surrounding overtly providing the RLG with 
military assistance, although not ideal there is no consideration of scaling back the aid 
operation. At this stage, the US are portrayed unfavourably on a world stage in terms 
of a great power propping up a weak regime to ensure favourable anti-Communist 
outcomes – at the expense of the credibility of the RLG.  
 
The scaling up of intervention in Laos is synonymous with the US administration’s 
policy of containment, proactively addressing potential threats in Indochina. 
Interestingly, what was not present in the declassified documents is evidence that the 
USSR and China are interested in influencing the Laotian government to adopt 
Communist policies. Gaiduk (2003: 122) delineates from an analysis of declassified 
USSR documents that,  
 

the U.S. politicians were more attentive to Laos and probably more prescient 
than were their Soviet counterparts for they continued to supply aid to the Royal 
Lao Government (RLG) under the 1950 agreements and even established an aid 
mission, the United States Operations Mission (USOM), in January 1955. 
 

The US appears to engage in pre-emptive action by actively supporting the RLG 
because of the wider Cold War context in line with US foreign policy objectives (Ngoei, 
2019). USOM played a crucial role in facilitating a covert enterprise in Laos; providing 
the rationale for a US presence in a non-combatant capacity in Vientiane (Leary1, 
2001). Leary (2001: 1) explains ‘Laos was part of US containment policy and was seen 
as the first line of defense against China and North Vietnam’. While it appears from 
Leary’s analysis that the USOM is solely an aid related enterprise, a declassified letter 
from the Office of Rural Affairs explicitly outlines the role of USOM; 
 

USOM Provincial Representatives are called on to perform a whole gamut of 
activities, often unpredictable. These involve directly assisting in the following, 

 
1 William M. Leary, was an aviation historian whose research formed the official history of Civil Air 
Transport  (an affiliate of AAM). Prior  to  his death in 2006, he had compiled vast resources on Air 
America with the intention of publishing a book on their history. His family donated his research to 
The University of Texas at Dallas, Eugene McDermott Library: https://utd-
ir.tdl.org/handle/10735.1/1919.  
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among other things: outright counter-insurgency of a direct combat nature, 
disaster relief, refugee relocation, medical care, simple construction, 
improvement of agricultural practices, the introduction of improved crops, 
establishment of hamlet schools, rehabilitation of Viet Cong defectors, 
emergency shipments of commodities, planning and demonstration of self-help 
projects, advising Province Chiefs on provincial pacification planning and 
operations, drafting of surrender appeals and other psychological warfare 
documents and advising on improving hamlet elections. He also makes direct 
disbursement of funds for a variety of functions (such as living expenses for 
hamlet militia in training, civic action cadre, health workers and local 
employees), evaluates and reports on counter-insurgency progress; and, above 
all, acts as a friend and informal staff assistant to the Province Chief for all 
counter-insurgency problems…there are no comparable positions known in 
AID [Agency for International Development] or, for that matter, in any other 
government agency (Office of Rural Affairs, undated). 

 
Despite the appearance of supplying aid to Laos, it is evident that a wide range of 
activities were sanctioned, through the Office of Rural Affairs under USOM. These 
types of activities are comparable to and often facilitated by irregular forces (Leary, 
2001). USOM in Laos led to the establishment of a ‘military air program’ in 1955 
(Leary, 2001: 2). In order to protect what was seen by the US government as a ‘domino’ 
in Southeast Asia this air program: 
 

began with policy training in 1955; civic action programs in 1957; tactical 
training and field operations in July 1959. In order to avoid overt contravention 
of the Geneva Accords…personnel officially retired from the US military 
(Leary, 2001: 3).  

 
This type of programme coordinated by the US government, through the creation of 
USOM highlights the covert intervention in Laos in its infancy. The threat of 
Communism, the discussion of Laos as a “domino” in Southeast Asia and the 
geopolitical importance of Laos due to its close proximity to Vietnam are predominant 
in the justifications for a US presence in Laos.  
 
5.2.2 International responses 
 
As is evident from the previous section, in the 1950s the US continued to steadily 
increase support to the RLG and the South Vietnam government, which was created in 
1956 following elections as set out under the Geneva Accords in 1954 (Schandler, 
2009). The 1954 Geneva Accords ended the ‘First Indochina War…it led to the division 
of Vietnam into the North and South…the division was intended to be temporary, with 
a proposed national election in 1956 to reunify Vietnam’ (Lee, 2018: 3). The elections 
for reunification did not take place as ‘the US chose not to recognize the Geneva 
Accords and helped create the Republic of Vietnam (RVN) in southern Vietnam in 
1955’ (Lee, 2018: 4).  
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There was little political will from the US to reunify South Vietnam with the 
Communist controlled North Vietnam and therefore the two remained staunchly 
divided. This division was particularly useful for the US government, given that the 
policy of containment was key to their foreign policy objectives.  
 
5.2.2.1 1954 Geneva Accords 
 
The negotiation of an international treaty was carried out with the rationale that ‘peace 
was preferable to war’ (Waite, 2012: 1).  However, it became clear form the archival 
documents that peace was only preferable to war if the US secured their foreign policy 
objectives. Although active in the negotiations, the US was not a signatory to the 
Geneva Accords 1954. The US government agreed to abide by the 1954 Accords but 
in a perfunctory manner. The Pentagon Papers highlight that the motive of the US was 
self-serving insofar as achieving containment in Southeast Asia; 
 

It is charged that the US tried to sabotage the Geneva Conferences, first by 
maneuvering [sic] to prevent the conference from taking place, then by 
attempting to subvert a settlement, and finally, by refusing to guarantee the 
resulting agreements of the conference…the US believed that any settlement 
likely to result would be contrary to US interests. The US aim was, therefore, 
to take the emphasis off the conference and put it back onto the battlefield’  
(Office of the Secretary of Defense, 1967a: 1). 

 
The first attempt at achieving a settlement was never likely to succeed. Lee (2018) 
explains that with the end of French colonial rule in Southeast Asia, the 1954 Geneva 
Accords acted as a catalyst for Cold War escalations. As per Figure 2 a map of Laos, 
the country was divided; with the RVN in the south and the Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam (DRV) in the north with Laos bordering both territories. It is at this point that 
Laos becomes of strategic importance, the US monopolised Laos for their strategic 
objectives using the failure of the 1954 Geneva Accords as their rationale for a 
continued presence in the country (Immerman, 1990). The US did not entertain any 
compromise to their position whereby the only credible option they sought was 
‘military victory’ (Office of the Secretary of Defense, 1967a: 5). Despite the US overtly 
agreeing to accept the terms of the 1954 Accords, their posture diverged in private – it 
was never their intention to support democratic elections in North and South Vietnam. 
The US predicted the outcome of the elections would be detrimental to their foreign 
policy objectives: 
 

They [Joint Chiefs’ of Staff] took the position that even if elections in Vietnam 
could be carried out along democratic lines (which they doubted), a communist 
victory would almost certainly result because of communist territorial control, 
popular support, and superior tactics (Office of the Secretary of Defense, 1967a: 
5). 
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Overtly the US appeared open to peace negotiations but these documents highlight an 
unwillingness to yield to international pressure. The 1954 Accords, although 
unsuccessful in uniting nations to pursue a course of action, led to the creation of an 
international alliance. This is following lengthy discussions on ‘united action’ whereby 
the US Secretary of State Allen Dulles attempted to engage France and the United 
Kingdom in an alliance but ultimately failed to do so during the negotiations (Office of 
the Secretary of Defense, 1967a). However, in the aftermath of the 1954 Accords, the 
Southeast Asia Treaty Organization was formed. The impact of the organisation on 
security governance in Laos is outlined in the next section. 
 
5.2.2.2 Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) 
 
The creation of SEATO occurred two months after the 1954 Geneva Accords as a result 
of the Manila Pact signed by the US, UK, France, Australia, New Zealand, Thailand, 
Pakistan and the Philippines (Murfett, 2012). The Manila Pact or Southeast Asia 
Collective Defense Treaty was established to promote collective security against 
aggression in Southeast Asia (Braibanti, 1957). The Pentagon Papers allude to the 
restrictive nature of SEATO in terms of US pledges. For example: 
 

The resource – political as well as military – the  US was prepared to commit to 
SEATO was bound to constitute its principal strength. But the US with its 
NATO commitments already a sizeable burden, was not prepared to pay the 
price of  a strong coalition. In no sense was the US prepared to commit itself to  
SEATO as it had to NATO…Rather, the US searched for ways in which other 
nations would provide troops. But few nations in 1954 possessed the capability 
to field an army of significance within the SEATO region (Office of the 
Secretary of Defense, 1967b). 

 
The reluctance of the US to commit militarily is key in this statement, it is clear that 
overt military aggression is not the objective here. However, additional protocols within 
the pact signal an alternative. Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia were precluded from 
joining SEATO as a result of the Geneva Accords 1954, which prevented these three 
countries ‘from joining any international military alliance’ (DoS., undated). However, 
as highlighted by Stuart-Fox (1997: 90) Laos was ‘designated a “Protocol State”, that 
is, a state where communist aggression might endanger the security of a signatory state, 
namely Thailand’ with whom it shares a border (Figure 2). This further reinforces the 
strategic importance of Laos in terms of the broader conflict in Vietnam. The ‘Vietnam-
Laos-Cambodia Protocol’ gives way to a different forms of security governance: 
 

These countries, without actually becoming members of the pact, would be 
entitled  to “economic measures including technical assistance” and also to 
defense against any attack, overt or not, from without or within’ (Office of the 
Secretary of Defense, 1967b: 21). 
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As mentioned previously, the US government were already invested in Laos through 
USOM. However, the justification for US intervention was further cemented through 
the creation of SEATO. This represents an area of overlap between themes which is 
analysed further in the discussion chapter. The creation of SEATO presented a number 
of issues:  
 

SEATO had no independent mechanism for obtaining intelligence or deploying 
military forces, so the potential for collective action was necessarily limited. 
Moreover, because it incorporated only three Asian members, SEATO faced 
charges of being a new form of Western colonialism (DoS, undated). 
 

SEATO effectively provided the US with carte blanche to pursue their foreign policy 
goals, with limited checks and balances in place to restrict intervention, Nairn (1968: 
7) states ‘every great power has millstones around its neck and SEATO was not a very  
heavy one for the United States’. Considering the strategic importance of Laos; its 
geographical positioning and tendency to view Western countries such as the US 
favourably, in the 1950s the likelihood of a covert military intervention is compounded 
by the Geneva Accords 1954 and the creation of SEATO. Nairn’s (1968: 7) analysis 
diverges from the argument in this thesis, asserting that ‘SEATO’s real  concern was 
not strategic but local, and that primarily it was a mechanism to combat guerilla warfare 
(or insurgency as it was called) and subversion’. What the findings show is that the US 
aggressively pursued their objectives using irregular forces to engage in insurgency and 
subversion (Rusk, 1963).  
 
Understanding the power dynamics at play between the US and Laotian governments 
is important. Stuart-Fox (1997: 90) asserts that while SEATO did not directly influence 
the US strategy in Laos, it did enable a power dynamic through which the US could 
assert its authority as a great power;  
 

What SEATO did was to signal US intentions with respect to 
Indochina…SEATO…offered protection to the Lao government from external 
communist aggression in the event the government should decide to suppress 
“Communists within”, and US pressure was subsequently brought to bear on 
the Lao government to do just that. 
 

The pressure Stuart-Fox discusses is evident from the minutes of a conversation 
between President Eisenhower and His Royal Highness the Crown Prince of Laos, 
Savang Vathana:  
 

The President said that the Secretary of State had spoken to him concerning the 
reception he had received in Laos when he was there and the Crown Prince said 
he felt that the Secretary of State had an extremely clear understanding of Lao 
affairs and problems…the President said that we had a close interest in this area. 
We felt that the free people’s best defense against Communist pressure lay in 
the unity of purpose of the free nations of the world. The Crown Prince said that 
he fully shared this idea and he was sure that when the Secretary of State had 
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been in Laos he had obtained a complete “adherence of views” (Office of the 
Historian, 1956). 
 

Securing the RLG as an ally was crucial for the US in maintaining a presence in Laos, 
having an impact on the Vietnam War and maintaining their global dominance. The 
RLG was facing a revolt from the Pathet Lao, a Communist faction within their 
territory, while their borders with North and South Vietnam left it vulnerable to 
incursions from the Viet Cong (VC). Assurances from the US government suited the 
RLG, who wished to remain in power – key in Eisenhower’s rhetoric was the piety of 
the US motive, in spite of the many advantages Laos offered to the US; 
 

The President then said he wished to assure the Crown Prince that the friendship 
of the United States for Laos was real and unselfish insofar as we sought nothing 
for ourselves (Office of the Historian, 1956). 
 

Retrospectively, it is apparent that the US government sought much from the RLG in 
terms of resources, military support and secrecy (Sullivan, 1965). 
 
While the US was not a signatory to the Geneva Accords 1954; an aid programme 
allowed for the installation of US personnel in Laos (Schandler, 2009). Arguably, this 
allowed for the creation of the conditions necessary to conduct covert conflict. In a 
declassified CIA document provided to the Director of Central Intelligence (DCI), 
under the Geneva Accords 1954 ‘the Royal government pledged not to permit the 
introduction of foreign troops or establishment of bases…“so long as its security is not 
threatened”’ (Dulles, 1955). The International Control Commission (ICC) was the body 
responsible for the implementation and safeguarding of the Geneva Accords, seeking 
to find a peaceful solution between communist and anti-communist parties. However, 
there is evidently a conflict between SEATO and the Geneva Accords which both 
influenced and allowed for the US decision to intervene covertly: 
 

The International Control Commission has long encouraged the Royal 
government to continue political negotiations with the Pathet [Lao] in the hopes 
of avoiding a military showdown. As the prospects for Pathet Lao acceptance 
of Royal authority and an agreement on terms for Pathet Lao participation in 
the December national elections have dwindled, the Indian chairman of the ICC 
has become increasingly reconciled to a de facto partitioning of Laos. The 
Canadian member continues to support the Royal government’s right to 
jurisdiction over the disputed territory. The British and French, both of whom 
are able to influence Laotian leaders, are also strongly opposed to military 
action by the Royal government. Although they recognize that unless the Pathet 
Lao is suppressed, it will probably eventually emerge as a rival claimant to 
power over all Laos, they prefer this delayed threat to the immediate prospect 
of an armed conflict that might force SEATO to intervene or be discredited 
(Dulles, 1955). 
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The territory discussed in this report is highlighted in the map below (Figure 3), shows 
Pathet Lao controlled territory of Sam Neua and Phong Saly. This report elucidates that 
the ICC has become defunct in its duty to maintain peace and stop the spread of 
communism, while signatories to SEATO do not want to commit militarily. This 
created a situation where a security vacuum existed. An intelligence memorandum 
outlines the situation in Laos stating incursions on neutrality as the key issue: 
 

The Pathet Lao, a Communist pseudo-nationalist group under the direction and 
control of the Vietminh of North Vietnam, have been in insurrection against the 
Royal Government of Laos since 1953. Since the Geneva Conference in 1954, 
negotiations have been in progress between the Pathet Lao and the Government 
attempting to reach a settlement (CIA, 1956). 
 

The negotiations discussed in this memo relate to the two annexed provinces 
highlighted in Figure 3. The CIA are aware at this stage of ‘Communist propaganda’ 
which is damaging their reputation in Southeast Asia while simultaneously also 
undermining the legitimate authority of the RLG (CIA, 1957a). The RLG are 
consistently referred to as ‘American slaves” and “lackeys of imperialism’ (CIA, 
1957a). Overt US intervention, as demonstrated through these documents caused 
further tensions between the RLG, Pathet Lao and North Vietnam.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

124 

Figure 3. Map highlighting Pathet Lao Territory in Laos. 

(Dulles, 1955) 
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Secretary of State, Allen Dulles attempts to provide reassurances to the RLG in a 
telegram to Crown Prince Savang, alluding to the lengths the US will go to protect their 
interests in the region: 
 

The SEATO powers, particularly the United States, possess powerful forces, 
especially in the air and on the sea. The Chinese Communists and the Viet Minh 
are fully aware of the strength of these forces and of SEATO Treaty and its 
Protocol. I remain confident therefore that the common determination of your 
government and mine to strengthen the security of Laos would accomplish its 
purpose and would continue to contribute to the peace of Asia (Dulles, 1956). 
 

Knowing the reluctance of other signatories to SEATO to intervene, Dulles provides 
an insight into the ways in which the US could assist the RLG to achieve the 
reunification of Laos, particularly focusing attention on highlighted areas in Figure 3 
below. The US are consistently pre-empting Communist aggression while maintaining 
a presence in Laos. 
 
A political settlement was reached in Laos on 22nd October 1957 signed ‘in the name 
of the RLG – the Prime Minister…Prince Souvanna Phouma’ and ‘in the name of Pathet 
Lao fighting units…Prince Souphanouvong’, half-brothers in the Lao Royal family 
(Parsons, 1957a). However, the US government did not agree with the integration of 
PL leaders in the Lao government, denoting their intentions as ‘Communist or 
Communist-controlled’ (Dulles, 1957). This settlement allowed for the reunification of 
Laos, including the previously designated Pathet Lao territory demarcated in Figure 3 
(Parsons, 1957b). Dulles (1957b) continues to express concern over Communist 
motives: 
 

We are deeply disturbed Lao leaders…have been taken in by language proposed 
communiqué (Vientiane 6143) and apparently fail see it embodies basically 
same kind dangerous settlement as earlier RLG–PL declarations. Although PL 
have on paper made proposed communiqué look deceptively better than 
previous ones, RLG has again accepted only PL pledge rather than performance 
before PL entry into Cabinet.  
 

Parsons, the US Ambassador to Laos, noted in a memo to the Department of State that 
following the political settlement, the PL continued their efforts covertly; 
 

The symbolic transfer of authority on November 18 over the two provinces of 
Sam Neua and Phong Saly, and the formation of a government with Pathet Lao 
participation on the following day, marked the end of the primarily military 
phase of the Communist effort to control Laos. Although the Pathet Lao 
certainly intend to retain the capability of resuming hostilities in the form of 
“brigandage” and guerrilla operations, overt and clandestine political activity 
will be dominant for the next few months and perhaps for one or two years 
(Parsons, 1957c). 
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This memo signals a change in the style of combat initially employed – while taking 
part in political discussions, efforts to undermine the RLG continued. Referring back 
to the US obligations as a signatory to SEATO; intervention options are limited.  
 
The covert aggression noted in the previous document continues through to 1959, 
culminating in an intelligence analysis stating: 

 
we are almost certain that the decision to reopen guerrilla warfare in Laos was 
made by Hanoi and Peiping…However, we believe that Moscow was consulted 
prior to the decision to reactivate guerrilla warfare and that Moscow approved, 
although probably with the understanding that the armed action fall short of 
risking major hostilities with the US (King, 1959).  
 

The analysis also denotes speculation of the involvement of North Vietnam, Meo and 
Black Thai tribesmen –while admitted that obtaining proof of Viet Minh intervention 
would be incredibly difficult to acquire. The document highlights the inability of the 
RLG to win over tribesmen in the areas previously under Pathet Lao control in Figure 
3 since the political settlement in 1957.  
 
The United Nations (UN) made an attempt to monitor or limit the actions of the US in 
Laos. However, this was met with resistance from the US State Department where it 
was noted: 
 

It is our view that successful assumption by UN of a substantial and effective 
role in economic development of Laos has become important to achievement of 
basic US objective of preservation free and independent Laos…We recognize 
that it may prove desirable to turn over to UN responsibility for 
certain…programs. However, for a variety of reasons we do not feel that it is 
either desirable or feasible to turn over bulk of US programs in Laos to UN 
control (Dulles, 1959).  
 

Considering the role of the US at this time was primarily to provide aid to Laos through 
the programmes previously mentioned, it is evident that alternative objectives were 
being pursued by the State Department, particularly through USOM. 
 
What is a recurring theme from the archival research is the acknowledgement that the 
US are bound by one particular condition in relation to any military intervention in 
Laos; ‘reliable identification of the presence of Vietminh or Communist Chinese in 
Laos was crucial not only to our military reaction but to our political posture’ (Dulles, 
1960). Without evidence of an incursion by Viet Minh forces from North Vietnam into 
Laos, the US cannot intervene military without repercussions from the ICC and without 
drawing allies from SEATO into a war in Laos. Without the declaration of war, the US 
were able to quietly manage the growing conflict through the State Department: 
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Defense, State, and CIA should keep in intimate touch with each other. Since 
we are not in war, our policy planning should be under the chairmanship of the 
State Department (Dulles, 1960). 
 

In this briefing document, Dulles (1960) also suggests ‘increased reconnaissance, the 
possibility of creating a volunteer air force, [and] the use of napalm bombs’. There is 
some discussion surrounding the low likelihood of Laotian pilots flying napalm 
bombing missions with the conclusion that ‘all restraints should be removed and this 
requirement deleted so that the operation could go forward using pilots of other 
nationalities if necessary’ (Dulles, 1960). The ability of the US government to control 
conflict under the radar of the ICC and SEATO partners is clear in the analysis of these 
documents. It is apparent from this document that it is within the remit of the State 
Department to coordinate force without the use of the US military. 
 
SEATO was unsuccessful in tapering US ambitions surrounding intervention. 
Contingency plans were quickly actioned by SEATO in 1959-1960 after US intel 
reported ‘Pathet Lao forces threatened to overrun Laos and invade Thailand’ (Office of 
the Secretary of Defense, 1967b: 27). When in reality Pathet Lao forces had mounted 
an unsuccessful coup in the capital, Vientiane (Fall, 1961; Kihss, 1973). The unrest in 
Laos drew international attention, resulting in the 1962 Geneva Convention – which is 
explored in the next section. 
 
5.2.2.3 1962 Geneva Convention  
 
As is evident from the events surrounding 1954 Geneva Accords and the creation of 
SEATO, the US are keen to engage militarily in Laos for their wider foreign policy 
objectives in Southeast Asia. The public are routinely deceived by the government 
regarding their intentions: 
 

In an article leaked by the government – perhaps by Kennedy himself – leaders 
were called reluctant to send US combat units into Southeast Asia. Obviously 
untrue, the leak was probably designed to end speculation about troop 
deployment and guard Kennedy’s freedom of action (Office of the Secretary of 
Defense, 1967c: 15). 

  
Following the escalation of covert involvement by the US, action was taken to avoid 
further conflict in 1961. In a memorandum of conversation, the situation in Laos was 
discussed; President Kennedy (1961) suggested ‘a cease-fire, then a meeting of the ICC 
and then a conference with the 14’. The 14 refers to the countries involved in SEATO 
and the Geneva Accords 1954. This culminated in the ‘International Conference for the 
Settlement of the Laotian Question, 1961-1962’ and the subsequent ‘Declaration of the 
Neutrality of Laos’ on 23rd July 1962 (UN, 1962). Comprised of twenty agreed articles 
and signed by 13 governments, including the US and USSR; this treaty was put in place 
to end the conflict in Laos. Article 2 stipulated; ‘all foreign regular and irregular troops, 



 

 

128 

foreign paramilitary formations and foreign military personnel shall be withdrawn from 
Laos in the shortest time possible’ (UN, 1962: 325). 
 
However, in a memorandum for President Kennedy a number of options are discussed 
surrounding the Geneva Accords; potential military movements and intelligence 
gathering. The date for complete withdrawal of foreign forces was set for 7th October 
1962, three months after the signing of the agreement (Forrestal, 1962a: 1). There was 
speculation that Viet Minh forces were planning a continued presence which unsettled 
the US, but the decision was taken ‘to fight this out initially at the diplomatic level and 
through the machinery of the Geneva Accords’ (Forrestal, 1962a: 2). However, what is 
also discussed is the potential consequences of a ‘public campaign’ in Laos which were 
predicted to have ‘unfavorable political consequences’ (Forrestal, 1962a). This is due 
to the public opinion surrounding the Vietnam War. The US government is aware of 
the unpopular nature of the war and know that there would be very little support for 
further overt military intervention in Laos.  
 
In a declassified memorandum, Richard Hilsman, the Director of the Bureau of 
Intelligence and Research (INR) at the Department of State discusses the implications 
of violating the Geneva Accords and how overt military action would allow Communist 
forces to profit politically (Hilsman, 1962: 5). It is clear from the documents addressing 
the Geneva Convention 1962 that the US understands the implications of breaching the 
terms and the sensitivities of allowing military personnel in uniform to continue their 
presence in Laos. It is evident from the language in the document that alternative 
options would be sought if the Viet Minh did not remove their troops from Laos, 
regardless of the stipulations of the Convention stating; ‘the introduction of foreign 
regular and irregular troops, foreign para-military formations and foreign military 
personnel into Laos is prohibited’ (UN, 1962: 325). 
 
The US sought to adopt a strategy to discredit the Communist movement by gathering 
intelligence on the Viet Minh and passing this to the ICC following the full withdrawal 
date of 7th October 1962 (Harriman, 1962). Hilsman (1962: 1) reported that there was 
‘no hard evidence on Viet Minh troop withdrawal except for 15 Viet Minh 
“technicians” certified to the ICC’. The US Department of State consistently mention 
increasing propaganda surrounding the Communist violation of the Accords. 
 
To counter this narrative in an oral statement by the Chairman of the Council of 
Ministers of the Soviet Union, Nikita Khrushchev, to President Kennedy, a similar 
situation is apparent: 
 

the USA has by no means removed all of its military personnel from Laos, but 
[merely] dressed some of its military personnel in civilian clothes and left them 
in that country…They report that American aircraft after the conclusion of 
Geneva agreements still continue to fly without the permission of the Laos 
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Government over the territory of Laos and drop guerrilla groups and arms 
(Khrushchev, 1963). 
 

The military personnel alluded to in this statement is Air America (AAM), while the 
guerrilla groups refer to the Hmong people, also known as the Meo. In order to maintain 
a presence in Laos, the US chose to operate covertly in order to preserve the façade of 
their adherence to the Geneva Convention 1962. 
 
The analysis by Khrushchev above is correct and is supported by this memorandum 
from the Secretary Rusk to the National Security Council (NSC). Discussing the 
Geneva Convention as efforts in diplomacy, ulterior options are presented: 

 
Against the possibility that none of the actions taken in the diplomatic field 
restore the situation, we have already initiated certain military preparations, 
largely of a covert nature, to assist the neutralists and especially to enable them 
to hold the airfield in the Plaine des Jarres (Rusk, 1963). 
 

The US discuss the violations by the Viet Minh but within the same text, highlight their 
covert operations, which are in contravention of the Accords (Jordan, 1963). What is 
key here is how international responses to the situation in Laos are used to inform the 
modality of force. There is no political or public will for full scale military intervention 
in Laos (Rust, 2014).  
 
It became clear the neither the US nor Pathet Lao/Viet Minh forces were likely to 
disengage from the use of force, this section addresses how the US conducted a covert 
conflict using non-state actors. It was necessary for the US to maintain secrecy 
surrounding their involvement for a number for reasons. Firstly, the US did not want to 
be seen to be violating the Geneva Convention 1962 and there was very little public 
will for another conflict. Despite the illegality US presence in Laos, the strategy is 
presented as the best option for attempting to preserve the neutrality of Laos. NSC 
representative Forrestal (1962b) explained to President Kennedy ‘our policies have 
been designed to forward the neutral solution involving a unified Laos if that proves at 
all possible’. The strategy the US employed was to conduct a covert conflict using non-
state forces, whereby the state acted as the administrator of force.  
 
Discussing the Laotian conflict retrospectively, former CIA director Richard Helms 
acknowledges the use of irregular forces in Laos, in spite of the previously mentioned 
Geneva Convention 1962. However, what is pertinent in this analysis is the 
manipulation of security governance through bureaucratic mechanisms to provide 
plausible deniability due to the covert nature of the conflict. In a Q&A with Helms, he 
was asked if a policy decision had been taken that the CIA should not be involved in 
large scale paramilitary conflicts. Helms replied, 
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There was no question about the fact that the Bay of Pigs taught everyone…a 
lesson, and that is that when one undertakes a military operation in which actual 
troops, planes, logistics, training, all the rest of these things, are involved, that 
an organization like the CIA should not undertake a mission, because they don’t 
have the general staff system and the support mechanisms to underpin an 
activity of that kind and of that size…but that did not affect the Kennedy 
Administration’s view that CIA should do its best to handle the tribal dissidents 
in Laos, because after the Geneva accords there was no way for the United 
States to be involved on a full military basis. So the CIA was selected by 
President Kennedy to work with the Meos…in Laos (Helms, 1981: 6). 
 

What is evident here is the adaptability of the monopoly on force, whereby states can 
conduct conflict using a variety of actors. 
 
In order to understand how and why the United States (US) outsourced security to 
conduct a covert conflict, it is important to understand a number of issues which rose 
from the archival research. While one of the major findings is that AAM is owned by 
the government, this fact is not acknowledged in the literature and is continuously 
denied by the US government. Given that AAM were not considered part of the state 
security apparatus and were contracted much like a private company through a bidding 
process, the role of AAM, chain of command, motivations of employees and 
consequences of their employment is paramount to understanding how and why states 
outsource security.  
With the adoption of a covert strategy in Laos and overt military involvement in 
Vietnam, economic pressures also have an impact on strategy. Economic pressures are 
explored in the next section. 
 
5.2.3 Economic pressures 
 
Laos itself was strategically important for US foreign policy goals in Southeast Asia, 
however, documentary analysis has uncovered the value of the gold and opium trade in 
Laos to the US government. Figure 4 below highlights the natural resources in Laos. 
Gold is a particularly valuable commodity due to the weakness of the Laotian currency, 
kip. In 1956 one kip equalled ‘3 US cents or 2.5 British pence’ (Royal Embassy of 
Laos, 1956). Gold is a universal commodity and given the context of conflict, whereby 
the US is invested in the maintaining its role as a great power in the Cold War; defence 
funding was often the topic of conversation between the State and Defense Departments 
and the President. 
 
5.2.3.1 The Gold Trade 
 
The gold trade in Laos fluctuated significantly with US intervention. A declassified 
CIA document highlights the need for gold in support of a covert operation in Laos: 
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The rapid expansion of the operational phase of Project AQUATONE has 
brought to light an immediate need for gold to be in the possession of certain 
covert project personnel who may be subjected to situations in locations where 
the only barter commodity readily available would be gold coins; therefore, 
authorize project officials to request advances in gold as may be required from 
time to time. Such requests will be certified by the Project Comptroller and 
approved by the Project Director of Administration. The total value of all 
withdrawals may not exceed $20,000.00 without further authorization (Bissell, 
1956). 
 

There is also much speculation about Soviet gold accumulation, and the significance 
this could have on the escalation of the Cold War (Amory Jr, 1953). The intervention 
in Laos could be interpreted as a method of monopolising access to the significant 
resources available, with the US taking pre-emptive action. At this time, the US is 
particularly concerned about their own gold outflow, as noted in the Congressional 
Record; the US gold balance ‘shrunk…from a high of $24.8 billion in August 1949 to 
$15.6 billion at the end of 1963’ (Robertson, 1964). This analysis holds significance 
for two reasons, firstly; Laos is rich in gold as a natural resource. Secondly, the US 
cannot afford military combat given the cost of funding a large army in neighbouring 
Vietnam. However, an alternative is discussed in the form of ‘limited war’ whereby 
‘the United States can handle any number of small limited war situations at one time’ 
meaning that the expenditure for covert conflict is less of that associated with overt war 
(McNamara, 1961). As previously mentioned, Laos was strategically important to the 
US effort in the Vietnam War. Not only in terms of SEATO obligations to stop the 
spread of Communism but also to address elements of economic warfare denying the 
Viet Minh and Pathet Lao access to the vast resources of gold in Laos. However, a 
report by the Committee on Government Operations highlights incidents of smuggling 
across the Lao-Vietnam border: 
 

It is known that gold has been smuggled into Vietnam in quantity from Laos, 
where it can be imported legally in unlimited quantities. The total gold imports 
of Laos increased last year to over $24 million and gold imports are expected to 
increase by 50 percent this year. Much of this gold is either brought across the 
Vietnamese border at remote points or smuggled through the airport at Saigon 
and sold at high prices to satisfy the demand for gold as a form of financial 
security in Vietnam. The dollars received in exchange for this gold can either 
be transferred from accounts held in foreign banks or paid directly, in which 
case the dollars are smuggled back into Laos (Committee on Government 
Operations, 1966: 35). 
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Figure 4. Natural Resources of Laos 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Royal Embassy of Laos, 1956) 
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The smuggling activities in this report highlight advantageous conditions for South 
Vietnam through the economic support it received as a result of the illicit trade from 
Laos at a time when the US has a presence in both countries. 
 
5.2.3.2 Opium Cultivation 
 
As was addressed in the previous chapter, the drugs trade in Laos has commanded much 
attention. What is clearly presented in the data is that opium played a large part in 
funding Vang Pao’s efforts in the conflict. Lawrence (cited in Hillmer, 2006) explains, 
 

Cultivation of opium is both labor-intensive and space-expansive. To get a good 
crop of opium, you need a really nice, good field that has been—that has been 
cultivated and prepared. Those fields—and they prefer if I’m not—I think I’m 
right—they prefer a gentle hillside. They don’t like to be down on the flat [land], 
and they don’t—they don’t really grow well high up in the mountains where it 
is precipitous. That land was the land that existed between the Hmong, in their 
traditional locations around the Plaines de Jarres, and the Plaines de Jarres itself. 
It was that land which was the best opium-growing land. That land was lost to 
the war. That was sort of the first thing that the Vietnamese took over, so that 
much of the really prime opium-growing land was lost. 
 

Considering the location of the US bases in MRII, it is evident that the Hmong were in 
an advantageous position. This highlights the geopolitical and strategic importance of 
MRII in the administration of the covert conflict. 
 
The film Air America had a detrimental effect on the employees of AAM as it strongly 
implied a link with the drugs trade in Laos. The narcotics link detracts from the 
ownership and the role of AAM in Laos. The allegations stem from McCoy’s (1972) 
research into AAM in Laos. Leary (1984: 72) discredited McCoy’s research: 

 
my nearly two decades of research indicate that Air America was not involved 
in the drug trade. As Joseph Westermeyer, who spent the years 1965 to 1975 in 
Laos as a physician, public health worker and researcher, wrote in Poppies, 
Pipes and People: “American-owned airlines never knowingly transported 
opium in or out of Laos, nor did their pilots ever profit from its transport. 
 

The US government was aware of the allegations and a ‘Narcotics Control Program’ 
was implemented to bolster confidence in those carrying out the US mandate (CIA, 
1972b). 
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6. Findings 2: Security governance in Laos 
 

6.1 Introduction 
 
Further to understanding why the US chose to fight a covert conflict in Laos, this 
section addresses how the US administered their chosen modality of force. Firstly, the 
ownership of AAM is presented, this is crucial to the understanding of how US 
government reacted to the geopolitical and strategic factors outlined earlier in the 
chapter. The next section outlines the findings in relation to how AAM was 
administered, both prior to and during deployment in Laos, encompassing the 
recruitment process and motivations of employees. Following this, the administration 
of the Hmong people in covert conflict is outlined. As with AAM, the recruitment 
process and motivating factors influencing their decision to fight alongside the US is 
explored. This section is summarised through a brief analysis of the plurality of power 
in Laos, prior to the discussion chapter. 
 
6.2 Air America (AAM) 
 
At the outset of this study, it appeared that AAM was ostensibly a private military and 
security company (PMSC). However, following the analysis of archival documents and 
semi-structured interviews with former employees, it is clear that AAM was owned and 
operated by the US government. This was a significant finding for the study due to the 
corrupt tactics through which security governance was implemented in Laos. The next 
section discusses in depth the ownership of the entity, to highlight the complexities of 
contracting covertly. 
 
6.2.1 Ownership 
 
There is much written in the existing literature, past and present, to suggest that the CIA 
created, owned and operated AAM (Leary, 1992; Robbins, 2012; Kurlantzick, 2018). 
However, this is not the case. In a memo marked ‘secret’ and subsequently declassified 
1st November 2001 the evolution of AAM is explained, 
 

the Parent company of Air America is the Pacific Corporation, a U.S. 
corporation originally in Delaware as the Airdale Corporation on 10 July 1950. 
The Pacific Corporation owns 100% of Air America which was originally 
incorporated in Delaware as CAT on 10 July 1950 (CIA, 1972a). 
 

However, it should be noted that as per Appendix B, Airdale Corporation was registered 
on the 7th October 1957 (CIA, 1957b). The memo continues, 

 
This aviation complex was originally procured by the U.S. Government in 1950 
to deny its assets to the Chinese Communists and to make available to the U.S. 
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Government certain air capabilities not available through commercial means 
due to the sensitivity of flights and the risks involved. 
 

The fight against Communism is seen in the literature as a catalyst for the escalation of 
both the Vietnam War and the covert conflict in Laos. However, it should not eclipse 
attention from other strategic and geopolitical factors which influenced US 
involvement as mentioned previously; location, budget and plausible deniability. As 
per Appendix B, Airdale Corporation was registered on 7th October 1957. However, on 
the same date additional paperwork was filed to rename Airdale Corporation, The 
Pacific Corporation – highlighting the complexity of the ownership structure 
(Appendix C; CIA, 1957c). This complex paper trail enables the US government to 
distance itself from the enterprise, which appears to be a private company. 
 
Due to the complex structure outlined above, the US government could overtly contract 
to AAM without suspicion surrounding its origins: 
 

The company [AAM] contracts its services in an overt manner and at 
competitive prices to the US Army, Navy and Air Force and to USAID for a 
variety of flying and maintenance engineering activities throughout the Far 
East’ (CIA, 1962b). 

 
AAM is owned by The Pacific Corporation, the government effectively contracted itself 
to provide services that it could not overtly ask of its military (CIA, 1962b). It is 
possible to deduce from this ownership diagram that AAM is a private enterprise, 
although it is in fact a government owned corporation (Figure 5). Similarly, Figure 6 
shows the complex ownership of AAM – wholly owned by The Pacific Corporation 
(Dixon Speas Associates, 1957). There is no data in these ownership diagrams to 
suggest that The Pacific Corporation is owned and operated by the US government, 
however, other documentary evidence supports this fact. In a declassified letter from 
the Chairman of the Special Subcommittee on Intelligence, government ownership is 
discussed; ‘Air America, Inc. is wholly owned by the Pacific Corporation whose shares 
are held by nominee shareholders for the benefit of the United States Government’ 
(Nedzi, 1975). 
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Figure 5. Ownership of Air America 
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Figure 6. The Pacific Corporation (CIA, 1962b) 
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Figure 7. CAT Ownership 
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To support the claim that AAM was a US government owned company, the analysis 
must include Civil Air Transport [CAT]. From Figures 5, 6 and 7 above, it is clear to 
see that The Pacific Corporation owns both CAT and AAM. A declassified 
memorandum from the Deputy Director for Plans of the CIA explains the issue of 
ownership: 
 

Civil Air Transport (CAT, Incorporated) is a Chinese flag airline wholly owned 
by the United States Government and controlled by this Agency. As a 
commercial airline, Civil Air Transport performs a wide variety of covert 
services for the Agency throughout the Far East [2 lines not declassified]. It is 
the single most valuable asset of the CIA in the Far East, without which the 
Agency would find it impossible either to discharge its operational tasks 
(Wisner, 1952). 
 

The enterprise began with General Claire Chennault, who commanded the ‘Flying 
Tigers’ during World War II (WWII). Following the end of WWII:  
 

Chennault saw financial opportunities in the formation of an airline to transport 
relief supplies into China’s difficult-to-reach interior…to help him get started 
the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Authority (UNRRA) gave 
Chennault a $2 million credit. Using the airplanes and pilots from the “Flying 
Tigers,” Chennault’s airline began flying relief supplies into China in late 
January 1947. The new airline was known as Civil Air Transport (CAT) 
(Goldstein, 1973: 197). 
 

This covert government ownership allowed for a series of incursions on the Geneva 
Convention. The complex ownership is further corroborated in a letter to the Director 
of the United States Information Agency: 

 
In 1950, the Central Intelligence Agency purchased the assets of Civil Air 
Transport (CAT) from Claire Chennault, a renowned U.S. military aviator and 
leader of the famous “Flying Tigers” airborne military unit in China during 
World War II. CAT was used by the CIA to fly covert missions throughout Asia, 
but especially in Southeast Asia, in the guise of a private commercial air carrier. 
In 1959, CAT changed its name to Air America and continued to operate until 
the CIA shuttered the enterprise in 1976 (Harriman, 1963). 
 

The US government went to great lengths to hide the true ownership of AAM, 
Appendix D highlights the secrecy surrounding the evidence of government owned 
shares held in a safe deposit box at ‘The Riggs National Bank’ Washington, DC (CIA, 
1958).  
 
What is pertinent to the findings is that while many sensationalise the CIA ownership 
of AAM, it is in fact owned by the US government and contracted by many government 
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departments. Although it is clear to see why confusion exists as there is conflicting 
information. This conflicting information assists with the plausible deniability afforded 
to the US government as a result of the methods employed when administrating the use 
of force in conflict. Often AAM are discussed dismissively as a rogue CIA proprietary 
who acted of their own accord, mainly in the pursuit of profit (Blum, 2006; Hancock 
and Wexler, 2014). What is important for this analysis is to highlight the US 
government administration of AAM, as if it were a private company. 
 
AAM operated in Thailand, Vietnam and Laos (CIA, 1966). In a declassified CIA 
document, it appears that AAM is a private company contracting its services to 
government entities: 

 
a majority of Air America’s affairs in Thailand are associated with straight 
forward contracts with USAF [United States Air Force] and USAID [United 
States Agency for International Development] and could be handled by those 
activities and the Embassy (CIA, 1966). 
 

This document also outlines the relationship between the US government and AAM 
stating: 

 
Air America nor any other foreign air company can obtain trackage on their 
own to fly to or within a foreign country. Typically, the USG [United States 
Government] can obtain trackage from a host government for air operations in 
the support of its own activities (CIA, 1966). 
 

It is evident that AAM were crucial to the US government as a means of achieving their 
objectives in Laos, stopping the spread of Communism and paradoxically, preserving 
the neutrality of the country as set forth in the Geneva Convention 1962. 
Further to AAM’s contracts with a variety of government departments outlined above, 
their operations were supported by a number of other agencies:  

 
USMAAG [United States Military Assistance Advisory Group], Thailand, Thai 
National Police, USAID [United States Agency for International Development] 
missions to Thailand, Laos, and Vietnam, and US embassy in Saigon…the 
International Control Commission, Laos…USAID, Laos…USAF [United 
States Air Force] (Office of Secretary – Legal Counsel, 1966). 
 

It is not feasible to expect a US civilian contractor to achieve similar access and 
trackage permissions in foreign countries.  
 
The ownership of AAM becomes more evident when considering their assets: 

 
AAM has been utilizing an aircraft fleet of 130, consisting of civil aircraft of 
US, Chinese and Laotian registries as well as USAF and US Army aircraft and 
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helicopters under State Department authorization…It is employing 1,587 
skilled personnel of American, Chinese and Philippine nationalities, additional 
to 1,257 non-skilled Thai, Laotian and Vietnamese nationals, A 16,285-hour 
monthly operation has been recorded, and annual revenue is estimated at 
approximately US$50 million (Office of Secretary – Legal Counsel, 1966). 
 

The aircraft used by AAM were supplied largely by the US government. It appears that 
the US government tried various means to distance themselves from AAM, through 
contracts, shell companies in Delaware (Appendix B) and a civilian Board of Directors. 
However, most telling of ownership came when the company was dissolves following 
the fall of Saigon: 

 
The Pacific Corporation is the parent company and owns [redacted] of the 
shares of Air America, it is the consensus that Air America should file for 
dissolution first…once the filings for dissolution have taken place, the return of 
excess Corporate funds to the United States Treasury can commence (Blake, 
1976). 
 

This proves the ownership of AAM lies with the US government, not the CIA as has 
been previously claimed – as the assets belonging to the ostensibly private company 
were returned to the US government. 
 
6.2.2 Administration 
 
A recurring theme in the archival and interview data was the complex ownership of 
AAM. This section explores the responses of former employees of AAM with regards 
to their knowledge of the ownership and the role of the company in Laos.  
 
AAM was owned by parent company The Pacific Corporation, which was owned by 
the US government. There are, however, frequent connotations to a CIA link. This link 
is explained further by Cates (2017) a former AAM employee,  

 
there was, however, a CIA connection, and initially CIA personnel managed the 
company, though that didn't last long. For the most part, the Air America 
complex was administered internally. Air America's president, Hugh Grundy 
was not a CIA employee, but George Doole, the CEO of Air America from 1959 
until 1971, worked for the CIA overseeing various contract companies that 
included Air America. It is unclear whether Doole was a staff employee or 
worked under a personal service agreement. Officially, the CIA says there is no 
record of him working for them. Doole died of cancer in 1985. He was a lifelong 
bachelor, and there was no obituary, flowers or funeral. Ironically, although 
Grundy was married and had outside interests, he too requested no funeral; both 
Grundy and Doole died in virtual anonymity.  
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A letter from Hugh Grundy, provided by a former employee of AAM explains that the 
company was administered to ‘serve Government needs’ (Appendix E). The secrecy of 
the ownership and role of the company is evident from this letter. While the previous 
section discusses various motivations for joining AAM, these motivations, in most 
cases, were based on the assumption that AAM was a private company.  
 
Many of the employees of AAM believed they were employed by a privately-owned 
corporation, contracted to provide logistical support to United States Government 
(USG) forces. One former AAM employee said of ownership: 

 
No that wasn’t explained at all, I just thought I was going to work for a civilian 
airline we didn’t know it was tied to the CIA until we got involved, the CIA 
contracted Air America so there was a buffer, so it wouldn’t come back on them 
(I3). 
 

There is a common thread in each of the interviews conducted with former AAM 
employees, the use of a seemingly civilian run corporation to preserve plausible 
deniability. This assumption is expected given the covert ownership of the company as 
outlined in the archival materials, whereby the company was renamed twice in one day 
in order to preserve the presumed autonomy of AAM. Most of the employees at the 
time were told AAM was a civilian entity. This secrecy of ownership served two 
purposes, it afforded the state plausible deniability and allowed for a lesser duty of care 
to employees, who were not aware that the enterprise was a government entity. 
 
In the previous chapter, archival materials highlighted that the conflict in Laos was run 
primarily through Departments of State and Defense. This is reinforced with interview 
data from an expert in the provision of force in Laos; the complexity of the covert 
administration of AAM is evident: 

 
the way the Vietnam War worked with Air America was, Henry Kissinger and 
Dean Rusk ran that war…they drove things because others had weakened 
personalities. Dean Rusk and Henry Kissinger ran the war through US 
Ambassadors…the Department of Defense supplied the aircraft. The Air 
America guys reported mostly to the US Department of Defense. Many of the 
employees didn’t know, they just turned up for work every day and didn’t ask 
questions (I18). 
 

AAM employees knew that the US was not supposed to have a military presence in 
Laos. Their understanding was that they were bolstering US efforts to stop the spread 
of Communism and therefore did not question authority. However, this was not the case 
for all employees, some of whom were employed directly by the CIA: 

 
I had to sign secrecy documents, I could say I flew for Air America but I knew 
it was a covert operation (I8). 
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Similarly, another interviewee explained their experience with recruitment by AAM, 
 
I only knew Air America was owned by the government through people I talked 
to, I already suspected that it was a government operation, it was a contract 
operation but I didn’t think it was owned by the government until I was called 
in to sign official secrecy documents, they told me if I didn’t sign they’d have 
to send me back to the states. The pay was better than what we were making in 
the states but it was hazardous pay (I13). 
 

Not every employee was asked to sign secrecy documents, as only a small number of 
AAM personnel were selected to carry out operations which required a higher level of 
security clearance. Due to the nature of the secrecy documents, those who were chosen 
for additional covert operations did not know whether their colleagues had obtained 
similar security clearances which assisted the US government in maintaining plausible 
deniability, relying on the use of secrecy documents and what appeared to be civilians, 
to carry out clandestine operations. The CIA was known to AAM employees as the 
customer, 

 
the customer changed all the time, could be the same person for a while but 
different days’ different people. I knew when I signed the documents and they 
gave me a briefing that the customer was an Agency man. A lot of people never 
signed those secrecy documents, I don’t know why I was picked but I did do a 
lot of classified missions and to me it was just another mission. We weren’t 
supposed to talk about those missions. I only know of one other pilot who signed 
at the same time at me, but no one ever talks about it (I10).  
 

Those interviewed speculated that it was a generational difference as to why they did 
not discuss these missions – they were sworn to secrecy, signed official documents and 
did not discuss their classified missions with anyone.  
 
AAM contractors have never been officially recognised as government employees. 
Therefore, former AAM employees do not receive civil retirement credits. A former 
employee, who was contracted by the CIA and signed official secrecy documents 
explained his situation: 
 

I wrote to the agency asking for 9 years of service credit with Air America and 
they sent me a letter back within the last two or three months and said we have 
no record of you ever working for Air America. I sent them 
documentation…and they still came back and said they have no record of me. 
For some reason they don’t want us to get any kind of benefits. We used military 
aircraft, repainted in civilian colours, we were government employees (I8). 
 

The aircraft used were US military aircraft, repainted with the AAM insignia. On 
occasion, the tail numbers of the aircraft were removed, dependent on the operation. 
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This reinforces the secrecy surrounding ownership of AAM. It is apparent that the state 
remains the coordinator of force. Despite the fact that AAM does not represent the 
traditional state security apparatus, but rather an entity to which the US have outsourced 
security operations, to achieve foreign policy objectives while maintaining plausible 
deniability.  
 
The archival data highlighted the significance of the Geneva Convention 1962, the US 
had an obligation to maintain the neutrality of Laos. This meant the removal of all 
military personnel to avoid breaching the Convention. However, from the interviews it 
is unambiguous that AAM was used by the US government to install military personnel 
in Laos, 

 
[redacted] sent me the CIA list of all the people who worked for Air America…I 
came across names I’d never heard of but they were brought on as kickers so 
they could get into Laos but they were undercover, it was a clandestine 
thing…you’re working in a war zone and you’re working for a company that’s 
part of the government (I16). 
 

The use of AAM as a civilian airline, allowed the US government to assign military 
personnel to non-combatant roles,  

 
it was in the news but it was secret because we were in Laos and because of 
the Geneva Convention we weren’t allowed to have military but of course that 
didn’t matter (I4). 
 

This modality of force allowed the US to continue covertly gathering intelligence to 
inform strategy for both the Vietnam War; intercepting Viet Cong along the Ho Chi 
Minh trail and hindering the Pathet Lao in the northern territories in Laos. 
 
Outsourcing affords the state deniability, at the expense of a lesser duty of care to 
employees and their families. The ability of the state to continue to flout the Geneva 
Convention 1962 is obvious from the archival and interview data. Plausible deniability 
is an overarching theme from the interview data, AAM employees understood at the 
time that military personnel were not permitted in Laos,  

 
the CIA contracted Air America so there was a buffer, so it wouldn’t come back 
on them…everybody became a contractor, it took them 50 years to put three 
stars on the wall, these guys were smokejumpers…they put a buffer there so 
you couldn’t be identified as working for the government because of the Geneva 
convention (I9).  
 

The wall discussed in this statement refers to the CIA wall of stars, 
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Three of the stars added on Monday pay tribute to the lives of David W. Bevan, 
Darrell A. Eubanks, and John S. Lewis. They came to the Agency by way of the 
Smokejumpers – brave firefighters who parachute into remote areas to combat 
wildfires. CIA has benefited from the service of many former Smokejumpers, 
including for its Air America program. All three men died when their plane 
crashed while carrying out a mission in Laos (CIA, 2017). 
 

This alludes to ownership and administration of AAM, as stated in Grundy’s letter 
(Appendix E) the CIA administered some of the operations carried out by AAM. 
However, three stars does not account for the lives lost AAM endured during the covert 
conflict. Selective recognition of some employees is questionable. In an interview with 
a former high ranking CIA agent, it was suggested that that CIA record keeping for 
entities like AAM was under par (I20). 
 
In spite of the secrecy surrounding ownership it is evident that AAM employees felt 
they played a vital role, in assisting the US government to maintain a presence in Laos, 

 
I felt I went in with my eyes open, I never regretted it, I’d do it again…it wasn’t 
so much about Air America but about the government and the way they ended 
everything and kept the thing going on, Brown and Root and Halliburton, all 
these guys were involved it’s all corporate (I4). 
 

What is alluded to in this statement is the covert nature of the government in pursuit of 
their foreign policy objectives. During the covert conflict in Laos, the government 
favoured a private modality of force, due to a number of factors; plausible deniability; 
low cost as a result of deploying rebranded military aircraft and lack of public 
knowledge which aided in maintaining the longevity of the conflict. Employees were 
loyal to the company line because they had no reason to question it. However, when 
AAM employees were moved from Saigon to Laos, it became clear: 

 
I denied that Air America was part of the government right up until we got into 
Laos and then there was no question then because the customer was the CIA 
Agent and case officers and you flew at their direction, so there was no question 
as to who was in charge, and even towards the end we’d come in and they’d say 
come in and shut down and we’ll give you a briefing on what happened last 
night and what you’re going to be doing today, it was very well mapped out 
(I9). 
 

It appears that AAM operated under more stringent protocols in Vietnam than in Laos. 
There appears to have been less accountability, naturally as the conflict was covert. 
 
What is clear from the official documents is that the covert conflict in Laos was 
coordinated by various US ambassadors, Joint Chiefs of Staff and the CIA, employing 
a variety of ‘civilians’ to achieve foreign policy objectives (Smith, 1963; Harriman, 
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1963; Sullivan, 1965). This is evident in the 1971 Congressional Record, 
Representative Jonathan B. Bingham (D) addressed the house, 
 

We have witnessed the incredible spectacle of the Nixon administration blithely 
embarking on a second invasionary expedition into countries neighbouring on 
South Vietnam, in violation of the neutrality and the sovereignty of Laos, in 
violation of the Geneva Accords of 1962…This was done in secrecy from the 
press and from the Congress of the United States...The real issue is the fact that 
President Nixon is fully engaged on a theatre-wide conflict throughout all of 
Southeast Asia and is following a program that was mapped out by the Pentagon 
long before the President took office. Today we are fighting a general’s war in 
Asia. This is not a war of the American people. 
 

In 1965, US Ambassador to Laos, Sullivan explicitly acknowledges that the US violated 
the Geneva Convention by deploying AAM in Laos:  

 
We have come a long way from the day when our only transgression of the 1962 
Geneva Accords was the covert direction of Air America operations. We now 
conduct an average of fifty combat air sorties daily by U.S. aircraft against 
targets on Laos territory; we maintain, encadre, and direct a clandestine guerrilla 
force of 20,000 men which inflicts daily casualties on the enemy; we have 
installed, we supply, and we advise a Thai artillery battalion at a critical point 
on Laos soil; we operate a fleet of about fifty aircraft primarily engaged in 
paramilitary activity; and we conduct a clandestine military aid program here 
on a fifty million dollar a year scale (Sullivan, 1965). 
 

From this document, a stark contrast is evident from 1963, where a covert conflict 
employing non-state actors was favoured to avoid a ‘costly war’ (Harriman, 1963). 
What is clear from the excerpt above is the conduits and mechanism by which a covert 
conflict is fought, with the US government as the administrator of force.  
 
It appears that the Lao government with whom the US were allied were not aware of 
the extent of their covert activities, as is explained in the first section of this declassified 
text: 

 
We get away with all this by elaborate precautions of dissimulation, tight 
discipline over loose talk, and a sprightly collusion with our Lao hosts. 
However, the enemy is fully aware of what we are doing and would lose no 
opportunity in a conference to expose us. Once we became exposed, it would 
be inevitable that many of our activities would have to be suspended. Those of 
us who conduct these operations harbor the illusion that they are of some value 
to the United States and cause some annoyance to our enemies. On the basis of 
this assumption, we require scores of Americans to risk their lives every day 
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and a few every month to give their lives in an effort to carry out this program 
(Sullivan, 1965). 
 

Focusing on the latter half of the text, another advantage of conducting a covert conflict 
using non-state actors is apparent. Unlike the Vietnam War where soldiers who had 
been killed were returned to the US in view of the public, non-state actor casualties 
were not reported to the same extent (Shane, 2017). The statement above hints at a 
different duty of care to those non-state actors carrying out the will of the US 
government, despite the fact they are US citizens. The lack of recognition of AAM 
employees, who were de facto employed by the US government and thus entitled to 
civil retirement credit is compounded with bureaucratic discussions: 

 
turning first to the issue of recognition, an informal task force was convened by 
the Director of Central Intelligence in 1987 to consider an appropriate 
remembrance…it was concluded that while individual honors or an honor roll 
would be ideal, the incompleteness of our records -- both as to the identity of 
those Air America employees who were killed or are presumed dead in the line 
of duty, as well as the circumstances of their death or disappearance – would 
preclude the creation of any individualized commemoration which would be 
complete and thus equitable (CIA, 1989). 
 

Due to the covert nature of the provision of force, the complexities of the structuring of 
the companies and the violation of the Geneva Convention 1962, those employed by 
the US government to achieve their objectives in Laos are precluded from recognition.  
 
AAM performed a variety of functions on behalf of the US government. While much 
of the data remains classified, it is possible to deduce to an extent, the activities referred 
to. In a memorandum to the Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, 
a hierarchy of activities are highlighted, intercept operations mentioned in this quote 
refer to operations in which enemy aircraft were targeted: 

 
To date there has been no intercept attempt. Second Air Division has now 
concluded, and Sullivan concurs, that intercept operations are not justified since 
the probability of success is reduced as a result of the need to limit the hours 
during which an intercept attempt can be made. This is in order to permit normal 
Air America and other resupply activities in the area to take place without 
interruption (Dexter, 1965). 
 

Notable in this text is the delineation of ‘normal Air America and other resupply 
activities’ which alludes to other activities carried out by AAM which were not 
regarded as ‘normal’ (Dexter, 1965). The activities of AAM were varied in Laos: 

 
As for military situation itself I feel there is still a dichotomy between on one 
hand U.S. action such as escorted recce flights taken on U.S. initiative to 
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encourage friends and give clear sign our determination to Communists, and on 
other hand U.S. military help directly related to immediate threat which RLG 
armed forces currently face. Military action latter category would include range 
of actions from use Air America pilots in T–28’s, through employing SAW 
[special air warfare] detachment, through use U.S. jet fighter bombers in support 
RLG forces, through actual deployment U.S. ground forces across Mekong 
(Unger, 1964a). 
 

AAM are referred to in this text as if the company is a branch of the US military, 
specifically employed to operate T-28’s. A former AAM pilot explains this particular 
mission involved ‘interdiction of roads, air to ground combat and SAR [search and 
rescue]’ (Wiren, 2002). In this case, five AAM pilots were contracted by the CIA to 
carry out the Tango Program. AAM pilots were chosen because of their flying skills 
and experience and their military background; US Marines and US Air Force. 
Interestingly, on acceptance of the mission – the pilots had to resign:  

 
On acceptance, we were asked to resign from Air America, Inc. our personal 
records were sanitized in the event we were shot down and captured. We would 
then be classified as mercenaries for the Royal Laotian Air force to protect the 
U. S. government from violating the Geneva Accord Agreement (Wiren, 2002). 
 

This administration of force by the US government allows for the recruitment of non-
state actors in a convoluted manner, to ensure plausible deniability for their actions. 
However, it is evident that the US government are in control of the administration of 
the non-state actors involved. 
 
The official document supporting Wiren’s (2002) account highlights the escalation of 
the duties of AAM employees: 

 
On June 23 the Government of Laos asked for extensive US support for a military 
operation in the area north of Vientiane and west of the Plain of Jars…The operation 
as planned calls for US participation in the following respects: 

a. Extensive prior US reconnaissance activity in the area. 
b. Extensive US-piloted airlift support using aircraft currently within Laos, 

supplemented by three additional C-123’s and three Caribou which could 
be supplied with Air America markings. 

c. US piloted T-28’s in combat operations. 
With respect to B and C, the operation would be open US involvement beyond 
anything we have hitherto done and laying the US open to charges of direct 
violation of Article 4 of the Geneva Accords in the sense that the pilots in both cases 
would be performing military operations. Air America in the past has supplied only 
food to Lao combat forces, although on a covert basis it had engaged in lifting arms 
to the Meo and in emergency situations to RLG forces (Unger, 1964). 
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The pilots referred to are classed in the document as ‘civilian pilots’, this allows the US 
plausible deniability, as the ownership of AAM was classified information; pilots 
operated as civilians, in civilian clothing, often unarmed (Bundy, 1964). The catalyst 
for escalation is denoted as ‘when Communist forces turned against the Neutralists who 
were co-located on the Plaine des Jarres (PRDJ)’ (MacNaughton, 1966). As the fighting 
increased the range of duties of AAM employees expanded, under the control of US 
Ambassador to Laos, Unger and the State Department (MacNaughton, 1966). This is 
evident from the excerpt above and in the designation of AAM as the primary company 
responsible for search and rescue (SAR) operations, see Appendix F (Rusk, 1965).  
 
With the array of responsibilities given to AAM by the US government, it is evident 
that the group was crucial to the administration of covert conflict in Laos, with combat, 
supply and search and rescue roles as outlined: 

 
It would not have been possible to accomplish so much with the limited 
resources available in Laos had it not been for the existence of Air America’ 
(CIA, 1970).  

 
6.2.3 Recruitment and motivation 
 
From the archival research it is clear that the state had the ability to recruit employees 
to a seemingly private company to administer a covert conflict. However, the official 
documents only go so far in explaining how and why this modality of force was 
actioned. Therefore, it was important to discuss with interview participants their 
experiences in terms of; their motivations to join AAM; the process of their recruitment 
and the consequences of their employment in terms of; reintegration, retirement credits, 
health and wellbeing.  
 
Within the wider context of the ongoing Vietnam War, it became evident that for some, 
joining AAM evaded the likely scenario of being drafted to fight in the military, 

 
looked to me like an adventure and I knew I was going to be drafted if I wasn’t 
in that…I was afraid of the war; I didn’t want to be given orders (I6). 
 

This statement itself highlights the differences between the role and perception of AAM 
compared to the traditional US military. Similar experiences are evident from a range 
of interviewees, ‘that was the motivating factor for me because I knew I was going to 
be A1 in the draft’ (I1). The Vietnam War was unpopular, while some participants had 
served their mandatory period in the military and were reluctant to return; others wished 
to extend their role in the conflict, driven by a sense of duty to their country, patriotism. 
This was advantageous for AAM, given that employee perceptions of AAM was 
different to that of the military, yet the role was similar and called for similar expertise, 
administered in a different way. This administration of force helped the government to 
maintain the guise of AAM as a civilian airline operating in Laos. It also aided with 
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recruitment of candidates who had a military background, involvement in operations 
overseas and importantly, combat flying experience.  
 
The administration of AAM assisted in maintaining the façade of the private 
corporation; experiences allude to the culture of the military in unfavourable terms, ‘I 
didn’t want to be brow beat in the military’ (I12). All of the AAM interview participants 
had previous military experience. It is clear from interviews that AAM was a very 
desirable option compared to military service two participant successfully sought 
‘occupational deferment because of Air America’. For employees, the roles of AAM 
differed from the US military in terms of assigned duties. AAM employees appeared to 
have a greater autonomy or perception of autonomy, 
 

we were in war but we weren’t taking orders, we had a job to do but it wasn’t 
like you had to go sit in a ditch and get shot at… it was an adventure waiting to 
happen (I9). 
 

Due to the secrecy around AAM, it appears that employees romanticised the notion of 
their role prior to their deployment – with few aware of what the role entailed. However, 
in terms of recruitment, it is acknowledged that ‘it was an in the know kind of thing’ 
(I3).  
 
Interview participants were either headhunted or knew someone in AAM who they had 
previously worked with in the military (I4, I5, I12). However, one participant responded 
to a newspaper advert for pilots (I11). The recruitment process was similar for all 
involved but the secrecy of the organisation is evident, 

 
I heard about Air America from a buddy, I went to their office and told the 
receptionist I wanted to join Air America and the receptionist denied any 
knowledge of the company. I though hey that’s strange. I left and this guy came 
outside to find me and asked what my experience was, I told him and gave him 
some details and got an application in the post the next day. I sent it off and got 
a telegram to come to Washington DC, I had an interview with Red Dawson at 
the Air America offices and two weeks later I was in Taipei [AAM Head 
Office], then Bangkok and then Vientiane (I11).  
 

Red Dawson appeared to be in charge of the recruitment process and yet his name yields 
no results when search the CIA CREST system nor the State or Defense Department 
Archives. His name was mentioned by every AAM employee interviewed. This 
highlights the complex nature of the subject of the research, due to the covert 
administration of the conflict. However, the power and remit of Red Dawson is evident, 

 
I was actually in the military at the time, I was basically getting out of the 
military within several months and I was looking for work and a friend of mine 
said hey there’s a company called Air America working in Washington DC 
looking for pilots to fly helicopters so I got interviewed it was a gentleman by 
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the name of Red Dawson who interviewed me. He gave me an application and 
said fill this out, I filled it out for him and within weeks I came back and he 
gave me a letter, said he needed me in Saigon by a specific date. I applied for 
early release because I wasn’t out of the military at that time and I took that 
letter and I had to go before Generals and all that at different locations and they 
disapproved it. My release from the military was disapproved, I get up to the 
Pentagon and went to the Officer’s Personnel Office and this Sergeant says to 
me ‘hey good company this Air America, you’re going to like them’. Remember 
I was disapproved all the way up and he reaches over with a stamp and boom, 
approved. I asked when does this take effect and he says ‘you’re now a civilian’. 
It wasn’t until later when I saw my record in the military and my release date it 
said ‘released from active duty in the national interest’ and it never even dawned 
on me…I thought it was a private airline (I12). 
 

Considering the high ranking Pentagon official had knowledge of AAM and their 
operations, it is evident that the administration of AAM came from within the 
government. This allows for an insight into how the US conducted a covert conflict, 
seemingly disconnected from the state security apparatus. 
 
As previously mentioned an AAM employee had responded to a newspaper 
advertisement but mostly recruitment was through a network. Employees were often 
headhunted, 

 
someone had told them about me and Red Dawson sent me a little note and 
asked that when I was in Washington DC that I might stop by and talk to him. 
I didn’t know what it was for but it was an interview. He invited me to become 
one of them and I’m glad I did too because I really enjoyed it…I knew it was 
owned by the government, I signed secrecy documents but I still told people 
what I did, I didn’t care (I18). 

  
The recruitment process itself was fast-paced, dependent on whether a discharge from 
military service was needed. There was a vetting process although this was covert and 
most employees were not aware at the time: 

 
I only had four months left on my military obligation for flight school so 
somebody mentioned Air America and I remembered the contact with them [in 
Vietnam] so I called and talked to a lady in the office, Red Dawson’s Secretary 
and the next day I had an application. Seemed like they were pretty eager to hire 
me so I filled out the application and at the time I was a standard instruction 
pilot in helicopters so I mailed it in and by Thursday of that same week got a 
phone call. They said we have reservations in Washington DC for you and your 
wife if you’d like to come up for an interview, we’ll pay for the room and we’ll 
pay for your travel and we’ll give you some money to enjoy yourselves while 
you’re here. So my wife and I flew up on the Friday, interviewed on the 
Saturday and basically Mr Dawson said when can you go to work. I was still in 
the army so I said well I don’t get discharged until the 22nd August so he said 
well if you’d like to accept the job we’d like to hire you and send you to Saigon 
and you can take your family with you and I said ok (I7). 
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The need for skilled pilots was high, the inducements given prior to employment aided 
the recruitment process. Once recruited AAM employees were expected to perform a 
wide range of non-traditional tasks, these inducements were a precursor to the hazard 
pay they would receive in the line of duty.  
 
 The recruitment office was on K Street in Washington DC, all employees interviewed 
there prior to their deployment, unless they were recruited or direct employees of the 
CIA previously, 

 
Red Dawson talked to the wives, I’m assuming that air America did background 
checks, you know to let you go and whatever. At the time it was rumoured that 
AAM was a subsidiary of the CIA but nobody knew for sure…I didn’t find out 
until many years later but the wives and some of the pilots didn’t know, it was 
probably purposefully kept nebulous (I17). 
 

From interviews with the wives of AAM employees, it is evident that the secrecy was 
maintained as wives would not ask their husbands what their day to day role was. In 
part, this was due to the observation of a need to know basis and often to avoid worry 
(I17). It is clear that the secrecy of the work carried through to home life: 

 
It was a lot of fun, meaning it was a lot of excitement where I was, my wife 
lived with me in Udorn, my son was born in Bangkok. My wife I don’t think 
she wanted to know what I did, and that’s ok I wasn’t about to sit and explain 
to her that hey they could kill me today… I think she blocked some of that out 
as I think some of the other wives did I mean as long as everything was cool 
they were fine (I3). 
 

Often marriages did not endure the intense nature of the overseas postings, living in a 
conflict zone with little or no support for resettlement in the area (I5).  
 
The nature of the work called for secrecy on behalf of employees, which is perhaps 
why, as previously mentioned, spouses were also interviewed prior to deployment. 
However, upon interviewing the widow of an AAM pilot, it became clear that the 
inducements given during the recruitment process were not an accurate measure of the 
duty of care to civilians in the aftermath of the death of an employee:  

 
He was flying H-34’s [Appendix G] in Laos and all of this time we didn’t 
discuss his work because we were married, I was working, he was working, we 
went to church and we had a full life. I maybe didn’t want to ask because I 
would worry more. In February 1970, he was killed, I stayed about a week, 
normally the wives and dependents were quickly left, but I didn’t, I had a 
household to pack and settle everything… received $25,000 probably from the 
CIA… I tried to get his files, it took two years and they were so redacted there 
wasn’t really very much there to read… I came back with PTSD, I very carefully 



 

 

153 

took care of myself. There was no support after he was killed, there was none 
we just all dispersed and went separate ways (I17). 
 

The circumstances surrounding deaths were kept secret from families, who often lost a 
network of support by returning to resettle in the US, which had a lasting impact on 
health and wellbeing, this is discussed in further detail later in the chapter. What is 
pertinent is the lack of public knowledge surrounding the deaths of AAM personnel in 
Laos – this allowed the US government to operate without scrutiny, as the death toll of 
US civilians in Laos and Vietnam was not reported. 

 
Some AAM employees were privy to the knowledge that AAM was owned and 
operated by the US government. However, often this was unclear until after 
employment and deployment overseas, 

 
there were two gentlemen from the commerce department interviewing 
everybody around my family, went to my high school, went to my college, they 
wanted to know more about me. I came out of the military with a top secret 
clearance and they were probably verifying me and checking me for clearances 
and stuff you know. Again I’m still thinking I work for a private airline, I had 
no idea. I would get phone calls from friends asking if I was working for the 
Commerce Department because they had these two guys from the Commerce 
Department asking about me. So I get to Saigon and start flying and within two 
or three months I’m promoted to Captain and then I knew who I was working 
for because I had to sign secrecy documents. First of all, if someone asks what 
I do I say, I fly for Air America, that’s it. At the time it was more of a covert 
operation, you know Air America evolved from Civil Air Transport, CAT 
evolved from the Flying Tigers it was an evolutionary thing (I10). 

 
Following interviews with former AAM personnel what is evident is the secrecy 
surrounding their recruitment and employment was widely accepted, most were under 
the impression that AAM was a private company prior to their deployment. In order to 
maintain secrecy, inducements were given,  

 
the pay was better than what we were making in the states but it was hazardous 
pay because I signed those documents they made me Captain. I assume it was 
because of the two gentlemen [Commerce Department], all I know is I signed 
those documents (I10). 
 

AAM employees enjoyed the work they were doing, despite its hazardous nature and 
received remuneration for this: 

 
People are entitled to their own opinion and I know we made very good money, 
we were making I guess on average 50 to 55 thousand dollars a year and this 
was at a time when a 747 captain just starting was making about 56,000 so it 
was really good money (I10).  
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They knew if they kept quiet and carried out their assigned roles that the relationship 
was mutually beneficial. 
 
Communism also appeared as a common theme during interviews with AAM 
personnel. A unifying motivation for joining was patriotism and a sense of adventure, 
 

all the people that you speak to here are very patriotic and we have a comradery, 
we have that bond, the airmen’s bond. We had a code, if somebody went down, 
we would risk our lives to save them. We would risk our lives to save our friends 
lives and the same with the military. If a military plane was downed, Air 
America would risk their lives to save the American pilots lives (I8). 
 

Patriotism was a recurring theme, mentioned several times in each interview – given 
the broader context of the Cold War, the Vietnam War and the perceived threat of 
Communism, AAM employees felt it was their duty to their country. While some 
avoided the draft others committed their efforts after their draft obligations, allowing 
them to serve their country in a capacity in which they felt like they were making a 
difference, 
 

It was a job that they wanted me to do, maybe I had a miniscule impact, I don’t 
know if I was that much of a factor in the war. I was patriotic and I loved my 
country and I loved what I was doing and I was hoping there would be a 
different outcome. Air America was similar to my career in the military, I was 
in the military for six years, I was drafted into the military (I3). 

 
However, it is clear that in the aftermath of the conflict some of the AAM employees 
have mixed feelings, with one respondent denoting ‘the whole thing was a lie it should 
never have happened’ (I7). While it is clear from the interview data that many AAM 
employees joined out of a duty to their country and to stop the spread of Communism, 
the aftermath of their employment led to a change in beliefs for some; 
 

we didn’t look at it so much as mercenaries, more as soldiers of fortune, we 
knew what we were doing but we thought we were doing it for the right reasons 
because we were all told we were going over there to stop communism and 
basically everybody was lied to…but we didn’t know that at the time (I6). 
 

This retrospective viewpoint captures the ill-feeling towards the conflict itself and to 
the government for employing rhetoric which drove the escalation of the covert 
conflict. Referring back to the previous chapter, it is easy to point to propaganda efforts 
on behalf of the US government, manipulating the patriotic tendencies of civilians to 
fight in a covert conflict. Not only were AAM disowned by their government after the 
conflict, their reputation was tarnished as the government alluded to their actions as if 
they were of their own volition and not as a direct result of the coordination of security 
by the state.  
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The jobs offered by AAM varied, interviews conducted highlighted three main roles; 
pilots, flight mechanics and kickers, also known as ‘air freight specialists’ (Cates, 
2017). Pilots could specialise in flying helicopters or airplanes, or often both (I3). Flight 
mechanics were often recruited from the military, usually the United States Air Force 
(USAF) (I3). Kickers were recruited primarily from United States Army Special Forces 
or United States Forest Service Smokejumpers (I3). The recurring theme of the types 
of personnel required by AAM is previous experience in what is recognised as the 
traditional state security apparatus.  
 
Employees were contracted but ultimately they had the opportunity to extend their 
employment,  

 
you could stay as long as you want but because of the tax, if you work outside 
of the country [US] over 18 months you don’t have to pay tax. Most people 
would stay at least 18 months but most stayed until they were at least 27 [years 
old] so they wouldn’t have to be drafted (I6). 
 

In addition to avoiding the draft, there were perks for those who stayed longer, ‘if you 
stayed three years, they’d give you three months off with pay’ (I7). While this was a 
motivating factor for joining AAM, it appears that most were drawn to the allusion that 
AAM was a private company, not associated with the military in terms of the traditional 
structure. Remuneration was also a motivating factor for employees. However, this 
motivation did not dominate conversation when discussed in interviews and it varied in 
terms of role,   

 
it was good money…there was more danger because people were shooting at 
you but we were making about $1500 a month, sometimes more…we were 
flying about 100-140 hours a month something like that (I2). 
 

Of the AAM employees interviewed, most were posted to Vietnam first and 
subsequently reassigned to Laos. While in Vietnam, their families were often living in 
Saigon – when reassigned, families were based in Udorn, Thailand. Udorn and its 
proximity to Laos is highlighted on the map in Figure 2. 
 
One of the defining characteristics of AAM, cementing its appearance as a civilian 
company, was that employees were permitted and encouraged to bring their families to 
live in Southeast Asia, 
 

the reason families were posted was because they wanted to make us look like 
a legitimate airline, even though we had our families in Saigon, government 
employees could not have their families there, people from the [US] Embassy 
and State Department couldn’t have that and they envied us because of that, you 
know how come you can have your families and we can’t. We lived the civilian 
life but we lost a lot of people. If someone got killed, the family was packed up 
almost immediately, nearly in one day they were gone (I10). 
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This reinforces the differences between traditional military structure and what appeared 
to be a civilian company. From the interview data, this was a motivating factor for many 
joining AAM – allowing employee to carry out their contracting obligations and return 
to live with their families. However, it appears that the welfare of wives and children 
were effectively jeopardised to maintain the civilian façade. This is evident as many 
were present during the Tet Offensive in 1968, one AAM employee’s wife, heavily 
pregnant at the time remained on lockdown ‘with gunships flying overhead’ until 
evacuation to the US several days later (I9). There is no question that this was 
dangerous, the duty of care to those in the traditional state security apparatus appears 
higher than that of a covertly operated government entity. 
 
6.2.4 AAM armament 
 
AAM did not officially arm their employees, as they were considered non-combatants. 
However, each aircraft was equipped with a gun, in case of emergencies. This was not 
widely accepted by the AAM employees who felt that their lives were at risk and 
therefore should have the ability to defend themselves should they need to. AAM 
employees were creative with their solutions: 
 

in Laos they issued you a little Uzi submachine gun as a survival weapon. Well 
anyone that knows what an Uzi is, it’s a very short range weapon and when 
people are shooting at you and you’d like to shoot back, an Uzi doesn’t do it. 
So many of us had our own weapons and since I, I guess one of my things was 
that I was a weapons type of guy, I used to be in charge of suppressors for 
everybody. So everybody would come to me to fit their weapon with a 
suppressor if they wanted it and that was just as a survival tool because making 
less noise in the jungle you had a better ability to escape and evade. There were 
other ways they could get it but why go to the hassle, paperwork is paperwork, 
these I could give away with no paperwork and nobody would ask any 
questions, they gave you something official an Uzi and four magazines, that’s 
120 rounds and when you’re in a firefight 120 rounds goes very quickly, I 
carried much more than that with me. When I got up in the morning and got on 
that helicopter it was like ok, what are you going to do if you go down…and 
I’ve been shot down many times so you live and learn, the idea is, if you’ve got 
it with you can always throw it away, if you don’t have it with you, you’re outta 
luck’ (I3). 

 
It does not appear that any employees were sanctioned for carrying their own weapons, 
despite its incompatibility with company policy. This further demonstrates the 
differences in conducting an overt and a covert conflict. AAM employees knew that 
they were non-combatants but they also knew the inherent dangers associated with the 
job: 

not supposed to be armed, we were civilians, so we were non-combatants we 
were issued an Uzi, in Saigon it was an M1 carbine and you just kind of hung it 
on the seat and that was supposedly what we were issued and that was only after 
we had an aircraft that got shot down and before they could get to the crew they 
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were butchered up in the cockpit with machetes so after that they decided that 
we should have some self defense but not be proactive and give us something 
to shoot people with but then everybody kind of did their own thing. I had a 32 
that I could keep underneath my vest so it wasn’t obvious and I had AR-15, it 
was for special ops guys and I had friends in special ops who were able to 
procure that for me (I4). 
 

It was widely accepted that everyone fended for themselves when it came to arms. This 
can be considered a blessing in disguise for the US government which is perhaps why 
no sanctions were brought against AAM personnel for procuring their own arms. There 
would be no traceable link to the state providing civilians with weapons in conflict and 
yet they were still able to obtain and carry a range of guns for protection, without 
sanctions; the issue of armament was mutually beneficial.  
 
6.2.5 Role in Conflict 
 
Understanding the ownership and motivations of employees is key to understanding the 
role of AAM in Laos compared to their military counterparts, 

 
same country same job but they put the buffer in there so they could have 
deniability that’s the way the government works (I5). 
 

However, as a result of the government ownership, AAM were contracted by a number 
of entities which meant their roles differed from day-to-day,  

 
it depended on who you were contracted by, they had aid and they had the 
military [roles]…we went to Udorn to collect any kind of arms…bombs or small 
arms or napalm carriers or gasoline, we called that hard rice…people, chickens, 
water buffalo, pigs and rice that was the humanitarian side of it…if you were 
hired by the [US] Embassy to carry arms that was secret we were always told 
not to talk to anyone about anything especially news people (I9). 
 

The aid or humanitarian role was most common, while the military role was dependent 
on security clearance; and clandestine special operations were reserved for those who 
had signed secrecy documents.  
 
In order to carry out their role, AAM employees were permitted to find accommodation 
for their families. If their assignments were based in Vietnam, their families were based 
in Saigon – many began their AAM careers in Vietnam and were subsequently 
relocated to Laos after a short period of time. When assigned to Laos, their families 
were based in Udorn, Thailand (I9). In terms of accommodation, employees were given 
a stipend to assist with living expenses: 

 
We stayed fairly well in Saigon, it was well regulated in terms of the hours you 
could fly, when you got close to 100 hours in the month, they made sure 
someone was up where you were to relieve you and get you back to Saigon, if 
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you overflew 100 hours you had to fill out a report to the FAA [Federal Aviation 
Administration] and I mean we’re in Saigon so what is the FAA going to do but 
they were really careful about that. After that we went to Udorn…we found out 
it was a completely different ballgame. We’d leave Udorn and fly over into Laos 
and didn’t report to anybody - up into 20 alternate [Long Tieng/LS20A] and fly 
for whomever they told you to work for. So I think the first month was during 
the rainy season, so it was kind of terrible and new and there were mountains 
whereas in Vietnam there weren’t that many so it was a little different. The first 
month I flew about 48 hours and the next month I flew about 118 and then next 
month about 128 and the next month 132 and wow these pay checks were 
mindboggling (I7). 
 

Due to the covert nature of the operations of the US government in Laos, AAM 
employees were not regulated as they were in Saigon. Long Tieng (alternate spellings 
Long Chieng/Long Cheng), also known as Lima Site 20 Alternate (LS20A, Figure 8) 
was the secret CIA base in the Xaisomboun Province in Laos. The remote location seen 
in Figure 1 below assisted the US in maintaining a covert presence.  
 
Figure 8.  Lima Site 20A 
 

 
(Gamelin, undated) 

 
The covert conflict was carried out at the behest of the US government with much of 
the activities administered by the CIA. However, it is important to establish that this 
conflict was condoned by the state to circumnavigate the restrictions imposed by the 
Geneva Convention 1962: 
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because of the Geneva Convention, armed forces couldn’t be involved, so we 
were a quasi-armed force, we did exactly what the military could do and we 
wore a grey pair of pants and a light grey shirt and we had little applets on our 
shoulders, but I used to wear a camouflaged jacket and I had a camouflaged pair 
of pants because if I ever got shot down you wouldn’t go too far in grey clothes 
you know (I3). 
 

The quasi-armed force, as it is described here, met the needs of the US government in 
order to further their foreign policy objectives through an outsourced security force. 
 
6.2.5.1 Humanitarian role 
 
AAM were integral to the US strategy, the government could not use the US military 
and therefore relied heavily on the skill and secrecy of AAM, 

  
other than the exfil[tration] missions we didn’t work with other military, we 
supported the [US and Lao] special forces, took some to do 
recon[naissance]…not supposed to have any military personnel in Laos but 
there’s us…we’re civilians, we were sheep-dipped (I11).  
 

Sheep-dipped refers to military personnel in civilian clothing. This provided an insight 
into how effectively the US can conduct a covert conflict, using a variety of actors in 
civilian clothing as non-combatants,   

 
I flew from Udorn to Laos and came the closest I have ever come to being 
killed…we were assigned an exfiltration mission, we were going to pick up 
wounded and indigenous personnel fighting in Laos. Basically there were no 
American troops fighting in Laos but that’s not true the ones who were there 
had to be dressed in civilian clothes and have their civilian identification and 
everything. This was a multi-helicopter mission we had aircraft flying above us, 
the first helicopter went to pick up the wounded and came out and said this is a 
piece of cake…we were flying at tree top level and one said if you pick up 
ground fire, drop smoke so we can see where it is. We went in, we hear this 
crack, crack, crack, crack and basically they were shooting at us, the Pathet Lao, 
the bullet was breaking the sound barrier so I open my window and toss out a 
smoke grenade, we’re drawing ground fire. As soon as we touched ground the 
whole hill erupted; mortars, ground fire, rockets, machine gun fire and we 
weren’t getting hit but there were explosions all around us. The operation was 
cancelled there and then, the jets came in and bombed the living daylights out 
of them. My co-pilot said ‘we should not be alive today’, I don’t know how we 
made it out of there, then we went back and got drunk (I10). 
 

The intensity of the fighting is evident from this excerpt. However, what is also clear 
is the multi-actor force deployed in the conflict. AAM often worked alongside the 
Hmong, 
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I worked with the Hmong, I carried them around but never got personally 
involved with them. They were trained by the Agency; they were running a 
military operation there (I15).  
 

This statement shows the reliance of the US government on AAM to achieve foreign 
policy objectives and maintain a military presence in Laos. This is also true of the 
Hmong people, who were recruited and managed by the CIA and often relied on AAM 
for logistical support. 
 
As previously mentioned, most AAM employees were first stationed in Vietnam and 
subsequently moved to Laos after gaining experience with the company: 

 
so when we got to Laos it was a full blown war, we were actually a paramilitary 
type thing where the big aircraft would delivery rice from altitude, they still got 
shot at but the helicopters were down and dirty, any time there was a battle or 
anything they were grabbing wounded or picking up pieces of bodies and 
bringing them back so we could bring them to the villages for burial and this 
and that. And the wounded wed transport a lot of people to hospital, so every 
time we went to Laos and land some place you were on borrowed time you 
could be mortared (I10). 
 

AAM personnel referred to the cargoes they carried as hard rice or soft rice; hard rice 
was weaponry and ammunition while soft rice referred to food and other types of aid 
necessary for the survival of the indigenous people. These deliveries were vital to 
sustain the support of the Hmong in fighting the Pathet Lao and Viet Cong. It allowed 
for the US to train and arm a force, without the restraints of accountability or violating 
the Geneva Convention 1962.  
 
Following the fall of Saigon, AAM were the last out of Laos and Vietnam and continued 
to carry out humanitarian duties until they ran out of fuel, 

 
I went back for the evacuation of Vietnam, picking people up off rooftops. We 
had people hanging from the skids, they were pulled safely into the helicopter 
because otherwise they would’ve fallen and died…we flew the rest of the day 
picking people up off rooftops, when it got dark we headed to our ship USS 
Midway and were flying along and it’s raining, we only had one working radio 
and a low fuel light, the entire fleet was in blackout, we were the last helicopter 
out of Vietnam (I6). 
 

Despite their humanitarian efforts on behalf of the state, Colonel Ramey, United States 
Air Force (USAF, 2013) wrote in a derogatory manner about their assistance, 

 
to the extent AA personnel in Laos actively participated in hostilities, they did 
so as “civilians” and unprivileged belligerents, and not as combatants 
assimilated to the US armed forces.  
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Various US government departments have tried to distance themselves from AAM, 
however, their claims are unfounded, as documentary evidence points to government 
ownership and administration of the covert conflict in Laos. 
 
6.2.5.2 Combat role 
 
When deployed in Laos, many suspected that they were working for the government 
but others did not question the supposed civilian ownership and operation of the 
company. However, the experiences of AAM employees were undoubtedly similar to 
that of a military operation, 

 
even though you were in war and being shot at you didn’t think of it in those 
terms because when you live that every day it becomes common. It was not 
uncommon to have breakfast with someone in the morning and later find out 
they’d died that day…you get used to death but you never think it’s going to 
happen to you (I5). 
 

The reality of the conflict is evident in this statement, highlighting the willingness of 
employees to carry out their day-today roles despite the threat of injury or death. 
Patriotism, a sense of adventure, the airmen’s bond and remuneration constituted the 
amalgam of motivations of employees. AAM was a desirable option to the state because 
of their skillset and willingness to risk their lives, affording the US government 
plausible deniability.  
 
Considering the ownership and administration, although it is clear that the activities of 
security forces were not under as much scrutiny in Laos than Vietnam, there was 
structure to daily activity. AAM personnel were provided a detailed schedule and were 
required to complete a daily flight log: 
 

in Laos where the real fighting was, we were actually a paramilitary operation 
up there in Laos and that was a little different. It was more hazardous in Laos, 
you flew by the seat of your pants – there was a lot of smoke, no GPS. Every 
day you’d get a schedule to fly, you knew what time you were going, where you 
were going to take off, your mission and a briefing – there was formality to it 
(I10). 
 

This formality was compared to the military by those who had served previously (I2, 
I6, I11). This allows for an in depth understand of how covert conflicts are conducted, 
similar to an overt administration of force, selective information is provided and 
assignments are completed without questions.  
 
Although AAM were labelled as non-combatants, they existed in an area of conflict 
and were therefore likely to encounter hostilities: 
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then in 69, what people don’t realise is that the largest battle of the Vietnam war 
between south Vietnam and Laos was fought in Laos. It was fought at Long 
Tieng (Figure 1) which was our secret base in the middle of military region two 
[MRII] and it consisted of about 27,000 troops. They came out of north Vietnam 
with T54 tanks, MIGs and heavy artillery and they did a job on us but the enemy 
was bled so much by our Thai volunteer forces that we were using, and the 
reason we were using Thai volunteers was we’d had a lot of the Hmong killed 
and they just couldn’t fill the ranks and a lot of the times there was a thirteen 
year old boy as a soldier…it wasn’t that they were eager to help, they got paid 
but if daddy got killed, the thirteen year old has to take care of the whole family 
or whatever. But I was part of that battle and almost lost my life two or three 
times doing it (I3). 
 

This statement gives an insight into the activities of AAM and the Hmong. It is evident 
that heavy casualties have been commonplace, giving the impression that irregular 
forces are expendable. The plight of the Hmong is especially pertinent given the age of 
the young soldiers, trained and armed by US special forces to fight on their behalf. 
 
However, the significance of the actions of AAM and the Hmong are not acknowledged 
by the state. AAM and the Hmong undoubtedly assisted in extending the reach of the 
US government when it was bound by international convention. This is summed up by 
one interviewee, 

 
the fact that we were there doing the job we did, took the pressure off the 
military and diverted some of the bad guys, they had to come over and divert 
their forces to counteract what we were doing because we were moving people 
around and directing air strikes and stuff like that, so it was beneficial but still 
we were paid good money and we did things that we wouldn’t ordinarily have 
done (I8). 
 

Although the remuneration was above average for AAM employees, the hazardous 
nature of their occupation meant they felt it was justified (I7).  
 
The roles for which they signed up for escalated over time, especially upon arrival in 
Udorn, to fly in Laos. The employees began to notice that over time the duty of care of 
the company towards their staff was diminishing although the work was still 
endangering lives, 

 
on landing I took two big airburst which were just on the other side of the tree 
line from the runway and I broke off and as I’m coming around I see the 
customer who is on the opposite side of the tree line and he heard the noise but 
he didn’t see the airbursts so he’s trying to flag me down you know come back 
and get me so I came back and landed and picked him up and he started briefing 
me on don’t go over here they got SA-7 missiles and they’ll shoot you down 
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and don’t go over there they got SA-7 missiles  and there’s a battalion of bad 
guys and by the time I got back I’m a wreck and the whole mission was to go 
to pick him up and take him to the liquor store and then take him home at night. 
So I was a little ticked off at that and it was getting to the point that things that 
we’d done before and received hazardous pay they were just considered normal 
everyday flying and I didn’t like it so I told them I quit and that was after 8 years 
and two months (I8). 
 

Often AAM employees did not know the true nature of their flying operations until they 
attended a debriefing afterwards. The exception was that of clandestine operations, 
discussed in the next section. This afforded the state plausible deniability and 
diminished the responsibility of the state for the actions of so called civilian or irregular 
forces. 
 
While AAM and the Hmong were both deployed in Laos, they had very different roles. 
AAM provided the transport, delivered hard and soft rice, conducted SAR missions and 
carried out reconnaissance and intelligence gathering. They supported the Hmong 
logistically, 
 

I didn’t work a whole lot with the Hmong, it was mainly at the direction of the 
case officer, they’d tell us where to take the guys. When we were up in the 
Plaines des Jarres in the 1960s we were there when,  Captain Vang Pao was 
promoted to Major…I was the demolitionist, and then told me in November to 
build an air strip so the Helio [Courier] (see Appendix H) can land, so I got my 
group and some of the Hmong and we built the strip, few days later the Helio 
were able to land and made deals with Vang Pao, resupply stuff like that (I7). 
 

AAM were crucial to the establishment of a relationship with the Hmong. They 
effectively created the bases on which negotiations took place to coordinate the US-
Hmong partnership, the plurality of force which constituted the covert conflict against 
the Pathet Lao and Viet Cong.  
 
6.2.5.3 Clandestine role 
 
A previously mentioned, some employees were employed directed by the CIA and were 
strategically placed in specific roles in AAM. Those who were required to sign secrecy 
documents often had a unique skillset,  

 
I was part of a fairly secret group called SOG [Studies Observations Group] all 
they did was put people in other countries, we inserted our people into Laos 
north Vietnam and Cambodia…I was trained in maintenance as well as flying 
the aircraft (I3). 

 
For those who were recruited by the CIA and placed in roles within AAM, this was not 
something they discussed with their colleagues. The US government, CIA and AAM 
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relied heavily on the secrecy and loyalty of their employees. Referring back to 
motivations, employee’s loyalty was guaranteed through patriotism, the airmen’s bond 
and an attractive remuneration package. One CIA operative explained how their 
employment was managed: 

 
I was told I was needed back in Vietnam to work with Air America, I wound up 
back in Vietnam with Air America, they knew the skills I had. I was trained to 
escape and evade, trained in different weapons, suppressed weapons things like 
that. Air America needed someone who had been there. While there were many 
things in Air America, there were people who flew from one point to another 
and picked up passengers and flew back, there were other people that did other 
things, there were a lot of projects that were involved with Air America where 
most people might not know what was going on but my part was with the 
Phoenix program. It was eliminating political opposition meaning the Viet Cong 
that would come into a village and set up a quasi-government my little guys 
would go in and eliminate them… How I did that was, a helicopter can make a 
lot of noise…if we had a village that was close to the target we had, we would 
fly down wind and they’d hear the helicopter go over and then we’d turn around 
and shut the engine down to an idle and auto rotate which is what happens when 
you lose an engine in a helicopter, it doesn’t make any noise because now 
instead of the air being pulled down the air is pulled up and it turns just as fast 
falling as it does climbing with the engine running at full power, so it’s fairly 
quiet and we would auto rotate in their backyard and then my two, three friends 
in the back would hop out and either would kidnap this guy to bring him back 
for intelligence and stuff like that. So most of the people did other work but 
there was this type of work involved as well and I guess I was hired because of 
my background as a project guy…the war in Laos, we were a paramilitary force 
(I3). 
 

This gives an insight into the operations of AAM, while the traditional military are 
bound by regulations – it appears evident that the civilian front of the company allows 
for the engagement in a multitude of activities. However, it is important to understand 
that, the directive for these activities; humanitarian, combat and clandestine, comes 
from the state. Plausible deniability is ensured because of the secrecy surrounding; the 
ownership, administration and activities carried out by contracted civilians – in an effort 
to pervade a country which is ostensibly off limits. 
 
A range of motivating factors led to the completion of these tasks. Firstly, the AAM 
employees tasked with clandestine missions were often CIA agents placed into the 
civilian enterprise to avoid suspicion surrounding their presence. This means they were 
CIA employees, it was their occupation and therefore their duty to carry out the will of 
the CIA. However, because of the nature of these covert projects which were of high 
value to the state, remuneration was a motivating factor: 

 
I was able to buy a brand new [Ford] thunderbird in 1972 with all the money I 
earned trying to get killed in that place…the thunderbird was 7,200 bucks so in 
one month’s time that was all the extra money that I earned. We got paid a 
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salary, we got paid overtime but also we got little brown envelopes at the end 
of the month and these envelopes were a tribute to what you were involved in, 
some people never got a brown envelope, some of us got a lot of brown 
envelopes. But it was basically thank-you for the hazardous job well done (I3). 
 

Therefore it is clear that the appearance of AAM as a civilian company allowed for 
more than the activities mentioned in the archival documents. These types of 
clandestine activities would not have been possible without the existence of AAM. The 
administration of force was outsourced to enable the completion of a wide range of US 
objectives overseas, in a manner which appears criminal. 
 
6.3 The Hmong 
 
The Hmong are a minority ethnic group with a diverse history. The Hmong diaspora 
began before the US intervention in Laos, Lee and Tapp (2010: 191) explain the 
hardship the Hmong experienced: 
 

for many centuries, the Hmong  have been subject to the domination of other  
more  powerful people such as the Chinese. When they migrated to Southeast 
Asia, they lived as minorities under the rule  of more numerous groups or people  
who controlled the territories they found themselves in such as the Vietnamese, 
Lao, and Thai. 

 
As an irregular force, the  Hmong were desirable to the US because of their vast 
population size and their history of persecution (Vang, 2016). The section addresses the 
administration and the role of the Hmong in conflict. 
 
6.3.1 Administration 
 
This section discusses how and why the US utilised the Hmong people as an irregular 
force in the covert conflict in Laos. In many official documents, the Hmong are 
occasionally referred to as the Meo. However, Meo is seen as a derogatory word 
meaning ‘savage’ therefore the term Hmong is used, aside from verbatim quotes 
(Brown, 2001: xi). The term Meo or Miao stems from many ‘centuries…of Chinese 
control’ of national identity, prior to their migration to Indochina and is ‘vehemently 
rejected because of its derogatory connotation’ (Lee, 2005: 1). According to Hamilton-
Merritt (1993: 4): 

 
the Hmong have a 4,000-year-old culture which treasures concepts of honor, 
commitment, loyalty and freedom…while the Hmong may have seemed 
“primitive” to casual observers, those who knew them well knew that these were 
tough, strong, truthful, committed people.  
 

The Hmong people were aligned with the French during the colonisation of Laos, 
subsequently due their autonomous nature and their ‘dislike of the Vietnamese’ the 
Hmong became aligned with the US (Hamilton-Merritt, 1993: 4). 
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The Hmong people rely heavily on farming to survive, often living in villages which 
are not easily accessible by road. Millett (2001: 23) explains that the Hmong engage 
inn ‘slash and burn farming’ whereby large areas of forest are cut and burned to allow 
for crops to be grown in mountainous areas. Controversially, in terms of farming the 
Hmong are mostly known for poppy cultivation: 

 
The Hmong made opium from opium poppies long before they left China. 
Opium poppies were easy to grow. They could be harvested the first year of 
planting. Their harvest time did not interrupt the harvesting of other crops. The 
plant did not harm the soil. In 1954, Vietnam banned commercial opium poppy 
farming, although people could still grow and make opium for personal use 
(Millett, 2001: 23). 

 
In spite of the ban, opium production continued, Westermeyer (1983: 273) explains 
that:  

paramount in such a situation are the will and tradition of the people. The people 
of Laos had produced, traded in, and used opium for centuries. Prohibition 
against alcohol in the United States demonstrated that laws alone do not root 
out deep-seated traditions.  
 

The CIA noted the Hmong growing and use of opium as an issue because of the 
controversial nature and the necessity of their alliance (Carver Jr, 1972). However, it 
Windle (2017) asserts that in the 1970, opium production increased exponentially – 
coinciding with CIA activities.   
 
The Hmong in Laos were supported by the US for a number of reasons; their vast 
numbers; their knowledge of the terrain and their skill. In a letter from a USAID 
employee, the Hmong people are discussed in terms of their usefulness in the conflict: 
 

we are primarily concerned with the Meo people (because of their numerical 
superiority) and we have naturally developed a deep interest in the history, 
customs, and culture of this fascinating group of people (Taylor, cited in 
Bouapha, 1963). 
 

Like AAM, the Hmong were utilized by the US prior to the Geneva Convention 1962 
which prohibited the use of any irregular or military personnel in the interests of 
preserving the neutrality of Laos (UN, 1962). The early discussions regarding the 
Hmong highlight the beginning of the strategy to implement irregular forces into the 
US intervening force: 
 

The Secretary also inquired into the nature of the tribes in the area. Mr Parsons 
answered that they were mostly Thais and Meos who straddled the border and 
who were pretty stratified, the Meos living on the top of mountains, the Thais 
in the middle, and the Lao in the valleys (Parsons, 1959).  
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Due to their strategically advantageous positioning and their knowledge of the terrain, 
the Hmong became the prime candidates for US training and support (CIA, 1963). As 
previously mentioned, the Hmong were vast in numbers and were willing to fight 
against the Pathet Lao and Viet Minh on behalf of the US: 

 
Support to Meo tribesmen began initially in January 1961 when authority was 
given to train and arm 1,000 to serve as a guerrilla force. From that time until 6 
October 1962, with the approval of the Special Group, the organized Meo forces 
were increased to a maximum strength of 19,500. These Meo were trained to 
various degrees, given arms, organized into several types of guerrilla units, 
some of which were mobile, and certain personnel were selected for leadership 
and communications training (CIA, 1963). 
 

However, as the Hmong were hostile to the RLG the US acted as a buffer to secure 
‘active or passive aid…from the countryside’ (Smith, 1959). The hill tribes in the 
countryside were crucial to achieving US objectives of tackling Communism. The 
threat of Communism was spreading from the northern provinces as highlighted in 
Figure 3 (see page 124), depicting the Pathet Lao/Viet Minh territory in the Northern 
Provinces in Laos. The US approach to contain Communist advance, was focused on 
utilising a combination of state and irregular forces: 

 
the movement south from Xieng Khouang Province of Communist forces 
estimated at 3300 which were opposed in the area by an estimated 2300 FAL 
[Lao Armed Forces] and 1500 Meo (Lemnitzer, 1961).  
 

It is in this memo that irregular forces are also suggested as a means of support to the 
Lao forces, under the control of the US government.  
 
In terms of motivation, it is apparent that the Hmong fought against the Pathet Lao and 
Viet Minh on the behalf of the US as a means of income. In a declassified CIA memo, 
it is noted: 

 
We have been providing arms, ammunition, and other support to about 7,700 
Meo tribesmen in Laos…owing to the hostilities, a large number of Meo and 
their dependents have lost their usual means of livelihood (McConaughy, 1961). 
 

Following the Geneva Convention 1962, the US continued to train and supply the 
Hmong as a covert force. The US motivations are discussed in a memo: 

 
The one thing I can comment on with certainty is US motivation in 1962, as I 
was a major participant in it. Governor Harriman, then Assistant Secretary of 
State for Far Eastern matters, had to be convinced to continue any assistance at 
all to the Meo. The sole basis upon which he agreed was that we could not just 
turn away and leave them to the mercies of the North Vietnamese. We had no 
desire to move ahead and conduct paramilitary operations in that area until after 
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the North Vietnamese had demonstrated their contempt for the 1962 Geneva 
Agreements (Colby, 1972). 
 

The US maintained the capability to supply and train the Hmong people through covert 
means, with the use of AAM and CIA personnel. It was crucial to US objectives that 
the Pathet Lao and Viet Minh forces did not progress further than the two northern 
provinces, Sam Neua and Phong Saly in Figure 3 (see page 124). 
 
It is apparent from the documentary evidence that the US are controlling the use of 
force by the Hmong, through their leader Vang Pao (Kennedy and Holdridge, 1971). 
Given the covert nature of the conflict, this allowed the US to control the conflict via 
economic pressure: 

 
the CIA recommendation to increase salary payments to Vang Pao’s forces 
backs up strong endorsements by our Chargé and the CIA Station Chief in 
Vientiane…we believe that the salary increase is desirable. Without it, Vang 
Pao is less likely to accept our proposal for neutralization of the PDJ, and in 
addition a failure to grant it might adversely affect the morale of the Meo, who 
are now fighting well (Kennedy and Holdridge, 1971). 
 

There are attempts to confuse the media and the public about the US role in Laos, in 
terms of the Hmong and their activities in Military Region II (see Figure 9). In a 
declassified document with suggested answers for questions which were likely to be 
asked by Congress or the media the misinformation is evident: 

 
How about General Vang Pao and his Meo guerrillas? Is this not the CIA’s 
secret army? 
Suggested answer: General Vang Pao is a General officer in the Royal Lao 
Army and the Commander of the government’s Military Region II. Most of his 
troops are ethnically Meo tribesmen, as is he. They are as much Lao 
Government forces, however, as any other component of the Royal Lao Army. 
The United States Government has provided some logistic support and advisory 
assistance to Lao forces in Military Region II as it has in the other four of the 
Kingdom of Laos’ five military regions. It is entirely inaccurate to describe the 
forces of Military Region II as a “secret army” (Helms, 1970). 
 

However, it is obvious from the documents regarding salaries for the Hmong that 
irregular forces were under the control and administration of the US, in particular, the 
CIA. This administration of force through the employment of an irregular army, 
allowed the US plausible deniability – widening the remit of US control. 
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Figure 9: Five Military Regions in Laos 
 

(HmongStory 40, 2019) 
 
 
The CIA assisted the Hmong in military operations, interrogation of enemy combatants 
(Pathet Lao/Viet Minh) and supplied weaponry and aid. The activities of the Meo are 
documented sporadically in the CIA archives with brief references to progress and troop 
numbers: 

 
Communist control of the uplands has been resisted by pro-RLG Meo guerrillas, 
which number some 40,000 which receive extensive CIA support, and which 
have also helped to man our roadwatch operations along the Ho Chi Minh trail 
(Sneider, 1969). 
 

However, the Hmong troops suffered greatly in these military operations and as a result 
in 1975 were very much a depleted force (Carver Jr, 1972). 
 
The vast numbers of Hmong available, with extensive knowledge of the landscape 
allowed the US to maintain a military force without committing the US Army. As 
mentioned, the CIA trained and armed the Hmong prior to the Geneva Convention 
1962. This provided a strategic advantage for the US as: 
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after 6 October 1962 this guerrilla force, principally defensive in nature, was 
converted into a “force in being” which could provide the US with an already 
organized guerrilla force should hostilities be re-initiated by the communists in 
Laos. A carefully selected group of this force had been trained in intelligence 
reporting, and as a result its leadership has provided the US with one of the best 
stay-behind intelligence organizations yet achieved (CIA, 1963). 
 

Arguably, the CIA’s supply to the Hmong after the 1962 Convention was a catalyst for 
the re-initiation of the conflict – with both sides unwilling to yield.  
 
In discussions regarding the declassification of the ‘Meo memo’ in 1972, two key issues 
were raised: 

 
a. The Meo’s traditional role as growers of poppies and producers of opium as 
their major cash crop. 
b. A key cause/effect argument on whether (1) US (Agency)-backed military 
operations in north Laos were necessitated by aggressive Communist pressure 
directed and increasingly supported from Hanoi or (2) these operations were not 
necessary and, in fact, prompted or stimulated Hanoi’s energetic intervention 
this, in effect, causing the Meo to be destroyed as a people (Carver Jr, 1972). 
 

The CIA did not want to be connected with the drugs trade or the deaths of thousands 
of Hmong who died fighting on behalf of the US during and in the aftermath of the 
covert conflict (National Foreign Assessment Center, 1980). 
 
6.3.2 Vang Pao 
 
In order to understand the relationship between the US and the Hmong people during 
the conflict in Laos, it is important to highlight one of the key players in the 
administration of the conflict. What is clear from the literature is that Vang Pao could 
not have achieved the success he enjoyed without the network of Hmong leaders calling 
‘their civilians to take up arms and join his special guerilla unit (SGU) to protect their 
villages’ (Vang, 2016: 400). This is particularly impressive due to the unification of 
varying subgroups of Hmong; Blue Hmong, White Hmong, Black Hmong, Green 
Hmong and Striped Hmong, all of whom fought in the covert conflict. Vang Pao 
became a Major General in the Royal Lao Army, despite the cultural differences 
between the Hmong and the Lao.  
 
It is evident from accounts of those who fought in the covert conflict, both US and 
Hmong, he was held in high regard as a result of his ‘military genius’ (Vang, 2016: 
400). However, that is not to say he was an advocate of human rights. Undoubtedly, the 
use of an irregular force to conduct a covert conflict, allowed the US to achieve their 
objectives, circumnavigating human rights abuses perpetrated by those on their payroll. 
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It is clear that due to the covert nature of the conflict Vang Pao had an unlimited remit 
when supported by the US, 

 
in that war I should say that we Hmong were very lucky, because we were able 
to trust each other — even from the leaders all the way to the small. The law is 
that the CIA cannot come to Laos unless through the Lao government. But then 
the CIA rode in planes right from Washington DC to General Vang Pao, then 
had planes contact the Hmong in all different places without the approval of the 
Laotian government. As you look at these facts, it’s as if we Hmong were our 
own government and after being encouraged by the Americans we became more 
powerful. They sent money right to us Hmong soldiers and they sent money to 
General Vang Pao to help him make hospitals and schools to educate the Hmong 
(Colonel Gao Moua, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

The amiable character of Vang Pao and the mutually beneficial relationship that 
stemmed from the collaboration of US and Hmong forces assisted the longevity of the 
conflict and the successes in hindering the advance of Communist forces. The Hmong 
people followed Vang Pao because of his apparent duty of care, 

 
I believe that he is a good leader who took care of us. General Vang Pao took 
care of us even when we were leaderless. That’s why we followed him wherever 
he went (Vang, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

The Hmong people often lived in small clans in the mountains of Laos. Therefore it 
was seen as an impressive feat to unite the Hmong to form an army. Vang Pao was seen 
by US personnel who worked alongside him as an excellent leader, Secord (cited in 
Hillmer, 2004) explains, 

 
Vang Pao, by the way, is one of the best field generals I’ve observed, and I’ve 
seen a hell of a lot of field generals…He had a feel for the fight and tactics and–
I wouldn’t necessarily say strategically, but he had a feel for the fight that was 
eerie. He didn’t have modern intelligence, overhead cameras, and all this kind 
of stuff, but he sure knew the enemy, and he knew what they were likely to do 
in certain circumstances. 
 

The advantage of employing indigenous personnel to fight in a covert conflict is 
evident, they know the terrain and how their opponents are likely to act. The use of the 
Hmong people was strategically important for the US. Without their assistance, it is 
obvious that they would not have had the same success in defending MRII. Vang Pao 
was key to the motivations of the Hmong people to defend their territory. Vint 
Lawrence was a CIA operative working on Operation Momentum in 1962 in Laos,  

 
Kennedy was very interested in Laos, he was very interested in counter-
insurgency or insurgency warfare, the Agency saw this as an opportunity – the 
connection with Vang Pao had been made recently, and they needed bodies, and 
I was a body (Lawrence, cited in Hillmer, 2006).  
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This provides an insight into the governance of security and modality of force in Laos. 
It is clear that the CIA has recruited Vang Pao because of his military prowess and 
popularity among the Hmong people.  
 
6.3.3 Motivations and Recruitment 
 
The Hmong people formed a crucial part of the irregular force assisting the US 
intervention in Laos. Led by Major General Vang Pao, the Hmong soldiers were trained 
and armed by US Special Forces and coordinated by the CIA to perpetrate a covert 
conflict against threat of Communism presented by the Viet Cong (VC), Pathet Lao 
(PL) and North Vietnamese Army (NVA). Hmong people joined forces from 
throughout Laos in Military Region II (MRII), Plain of Jars (see Figure 10). Plain of 
Jars became a stronghold for the US and the Hmong (Vang, 2016). Their alliance with 
the US is crucial to understanding how and why states outsource security to irregular 
forces in covert conflict. 
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Figure 10. Map highlighting Plain of Jars (Tracy, 2018). 
 

 
 
In terms of the motivating factors influencing the Hmong to fight in the conflict, a 
number of themes emerged. Hmong culture was mentioned by several interviewees as 
a motivating factor to cooperate with the US: 

 
as we see it, it seems like the Laotians were not as determined in fighting as the 
Hmong. The important reason why the Americans decided to ask the Hmong 
was because as they looked into Hmong history they saw that Hmong were 
upright and just people in their work. For example, the children listened to their 
elders right? So because of this they needed people who were righteous to help 
them. At that time there were no contracts with the Americans about what would 
happen after the war was over and how the Americans would help the Hmong 
(Colonel Gao Moua, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
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Considering the reluctance of the Lao forces to accommodate US requests for 
assistance, this provides an insight as to why the US opted for an irregular modality of 
force. Combined with the restrictions of the Geneva Convention 1962 – the US were in 
a poor position strategically. However, what must be taken into consideration is the 
isolation of the Hmong prior to the US intervention. The Hmong existed on the outskirts 
of society, as is discussed throughout this chapter. This afforded the US two benefits; 
plausible deniability and loyalty of the Hmong people. Firstly, plausible deniability, it 
could be argued at the time that the Hmong had taken up arms to defend their territory. 
Secondly, the loyalty of the Hmong was guaranteed because the US provided various 
inducements; humanitarian aid, arms, remuneration and safety from persecution. 
 
The US reliance on the Hmong is evident given the investment in their training. There 
were inherent difficulties, such as language barriers between the Hmong and the US 
personnel. Colonel Gao Moua explains in his interview,  

 
at that time there were less then 20 Hmong leaders who could speak 
understandable English… I saw that we Hmong had not been highly educated 
like other cultures (cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

Arguably, what this presents is the potential lack of understanding on the behalf of the 
Hmong, who were perhaps misled by the US as to their commitment and intentions 
surrounding lasting support during and in the aftermath of the conflict. As mentioned 
in the previous chapter, in Laos there appeared to be less accountability due to the 
covert nature of the conflict.  
 
Considering the wider context of the ongoing Vietnam War, the Hmong people 
understood the conflict in terms of defending their territory. However, they were aware 
of their strengths and why the US sought their help, 

 
the reason why the CIA contacted the Hmong and General Vang Pao is because 
the war in Laos became harder in 1960. The North Vietnamese used the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail located on the border line of Northern Laos to come to Southern 
Laos. They used it to attack Southern Laotians and Americans there. The border 
line is filled with mountains and caves which made the Navy and Air Force 
think, “If we don’t find some people to watch this area when our planes pass 
they will be shot down and we would have no way to rescue our people.” 
Because of this they contacted General Vang Pao to ask the Hmong to help the 
Americans watch over this trail and this land area. They also needed people to 
spy and report about where the Vietnamese were located so they would know 
where to bomb (General Gao Moua, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

In this excerpt, it is clear that the conflict became more difficult for the US in 1960. 
Referring to the previous archival data presented, it is possible that this is due to 
international pressure to scale back involvement, in a bid to preserve the neutrality of 
Laos as a preface to the Geneva Convention 1962. Considering the employment of the 
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Hmong to bolster US involvement using an irregular force, it is clear that the Hmong 
were not aware of the covert nature of their involvement. This is discussed later in the 
chapter in relation to resettlement. 
 
It is evident from an analysis of Dr Hillmer’s research that there existed a lot of fear 
surrounding the encroaching Vietnamese forces. The Hmong often existed in small 
clans and did not integrate well with Laotians. This is noted in the observation that the 
Hmong felt they were not as educated as other ethnic groups in Laos. The preservation 
of their livelihood became central to their existence, 

 
the war against the Vietnamese started when we were little, when the province 
of Xieng Khouang was taken [by the Vietnamese] in 1962. Pho Dong and Pho 
Qua [two important towns in northern Laos] were taken, and that’s why we 
joined in the fight against the Vietnamese. If we didn’t protect them, the 
Vietnamese troops were going to take all our property and lands. That was the 
reason we joined our government in fighting the Vietnamese (Noj Her Vang, 
cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

Hmong culture places high importance on family, the Hmong ecological system is 
presented in Figure 11 (adapted from Vang, 2016). In order to protect this ecological 
system, the Hmong believed it was their obligation to defend their territory.  
 
Figure 11. Hmong ecological system (adapted from Vang, 2016: 140) 
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However, another former Hmong soldier explained that it was only after they were 
armed that the reason for fighting became clear. This leaves open to interpretation 
whether the Hmong would have mobilised against the Communist forces if the US did 
not encourage their actions, 

 
when we were issued weapons we didn’t know what we were fighting for. It 
was only later that we were told that we were protecting our country from the 
enemy. Only when the war was going on for a long time did you begin to realize 
why you were fighting. Our government started to run away and then I started 
to take responsibility. When I took responsibility, only then did I see a larger 
picture of what was going on. When the Vietnamese troops started to attack our 
villages and we started to take casualties, the people started to take sides. When 
our older brother Chong Koua was killed. Chong Koua was a good moral person 
and if the Vietnamese could kill someone decent like him then they wouldn’t 
spare us. The Vietnamese came and lived among us and they just killed him in 
his house. That’s when we decided to take action and fight the Vietnamese. The 
only reason we fought was they started to kill us, and it wasn’t because we 
wanted to gain a high military position or to win medals. We took action against 
the Vietnamese so there was no going back. We decided to head for Long Cheng 
[alternate spellings Long Tieng, Long Chieng] and took the long dangerous road 
to it (Pa Seng Thao, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

The cultural aspect explains, in part the motivations of the Hmong to join the US in 
fighting in Laos. As per the previous archival data chapter, it is evident that the US 
know of Hmong culture and appear to exploit that knowing the tenacity of the group. 
 
It appears that some Hmong civilians also felt an obligation to help the US because of 
their support. The US personnel first provided the Hmong people with food and 
weapons, 

 
They came to help us. They came to free us, so we had to help them…For 
instance, because of the fighting, we came to live in Long Cheng, and then they 
sent us food to eat. They sent us greens and rice to eat so these people 
[Americans] told us to do work for them, and then we had to do it… Americans 
helped by providing food, like I said, so if they said to help them then we must 
help them (Lee, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

An exploitation of the cultural norms and values of the Hmong people comes to light 
here. However, within the overall context the Hmong were aligned politically with the 
US. It is arguable whether the Hmong would have fought against Communist forces 
without US support. 
 
Some Hmong solders began their military training with the Lao army. However, what 
is clear is that, due to the ethnic differences between the Hmong and Lao people the 
relationship between the two was not harmonious. The poor treatment of the Hmong 
by other ethnic groups in Laos was a factor in their support for the US. One former 
soldier speaks of his experience, 
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before I came to work and help the Hmong I went to train as a soldier for four 
months. I was small and at that time the Laotians treated us roughly. We crawled 
through holes and barbed wires carrying a backpack and a gun. After four 
months I couldn’t do anymore because they were all so very mean and I was 
tired…After those four months, General Vang Pao said, “Uncle Moua Gao, 
since you want to be a soldier so much, you should come help me work at 
Vientiane and be an officer…so then I became a soldier in June of 1963, after 
school (Colonel Gao Moua, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

Colonel Gao Moua was born in 1947 and would have been 16 years old when he 
became a Hmong soldier. Referring to the Hmong ecological system, this was seen as 
a cultural duty to preserve the social structure.  
 
In addition to the ecological system, another motivating factor for join the irregular 
force and assisting the US was monetary gain. Although, it is important to highlight 
that the financial stipend offered by the US was low, 

 
the Americans came and also help us out. The Americans came and asked us to 
help fight the war, so we did. We did not like the Vietnamese. We were a poor 
people and we realized that the Americans were strong and rich and were 
willing to help those in need (Thao, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

The reciprocity of the relationship is evident here, the Hmong people were very poor 
and the US were willing to pay for their cooperation. As the US had bypassed the Royal 
Lao Government (RLG) to liaise with the Hmong directly, this gave the allusion of the 
establishment of a Hmong government. However, while appearances lent momentum 
to this allusion, this was not the US intention. This issue is explored further by Hillmer 
in an interview with Vint Lawrence, a CIA operative, 

 
I believe that the project was viable as a project, as long as we didn’t push the 
Hmong out on a limb to fight a war they were unprepared to fight, even though 
they wanted, they wanted the bells and whistles that were involved in getting 
made a more conventional force. I spent four years very hard trying to connect 
the Hmong and Vang Pao in particular, to an overarching symbol of Lao—
‘Laotian-ness,’ if you will, which, at that point, the King was the only 
institution—the royalty was the only institution that could serve that purpose. 
So I saw my job as: one, to keep any aspirations of Hmong autonomy at bay; 
two, to do all that I could to bypass the Laotian political—the venal political 
system as it existed in Vientiane; and to connect Vang Pao to the King, because 
I felt that was the only way that they would survive in a long term, and that we 
Americans should do nothing to make that, their connection to the King more 
tenuous, and that we should keep a lid on the more adventuresome or heroic 
Hmong officers who wanted Air Forces and conventional weapons and—there 
was a huge force [push] to make them a conventional force. 
. 
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The Hmong knew that their modality of force was not conventional but evidently had 
hopes of integrating their SGU into a recognised entity of the Laotian state. Lawrence 
explains that efforts were made to align Hmong forces with the RLG. However, the 
Hmong believed the RLG to be corrupt and ultimately the integration was unsuccessful 
given the outcome of the conflict.  
 
Considering remuneration as a motivating factor for the cooperation of the Hmong to 
form an irregular force, the difference in financial incentive between US and Hmong 
forces is clear.  When starting out Hmong soldiers were paid around 300 kip per month 
and when specialised in a higher rank had the potential to earn more, 3000 kip per 
month (Yang, cited in Hillmer, 2004). Yang explained that at this time ‘one US dollar 
equals about 80 Laotian monetary units’ (cited in Hillmer, 2004). The US were able to 
pay the Hmong very little, in order to carry out the will of the US government on a 
covert basis. This is corroborated by another interviewee,  

 
in 1966, as a common soldier I was paid 300-350 kiep [kip] per month…but 
after 1972 we were paid 3,500 kiep. Shortly after that it was 6,500 kiep. I don’t 
really know how much it is in US dollars during that time (Vang, cited in 
Hillmer 2002). 
 

The increase in pay was due to the large numbers of Hmong being killed, some kind of 
inducements were necessary to sustain the fighting. When a Hmong soldier was killed, 
the family received some remuneration, 

 
If an officer dies, at first they only gave 50,000 kiep [kip]. Then ever since 1972 
they gave 75,000 kiep. At that time 1 dollar equalled 500 kiep. So that means 
[the family of] a person who died was only given 100 dollars. For the soldiers 
who are still alive, they were given 15 dollars a month (Moua, cited in Hillmer, 
2004). 
 

The US were able to fund an irregular force using very little resources while sustaining 
a meaningful presence in Laos. It is clear why this was a desirable modality of force 
due to the plausible deniability, low cost and limited accountability structures. 
 
6.3.4 Role in conflict 
 
Considering the role and administration of the Hmong in Laos, it was vital that CIA 
operatives respect the culture and norms of Hmong society. As previously mentioned, 
it was evident from the documentary evidence that the Hmong were referred to as Meo 
or Meo tribesmen, which was seen to be derogatory. Hillmer (2006) addressed this issue 
with an interviewee, 

 
I assumed that they hated to be called Meo largely because it was the Lao, the 
lowland Lao, who used that term, [Pauses] who used the term derisively. If you 
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use the term with obvious respect, I never—I was never physically corrected by 
Vang Pao or anyone else (Lawrence, cited in Hillmer, 2006). 
 

These cultural differences are clear in this excerpt; respect was key to the functioning 
of the US-Hmong relationship. However, given that the when the conflict took place 
few Americans had heard of Vietnam or Laos prior to the Vietnam War, information 
about culture was limited (Lawrence, cited in Hillmer, 2006). 
 
Those CIA operatives who were posted to Laos in 1962 were not directed to integrate 
with the Hmong but some found it beneficial to do so, 

 
in September of ‘62, during that first six-month period when we are really under 
wraps…I actually spend my time interviewing every Hmong leader I can, and I 
start putting clans together, I start talking to witch doctors and medicine people 
about what plants they use…I mean, I’m a junior field anthropologist, because 
there’s really not much else for me to do, and I don’t do well just sitting around 
doing nothing. So that part of it was, in effect, extremely valuable toward the 
end, because I know what the clans are, I know what the feuds are, I know who’s 
done what to whom 30 years ago, I know who you trust or don’t trust, and  for 
what reason. So it was like an incubator into the [Pauses] into the sociology and 
anthropology of the Hmong. And that’s sadly, what none of my successors and 
those guys who had a whole bunch of Americans to pal around with at night 
never had (Lawrence, cited in Hillmer, 2006). 
 

The coordination of force by the US appears to be partially dependent on individual 
will. In this case, it seems that acknowledgment of cultural norms and values led to 
successful outcomes. Without the development of this relationship, it is evident that it 
became more difficult to succeed in achieving US objectives. This is alluded to as the 
failure of the US to capitalise on what successes they had with Hmong, leading to their 
withdrawal. 
 
Hmong people were recruited by the CIA for more specialised roles, dependent on their 
skillset. As previously mentioned, not all Hmong were educated to the same extent as 
their Laotian peers. This, however, did not seem to hinder the US recruitment of Hmong 
soldiers, some of whom undertook training, 

 
when I went back home, I was working for the CIA for the first time 
[1968]…Translation. So I was doing nothing big, but it was a very interesting 
experience for me…I was staying with my brother-in-law’s, and he was 
stationed in Pha Khao, and the prisoner of war detention center was located 
there. So one day we met these CIA officers on the air strip. We were just 
checking on some airplanes, as they came landing. And so we started talking 
[with one of these two American officers] and I was telling him about me 
studying in Australia and he said, ‘Oh, your English is so good! You have to 
come and work for me. I need a good translator.’ So what happened was, when 
they got a prisoner of war from the battlefield, mostly Vietnamese, they brought 
him in to the detention center, which is the first point of interview-interrogation. 
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They would then make the prisoner-all tied up-crouch on the ground and they 
sit on the desk looking down and interrogating the person in Lao or Vietnamese. 
And then this would get translated into Lao, because there’s no Vietnamese 
translator or interpreter there. [It would] get translated into Lao and then from 
Lao into English for the CIA officer (Lee, cited in Hillmer, 2005). 
 

Translation was an incredibly important role in the covert conflict – given the scenario 
mentioned above. The ability of the US operatives to commandeer Hmong forces into 
the roles which were pertinent to the overall strategy is evident. This highlights the US 
as the coordinator of force, with the ability to mobilise foreign irregular forces at their 
will. However, it is clear that this relationship relies on an element of secrecy between 
the US and Hmong forces. Following the completion of the translation Lee (cited in 
Hillmer, 2005) said, 

 
I don’t know what he did with it, or if he sent it on. But then a few days later 
the prisoner would be sent away somewhere, disappear, then other new ones 
would come in. So it worked like that. And I don’t know where they took them, 
[if] they took them to the jungle, they took them just a few blocks away and did 
something to them, or took them to another prison far away. I don’t know. They 
never tell you. 
 

The covert nature of the conflict meant that many of the details remained secret. 
However, what is clear from this statement is the chain of command and hierarchy 
surrounding the relationship. Arguably the Hmong were recruited by the US because 
of their amiable nature and their low expectations of remuneration, due to the poverty 
they experienced. 
 
While the roles of the Hmong varied, those who were educated were afforded better 
opportunities in the irregular force. The Hmong underwent training with CIA 
operatives, translator jobs often gave way to other opportunities, 
 

In 1969, I was serving with the US force in Laos. I was a radio operator who 
eavesdropped on the enemy. For example, we would listen to all the 
conversations going from the field troops back to Hanoi regarding which 
logistical supplies were in demand. We would record the radio messages and 
translate them in *Chen Meng Un Dor, Thailand. The [South] Vietnamese there 
would translate these messages into Laotian and English. We would relay this 
vital information back to our forts in Laos that the Vietnamese planned to attack. 
In this way, our troops were well prepared for the [North] Vietnamese 
assaults…I wasn’t trained to fire the weapons; my specialty was in radio 
recording. There were four Thai and three American instructors who taught us. 
The Americans were ‘Mr. Moose,’ ‘Mr. Scroll’ and ‘Mr. Mathis.’ [CIA 
operatives were given code names] (Xiong, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

The US-Hmong relationship is based on secrecy, it is clear that the Hmong understand 
to a degree why they are fighting to defend the Northern provinces in Laos but they are 
being used by the US to perpetrate a covert conflict. 



 

 

181 

 
The lack of accountability for the US conducting a covert conflict in Laos is evident in 
the recruitment of child soldiers. This fact is reinforced by both Hmong soldiers and 
US personnel, 

 
I worked for the CIA starting in May 1966. I started when I was 12 years old. 
During this time there was a civil war in Laos [between the communist, neutral, 
and pro-American forces]. The CIA sent some Thai army personnel to teach us 
basic combat skills for two or three months; just enough so we can use how to 
use our weapons. Then we were sent to the war zone (Vang, cited in Hillmer, 
2002). 
 

The young age of the soldiers and basic training they received highlights a lack of duty 
of care or exploitation of the indigenous force by the US in order to achieve their 
objectives in Laos. Similarly, in an interview with Richard Secord (retired Air Force 
Major General, CIA operative in Laos) he addresses the use of child soldiers, 

 
My first trip north, which was, naturally, to Long Cheng, Site 20 Alternate, 
depressed me. They had boys carrying rifles; that’s the kind of–if you’re an 
American soldier, that takes a little getting used to, to see that. I got used to it a 
lot, over time. They had already suffered a lot of casualties…so it wasn’t just in 
the last few years of the war that they suffered, they had been suffering for some 
time. And with a limited population, widely dispersed, it hit some parts harder 
than others (Secord, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

It was commonplace to see young soldiers fighting in Laos – this appears to be due to 
the high number of casualties. Linking this to the Hmong ecological system (Figure 11) 
the child naturally take the parents place to provide for the family. 
 
Hmong people were also used to coordinate the logistics of coordinating a large 
irregular force. As previously mentioned, Vang Pao benefitted from Hmong elders 
encouraging their civilians to take part in the conflict. This meant that Hmong people 
from throughout Laos were being flown to Vientiane, ahead of deployment to MRII. 
Moua (cited in Hillmer, 2004) explains his role, 
 

in June of 1963 I worked in Vientiane as an officer for the CIA and USA, which 
means US Act. At that time Hmong came from far places to Vientiane, so when 
they got there I helped in finding places for them to stay and when they went 
back home I found rented planes to send them back. In one day I would run 
once or twice to the CIA to ask for a plane. At this time there was Air 
Continental and Air America, but if the CIA used them then they had to pay the 
airlines. 
 

The use of AAM is noted here, which reinforces the data from the previous chapter – 
AAM were often called on to transport the Hmong.  
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The complementary forces of the Hmong and AAM formed the US irregular force. The 
Hmong would assist with reconnaissance, translation and front line combat, depending 
on their skillset. Weaknesses in the PL were highlighted, 
 

in the northern part of Laos…The enemy was road-bound. They didn’t ever go 
off the road two clicks–it was very rare that you’d see the enemy patrol much 
more than a couple of clicks off of a motorable road–very rare. So rare that 
when they were observed, it was news. So it was a flip-flop; it took a little 
getting used to–which made them susceptible to air power, which we used a lot 
of–and it grew during my time (Secord, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

The Hmong helped to identify these weaknesses and the US developed strategy 
according to the information provided, through interrogation translations and 
reconnaissance. 
 
The training and administration of the Hmong seems at times, chaotic. Hmong civilians 
were often armed without training,  
 

I wasn’t a soldier and I didn’t have name [rank?] to be a soldier and only had a 
gun, but there was no training at all. After we scattered, and I was lost for one 
month and 15 days, we settled down in Long Cheng. I then trained to be an 
intelligence officer in Vientiane for four months. I came back to work in 1964-
65… Intelligence, when they taught us they didn’t just teach us a little like in 
Laos, but they taught us a great deal as if it was America…the ones who came 
to teach intelligence were Special Forces, not CIA. They taught that job as if we 
were in South Vietnam. They didn’t know anything about Laos at all (Yang, 
cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

The plurality of force is obvious from this interview, the US used a multifaceted 
approach to train the Hmong. US personnel who worked alongside the Hmong spoke 
favourably of their actions during the conflict.  Often they did not agree with the US 
policy to leave Laos, resulting in some personnel staying behind to assist refugee 
programs (Morrison, 2013). Hillmer (2006) highlights this issue in his interview notes, 
 

after two tours in Laos, Lawrence was told he would not be allowed to return 
for a third (to save him from being killed or “going native”—that is, so 
sympathizing with the Hmong that he might never return). 
 

The compassion felt for the Hmong stems from the unusual modality of force 
employed, which consists of criminal elements which ultimately benefit the US. 
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7. Findings 3: State crime in Laos 
 
7.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter outlines the findings in relation to the consequences of employing irregular 
forces to conduct a covert conflict. The consequences specifically relate to instances of 
potential state crime. Each section represents a theme, while there is some overlap 
regarding thematic analysis of the security governance and state crime data, this was 
expected and the findings in each chapter represent each separate body of literature. 
The first section highlights the ways in which the US outsourced security to irregular 
actors by employing criminal tactics, such as corruption, by awarding contracts on a no 
bid basis. Issues surrounding allegations of opium and gold smuggling are also 
addressed as with previous chapters, alluding specifically to the role of the state. The 
consequences of the state administration of force in Laos are outlined, addressing the 
issues faced by AAM and the Hmong people in the aftermath of the conflict. 
 
7.2 State administration of conflict 
 
The administration of the covert conflict in Laos relied on a number of factors. Firstly, 
the employment of irregular forces was facilitated by the international responses to the 
US, ultimately restricting an overt intervention. This led to the availability of deviant 
means through which the US could pursue their foreign policy objectives, out of sight 
of the US public and with considerably less financial input. The CIA was in its infancy 
between 1962-1975, though its remit was significant. It was clear that by conducting a 
‘limited’ conflict, minimal supervision and congressional scrutiny was required 
(Bingham, 1971).  
 
This section explores the opportunity structure afforded to the US government through 
institutional, organisational and individual levels of analysis. 
 
7.2.1 Contracting covertly 
 
As explained in the previous chapter, AAM was both owned and contracted by the US 
government. However, the covert purchase of AAM led to the belief that employees 
were civilian contractors. The data supports the narrative that this modality of  force 
was enacted to achieve foreign policy objectives: 

 
The Central Intelligence Agency’s Office of Policy Coordination sought to 
make use of ostensibly private organizations and businesses in carrying out its 
cold war covert action mandate’ (Foreign Relations of the United States, 1950-
1955). 
 

While the CIA did contract AAM for a number of operations, in 1962, CIA contracted 
work accounted for 12.1% of AAM’s revenue, while ‘the remaining 87.9% of total 
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revenue [was] from the overt non-Agency sources’ (CIA, 1962b). The confusion 
surrounding ownership is compounded by contradictions in the official records (CIA, 
1957d). 
 
Despite AAM having its own Board of Directors, not associated with the US 
government or the CIA, it is clear from documentary analysis and interview data that 
despite efforts to portray the entity as a private enterprise, it is not. However, in many 
of the documents presented throughout this chapter, AAM is referred to as a private or 
civilian company – due to the top-secret nature of the structure for the purposes of 
deniability. This memo addresses AAM’s role in the provision of force whereby, 

 
this asset has been made available not only to this Agency but also to various 
agencies of the U.S. Government [USG], and at the present time, its major 
customer [1 line of source text not declassified] this Agency, in that order (CIA, 
1972a).  
 

While some of the memo remains redacted, it is clear that the USG has a monopoly on 
the activities of AAM. Despite this finding detracting from the use of a privatised force, 
this empirical evidence does support a hypothesis of a plurality of power prior to the 
assumed proliferation and integration of non-state actors into the state’s security 
apparatus from 1990 onwards. 
 
The employees of AAM believed they were employed by a privately-owned 
corporation, contracted to provide logistical support to USG forces. AAM contractors 
have never been officially recognised as government employees. However, official 
documents recognize the contribution of AAM: 
 

since the early 1960’s Air America has provided the aircrews to carry out the 
objectives of the US Mission in Laos (Dixon Speas Associates, 1973: 28). 
 

The contribution is recognised as that of a private enterprise, with few privy to the 
knowledge that AAM was owned by the US government. 
 
7.2.2 Corruption 
 
As early as 1959, AAM appeared to bid on the contracts to assist the USG. During 
Eisenhower’s administration the true ownership of AAM was top secret, with only a 
few high-ranking government officials privy to the knowledge. However, there was 
some dispute surrounding the awarding of contracts to AAM. In a letter to Steven V. 
Carter dated 13 July 1959, the Chairman of the Armed Services Committee Carl Vinson 
writes, 

 
you forwarded a number of documents and letters relating to the award of a 
negotiated contract by the Air Force to Air America, Inc. Your interest in 
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this matter is in behalf of Arctic-Pacific, Inc., which company was 
unsuccessful in the contract negotiations…the matter has been reviewed by 
the Holifield Subcommittee of the House Committee on Government 
Operations as well as the Comptroller General of the United States. In both 
instances the action of the Air Forces has been affirmed. Upon review of the 
file, I find no basis upon which to question the legality of awarding the 
subject contract to Air America, Inc (Vinson, 1959). 
 

The allegation of collusion or fraud was dismissed in order to keep the true identity of 
AAM hidden, to ensure plausible deniability. The Holifield Subcommittee contended,  
 

absent any concrete evidence of fraud or collusion, the award to Air America 
does not appear to be improper (Holifield, 1959).  

 
In retrospect, with the availability of declassified documents, it appears that no other 
bidder would have been in contention for the Air Force contract – given the ownership 
of AAM.  
 
AAM are discussed as a means of avoiding a ‘costly war’, however, US Ambassador 
Harriman acknowledges that in order to achieve US foreign policy objectives and a 
neutral Laos, a covert approach must be taken: 

 
The success of our efforts to achieve a stable and neutral Laos and to so avoid 
a costly war under disadvantageous conditions will, of course, depend a great 
deal on our success in stiffening and bolstering the Prime Minister. Souvanna 
must be encouraged to take firm control of the coalition and we must be flexible 
enough to provide him quickly with the assistance he needs to deal with the 
Pathet Lao. In this effort we will need all of our resources and cannot be 
hamstrung by mere name and form. If it will better achieve our objectives to 
change the name of USOM (our AID mission in Laos) or the Air America 
Corporation (our air supply organization) then we must be willing to consider 
it and if necessary do it quickly (Harriman, 1963). 
 

In order to maintain a presence in Laos in a way which avoided liability for violating 
the Geneva Convention 1962, was to employ private companies. In 1963, a meeting of 
the National Security Council discussed the situation in Laos, defining US intervention 
in the country into two categories; covert and overt: 

 
At the present time the United States is engaged in two distinct types of 
assistance, economic and military. In order to carry out these programs, 
AID/Laos has contracted with Air America and Bird and Sons, both private 
companies, to provide air lift capacity, including aircraft and flight and 
maintenance personnel (Smith, 1963). 
 

Here AAM are referred to as a private company, which allows the US plausible 
deniability and the opportunity to intervene covertly in Laos. 
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As previously mentioned, there were allegations of collusion in the contract bidding 
process with AAM. However, ultimately these allegations were quashed, 
 

the government ownership of AAM was certainly classified Top Secret in 1959 
but everyone had their suspicions and these sorts of allegations were common 
in aviation legal circles…everyone was told to pipe down out of patriotism. 
 

This type of bureaucracy allows for the covert administration of force through a variety 
of actors, without repercussions for the state despite violations of the Geneva 
Convention 1962. 
 
7.2.3 Drug and gold smuggling allegations 
 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, allegations of drugs smuggling were and are rife 
when discussing the activities of AAM. However, it is apparent from the interview data 
that this notion is, not only resented but seemingly unfounded: 
 

We did not carry drugs, however, in Laos opium was legal. The French started 
it and used to buy and sell opium to the mafia and they used the money to fund 
their operations in Indochina. We might’ve transported opium in country when 
we took locals but we never crossed borders…When I flew from Laos to 
Thailand there were narcotics inspections (I2). 
 

To understand the gold issue, it is important to refer back to the role of AAM. 
Considering they carried many indigenous personnel in Laos, it is feasible to consider 
that they may have carried drugs on their person and by proxy AAM might have flown 
drugs on board. However, in terms of large shipments of drugs and drugs for personal 
profit – there is no evidence, either archival or interview data, to suggest that AAM 
were flying drugs for the CIA. When discussed in the interviews, participants alluded 
to the strict narcotics inspections upon landing when flying across borders. 
 
It is also important to take into account cultural differences. Given that Laos was a poor 
country and as previously mentioned the currency fluctuated regularly, drugs were used 
by local people to complete trade: 
 

a lot of people say oh Air America carry drugs all over the place, I never saw 
any of that. I did see…a guy we brought in from Lima Site 32 and he came into 
Long Tieng [LS20A] and his whole purpose was to go in and buy a pig and take 
it back out to his farm. So I was watching when he bought the thing and he had 
a large cake of opium and he cut off a big chunk of it and used it just like money 
to pay this guy and then of course they cut off another piece and fed it to the pig 
to make the pig go to sleep so we could get it to the other place…they used it 
like a currency (I7). 
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AAM personnel were not personally involved in the drugs trade and did not fly drugs 
for profit, if they did their contracts were terminated and they were sent back to the US 
(I14). 
 
However, in terms of illicit activities outside the official role of AAM employees, the 
smuggling of gold was lucrative. This issue was mentioned in the previous chapter, due 
to the poverty in Laos, fluctuation of the local currency and the availability of natural 
resources – gold was a valuable commodity to trade. The drugs and gold issues were 
discussed openly by interviewees. One former employee explained, 
 

from my perspective I never saw it, there were some things going on, it wasn’t 
to do with drugs it was to do with gold, and it just so happened that between 
Vientiane and Saigon they were smuggling gold. When the company got word 
of that in 1968 they made all the Kickers take lie detector tests and fired the 
ones who wouldn’t take it…everyone knows that Vang Pao was involved in 
drugs because that’s how he paid for his part of the war, he had his own airplanes 
– we never checked bags but, a lot of that stuff came out because of that film 
Air America, it made a farce of what we did, the drugs thing was all bull shit 
(I12). 
 

This statement highlights the capabilities of those governing the activities of AAM, 
upon discovering the gold smuggling issues and to counteract narcotics allegations, 
searches were implemented. AAM did not tolerate dissenting behaviours – only 
operations sanctioned by the state were permitted, AAM employees did not act of their 
own accord.  
 
7.3 Consequences of covertly employing non-state actors 
 
What is often overlooked in the current literature surrounding the use of the public-
private amalgam in conflict, is the consequences of employment on non-state actors. 
The two groups: AAM and the Hmong, encountered differing impacts in the aftermath 
of the Laotian conflict. This section explores detrimental effects of state administered 
violence in relations to state crime and security governance. 
 
7.3.1 AAM: Health and welfare 
 
AAM was owned and operated by the government, effectively contracting itself to carry 
out a range of duties, spanning from; humanitarian to combat to clandestine roles. 
However, differences are evident from the consequences of employment in the 
aftermath of the conflict. As previously mentioned, the government denies ownership 
of AAM which is contrary to the documentary evidence. However, the CIA has claimed 
ownership of the civilian operation, 

 
It has become so important to the CIA now to glorify Air America which is 
weird, nobody can understand it…they use our logo, it [AAM] was owned by 
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the government, it was utilised by the CIA but also the State Department and 
Defence Department, so it wasn’t just the CIA. It was structured so it was owned 
by the Agency and really what the Agency did was they administered Air 
America, they didn’t necessarily always control and operate it. All the search 
and rescue stuff was done with the State Department and the DoD [Department 
of Defense] that was not done with the CIA, so they did administer it and they 
were the customer as they called them. I told them, you guys were basically the 
Uber driver for the CIA they would just call you up and tell you where to take 
them and they would do it. State [DoS] were running the war in Laos. I think 
people got really into to it because it sounds sexier if its owned by the CIA, 
more cloak and dagger and cool. A lot of the time the CIA takes a lot of credit 
for it and they were desperately trying to get the $25 million (I18). 
 

While the CIA is now keen to take credit for the activities of AAM, they do not promote 
recognition of AAM personnel as government employees. It appears that this is partly 
due to the activities carried out by AAM and due to the obligations this would place on 
the state to offer retirement credits. 
 
AAM employees spoke favourably regarding the duty of care afforded to them while 
employed overseas. However, if a spouse was killed or once contracted employment 
was completed, AAM personnel were not provided any support for reintegration, 

 
Air America had a good medical plan and dental, it was quite good, I don’t 
remember the name of the insurance company, they were good to us while we 
worked for them, then it was bye-bye (I3). 
 

In comparison to the military, the duty of care from the state to former employees is 
below par. This is compounded by a lack of recognition, not based on remuneration but 
in terms of armed service. AAM employees were proud to service their country and 
completed their obligations in Vietnam and Laos, which undoubtedly impacted US 
foreign policy objectives. However, for those who signed official secrecy documents, 
upon requesting records of service from the CIA AAM personnel were told 
categorically that there was no record of them working with AAM or the CIA (I6, I11). 
For those who were successful in obtaining their service records, they were heavily 
redacted and of little use to assist in gaining retire credits from the state,  

 
We didn’t get any support when it ended, it was thank-you very much, it was 
fun while it lasted (I6). 
 

This is especially pertinent for those who lost loved ones in the conflict, 
 
I tried to get his files, it took two years and they were so redacted there wasn’t 
really very much there to read. We went to the CIA, we saw the wall of stars 
and there’s a small Air America plaque without the names but you have to be 
tagged to go in so we just saw that wall and the small plaque and that was 
meaningful to see (I17). 
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It appears that the government are happy to acknowledge AAM in private but not in a 
public forum. This is perhaps due to the fact; it would be an admission by the state of 
its remit when bound by international convention. Outsourcing to private companies is 
commonplace today but what is evident, is that the state remains in control of activities, 
whether lawful or unlawful. 
 
7.3.2 AAM: Retirement credit 

 
Considering that most AAM employees came from a military background, they 
retrospectively considered their role with AAM as an extension of their service, 

 
I started with air America in 1965, I was in the navy before that – I ended up 
with 33 years of service in total and I got a wonderful retirement, very similar 
to your middle finger (I19). 
 

Although AAM was administered differently to the military, ultimately the corporation 
was not a civilian owned entity. This, they argue, means that they are entitled to federal 
retirement benefits.  
 
AAM employees point to the danger related to their job in serving their country, 

 
we were on the edge because we weren’t recognised, the government didn’t 
want to recognise us…a lot of guys were wanting pensions and stuff because 
we were working for the government over there in a war zone (I9). 
 

It is difficult for employees to fathom why they have been actively excluded from 
receiving recognition and retirement benefits and why the CIA is claiming 
responsibility for the entire operation, 

 
There doesn’t seem to be any reason why they won’t give us retirements credits 
I think it’s the old principle of 95% you know when 95% of us are dead they’ll 
say ok (I7). 
 

It might be feasible to consider that this statement is true. The number of AAM 
employees left is declining each year, while the funds from the dissolution of AAM 
remain in the US Treasury. From a financial perspective, it is beneficial to the state to 
avoid their association with AAM. However, the documentary evidence, paired with 
interview data is irrefutable. The administration of force was strategic, the government 
used AAM to carry out duties which would otherwise have brought international 
condemnation against the US for breach of the Geneva Convention 1962 and SEATO 
obligations. 
 
What is apparent is that AAM personnel felt it was their duty to their country to carry 
out their roles in Laos. Without their input, the US would not have been able to maintain 
a stronghold in Southeast Asia until 1975. The methods through which the state 
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administered force covertly is evident from the interview data. Many tasks were 
shrouded in secrecy, employees were cherry-picked from the military because of their 
skill-set and families were effectively placed in harm’s way to maintain a civilian 
appearance. AAM knew the value of the work they were carrying out, in support of the 
US and irregular forces, 

 
Air America was a superb outfit – their administration was perfect. We were 
doing the work for the USA. Were disappointed certainly about the lack of 
recognition, but not to the point that were mad. We did what we could to help 
those people stay free. We saved hundreds of lives, we did things that no other 
group would even consider, really you could have sent the air force in there and 
they’d have run scared with their tails between their legs. They couldn’t even 
start doing that (I19). 
 

What was asked of AAM was extraordinary and it is evident that without their 
assistance the US would not have been able to maintain a presence in Laos. However, 
in order to avoid allegations of criminality and to avoid obligations to government 
personnel, the state’s policy of denial continues. 
 
7.3.3 The Hmong: Persecution 
 
The Hmong people suffered as a result of their employment by the US. Following the 
fall of Saigon and the withdrawal of US troops in Laos and Vietnam – many of the 
Hmong people were left behind. An excerpt from an interview highlights the 
disappointment and betrayal felt by some of the Hmong, 

 
I was 25 years old when I became a soldier in May of 1965. I lost many relatives 
and friends. Those of us who survived were few when compared to those who 
were killed. When the Americans pulled back, we went back to our old villages 
where we used to live before the war. The Vietnamese and Pathet Lao continued 
to persecute us (even when the war was over and an agreement was made). They 
started to kill the elders, leaders and political figures who used to work for 
General Vang Pao and the Americans. We decided to wage guerrilla war against 
them by using American weapons that we hid away. We would rather have 
fought and died than for the Vietnamese to kill us helplessly. We waged a 
guerrilla war against them until 1979. We tried to help the Americans with all 
our strength but they turned their backs on us. I am very disappointed in them. 
After the Americans abandoned us, we lost many Hmong to the Vietnamese and 
Pathet Lao. The Vietnamese even killed the women and children. If I would 
have known that the Americans would not help us, I would not have become a 
soldier in the first place. Now we know that the Americans lied to us (Blia Pao 
Vang, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

The lack of US response is seen as disrespectful, referring to the motivations discussed 
earlier in the chapter – the Hmong believed they entered into a partnership with the US. 
The death toll of the Hmong is alluded to here, however, it is not known exactly how 
many Hmong soldiers and civilians lost their lives. The US is afforded plausible 
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deniability because of the lack of official records kept by the Hmong. In addition, the 
US could distance itself from the conflict as public knowledge at the time was limited. 
 
While some of the Hmong soldiers and their families were given asylum in the US, this 
was not the case for everyone. Many fled to the jungle to avoid capture by Pathet Lao 
(PL) forces, while others were sent to re-education camps in Thailand, 

 
In 1975, all the high officials flew by planes into Thailand. The country was in 
chaos. The Vietnamese were in control and their laws varied constantly from 
day to day. The Vietnamese vowed to eliminate us Hmong because we helped 
the Americans. They wanted to put all adult males into ‘re-education’ camps 
and to exterminate them all. We were all scared…even Hmong who were on the 
Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese side were being killed. We were scared and 
moved back into our old villages. There were many who were killed along the 
way. I asked my older brother…what we should do. He told me that since I was 
not married I should flee to Thailand by myself. And that is what I did. In July 
of 1975, I fled to Thailand by myself (Moua Vang, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

The lack of duty of care the US presented in the aftermath of their withdrawal, given 
their assistance to and employment of the Hmong is evident. This highlights the 
criminogenic nature of security governance in the covert conflict in Laos.  
 
The elimination of the Hmong and the persecution they faced in the aftermath of the 
conflict as a result of supporting the US, led to confusion. Many of the Hmong soldiers 
and their families did not understand why the US had left them behind. Referring back 
to the Hmong ecological structure, it is clear to see why there was ill feeling towards 
the US from those left behind (Figure 11). The hardships the Hmong faced in the 
aftermath of the conflict are evident. Survival was difficult for the displaced Hmong 
community, 

 
as long as I could remember, we were always running from the Vietnamese. My 
mother became ill during this time of hardship and she died because there was 
no hospital nearby. After my mother passed away, it was just my father, my 
little eight-month-old brother, an older brother and myself. After constantly 
running away from the Vietnamese, my father moved us to a region near Long 
Cheng. After the war was lost and General Vang Pao went into exile, we had no 
place to go so we became Chao Fa [partisans/guerrilla fighters]. We could not 
farm when we became Chao Fa. The Vietnamese would burn our farms down. 
We had no food to eat so we ate anything that could be eaten. We ate many 
types of roots. Some were called ‘pig potatoes.’ All these roots were very bitter 
and we only ate them to survive. For most of the roots, we would take the skin 
off first, then boil them down and then tried to eat them. We also ate the 
branches of certain types of tropical trees that grew along rivers and streams. 
Some trees we had to cut down and eat the soft tissues inside. For these inner 
tree tissues, we sun-dried it first and then pounded it and mixed it with water. 
You took the liquid formed by the mixing and baked it till it became mushy 
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starch. If we had rice with us, we would not have eaten these types of things 
(Goua Lee, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

What little remuneration that the US had provided, did not alleviate the suffering the 
Hmong faced after the conflict and as a result of their participation. Considering the 
high number of casualties from the conflict, many families were left destitute.  
 
7.3.4 The Hmong: Resettlement 
 
For many of the Hmong civilians, resettlement was an intimidating prospect. As 
previously mentioned, Hmong people were not affiliated with other ethnic groups in 
Laos – this took its toll when resettlement began, 

 
When we got to Thailand, the Thai people did not like foreigners; they did not 
like refugees. So they were beating up [Hmong] people. The morning that we 
reached Thailand, we were in a big group so a lot of the people around us got 
robbed and beaten up. Luckily my family was not beaten or robbed. But 
whatever that we had, whatever money that we had, they came by and searched 
everything. So they got everything. We were brought into a camp, we were fed 
that morning and we were shifted to the refugee camp where we stayed about a 
year and a half (Fong Her, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

The covert administration of force subsequently led to the persecution of an ethnic 
group. However, the US has not acknowledged the support they provided in any official 
capacity nor have they acknowledged the abuse the Hmong suffered in the aftermath of 
conflict. 
 
For those who successfully sought refuge in the US, the cultural differences presented 
difficulties, 

 
We became aware of what appropriate manners are and what are not. Here in 
the U.S., you cannot trespass into someone else’s yard and land. Also, in the 
U.S., there is no free giving from one neighbor to another. You cannot depend 
on your neighbor for mutual support and giving like in Laos. Whatever you 
make and whatever you have, you keep to yourself. If you don’t make enough 
for yourself, then you become homeless and a beggar in the street (Cheng Vang, 
cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

Considering the education of the Hmong mentioned previously, the ability to adapt to 
an American lifestyle was inherently difficult. Coming from a polygamous clan based 
society to a liberal democracy was problematic for first generation immigrants (Kao 
Kalia Yang, cited in Hillmer, 2008) 
 
The covert nature of the conflict in Laos presented difficulties for integration into life 
in the US,  
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One thing that made us worry in the U.S. was that Americans didn’t know how 
much we helped them during the war. When we first got here, the Americans 
hated us because we looked different from them. When they saw us, they spat 
at us. When they saw us driving newer-model cars, they cursed at us. When we 
were driving old rusty cars around, they also cursed at us (Chang Tao Vang, 
cited in Hillmer, 2004). 
 

From those interviewed, the Hmong people found integration into US society difficult 
as a direct result of the covert conflict. Without public knowledge of Laos and US 
exploits there, the Hmong were viewed in a derogatory light. Wherever the Hmong 
chose or were forced to resettle, they encountered issues.  
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8. Discussion 
 
8.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter provides a critical analysis of the findings from the primary data, alongside 
theoretical approaches and existing literature. In doing so, this triangulation culminates 
in the development of a framework of criminogenic security governance which can be 
applied in covert conflict situations. The framework shown in Table 4, encompasses an 
integrated approach for theoretical development, discussing the benefits of the 
application of both security governance and state crime analyses in a criminological 
case study. Table 4 is adapted from Kauzlarich and Kramer’s (1998) integrated model 
of state-corporate crime. The findings from the previous chapters populate the table, 
specifically denoting the occurrence of norm change, suggesting a plurality of power.  
 
This chapter highlights the value of the findings in terms of answering the research 
questions informing the thesis. The theoretical underpinning of this research relates to 
the state’s monopoly on the use of force (Weber, 1919: 4). What the case study has 
shown is that the use of force was delegated to non-state actors, while the state remained 
the coordinator of force. This offers an alternative interpretation to the assumption that 
outsourcing represents an erosion of the state’s monopoly (Hoppe, 2008, Aas, 2013).  
 
Empirical data informing the case study has shown that the US has routinely outsourced 
to non-state actors for a number of reasons, namely: plausible deniability, cost, 
international pressures, natural resources and opportunity. The terms non-state actor 
and irregular forces are used interchangeably throughout. 
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(adapted from Kauzlarich and Kramer, 1998; Krahmann, 2013)

Table 4: An Integrated Theoretical Model of Criminogenic Security Governance 
 
 

                                                            
Outsourcing State Security 

 
Level of Analysis Motivation Opportunity Structure Operationality of Control Norm change 

 
Institutional  
(history, political economy, 
culture) 
 

 
 
Unilateralism 
US hegemony 
Economic pressure 
 
 

 
 
Covert contracting 
Culture of fear 
Plausible deniability 
Limited war 

 
 
International responses 
Media scrutiny 
Complicity within government 
 

 
 
Changes in behaviour and 
attitudes 
State responses to norm 
violation 

 
Organizational  
(structure and process) 
 
 

 
 
Patriotism 
Communism 
Economic gain 

 
 
Corruption  
Creation of illegal means  
Normalisation of deviance  

 

 
 
No-bid contracts 
Guerrilla tactics 
Accountability structures 

 
 
Changes in laws and 
regulations surrounding 
covert employment of non-
state actors 
 

 
Interaction  
(face-to-face interaction, 
individual action) 
 

 
 
Cultural values 
Individual goals 
Profit 
 

 

 
 
Lack of knowledge 
Humanitarian aid 
Training  

 
 
Consequences of employment  
Social harms 

 
 
State monopoly reinforced 
through coordination of non-
state/irregular forces 
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8.2 Strategic and geopolitical factors 
 
This section addresses the first research question, discussing the intricacies of the 
strategic and geopolitical factors which influenced the covert provision of force in Laos. 
A number of themes have emerged from the data and are analysed in turn as to their 
relevance to theoretical development. Kauzlarich and Kramer’s (1998) ‘integrated 
theoretical model of state-corporate crime’ and Krahmann’s (2013) theory of norm 
change is employed as an analytical tool throughout this chapter. As previously 
mentioned Kauzlarich and Kramer’s (1998) theoretical model of state-corporate crime 
delineates three levels of analysis: institutional, organisational and individual. 
Alongside these levels of analysis, ‘catalysts for action’ are noted, in terms of 
motivation, opportunity structure and operationality of control (Kauzlarich and Kramer, 
1997). The triangulation of the data with the theoretical approaches highlights the 
causation of criminal activity through criminogenic security governance. 
 
In the case study, key findings were apparent under three dominant themes: 
Communism, international responses and economic pressures. Each finding represents 
a causal factor for the integration of non-state forces into the state’s security apparatus. 
 
8.2.1 Communism: a catalyst for covert intervention  
 
Communism is a recurring theme used to justify US foreign policy actions, particularly 
the employment of irregular forces in the covert intervention in Laos (Kurlantzick, 
2017). The identification of this theme addresses the initial assumption that non-state 
actors were employed by the state as a result of demilitarisation following the end of 
the Cold War (Bailes, 2006; Wulf, 2006). It is evident that non-state actors have played 
a key role in conflicts prior to the proliferation of privatisation in the 1990s. 
 
The geopolitical significance of Laos was crucial to the strategy employed. Laos was 
depicted as the ‘cork in the bottle’ which, if lost would lead to the spread of 
Communism throughout the Far East (Jacobs, 2012: 2). However, the underlying 
rationale behind the provision of force in Laos requires further analysis as this appears 
to be a one size fits all explanation, where Communism masques underlying factors. 
Using Kauzlarich and Kramer’s (1998) framework to analyse US intervention, it is 
clear that Communism serves as a motivating factor for the employment of non-state 
actors, while providing an opportunity structure for covert intervention. 
 
As a motivating factor, the perceived threat of Communism and the power struggle 
between the US and the USSR (Union of Soviet Socialist Republics), directly 
influenced the US decision to maintain a presence in Laos (Acheson, 1950a; Helms, 
1981). What can be observed from the archival material is a steady progression from 
US military assistance in Laos, to a covert approach matching the subversive techniques 
of the Pathet Lao (Helms, 1981). This provision of force represents an 
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acknowledgement that the traditional military structure is ineffective in combatting 
non-traditional forms of aggression (Rusk, 1963; Helms, 1981; Hill, 1969).  
 
While Communism is used as a catch all for US foreign policy justification, further 
examination of the term uncovers alternative motives for intervention. The archival 
documents specifically denote that US intervention in Laos was necessary pre-emptive 
action against the USSR and other Communist factions from China and North Vietnam 
(Acheson, 1950a; Office of the Historian, 1956, Dwyer, 2013). However, while the 
documents lead us to interpret this act of aggression as a preventative action, the covert 
intervention in Laos can also be analysed as a catalyst to achieving US hegemony and 
extending US imperialism (Acheson, 1950b; CIA, 1957a). McCormick (1997: 82) 
notes that hegemony ‘means that a single power possesses such a preponderance of 
power that it can set and enforce the rules of economic and political behaviour in world 
affairs’. Considering the larger context of the Cold War, it is clear that the US 
administration was motivated by a desire to assert their dominance over world order. 
In order to achieve this objective, it was crucial that the US maintain their economic 
relationship with Southeast Asian allies. Accusations of a new wave of US imperialism 
did not upset or change the course of US foreign policy, it was simply dismissed as 
propaganda (Acheson, 1950b).  
 
US government rhetoric around Communism created a perception of fear which 
allowed for a ‘culture of competition’ to exist surrounding arms and imperialism 
(Kauzlarich and Kramer, 1998). The political economy from the period under study, 
1962-1975, is best described as unilateralism ‘under the cloak of multilateralism’ 
(Dobson, 2002: 578). This is evident in the US disregard for SEATO obligations, noted 
in their tendencies to act covertly, rather than negotiate on a multilateral basis. Maynes 
(1999: 515) argues that a common critique of US foreign policy post-Cold War is ‘the 
rise of American unilateralism’, although it is evident from the archival documents that 
this was a feature of the administration of the covert conflict in Laos (Dulles, 1955). 
Arguably this stemmed from the institutional environment in which the Cold War 
created a microcosm whereby the state could avail of deviant means to achieve foreign 
policy objectives. Consecutive US administrations from President Truman to President 
Nixon relied heavily on the notion of Communism to implement their foreign policy in 
Laos. This exemplifies organisational deviance at an institutional level, whereby the 
US administration control the application of the deviant label and can therefore 
manipulate the modality of force according to their foreign policy objectives 
(Kauzlarich and Kramer, 1998).  
 
 The Cold War era influenced the covert outsourcing of security to non-state actors, 
thus demonstrating ‘American freedom of action, unbound by any alliance or world 
organization’ (Buckley and Strong, 1987: 115). This approach informed US covert 
intervention in Laos, whereby in order to maintain their position as a superpower and 
to ensure favourable ties and trade between the US and Laos, it was imperative that 
they support the RLG. Maynes (1999: 516) adds weight to this argument in that ‘most 
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states that engage unilateral acts internationally do so to protect national security or 
defend their dignity’. What is pertinent about this statement is the wider context of the 
Vietnam War. The US were facing a military defeat in Vietnam, while the strategy in 
Laos allowed for covert success in Laos. The opinion at the time highlights the secrecy 
of the US strategy in Laos, Hill (1969) states that 

 
Although many factors influenced President Kennedy’s approach to the Laotian 
crisis, he held to the underlying theme, that there was no military solution to 
Laos’ problems. He did not think the costs of military intervention were 
commensurate to  the values of the American objective and, especially  in  this 
case, he  remained unconvinced that military means would be effective. 
 

For the US administration, non-state actors were advanced as the only viable solution 
without engaging the US military and declaring war. Therefore, the US strategy of 
containment and neutralisation was facilitated by the covert employment of irregular 
forces. 
 
Overtly, the US administration subscribed to the domino theory – however, the findings 
of this research calls into question the legitimacy of the threat posed by Communism, 
instead focussing on the US desire for political and economic hegemony. The fluidity 
of the plurality of power accommodated the integration of irregular forces into the state 
security apparatus to achieve dominance in Southeast Asia. The US strategically 
capitalised on communist rhetoric to implement a plurality of power and consistently 
undermined any attempts at a political agreement. Instability in Laos was strategically 
beneficial to the US, so long as the RLG remained their ally – economic ties were 
cemented thus asserting US dominance in the Asia Pacific region. The next section 
addresses how the international responses to the crisis in Laos influenced the covert 
provision of force using irregular forces.  
 
8.2.2 International Responses 
 
The international response to conflict in Laos (as a result of the prevailing adherence to 
the domino theory) acted as a catalyst for US covert intervention using irregular forces. 
While the US were not alone in their condemnation of Communism, their tactics varied 
from their international counterparts. Three key responses to safeguarding the neutrality 
of Laos resulted in the opposite: the creation of SEATO (Southeast Asia Treaty 
Organization) 1954, the 1954 Geneva Accords and 1962 Geneva Convention.  
 
Firstly, SEATO encompassing ‘the United States, France, Great Britain, New Zealand, 
Australia, the Philippines, Thailand and Pakistan’ was established ‘to prevent 
communism from gaining ground’ in Southeast Asia (SoS, undated).  The international 
collaboration highlights an attempt by the US to legitimise aggression in Southeast 
Asia, by pleading the case of intervention to sustain the RLG. However, SEATO did 
not appease US appetite for intervention in Laos as, 
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SEATO had no independent mechanism for obtaining intelligence or deploying 
military forces, so the potential for collective action was necessarily limited. 
Moreover, because it incorporated only three Asian members, SEATO faced 
charges of being a new form of Western colonialism (DoS, undated). 
 

An armed SEATO response relied on identification of overt aggression from 
Communist forces which the US struggled to provide. Subsequent disagreements on 
the presence of overt communist aggression led to inaction by SEATO (Buszynski, 
1981). The US response was restrained by France and Great Britain, who favoured a 
consultative role to tackling subversive Pathet Lao tactics (Hill, 1969; Buszynski, 
1981).  
 
The US administration saw themselves in a difficult position, bound by their SEATO 
alliance - a traditional military intervention was restricted. Despite the lack of 
consensus within SEATO the US continued to liaise with the RLG, alluding to their 
military prowess: 
 

The SEATO powers, particularly the United States, possess powerful forces, 
especially in the air and on the sea. The Chinese Communists and the Viet Minh 
are fully aware of the strength of these forces and of SEATO Treaty and its 
Protocol. I remain confident therefore that the common determination of your 
government and mine to strengthen the security of Laos would accomplish its 
purpose and would continue to contribute to the peace of Asia (Dulles, 1956). 
 

Although the US administration was frustrated by the lack of action on behalf of their 
SEATO allies, the rhetoric to their Laotian counterparts highlights a willingness to 
intervene if deemed necessary. However, at an institutional level the opportunity for 
legitimate intervention in undoubtedly limited by SEATO.  
 
The second issue with the international response to Communism is found in the 1954 
Geneva Accords. With no mechanism to enforce compliance with the 1954 Accords, 
other than the ICC (International Control Commission), the US administration showed 
little regard for their input (Dulles, 1955). While the US was bound by international 
convention not to react militarily, it is clear they are open to exploring alternative 
measures (Dulles, 1956). The US effectively limited the usefulness of SEATO by 
contravening any progress made with parallel assurances to the RLG regarding an 
armed response. In spite of negotiations to integrate the communist Pathet Lao into a 
power sharing arrangement in Laos in 1957, the US strategically undermined its 
implementation withholding support to the RLG – leading to the collapse of political 
discussions. The 1954 Accords were poorly implemented, partly as Laos was excluded 
from entering into any military alliances but also as a result of their dependence on the 
US for economic aid (Fall, 1957). The US had the opportunity to manipulate the 
governance of security by influencing a weaker ally, the RLG to abandon peace talks 
by using economic pressure – crucially, without the evidence of continued Pathet Lao 
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subversion (Dulles, 1960). In doing so, this allowed for the US to establish an 
opportunity structure for covert intervention. 
 
The third strand identified is the 1962 Geneva Convention, which resulted in an 
acknowledgement of Laos as neutral territory, stating ‘all foreign regular and irregular 
troops, foreign paramilitary formations and foreign military personnel shall be 
withdrawn from Laos in the shortest time possible’ (UN, 1962: 325). Given the history 
of incursion in spite of international treaties or alliances, this too was doomed to fail 
for two reasons. Firstly, the ICC was the oversight mechanism for its implementation: 
the US had already circumnavigated repercussions for the violation of the 1954 Accords 
and undermining of a ceasefire supported by their SEATO allies (Fall, 1957). Secondly, 
the neutrality of Laos is impossible given the economic aid provided by the US (Fall, 
1957). For the US, a neutral Laos is one aligned with a Western ideology.  
 
A key finding related to this strand is the conflicting narrative surrounding President 
Kennedy’s foreign policy intentions in Laos. Consistently, the literature suggests 
Kennedy’s approach can be characterised by ‘new isolationism’ and ‘disengagement’ 
(Hill, 1969). However, what is evident from the data is that while Kennedy overtly 
campaigns for neutrality in Laos, he covertly continues the conflict using irregular 
forces to further US foreign policy objectives. Through manipulation of the RLG using 
economic pressure, disregard for the ICC and UN and a desire to maintain an active 
alliance with Laos, the US adapted their strategy to achieve their objective: disrupting 
and denying the Pathet Lao territory which would upset the US alliance with the RLG 
(Rusk, 1963). What is key here, is the need for an alternative force. As Moran (2015) 
suggests ‘the development of large professional standing armies never obviated the 
need for local less organised and less controlled forces’. The international responses 
described above acted as a catalyst for a different type of security governance in Laos. 
The deviant actions of the US administration begin at this institutional level, through 
meeting the Pathet Lao subversive tendencies with covert actions, against the will of 
the Southeast Asia Treaty Organisation (SEATO) and the International Control 
Commission (ICC). The US administration became experts at subversive politics to 
maintain the guise of their commitment to neutrality.  
 
Whether fighting against the spread of Communism as the documentary and interview 
data suggests or asserting their hegemony – the US were bound by international 
convention not to intervene militarily. The 1954 Geneva Accords, the creation of 
SEATO and the 1962 Geneva Convention meant the US had to explore alternative 
means of achieving their objectives in Laos. US objectives in Laos were varied, 
dependent on the source of the information. For example, archival documents suggest 
that the primary objective in Laos was to prevent the spread of Communism and 
preserve the neutrality of Laos (Dulles, 1959; Forrestal, 1962a). Interview data suggests 
that intervention in Laos was reactive rather than proactive due to the continued 
presence of Pathet Lao forces after the 1962 Geneva Convention (I6). Although this 
appears to contradict the documentary evidence whereby the US cannot provide 
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‘reliable identification of the presence of Vietminh or Communist Chinese in Laos’ 
(Dulles, 1960). It appears the threshold for intervention at an institutional level was 
flexible, misleading those contracted to carry out the will of subsequent US 
administration’s from President Eisenhower to President Nixon.  
 
The Geneva Accords 1954, the 1962 Geneva Convention and the creation of SEATO 
(Southeast Asia Treaty Organisation) unwittingly acted as catalysts for a covert conflict 
using non-state actors. The Geneva Accords 1954 divided Vietnam into North Vietnam 
and South Vietnam, the US did not support the proposed reunification of the country 
which led to further hostilities. These Accords also prevented Vietnam, Laos and 
Cambodia ‘from joining any international military alliance’ (DoS, undated). Through 
blocking the usually military route to conducting conflict, this led to an alternative 
provision of force. The Geneva Accords 1954 presented the opportunity structure 
necessary for the US to infiltrate Laos. The creation of SEATO also allowed for a 
continued US presence in Laos on a humanitarian basis.  
 
Through continued interference, US dominance over the RLG becomes evident. This 
further represents the opportunity structure set out by the international response to the 
situation in Southeast Asia. The US were already committed militarily to Vietnam, 
meaning defence budgets were overstretched (Hill, 1969). There was also no public 
will to expand the military conflict in Southeast Asia (Lunch and Sperlich, 1979). These 
motivating factors led to a covert provision of force through non-state actors. The third 
and arguably the most important international response was the 1962 Geneva 
Convention.  This effectively prohibited the US from having a military presence in 
Laos, with the intention of preserving neutrality. The findings of this research highlight 
that neutrality was never the intention of the US administration – instead security 
governance was manipulated to pursue a covert conflict without public scrutiny.  
 
Ultimately these international responses provided the US with the opportunity structure 
for criminal security governance in Laos. What is also evident in the catalysing effect 
international responses had on norm change in security governance. Through 
Krahmann (2013: 62) analysis, norm change is measured by ‘whether and to what 
degree the active participation of private contractors in fighting has been prosecuted, 
legally permitted or even praised’. It is clear that US actions in Laos have been widely 
accepted despite the implementation of international treaties to prohibit and punish 
those who breached the neutrality of Laos. For Krahmann (2013: 62) international 
treaties ‘have institutionalised the norm against the international use of force by non-
state actors’. However, what the findings of this thesis highlight is the acceptance of 
the norm through a lack of enforcement of penalties for the employment of non-state 
actors in Laos. The state administration of these forces does not appear to violate the 
norm, hinting at the existence of a plurality of power. 
 
 The criminal nature of the act of intervening in Laos using non-state actors is evident 
through the violation of the 1962 Geneva Convention. Therefore it is evident that this 
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conflict was illegal, the empirical data highlights that the US was coordinating the non-
state actors as proxy forces through a variety of mechanisms which are explored later 
in the chapter. 
 
8.2.3 Economic pressures 
 
In addition to Communism and international responses as strategic and geopolitical 
factors for conducting a covert war, another recurring theme is economic pressure. 
Economic pressures appear in three key areas; the Vietnam War; nuclear versus limited 
war and natural resources. The US were heavily invested militarily in the Vietnam War 
with defense budgets consistently underestimating the costs, the US government was 
overstretched (Campagna, 1991; Daggett, 2010). A heavy investment in nuclear 
warfare as a deterrent to the Soviet bloc and costly military campaigns, such as the 
Vietnam War left the Johnson administration with a problem. McNamara’s (1961) 
recommendations in the 1961-1962 defense budget highlights a shift in strategy, 
advocating for a ‘limited war’.  
 
There are two key issues influencing this recommendation, first of which is nuclear war 
capabilities. The US were in a precarious position from 1962-1975, having access to 
nuclear weapons and keen to assert their dominance (Schlesinger, 1967). In order to 
exert their authority over world order, the archival data suggests that the US 
administration believed the focus of defense budgets should accommodate first and 
foremost a nuclear option and a limited war option as a safety net (McNamara, 1961). 
In McNamara’s (1961) review of the budget these two primary defensive options came 
to the fore: 
 

(1) Resources going into forces whose mission is primarily associated with general 
nuclear war; 

(2) Resources going into forces whose mission would primarily be limited war. 
 

An analysis of the 1961-1962 budget shows that in order to make progress in Southeast 
Asia, a non-traditional route must be explored. Cost is undoubtedly a key factor in the 
decision to outsource security to a range of non-state actors. McNamara (1961: 2) 
states: 
 

Our review of the defense budget has focused on the adequacy of our present 
and planned military forces to accomplish major national security objectives. 
Task forces were appointed in the areas of strategic and continental air defense, 
limited war, and research and development to carry out this review and to 
examine the need for additional forces in each of these areas.  
  

The limited war option is further discussed by President Kennedy (1962: 232): 
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in the event of a major aggression that could not be repulsed by conventional 
forces, we must be prepared to take whatever action with whatever weapons are 
appropriate…in most areas of the world, the main burden of local defense 
against overt attack, subversion and guerrilla warfare must rest on local 
populations and forces. But given the great likelihood and seriousness of this 
threat, we must make a substantial contribution in the form of strong, highly 
mobile forces trained in this type of warfare, some of which must be deployed 
in forward areas, with a substantial airlift and sealift capacity and prestocked 
overseas bases.    
 

These statements represent the public face of the strategy, however, the subversive 
tactics through which this strategy would be implemented were not public knowledge 
and were therefore void of congressional scrutiny or approval (Nelson, 1991).  
 
What Kennedy’s statement represents is that failure in Laos is not an option. Traditional 
warfare in Vietnam was failing to disrupt the political agenda of Communism, despite 
the weight of US economic support behind the campaign (Sempa, 2015). Kennedy and 
McNamara’s statements do little to contradict accusations of imperialism waged 
against SEATO, instead suggesting arming of proxy forces as a viable option to contain 
Communism. However, Burnham (2014: 313) suggests an alternative view, 
 

In Laos the United States made available to the anti-communist government 
insufficient force to deal with the Pathet Lao but just enough to wreck relations 
between the anti-communists and the neutralists; and then withdrew force from 
the anti-communists in favour of a compromise that guaranteed continuing 
conflict in Laos itself and permitted the communists to give uninhibited support 
to their fighting comrades in South Vietnam. 
 

Burnham (2014) is suggesting that by upsetting the equilibrium and drawing the Soviet 
proxy forces into a costly conflict, the likelihood of nuclear war is avoided, although 
the consequences are damaging for all parties involved. This critical viewpoint of US 
policy in Laos, suggests that the US strategy is ‘awkward’ and lacking direction. Long 
protracted conflicts, Burnham (2014) argues, are not about economic preservation but 
using the right amount of force. While a ‘limited’ conflict appears to appease those 
keen to reduce defense expenditure, it is the modality of force which should be forefront 
in the analysis.  
 
If as Burnham (2014) suggests, the US strategy was deliberately used to disrupt 
relations between the anti-communists and neutralists in Laos – it is important to 
analyse the economic repercussions for Southeast Asia. As previously mentioned, Laos 
is rich in natural resources therefore viable trade agreements are lucrative for the US. 
Stevenson (1992: 87) states that US foreign policy in Southeast Asia is focused on 
achieving three objectives ‘stability, trade and access’. Stability in this case refers to 
RLG alignment with US centric objectives; trade is inextricably linked with stability 
and access is dependent on a US presence in Laos. Further motivating factors can be 
found at the institutional level. A theme from both the archival research and the 
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interview data suggests that the natural resources in Laos proved to be a motivating 
factor for covert US intervention. US deployment of non-state forces in the northern 
provinces in Laos, where vast opium fields and gold mines are present allowed for 
economic warfare tactics to be employed. The advantage of employing non-state forces 
in this situation affords plausible deniability to the state – which acts as a buffer 
protecting the US from scrutiny surrounding links with opium and gold trading. 
Economic warfare relates to the wider Cold War strategy, while bolstering local 
irregular forces with the profits from these illicit trades it also deprives the Communist 
forces access to the natural resources.  
 
The US administration strategically manipulated the RLG via economic subversion to 
ensure their indifference to covert intervention. Stevenson (1992) highlights that ‘for 
Third World leaders, the formula was simple: support American political goals and 
expect proportionate economic and strategic assistance’. This is reinforced by a 
memorandum, 
 

The President said that the Secretary of State had spoken to him concerning the 
reception he had received in Laos when he was there and the Crown Prince said 
he felt that the Secretary of State had an extremely clear understanding of Lao 
affairs and problems…the President said that we had a close interest in this area. 
We felt that the free people’s best defense against Communist pressure lay in 
the unity of purpose of the free nations of the world. The Crown Prince said that 
he fully shared this idea and he was sure that when the Secretary of State had 
been in Laos he had obtained a complete “adherence of views” (Office of the 
Historian, 1956). 
 

Economic pressure was key to ‘stability, trade and access’ but the US were still bound 
by international convention and SEATO obligations not to intervene militarily, thus 
influencing the modality of force employed.  The economic assistance can be viewed 
as a trade-off for RLG compliance and secrecy. The US successfully monopolised the 
resources in Laos by maintaining a covert presence, denying territory to the Pathet Lao. 
The data suggests that the US had no intention of withdrawing their forces from both 
combat and support roles regardless of the presence of Pathet Lao forces (Hilsman, 
1962).  
 
This deviance is alluded to by Dulles (1960) in his informal notes from a meeting with 
the President: 
 

reliable identification of the presence of Vietminh or Communist Chinese in 
Laos was crucial not only to our military reaction but to our political 
posture…Defense, State, and CIA should keep in intimate touch with each 
other. Since we are not in war, our policy planning should be under the 
chairmanship of the State Department.  
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US aggression was resultant of their alignment with interventionism and was facilitated 
by the integration of non-state forces into the state security apparatus (Dobson, 2002). 
This willing collaboration between non-state actors and US State Department in order 
to achieve organisational goals, produced social harms (Kramer et al, 2002: 263).  
 
The actions of the US administration in conducting a covert war using a variety of non-
state actors had an impact at an individual level, highlighting the ‘ontological reality of 
crime’ (Lasslett, 2010: 2). Lasslett (2010) explains that war itself is not labelled as 
deviant due to a system of rules for conducting warfare. However, the type of covert 
conflict portrayed by this case study is not governed by such rules and therefore the 
deviant label can be applied. This type of conflict does not adhere to the ‘essential and 
legitimate parts of modern day statecraft’ which Lasslett (2010) notes as outside the 
realms of what is considered criminal. The criminal nature of the act of covert conflict 
is evident through the social harms which result from the state, a social actor, employing 
a plurality of power to achieve strategic objectives (Kauzlarich and Kramer; Rothe and 
Friedrichs, 2006). Criminal liability in terms of social harms is difficult to attribute to 
a state, Hillyard and Tombs (2007) acknowledge the widespread impact of state crimes 
and the ‘marginal…enforcement’ of criminal law. However, states are unlikely to 
delineate their actions as criminal or unlawful the extent to which deviant label is 
attached is limited. It becomes more difficult to prove deviancy when the activity is 
carried out by a non-state force, PMSC or irregular force, due to the separation which 
in turn affords plausible deniability. This type of administration of force, using AAM 
and the Hmong people, obviated the need for the US to adhere to declare war and abide 
by the rules governing war.  
 
When the RLG begin negotiations with the Pathet Lao and their communist allies, the 
language in memorandums from the US appears to change from initial friendly support 
to coercive tactics. For example, the motive of the US in 1956 speaks to the supportive 
alliance between the RLG and the US, ‘The President then said he wished to assure the 
Crown Prince that the friendship of the United States for Laos was real and unselfish 
insofar as we sought nothing for ourselves’ (Office of the Historian, 1956). However, 
when the RLG attempt to quell any potential conflict by entering a power sharing 
arrangement with the Pathet Lao, the US strategy changes,  
 

We are deeply disturbed Lao leaders…have been taken in by language proposed 
communiqué (Vientiane 6143) and apparently fail see it embodies basically 
same kind dangerous settlement as earlier RLG–PL declarations. Although PL 
have on paper made proposed communiqué look deceptively better than 
previous ones, RLG has again accepted only PL pledge rather than performance 
before PL entry into Cabinet (Dulles, 1957b). 
 

An analysis of this statement from an anomie perspective highlights the deterministic 
viewpoint of SoS Dulles (Passas, 1990). It is clear that the US has vested interests in 
Laos and the integration of PL into government hinders the overall influence the US 
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sought, in return for protection for the RLG. This power sharing arrangement acted as 
a catalyst for organisational deviance. Through changing the narrative to label the 
power-sharing arrangement as deviant behaviour, the US normalises their response of 
integrating non-state actors into the state security apparatus. The motivating factors at 
an institutional level are distinguishable through the lack of legitimate opportunities to 
intervene in Laos, as a result of a failed strategy to coerce the RLG to deny power to 
the Pathet Lao. 
 
The US strategy in Laos was successful insofar as maintaining access, trade and 
stability in terms of their relationship with the RLG. The use of non-state actors was 
beneficial to US objectives, without the cost and scrutiny associated with the Vietnam 
War (Burnham, 1962). Sempa (2015) argues that the US risked their credibility through 
large scale military action from which there was no retreat without success or failure. 
The longevity of the conflict in Laos was aided by the secrecy through which the US 
conducted itself; their strategy afforded the US plausible deniability. 
 
8.3 How do states contract and line manage non-state actors in a covert conflict 
 
While it is clear that states routinely outsource security to PMSCs, as noted in the 
examples previously discussed (i.e. Blackwater, Halliburton, Kellogg, Brown and 
Root) the influencing factors behind the employment of irregular forces and the 
methods by which they are managed remain unknown. By understanding the 
motivations of state and irregular forces, complemented with the strategic and 
geopolitical factors influencing this modality of security, this section provides an 
insight as to how and why the US opted for a plurality of force in Laos. 
 
8.3.1 State Motivations: Covert intervention  
 
The US government were under international pressure to deescalate their military 
presence in Laos. This led to the need for a change in strategy from overt to covert 
intervention. In 1962, it appeared that President Kennedy paved the way for a ceasefire 
in Laos, calling for the preservation of the country’s neutrality. The implementation of 
the ‘Declaration of the Neutrality of Laos’ directly impacted the mode of force used by 
the US in Laos (UN, 1962).  
 
The existing literature suggests the US administration’s covert intervention was 
reactionary due to the continued presence of Pathet Lao after the 1962 Geneva 
Convention. This is corroborated by Hilsman (1962: 1) reporting that there was ‘no 
hard evidence on Viet Minh troop withdrawal’. However, there was no evidence to the 
contrary, the US successfully manipulated the narrative to appease international 
relations surrounding the covert escalation of their involvement. The US government 
noted their breach of the 1962 Geneva Convention as a reaction to continued Pathet 
Lao presence in Laos (Sullivan, 1965). However, data uncovered supports a different 
viewpoint. The archival and interview data suggests Kennedy’s pursuit of neutrality 
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was a façade, it meant that the US could withdraw military personnel and return them 
‘sheep dipped’ in civilian clothing (I11; Smith, 1963; Rusk, 1963).  
 
This covert presence achieved two key objectives, firstly, it allowed the US to assert 
dominance over what they saw a USSR-supported communist alliance. While 
negotiations took place to end the conflict in Laos, the US administration were 
implementing tactics to undermine the Convention but to further their own hegemonic 
objective (Helms, 1981). Secondly, the secrecy of their involvement allowed the US to 
use subversive tactics without scrutiny from Congress, given that war was not declared 
in the region (Harriman, 1963). These subversive tactics refer to regular air sorties and 
the support and training of an irregular force, the Hmong (Sullivan, 1965). The US 
effectively created the conditions through which they could further their involvement 
in Laos. The use of a covert irregular force allowed for less regulation and less scrutiny 
(Harriman, 1963).  
 
The motivating factors behind the decision to employ non-state actors to fight a covert 
conflict on behalf of the US represent a strand of norm change. Krahmann (2013:55) 
theorises that ‘changes in behaviour of governments are often the first step in the 
emergence or transformation of…norms’. What is presented through the findings 
chapters is a significant departure from the traditional state monopoly. The modality of 
force is influenced by a variety of factors but ultimately what this represents is the 
genesis of a plurality of power, administered by the state and facilitated by non-state 
actors. 
 
8.3.2 State Motivations: Plausible deniability 
 
The change in tactic following the 1962 Geneva Convention, from overt to covert 
intervention, afforded the US plausible deniability. The US government delineated that 
with this type of privatised force, international bodies such as SEATO and the ICC 
would be placated. A contemporary analysis of plausible deniability by Cormac and 
Aldrich (2018: 478) calls into question the applicability of term to covert conflict, 
stating ‘plausible deniability barely existed even in its supposed heyday and certainly 
has little place in the twenty-first century’. Considering plausible deniability is 
repeatedly discussed as a motivating factor for covert intervention in Laos, it is 
important to discuss the multifaceted nature of the term. Arguably, viewing the conflict 
in Laos from a contemporary lens, it fits into the terminology proposed by Cormac and 
Aldrich (2018: 478), ‘implausibly deniable…an open secret’. However, that is written 
with the knowledge of declassified archival materials now readily available.  
 
Plausible deniability in the Laotian case was applicable at the time for the following 
reasons. The way in which the conflict was conducted through the recruitment of 
irregular forces facilitated the successful intervention in Laos. The structure of AAM, 
the secrecy documents signed by employees, the collusion evident from some 
government actors to facilitate contract approval and the ‘tight discipline over loose 
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talk’ assisted in maintaining the plausible cover (Sullivan, 1965). Compliance was 
undoubtedly key in the successful implementation of a covert intervention, relying 
heavily on the tacit approval of government officials to continue contracting AAM and 
provide economic support and training to the Hmong. Plausible deniability assisted 
with the fluidity of security governance in Laos on the basis that there was no 
international response to US presence, despite the implementation of the 1962 Geneva 
Convention. Whether this stemmed from international apathy, or the pursuit of a 
mutually beneficial objective is questionable. The downfall of SEATO was 
characterised by allegations of imperialism and lack of collective action against the 
Pathet Lao. Arguably, this resulted in an international apathy towards the knowledge 
that the US were pursuing those same objectives sought by SEATO, in such a way that 
allied countries could actively ignore. In this respect plausible deniability facilitates 
covert intervention, even if it is an ‘open secret’ (Cormac and Aldrich, 2018: 478).  
 
With regards to norm change, plausible deniability has facilitated the integration of 
non-state actors into the plurality of power. Krahmann (2013:63) explains  
 

while the USA and some of its European allies increasingly tolerate or accept 
the use of armed force by PMSCs, they have simultaneously attempted to 
increase governmental control of these companies through new or increased 
regulation. In the USA, a number of high profile cases such as the Blackwater 
Nisour Square massacre have led to efforts to expand national laws to PMSCs 
working for US agencies abroad.  

 
What is evident from the findings of this thesis is that plausible deniability was integral 
in the administration of force. However, in relation to norm change, although plausible 
deniability was a useful tactic for the US to conduct a covert conflict in Laos, Cormac 
and Aldrich’s (2018) analysis highlights the limitations to its use in a contemporary 
context. What the findings have shown is that there have been significant developments 
to the plurality of power since US intervention in Laos. Considering that the US 
government owned, operated and funded AAM, there was little room for plausible 
deniability. To this effect, AAM can be considered a prototype for the modern day 
PMSC. In order to distance the actions of non-state actors from the state, as Krahmann 
(2013) suggests above, a more formal structure of contracting has been implemented. 
However, this thesis argues that this plurality of power has always been in place – the 
state has always been the administrator, with the integration of non-state actors to 
facilitate their objectives. 
 
8.3.3 Opportunity structure for covert conflict  
 
The US modality of force in Laos was actioned through an illicit opportunity structure 
through a multifactorial process. As mentioned, the threat of Communism provided the 
reasoning for the initial intervention – however, what is apparent is that the subversive 
tactics employed by the US government acted as a catalyst for a covert strategy. The 
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tactics referred to are the undermining of the 1954 Accords, the continued US presence 
in Laos and support to the RLG and the Hmong. The absence of a legitimate avenue for 
US intervention in Laos, as a result of the 1962 Convention led to alternative methods. 
The deviant opportunity structure was forged through international responses and 
unchecked powers of the CIA, State Department and Defense Department (Bingham, 
1971).  
 
What the data shows is that the US successfully used international responses to 
facilitate their covert intervention, demonstrated through a three key responses. Firstly, 
the US were frustrated by the international conventions which bound their ability to 
intervene militarily and therefore did not support the 1954 Geneva Accords (Lee, 2018). 
The creation of SEATO appeared more promising in terms of advancing their 
relationship with the RLG and forging an important alliance which would later prove 
crucial to covert intervention (Stuart-Fox, 1997). The restraints on SEATO proved 
problematic for the US in terms of advancing their objectives of achieving ‘a stable and 
neutral’ Laos and denying the Pathet Lao a role in government (Harriman, 1963). 
Kennedy’s apparent desire to pursue a neutral Laos signals a change in strategy (Rusk, 
1963). From the inception of the 1962 Geneva Convention, the US had a covert strategy 
in place to achieve their objectives in Laos (Rusk, 1963; Khrushchev, 1963). The US 
maintain that their incursion of the 1962 Convention was reactionary, after it became 
evident that the Pathet Lao/Viet Minh forces had not withdrawn in accordance with the 
treaty (Rusk, 1963). However, it is clear in the administration of AAM and the Hmong 
that irregular forces employed by the US government were not withdrawn during this 
period (Khrushchev, 1963). 
 
Key to the situation in Laos and the opportunity structure through which the US 
conducted a covert conflict, was the ongoing Vietnam War. The Pentagon Papers 
(1971) highlighted the significance of Laos to the greater threat of Communism on a 
global scale regarding a phased US withdrawal in July 1962: 
 

The rationale behind the phased withdrawal policy was by and large internally 
consistent and sensible. To put Vietnam in the perspective of other U.S. world 
interests. Vietnam, at this time, was not the focal point of attention in 
Washington; Berlin and Cuba were. Part of this exercise was to make clear that 
U.S. interests in Europe and in the western hemisphere came first. Even in terms 
of Southeast Asia itself, Laos, not Vietnam, was the central concern. So, the 
phase-out policy made the kind of sense that goes along with the structuring of 
priorities. 

 
The withdrawal outlined in this statement contrasts with the escalation of US personnel 
in Laos (Rusk, 1963). The international responses to US aggression were limited, 
especially following the change of strategy to covert intervention. The US breached the 
1962 Geneva Convention with no repercussions. The ICC, the oversight body 
responsible for implementing the 1962 Convention was not effective in identifying 
violations and therefore there were no mechanisms to enforce accountability 
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(Simmonds, 1962). The signatories to the convention were effectively carrying out their 
own oversight as no accountability structure was enforced, allowing for incursions via 
irregular actors acting on behalf of states (Harriman, 1962).  
 
A contemporary comparison can be drawn with the Montreux Document, whereby 
PMSCs are governed by a code of conduct which is not legally binding (Cockayne, 
2008). What is significant about this similarity is the apparent lack of accountability for 
actors employed by the state, overtly or covertly, as opposed to state security forces 
(Moran, 2015). What this signifies is the existence of a plurality of force, prior to the 
end of the Cold War instead of a state monopoly. Drawing from the data, this plurality 
is informed by necessity – the geopolitical and strategic objectives are restrained by 
international responses and economic pressure. Where there is no legitimate 
opportunity structure for the state to intervene and achieve their objectives – this 
security gap is filled by irregular forces (Moran, 2015). While this modality of force is 
not new, the data suggests that the administration of these actors has transformed. This 
is evidenced in the following section explaining the conditions through which a deviant 
opportunity structure informs covert intervention. 
 
8.4 How do states administer a covert conflict? 
 
While it is clear from the case study that the US did routinely outsource to non-state 
actors prior to the end of the Cold War, what this thesis shows is how the US contracted 
a covert conflict, despite international responses prohibiting intervention in Laos. This 
intervention was facilitated by the plurality of power: through the administration of 
irregular forces.  
 
8.4.1 Plurality of power 
 
DCI Richard Helms (1981) stated that ‘after the Geneva Accords there was no way for 
the United States to be involved on a full military basis’, which gave way to the creation 
of a deviant opportunity structure. In order to maintain a presence in Laos following 
the 1962 Convention, covert means were employed. As mentioned the US government 
used subversive tactics to hide the ownership of AAM which was effectively a 
clandestine branch of the state security apparatus (Dixon Speas Associates, 1973). 
Firstly, it is important to note that the US government continue to deny ownership of 
AAM, instead denoting it as a CIA proprietary. The US government linked AAM with 
the CIA in what appears to be an attempt to distance the company from the Departments 
of State and Defense, although documentary evidence shows that AAM received 
funding and resources from government contracts (CIA, 1962b; CIA, 1966; Ramey, 
2013). There is no question that AAM was created in such a way to appear privately 
owned (Smith, 1963).  
 
The method used to create AAM using a shell company in Delaware, is synonymous 
with corruption. Swaine (2019) explains that Delaware is commonly used to create 
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companies as it is ‘renowned for its low-tax and high-secrecy regime, in which 
companies are not required to disclose the names of officers, directors or owners’. 
Considering the incorporation of AAM took place in 1957 and these practices continue 
in 2019, we can assume that similar tactics are used by the US government today. For 
example, Swaine (2019) identified that the Trump administration benefitted from 
money donated by companies incorporated in Delaware, with links to real estate. 
Swaine (2019) alleges that the donation was an illegal contribution from the ‘president 
of an influential real estate industry lobby group’ in India, however, due to the secrecy 
surrounding incorporation in Delaware, companies are afforded anonymity. This type 
of deviancy is commonplace; it is possible to open a corporation in Delaware online 
via the official government website, Delaware Division of Corporations: 
 

We now offer corporate/entity status on the web. You may check status on the 
web for a fee of $10.00 per entity for status or $20.00 per entity for more 
detailed information including current franchise tax assessment, current filing 
history and more.   

 
The ease with which a corporation can be formed has a direct impact on the deviant 
opportunity structure through which state crime is administered, as in the Laotian case. 
Transparency International (2016) denotes Delaware as a ‘haven for transnational 
crime’. It is conceivable to assume that if the US government was concerned about 
these practices, steps would have been taken to demystify the ownership of corporations 
or to introduce strict regulations. However, if we consider the state as an active 
participant in the deviant opportunity structure afforded via lax regulations in Delaware, 
it is unlikely that steps would be taken to draw attention to this (Rothe and Friedrichs, 
2006). The difficulty in attributing a criminal label to this activity lies within the 
acceptance of Delaware’s questionable practices surrounding corporations. It is legal 
to register corporations, although the corporations themselves may be involved in 
illegal activities – the secrecy surrounding ownership provides legitimate cover for 
potentially illegitimate activities (Transparency International, 2016). The US continue 
to engage in corruption using these deviant means, for example, in the practice of 
extraordinary rendition was facilitated by a similar opportunity structure.  A privately 
owned company, Premier Executive Transport Services ‘incorporated in Delaware a 
brass plaque company with non-existent directors, hired by American agents to revive 
an old CIA tactic from the 1970s, when agency men had kidnapped South American 
criminals and flown them back to their own countries to face trial so that justice could 
be rendered’ (Levy and Scott-Clark, 2005). This tactic has been routinely employed by 
the US government to facilitate state crime, dating back to the 1950s. There is a key 
difference in the administration of Premier Executive Transport and that of AAM, is 
the ownership: 
 

Premier Executive Transport, for instance, first appeared as a Delaware 
company in 1994, and was then re-registered in Massachusetts in 1996 as a 
“Foreign Corporation”. It listed a President and Treasurer whose only known 
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addresses were post office boxes outside Washington DC, who appeared to have 
no credit or personal history, and who both had Social Security numbers issued 
in the mid-1990s (Amnesty International 2006: 23).  

 
While the evidence exists to link AAM ownership to the US government, the likelihood 
of declassification regarding the cases above is slim (CIA, 1958). There is a more 
sophisticated approach to contracting such companies to carry out deviant state 
practices which allows the government to maintain a safe distance from scrutiny 
(Amnesty International, 2006; Warner, 2014). The links in the Laotian case study are 
undeniable given the fact that the Department of Defense supplied AAM with their 
aircraft (Office of Secretary – Legal Counsel, 1966). Arguably with the passage of time, 
those administering these deviant practices have become more savvy in using 
subterfuge (Amnesty International, 2006). This is evidently an accepted and ongoing 
practice, given the contemporary examples highlighted which alludes to an acceptance 
of state deviance as a norm (Krahmann, 2003). The administration of AAM appears to 
be an anomaly, in that we can trace its ownership to the US government therefore 
employees should be entitled to claim Veteran’s Status (Cates, 2011; Grundy, 2006; 
Noble, 2014).  
 
The historical administration of force in Laos calls into question the legitimacy of 
PMSCs used in the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, given that AAM were awarded defense 
contracts on a no-bid basis (Vinson, 1959; Holifield, 1959). Similarities can be drawn 
with Halliburton, a PMSC with links to former Vice President Dick Cheney 
(Rosenbaum, 2004). There are clear similarities in the administration of ‘no bid’ 
contracts to Halliburton and AAM which have been justified by the US government on 
both occasions (Holifield, 1959; Rosenbaum, 2004). That is not to suggest that 
Halliburton was administered under the ownership of the US government, although the 
company’s links to Dick Cheney played a role in their success. Similarly, Blackwater 
(now Academi) benefitted from links to the US government: 
 

Former Bush administration officials are peppered throughout Blackwater's 
highest executive positions. Erik Prince, the former Navy Seal who founded the 
company, was a White House intern under President George H. W. Bush and 
has been a Republican financier since, with more than $225,000 in political 
contributions. Mr. Prince's sister, Betsy DeVos, is a former chairwoman of the 
Michigan Republican Party and a ''pioneer'' who raised $100,000 for the Bush-
Cheney ticket in 2004. Her husband, the former Amway chief executive Richard 
DeVos Jr., was the Republican nominee for governor of Michigan in 2006… 
Federal contracts account for about 90 percent of the revenue of Prince Group 
holdings, of which Blackwater is a subsidiary. Since 2001, when it made less 
than $1 million in federal contracts, Blackwater has received more than $1 
billion in such contracts -- including at least one with the State Department for 
hundreds of millions of dollars that was awarded without open, competitive 
bidding (The New York Times, 2007). 
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The links between US government officials and the upper echelons of management in 
irregular forces and PMSCs alike, alludes to the likelihood of a mutually beneficial 
relationship. This relationship embodies the intersection of security provision and 
crime. The relationship is facilitated by a deviant opportunity structure whereby the 
state is afforded plausible deniability as a result of the degrees of separation between 
public and private enterprise. The likelihood of similar accountability structures for the 
actions of ‘private’ entities and state security forces is slim, allowing for a deviancy 
spiral characterised by questionable practises by each entity. For example, inflated 
expenditures from Halliburton, the Nisour Square shooting and alleged gold and drug 
smuggling in Laos (Rosenbaum, 2004; Singer, 2007; McCoy, 2003).   
 
Further similarities are observed in that it is only in the aftermath of their administration 
that Congress is privy to information regarding their activities (Singer, 2007; 
Rosenbaum, 2004; Bingham, 1971). However, it is important to note the key difference 
in these examples is that AAM is the only actor who is owned by the US government, 
although the state denies this – there is ample evidence to prove there is a high 
likelihood (Nedzi, 1975).  
 
8.4.2 Irregular forces   
 
The nature of security governance has gone through norm transformation whereby, the 
way in which irregular forces are recruited and managed in conflict has become further 
removed from the state. This is demonstrable through the analysis of the administration 
of AAM and the Hmong where the US government engaged in deviant methods to 
intervene in Laos. DCI Richard Helms (1981) stated that ‘after the Geneva Accords 
there was no way for the United States to be involved on a full military basis’, which 
gave way to a deviant opportunity structure ‘so the CIA was selected by President 
Kennedy to work with the Meos’. This covert modality of force was sanctioned by 
President Kennedy and administered by the CIA.   
 
As previously mentioned, AAM and the Hmong afforded the US plausible deniability. 
However, considering the time period 1962-1975, there was considerably less media 
and social media scrutiny. The challenge the state faced was to further remove 
themselves from the actions of non-state forces, while remaining in charge of their 
objectives. The modern day PMSC allows the state the same advantage as was afforded 
by AAM and the Hmong. Today, the state can appear to actively seek accountability 
structure for PMSCs while informing their objectives in combat, without scrutiny 
attributed to the practices of the state (Andreopoulos and Kleinig, 2019). 
 
Although the findings of the research concluded that AAM was in fact a US government 
owned enterprise, it was ostensibly a private entity. Many of the employees believed 
they were employed by a private company, with only few privy to the knowledge that 
AM was administered by the US government. Particularly interesting in the findings is 
way in which the US government contracted AAM. The subterfuge employed by the 
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state, such as: the top secret purchase of the airline, incorporation in Delaware using 
fake information, the various company name changes, the no-bid awarding of contracts 
and lying to employees about the true nature of their employer allowed AAM to operate 
under the radar of congressional scrutiny for 13 years. 
 
The recruitment and administration of the Hmong was less complex than that of AAM. 
Considering the low likelihood of the US public being aware of who the Hmong people 
were between 1962-1975, this gave the US carte blanche to contract covertly in Laos. 
The US made a convenient alliance with the Hmong, due to their ‘numerical 
superiority’ (Taylor, cited in Bouapha, 1963). The US paid the Hmong to fight on their 
behalf, to evade repercussions from breaching the 1962 Geneva Convention (Kennedy 
and Holdridge, 1971). The Hmong provided the US with a strategic advantage in Laos, 
knowing the terrain and providing the number needed to form a guerilla force. The US 
were afforded the ability to pursue their foreign policy objectives by exploiting non-
state forces through criminal methods of security governance. 
 
8.5 Consequences of state administered conflict 
 
Undoubtedly the consequences of the state administered covert conflict in Laos is vastly 
different for AAM and the Hmong people. However, that should not detract from the 
harms identified for each entity. This section first discusses the social harms inflicted 
by the state on AAM, followed by an analysis of that suffered by the Hmong people. 
 
At an individual level the goals of each entity differ; undoubtedly AAM were well paid 
for their contribution, but they were driving by a patriotic duty – which on reflection 
was based on state propaganda. The Hmong on the other hand, were bound by their 
cultural values as mentioned: 
 

They came to help us. They came to free us, so we had to help them…For 
instance, because of the fighting, we came to live in Long Cheng, and then they 
sent us food to eat. They sent us greens and rice to eat so these people 
[Americans] told us to do work for them, and then we had to do it… Americans 
helped by providing food, like I said, so if they said to help them then we must 
help them (Lee, cited in Hillmer, 2004). 

 
While the motivating factors differed between AAM and the Hmong, their integration 
into the state security apparatus was for the same the purpose – to further US foreign 
policy objectives, perpetrating a criminogenic form of security governance. 
 
8.5.1 AAM 
 
At an interaction level of analysis, the consequences of the employment of AAM are 
divided into two key areas. The deviant methods used to contract AAM led to 



 

 

215 

detrimental consequences for: health and welfare and retirement credit for former 
employees. 
 
With many AAM employees unaware of the US government ownership, AAM were 
able to contract with a lesser duty of care than that of the US military. Despite AAM 
effectively acting as another wing of the US Air Force. From those interviewed 16 out 
of 19 AAM employees had previous employment with the US military. It is evident 
from the interview excerpts that those managing AAM knew that by leaving their 
military jobs, the employees were losing their rights associated with public service 
employment (I12, I7). This type of social harm refers to the exploitation of a workforce, 
Scott (2017b: 186) explains  
 

workers are empowered on paper but in actual fact they remain powerless and, 
while the state appears to be performing a safeguarding role, it is in effect 
perpetuating a light-touch approach to combating exploitation and work-based 
harm. 

 
Applying this to the case study, AAM employees were empowered on paper in a 
number of ways: they believed they were fighting for a just cause, they were able to 
evade the draft but still fulfil their patriotic duty and during their employment the 
remuneration was above average (I6, I9). However, this empowering role was coupled 
with danger. AAM employees were encouraged to bring their families to Southeast 
Asia, in an effort to maintain the civilian façade. This in itself had far reaching 
consequences and is a potential area of further study.  
 
Given the time elapsed since the conflict and the vigour with which the CIA is 
attempting to associate itself with the work of AAM – it is perplexing that the US 
government have not conceded and provided retirement benefits to the remaining 
employees. This however, has furthered the harm suffered as a result of employment as 
‘taking on an employer often has a detrimental health impact and can cause further 
harm’ (Scott (2017b: 186). 
 
Although some AAM employees knew their work was associated with the US 
government, out of 19 interviewees only 3 were privy to the true ownership at the time.  
 
8.5.2 The Hmong people 
 
The recruitment of the Hmong by the US represented an exploitation of indigenous 
people. Considering the motivations of the Hmong earlier in the chapter, it is clear that 
the US inflicted social harms for generations on the Hmong population.  
 
The social harms experienced by the Hmong can be seen as both macro and micro 
levels. At the macro level, the Hmong have suffered displacement ‘straining the social 
fabric of Cambodian, Lao and Vietnamese societies’ (Vang, 2019). The intersecting 
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relationships between the state and the Hmong people created the organisational 
structure for their attainment of a shared goal (Kramer et al, 2002). However, the goals 
of the Hmong were, in part, facilitated by the investment the US provided in training 
and arming the Hmong. This gave the Hmong soldiers, led by their charismatic leader 
Vang Pao, aspirations to become a conventional force (Lawrence, cited in Hillmer, 
2004). This was unrealistic but nonetheless, was a motivating factor in the decision of 
the Hmong to fight alongside the US. The ‘institutional environment’ was enough to 
engage the Hmong to pursue US foreign policy objectives (Kramer et al, 2002).  
 
At an individual level, the Hmong ecological structure was disrupted. Considering the 
importance of cultural values within the Hmong community, their involvement with the 
US led to persecution in the aftermath of the conflict. As mentioned, some of the high 
ranking Hmong were flown out of Laos to evade persecution. However, the plight of 
the Hmong continued – many did not speak English and suffered racist abuse daily 
(Holpuch, 2019).  
 
Those who stayed in Laos, face persecution from the Lao government. There still exists 
a faction of Hmong known locally in the Xaisomboun Province as ‘jungle Hmong’ who 
are still intent on disrupting the Communist government (George, 2010). The 
Unrepresented Nations  & Peoples Organization (2019) recently reported: 
 

To this day, the Hmong are subject to systematic discrimination and large-scale 
violations of even their most basic human rights, all directed by an oppressive 
and authoritarian Lao People’s Revolutionary Party (LPRP). These violations 
include uncompensated land confiscation, arbitrary arrests, enforced 
disappearances, suppression of freedom of expression and severe restrictions on 
the Hmong’s economic, social and cultural rights. 

 
The  significance of the role of the US government in causing the social harm is often 
ignored. As Sutherland (1940) theorised, the crimes of the powerful often have  far 
reaching consequences ‘lower[ing] social morale and produc[ing] social 
disorganization’. In 2006, efforts were made through the Working Group on Indigenous 
Populations (WGIP) at the United Nations to raise awareness of the human rights 
abuses perpetrated against the Hmong (Sommer, 2006). Considering the time elapsed 
since the end of the conflict, the social harms befalling the Hmong are exacerbated 
through their longevity. The magnitude of the actions of the US government in the 
recruitment and facilitation of Hmong mobilisation and the lack of international 
scrutiny of such actions signifies norm change in the provision of force (Krahmann, 
2013).  
 
Norm change is also signified in current events, the recent events in Syria allude to a 
similar tactic employed by the US. The Kurdish forces, ‘today’s Hmong equivalents’ 
face persecution and mass displacement after assisting the US to achieve their foreign 
policy objectives (Holpuch, 2019). The Kurdish forces were at a strategic disadvantage, 
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a weak US ally reliant on funding to facilitate an uprising to unseat Islamic State 
(Lipton, 2016). Kurdish forces have been crucial to US interventions in Iraq, yet 
following Kurdistan’s vote for independence in September 2017 – the US have taken a 
neutral approach (Noack, 2017). The use of irregular forces depends on the policy  
direction of the US who have ‘at times entertained and, in other moments, ignored the 
Kurdish question’ (Noack, 2017). The indecision surrounding the  Kurdish  question, 
as with Hmong autonomy, is informed by: institutional, organisational and individual 
level of analysis culminating in criminogenic security governance employed by the US 
(Table 4). 
 
8.6 Summary  
 
What the discussion has shown is the ways in which the state can manipulate security 
governance dependent on the availability of legal means. The US outsourced security 
to non-state actors as a deviant means of achieving foreign policy objectives. As Table 
4 suggests, the criminal nature of security governance is evident at each level of 
analysis: institutional, organisational and individual.  
 
At an institutional level, the motivations of the US state appeared in the literature 
review to be resultant of the political economy (Gaiduk, 2003; Smith, 2009; Ngoei, 
2019). The threat of Communism was widely acknowledged as the catalyst for covert 
intervention in Laos. However, upon further analysis it is evident that the US acted 
unilaterally despite international responses suggesting restraint in Southeast Asia 
(Waite, 2012; Stuart-Fox, 1997). Considering the wider implications of the Vietnam 
War, the US were at an economic disadvantage, which in turn, increased the desirability 
of a covert escalation using irregular forces. Despite the government ownership of 
AAM, during the time period under study 1962-1975, this was not public knowledge. 
Therefore the US government was afforded plausible deniability for the actions of 
AAM, as with the Hmong, who were further separated from the state. The criminogenic 
nature of security governance is evidenced through the acceptance of norm change at 
an institutional level. The integration of irregular forces to carry out the duties typically 
aligned with the state security apparatus faced little scrutiny and no repercussions at 
both a national and international level.  
 
The structure and processes of criminogenic security governance are concerned with 
using deviant tactics to secure cooperation at an organisational level. What is meant by 
this is: in order to achieve the desired outcome, it is imperative to extend the remit of 
state influence through ideology to co-opt willing participants. In the case study, it is 
clear to see the manipulative tactics of the state in the recruitment of AAM and the 
Hmong. For AAM, the recruitment of those from a military background was tactical, 
drawing on feelings of patriotism, hate of Communism and desire to make profit. For 
the Hmong, the exploitation of cultural values led to the continued willingness to 
participate, despite the heavy casualties experienced throughout the conflict. Again, 
profit was highlighted as a motivating factor, for the Hmong who had already faced 
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persecution from their government prior to US intervention, the promise of 
humanitarian aid (McConaughy, 1961). The use of corrupt tactics to recruit and in the 
case of AAM, to create an irregular force was normalised through lack of congressional 
scrutiny and perhaps, a desire to achieve or maintain US hegemony during the Cold 
War. What we have witnessed from the end of the Cold War is a proliferation of 
outsourcing, perhaps to facilitate state plausible deniability through more formalised 
relationships with non-state actors.  
 
The consequences of the employment of non-state actors vary dependent on the entity. 
As is evident, the US has not been subjected to scrutiny or sanctions as a result of a lack 
of public knowledge, a lack of congressional scrutiny and poor enforcement of 
international treaties. It is in part the lack of national and international response to such 
actions that has led to further integration of irregular forces into the state security 
apparatus and proliferation of outsourcing. The consequences for the former employees 
of AAM refer specially to the health and welfare and retirement credits owed to the 
entity. Due to the government ownership of the entity, this group are entitled to state 
benefits, as per their military service. The exploitation of the Hmong is the most radical 
consequence of outsourcing but yet, remains a fact of US foreign policy today – as 
explored in the Syrian example. 
 
The next chapter concludes the thesis, drawing on each research question providing a 
summary of the outcome of the research and the contribution to knowledge. 
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9. Conclusion 
 
This chapter outlines a summary of the findings of thesis by answering the research 
questions. The outsourcing of security is a contemporary issue but what this study has 
shown is that much can be learned from historical scholarship and applied in a 
contemporary setting. By developing an understanding how and why covert 
intervention using irregular forces is routinely employed, steps can be taken to 
understand the consequences of this modality of force for non-state actors and our 
interpretation of the state’s monopoly on the use of force. 
 
Drawing on the existing literature, primary research and theory development, this 
chapter concludes by outlining the contribution to knowledge.  
 
9.1 What are the strategic and geopolitical factors involved in fighting a covert 

conflict using non-state actors? 
 
The strategic and geopolitical factors influencing a covert conflict using an irregular 
mode of force was influenced by three key factors in this case study: US hegemonic 
power, economic pressure and international responses (see page 238). Employing the 
framework of Kauzlarich and Kramer (1998) and Kramer et al (2002), alongside the 
theory of norm change and the state monopoly put forward by Krahmann (2013) it is 
apparent that states will continue to outsource security based on self-serving 
motivations, a deviant opportunity structure and a lack of effective national and 
international controls (in the form of UN conventions and/or Congressional scrutiny). 
 
The threat of Communism was used by the state to justify their actions, it was 
mentioned consistently in secret and top-secret memos of successive Presidents: 
Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson and Nixon (Acheson, 1950a; Dwyer, 2013; Smith 
2009). US objectives are consistently aligned with fighting Communism, while 
underlying strategic and geopolitical factors influencing a covert modality of force lie 
dormant. Given the context of the Cold War and the rhetoric surrounding Communism, 
the US were keen to assert their dominance (McCormick, 1997). The US began by 
using the Vietnam War to secure their hegemony, given the testing relationship between 
the US and USSR and the political embarrassment of the Bay of Pigs in Cuba, the 
objective was clear, ‘now we have a problem in making our power credible, and 
Vietnam is the place’ (Kennedy, 1961, cited in Karnow, 1983). Laos was the US 
gateway to South Vietnam but the legitimate opportunity structure for intervention was 
restricted (Buszynski, 1981). The phased process is shown in Figure 12. 
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Figure 12: Phased process of covert intervention  
 

 
 

International responses Covert conflict: plurality 
of power

1954+1962 
Geneva 

Conventions
SEATO

Political 
economy

Communism

US 
Hegemony

Plausible 
deniability: 

covert 
intervention

Strategic and geopoltical 
considerations



 

 

221 

With the legitimate opportunity structure for US intervention in Laos inaccessible, the 
strategy becomes deviant and is reinforced through norm transformation (Kramer et al, 
2002; Krahmann, 2013). The decision to intervene using a covert strategy with irregular 
forces is not a random occurrence. It is meticulously planned, safeguarding the state 
from repercussions, such as, international responses and public scrutiny (Lunch and 
Sperlich, 1979). The neutrality of Laos and the rhetoric surrounding this, played a role 
in legitimising the covert administration of force. The US were consistently searching 
for information on Pathet Lao (PL), North Vietnamese Army (NVA) or Viet Cong (VC) 
forces in Laos, to report the incursion to the International Control Commission (ICC) 
and thus legitimise a military response (Hilsman, 1962). This allowed the US to 
maintain a covert presence of former military personnel ‘sheep dipped’ and returned to 
Laos in civilian clothing (I11; Smith, 1963; Rusk, 1963).  
 
The allusion in the security governance literature that we are witnessing an erosion in 
the state’s monopoly on the use of force is not supported by the findings of this thesis 
(Wulf, 2006). The development of an integrated framework of criminogenic security 
governance can be applied to both an historical and a contemporary context. For 
example, as previously mentioned, the US opted for a covert modality of force in 
training and arming the Afghan Mujahideen (Burke, 1999). Similarly, US covert 
intervention in Syria ‘armed and trained thousands of Syrian rebels’ over a four-year 
period to further US foreign policy objectives in the Middle East (Mazzetti et al, 2017). 
This alludes instead to a plurality of power, with the state as the administrator, 
coordinating their public-private nexus to achieve the most favourable outcome for 
their government.  
 
Considering the strategic and geopolitical considerations involved in administering a 
covert intervention using irregular forces, the role of the state is overlooked in state 
crime literature. The actions of the irregular forces can be directly attributed to the state 
and the development of a culture of fear created by the state narrative. The social harms 
resultant from the employment of irregular actors begins at the institutional level 
(Kramer and Michalowski, 1993). It is through this organisational deviance that a 
collective behaviour is reinforced, leading to norm transformation through continued 
implementation of the plurality of power (Kramer et al, 2002). 
 
9.2 How do states contract and line manage non-state actors in a covert conflict? 
 
While it is acknowledged that states conduct covert intervention, the existing security 
governance and state crime literature does acknowledge how this modality of force is 
administered. This section discusses the creation and administration of Air America 
(AAM) and the recruitment and management of the Hmong in order to address the 
question fully.  
 
Firstly, one of the most significant findings of the research relates to the ownership of 
AAM. To this end, AAM is an anomaly in terms of their delineation as a non-state 



 

 

222 

actor. However, for this case study AAM was interpreted as a non-state actor due to the 
secrecy surrounding their administration, compounded by the fact that the US still deny 
ownership of the entity.  
 
As mentioned in the previous section, a covert intervention occurs as a result of access 
to an illegitimate opportunity structure (Kramer et al, 2002). Considering the time 
period in which the conflict took place and the infancy of the CIA at the time, AAM 
can be considered one of its kind – a prototype for the modern day PMSC. Instead of 
creating their own private company the US government can contract any number of 
organisations to achieve their foreign policy objectives – although admittedly, 
government links to these companies still exist, as with the Halliburton and Blackwater 
examples (Rosenbaum, 2004; Briody, 2004; Apuzzo, 2017; Boot, 2013; Kelly, 2013). 
The key difference in the administration of these companies lies in the levels of 
deniability. It is difficult for the US government to deny the evidence supporting the 
fact that they owned AAM and supplied their mission using Department of Defense 
(DoD) aircraft and yet they continue to do so. As Cormac and Aldrich (2018: 477) 
argue, plausible deniability is ‘deeply problematic’ but no national or international 
scrutiny is effectively applied to break down the ambiguity surrounding its use.  
 
Given that it is within the remit of the state to create companies using the inherently 
corrupt system in Delaware, seen from the incorporation certificate of Airdale 
Corporation, it is difficult to apportion blame to the state for deviant practices 
(Appendix B). However, it is evident that the awarding of contracts on a no-bid basis 
is a crime (Figure 13).  
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Figure 13. Intersection of governance and crime 
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The normalisation of deviance was commonplace within the US government from the 
Eisenhower to Nixon administrations, the policy of ‘tight discipline over loose talk’ 
safeguarded any dissenting voices (Sullivan, 1965). Many of the AAM employees were 
not aware the corporation was government owned, those that did were subject to 
secrecy agreements.  
 
The administration of the Hmong people was informed by the deviant opportunity 
structure resulting from cultural differences in Laos. The Hmong existed on the 
outskirts of society, often living in mountainous areas of Laos. The Hmong were chosen 
for their culture and their numbers, in terms of population size (Figure 11). This US 
knew they could enter into a mutually beneficial relationship with the Hmong to 
achieve their foreign policy objectives. The findings clearly highlight the exploitation 
of indigenous people in exchange for humanitarian aid, in the form of education and 
healthcare and the support of the gold and opium trades, upon which the Hmong relied. 
The employment of irregular indigenous forces carries less risk for states because of 
the power dynamics through which they operate. The US have the power to recruit 
irregular forces, implement their strategies through various agencies; in this case the 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), International Voluntary Service (IVS) and the 
United States Agency for International Development (USAID) under the guise of 
humanitarian aid. The US are afforded plausible deniability for the guerrilla tactics used 
by these irregular forces, although the state is likely to have sanctioned the actions. 
When the arrangement is no longer in the interests of the US the partnership is 
dissolved, often to the detriment of the irregular force.  
 
The structure and processes through which the Hmong were managed in the conflict, 
depended on CIA operatives in country. While the larger strategic role was determined 
by the State Department, Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) and the President (through 
successive administrations). Similarly to AAM, this secretive administration evaded 
public and Congressional scrutiny. 
 
9.3 Is there empirical evidence to support a hypothesis of a plurality of power prior 
to the assumed proliferation and integration of non-state actors into the state 
security apparatus from 1990 onwards? 
 
This thesis has provided evidence that supports a hypothesis that a plurality of power 
exists. Figure 14 highlights the findings of the research in relation to the administration 
of force.  
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Figure 14. Plurality of power in Laos 
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informed by foreign policy objectives and facilitated by the public-private nexus. It is 
however, dependent on the international responses, political economy and geopolitics 
of a conflict as to whether the plurality of  power is formed by deviant practices, as with 
Laos.  
 
The applicability of this research is also evident in the previously mentioned example 
of Kurdish forces in Syria. The mutually beneficial relationship between the US and 
Kurdish forces was marred with geopolitical underpinnings: 
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‘covert action…should not be confused with missionary work’ (cited in Schmitt et al, 
2019). The policies of history can be conflated with contemporary action. This is 
evident in the withdrawal of US forces from Syria. 
 
9.4 What are the human consequences for non-state actors commandeered by the 
state to fight in a covert conflict? 
 
The human consequences of criminogenic security governance vary dependent on the 
entity. As previously mentioned, AAM and the Hmong differ in their administration 
and their role in conflict and therefore experienced different consequences in the 
aftermath of conflict. However, it is important to acknowledge that both groups were 
subject to social harms as a result of their employment. 
 
At a macro level, AAM suffered social harms due to their ownership. Their ongoing 
campaign for recognition from the US government represents the deception of the state 
in their covert security governance (Scott, 2017b). Considering their past military 
experience and patriotic values, the denial of recognition for their actions  is hurtful for 
the remaining members. At an individual level, for those with a military service 
background, the financial burden as a result of exclusion from receiving Federal 
retirement credit has had a lasting impact on the group.  
 
For the Hmong, the social harm transcends generations. In the aftermath of conflict, 
mass displacement, re-education camps and death threatened the group (Pinyorat, 2007; 
UNPO, 2019). The Hmong refugees who resettled in the US, faced cultural and social 
upheaval, language barriers and racist abuse (Holpuch, 2019). Many Hmong in Laos 
still face persecution as a direct result of the plurality of power led by the US 
government.  
 
What is evident from the consequences of employment is the reinforcement of norm 
change. There is a level of complacency surrounding the employment and abandonment 
of irregular forces in the aftermath of conflict, as is seen in the examples of the Hmong 
and of Kurdish forces (Holpuch, 2019). 
 
9.5 Contribution to knowledge 
 
This research has contributed to two fields of literature; state crime and security 
governance by identifying an area in which the subjects intersect.  
 
This research addressed two key assumptions in the security governance literature, 
broadening the narrative surrounding the Weberian state monopoly – putting forward a 
hypothesis of the existence of a plurality of power. The findings of the case study 
outlines the usage of non-state actors prior to their proliferation at the end of the Cold 
War in 1991. 
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The case study examined the covert conflict in Laos, which had not been subjected to 
criminological analysis. In doing so this research provided an understanding of how 
and why states choose to outsource security to non-state actors in conflict. This case 
study allows for historical insight into the privatisation of force, prior to the extensive 
coverage of PMSCs employed in the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars. In providing such an 
analysis, the contemporary relevance of the study is highlighted through the example 
of the Kurdish forces in Syria (Holpuch, 2019).  
 
Drawing on Kramer et al’s (2002) integrated model of state-corporate crime and 
Krahmann’s (2013) theory of norm change and the state monopoly, the findings of the 
research assisted in the development of an integrated theoretical model of criminogenic 
security governance. Criminogenic security governance alludes to the criminal or 
deviant tactics used by states to achieve their foreign policy objectives and can be 
applied to contemporary conflicts. The framework depicted in Table 4 highlights that 
the state monopoly on the use of force is an outdated concept. Instead a plurality of 
force is evident, whereby the state is the coordinator. With the outsourcing of security  
at the forefront of the security governance literature, linkages to the loss and abdication 
of the monopoly are commonplace. However, what this research demonstrates is the 
tenacious nature of the state, using an amalgam of force provision both overt and covert 
to achieve policy objectives while inflicting social harms without sanctions. The notion 
of criminogenic security governance can be applied to periods of  conflict to determine 
state crimes as a result of state action by proxy. 
 
9.6 Summary 
 
This research has provided an historical narrative to a contemporary issue. The 
prevalence of PMSCs and irregular forces in various conflicts have been informed by 
the precedent set by historical covert conflicts, although this is rarely discussed in the 
literature. As such, the findings of this thesis allude to AAM as the prototype for the 
modern day PMSC. Although it was a state owned and operated enterprise, their 
identity and role in the conflict is comparable to that of PMSCs in the Iraq and 
Afghanistan Wars, with the contracting of Halliburton and Kellogg, Brown and Root 
(KBR) (see pages 28 and 212). While PMSCs today appear to be wholly private 
enterprises, it is only due to the declassification of government documents that we are 
now privy to the true ownership of Air America. The close ties of government to the 
ownership and administration of PMSCs leads to questions of whether political 
influence affects the administration of force. It is clear from the examples given, 
alongside the applied framework (Table 4, page 195) that the state can coordinate 
multiple  entities to achieve its objectives, subsequently removing itself from the 
equation, leaving decades of social harms for the irregular actors involved while 
evading sanctions. 
 
The plight of the Hmong reflects that of Kurdish forces in Syria. The ability of the US 
to commandeer irregular forces with an exploitation of cultural norms and values is 
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replicated throughout history. Reflecting on the framework, the criminal nature of 
security governance is characterised by the normalisation of deviance and the 
willingness of consecutive administrations to inflict social harms. It is the willingness 
of an international audience to be complicit in their subsequent responses that enables 
the persistence of the norm (Table 4). 
 
The case study has shown that the notion of a monopoly of force is outdated. The state 
has historically relied on a multi-faceted approach to security provision and is not 
averse to employing criminal tactics to achieve foreign policy objectives. The 
development of an integrated theoretical model of criminogenic security governance 
can be employed in future research to determine whether state crime is a product of 
security governance, thus shifting the focus from PMSCs to the state administration of 
non-state actors in conflict. 
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The Filter Committee can return an application to the Chief Investigator for 
clarification/amendment and can also reject an application if it is thought to be 
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• category C and the study must be submitted to ORECNI along with the necessary 

supporting materials from the Research Governance Section 
 
• category D and the study must be submitted to ORECNI or SPECNI along with 

the necessary supporting materials from the research Governance Section   
 
 

Signed:              
Chairperson/Administrator of Filter Committee 
01/06/17 
 
Date: 

Outsourcing State Security; the Use of Private Military and Security Companies 
(PMSCs) and Irregular Forces in Foreign and Domestic Conflict. 
	
Dr	Kris	Lasslett		(Gaby	Nugent	PhD	student)	

School	of	CPSP	and	School	of	Law	

x
x
x 

 

 



 

 

231 

 
 
 
The application form and this assessment should now be returned to the Chief 
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forms and forward a copy of this form (RG3), RG2 and pages 1 and 2 of from 
RG1 to the Research Governance Section. 
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where appropriate 
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• category C and the study must be submitted to ORECNI along with the necessary 
supporting materials from the Research Governance Section*** 
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Participant Information Sheet 
 
1. Study title 
 
Outsourcing State Security; the Use of Private Military and Security Companies 
(PMSCs) and Irregular Forces in Foreign Conflict. 
 
2. What is the purpose of this study? 
 
This research project is investigating an historical conflict; United States involvement 
in the secret war in Laos. This study is concerned with the use of private forces 
providing security services in armed conflict, which is traditionally under the remit of 
a state’s military. This study is looking into the use of private forces; both overtly state 
sanctioned, namely private military and security companies (PMSCs) and the covert 
employment of non-state irregular forces.  
 
The researcher is interested in finding out how these public-private relationships work 
and how they impact on human rights both of the private forces, their families and 
civilians in conflict. 
 
3. Why have I been chosen to participate? 
 
You have been contacted as you have direct or indirect experiences or expertise in the 
provision of force during the Laotian conflict. Your knowledge will help the researcher 
to better understand how this type of security provision is applied in conflict.  
 
4. Do I have to take part? 
 
Participation is voluntary, if at any time you wish to withdraw from the study, you may 
do so without giving a reason. If you wish to withdraw, any digital recordings of your 
interview will be deleted and if the researcher has taken notes these will be securely 
destroyed. 
 
5. What will happen to me if I chose to take part? 
 
The researcher will interview you on the agreed topic, relating to the aims of the study. 
Interviews will be conducted at a convenient time and location. The researcher will 
provide a consent form prior to the interview. You can decide whether you give consent 
to a taped interview, or if you would prefer the researcher to take handwritten notes.   
 
 
 
6. Are there any possible benefits in taking part? 
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The researcher cannot offer any material inducements for your participation. However, 
your input will have a valuable impact on widening the understanding of the public-
private nexus in conflict. 
 
7. If I take part in this study, will my participation be kept confidential? 
 
Those who wish to participate will receive a consent form stating that their participation 
will remain anonymous and that as far as possible care will be taken to protect 
anonymity.  
 
8. Are there any risks and/or disadvantages in participating? 
 
Participants should be aware, that researchers have an ethical obligation to report 
information on three types of crime; this refers to terrorism or suspected financial 
offences relating to terrorism, money laundering and crimes against children. While it 
is unlikely that these crimes will come to light during the interviews, the researchers 
must to report any information relating to these offences to the relevant authorities. 
 
In order to safeguard participants from harm, specifically psychological harm, this 
study prohibits the involvement of vulnerable participants; very elderly people, those 
suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder or other forms of trauma that might cause 
reasonable apprehension of harm and those with degenerative diseases eg dementia and 
Alzheimer’s disease. If you believe that these interviews would cause you trauma, 
please alert the researcher.  
 
Should you become distressed at any point throughout the interview, the researcher will 
pause and ask if you would like to stop and withdraw from the study. Should you wish 
to avail of any counselling services, information has been provided on the adjoining 
page. 
 
9. What will happen to the results of the project? 
 
Ultimately, the research will form the PhD thesis of the researcher; in addition, the 
results may also feature in other scholarly materials such as journal articles and 
conference papers. 
 
10. Who is organising the study? 
 
This study has been formulated by PhD Candidate Gabrielle Nugent, a student at Ulster 
University, under the Supervisory Team of Dr Rachel Monaghan, Dr Jonny Byrne and 
Professor Kristian Lasslett. This study has been prepared within Ulster University’s 
Code of Practice for Professional Integrity in the Conduct of Research.  
 
11. Contact details 
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Gabrielle Nugent 
PhD Candidate 
School of Criminology, Politics & Social Policy,  
Ulster University, Shore Road, Newtownabbey, County Antrim, BT37 0QB. 
Tel: +447718 078 082 
Email: nugent-g2@email.ulster.ac.uk 
 
Lead Supervisor: 
Dr Rachel Monaghan 
School of Criminology, Politics & Social Policy 
Ulster University, Shore Road, Newtownabbey, Co. Antrim, BT37 0QB. 
Tel: +44 28 9036 6343 
Email: r.monaghan@ulster.ac.uk  
 
 
12. Counselling Services 
 
USA 
 
Military OneSource (Self-help advice): 800-342-9647 
 
Make the Connection (online self-help resources): Available at: 
https://maketheconnection.net. 
 
Veterans Crisis Line: 800-273-8255 (Press 1). 
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Appendix B. Certificate of Incorporation, Airdale Corporation. 
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Appendix C: Airdale Corporation renamed The Pacific Corporation 
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Appendix D: CAT ownership, safe deposit box 
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Appendix E – Letter from Hugh Grundy 
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Appendix F: AAM Search and Rescue 
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Appendix G – Air America H-34 
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Appendix H – Air America, Helio Courier 
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