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Abstract 

This dissertation put forward the constructivist approach on the benefits and drawbacks of aid-
workers’ use of private security providers in Somalia. It will provide a detailed overview of the 
actors involved and the definitions of security and its related concepts, followed by the theoretical 
framework of constructivism and the concept of human security. This will enable it to analyse the 
secondary data such as humanitarian reports and field-work analysis. Thereto, provide a detailed 
overview of the discussions of individual security through the approach of constructivism and 
human security, in order to bridge traditional understanding of security, to a more recent 
understanding. From here it will analyse the agent-oriented process within the collaboration of the 
two actors and highlight the benefits and drawbacks through aforementioned framework. This 
interaction within that process will expose the subjective nature of what security is through realty; 
how threat is interpreted and how humanitarian identity is perceived, and the consequences this 
has on the physical safety of the aid-worker.   
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Chapter I 

1:1 – Introduction: The Physical Safety of the Humanitarian Aid-Worker 
Recent development in international conflict dynamics have since the end of the Cold War changed 

the way in which warring parties conduct warfare where new non-state actors1 has entered the 

stage. Informal security actors engage the state in direct conflict while at the same time blending in 

with the civilian population. Naturally, this results in civilians being subjected to direct violence 

and standing in harm’s way as the conflict progresses. This dynamic is also true in Somalia, where 

the end of the Cold War and the fall of Siad Barre2, left the country weak and with a plethora of 

different informal non-state security actors in competition with one another for influence and 

power. This development in Somalia resulted in the international community to act, sending a 

military expedition force to the country in order to improve stability. This mission later failed as 

the UN-led contingent left Somalia. Nevertheless, the humanitarian engagement in the country 

continued despite the seemingly hopeless security situation. These humanitarian aid-organisations 

provided the civilians with a variety of aid projects and including food aid, according to Grundel,3 

unfortunately had become part of the war economy for the aforementioned plethora of informal 

non-state security actors within the country. They found food as a resource to fuel their continued 

influence and power. This situation then created what Grundel calls ‘businessmen’ that 

subsequentially engaged in these war-related activities, used clan-based security in order to protect 

their expansion and their physical safety.4 The humanitarian aid-worker on the other hand, where 

therefore left in a situation where the warring parties in Somalia where interested in the resource 

that they provided, consequentially making them a target and exposing them to direct violence.5 In 

order for aid-workers to protect themselves they implement their own security management 

strategies to mitigate threats to their physical safety. These strategies are based on the humanitarian 

principles of neutrality, independence and impartiality, and aim keep to the aid-organisation outside 

of the internal conflict as much as possible. This foundation then guides the actions of the aid-

workers and thus become part of their identity as an aid-organisation. In other words, these 

principles guide the aid-workers in how they act when engaged in aid-programmes and projects 

 
1 ESCR-net: “(Non-state actors are individuals and organisations that are not affiliated with, directed by, funded 
through the government. These include corporations, private financial institutions, and NGOs, as well as 
paramilitary and armed resistance groups)” https://www.escr-net.org/resources/non-state-actors - These could for 
example be humanitarian aid-organisations and private security providers, but also international companies or other 
interest groups. 
2 Siad Barre (or Siyaad Barre), former Somali president of ”Somali Democratic Republic” between 1969-1991.  
3 Grundel, 2006:5 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 

https://www.escr-net.org/resources/non-state-actors
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which is also true when engaged in their security management strategies. Furthermore, in 

accordance with these humanitarian aid-workers security strategies are the notion to interact and 

cooperate with the local population, to gain their acceptance, and then their protection on the basis 

of reciprocity and cooperation. In Somalia, however, this protection, which is provided by the local 

population, according to Grundel, sometimes is provided by the same informal non-state security 

actor that simultaneously target aid-workers to feed their respective war effort.6 Moreover, in 

contribution to mitigating aid-workers’ physical safety, aside from the hiring local clan-based 

protection as Grundel stressed, are the international non-state security actors. These actors were 

also introduced after the Cold War, with the rise of neoliberal market economy which privatised 

the security market, that was previously only limited to state actors. The decolonialisation of Africa 

meant that the privatised security market flourished as security firms filled the gaps in terms of 

security supply and demand. These actors are in turn guided, in contrary to the humanitarian aid-

workers, by monetary profit. Still, in they are not as much involved in a conflict as the local clan-

based protection is. This raises questions regarding to the use of the private security providers 

when tasked with the protection of humanitarian aid-workers.  

This thesis therefore aims to explore the benefits and drawbacks of aid-workers’ use of these 

private security providers in order to improve their physical safety. It will address the potential 

consequences to their usage on an individual level. And, in order to reach that individual level of 

analysis, this thesis will adhere to the newly established concept of Human Security and the 

framework of constructivism. The reason for that, has to do with constructivism’s fundamental 

standpoint in relation to security where the theory stresses the construction of security and that 

identities are developed, sustained or transformed in interaction.7 This will therefore shed some 

light on the potential consequences that follow in aid-workers’ use of private security providers on 

an individual level, using Somalia as a case study. The question guiding this thesis is:  

 

Research Question 

• What are the potential benefits and drawbacks for the physical safety of the humanitarian 

aid-worker, in their use of private security providers in Somalia, using a constructivist 

approach? 

 

 
6 Grundel, 2006:19 
7 Zehfuss, 2001:318 
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The thesis is laid out as follows: Firstly, this thesis will present the two main protagonists.  The two 

main actors that this thesis revolves around are the Humanitarian Aid-Worker and the Private 

Security Provider (PSP). In order for us to get a better understanding of these two actors, this thesis 

will initially need to address them within their respective context, seeing it as their collaboration 

and the eventual consequences that follow suite. These respective contexts have, in the case of the 

humanitarian aid-worker, to do with the humanitarian security strategy known as the Security 

Triangle, whereas the context of the PSP has to do with the privatisation of security. Through these 

contexts one will get to understand these actors a little bit better. Secondly, this thesis will address 

the conceptualisation and theoretical framework that guides it. It will stress that the newly 

established concept of Human Security, that has forced discussions of security to an individual 

level of physical safety, have a limited representation to the more traditional approaches and that 

of constructivism, in response to this, is the best suited framework to make sense of that descent 

to an individual level. From here it will explain security through a constructivist approach, enabling 

for a clear understanding of the findings. Thirdly, this is then followed by the analysis of the 

benefits and drawbacks and the potential consequences of aid-workers’ use of private security 

providers through the lens of constructivism as guided by the concept human security. The thesis 

will then conclude with the findings and reached an answer to our research question.  

 

1:2 – The Actors: The humanitarian aid-worker and the Security Triangle 

This thesis will address the humanitarian aid-worker’s physical safety, but in order to understand 

what that means, it will need to narrow it down seeing it as the term is widely used and have 

different meaning to different people. This thesis understand the aid-worker as someone, in 

accordance with Pictet, that is connected to a non-state humanitarian organisation that pursues the 

prevention of suffering and alleviation of people in need; to protect life; and to assure respect for 

the individual, through the general humanitarian principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality and 

independence.8 Given the fact that these principals can be interpreted differently depending on the 

referent, still, in this thesis adhere to that subjectivity. Furthermore, these actors are engaged in 

different humanitarian aid-programmes and projects all over the world. The thesis intends to focus 

on the ones that engaged in Somalia. Nevertheless, the humanitarian aid-worker, as the principle 

 
8 Humanity: To prevent and alleviate human suffering wherever it may be found – Pictet, (1979:12). Neutrality: Take 
no sides in hostilities or engage at any time in controversies of a political, racial religious or ideological nature – 
(Pictet, 1979:34), Impartiality: make no discrimination as to nationality, race, religious beliefs, class or political 
opinions – (Pictet, 1979:24) & Independence: always maintain autonomy to be able to act in accordance with the 
principles – (Pictet, 1979:40).  
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of independence holds, is that there is a level of autonomy in reference to public authority.9 

Therefore, but not only because of it, results in these actors lacking the security that nationals 

naturally are provided for by their public authorities. This results in them managing their security 

through strategies with the purpose of mitigating any threats that they might face in their 

engagement. One of these strategies are in layman terms is called the Security Triangle. 

There are variations of what type of security threats these aid-workers face, and they differ 

somewhat in terms of context and mission objectives. In either case, humanitarian aid-workers 

have, depending on their company practises and code of conduct, undeniably a section on security. 

Nevertheless, the concept of aid-worker security, rests on three principles: Acceptance, Protection and 

Deterrence – the so-called Security Triangle.10 Given the fact that there are some variations to these 

principles, there is undoubtedly these three principals that are used throughout most of the 

humanitarian sector. Acceptance – has to do with a strict adherence to the humanitarian principles 

of neutrality, impartiality and independence.11 This security risk-reducing management strategy is 

built on the idea to discourage motivations on harming aid-workers. Acceptance within a 

community can span from the community accepting the engagement of the aid-workers, through 

the active targeting of the aid-worker.12 In a nutshell, this means that in order to maintain 

acceptance within the target community, and in order to ‘do no harm’ and avoid exacerbating 

grievances or conflict drivers, one have to take measures in order to convince potential attackers 

of aid-workers of them not being involved.13 It is for this reason that the use of armed guards will 

decrease the value of acceptance with the target community because this will result in the aid-

worker being perceived as part of the conflict.14 Protection – has to do with reducing vulnerability of 

the aid-worker.15 In practice this means that reducing the visibility of that particular vulnerability 

or to hardening it. This principle does not aim to remove the threat but to improve that 

vulnerability.16 This can be through the use of barbed wire and other protective procedures related 

to said vulnerability such as armed vehicles, body armour and blast sheets.17 Deterrence – has to do 

with presenting a counter-threat in order to discourage any attackers.18 This could be the use of 

armed protection which is the strongest deterrence used by humanitarian organisations.19 It is 

 
9 Pictet, 1979:40t 
10 HPN, 2010:55 
11 Jackson, 2015:1 & HPN, 2010:57 
12 Jackson, 2015:1 
13 Ibid. 
14 Jackson, 2015:2 
15 HPN, 2010:71 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 HPN, 2010:73 
19 Ibid. 
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through these principle that aid-workers manage their security and where the PSPs are included. 

As seen later on, is that aid-workers usually tend to adhere to acceptance-based security strategies, 

whereas the PSPs usually adhere to deterrence-based security strategies. In either case, the security 

triangle adheres to the humanitarian principles and thus the identity of the aid-worker in relation 

to them mitigating threats to their security. This thesis, therefore, places the aid-worker in close 

connection to the security strategies that in turn guides their behaviour in reference to their own 

physical safety, while at the same time being engaged in their humanitarian engagement. Adding an 

additional actor in terms of security mitigation, might therefore affect that behaviour as well as 

initial humanitarian engagement, which this thesis aims to explore.  

 

1:3 – The Actors: Private Security Providers and the Privatisation of Security 

The term that usually comes to people’s mind when talking about private security, is that of the 

mercenary which is defined, according to the Geneva Convention as people that are:  

 

• “[…] specially recruited locally or abroad in order to fight in an armed conflict;  

• Is motivated to take part in the hostilities essentially by the desire for private gain and, in fact, is promised, by or on 

behalf of a party to the conflict, material compensation substantially in excess of that promised or paid to combatants 

of similar rank and functions in the armed forces of that party;  

• Is neither a national of a party to the conflict nor a resident of territory controlled by a party to the conflict; Is not a 

member of the armed forces of a party to the conflict;  

• And has not been sent by a State which is not a party to the conflict on official duty as a member of its armed 

forces”.20  

 

The common denominator that follow the term, mercenary, are the aspects of self-interest and 

motivation of monetary reciprocity – to be reimbursed economically.21 This definition could also 

include regular soldiers, because of them having like-minded self-interest and views of reciprocity 

and reimbursement.22 But Private Military Companies (PMC) and Private Security Companies 

(PSC) on the other hand, work in military and conflicts settings to provide direct tactical military 

assistance, where the corporate nature and that they usually claim to provide these skills to 

legitimate governments.23 Furthermore, in the field of the humanitarian sector there is one 

additional abbreviation that instils the understanding of the use of PMC or PSC, and that is the 

 
20 Krahmann, 2012:355 
21 Pilbeam, 2015:194 
22 Ibid. 
23 SMI, 2009:4 
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Private Security Provider (PSP). This definition to denote any entity, local or international, providing 

fee-based security services to humanitarian community.24 Stoddard highlights this concept includes 

a variety of actors, offering a wide range of services where the actors in reference to the aid-

worker’s organization, is non-staff remuneration-based security providers.25 Stoddard means that 

the terms PSP differentiates with the aforementioned PMC which focuses on the fighting force, 

whereas PSP refers to hard protection services.26 

“The primary objective of any private company is to ensure a maximum return on investment.” 27 This is not 

to be confused with humanitarian organisations, whose sole purpose is to alleviate suffering, and 

not for profit. The similarities between them, are the fact that they both are non-state actors. Still, 

the humanitarian organisations focus on the humanitarian ethics – the humanitarian principles – 

instead of the market, as the PSPs.28 Singer argues that the emerging marketplace of PSP provision 

provides humanitarian organisations the means to enhance their capacities without turning to 

traditional state military assistance.29 He continues to say that this is done by the humanitarian 

community quietly.30 The reason for this, according to Singer, is that humanitarian organisations 

risk their funding.31 Carbonnier adds that the initiation of the ‘free market’ into the field of 

humanitarian action, has surrendered these issues to profit maximisation, where intrinsic ethics is 

lacking. This is because of the market’s sole interest is supply and demand-relations.32 Arguably 

this integrated solution collides with the security values that these two actors have. The 

humanitarian actor, as seen later, understands these security values differently in terms of their 

subjectivity, even though PSPs and aid-workers see their objective values the same, i.e. the physical 

safety of the aid-worker. This thesis, therefore, places the PSP in close connection to the free 

market that guides their behaviour towards a more protection and deterrence-based mitigation 

security approach, that might affect their collaboration with aforementioned aid-worker and their 

humanitarian engagement – which this thesis aims to explore.   

 

 
24 SMI, 2009:4 
25 Stoddard, 2008:4 
26 Stoddard, 2008:4 
27 Carbonnier, 2006:408 
28 Spearin, 2008:364 
29 Singer, 2006:7 
30 Singer, 2006:7 & 5 
31 Singer, 2006:9 
32 Carbonnier, 2006:413 
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1:4 – Literature Review: Constructivism and the Human Security Initiative 

Privatisation of the global market came with the end of the Cold War, when private owned 

businesses pushed demands for globalisation in accordance with neo-liberal market economy.33 

Given the fact that privatisation of the global market, is a thesis on its own, this dissertation focuses 

on the privatisation of security, thus focusing on the PSPs within the humanitarian sector. This 

thesis’s theoretical framework is, together with the concept of human security, exploring the 

discourse of security from an individualistic standpoint, rather than the more state-based tradition. 

It therefore put emphasis on the agent-oriented process and the construction of the actors’ 

subjective interpretations of reality, security and threat in their collaboration, but also how this 

attribute to their respective collective identity. The analysis of some of the benefits and drawbacks 

to PSPs use in Somalia, are therefore provide results in which that agent-oriented process follows 

through in relation to the main actors in this thesis. 

The closest research regarding these issues are done by Meegdenburg, where the focus lays on 

the values of outsourcing PMSC34 to the Danish Armed Forces.35 He argued that state outsourcing 

decisions are, to a large extent, shaped by national shared values, understandings and dispositions.36 

That using PMSC are seen as inappropriate and incompatible with what it means to be Danish.37 

He too argues his findings on the basis of a constructivist theorem. And reaches the conclusion 

that the collective self of the Danish Armed Forces that the collaboration where inappropriate and 

summed it up by stating that they do not think like that, why they do not do like that.38 Here the 

focus where on the national military of the armed forces and their collaboration with the PMCS. 

Joachim’s text on the other hand, puts its focus on the scene of the humanitarian sector and the 

PMSCs’ role there within.39 He stresses that the image of the private contractor leads them to 

rebuild their image and become a legitimate contribution to the market.40 This is also in close 

connection, as in Meegdenburg’s text, to the constructivist approach, where in this case Joachim, 

he also stresses some importance of the concept of human security and the evolvement from the 

traditionalist view of security. And in attribution to the construction of the PMSCs’ identity in the 

modern era, is the work of Krahmann that puts emphasis the legal aspect of the actor.41 His focus 

 
33 Spearin, 2008:365 & Hellinger, 2004:197 
34 PMSC is an umbrella abbreviation that aims to incorporate both the military and the non-military security aspects 
of private security firms. PMSC stands for Private Military and Security Companies. It is closely linked to this thesis 
choice of abbreviation PSP. 
35 Meegdenburg, 2019 
36 Meegdenburg, 2019:25 
37 Ibid. 
38 Meegdenburg, 2019:39 
39 Joachim & Schneiker, 2012:1 
40 Ibid. 
41 Krahamann, 2012:343 
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lay in the legal dilemmas that has followed the use of PMSC and the lack of their regulation.42 The 

lack of control then change the behaviour of the local actors in Afghanistan.  

Naturally there are analysis of the private security actors as well as the humanitarian actors, there 

are also analysis of their collaboration in different aspects. The benefits and drawbacks are 

highlighted in academia, but the constructivist approach is slim to none, especially in relation to 

adding both the PSPs as well as the aid-worker. And as seen in Meegdenburg and Joachims 

respective text there are also relativity little to be said in relation to actors’ subjective interpretation 

of security in the light of their collaboration and what consequences this might have on the physical 

safety of the aid-worker. This thesis then explores that gap in academia and puts the focus in case 

of Somalia. There is however a myriad of dissection on the concepts that are used in the thesis. 

The subjective aspect of security is, for instance is, in depth, done by Guzzini in an effort to put 

more emphasis on that subjective notion of security, to the more traditional objective sense of the 

concept.43 He also puts emphasis on the intersubjective understanding is constructed within a 

political community, to treat something as an existential threat to a valued referent object.44 Also, 

discussion on militarized humanitarianism in Somalia as by Bestman,45 the discussion on identity 

and constructivism,46 or even how material and ideational factors interact, as by Meyer,47 are just 

examples where the concepts and related topics to this thesis are touched upon.  

However, the most formidable texts that focus on PSP in the humanitarian sector, are the ones 

from Stoddard. She addresses the use of PSPs in humanitarian operations and addresses the 

benefits and drawbacks of their use.48 In her text she addresses the benefits and drawback of PSPs 

use by the aid-workers but does not analyse its consequences through any theoretical framework 

that explains them. In addition to Stoddard, are Spearin’s text, where the focus lays in the shift in 

humanitarian losing their neutral and impartial status with its collaboration with the private security 

market.49 But in attribution to physical safety and the protection of aid-workers, are Renouf’s text 

that dives further into the general aspects of their protection.50 He’s text concretely addresses the 

benefits and drawbacks of the use of PSP as well as their general role to the aid-worker. These 

findings are, yet again, not explained through any theoretical basis but also, that he has a more 

general approach to the actors’’ respective connection and role in relation to each other – even 

 
42 Ibid. 
43 Guzzini, 2011:330 
44 Ibid. 
45 Besteman, 2017 
46 Zehfuss, 2001 
47 Meyer & Stickermann: 2011 
48 Stoddard, 2008  
49 Spearin, 2008:343 
50 Renouf, 2007 
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though it sheds light on the problematic relationship. One cannot leave any discussion regarding 

private security companies, and their role on the international scene, without the writings of Singer. 

Singer text Corporate Warriors came as one of the first depiction of PMC within the Second Gulf 

War and stresses the issues that follow the use of PMC in collaboration with humanitarian 

engagements. Thereto, there is no analysis either close to Stoddard, Renouf or Joachim in Singers 

text, but he still addresses the implications this collaboration has on the humanitarian principles 

which also sheds light on the consequences to the principles.51 This thesis therefore, as mentioned 

earlier, aim to explore the agent-based process that is left out by above mentioned authors. This 

thesis will therefore contribute to the newly established concept of human security, and its 

paradigm shift within the discourse of security to a more individualistic one, and thus widened the 

parameters of constructivist analysis.  

 

1:5 – Methodology and Limitations 

This thesis follows a qualitative research method, based on secondary data in order to, as Bryman 

argues, view social life through process.52 This is due to the ability to observe the ways in which 

events develop over time or the ways in which the different elements of a social system, i.e. values, 

beliefs behaviour interconnect.53 Despite the fact that interviews are more preferable in order to 

get a better understandings as to the mechanisms that follow the agent-based process, it is also 

possible to conduct an examination of documents through a procedural account.54 It is this 

procedural account that can be explained through the creation of concepts, e.g. threats and security 

and subjectively given them meaning thus becoming their reality. In order to resolve that canvas, 

this thesis then follow the theory of constructivism and the interconnected concept of human 

security in order to highlight the agent-oriented process. Also, in connection to the theory is the 

fact that it focus on the case of Somalia, thus adhere to the detailed and intensive analysis of a 

single case, namely: the physical safety for the aid-worker and their hiring of PSPs in Somalia.55 

The thesis was guided through thematic reports on aid-workers’ physical safety and the general 

modus operanti of PSP when protecting them. In addition, texts from academia that shredded 

some light on the thematic issues related to this thesis, with examples from Somalia.     

One of the main limitations to this thesis is that it has secondary data that stems from interview 

that have been conducted by others. Addressing the collaboration of these two actors would have 

 
51 Singer, 2006 
52 Bryman, 2012:402 
53 Ibid. 
54 Bryman, 2012:403 
55 Bryman, 2012:66 
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been more preferable due to the nature of the research question and its connected theory. 

However, aside from seeing the controversial nature theme of the physical safety for the aid-

workers, are the other theme of them hiring PSP in contrast to their respective humanitarian 

identity – as shall discussed further in the analysis. Although, in a brief conversation with Director 

of MSS Global,56 Tony Chattin, is the fact that PSPs themselves are very secretive in terms of 

discussing their clients with outside parties due to in part to their client confidentiality, but also in 

terms of competition with other PSPs. To focus on a specific aid-organisation or even a specific 

PSP, would therefore be hard to do. Furthermore, as is the nature of qualitative research, in terms 

of generalisation,57 why the findings of this thesis are restricted not only to the case of Somalia and 

its protagonists, but also to its conclusion. This thesis is therefore left to address the agent-based 

processes in terms of the theory and the secondary data that is available on PSPs and aid-workers’ 

physical safety in Somalia.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
56 MSS Global is a certification body established in 2011, that focus on the rigorous, ethical auditing and certification 
of companies and supply chains, including land and maritime private security companies.  
57 Bryman, 2012:406 
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Chapter II 

2:1 – Conceptualisation and Theoretical Framework 

This section turns to the main theoretical framework that revolve around the research question 

and related concept that follow with it. Initially, the focus is on Constructivism in terms of Human 

Security and highlight the aspect of security on an individual basis, by answering the question of 

what constructivism is in terms of human security. This is due to the focus of this thesis limitation 

to physical safety. Subsequentially, it will also address the new establish concept of Human Security 

in order to bring chosen theoretical framework closer to the individual level of analysis that this 

research questions stresses. Thereafter, it will move to the connection of Human Security, Physical 

Safety and Constructivism in order to provide a deeper understanding of the future analysis and 

thus, bringing an understanding the agent-oriented process and consequences to the physical safety 

of the aid-worker when using PSPs. It will therefore answer the question of what constructivism is 

in relation to the research question. In addition, it will also address related concepts as identity, 

reality, values and threats, in order to bring a better understanding as to the connection of 

constructivism and our research question. 

 

2:2 – The Concept of Security: What is Security? 

This conceptual analysis of security needs to be addressed with the lexicological definition of the 

concept: protection from danger.58 This explanation of the concept does unfortunately not bring 

us closer to understanding it. Rather it evokes additional questions. The concept of security has 

been neglected for some time in security studies, and that it has a military-centric understanding 

according to Baldwin. When military force is relevant to the context, it is a security issue; whereas 

when it’s not, it is to be considered what he calls low politics 59 – where low politics means that the 

issue is not elevated to national interests.60 The concept of security is highly contested and there is 

some ambiguity as to what the concept really means.61 It is therefore, and on the backdrop of this 

ambiguity, that there are different conceptualizations of the concept, where none gets the upper-

hand according to Baldwin.62 Another definition presented by Wolfers stresses that: “the absence of 

threats to acquired values”.63 He continues to define that the so-called, “absence of threat”, means a low 

 
58 Longman, 2003:1482 
59 Baldwin, 1997:9 
60 Baldwin, 1997:20 
61 Baldwin, 1997:10 
62 Ibid. 
63 Baldwin, 1997:13 
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probability of damage to acquired values.64 The understanding of security in these terms, results in 

people engaging in actions to deter the probability that eventual, or even predetermined, threats 

will occur.65 

Furthermore, Baldwin stresses that there is an array of different values that are interpreted 

differently in terms of them being applicable to individual, state and other social actors, that may 

include physical safety, economic welfare and autonomy, to name a few.66 In addition to this, are 

the subjective and the objective aspects of the concept itself. This understanding, according to Baldwin 

refers to the active engagement in reducing threats through policies, whereas the subjective 

understanding refers to actions that reduces the individual, or subjective, understanding of the 

threat, instilling absence of fear.67 Threat is another aspect according to Baldwin that is closely 

connected to security, seeing it as the part that actors work against to hinder or lessen the 

probability of it. Moreover, are the degree of security and security over Time are also aspects of security 

that are connected to that subjective and objective aspects of the concept.68 This understanding of 

security sheds light as to the objective understanding of it, and that values, threats are understood 

differently in regards to the individual. This conceptualisation of security therefore paves the way 

for the theoretical framework of constructivism to explore in which way these individual values, 

threats as well as security itself, might be interpreted.  

 

2:3 – Constructivism and Security: What is Constructivism and what is its relation to 

Security? 

The traditional approaches of realism and liberalism in its many variations, emphasise the 

distribution of power and the unwavering pursuit by states of power and wealth, and minimizes 

the power of ides, according to Baylis.69 He continues to stress that constructivism, on the other 

hand, highlights how ideas define and transform the organisation of world politics, shape the 

identity and interests of states, and determine what counts as legitimate action.70 Although there 

are varieties within constructivism, there is still a common denominator for understanding of how 

the world is made and re-made through human action and their interventions.71 Karacasuli adds 

that the international system is a set of ideas or even a system of norms that has been arranged at 

 
64 Baldwin, 1997:13 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Baldwin, 1997:14 
68 Baldwin, 1997:17 
69 Baylis, 2001:251 
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid. 



Master’s Thesis, Humanitarian Action & Conflict – 2020 
Uppsala University 
Frederick Johansson 
 
 

 15 

a particular time and place – and thus is not a given.72 The traditionalists, according to Baylis and 

Malik, arguing on state anarchy, seemed to agree on materialism and individualism. Here, the latter 

adheres to fixed interest where structure that constrains behaviour derives from aggregation of the 

properties of the actors.73 The former, has to do with these structures of constraint, which is 

defined by distribution of power, technology and geography. Regardless, the traditionalists reject 

the notion that ideas and norms might not only constrain but also construct how states define their 

interest.74 

Constructivism adheres to the commitment of idealism, and with that, the understanding that 

the world is defined by material forces as well as ideational forces according to Baylis.75 The ideas 

the constructivists focus on has little or nothing to do with psychological ideas, instead these ideas 

are social, which are shaped by a collective knowledge – such as, languages, symbols and rules.76 

Ideas, in this holistic approach, shapes the organisation of world politics, thus making idealism and 

holism constructivist commitments.77 Karacasuli adds, the norms and shared beliefs constitute 

actor’s identities and interests in that people conceive themselves in their relationship with others.78 

He adds that social identities and interests are not fixed but relative and that interests are based on 

the social identities of actors.79  

Furthermore, Baylis stresses that an accepted view of reality has to do with social facts: the things 

with, or without so-called human agreement. Social facts, therefore, are dependent on human 

agreements and taken for granted. In other words, some aspects of the social world are dependent 

on the existence of human for their valid continuation, without humans and the human agreements 

existence, these aspects cannot exist.80 Baylis argue, that these social facts are treated as objective 

facts and thus constraints on action.81 In addition, how knowledge shape how individuals construct 

and interpret their world – historically and culturally-bound knowledge enables individuals to 

construct and give meaning to reality.82  

The connection to security is in similar fashion to the social construction that is mentioned 

above. According to Malik, constructivism’s connection to security, has to with security is a 
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function of social construction.83 Here, as Malik stresses, is the reference to the process that 

ultimately constructs a shared social understanding of what threats that relevant referent objects 

faces.84 Malik highlights this through Buzan who writes: “[That] security is a ‘self-referential’ practice because 

‘it is in this practice that the issue becomes a security issue – not necessarily because a real existential threat exists but because 

the issue is presented as such a threat.”85 He continues to explain that this process of this so-called 

securitisation has to do with security being dependent upon the manner in which it is framed by 

the social actor, and that this process in turn, move actors from low to high politics.86 The social 

construction and the creation of social facts which then enables individuals to give meaning to their 

reality have a connection to security. It is therefore, that this thesis aims to connect the social 

construction with the social construction of security.   

 

2:4 – Human Security and the Connection to Constructivism: How do Constructivism 

and the Concept of Human Security provide a Theoretical Framework for the current 

Research Question? 

Human Security briefly refers to the security for the individual, rather than the state-focus security. 

Newman highlights that the concept is more of a re-orientation of security toward human needs.87 

Still, the values in this approach, focus on the personal safety as well as individual freedom, instead 

of the more traditional approach to territorial integrity and national independence.88 In their 

Human Development Report, the UNDP presents seven89 aspects of human security that all 

broaden the concept further, where personal security is only but one.90 This aspect, according to 

the UNDP, puts its conceptual emphasis on the security from physical violence.91 The different 

aspects within human security should be determined in terms of their respective threats. These 

threats within this category of physical violence, take several forms such as threats of physical 

torture, war, ethnic tensions, crimes and street violence, rape and domestic violence, child abuse 

and drug-use.92 In short, the fundamental value of security in the concepts of human security has 

to do with the physical safety of the individual.93 This thesis, however, adhere to the threats related 
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to that of agents of violence in Somalia, that affect the humanitarian aid-workers in their field-

work.   

The concept of human security depends on its context and with it, that it is not coherent or 

objective according to Baylis.94 The differences amongst human security may reflect different 

orientations, such as sociological or cultural to name a few.95 Human security, according to 

Newman, addresses the new identities and interests that follow the current international agenda, 

or rather its policies, and with it, a direct link to the understandings of constructivism.96 Putting the 

individual, or people collectively,  as the referent of security according to Newman, has to do with 

international norms.97 This then impacts values and norms and embracing actors and agendas 

beyond the traditional scope.98 The connection to constructivism also becomes apparent because 

that it adheres to agent-oriented processes and the emergence of non-state forces and the impact 

of ideas and values, according to Newman.99 He continue to stress that the underlying argument is 

that behaviour, interests and relationships are socially constructed, and can therefore change. 

Values and ideas can change as a combination of agent-oriented processes.100 Moreover, Newman 

highlights that threats are constructed, and that identity and interest formation derive from the 

social process of interaction.101 The theoretical aim of this is to shed light on this aforementioned 

agent-oriented processes between the humanitarian aid-worker and PSP, by addressing the creation 

of their respective identity, reality, and threat through their collaboration with each other when 

increasing the former’s physical safety. But also, to highlight what this collaboration might have 

for consequences on that physical safety mitigation of the aid-worker, thus focusing on threats 

against them from other agents of violence.  Constructivism and its reorientation concept of human 

security therefore adhere to the individualistic or collectivistic aspect of the research question, and 

by highlighting the agent-oriented process, that occurs between the two protagonists: aid-worker 

and the PSP, enable us to see how their respective identity and interests change and what this 

consequentially leads to in terms of the former’s physical safety. This thesis therefore bring this 

theoretical framework and its perspective of individual physical safety when analysing the 

collaboration of the main actors.  
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Chapter III 

3:1 - Analysis: The Benefits and Drawback of aid-workers’ use of PSPs in Somalia 

In this section we will address the research question and explore the benefits and drawbacks with 

aid-workers’ use of private security providers in order to improve their physical safety. In 

contribution to that question also explore the consequences of their use through the constructivist 

approach. We will use the case of Somalia in order to better shed some light to this question.  

 

3:2 - Thematic aspects with the use of PSPs 

The use of private security providers are as varied as there are security companies in the world, but 

one can in general terms narrow down their tasks in the field of security from a more tactical direct 

approach to security - and in this thesis scope: protection to physical safety to aid-workers – to a 

more consultancy indirect approach. In other words, from armed guards with deterrence-based 

rules of engagement in reaction to an outside threat, to a more supportive role as a risk assessment 

undertaking. Both these spheres naturally attribute to or affect the physical safety of the aid-worker, 

but in this section, we are going to take a closer look at these thematic examples and argue for their 

benefits and drawbacks and further analyse the consequences through a constructivist approach. 

These examples are highlighted on the basis that they present the essence of the physical safety 

and security of the aid-worker in accordance with the supplementary concept of human security. 

Naturally, there are more examples that could be highlighted, but on the backdrop of this thesis’ 

scope and its theoretical framework, stresses that these examples are best suited in order to shed 

light on the individualistic discourse on physical safety for the humanitarian aid-worker. 

 

3:3 – The Benefits and Drawbacks with PSPs in terms of expertise and the interpretation 

of reality (How does expertise from PSPs affect aid-workers perception of their security 

reality?) 

Starting off with the latter side of the aforementioned engagement spectrum of the PSP, we turn 

to the first thematic issue, namely the expertise that the PSP brings to the table when aid-workers 

use them. In short, the PSPs have, and in perception of others, are experts in the field of security, 

which is a motivator for others to hire them. The expertise in the field of security is of course 

varied and dependent of the focus that the PSPs clients. There are PSP that, for instance, mainly 

focus on logistics and the protection and security aspect within that field, which draws a ‘line in 

the sand’ of what that PSP have the ability to provide. Nevertheless, the key here is that their 
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expertise in their field of security, far outweighs the limited knowledge that their clients usually 

have, why their expertise is one of the bases for them being hired by their clients. The consultancy 

of their expertise is something that arguably is that PSPs are prominent according to Security 

Management Initiative (SMI)’s report.102 This understanding of the PSPs expertise in the field of 

security is something that needs to be seen as a construct with the interaction between individuals. 

The understanding that the hired PSP actually is an expert is relative in relation to the security 

knowledge of the client or their lack thereof. This critique stresses the notion that the expertise 

could be derived from one way of solving a security issue, for instance, a deterrence-based security 

management, whereas a more acceptance-based approach has never been utilised by the experts 

themselves. Taking this into account, when addressing the physical safety of the aid-workers, its 

arguably so that the relative notion that PSP’s consultancy are to be deemed as experts in the field 

of security, probably is closer to expertise in deterrence-based security responses. If the 

humanitarian aid-worker then lack the context-based security knowledge as well as the knowledge 

of maintaining their own physical safety, might create a power-relation between them and the hired 

PSP, where the former consequentially become totally dependent on the knowledge and expertise 

of the latter. In the light of this consequence, might strip the ability for the aid-worker to maintain, 

but also determine, when the implementation of the expert advises has compromised their 

connection to their humanitarian identity in relation to the principle of independence. Naturally, 

the physical safety of the humanitarian aid-workers are improved in that their security values is 

guaranteed, but that their humanitarian identity is questioned depending on the security-based 

action their hired PSP takes, which leads one to believe that the compromises of physical safety 

through the PSP, might challenge that humanitarian identity main interest, to be able to provide 

alleviating aid.  

Moving on to the fieldwork expertise engagement of the PSP, still addresses the security issues 

from an indirect consultancy level, when humanitarian aid-workers are trained through security 

programmes, as well as given security analysis and risk assessments.103 On this level the reality and 

identity of the PSP representative, conducting this consultancy task, the collides with the 

humanitarian aid-workers. This also shifts the way the individual looks at their own physical safety 

through the eyes of the PSP representative. This might lead to a step from the humanitarian identity 

or on the other hand, the disregard of safety protocol provided by the PSP representative during 

training. However, the ability for the aid-worker to form the training to adhere to the security 

triangle and a more acceptance-based security management is equally possible in the interaction 
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with the PSP representative, given the fact that the identity of the PSP is aimed to fit their clients 

security needs – thus providing a consultancy training programme that adhere to the needs as well 

as to the context.104 This is something that one of the PSP “Somali Risk Management” operating 

in Somalia stresses, that they “[…] seek to provide appropriate security tailored to the clients’ individual 

need.”105 

In addition, are the different expertise that revolves around the local, or domestic-based 

expertise, and the international-based expertise. In Somalia, the local expertise that is provided 

through the PSP, derives from the employees which are Somalian nationals according to Singer.106 

These individuals, in terms of reality, is multifaced, in that they have different loyalties in their 

security engagements. The patron-client relationships in the Somalian society are based on clan 

structures that always have been the source of protection for the civilian population. And as the 

privatisation of security evolved while the state of Somalia became weaker, the previously 

mentioned businessmen, or warlords, according to Hansen, enabled these private actors to use 

these structures to fund their struggle for power and influence.107 These structures are still very 

much important in Somalia since then and this is a huge part of the individuals identity.108 That 

clan-based loyalty determines the reality of the individual and consequentially its behaviour, and 

thus affects them in their interpretation of the social facts. In terms of expertise, its arguably so, 

that they view a security situation and their subsequentially consultancy through that particular 

local social narrative. The challenge for the humanitarian aid-workers’ physical safety is sacrificed 

to that interpretation of reality. Here, some power-relationships, influences, clan-loyalties etcetera, 

as well as the monetary motivation of that PSP representatives, are filtered through the individual 

before engaging in the physical safety of the aid-worker.109 The expertise of the international PSP, 

on the other hand, lack that cultural-based connection, which limits their ability to adhere to the 

cultural-based security threats to the physical safety. This in turn might lead to international PSP 

to evoke more deterrence-based strategies to ‘keep the threat away’, rather than integrating to the 

local scene in the interest of the humanitarian identity of being able to provide aid.110 Moreover, as 

stressed by the SMI-report, is that PSPs are more technically focused in their security management 

and less emphasis on local relationships, which is imperative to the acceptance-based security 

management of the aid-worker.111 Nevertheless, most of the PSPs in Somalia clan-based militia 
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which operate behind a corporate façade in order to conceal their involvement of individual 

warlords, as presented in the UN’s report.112 Singer argues that this situation, where the 

humanitarian aid-workers use the local PSP with connections to other informal security actors, 

such as warlords, can result in aid-workers being protected by the same actor that puts risk on their 

physical safety.113 So, the expertise of the PSPs in the field of security, might differ in relation to 

the specific PSP the humanitarian aid-workers hire, both in terms of them being local or foreign, 

but also in terms of how that PSP representatives adhere to their own subjective interpretation of 

how to best manage the physical safety of the aid-worker. Some of the clans are arguably more 

pro-al-Shabaab whereas others are more opposed according to EASO.114 But the fact that one 

tactic used by the al-Shabaab, to blending into the local population,115 is just one example different 

interpretations of reality becomes important. 

 

3:4 – Benefits and Drawback of Unhindered Delivery of aid and the interpretation of 

threat (The interpretation of threats through the PSPs) 

The second thematic aspect to the aid-workers use of PSP has to do with the security provided by 

the PSP enables the humanitarian aid-workers to deliver aid unhindered and maintain their main 

security value of security and not risking their physical safety.116 With their collaboration in the 

field, usually means that the acceptance-based security management alone, is not enough to keep 

aid-workers continually engaged in their work.117 This step from acceptance-based security 

management is also true in Somalia. Stoddard argues, that where the security management through 

acceptance is not enough to provide the aid-workers with their physical safety.118 In a nutshell, 

when a collaboration between the PSPs and the aid-workers according to Renouf ensues, is when 

they share the same understanding of the origins of that threat. But also, in which way they should 

go about mitigating it – either with increased protection, or to counter the threat.119 Renouf also 

stresses that this is true when the aid-worker is accepted by a specific group within the target 

population, but not by the armed informal security actor that controls that region.120 These scenario 

presented by Renouf are both applicable to the security situation of Somalia – especially to its 

informal security actors. Notably, as the dynamics of the security context is ever-shifting, so too 
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does the identities and interests of the actors themselves. What this means is that the initial 

understanding of the threat against the aid-workers might change, resulting in a close connection 

to time with its continuation of shifting perceptions of the actors’ own understanding of their 

individual reality. For instance, during a threatening situation is when aid-workers opt for 

protection-based security or physical deterrence according to Renouf, but not as much before.121 

This argues that the level of threat, as well as the threat itself is changing over time, and as that 

threat perception changes, so does the understanding of it. In other words, the perception of the 

threat is created and re-created progressively, and so is the perceived need for physical safety.   

Being able to deliver aid, which is the main goal of the humanitarian actor, while at the same 

time maintaining their physical safety, might yet again, lead to them surrendering their humanitarian 

identity especially in the duration of a specific time period. Somalia is one of the most dangerous 

environments in the world for aid-workers according to Jackson.122 And Stoddard argues that 

Somalia has the highest percentage of humanitarian organisations using armed protection to run 

their operations. 123 The UN report also stresses that the security situation in Somalia has led to 

some inter-governmental and non-governmental organisations to enter into contracts with PSP to 

ensure their physical safety and that these PSPs primarily are local PSP.124 In attribution to this, is 

the fact that the international discourse, according to Rosén, is focused on the so-called ‘grand 

enemy’ located in defuse networks of non-state actors crossing the previous traditional geopolitical 

scheme of state-borders and nationality.125 In Somalia this has, according to Stoddard, manifested 

itself in banditry which collude with the political forces pursuing national and global aims.126 Aside 

from that, she continues to stress, that attacks on humanitarian aid-workers in Somalia are not only 

done on the basis of them being perceived as western political actors, but also because they are 

seen as western political actors with a specific agenda in Somalia.127 It is on the backdrop of this 

depiction of threat and its individualistic perception of reality, which is later created and re-created. 

Threats against the aid-workers as well as them being perceived as a threat – either by the 

beneficiaries or the target groups themselves, or by the informal security actors in control of the 

region – are the drivers of that creation. The important issue here, in order to mitigate these threats, 

lays with the ability to understand these shifts in security dynamics when applying implementing 

security mitigation. Previously, we mentioned that the interpretation of PSP representatives’ 
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subjective interpretation of security as well as their identity, might clash with the humanitarian aid-

workers’ humanitarian identity and interests, resulting in the deviation from the humanitarian 

identity. This is also true in terms of the subjective aspect of creating and re-creating threats and 

subsequentially acting in accordance to them.  

According to Jackson, one such an informal security actor that poses a threat to the aid-workers 

is the infamous ‘Harakat al-Shabaab al-Mujahedeen’. She argues that al-Shabaab is the most 

formidable obstacle for the humanitarian aid-workers’ ability to reach people in need.128 She 

continues to argue that al-Shabaab has an extreme hostility towards aid-workers.129 Stoddard builds 

to argue that in Somalia, this has resulted in humanitarian organisations employing PSP both for 

direct as well as indirect usage.130 What this means that they are hired to have more consultancy 

task as well as more tactical and direct approach. She also argues that when the lack in ability and 

interlocutors when talking to these ‘anti-western’ actors, acceptance-based security become 

impossible.131 Nevertheless, the use of PSP on the backdrop of the security situation in Somalia 

and the non-state actor: al-Shabaab, in part has to do with the PSP and the humanitarian aid-

community, sharing the same understanding of the threat of that group, but also that even though 

the beneficiaries in Somalia, have accepted the aid from the aid-workers, is arguably not the case 

in relation to al-Shabaab, why the additional protection from the PSP becomes necessary. 

Furthermore, as the connection to PSPs in this case, where they might be accepted by the 

beneficiaries, but not by the security actor in control. One could argue that the humanitarian 

identity in this case, is intact while letting PSPs protect their physical safety, at least in relation to 

the aid-programme’s beneficiaries, but also, in relation to its donors. This collaboration becomes 

clearer because both share their own perception of the objective threat, in this case, al-Shabaab – 

due to the organisation’s anti-western ideology. On the backdrop of the ‘al-Shabaab threat’ to the 

humanitarian aid-workers’ physical safety, is arguably so, that the ability for the aid-worker to 

deliver aid unhindered is possible. This is consequentially due to the aid-workers’ and the PSP 

shared understanding of that specific ‘al-Shabaab threat’.  

 

3:5 – Benefits and Drawbacks through the Perception of Identity 

The third theme revolves around the affiliation of each actors respectively, i.e. the creation of their 

perceived identity and their inner-twined affiliation to one another. Renouf argues that the are 
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different levels of willingness of aid-organisations to use PSP as agents for their protection and 

physical safety. In short, this either has to do with their level of connection to the different ethos 

that the organisations have.132 Arguably, this are the different identities with the humanitarian body, 

that manifests itself through the different relationships and practices that aid-organisations have to 

the PSP community. Renouf stresses that the most reluctant aid-organisations to use PSP and 

deterrence-based security management, are the ones that to the least extent sacrifice thee 

humanitarian identity and its principles.133 Some of these organisations are the International Red 

Cross and Red Crescent (ICRC) as well as the Médecins son Frontier (MSF).134 These organisations 

arguably adhere to the principles to a higher degree and thus holds the acceptance-based security 

management to a tie. In the case of Somalia these organisations and their perception of their own 

identity veer their behaviour as to leave the conflict area because of the security situation, as well 

as not to sacrifice their humanitarian identity. This has for instance recently happened in Somalia 

where the international aid-organisation MSF left Somalia due to the security situation.135 Renouf 

continues to argue that the middle-ground are hold by the more pragmatic aid-organisations, where 

the willingness is more attributed to their pragmatic relationship to their security and the context 

for which its manifests itself.136 Here, organisations such as CARE, International Medical Corps 

and even the United Nations Development Programme, are seen to hold that middle-ground.137 

The last type, according to Renouf, has to do with aid-organisation that have more of an emotional 

connection to their programme context or even to the target group.138 That specific connection to 

the target group could be a religious one or likewise, still the key thing here is that their emotional 

connection poses a challenge to their own humanitarian identity as well as the humanitarian 

imperative to saving lives, as they are less reluctant in using the PSPs.139 In Somalia,  this situation 

can become dire because of the aforementioned connection that the local security providers might 

have to their own social groups. Any issues they might have with another social group in the 

country, might exacerbate the threat against them a consequentially the aid-worker – and thus 

affecting the humanitarian identity in the eyes of their beneficiaries and their acceptance of a being 

engaged in the region.  

The level of engagement with the PSP might pose a challenge to the aid-workers’ physical safety 

due to the consequences that might follow with it. The affiliation of the PSP might blurry the line 
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between whom is a humanitarian aid-worker, and whom is a private security contractor. Even 

though in the best of security situations, where the local beneficiaries accept the humanitarian aid-

workers, the perceived identity of the PSP that is hired by them, might not be the same. This in 

turn, might result in the local population attributing action differently and unjustly. For example, 

as Hansen puts it, the use of private security can enhance, as well as weaken local institution 

building, but also acts as agents of western powers interest. These actors in turn then blur the lines 

between public, private, global and local.140 Jackson argues that some aid-organisations have struck 

deals with but have been covert in which ways, due to them not being associated with or unwillingly 

supporting ‘terrorist networks’.141 Renouf adds that there still is an inherent confusion within the 

local population to distinguish between foreign armies, local PSPs and aid-workers as well as the 

PSPs working for the aforementioned respectively.142  

As argued in SMI’s report, that the diffuse and amorphous nature of the global security industry 

means that humanitarian agencies hiring PSPs in one location might also be unaware of the 

potentially damaging behaviour that PSPs are engaged in elsewhere.143 Olsson argues that the fact 

that the lines between public and private is being blurred, and that these two fields in which security 

is being approached, is that the firms that contribute to security are as para-public, in that they are 

transversal networks.144 Olsson stresses that power is not only the use of military force, but also 

relationally defined and that identity of the actors involved might vary.145 And the use of PSP might, 

in the light of actors involved, be defined in the context of intervention.146 What this means is that 

the actors involved have a different view of PSP and that this might guide their actions towards 

them. Olsson stresses that the ‘endemic’ and ‘protean’ forms of violence prevailing by virtue is 

irrational and incomprehensible in nature, and also apolitical, that hiring these security actors 

consequentially seemed uncontroversial.147 Stoddard stresses that the privatisation of security onto 

the humanitarian sector, has to do with understanding that the company itself, had something to 

provide for at typical humanitarian context.148 On the contrary to them, humanitarian aid-workers 

stressed that they have been approached by PSPs in order to exploit contract opportunities.149  
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This then goes to show that the objective interpretation of security threats with private actors 

collides with the subjective values of their clients, in this case, the aid-workers. In addition to PSPs 

selling their strategy, there is also the increased willingness to engage with the humanitarian sector 

in terms of their image according to Stoddard.150 Here, the focus of the PSPs is to rid themselves 

of the previous ‘mercenary identity’, in order to be legitimized through humanitarian organisations 

at the market of security according to Stoddard.151 Whereas Singer highlights that humanitarian 

organisations make greater use of PSPs than generally recognized: “more than people think”.152 He 

stresses that there is “[n]o empirical evidence that declaring yourself to be neutral actually enhances your 

security.”153 The dichotomy of these to actors’ identities is one fundamental aspect that divides them 

as seen above. These identities, in relation to Zehfuss’ depiction on the creation of identity, stresses 

that they are developed, sustained or transformed in their interaction.154 

The difference in Somalia lays with the different informal security actors and the weak state’s 

inability to protect their population. Even if a beneficiary accepts the aid-worker’s, does not change 

the fact, as mentioned earlier by Jackson, that other groups with bigger influence does not accept 

them. In order to reach the people that are in agreement with the aid-worker, in whichever way the 

aid-worker is perceived leads to them always being under threat regardless of their humanitarian 

identity. Still, the social interaction with groups as al-Shabaab is riddled with mistrust and 

suspicion.155 This suspicion had to do with aid-organisations being protected by the UN-led 

mission in Somalia, which in the other end fought the group.156 The access that the organisations 

needed was halted due to that suspicion. This arguably created the persecution of the 

humanitarian’s identity in the eyes of al-Shabaab, thus affecting the way the choose to act. This so-

called ‘inter-subjective’ understanding is what influence their behaviour though they are structures 

constituted by collective meaning.157  

Actors, such as aid-workers and private security providers, acquire identities that are role-

specific understandings and expectations by participating in collective meaning.158 This in turn 

brings motivational and behavioural dispositions and provide the basis for their interests.159 In 

other words, the identity of the humanitarian aid-worker is what determines their actions through 
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their motivation, thus guiding their behaviour and provide the basis for their interest, namely: 

alleviating human suffering. The same logic is applicable for the private security providers, where 

the interest instead is monetary. Constructivists argue that these identities are constructed and that 

they may change through interaction with its subjective nature and will therefore influence security 

practices.160 These two actors therefore have different vantagepoints when addressing security 

threats and mitigating the physical safety issues for the aid-workers. In the case of Somalia, the 

identity of the humanitarian aid worker is seen as different according to the referent. But the aid-

workers engagement to the humanitarian principals pushes them to reach the people in need. As 

some aid-organisations collaborate with PSPs will always result in third party actors perceiving 

them all to have that collaboration, regardless of collaboration level. Furthermore, as the security 

situations continues to be dangerous, and as the state remains inadequate, one might argue that the 

collaboration, in terms of Somalia, is a must because of the ambiguous lines between agents of 

threats as well as agents of security and humanitarian action.  

4:1 Conclusion 

The private security provider in its many forms, became a reoccurring factor the asymmetrical 

dynamics of modern warfare. And as the humanitarian aid-worker and the private security provider 

now shared that non-state position, they were bound to meet. This dissertation has demonstrated 

an additional way of analysing these actors’ collaboration with each other and the agent-oriented 

process that follows with their interaction, thus highlighting the benefits and drawbacks of aid-

workers using PSP to improve their physical safety. Through the theoretical framework of 

constructivism, it argues that the everchanging dynamics of social interaction affects the perception 

of the actor’s identity; their respective socially constructed interpretation of reality; as well as their 

understanding of specific threat. It argues that with the lack of aid-workers’ knowledge of security 

can create a power-relation dynamic, where the PSPs are able to veer of course, and away from the 

humanitarian principles. Moreover, it argues that this deterrence-based security strategy lack 

cultural sensitivity, that might distance the aid-worker from their beneficiaries in terms of their 

perceived identity. Nevertheless, in Somalia and the current threat of al-Shabaab and clan militias, 

this thesis has found that the deterrence-based security management, in collaboration with aid-

workers engagement, is a must in order to reach affected population – especially in al-Shabaab-

controlled areas. This dissertation therefore argues that the benefits and drawbacks of using PSPs 

are closely connected to the agent-oriented process that is constructed and later re-constructed 

within the collaboration with the PSP. This in turn, shows that the humanitarian aid-workers might 
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deviating from their humanitarian identity and its principles and decreasing their perceived level of 

neutrality, thus putting them in harm’s way.   

Looking at the individual basis of security and the physical safety of the humanitarian aid-worker 

with the use of the private security providers has never been done through the theoretical 

framework of constructivism and the newly established concept of human security. And with the 

changing dynamics of warfare and the asymmetric nature of combatants, PSPs are here to stay. 

This dissertation provides a new take on aid-workers’ individual security interpretation and stress 

the importance of agent-oriented process and highlighted a gap in current discussions. There is 

limited research on this collaboration through this theoretical framework on the use of PSPs by 

the aid-worker, as well as the individual agent-oriented process. Given the fact that humanitarian 

aid-organisations continue to engage in Somalia as well as in similar conflicts, and the risk to their 

physical safety therefore increases. This in turn will more likely lead to aid-workers hiring PSP to 

mitigate that risk in the future, to be able to continue their humanitarian engagement. It is in the 

light of this understanding, that the discussion on individual security and the collaboration between 

the aid-worker and the PSPs are imperative an in need of further research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Master’s Thesis, Humanitarian Action & Conflict – 2020 
Uppsala University 
Frederick Johansson 
 
 

 29 

Bibliography 

• Baldwin, David A – “The Concept of Security” Review of International Studies (1997), British 

International Studies Association. 

• Baylis, John & Steve Smith – “The Globalization of World Politics: An Introduction to 

International Relations”, Third Edition, Oxford University Press 2001. 

• Besteman, Catherine – “Experimenting in Somalia: The new security empire” 

Anthropological theory SAGE 2017. 

• Bryman, Alan – “Social Research Methods” 4th Edition Oxford 2012 

• Carbonnier, Gilles – “Privatisation and outsourcing in wartime: the humanitarian 

challenges” Blackwell Publishing, 2006.   

• European Asylum Support Office. EASO, “South and Central Somalia Country Overview”, 

2014-08-01 

• ESCR-net homepage - https://www.escr-net.org/resources/non-state-actors 5 may 2020 

• Grundel, Joakim – “Humanitarian Action in the new Security Environment: Policy and 

Operational implications in Somalia and Somaliland” HPG (Humanitarian Policy Group) 

ODI, 2006. 

• Guzzini, Stefano – “Securitization as a casual mechanism” Security Dialogue SAGE 

2011. 

• Hansen, Stig Jarle – “Private Security & Local Politics in Somalia” – Taylor and Francis 

Ltd. 2008 

• Hellinger, Daniel – “Humanitarian Action, NGOs and the Privatization of the military”, 

Refugee Survey Quarterly vil, 23 No 4 – 2004.  

• Hough, Peter, Malik, Shahin, Moran, Andrew & Pilbeam – “International Security 

Studies: Theory and Practice”, Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, London and New 

York – 2015. 

• HPN (Humanitarian Policy Group) – “Good Practice Review: Operational Security 

Management in Violent Environments” HPN & ODI 2010 

• Jackson, Ashley and Abdi Aynte – “Talking to the other side: Humanitarian negotiations 

with al-Shabaab in Somalia”, December 2013 – HPG (Humanitarian Policy Group) 

Working Group ODI. 

• Jackson, Ashley – “Acceptance Strategies in Conflict”, Professional Development 

Reading Rack – GSDRC, 2015. 

https://www.escr-net.org/resources/non-state-actors%205%20may%202020


Master’s Thesis, Humanitarian Action & Conflict – 2020 
Uppsala University 
Frederick Johansson 
 
 

 30 

• Joachim, Jutta & Andrea Schneiker – “New Humanitarians? Frame Appropriation 

through Private Military and Security Companies” Millennium: journal of International 

Studies SAGE 2012.  

• Karacasuli, Nilüfer & Elif Uzgören, “Explaining Social constructivst Contributions to 

Security Studies” Perceptions, 2007. 

• Krahmann, Elike, “From ‘Mercenaries’ to Private Security Contractors’: The 

(Re)Construction of Armed Security Providers in International Legal Discourse” 

Millennium: Journal of International Studies, Sage 2012. 

• Longman, “Dictionary of Contemporary English: The Living Dictionary” Longman, 

Person Education Limited, (2003). 

• van Meegdenburg, Hilde, “We don’t do that’: A Constructivist Perspective on the use and 

non-use of Private Military Contractors by Denmark” Cooperation and Conflict, Sage 

2019. 

• MSF, homepage – [https://www.msf.org/timeline-msf-somalia]   5 maj 2020 

• Meyer, Christoph O. & Eva Strickmann – “Solidifying Constructivism: How Material and 

Ideational Factors Interact in European Defence” JCMS volume 49. Number 1 2011. 

• Newman, Edward, “Human Security and Constructivism” Visions of International Studies, 

2001 International Studies Association, Oxford.  

• Olsson, Christian – “The politics of the apolitical: private military companies, 

humanitarians and the quest for (anti-)politics in post-intervention environments”. 

Palgrave Macmillan Ltd, 2007 Pictet, Jean “The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross: 

Commentary. IFRC 1979. 

• Prezelj, Iztok – “Challenges in Conceptualizing and Providing Human Security” 

HUMSEC journal, Issue 2  (2008) 

• Renouf, Jean S., “Do Private Security Companies Have a Role in Ensuring the Security of 

Local Population and Aid-Workers?”, Research Gate, 2007. 

• Rosén, Frederik – “Commercial Security: Conditions of Growth” Security Dialogue 2008. 

• Security Management Initiative (SMI) Professional Development Brief 1 – “Private Military 

and Security Companies and Humanitarian Action”, 2009 – Security Management 

Initiative. 

• Singer, P.W. – “Humanitarian Principles, Private Military Agents: some implications of the 

privatized military industry of for the humanitarian community”, 2006, HPG Report 22. 

https://www.msf.org/timeline-msf-somalia


Master’s Thesis, Humanitarian Action & Conflict – 2020 
Uppsala University 
Frederick Johansson 
 
 

 31 

• Spearin, Christopher – “Private, Armed and Humanitarian? States, NGOs, International 

Private Security Companies and Shifting Humanitarianism” Security Dialogue 2008. 

• Stoddard, Abby, Adele Harmer and Victoria DiDomenico – “The use of Private Security 

Providers and Services in Humanitarian Operations”, 2008, Overseas Development 

institute (ODI) – Humanitarian Policy Group (HPG). 

• Stoddard, Abby, Adele Harmer and Victora DiDomenico – “Providing aid in insecure 

environments: 2009 Update, Trends in violence against aid-workers and the Operational 

response”, HPG Policy Brief 34, April 2009. 

• United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), - “Human Development Report 

1994”, 1994 Oxford University Press New York.  

• United Nations General Assembly 2013, Human Rights Council – “Report of the 

Working Group on the use of mercenaries as a means of violating human rights and 

impeding the exercise of the right of peoples to self-determination: Mission to Somalia 

2012”.  

• Zehfuss, Maja –” Constructivism and Identity: A Dangerous Liaison” European Journal of 

International Relations SAGE, 2001 


	Abstract
	Chapter I
	1:1 – Introduction: The Physical Safety of the Humanitarian Aid-Worker
	1:2 – The Actors: The humanitarian aid-worker and the Security Triangle
	1:3 – The Actors: Private Security Providers and the Privatisation of Security
	1:4 – Literature Review: Constructivism and the Human Security Initiative
	1:5 – Methodology and Limitations

	Chapter II
	2:1 – Conceptualisation and Theoretical Framework
	2:2 – The Concept of Security: What is Security?
	2:3 – Constructivism and Security: What is Constructivism and what is its relation to Security?
	2:4 – Human Security and the Connection to Constructivism: How do Constructivism and the Concept of Human Security provide a Theoretical Framework for the current Research Question?

	Chapter III
	3:1 - Analysis: The Benefits and Drawback of aid-workers’ use of PSPs in Somalia
	3:2 - Thematic aspects with the use of PSPs
	3:3 – The Benefits and Drawbacks with PSPs in terms of expertise and the interpretation of reality (How does expertise from PSPs affect aid-workers perception of their security reality?)
	3:4 – Benefits and Drawback of Unhindered Delivery of aid and the interpretation of threat (The interpretation of threats through the PSPs)
	3:5 – Benefits and Drawbacks through the Perception of Identity

	4:1 Conclusion
	Bibliography

