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Introduction
While the sun was setting, I came to the conclusion that I would never fully understand our
interpreter, Afghanistan or its inhabitants. I am pretty sure that this country is on our planet,
otherwise I would swear that I am in a different world. (military nurse Niels Veldhuizen)

‘Oorlog in mijn kop: Erfenis uit Uruzgan’ (2014) Quote (p. 128) translated by the author.

21
Introduction

1

Soldiers as Strangers

In his autobiographical War in my head: Inheritance from Uruzgan1, veteran Niels Veldhuizen
wrote down his story of being a Dutch military nurse in Afghanistan. The experiences which
shocked Niels in his interaction with the Afghan population, included: an Afghan father
who wanted to give his young daughter to him in order to brighten her future; a heavily
injured Afghan boy, one of his everyday patients, who was ‘sent into the mountains’ by his
family to die; and the offer he got from his Afghan counterpart to have a young boy to spend
the night with. His deployment stories are not unique. Many Dutch soldiers encountered
situations like these. They found it extremely difficult to understand the people who lived in
this ‘poor, underdeveloped, fucking country’ (Veldhuizen 2014: 128) they were deployed to.
They were unfamiliar with the cultural backgrounds of the Afghan people, their norms and
value systems; they perceived them as strangers.
This dissertation provides insight in the way Dutch soldiers cope with situations in which
the behaviour of ‘the other’, first and foremost the local population, but occasionally also
members of coalition forces, is perceived as a violation of their own values. It is the first
study that connects culture and morality in the context of intercultural interactions during
present-day military operations. Based on extensive interviews with Dutch soldiers before,
during and after their deployment, it analyses these interactions and attempts to explain the
way soldiers react. Although the study is mainly about Dutch servicemen, the dissertation
also pays attention to the perspective of the local counterparts with whom they interact,
therein focussing on the case of Afghanistan where field research was carried out.
This dissertation consists of seven chapters, including five articles that have been
submitted for publication in international scientific journals. The chapters have been written
as independent articles. Each chapter contains a specific research question, literature review,
and results. Together these articles will answer the central question of this study, namely:
‘How do Dutch military personnel cope with morally and culturally critical situations in
intercultural interactions during their deployment?’
In this introductory chapter, the research context is provided. Furthermore, the
objectives, research questions and overall methodology approach are described. This
chapter concludes with an outline of the dissertation.

Research Context

Soldiers as Strangers
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Since 1949, the United Nations (UN) has participated in 69 peacekeeping operations. The
16 current operations involve close to a 100.000 uniformed UN-personnel. UN missions in
the last ten years in which the Netherlands have participated include Liberia (UNMIL) and
Lebanon (UNIFIL).2 Furthermore, the Netherlands and other international forces participated
in operations organised by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) or by the European
Union (EU), such as the NATO Training Mission Iraq (NTM-I) and the European Union Force
in Kosovo (EUFOR). Nowadays, on average over 2,000 Dutch servicemen and women are
deployed to mission areas all over the world. In 2014, Dutch soldiers operate in, among
others, Afghanistan (ISAF), South Sudan (UNMIS), Somalia (OOS) and Mali (MINUSMA).
The objective of current missions is often to bring stability. This changes the way the
military must operate (Moelker, Huiskamp and Soeters 2009: 27; Caforio 2003: 115; Moskos,
Williams and Segal 2000). The military profession is no longer just about winning the war,
but more about achieving sustainable peace. Therefore, peace missions by and large make up
the current work environment for international military personnel (Moskos, et al. 2000: 3;
Boutros-Ghali 1992). In peace missions, interaction with the local population is central, and
limited and appropriate use of force are some of the key features.
In these current missions, a soldier needs to be ‘a diplomat talking to local authorities’
and soldiers are ‘assisting local elections, doing civil-military work, reconstruction projects,
training local policemen, etc’ (Moelker 2009: 86, 90). Soldiers need to perform all these
tasks in one mission, sometimes even on the same day. Furthermore, they cooperate with
diplomats and humanitarian aid workers. This is known as the 3D-approach, in which defence
is combined with diplomacy and development (Kamphuis 2010: 179; Dorn and Varey 2009).
In these present-day operations, participants regularly interact within cultures that are
not their own. Intercultural contact during their deployment is not restricted to contact
with the population in the mission area, it also includes contact with international coalition
forces. The success of these missions is perceived to depend to a much larger degree than
before on the competence of soldiers to deal with different cultures and to understand the
people who they have to work with (Hajjar 2010; Van Driel 2009; Ross and Thornson 2008;
Abbe 2008; Selmeski 2007; Abbe, Gulick and Herman 2007; Salmoni and Holmes-Eber 2006).
Armed forces acknowledge culture to be a critical fail or success factor and emphasize
‘culture’ in their publications, doctrines and training. Rupert Smith (2005) coined the
term ‘War amongst the people’ and the British Joint Doctrine Publication 4 is titled
‘Understanding’3. In anticipation of deployment, soldiers try to prepare themselves to be

2

http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/resources/statistics/factsheet.shtml visited at 28-09-2014

3

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/33701/JDP04Webfinal.pdf

Cultural and Moral Challenges

4

Smile and Wave, documentary by Maaike Jongbloed.
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While being deployed all over the world and having contact with both local population and
coalition forces, soldiers face cultural differences. Sometimes the latter result in cultural
clashes due to communication difficulties (Walsh and Shingledecker 2006: 4), ethnocentrism
(Shadid 1998: 5) and stereotyping (Joint Doctrine 2009: 3). The soldiers may also experience
a culture shock (Walsh and Shingledecker 2006: 9, 13), since they are strangers operating in
an unfamiliar setting.
Furthermore, it is likely that in doing their job, soldiers will not only face cultural
challenges, but also morally challenging situations. Probably, they will encounter all sorts
of moral questions and dilemmas (Van Baarda and Verweij 2006; Van Iersel and Van Baarda
2002). A moral dilemma, according to Ted van Baarda and Désirée Verweij (2010: 18; 2006:
2), is a clash of two or more moral values in a concrete situation, in which it is impossible to
respect both values at the same time. In military practice, these moral dilemmas can entail
a choice between life and death because of their monopoly on the use of force. Sometimes,
one even has to choose between options which all have negative consequences: a so-called
tragic moral dilemma (Visser, Vermetten and Verweij 2007: 28).
Since soldiers have to cooperate with the local population and international coalition
partners who are perceived by soldiers to adhere to other cultural backgrounds and other
norm and value systems, soldiers may encounter both cultural differences and moral
issues, even at the same time. Notably, in these intercultural interactions during presentday deployments, military personnel may perceive the behaviour of the local population or
international counterpart as a violation of their own value system or even as a violation of
universal values, as is indicated in Veldhuizen’s story described above. In this dissertation, I

Soldiers as Strangers

able to deal with culturally different environments, the so-called ‘Human Terrain’. In training
or pre-deployment courses they try to enhance cultural awareness and competences.
The Dutch defence organisation did not only ‘embrace’ the 3D-approach, they also
‘equated’ it with the so called ‘Dutch Approach’ (Moelker 2014: 4). According to René Moelker
(2014), the presumed Dutch Approach is more or less a political narrative. Many countries
operate in a similar manner, however, the Dutch were one of the first to coin the approach
as a national feature (Moelker 2014). The objective of the Dutch approach is to contribute
to security by ‘winning the hearts and minds’ of the local population (Moelker 2014). In the
cultural preparation of Dutch military personnel during their Mission Oriented Training,
the Dutch Approach is also central. The underlying idea is to approach the local population
in a friendly way, i.e. by ‘smile and wave’4, since they then will be more likely to accept and
appreciate the international military presence. However, as this dissertation illustrates, the
perceived gap between cultures is not always easy to bridge.
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use the term morally and culturally critical situations to refer to these situations in which the
perceived or experienced behaviour of the local population or members of coalition forces
conflicts with the personal and professional moral values of the Dutch soldier.5
Whilst experiencing morally and culturally critical situations, different factors assist
soldiers in reasoning, and in their judgments and actions. Cultural and moral competences
are important in coping with intercultural interactions and moral issues in general and
more specific in coping with morally and culturally critical situations. In order to effectively
perform in present-day missions, there has been a wide interest in training military
personnel to become culturally and morally competent (Hajjar 2014; Hajjar 2010; Wortel
and Bosch 2011; Abbe 2008; Selmeski 2007; Van Baarda and Verweij 2006; Van Iersel and Van
Baarda 2002). During these trainings military personnel are conditioned to treat ‘the other’
with respect. Judging the moral dimension of a morally and culturally critical situation may
be influenced by the cross-cultural competence respect. The presumption that behavioural
differences between people are the result of cultural variation that as such should deserve
understanding and respect, is an act of being culturally competent. However, when thereby
morally abject situations are condoned, this is called relativism (Whetham 2008). Drawing
a line between respect and relativism may be difficult to do. Another important motivator
for action are moral emotions, such as anger and guilt (Haidt 2003). It is likely that morally
and culturally critical situations evoke emotions that subsequently can cause behavioural
responses of military personnel.
Until now, the eyes of researchers studying intercultural interaction during military
deployments were principally fixed on either cultural differences and cultural training, or
on moral dilemmas and education in ethics. The relation between morality and culture in
these interactions and morally and culturally critical situations as such, have not yet been
studied in a military context. Neither have been the factors such as moral and cultural
competences, and moral emotions, which could influence the judgement and reactions of
military personnel in these morally and culturally critical situations.

Objective
The aim of this research is to examine the relation between morality and culture in
intercultural interactions during military deployments. Specifically, this study focuses
on morally and culturally critical situations Dutch soldiers are confronted with in their
intercultural interactions during present-day deployments in unfamiliar settings and on
their behavioural reactions in these situations. Furthermore, the perspective of the Afghan
counterpart on morally and culturally critical situations discussed in the narratives of Dutch
military personnel is explored.
5

Based on the concept of ‘moral critical situations’ as introduced by Maas (2010), who studied critical interpersonal
situations with regard to the behaviour of pupils experienced by teachers.

Research Questions
To address the above mentioned objectives, one central question and a number of subquestions have been formulated for this PhD project.

Central Question

Sub-questions
1.

3.
4.

Relevance
This study has academic as well as societal relevance. First, it is the first research on the
relation between morality and culture in military practice. It will also be the first study
relating these two in a research on morally and culturally critical situations in presentday military operations. The relation between moral and cultural challenges in recent
deployment experiences have not yet been elaborated on, even though it is likely that
military personnel nowadays perceive morally and culturally critical situations extensively
due to the character of current missions.
Second, this study states that moral judgement is influenced by various factors and
therefore analyses the impact of several factors on how people behave in morally and
culturally critical situations, such as moral emotions, moral and cultural competences, as
well as a relativist point of view. Earlier studies have mainly focused on just moral or on

25
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2.

To what extent and how do Dutch military personnel experience a conflicting or
connecting relationship between morality and culture during their deployments and
what are the consequences of these experiences?
What is the relation between the cross-cultural competence ‘respect’, a relativist point
of view and the behavioural reactions of soldiers in morally and culturally critical
situations?
What is the relationship between the moral emotions military personnel encounter in
morally and culturally critical situations and their behavioural reactions?
What is the perspective of Afghan counterparts on the morally and culturally critical
situations discussed in the narratives of Dutch military personnel?

Soldiers as Strangers

The central question answered in this study is:
‘How do Dutch military personnel cope with morally and culturally critical situations in
intercultural interactions during their deployment?’
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cultural competences, or have studied just one (or two) moral emotions in moral or cultural
challenging situations. In this interdisciplinary study, theories and methods from different
fields are used and combined, since not one theory is sufficient to answer the central question.
Third, this research will not only highlight the perspective of Dutch military personnel,
but it will also take into account the perspective of some of its local counterparts, specifically
Afghan people who have interacted with Dutch soldiers in Afghanistan. This is interesting
because individuals from different societies and with different cultural backgrounds can
have a different view on certain dimensions of morality, as their judgment will also be based
on local values and norms.
Finally, besides the academic relevance, the results from this study will also be directly
relevant for practice. Defence policy makers and military personnel will be provided
with a detailed description of a wide range of morally and culturally critical situations in
intercultural interactions. They will also acquire knowledge on behavioural reactions in
these situations, the factors influencing these reactions, and the perspectives of ‘the other’
in these situations. This knowledge is increasingly important as international collaboration
and close contact with the local population is nowadays the norm in military operations.
This research is particular relevant for trainers, since adequate preparation cannot be
reached without understanding of these situations. Last, but not least, it is interesting for
psychologists and social workers associated with the military, as it provides insight in the
challenges of present-day military operations for military personnel.

Methodology
In this paragraph the research approach, the research population and the methods used to
answer the above mentioned questions are discussed. A discussion of specific data collection
and analysis methods used in each of the empirical chapters is available in the respective
chapters.

Research Approach
People involved in morally and culturally critical situations behave in a certain manner,
because of the meaning they give to this situation, which is derived from their social
interaction and their interpretation of the situation. To study the meanings, responses,
intercultural interactions and the context of the morally and culturally critical situations, the
methodological perspective of this research is grounded in the three principles of symbolic
interactionism; 1) ‘human beings act towards things on the basis of the meaning that the
things have for them’, 2) ‘the meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of, the
social interaction that one has with one’s fellows’ and 3) ‘these meanings are handled in,

Since time and finances were limited, a random sample within the Dutch Armed Forces was
not an option. ‘Snowball sampling’ was used as a data collection strategy (Biernacki and
Waldorf 1981: 144; Erickson 1979: 276-302). The respondents were selected with the help of
purposive sampling, by the use of certain characteristics as an argument for inclusion in the
sample of interviewees. The characteristics were: a) active military service, b) deployment
experience, and c) intercultural interactions during deployment. The aim of this strategy
was that all respondents met the criteria and were likely to have encountered moral and/
or cultural challenges during their deployment. In order to reduce the sampling bias, the
initial sample consisted of respondents from different parts of the Defence organization
with different deployment experiences.
For this dissertation a total of 77 semi-structured interviews were conducted with 45 Dutch
military personnel who were deployed by the Netherlands Ministry of Defence in operations
from 1971 to 2014 to various mission areas like Lebanon, Cambodia, Bosnia, Sudan, Iraq and
Afghanistan. The focus of this study is on their mission experiences between 1992-2013. As
indicated in the Research Context, these present-day missions can be characterized by their
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and modified through, an interpretative process by the person in dealing with the things he
encounters’ (Morse, Stern, Corbin, Bowers, Clarke and Charmaz 2009; Denzin 1992; Blumer
1969; 2). Therefore, next to studying perceived morally and culturally critical situations of
the Dutch soldiers, the meaning they give to these situations and their reactions in these
interactions, also the perspective of their Afghan counterparts, the people with whom they
interact and who’s behaviour might cause these experienced situations, are studied.
This study employs a multidisciplinary approach, drawing on theories and perspectives
from the fields of ethics, anthropology, sociology and psychology. Given the fact that not
one theory suffices for studying morality and culture in military practice, several useful
theoretical insights, such as the insights on cultural and moral competences from military
sciences, and the families of moral emotions from Jonathan Haidt (2003), underlie the
process of analysis in this research. Since there are no theories specifically developed to
understand morally and culturally critical situations, a grounded theory approach is used
(Strauss and Corbin 1990). This means that the starting point of this research was not the
theory, but the data itself. The analysis and data collection was an iterative process, as is
described in the Section Data Analysis. Despite the idea that grounded theorists start with an
empty head, existing theoretical ideas can contribute to study morally and culturally critical
situations. This mechanism is known as ‘abductive inferences’ (Richardson and Kramer
2006: 498). In this research, abduction means that existing theoretical concepts which are
conceived in other circumstances are used in the data analysis.
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approach, in which the cooperation with international counterparts and contact with the
local population is vital, and the role of military personnel is comprehensive.
In the exploratory phase, in-depth interviews were conducted with a total of 29 servicemen
of the Netherlands Armed Forces, who were deployed from 2001 up to and including 2010. In
this period they participated in operations in Afghanistan (ISAF), Iraq (SFIR/NTM-I), Bosnia
Herzegovina (SFOR/EUFOR/IPTF) and Sudan (UNMIS). Some of them went on missions before
2001, whilst others were also deployed in 2011 or 2012. Most of the respondents are male
(90%). The age of the respondents varies between 24 and 49 years and their rank varies from
Sergeant Major to Lieutenant-Colonel. The majority of the respondents are officer (79%), the
rest are non-commissioned officers and privates (21%). Soldiers from all four services of the
Dutch Armed Forces (army, air force, navy and military police) participated in the interview
sessions.
After the exploratory phase, a second group of Dutch military personnel was interviewed.
This group included 16 Dutch police trainers, both Military Police and Marines, from the
Police Training Mission to Kunduz, Afghanistan. This group of respondents varies in rank
from Private (Marn1) to Major. One of them is female and the average age is 29 years (ages
range between 20 to 49 years). Six out of sixteen (38%) of the respondents had been deployed
once or more to mission areas as Afghanistan, Iraq and Bosnia, before being deployed for the
Police Training Mission in Kunduz.
Furthermore, Afghan respondents were interviewed in order to learn about their
perspective on the perceived morally and culturally critical situations discussed in the
narratives of the Dutch respondents. During the NATO-certification training of the Dutch
Police Trainers in St. Astier (France), six interviews were conducted with members of the
Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF). These members were either working at the Ministry
of Interior in Afghanistan or they were working for various police services, such as the
Afghan National Civil Police. These interviewees held various ranks, ranging from Captain to
Colonel. Three of them are Tajiks, two are Pashtu’s and one is Arab. All are currently living in
the vicinity of Kabul. Also, an Afghan humanitarian aid worker, who has been active in both
the United Kingdom and Afghanistan, was interviewed. In Afghanistan two interpreters
from the Kunduz area, working at that time for the Dutch Armed Forces, were interviewed.
And finally, two group discussions were held with patrolmen of the Afghan Uniformed
Police (AUP) at their training areas in Kunduz. They represent various ranks, age groups
and ethnicities. Since the first group of Afghan respondents were all officers, the group
discussions with patrolmen were invaluable to gain knowledge on the diverse perspectives
in the ANSF and reduced the sampling bias.

Data Collection

Permission was not given to record a number of these interviews on account of Afghan Ministry of Defence restrictions and
the protection of privacy. Therefore, detailed notes were made during the interviews.
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Conform the methodological principles of symbolic interactions, the meanings given to a
situation and how people act are likely to be influenced by their background and interactions.
To study if there are differences in meaning given to situations and how one should act, data
is collected from the perspective from those involved in these situations, so both from
interviews with Dutch and Afghan respondents.
The data collection entailed four major stages: 1) in-depth interviews conducted with 29
Dutch respondents of all sorts of missions as a exploration, 2) in-depth interviews conducted
with Dutch Police Trainers, 3) in-depth interviews with Afghan respondents to get insight
in their perspective and 4) participant observation carried out during the pre-deployment
training of Dutch military personnel and in the mission-area Kunduz, Afghanistan.
In the in-depth interviews conducted in the exploration phase, the respondents reflected
upon their deployment(s) and upon the intercultural interactions they had and the moral
issues they encountered. By using open-ended questions, the morally and culturally critical
situations and the effect these situations had on the respondent could be addressed.
Examples of the elements addressed in these interviews are: 1) pre-deployment and training
experiences, 2) encountered moral issues, and 3) perceived cultural differences during
deployment. In-depth interviews in this stage were conducted until data became repetitious
and data-saturation was in order.
In the second stage of this research, interviews were conducted with Dutch police
trainers before, during and after their Police Training Mission to Kunduz. In addition to the
topics addressed during the exploration phase, questions concerning their expectations and
(earlier) deployment experiences were asked.
Building on what was learned from the Dutch respondents about morally and culturally
critical situations, the third phase of this research, which was conducted simultaneously with
phase two, aimed at gaining insight in the others’ perspective of these situations. Therefore,
in 2011 and 2012, Afghan respondents were interviewed. A NATO interpreter was engaged
and interviews were recorded.6 All these interviews discussed the Afghan perspective, both
on the critical situations in the Dutch narratives, and on the way Dutch soldiers react when
confronted with these situations.
Participant observation was conducted during the pre-deployment training of the
Dutch Police Trainers during their Mission Oriented Training in Harskamp, the exercises
in Marnewaard and Grafenwöhr (Germany), and a NATO-certification training in St. Astier
(France). This stage of data collection was conducted in order to gain knowledge of the
preparation regarding morality and culture of Dutch soldiers who have been appointed for
deployment.

In addition to these participant observations, a short field study was conducted in the
Kunduz area in October 2012. Observations were made at the Afghan Uniform Police training
areas to actually observe the intercultural interactions during military deployment and the
challenges Dutch soldiers were confronted with while training their Afghan counterpart.
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The content of the narratives was analysed using Wester and Peters’ coding principles (2004).
The data was analysed by open coding, axial coding and selective coding (Corbin and Strauss
1990). Data analysis from a grounded theory approach starts with the help of theoretical
insights (Richardson and Kramer 2006: 501). In this research, symbolic interactions are
studied with the help of theoretical insights from different disciplines such as anthropology,
sociology, psychology and ethics.
First, all moral issues and cultural differences encountered in intercultural interactions
during deployment were selected from the narratives. In the analyses the focus was on
specific themes in the data (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach and Zilber 1998; Miles and Huberman
1984). The themes used in this matrix were: respondent, age, service in the Dutch Armed
Forces, years of service, rank, deployment(s), functions, moral issues and cultural challenges.
As a result of this initial analysis (open coding) interest grew in the sort of morally and
culturally situations Dutch soldiers encountered, the action taken by these soldiers and the
factors which influence their decision-making process and their actions. The situations were
tagged according to the categories of the theoretical notions of the Six C’s coding family7
(axial coding). This frame of analysis was used to identify the context (ambiance), conditions
(qualifiers), causes (reasons/explanations), consequences (reactions), covariance (changes in
the reaction) and contingencies (modifications) of the situations.
Furthermore, selective coding was conducted with more or less broad ‘sensitizing
concepts’ (Bowen 2008) derived from existing theoretical concepts such as ‘culture shock’
(Walsh and Shingledecker 2006) and ‘moral emotions’ (Haidt 2003).
After coding all variables with the help of theoretical notions, the data was transferred
to SPSS for quantitative analyses. Because of the (mostly) nominal scale level of the variables
bi-variate analyses using crosstabs was conducted.

Quality Aspects
Several measures were taken during this study to address the various quality issues of this
research.

7

The Six C’s coding family is a framework for analysis that was developed in grounded theory (Glaser 1978).

This section provides an overview of the dissertation and summaries of the five individual
but closely related articles.
The first article, presented next as Chapter 1, is titled An Inextricable Link! Culture and Morality
in Intercultural Interactions during Military Deployments. This chapter serves as the theoretical
framework of this PhD research and shows the importance of the relation between culture
and morality in the military context of intercultural interactions during present-day military
operations. It answers question 1; ‘To what extent and how do Dutch military personnel
experience a conflicting or connecting relationship between morality and culture during
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Protecting the privacy and safety of the respondents has been an important quality aspect
due to the sensitivity of the topic. Dutch soldiers received a personal invitation to participate
in the study. All respondents were informed about the research and they were made aware
of their right to withdraw from the study at any time (informed consent). The confidentiality
of respondents was guaranteed by reporting their responses only on the basis of anonymity.
Participants were informed about the fact that their responses would be used for the purpose
of writing general scientific articles. It was announced that the research findings would be
shared with them through this dissertation.
In order to optimise the transparency of this research, the interviews were digitally
recorded and transcribed, and the frameworks of analysis are well documented. Interview
protocols were returned to the respondents for a member check in order to increase research
credibility. Also, method triangulation, i.e. literature review, participant observation and indepth interviewing, was applied (Lincoln and Guba 1985). Furthermore, in the results thick
descriptions of the situations as well as different perspectives of the Dutch respondents
and also the Afghan respondents were described. This means that when focussing on one
particular situation in the results, this situation is comprehensively described in the words
of the respondents and complemented with citations from the respondents. Since there
were different perspectives on situations, all were presented in the same manner.
One of the difficult aspects of this study is that it took place in the closed setting of the
Dutch defence organization. A range of tactics was used to gain access to the field. It took
a lot of strength to convince those inside the organization of the research relevance. After
explaining the aims, methods and relevance of the research, and after building relationships,
key persons inside the organization supported this research. This support was invaluable to
gain access to the field, for example to the Police Training Mission in Kunduz.
In order to gain an adequate understanding of the organisation and to establish a
relationship based on trust with the Dutch police trainers, participant observation took
place in all pre-deployment and deployment activities, in which the same trainers were
studied for a full year.
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their deployments and what are the consequences of these experiences?’. Dutch military
personnel experience a conflicting relationship between morality and culture in the morally
and culturally critical situations they encounter. The insight gained in Chapter 1 that different
factors, such as cultural and moral competences, moral emotions and a ethical relativist
point of view can influence judgements and reactions, are put forward in more detail in
the following chapters to study the behaviour of military personnel in these morally and
culturally critical situations.
Chapter 2 and 3 address the morally and culturally critical situations experienced by
Dutch military personnel and discusses these situations from these different (theoretical)
perspectives. Chapter 2, which contains the second article, Respectful Agents: Between Scylla
and Charybdis of Cultural and Moral Incapacity, answers research question 2; ‘What is the relation
between the cross-cultural competence ‘respect’, a relativist point of view and the behavioural
reactions of soldiers in morally and culturally critical situations?’. This chapter analyzes two
factors, namely the cross-cultural competence ‘respect’ and ethically relativist arguments.
Insight in these factors is essential, since these influence the reactions and moral capacity
of soldiers in morally and culturally critical situations. In this chapter, a relation between
behaving with ‘respect’ towards the others’ culture and having a relativist point of view is
found. Soldiers intend to behave respectful towards the local population and most of the
time act accordingly. By doing so they explain value-violations as stemming from differences
in culture and they refrain from taking action in the morally and culturally critical situations
they encounter.
The third article, presented as Chapter 3, is entitled Moral Emotions during Military Deployments
of Dutch Forces: A Qualitative Study on Moral Emotions in Intercultural Interactions. This chapter
analyzes another factor which influences behavioural reactions of Dutch soldiers, to be more
precise it studies moral emotions. It aims to answer research question 3; ‘What is the relation
between the moral emotions military personnel encounter in morally and culturally critical
situations and their behavioural reactions?’ This is done by exploring which moral emotions
can be distinguished in the narratives of Dutch military personnel in order to enhance
insight in how these emotions relate to specific morally and culturally critical situations
and behavioural consequences. This is important since the consequences of such emotions
and subsequent reactions can have quite an impact on the individual level as well as on the
organizational and international political level. However, the results in this chapter shows
that there is no clear relation between soldiers’ emotions and their behavioural reactions in
morally and culturally critical situations.
The following articles, presented as Chapter 4 and 5, each focus on one specific morally
and culturally critical situation Dutch military personnel faced in Afghanistan. These chapters
answer the fourth question; ‘What is the perspective of Afghan counterparts of the morally
and culturally critical situations discussed in the narratives of Dutch military personnel?’ In
addition to the Dutch narratives, for these chapters the data collected during interviews with
Afghan respondents is analysed too. Article four, presented as Chapter 4, is about Breaking

the Silence: Confronting the Bacha Bazi Issue in Afghanistan. The last article, also a case study, is
presented as Chapter 5 and concerns Tackling Corruption from Below: Dutch and Afghan Perspectives.
Chapter 4 and 5 explore the Afghan perspective of morally and culturally critical situations
and of the behavioural reactions of Dutch military personnel. These two chapters illustrate
the ambiguity and complexity of encountering morally and culturally critical situations
during military deployments and also relate the individual actions of military personnel
in these situations to the broader context of peace missions. Furthermore, findings show
that the perspective of Afghan counterparts on the morally and culturally critical situations
in the narratives of Dutch military personnel is not completely different from the Dutch
respondents. They also reject most of the situations.
In the concluding chapter the central question will be answered with the help of
the results in the previous chapters and answers on the sub-questions. Thus, the most
significant findings are presented. Furthermore, the main contributions, implications and
recommendations are given.
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In this article we focus on the relationship between morality and culture in military
deployments. The main questions are: to what extent and how do Dutch military personnel
experience a conflicting or connecting relationship between morality and culture during
their deployments? And what are the consequences of the presence of these experiences? In
order to answer these questions, we analyse research data on morally and culturally critical
situations collected during and after military deployments. We reflect on these data from the
perspective of leading theories in the field of morality and culture.

Keywords
morality, culture, intercultural interactions, morally and culturally critical situations,
military
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www.defensie.nl/missies/afghanistan visited at 15-5-2013

2

The Afghan Uniformed Police which is responsible for general police duties is one of the sub-agencies included in the
Afghan National Police. The National Police further consist of the Border Police, Civil Order Police, Counter Narcotics Police
and the Counter Terrorism Police, all under the Ministry of Interior (Perito 2009).

3

The situations described in the introduction are depicted from interviews on morally and culturally critical situations with
Dutch police trainers in Kunduz, Afghanistan.
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We went to the police station and when we got inside, we of course shook everybody’s hand.
At the time, I was very stupid, I was chewing gum. I had not realized it was Ramadan. The AUP
talked about it. The interpreter heard it and warned me. I told them I was sorry and immediately threw the gum away.
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From 2001 onwards, Dutch military personnel have been deployed to Afghanistan. Since
2011, the Netherlands Defence Organization was involved in the Afghan Police Training
Mission in order to improve the national police force, the rule of law and regional stability.1
After the initial police training course in Kunduz, the Afghan police patrolmen were ‘trained
on the job’ by the Dutch Police Operational Mentor and Liaison Teams (POMLTs) during a ten
week course. These teams consisted of military personnel of the Royal Netherlands Military
Police and Marines of the Royal Netherlands Navy or military personnel from the Royal
Netherlands Army. The police trainers taught and mentored the patrolmen from the Afghan
Uniformed Police (AUP)2 in various activities including searching vehicles, community
policing and providing first aid. In addition to strengthening and monitoring civilian police
skills, the skills and knowledge pertaining to human rights and gender issues were also
addressed. Knowledge and values were consciously and unconsciously exchanged during the
training, allowing the teaching activity of the trainers to be conceived as ‘a moral activity
as such’ (Sockett 2012). Aside from a moral dimension, this form of education also had a
transcultural dimension. Not only ‘objective’ cultural products such as language, habits and
opinions were exchanged during the interactions, but also ‘subjective’ ones such as values,
communication styles and worldviews (Deardorff 2009). To make the training successful
and to build sustainable relations between the teachers and the trainees, moral and cross
cultural sensitivity from both sides was required.
All Dutch military personnel have been trained during the pre-deployment phase in
cultural awareness and respectful behaviour. Dutch police trainers were made aware of
cultural differences during the mission oriented training. Nevertheless, they encountered
situations in which they seem to lack awareness of the cultural and moral dimension. The
behaviour and reactions of the trainers were occasionally perceived by the AUP as cultural
flaws or missteps. For example, as one trainer narrates3;
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On the other hand, the behaviour or reaction of the AUP was sometimes perceived by the
police trainers as confusing or even shocking, despite the fact that they were prepared for
differences in culture and morality. The perceived or experienced behaviour of the Afghan
trainees conflicted with their own personal and professional moral values. With regard to
these situations, we use the concept of ‘morally and culturally critical situations’4. Situations
like these may occur unexpectedly and might even cause a shock (Vauclair 2010). The relation
between morality and culture in such critical situations, such as during a training session in
Kunduz, can be illustrated by the following citation;
Some time ago, I gave a lesson on women and child abuse. During this lesson, things came
up where I thought fucking hell, if I lived here then I’d be exactly the same. There was a clear
difference in how I think about this matter and how they think about it. I showed a picture of
a woman who was beaten and I asked; ‘What do you think about this?’. One of the AUP very
angrily replied, ‘if women do not listen then you must beat them, otherwise they don’t do
what you say’. I was really shocked that they considered this normal. I got a similar reaction
to a flyer with a child soldier, a nine-year-old boy with a weapon. Again I asked; ‘what do you
think of this?’ They responded with; ‘this is good, this child is active in the holy war’.
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This quote shows that military personnel may run into situations in which many
questions are raised. To what extent are the moral principles of the Afghan police, which
seem in conflict with the trainer’s values, culture specific per se, or are universal moral
principles violated? Is the shock experienced by the trainer based on cultural differences or
on differences in morality? To what extent are these two concepts interrelated? What does
this imply for military missions in different cultural contexts, such as the Kunduz Police
Training Missions?
Although the situations described above were encountered by Dutch police trainers in
Kunduz, our data are not limited to the mission area of Afghanistan. Since Dutch military
personnel have been deployed to countries with different cultural backgrounds all around the
world, we collected data on missions of Dutch Forces, between 1979 (UNIFIL) and 2010 (NTM-A)
to various areas like Lebanon, Sudan, Bosnia, and Afghanistan. During these deployments,
Dutch military personnel interacted with local counterparts and local populations who
adhere to other cultural backgrounds, norms and value systems resulting in potential
morally and culturally critical situations. Consequently, the main question in this article is:
to what extent and how do Dutch military personnel experience a conflicting or connecting
relationship between morality and culture during their deployments? A secondary question
queries the consequences of the presence of these experiences. To answer these questions,
we start by looking at the link between morality and culture by focusing on the following key
4

Based on the concept of ‘moral critical situations’ as introduced by Maas (2010), who studied critical interpersonal
situations with regard to the behaviour of pupils experienced by teachers.

concepts: moral and cultural values, moral and cross cultural competences, moral outrage
and moral disengagement, and cultural and ethical relativism and ethnocentrism. Then
we outline the qualitative methods used to study the military practice. We analyse data on
morally and culturally critical situations collected during and after military deployments
of Dutch forces. Finally, we discuss how military personnel experience the relationship
between culture and morality and we reflect upon their experiences by referencing the
outlined theoretical framework.

Central Concepts: Moral and Cultural Values
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Morality is described as the complex of values and norms pertaining to behaviour. A shared
morality is considered vital for the functioning of any society (Bandura 1991). It is often seen
as a constitutive element of the concept of culture (eg. Selmeski 2007; Tylor 1871). A widely
recognized definition by Tylor (1871: 1) of culture is ‘that complex whole which includes
knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired
by man as a member of society’. It can be described as a ‘web of significance’ (Geertz 1973: 5)
with different meanings in different situations. Yet, what is the relation between morality
and culture?
An answer to this question can be given by focusing on cultural and moral values, as the
nexus between culture and morality. In general, moral values are the underlying motives for
norms and can be described as sources for inspiration and ideals (Verweij 2007). As such they
also refer to what is considered commendable and what is not. Cultural values are the abstract,
learned, relatively enduring, emotionally charged and epistemologically grounded concepts
of what is important and worthwhile (Frey 1994). They represent moral conceptualizations
and assist us in making judgments and in preparing us to act. Both moral values and cultural
values are considered time and place bound; however, some moral values are considered
universal. As such values like justice (Walzer 1994), are considered core principles common
to a majority of people in most places and at almost all times (Jahanbegloo 1992). Walzers’
distinction between thick and thin morality describes the distinction between culturally
bound moral values on the one hand, and universal values on the other hand (Walzer 1994).
Thin values are more widely shared than the thick values, for example the ‘prohibitions
against ‘the grossest injustices’’, like ‘murder’, ‘betrayal’, ‘brutal repression’ etc. (Orend
2000: 31). Even though Walzer (1994) describes thin morality as moral minimalism and
(almost) universal, he also argues that it leaves room for cultural differences, because
‘morality is thick’ (Walzer 1994: 4). Thick morality is not shared by all people and is relative to
one’s cultural surroundings. An example from Walzers’ thick morality is distributive justice.
Whilst justice, according to Walzer, is a thin value, the justifiable distribution of social goods
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such as food, employment and wealth is a thick value. The meaning of these goods varies
from culture to culture, and therefore constitutes thick morality (Orend 2000; Walzer 1994).
This is also what Shweder, Mahapatra and Miller (1987) state with regard to their research on
Americans and Indians; they discovered that what is considered ‘harmful’ by one culture is
not necessarily considered harmful by the other culture (cf. also Haidt 1992). Yet, as Haidt
stresses, cross-cultural differences do not exclude cross-cultural universals (Haidt, Koller
and Dias 1993; Haidt 1992). This is comparable with Kohlberg’s moral development theory
(Kohlberg 1963).
In short, commonalities and differences, in other words thin and thick morality or
universal and cultural values, are related. Individuals from different societies can thus
have a different view on certain dimensions of morality (Robertson and Fadil 1999), but are
expected to also share some commonalities. Notably, the question remains whether there is
a clear demarcation line between thin and thick morality or universal and cultural values?
For military practice, this results in the following questions, which we discuss later on:
To what extent is the demarcation line between thin and thick morality clear for military
personnel while encountering morally and culturally critical situations? In other words, to
what extent are they aware of the values that are at stake in these situations and do they
define these values as universal moral values or as culturally bounded values?

How to deal with it: Cultural and Moral Competence
Cultures may differ in what they consider commendable and what not. The perceived or
experienced behaviour of ‘the other’ may conflict with one’s own values. In other words
‘morally and culturally critical situations’ may be encountered in intercultural contact. The
behaviour of ‘the other’ in these situations can be experienced as unexpected or even as
a shock. Such a culture shock can be reduced by cultural and moral awareness (Selmeski
2007; Arcuri 2007; Walsh and Shingledecker 2006). This means awareness of one’s own
culture, of the culture of ‘the other’ and of the effects of both cultures upon one another
during interaction (Abbe and Halpin 2009; Wunderle 2006). Cultural awareness is described
as an element of cross-cultural competence. Although there are many models and detailed
definitions, this can broadly be defined as, ‘appropriate and effective communication and
behaviour in intercultural situations’ (Deardorff 2009: XI).
Being aware of one’s own values, the values of the other and recognizing the values that
are at stake, is also the first phase in moral competence. Only hereafter can one gauge the
moral dimension of a situation, make a sound judgment, act upon one’s judgment and be
willing and able to be held accountable for one’s actions (Wortel and Bosch 2011; Verweij
2005). According to Karsing (2000: 39) moral competence is ‘the ability and the willingness
to execute one’s tasks effectively and carefully taking into account all the pertinent interests,

Cultural and moral competences are important in reducing and coping with morally and
culturally critical situations. Notably, responses of those involved in these situations can have
far-reaching consequences. It may lead to both moral outrage and moral disengagement.
Both reactions and their implications are discussed in this paragraph.
People can experience moral outrage following the behaviour of others in morally and
culturally critical situations. As such moral outrage is an emotional response, provoked by
the perception that a moral standard has been violated (Batson, Kenndy, Nord, et al. 2007).
Moral emotions are those that ‘are linked to the interests or welfare either of society as
a whole or at least of individuals other than the judge or agent’ (Haidt 2003: 276) and are
therefore especially evoked when values are violated. Moral emotions are a crucial motivator
for moral judgment and an important motivator for action, such as punishing, helping the
victim or even aggression (Verweij 2008; Tangney, Stuewig and Mashek 2007; Batson et al.
2007; Kroll and Egan 2004; Haidt 2003; Greene and Haidt 2002).
However, when witnessing value-violation regularly, disengagement strategies can occur
when being confronted with morally and culturally critical situations. One of this stragegies
is emotional numbing. This implies an individual’s failing in emotional responsiveness,
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based on reasonable judgment of the relevant facts’. This ability is sometimes also referred to
as ethical or moral fitness (Richardson, Verweij and Winslow 2004; Kidder and Bloom 2001).
The definition of moral competence given by Karsing (2000) is comparable with several
definitions of cross-cultural competence (Van Oudenhoven 2008; Ross and Thornson 2008;
Abbe 2008; Selmeski 2007; Abbe, Gulick and Herman 2007). Also several dimensions of these
competences are comparable: flexibility, open-mindedness, respect, empathy, emotional
stability, social initiative and trust (Kulcü 2009: 30, 35; Ross 2008; De Ridder 2007; Van
der Zee, Zaal and Piekstra 2003). Both moral and cross-cultural competences stress the
integration within the systems, practices and procedures of an organization and are needed
to achieve personal and organizational goals (Van Driel 2009; Van Baarda and Verweij 2006;
Magala 2005).
Nevertheless, there is one important difference. Cross-cultural competence does not
specify the moral differences that make intercultural interaction a challenge, while moral
competence seems to overlook the cultural differences in morality by focusing on morally
responsible behaviour. Due to these differences between moral and cultural competences,
the question arises which competences military personnel themselves consider important
when interacting with international counterparts or with the local population in a
mission area? And to what extent do they experience tension between moral and cultural
competences when confronted with morally and culturally critical situations during military
deployments?
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showing no emotional response at all (Lifton 1973). Related to emotional numbing is moral
numbing; ‘the numbing of the ability to recognize and act upon a moral aspect of a certain
situation’ (Grassiani 2009: 125). This implies the inability to act in a morally responsible
way when this is expected. The best known disengagement strategy is probably moral
disengagement.5 It implies a process in which the behaviour of an individual or a certain
group of people – in shutting down their moral agency - gradually and often unwittingly
becomes unacceptable and morally irresponsible (Bandura 1999). Bandura summarized
nine ways in which people display moral disengagement, ranging from self-justification,
euphemistic language, favourable comparison, shifting the responsibility, ignoring
consequences, dehumanization and, blaming the victim to gradual loss of loyalty to norms
and values (Van Baarda and Verweij 2010: 51- 56; Bandura 1999).
In short, different responses can occur when confronted with morally and culturally
critical situations, ranging from, engaged strong moral emotions, i.e. moral outrage
and consequently aggressive behaviour, to disengagement strategies such as emotional
numbing and moral disengagement. Which different responses do occur when confronted
with morally and culturally critical situations during military deployments and what are the
implications of these responses for the behavioural reactions of military personnel?

Cultural and Ethical Relativism versus Ethnocentrism
Moral numbing and moral disengagement imply the (gradual) loss of loyalty to values.
This loss of loyalty may also occur in a cultural or ethical relativist point of view. Cultural
relativism is based on the presumption that behavioural differences between people are the
results of cultural (sometimes societal) variation that as such should deserve understanding.
Related to cultural relativism is ethical relativism, i.e. the implication that there is no
universal standard by which the moral dimension of a situation can be judged (Whetham
2008). The consequence of ethical relativism is the conviction that it would be ‘imperialistic’
to assert that other cultural values should conform to your (Western) standards and values
(Rachels 2011; Whetham 2008). Notably, ethical and cultural relativism can ultimately result
in indifference; if there is no single standard by which one can judge a situation, morally
abject situations are condoned and rationalized as belonging to a cultural context and as
such deserving understanding. According to Whetham (2008), the drawbacks of cultural and
ethical relativism are twofold, 1) you can never criticise cultures (including your own, even
if slavery or honour killings takes place) and 2) moral change is therefore very problematical
(Rachels 2011; Whetham 2008; Donnelly 1984).
The extreme opposite of cultural and ethical relativism is ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism
is ‘the interaction between unfavourable attitudes toward outgroups and favourable attitudes
5

The terms engagement and disengagement strategies, originating from recent research on coping, refer to orientation
toward or away from the stressor and related feelings (c.f. Connor-Smith and Flachsbart 2007).

toward the indigenous’ (Coenders and Scheepers 2003: 315). When confronted with morally
and culturally critical situations, ethnocentric people react in favour of their own values.
In sum: cultural/ethical relativism, and ethnocentrism are both poor starting points for
intercultural interaction. Thus it seems important to find out whether cultural and ethical
relativism and ethnocentrism are present in intercultural interactions in military practice.
In other words: To what extent do military personnel have an ethnocentric or ethically and
culturally relativist perspective when coping with morally and culturally critical situations
and what are the consequences of these perspectives?

For the purpose of this study, a qualitative research method was used to analyse the interviews
in which morally and culturally critical situations were discussed.
In total 77 semi-structured interviews were conducted with a total of 45 Dutch military
personnel. These included a group of 29 servicemen of the Netherlands Armed Forces who
were actively deployed to Cambodia, Lebanon and Afghanistan between 1979 (UNIFIL) and
2010 (NTM-A) and were interviewed after their deployment. Most of these respondents are
male (90%), aged 24 to 49 years (average age of 40 years). Their ranks ranged from Sergeant
Major to Lieutenant Colonel; representing all four military branches (Army, Air Force, Navy
and Military Police). Most of them were deployed more than once (57%). The second group
included 16 Dutch police trainers in Kunduz, both Military Police and Marines, gathered
through snowball sampling The interviews with these 16 police trainers took place before,
during and after their Police Training Mission to Kunduz. This group of respondents varied
in rank from private (Marn1) to Major, one of them was female and the average age was 29
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From a theoretical point of view, we can conclude that there is an inextricable and complex
link between culture and morality with an unclear demarcation line. The central question of
this article is to what extent and how do military personnel experience the relation between
culture and morality in intercultural interactions during their military deployments?
As an elaboration of this central question, we first look at whether they are aware of the
cultural and moral differences and similarities in these interactions. A second sub question
is how military personnel deal with culture and morality in terms of cultural and moral
competences? In order to answer this question, we will first describe which competences
Dutch military personnel consider important in intercultural interactions during military
deployments and if they experience a relation between these competences. A third sub
question is how military personnel react with regard to moral and cultural differences in
intercultural interactions? In order to get more insight in their responses we focus on the
possible reactions we discussed earlier: moral emotions, disengagement strategies, ethical
relativism and ethnocentrism.
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years (ages ranged between 20 to 49 years). Only 38% were deployed once or more before the
Police Training Mission.
The participants were encouraged to share their expectations and (earlier) experiences
during the in-depth-interviews by asking open questions, such as: ‘Do you foresee cultural
difficulties during the interaction as the local police have other cultural values?’, ‘Can you give us examples
of cultural differences which might conflict with your values?’ and ‘Can you give us an example from your
deployment of the behaviour of others with a different cultural background, which shocked or confused you?’.
The interviews were recorded and the transcripts were sent to the interviewees for a member
check. Names and other means of identification were changed in order to guarantee the
anonymity of those interviewed.
The content of the narratives was analyzed using Wester and Peters’ coding principles
(2004). Specifically, the principles of specific, selective and pattern coding were used.
Open coding was omitted because the analyses began with more or less broad ‘sensitizing
concepts’ (Bowen 2006), derived from existing theoretical concepts such as ‘culture shock’
and ‘cross-cultural competences’. These sensitizing concepts helped us to focus attention
on certain data and to ignore other data. In our analyses we focused on specific themes in
the data and looked at how these themes could be reduced to basic social processes, core
concepts or core patterns (Miles and Huberman 1994).

Results
Differences in Culture and Morality
First, we focus on cultural and moral similarities and differences between Dutch military
personnel and the local population in the mission area from the perspective of our Dutch
respondents. Therefore, we first look at their awareness of their own values, before exploring
how they compare them with values of ‘the other’.
Notably, the perspective of ‘the others’ on morally and culturally critical situations, on
the values that are violated and on the vision on how to react might be completely different.
As is for instance the case with the Afghan and Dutch vision on corruption. Furthermore,
the local counterparts or the local population may also encounter morally and culturally
critical situations as well, as the example in the introduction of this article shows. This is also
the case in the situation described by a Dutch warrant officer, who trained the patrolmen
in Aliabad. He gives an example of value differences of an Afghan policeman in the Police
Training Mission;
I sat on the table in front of the classroom, telling some things and at a certain moment one
AUP Agent came in the room and the first thing he said was; ‘As teacher you shouldn’t sit, you

should stand up. Stand up, that’s the way you should teach!’. You could see on his face and
eyes that he was really angry.

However, as the central question in this article indicates, the focus in this article is
on the Dutch perspective. When referring to their own values, Dutch military personnel
acknowledged the influence of Dutch and Christian culture.

We have our own values and the Defence organization imposes on top of that all sorts of
norms. We come from a Western society and step into the other country without even wiping our feet. Therefore, you will look through your Western glasses, and that does not work.
(Lieutenant of the Corps Marines)

While comparing their own values with the values of ‘the other’ (in this case the Afghan
other), some respondents mentioned the similarities between Christianity and Islam. For
example, a Dutch soldier and Afghan soldier were both named after Jacob. Also, some Dutch
military personnel are Muslim and therefore felt an immediate connection with the Muslim
Afghan police. Another cultural resemblance is the male culture in both of the countries’
police and military organizations, and their reactions towards women. A female teacher in
front of a classroom could make military/police pupils (overtly) sneer both in Afghanistan
and in the Netherlands. In general, respondents recognized behavioural parallels, but
had difficulty in naming the underlying value similarities. Military personnel stressed the
importance of paying attention to the value similarities during pre-deployment training, to
improve intercultural contact.
Of course, the Arabic Islamic world is very different. They do have other standards and values
than we, but at some points they are not that different at all. They do interpret differently… It
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‘Honesty’ and ‘respect’ are two values respondents mention. Overall the respondents
had difficulty in naming the values which are important for them. Other values that the
respondents describe as important for them are ‘loyalty’, ‘trust’, ‘discipline’, ‘optimism’,
‘integrity’ and ‘willingness’. Besides being named as important values, ‘respect’ and ‘trust’
are also referred to as cultural competences.
The Defence organization also seems to influence the values of our respondents.

Soldiers as Strangers

Honesty is an important value for me. Do unto others as you would have them to do unto
you. Ha-ha, there is my Catholic background. So treat another with respect, because you want
them to treat you with respect too. (Adjutant of the Military Police)
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would be good to know these similarities too, because there are lots we do not see. (Officer
of the Military Police)
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Yet, in the pre-deployment training no attention is paid to value similarities, nor on
how military personnel could or should react in the situations in which values are violated.
Values, which in the perception of the respondents were violated in morally and culturally
critical situations by ‘the other’, include equal treatment of men and women, religious
freedom and integrity. Also other morally and culturally critical situations were mentioned
by the respondents, such as bacha bazi6 in which the values ‘(physical) integrity’ and ‘(human)
dignity’, collide with ‘good relations’ and ‘respect for ‘the other’’. Respondents relate these
value differences to cultural differences. None of the respondents indicate that more
universal values were violated in these situations.
Even though the Dutch respondents who are interviewed after their deployment
mentioned a total of 121 morally and culturally critical situations (apart from the situations
mentioned by the respondents of the Police Training Mission Kunduz), they are not always
aware of the values that are at stake in the situations they described. When asked about
value-violations, some indicated that they have not thought about it before this question.
The danger of moral blindness lurks; not recognizing the moral issues and related values.
Especially when military personnel become used to specific events, they did not recognise
the moral dimension of the situation. These phenomena are named by respondents ‘mission
creep’ and ‘becoming dull’, in other words moral numbing. Moral numbing and blindness
can be seen as ways of coping or learning to deal and to live with the situation (McAlister,
Bandura and Owen 2006). This obviously can have negative and uncalled-for consequences.
Respondents do see an important role for training in military ethics, to reduce negative
effects of disengagement.
The importance of being aware of the others’ and one’s own perspective and values,
both similarities and differences, and raising this awareness by up-to date trainings is an
important conclusion the respondents draw from their experiences. Unawareness of their
own values and the values of the others, and not knowing whether these values are cultural
specific or universal, made it difficult for military personnel to judge. The moment to draw
the line between cultural and universal values and interfering or not interfering came
forward as an important dilemma here, since there seem to be some ‘uncrossable barriers’
between the values of different cultures (Sen 2004: 351).

6

A traditional practice of using young boys taken as street orphans or sold by their families for sex and entertainment for
‘boy play’ (bacha bazi) by local strongmen and their guests (Schut and Baarle in press).

Being a guest in a country, means adaption to the countries norms and values, but this does
not mean that you should do anything against your will. You must be able to explain your
standards. (Army Captain)

In sum: which competences are important according to military personnel during
intercultural interactions?

In this section, we describe which competences military personnel consider important
for effective functioning in military missions. Next to competences needed for overall
functioning as a soldier, they stress the importance of competences needed in intercultural
interactions.

Even though the concepts of cross-cultural competences are not familiar to the
respondents, they mention some of these competences such as ‘respect’, ‘(cultural)
empathy’, ‘flexibility’ and ‘patience’. ‘Awareness’, both situational and cultural, is another
competence often mentioned; ‘in every situation but especially in intercultural contact,
situational awareness is very important’. In relation to cultural differences respondents also
use ‘open-mindedness’ as a competence. This refers to the importance to distance oneself
from ones reference framework and open up towards other cultures and their perspectives
in intercultural interactions (Ross 2008; De Ridder 2007; Van der Zee, Zaal and Piekstra 2003).
Moral competences in intercultural interactions are less referred to by the respondents.
However, the importance of ‘judgment’ and ‘decisiveness’, as well as ‘emotional stability’ and
‘resilience’, are underlined as well. A Private of the Corps Marines in relation to competences:
You must have communication skills. Also self-knowledge; you should know how you react if
they [the local counterpart] conduct something you would not agree on. Uhm... resilience and
always be able to open-up for new things, for other cultures. I am always interested in others
and their cultures.
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Human aspects do certainly play an important role. Especially in today’s operations, where
not everything is kinetic; it is not only shooting, and throwing bombs and grenades. It is mainly dealing with the local population. (Lieutenant of the Corps Marines)
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Cultural and Moral Competences

As this quote shows, cultural and moral competences are related according to the
respondents. However, they do not indicate that they experience a tension between behaving
culturally as well as morally competent. Furthermore, respondents state that there is not
much attention for either moral or cultural knowledge in the pre-deployment training.
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I am not saying that no information is given, but in the field some lessons need to be learned
the hard way. Therefore, it would be better to pay more attention to this in the pre-deployment training. (Lieutenant of the Corps Marines)
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Respondents also indicated that being better prepared in the mission oriented training
could reduce a culture shock and moral dilemmas stemming from differences in culture and
morality. What are the reactions of the military personnel with regard to perceived valueviolations by ‘the other’?

Consequences
In this section, the reactions of our respondents when dealing with value-violations
are described. To resolve value-violations in morally and culturally critical situations,
respondents choose two strategies. First, not interfering with the others’ behaviour, and
second, trying to change the others’ behaviour.
With regard to non-interference, respondents give several arguments. Respondents
give mission goals or mandate as reasons to adjust to the standards of ‘the other’, but they
also refer to the others culture as an argument. When explaining the moments in which
their values seemed to be at stake, respondents state that ‘this is the norm in their culture’.
Military personnel who refer to culture as an argument are not likely taking action in morally
and culturally critical situations. This could imply no communication of their own values to
the local population and/or not intervening in the behaviour of the local population.
Of course, there are value differences. But it is their culture and.... I do want to bridge it from
my side to theirs. It is their country, their product, their culture. If I want to overcome these
differences, I should adjust. I do not have any need to change their culture, that doesn’t work.
(Army officer)

Changing the behaviour of the local population could, in the eyes of these respondents,
be viewed as ‘imperialism’.

An important point is the Dutch finger; we will tell you exactly how it works in the world.
(Officer of the Corps Marines)

It [the behaviour of the American military personnel towards their counterparts and Afghan
employees on the camp] were not my own standards and values. You are quickly inclined to
go with the flow, in order to not get into a conflict. But at a certain moment you think ‘this isn’t
right’. (Major of the Military Police)

At the moment of our deployment, there was a very popular game in which the goal was to
topple down pedestrians on the pavement. When we were driving over there [Afghanistan]
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Thus, values can both be violated by not being loyal to one’s own values and by the
behaviour of others.
The second reaction to value-violation in morally and culturally critical situations
is, changing the others behaviour and underlying values which conflict with one’s own.
Respondents who did interfere in the situation did not sidelining the own values. For
example, in a confrontation with bacha bazi, Dutch military personnel took the boy away and
brought him back to his family. Another way they interfered was by trying to convince the
other of their point of view, by communicating to the other about their own values and their
disagreement with the behaviour of the other.
Interference is likely when having a strong ethnocentric point of view and/or when
feeling strong moral emotions in confrontation with morally and culturally critical
situations. Military personnel with an ethnocentric point of view will reject the behaviour
of ‘the other’ and will favour their own values. This opinion is reflected by the respondents’
view that the local population is underdeveloped and traditional. These feelings also come
forward in stereotype labels, such as ‘goat-fuckers’ and are used to dehumanize the local
population (forms of moral disengagement). This is shown by the following example from a
Lieutenant-Colonel from the Dutch Air force;
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Not interfering on the basis of the argument of culture, might be the result of ethical and
cultural relativism. This implies that military personnel will not interfere even though not
only their own standards, but also universal values (i.e. human rights) are violated, as is the
case with bacha bazi, which they describe as a cultural practice.
The culture argument might lead to adjusting to the others’ standards. In some cases
respondents were not only adjusting to these standards, but displayed themselves, in their
own eyes, morally reprehensible behaviour, with which they would normally disagree. An
example of this form of moral disengagement:

people [Dutch colleagues] shouted: ‘we are going to topple down burka’s’. They were not talking about women, no: burka skittles.
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Moral emotions are another reason for interfering in morally and culturally critical
situations. Some of the situations the respondents encountered were labelled by them as
‘disgraceful’, ‘contemptible’ or ‘disgusting’. Or their emotional reactions are mentioned,
such as ‘contempt’, ‘disgust’ and ‘anger’, towards the local population or their behaviour.
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Self-defence is not familiar to them [local police]. A woman who defended herself with a heavy teapot was arrested and put in jail without a lawyer or procedure. Inside you boil with rage,
but on the outside, I think, I respond neutral. Of course it gives you sleepless nights, because
you think this can’t be for real. (Sergeant of the Military Police)

Although respondents were outraged by the behaviour of the local population in certain
situations, they did not always take action on the basis of their emotions nor did they always
mentioned their emotions. The low number of emotions mentioned in the interviews may
be caused by ‘getting used to the culture’ or by the fact that situations ‘become normal’, in
other words emotional numbing.
Overall, other important elements which affected their decisions on how to react in
morally and culturally critical situations were the location where the value-violation took
place (‘it might be a different story if we saw it happening at our camp’) and whether they
really witnessed the behaviour of the local population thereby making the value violation
‘proven’.
In short: we have seen that military personnel have different behavioural reactions
towards the other who violates their values.

Conclusion
With regard to our research questions described at the introduction of this article, we
conclude that culture and morality are inextricably linked in intercultural interactions during
military deployments. A close relation between culture and morality and related concepts
like cultural and moral values is not only found in theory, but also in the experiences of
military personnel during their deployments.
In the first section, we focussed on the link between culture and morality from a transdisciplinary point of view. We concluded that morality is one of the main elements of
culture. There is also a core of moral principles common for most people in many places
and at almost all times. This thin morality is not based on cultural differences, but has a
connection with thick morality and its cultural values. Thus, although there are cultural
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differences in judgments, there are also common understandings. This lead to the following
questions; How do military personnel experience the link between morality and culture?
Are they aware of the cultural and moral differences and similarities in these interactions?
Which competences do military personnel consider important in intercultural interactions?
And what are their reactions when their own values are violated by someone with another
cultural background?
In military deployments military personnel experience a conflicting relation between
culture and morality, since their own values are violated by someone with another cultural
background. In short: they experience morally and culturally critical situations. All
respondents elaborate on differences in culture and values, and on morally and culturally
critical situations in intercultural interactions during their deployment, especially when
they felt strong moral outrage. But they have difficulty to draw the line between cultural
values on the one side and universal values on the other. They categorize differences in
morality under the heading of culture. Whether these situations military personnel refer to
as cultural practices, such as bacha bazi, can really be seen as culturally determined is studied
elsewhere (Schut and van Baarle in press; Schut and van Baarle 2014).
Military personnel are trained to be culturally aware and behave in a culturally competent
way. In the pre-deployment training the focus is on cultural differences, no attention is given
to reactions in morally and culturally critical situations and whether to intervene or not
in situations which seem to violate core, or universal, values. Even when core values were
violated, respondents had difficulty to communicate about their (and more universal) moral
values and to act accordingly. Unawareness of one’s own values and those of the other makes
it difficult to draw the line between thin and thick morality. It is important to find out how
military personnel react in specific morally and culturally critical situations. Both reactions,
adjusting to the others’ behaviour and interfering in the others’ behaviour, are mentioned
by military personnel in their reflection on the morally and culturally critical situations
they were confronted with. These reactions were generated by moral emotions and ethically
relativist or ethnocentric perspectives.
Next to the practical implications and recommendations of our findings, there are
theoretical questions and implications. Since there is no clear demarcation line between
thin and thick morality or cultural and universal values, what should be the balance
between the perception of the violation of universal value and the perception of the cultural
embeddedness of these values and between adapting to values of the other or remaining
faithful to one’s own values in morally and culturally critical situations?
The crucial question remains, where military personnel should draw the line in adjusting
to values of the other and remaining faithful to one’s own values in morally and culturally
critical situations. This is important in the context of present-day missions, in which
intercultural interaction is the focus and having a good relation with the local population
and coalition forces is one of the objectives. Training in both (military) ethics and cultural
awareness in which these questions are dealt with seems highly relevant.
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Respect in morally and culturally critical situations during military missions is complex and
loaded with ambiguity. Respect seems a desirable and positive cross-cultural competence;
it is expected that respectful action serves the objectives of the mission and contributes to
legitimacy of the military. However, by respecting the others’ culture too much, one can
neglect one’s own values and sideline one’s own ethical point of view. We conducted a
qualitative study in which we extracted 121 morally and culturally critical situations from
twenty-nine in-depth interviews with Dutch soldiers who have been deployed to, for them,
unfamiliar cultural settings. First, the findings of this study reveal that soldiers who refer
to ‘culture’ as a reason for their own behaviour in morally and culturally critical situations
encountered during deployments, are less likely to intervene even though these situations
conflict with their own values. This could be considered to be ethical relativism that might
result in ‘moral incapacity’, i.e. not acting when they think they ought to. Second, when
servicemen describe their actions as respectful, they act in concordance with the others’
culture. When soldiers mention respect, they are more likely to act in agreement with the
others’ culture.

Keywords
morally and culturally critical situations, cross-cultural competence, concordant action,
moral agency, respect, ethical relativism

Introduction

1

Maas (2010) introduced the concept of ‘moral critical situations’ in a study into teachers’ responses regarding behaviour of
pupils.
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In present international missions, where military activities comprise peace enforcing,
peacekeeping and reconstruction, contact with the local population, police and army is
essential. In this interaction, moral and cultural boundaries manifest themselves. When
confronted with these boundaries, morally and culturally critical situations may occur.
In this article we define morally and culturally critical situations as situations in which
military personnel experiences the behaviour of the local population in the mission area as
conflicting with their personal and professional moral values (Schut, de Graaf and Verweij
2014).1 Although military personnel are confronted with these morally and culturally critical
situations, they must be capable, effective moral agents and decision makers. They have to
act upon morally and culturally critical situations. In the situation above, the Dutch sergeant
explains a situation in which her values are violated by the conduct of the Sudanese police.
While she talks with the local police about their work procedures, with which she disagrees,
she keeps in mind the cultural differences, the importance of their relationship, and she tries
to act respectfully and to convince them by reasoning.
Respect is considered a virtue in many cultures and considered to help building and
maintaining good relationships (Olsthoorn 2011; De Ridder 2007). Respect can open doors
and establish good working relationships and friendship. Respect, as one of the cross-cultural
competences, contributes to successful performance, interaction and effective functioning
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When a crime is committed in Sudan it is common to place the subject of a crime together with
the suspect in protective custody. That is why victims and even animals are put in jail! When a
chicken is stolen, it is imprisoned together with the thief. Every day we went to the police station and discussed such things with the Sudanese police. Why are the prisoners incarcerated?
Why are men and women together in one cell? On charges of rape, the suspect and the victim
were locked up together! When you have been on mission in a country for some time, you go
along with the culture, because it seems customary to imprison all those who are involved.
But you try to discuss such things and make them think about it. You try to explain to the
Sudanese that it is better to separate men and women when they are in prison and you refer
to their own customs to explain why; ‘When you pray, women and men are also separated.
That’s the same thing we do in prison.’ The woman had a suckling, so it was far from ideal to
put all of them together in one cell. Two years later, when I was deployed to Sudan for the
second time, I visited this police station again and they showed me around with enthusiasm:
‘Look: separate cells for men, women, children and animals!’ (Sergeant of the Dutch Military
Police).
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in any culture and with members of any culture, to achieve personal and organisational goals
(Hajjar 2010; Van Driel 2009; Ross and Thornson 2008; Abbe 2008; Selmeski 2007; Abbe,
Gulick and Herman 2007; Magala 2005; Van der Zee and Van Oudenhoven 2001).
On the other hand, disrespectful behaviour by military personnel in the interaction with
the local population during deployments clearly harms the mission and the safety of the
own troops (Moelker and Schut 2010; Karcanes 2007). The burning of a Koran on an American
base in Afghanistan is such an example, which resulted in riots and a bomb attack on an
airport, costing hundreds of Afghan and American lives.2 Obviously, bluntly rejecting the
other culture, or avoiding contact with the other is not really an option when participating
in present-day military missions. In general, an ethnocentric bias may seriously hamper
intercultural communication. Ethnocentric people react in favour of their own values
and have ‘unfavourable attitudes toward outgroups’ (Coenders and Scheepers 2003: 315).
Furthermore, they react not open-minded, not culturally empathic and not respectful
towards the other culture.
To minimise these negative effects, today’s pre-deployment training focuses
predominantly on respect, as one of the cross-cultural competences (Abbe, et al. 2007;
Selmeski 2007; Salmoni 2006). According to ISAF, green-on-blue incidents in Afghanistan
could be reduced if military personnel would show more interest in the culture of their
Afghan counterparts.3 Acquiring the cross-cultural competence respect will increase the
probability of servicemen acting respectfully in intercultural contact (Schut and Moelker
2013).
But, having too much respect for the others’ culture generates another problem. It
might perpetuate and legitimize situations which one considers unjust and unethical. When
‘culture is the sole source of the validity of moral right or rule’ (Donnely 1984: 400; Whetham
2008), one risks ethical relativism. In line with cultural competency training it seems
desirable to respect the other people’s culture and look away from whatever contradicts
ones conscience. Whilst having too much respect and not taking action, even though action
is actually required, one risks sidelining one’s own, and sometimes even more universal,
norms and values.
The example involving Sudanese work procedures concerning prisoners, illustrates just
the kind of morally and culturally critical situations that can lead to such a dilemma. If one
‘respects’ the long vested working methods of the imprisonment of all involved in a criminal
case together, one perhaps sets aside one’s own values regarding the rights of prisoners
and the duty to protect victims. Military personnel who witness these confusing situations
often don’t know what to do. If one acts upon the situation, which is perceived as wrong, it
could result in unanticipated consequences. The local counterpart might feel offended and
might withdraw cooperation on which the mission strongly depends. Considering the moral
2

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/03/world/asia/5-soldiers-are-said-to-face-punishment-in-koran-burning-inafghanistan.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 (Accessed on 25 November 2013).

3

http://www.volkskrant.nl/vk/nl/2844/Archief/archief/article/detail/2460060/2011/06/30/Rosenthal-Nederlandsetrainingsmissie-gaat-gewoon-door.dhtml (Accessed on 18 December 2012).

How often do military personnel act in concordance with the others’ culture in morally and culturally critical
situations, how often do they refer to ‘culture’ as argument for their reactions and how often do they narrate
about their respectful behaviour?
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Are servicemen’s references to ‘culture’ as an argument related to non-agency in morally and culturally
critical situations?
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When military personnel claim to act with respect towards people from an indigenous population, are they,
as a result of this self-acclaimed respecting attitude, also more likely to act in concordance with the others’
culture?

Chapter 2

choices, military personnel who choose not to act, because ‘it is their culture’, may develop
feelings of guilt because they sideline their own values. As a result, these soldiers may
develop moral injury. Moral injury manifests itself as ‘PTSD-like symptoms (e.g., intrusions,
avoidance, numbing), other outcomes are unique and include shame, guilt, demoralization,
self-handicapping behaviours (e.g., self-sabotaging relationships), and self-harm (e.g.,
parasuicidal behaviours)’ (Maguen and Litz 2012: 1). Those, who try to act respectfully and
therefore act in concordance with the local culture, may feel better afterwards and reach the
results they desire.
In this article, the main questions to be answered are:

In the next section, the relations between the concepts that were developed in order
to answer the research questions will be elaborated. Moral agency, respect, ‘culture’ as
argument and concordant action are derived from theory and are constructed so that they
can be used in an empirical study. After describing the research methods, the findings of the
study are presented. In the conclusion, the findings of this article will be summarised and
discussed in light of practical implications.

Moral Agency, Respect, Culture as Argument, and Concordant Action
Agency is the capacity of an actor, a human being or an organization, to act in this world.
In order to act, actors make choices and therefore consciousness of the consequences of
choices is an inherent quality of moral agency (Bandura 2001; Bandura 1999). This holds true
even when consequences are not always known beforehand. Moral agency thus presupposes
a certain level of autonomy and ability to be independent from structural constraints. But
moral agency is bounded by ‘webs of significance’ that men himself made (Geertz 1973: 7).
Moral agency is socially bounded in the Weberian sense that actors have to take into account

Soldiers as Strangers
Chapter 2

64

the actions and intentions of other actors (Weber 1978: 4). Courses of meaningful action will
change when considering the possible reactions from others. The above does not imply that
all choices are rational, and it also does not imply that intuitive decisions are always inferior
to rationally well-pondered choices. Because moral agency normally is restricted and
bounded within the context of own spun ‘webs of significance’ (i.e., the own culture) (Geertz
1973), problems may arise when being confronted with webs of significance that originate
from people one is not acquainted with, i.e. cultural systems of the local population in the
mission area.
Present-day military missions are strongly oriented at winning hearts and minds of the
local population by use of cross-cultural competences. Cross-cultural competences, like
respect, are imprinted during pre-deployment training. But what is respect more precisely?
Respect is closely related to self-respect, honour, shame and humiliation. The difficulty
in defining respect is its reflexive character linking respect to self-respect. According to
Immanuel Kant human beings should be treated as an end in themselves and not as a means
to something else. To treat people merely as means is therefore disrespectful. The fact that
we are human has value in itself. Schulzkea (2012) applies this categorical imperative of Kant
to improve respectful treatment of women in the military. From sociology we learn that one
loses respect and feels shame and humiliation if one is not able to physically defend oneself
against social degradation and loss of status (Elias 1982: 292). Building on Elias, Olsthoorn
(2011: 114) defines humiliation as the injury of someone’s self-respect or dignity. Therefore,
one should not cross the boundaries set by the other person and not bring others in a
situation where they cannot say ‘no’ (Moelker and Kümmel 2007).
Whether or not one has acquired the cross-cultural competence ‘respect’ is measured by
the FORCE-IT questionnaire, which contains items like ‘make sure you do not discredit other
people’ and ‘accept people even though they have other habits and attitudes’ (De Ridder
2007). Respect as a competence includes esteem for a person’s worth as a human being,
even though others apparently have different opinions or attitudes. People who score low
on respect are insolent and arrogant. These people may be ethnocentric. People who score
high on respect typically do try not to hurt people’s feelings and to protect another’s face or
esteem by being sensitive to the others rights. These people are close to an ethical relativist
point of view.
Whetham (2008) points at the advantage of ethical relativism whilst at the same time
acknowledging the risk it contains. The advantage is that we are not supposed to measure
things up against ‘objective’ standards, meaning our own cultural standards. According to
Whetham (2008: 302-303)

… it would be ethical imperialism to expect other cultures to conform to our own ideas and beliefs, would it not? The argument appears quite straightforward - different cultures have dif-

ferent ethical codes. Therefore, ethics have no objective truth because they are simply based
on opinions derived from one’s cultural norms.

This qualitative study aims at exploring the role of respect and ethical relativism in morally
and culturally critical situations by the use of both qualitative research methods as well
as quantitative (content) analysis. In-depth interviews were conducted with a total of 29
servicemen of the Royal Netherlands Armed Forces, who were deployed from 2001 up to
and including 2010. In this period they participated in operations in Afghanistan (ISAF),
Iraq (SFIR/NTM-I), Bosnia Herzegovina (SFOR/EUFOR/IPTF) and Sudan (UNMIS) (table 2.1).
Some of them went on missions before 2001, whilst others were also deployed in 2011 or 2012.
In this paper only the data of the operations in these ten years (2001-2010) are used. Most
participants were male (90 percent). Most respondents experienced at least two deployments
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Ethical relativism helps us keeping an open mind for things that are different from what
we are used to. Ethical relativism explains why Western soldiers are hesitant in interfering
in Afghan lives when intervention touches upon religious and social issues (Richardson,
Bonneu and Resteigne 2010: 5). The risk of ethical relativism is that we are devoid of norms
that discriminate between right and wrong (Whetham 2008: 304). Within the concept of
ethical relativism respect for the others’ culture develops into a justification for not judging
and acting (Vikan forthcoming).
As a cross-cultural competence, respect is related to intervention, appropriate or
disappropriate. Therefore we turn to concordance theory. Concordant action at the macro
political level ‘relies on agreement between the military, political elites and citizenry’ (Schiff
2012: 323). At the micro level of face-to-face interaction, concordant action means that
intervention is fitting the cultural system of local partners. A military example of concordant
action stems from the article ‘War in the Home’ by Bailliet (2007: 173) where the author
‘emphasizes the importance of taking into account gender and cultural considerations to
properly address the interests of family members – i.e., women, children and the elderly
who are most affected by house raids.’ When soldiers raid a family home, they cross the line
dividing public and private and hence their actions are delicate and can easily offend the
local population. In situations like these it is in their own interest to treat the other party
with respect, and to act in concordance with the other culture, even if one disagrees with the
cultural praxis one encounters. If possible, a sensible thing to do is to use female soldiers for
searching the female quarters of a house.
Before presenting the findings, the research methods are discussed.
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(57 percent). The age of the respondents varied between 24 and 49 years and their ranks varied
from Sergeant Major to Lieutenant-Colonel. Military personnel from all four services of the
Dutch Armed Forces (army, air force, navy and military police) participated in the interview
sessions. Interviews were conducted between November 2010 and December 2011 by the
first author. A semi-structured topic list was used to guide the interviews. In these open
interviews after deployment, the respondents reflect upon their deployment and narrate
on morally and culturally critical situations during deployment. All 29 interviews were
digitally recorded and transcribed. Interview protocols were returned to the respondents for
a member check. Personal information of the participants was deleted in order to guarantee
participants’ confidentiality. In the interviews 121 morally and culturally critical situations
were described (table 2.1). The analysis was performed in three subsequent stages.

Table 2.1 Morally and Culturally Critical Situations ordered by Mission Area
Mission Area

Total of Morally and Culturally Critical Situations

Former Yugoslavia

14

Sudan

9

Iraq

3

Afghanistan

91

Dutch Antilles

3

Surinam

1

Total

121

In the first stage of the analysis, themes relevant to this study were identified and
systematically ordered in a conceptually clustered matrix, which allows for an initial
comparison (Huberman and Miles 1984). The themes used in this matrix were: respondent,
age, service in the Dutch armed forces, years of service, rank, deployments, functions,
morally and culturally critical situations. As a result of the initial analysis, interest grew
in the cross-cultural competence respect, ethical relativism and agency in morally and
culturally critical situations. The authors wondered about the action taken by servicemen in
these confusing situations.
In the second stage of analysis we focussed on morally and culturally critical situations.
As mentioned above the number of morally and culturally critical situations totals 121 and
they form the unit of analysis. Upon these morally and culturally critically situations the
coding was performed (Strauss and Corbin 1998).

Results
Frequencies 		
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In a majority of the 121 morally and culturally critical situations, the respondents spoke of
action taken (55 percent, 67 situations; table 2.2). In a quarter of the situations (26 percent,
32 situations; table 2.2), they mentioned not taking action. In the rest of the morally and
culturally critical situations, they did not mention whether they took action or not (18
percent, 22 situations; table 2.2).
In 22 of the 121 situations (table 2.2), the respondents explained the conduct of the
other by the others’ culture and also mentioned culture as argument explaining their own
reaction. In the other 99 situations (table 2.2), they did not mention culture as argument for
their action.
Thirty percent (36 situations; table 2.3) of the servicemen talked about taking action
discordant with the others’ culture, whereas 26 percent (31 situations; table 2.3) acted in
concordance with the others’ culture. In 54 (45 percent; table 2.3) situations the code ‘not
apply’ was used.
In 23 of the 121 situations (table 2.3), the respondents narrated on their respectful
behaviour in the situations they encountered. In most situations (95 situations; table 2.3) the
respondents did not mention respect in relation to their behaviour in a particular situation.
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In the third stage of the content analysis situations were tagged according the categories.
The variable ‘culture as argument’ consisted of the categories ‘no mention of culture as
argument’ and ‘culture was mentioned as an argument.’ We used this variable as a proxy to
ethical relativism. The ‘agency’ variable was composed of the categories ‘respondent did not
speak of action’, ‘respondent speaks of action’ and ‘respondent mentions not taking action’.
The variable ‘action’, contains the categories ‘disconcordant action’ and ‘concordant action’,
and a rest code ‘not apply’. Respect was categorized in ‘no mention of respect’, ‘respect
is mentioned’ and ‘no respect.’ After coding all variables in the 121 morally and culturally
critical situations the data was transferred to SPSS so that they could be analysed. Because
the data are mostly of a nominal scale level, we performed Chi-square tests for independence
to determine if the variables were related.

Table 2.2 Agency by Culture as Argument
Culture as argument
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Respondent did not speak of action
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Agency

Respondent speaks of action taken

culture

of culture as

mentioned as

argument

argument

Total

Count

20

2

% within relativism

20%

9%

18%

Count

61

6

67

% within relativism

62%

27%

55%

Respondent mentions not taking action Count

Total

no mention

22

18

14

32

% within relativism

18%

64%

26%

Count

99

22

121

% within relativism

100%

100%

100%

P Chi-Square = .000

Agency and Culture as Argument
Looking closer at the relationship between the variables the data show that soldiers who
refer to culture as an argument to a lesser extent mention taking action (table 2.2). When
respondents refer to culture as an argument for their action in a certain situation, most of
them mentioned not taking any action (64 percent, 14 situations) even when the behaviour
of the others in some situations conflicted with their values. One example concerned a
lieutenant of the Marine Corps who was amazed by the intimacy Afghan men demonstrated
towards each other, especially because the attention made him feel uneasy; ‘These people
could easily fall in love with you. Then they wanted a picture taken of us together.’ His
explanation was ‘it is their culture’ and he respected that up to a certain level; ‘As long as
they do not touch me.’ Other situations which our military respondents reflected upon was
the, in their eyes, unequal treatment of women in different deployment areas. Although
‘we have a different opinion, there [in Afghanistan] it is the normal state of affairs to have
women wearing a burqa and to put them in the trunk of the car’, according to a sergeant of the
military police. As another respondent puts it; ‘it is strange, I would not let my wife walk 10
meters behind me nor put her in the trunk of the car […] it is a cultural thing, something they
are accustomed to and you should not have the illusion that you can change it’.
According to the respondents, some situations specifically belonged to the local culture,
however in these situations they did take action (27 percent, 6 situations). A situation in which

an Army lieutenant-colonel takes action, even though he refers to culture as an argument to
explain the situation, relates to the interaction with children;

While there was a meeting at a police post, our unit waited outside and saw a couple of kids
approaching. We gave them some sweets and small gifts, but the biggest boy snatched them
away from the smaller ones. In this situation you intervene, even though you know it violates
their cultural idea of survival of the fittest.

That is the reason why the major of the Military Police took action and expressed his
opinion; ‘You can punish them in different ways, for instance you can let them do push-ups.
That is an alternative punishment and it is good for their bodies too.’ In the end, the Afghan
instructor did change his methods, but ‘the old guard did not’.
In other situations in which respondents did not mention whether they took action
or not, nor mentioned culture as an argument (18 percent, 18 situations), they gave other
arguments for their non-agency, such as a lack of mandate, concerns regarding safety or
protecting relationships. For example; ‘The police in Uruzgan used cannabis. According
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If students return back at camp too late after their ‘weekend’, they have to report to the
commander. Their punishment is that they have to stand for hours in the boiling-hot
sun with their cap in their mouth on a square, without food or anything to drink. If they
do not pay attention in the classroom, he lets them perform the leopard crawl through the sand and dirt, or he beats and kicks them. It does not make sense. It is disgusting.
Furthermore, the uniform gets dirty. Water is not really in stock, so they smell of sweat.
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Another Dutch Army colonel took action, even though he thought that the breach of
integrity he encountered was part of ‘their’ culture. During a shura (meeting of important
Afghan people) the governor mentioned that he had bribed a local police commander. The
colonel reported it, because he strongly disagreed; ‘This was normal over there, but we have
very different views. Other boundaries.’ The colonel stuck to the boundaries that were his
own, and did not succumb to ethical relativism.
Interestingly, those who did not mention culture as an argument to explain the situation,
more often spoke of action taken (62 percent, 61 situations). A major of the Military Police
described the way Afghan commanders penalize their students, with which he strongly
disagreed and therefore acted against it;
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to our standards this would be intolerable for policemen, but this man was one of the key
players who could not be passed by if you wanted to get something done.’ Another situation
in which a lieutenant-colonel from the Army reacted resignedly was the confrontation with
bacha bazi in Afghanistan. Literally ‘bacha bazi’ means ‘boy play’ and it refers to young boys
who are dancing and providing sexual services to local strongmen and their guests (Schut
and Van Baarle in press; Schut and Van Baarle 2014; Vikan forthcoming). The opinion of this
lieutenant-colonel;

To conclude, respondents who use culture as argument, tend to non-agency in morally
and culturally critical situations, whilst respondents who do not use culture as argument are
more likely to undertake action.
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It is something I find really hard to accept, but you can’t change it. We don’t need more enemies... It would be very counterproductive to tell this police chief; ‘before we continue with
our cooperation, you should leave these boys alone, they need to go to school.’

Table 2.3 (Dis)concordant Action by Respect
Respect
No mention of

Respect is

No respect

respect

mentioned

Count

46

8

0

54

% within Respect

48%

35%

0%

45%
36

Total
not apply

Action

disconcordant action

concordant action

Total

P Chi-Square = .004

Count

31

3

2

% within Respect

32%

13%

100%

30%

Count

19

12

0

31

% within Respect

20%

52%

0%

26%

Count

95

23

2

121

% within Respect

100%

100%

100%

100%

When Respect is mentioned, Soldiers act concordantly
In half of the situations (52 percent, 12 situations, table 2.3) in which the servicemen mention
their behaviour as respectful, their action is in concordance with the others’ culture. A
colonel of the Army illustrates this;

We arrested an Afghan man and were heading back to camp whilst it was praying time for the
Muslims. Although everybody knew he was a crook and we were aware of risking our own
safety when standing still, we let him pray. Normally, when we arrested someone, the elders
came to the gate and were yelling for his release. What happened the day after came as a
surprise. The elders came to the gate to show their gratitude to the platoon, because of our
respectful behaviour towards this man as a Muslim. So … showing respect is not just about
doing the good thing, but also means, hopefully, that you will reap what you sowed.

This example clearly shows the positive consequence of his respectful behaviour.
All of the situations in which the servicemen considered their actions as disrespectful, their
action discords with the cultural norms of the local population. Another lieutenant of the
Marine Corps derogatorily talked about ‘cultural stuff’, which is important to keep in mind
while searching houses in Afghanistan. Even though he was aware of the cultural aspects he
did refer to his actual behaviour in a situation in which he and his peloton shut down a whole
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Therefore his team always includes at least one female colleague.
Another illustration of a situation in which a serviceman shows respect, is when she is
‘not publicly carrying a bottle of water’ during Ramadan. By acting as such ‘you show that
you respect them.’ In a different situation sketched by a lieutenant of the Marine Corps, he
emphasizes that acting respectfully is in the interest of the marines themselves too, even
though their own safety was at stake, and therefore they act in concordance with the others’
culture;
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It is very useful to have female nurses and female soldiers with you. Partly because of pragmatic reasons: a man will never ever help an Afghan woman, unless it is life-threatening. In
that case you have to find a solution that is acceptable to the (male) Afghan and Afghan culture. For body searches among women, for example, you really need a female soldier. In addition, half of your target group, half of the population, is female. And even in Afghanistan
women have a voice.
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village during the night, as being not respectful. In this situation he rather let the villagers
pray at home, than ‘have them go to the mosque.’ His reason for not letting them go was that
he didn’t know if they were ‘good or bad and it is all about the safety of the soldiers.’ Although
he keeps respect in mind, he says ‘this should work as a two sided affair’ and ‘they have to
respect us and our work as well.’ His behaviour was coded in disconcordance with the local
religious values, as the norm is to be lenient in case the indigenous population expresses the
desire to pray. This corresponds with his own description of his act as being disrespectful.
Furthermore, disconcordant actions occurred frequently when servicemen did not
mention respect at all while talking about their action (32 percent, 31 situations). This can be
illustrated by a story of another lieutenant-colonel of the Army, who tells about corruption
in Bosnia, while restoring a school with money from the Dutch government.

The Netherlands had some money available for a new roof on a school. Normally, the person
with the most competitive offer gets the job. In the end, the job went to the company who
was supposed to get it, as that person skims money and divides it between the actual rulers
behind the scene.

The lieutenant-colonel did not mention whether his action, namely reporting corruption,
was respectful. Although he was aware that he was ‘not able to change anything regarding
corruption’, he did undertake action against it. He reported it. The authors labelled his action
as disconcordant with the others’ culture.
Also in the situation presented earlier, in which a lieutenant of the Marine Corps
intervened in the struggle over sweets, the serviceman self-reported his intervention in
the Afghan survival culture as being in disconcordance with the culture in Afghanistan,
but did not mention respect. Another clear example of disconcordant action is given by a
lieutenant of the Marine Corps, who is in his twenties and who is not making any effort to
act in concordance with the hierarchical status of elders in Afghanistan, or to establish his
authority by growing his beard:

They know that our culture is different and that it is uncommon for us to grow a beard. They
think you are too young to be powerful, but after a while they realise that you are the factual
king on the mountain. Since I was clear in my communication about this; ‘I am the commander, and if you do not want to talk with me, we will not talk with you about anything’, and then
we just walked away.

Discussion
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In conclusion, when servicemen refer to culture as argument in their reasoning in morally
and culturally critical situations, this often leads to non-agency. Because they might let
things they do not agree with go by. Later the soldiers might develop ambivalent feelings
about what happened. Servicemen, who do not adhere to the cultural argument, are more
likely to undertake action. These soldiers try to cling on their own moral standards. We have
to note here that other arguments why military personnel take action or why they do not,
such as mandate, safety and mission goals, are not taken into account in this study.
The other main finding is that in morally and culturally critical situations in which
servicemen say they act respectfully, they also often act in concordance with the others’
culture. As respect is a virtue and respectful action is in line with personal and organizational
goals, it receives an emphasis during pre-deployment training where culture is high on the
educational agenda.
There are two sides to the emphasis on culture during pre-deployment training, that need
to be discussed. The one side to the conclusion is that cultural competences, like respect,
are and should be important in training because they help achieving the objectives of the
mission and it enhances the security of own troops. When no attention is given to respect
in culture training, the own culture is the most likely point of departure for agency. On the
extreme ethnocentrism lurks around the corner as a trap that leads to the neglect of local
customs, which results in low levels of empathy, and thereby it will unnecessary hurt local
people’s feelings by the blunt actions taken.
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There are also some situations in which the respondents did not mention respect in
relation to their behaviour, but they actually act in concordance with the others culture
(20 percent, 19 situations). A captain of the Marine Corps gave an example of a cultural
conflict caused by a mistake by a Dutch soldier over holy objects. This situation happened in
Afghanistan during a house search. A female soldier noticed a little bag lying on the floor.
When she picked it up, it turned out to be a Koran. ‘The guys of the Afghan National Army and
Afghan National Police immediately pulled out their guns against the Dutch soldier.’ To solve
this situation, Dutch servicemen acted in concordance with the Afghan religious values, by
recognising the mistake and showing the Afghans that they would “punish” her in public’.
The reason why this captain did not describe his behaviour as respectful, could be that his
action was not respectful towards his female colleague. Furthermore, it seems likely that
respect was probably not his main concern either, as their safety was at stake.
Summarizing, as results from table 2.3 show, when military personnel (say that they)
apply respect in morally and culturally critical situations, they more often act in concordance
with the others’ culture.
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The other side is that morally and culturally critical situations resemble situations that
could give cause to moral injury. Moral injury occurs when soldiers fail to prevent, bear
witness to, or learn ‘about acts that transgress deeply held moral beliefs and expectations’
(Litz et al. 2009). Moral injury will probably occur more often if people apply an ethical
relativist point of view. Unconventional features of war may make it more difficult for service
members to decide on the most prudent way to react towards non-combatants (or potential
combatants) despite strong battlefield ethics training and the rules of engagement (Litz et
al. 2009: 696, 697). In these situations soldiers sideline their personal values and neglect the
negative impact on both the local populace (people who are victims of unjust ‘habits’) and
themselves. They develop feelings of guilt after the mission because they did not act whilst they
think they should have. The reason for not acting being misplaced respect. These are the risks
of ethical relativism that Whetham (2008) warns against. Being unaware of ethical relativism
seems to be a shortfall of military personnel. Although not perpetrators themselves, the
soldier-bystanders come close to practicing moral disengagement (Bandura 1991) stemming
from trained moral incapacity (Merton 1957). Because cultural training focuses too much
on having respect for the others’ culture, ‘trained incapacity’ (Merton 1957: 197-198) might
occur. Trained incapacity is defined as the ‘state of affairs in which one’s abilities function
as inadequacies or blind spots.’ Imprinting respect during cultural awareness training may
invoke the blind spot of neglecting your own value system, and additionally acting morally
incompetent. Thus, military servicemen, who are trained to apply respect towards another
culture, may sideline their own values in morally and culturally complex situations while
they condone morally abject situations they normally would not accept.
In the end, taking both sides into account, military personnel should be trained to strive
for balance. Soldiers thus should avoid the extremes of ethical relativism (submitting to
much to the others’ values) and ethnocentrism (following only own values). They should
be trained to become ambidextrous, able to address a polyvalent set of competences, by
obtaining both moral as well as cultural competences (Soeters 2008). Thus training should
include simultaneously cultural training and lessons in ethics, which make servicemen aware
of cross-cultural as well as moral competences. With the help of scenario exercises, based on
morally and culturally critical situations, military personnel might be better prepared to deal
with ethical and cultural dilemmas and thereby prevent moral injury to the local population
and to themselves.
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Which emotions are generated by the behaviour of ‘the other’ in intercultural interactions
that Dutch soldiers perceive as conflicting with their own values? How are these emotions
related to types of behavioural reactions of Dutch military personnel? This preliminary study
explores the emotional and behavioural reactions of Dutch military personnel deployed in
unfamiliar cultural settings. Using a grounded theory approach, a total of 121 situations were
studied. The narratives were derived from interview sessions with servicemen reflecting
on their recent deployment. The results of this explorative study indicate that violations of
standards with regard to an individual’s position in society evoke most emotions. The more a
situation is experienced as reprehensible and ‘strange,’ the stronger the negative emotions.
Although most soldiers did not react in accordance with their strong and negative emotions
(they started a dialogue or reported the incident), the consequences of such emotions
and subsequent reactions can have quite an impact on the individual level as well as on the
organizational and international political level. We therefore underline the importance of
combining ethical dilemma and cultural awareness training during pre-deployment.

Keywords
moral judgment, military, emotions, morally and culturally critical situations,
interactions
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What should servicemen do when confronted with, in their eyes, ‘odd’ or even
‘reprehensible’ conduct of the local population or of their international counterparts?
The situation described previously is taken from in-depth interviews we conducted in
the context of our explorative study in the Dutch military. With regard to this situation,
the question can be asked whether the serviceman should confront the father with his
emotions regarding the suspected maltreatment of the child. This respondent, who
shared his deployment experiences from Afghanistan with us, decided to help the
burned child in the military hospital and not confront the father with his emotions. He
stated that he could understand the behaviour of the father by putting it into perspective:
‘climate, poverty and generations long warfare made the Afghans a hardened and, in
many Western eyes, callous people.’
During present-day missions, interactions with the local population are more crucial
than ever, since ‘winning the hearts and minds’ of the local population is the main objective
(Moelker 2014). This implies, as, Perez (2012: 178) argues - when looking at the US Armed
Forces - that the ethical and political obligations to the ‘indigenous other; that is, the person
who lives where troops are deployed,’ should be integrated in military ethics. This is in line
with the argument of Richardson, Verweij, and Winslow (2004), who state that servicemen
need to be ‘morally fit’ in all types of contemporary military operations, from peacekeeping
to stabilization operations. Moral fitness has been defined as ‘an attitude of alertness and
responsibility on a moral level’ which is, of course, important in many organizational
contexts (Richardson et al. 2004: 99). Since servicemen are continuously role shifting
between ‘peacekeeper,’ ‘diplomat,’ and ‘warrior’ in their interactions with both the local
population and the allied forces, they do not only have to be morally competent but also
culturally competent (Hajjar 2014; Hajjar 2010; Richardson et al. 2004). For, in these intercultural interactions, norms and values are present which, in many cases, differ from their
own. During military deployment in unfamiliar cultural settings, servicemen may run into
situations in which their moral principles are tested. In order to address questions and

Soldiers as Strangers

While I stood at the gate of the Dutch compound, a man from the local village brought
in his child for medical care. The father told me that his child had an accident with boiling
water. However, the child had burnings on his body up to his chest so I suspected that the
child had been put in boiling water as a ‘way of punishment’, something I had encountered
before. I was disgusted and appalled; what to do?
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dilemmas in these settings, we use the term of ‘morally and culturally critical situations.’1 This
term refers to situations in which perceived or experienced behaviour conducted by others
conflicts with personal and professional moral values of military personnel. In morally and
culturally critical situations, moral and cultural boundaries become apparent. Moreover,
boundaries are sometimes even perceived as being crossed or violated. Servicemen may
consider these situations morally dubious or even reprehensible. However, in line with their
profession, servicemen are expected to be capable and effective decision makers and morally
responsible agents, which requires adequate moral reasoning and judgment.
A first glance at our interview transcripts, in which servicemen reflected upon these
situations, made us aware of the important role that emotions appeared to play. This is
quite interesting since the military context is known for its bureaucratic, rational, and rulefollowing nature, as indicated by the well-known motto of the Dutch forces: ‘emotions
can be eliminated’ (De Graaff and van Gils 2012; Kramer 2007). Since hardly any literature
about emotions and moral responses in the context of present-day missions is available,
we decided to study the individual moral and emotional reactions of military personnel
in the morally and culturally critical situations they encountered. This preliminary study,
from a grounded theory approach, aims to explore which emotions and behavioural
reactions can be distinguished in servicemen’s narratives when reflecting upon the
morally and culturally critical situations they encountered. We focus on the morally and
culturally critical situations described as such by the servicemen themselves, which may
imply that, situations are perceived as dilemmatic by the servicemen and not necessarily
by their commanders or in the cultural context they are deployed in.
The research questions in this study are as follows

Research question 1: Which emotions are generated by the behaviour of ‘the other’ in intercultural
interactions that Dutch soldiers perceive as conflicting with their own values?

Research question 2: How are these emotions related to types of behavioural reactions of Dutch military
personnel?

In order to answer these questions, we used the grounded theory approach to analyse
the morally and culturally critical situations in the narratives of Dutch military personnel
with regard to their deployment. We used Haidts’ framework of families of moral emotions
1

Maas (2010) introduced the concept of ‘moral critical situations,’ by studying critical interpersonal situations with regard to
behaviour of pupils experienced by teachers.

(Haidt 2003) to code the emotions in our data. This explorative study is unique in that it
combines morally and culturally critical situations and the individual emotional and
behavioural reactions of military personnel during recent deployments. This article starts
with a literature review of moral judgment and moral emotions in the military. Second, the
qualitative methods to study moral emotions and reactions in military practice are outlined.
Third, we describe which moral emotions can be distinguished in relation to specific
morally and culturally critical situations during military deployment and the relation that
can be found between these emotions and (behavioural) reactions. We found that when
standards regarding an individual’s position in society are violated, most emotions were
reported. Another main finding is that, even though ‘the other’s’ behaviour conflicts with
the values of Dutch soldiers, they did not act concordantly and did not demonstrate actual
physical ‘attacks.’ Instead, their behavioural reactions were limited to starting a dialogue or
reporting the behaviour. Finally, we discuss the main findings of our explorative study and
make suggestions for further research.
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When deployed, servicemen face moral issues on a day-to-day basis. They are confronted
with moral questions and dilemmas such as the use of weapons, cooperation with other
(civil) parties, or unclear and ambiguous rules of engagement in humanitarian missions
(Richardson et al. 2004). Furthermore, there are often no quick and easy solutions
available. However, the servicemen need to judge and act.
Research on moral judgment in the military mainly uses the cognitive approach (e.g.
Yi-Ming Yu 2013; Williams 2010; Verweij, Hofhuis, and Soeters 2007), which implies that
moral reasoning and moral development are closely related to cognitive development
(e.g. Kohlberg). We acknowledge the fact that in moral judgment various processes are
at work (c.f. Arsenio, Adams and Gold 2009; Greene and Haidt 2002). However, in this
article, we focus on the affective approach in moral judgment. In the affective approach,
moral judgments are primarily products of emotional (or other nonrational) processes.
Recent cognitive neuroscience and psychological studies show that moral emotions
tend to dominate moral judgment (Harris 2003; Greene and Haidt 2002). Moral emotions
can be distinguished from general basic human emotions due to the ‘third-party’ aspect
included in moral emotions. This means the emotions that are referred to as moral
emotions are those that are concerned with the social order of human life (Rozin, Lowery,
Haidt and Imada 1999). Thus, moral emotions do not primarily aim at what happens to
the self (e.g., tasting something bad that evokes disgust as a basic emotion), but appraise
the situation, in which societal principles are violated. Haidt (2003: 276) defines moral
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Moral Judgment and Emotions
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emotions as those ‘that are linked to the interests or welfare either of society as a whole
or at least of individuals other than the judge or agent.’ Moral emotions (such as anger and
guilt) play a crucial, mediating role in dealing with moral dilemmas. After all, these moral
emotions may evoke behaviour that can both harm and affect other people involved in
the dilemma, as well as the personal well-being of the agent (Harris 2003). Moral emotions
provide the motivational force for decision making and human behaviour (Tangney,
Stuewig and Mashek 2007; Kroll and Egan 2004).
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Research on Moral Emotions in the Military
Studies regarding emotions in a military context are scant and have certain limitations.
First, although several specific moral emotions have been studied in a military context,
the full spectrum of moral emotions remained overlooked (e.g. Engelhard, Olatunji and De
Jong 2011; Rietveld 2009). Earlier studies have mainly focused on just one or two (moral)
emotions (e.g., guilt and shame). Second, the situations studied have been mostly
limited to activities undertaken by military personnel themselves (i.e., the judge and the
agent are the same person) (Singer 2004). While less attention is paid to soldiers judging
the behaviour of another person. Third, most studies used a clinical psychological
perspective in which emotions were related to stress responses such as post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms (e.g. Op den Buijs, Broesder and Meijer 2012; Engelhard
et al. 2011; Harrigan 2007). A fourth drawback is that the research population of most of
these studies was limited to Vietnam War veterans and peacekeeping missions at the end
of the twentieth century (e.g. Rietveld 2009; Harrigan 2007; Singer 2004; Wong and Cook
1992; Glover 1984). Recent deployment experiences have not yet been elaborated on
extensively. However, morally and culturally critical situations like the one described in
the beginning of this article evoke (intense) emotions that subsequently can cause
similar behavioural responses. These emotions are referred to as moral emotions;
they are the primary emotions evoked in situations in which the behaviour of others is
perceived as a violation of values or societal principles. Notably, in moral reasoning and
judgment, moral emotions play an important role, which is especially relevant in a
military context, given the behavioural consequences of moral emotions (Verweij 2008).

Method
This preliminary study, from a grounded theory approach, explores which emotions
and behavioural reactions can be distinguished in servicemen’s narratives when
reflecting upon the morally and culturally critical situations they encountered. For the

purpose of this explorative study, the qualitative research method narrative analysis
was used and interview material was content analyzed.

Participants
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We conducted a purposive sample, using certain characteristics as an argument for
inclusion in our sample of interviewees. The characteristics were (a) active military
service, (b) deployment experience, (c) intercultural interactions during deployment,
and (d) capable to verbalize moral dilemmas and personal reflections. In total,
twenty-nine servicemen of the Netherlands Armed Forces participated in the interview sessions. Servicemen with deployment experience received a personal (written)
invitation to participate in the study, in which they were asked to participate if they met
the selection criteria of recent deployment experience and personal interaction with the
local population. All respondents were active servicemen deployed by the Netherlands
Ministry of Defense in ongoing missions between 1979 (United Nations Interim Force in
Lebanon [UNIFIL]) and 2010 (NATO Training Mission - Afghanistan [NTM-A]) to various
different mission areas like Cambodia, Lebanon, Iraq, and Afghanistan. Most of the
respondents were deployed more than once. For this study, we focused on the missions
carried out after 1991 (see Table 3.1).
Although the mission areas differed, the context of deployment was more or less
similar for all respondents. After all, the missions can all be characterized as present-day
missions in which the cooperation with international counterparts and contact with the
local population was vital and servicemen were role shifting. Most respondents were
deployed twice or more (57 percent) and most participants were male (90 percent). The latter
was to be expected, given the relatively small percentage of women in the Dutch Armed
Forces. The age of the respondents ranged from twenty-four to forty-nine years, and their
ranks ranged from Sergeant Major to Lieutenant Colonel. Servicemen of all four military
branches (Army, Air Force, Navy, and Military Police) were interviewed. The majority of
the respondents were officers (79 percent): a minority of non-commissioned officers and
privates participated in this study (21 percent).
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Misson

Area

Period of deployment

Total respondents participating in this study

MFO

Sinaï

1993-1994

2

UNMIBH

Bosnia

1997

1

UNPROFOR

Bosnia

1992-1995

2

EUPM

Bosnia

1995-2008

3

IFOR

Bosnia

1996

3

SFOR

Bosnia

1999-2001

6

IPTF

Bosnia

2000-2001

2

AFOR

Albania

1999

1

UNMEE

Ethiopia

2000

1

SFIR

Iraq

2004

1

UNMIS

Sudan

2005-2008

2

NTM-A

Afghanistan

2009

1

ISAF

Afghanistan

2002-2010

22

Procedure
At some point after their deployment, the respondents were asked to participate voluntarily
in a study about morally and culturally critical situations they faced during their deployment.
Since time and finances were limited, a random sample within the Dutch Armed Forces was
not an option (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981). ‘Snowball sampling’ was used as a data collection
strategy. So, names of other possible respondents were provided to the authors by other
participants. The researchers then selected the respondents who met the criteria
described previously. An advantage of this strategy was that all respondents met our
criteria (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981; Erickson 1979). In order to deal with sampling bias, we
relied on the variety of the different indirect sources, since our initial sample consisted of
respondents from different parts of the defence organization with different deployment
experiences (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981; 155). Interviews were conducted until data
became repetitious and data saturation was in order (Biernack and Waldorf 1981).
During the research, we were aware of our own position. We were conscious that our
‘multiple positionalities,’ for example, gender and civilian status, could influence our
research process (Henry, Higate and Sanghera 2009). Furthermore, all interviewees were
ensured confidentiality. Meaning their commanding officers or other third parties would
not be notified of their individual answers. Also, the participants were told they could abort
the interview session any time, when they experienced inconvenience. Moreover, the
participants were informed about the fact that their responses would be used for a general
scientific article. The interviews were all digitally recorded, transcribed afterward, and sent

In order to conduct this study, we used a grounded theory approach to ‘uncover and
understand what lies behind phenomenon about which little is known,’ (Richardson and
Kramer 2006: 497) such as is the case with moral emotions in morally and culturally
critical situations (Corbin and Strauss 1990). For the purpose of this study, we conducted
a narrative analysis on the interview material. Narrative analysis is a qualitative
research method appropriate for studying sociological and psychological information
(Franzosi 1998). This type of analysis helps to bring out the essential elements of
individual experiences, or in other words: it helps to construct meaning in linguistic
stories (Franzosi 1998). The stories of the Dutch servicemen represent the servicemen’s
personal experiences during deployment and perceived causes of these experiences.
First, the narratives, derived from the interview sessions, were analytically
processed in a manner that is commonly used in qualitative studies (i.e., content
analysis) by breaking the narratives into smaller subsections that were categorized
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to the respondent for a ‘member check.’ In the interview sessions, questions were asked
covering basic demographic information (such as age, rank, and professional function).
Subsequently, the respondents were asked to share their deployment experiences with the
interviewers. In the interview sessions, a topic list was used in order to ensure all participants
were asked similar questions regarding morally and culturally critical situations in the
mission area. The elements in this topic list were derived from autobiographic narratives
(e.g., diaries, journals, and documentaries) of Dutch servicemen. Examples of the elements
addressed in the topic list are (1) pre-deployment and training experiences, (2) ethical issues,
and (3) perceived cultural differences during deployment. The participants were stimulated
to share their personal experiences by asking open questions such as, ‘Can you describe situations
in which you encountered cultural differences between yourself and the local population?’, ‘Can you describe
situations in which the local populations’ behaviour violated your values?’ or ‘Can you describe situations in
which the actions of coalition partners did not meet your own standards?’. This enabled us to elaborate
on the respondent’s remarks in order to check whether the accuracy of the narratives was
sufficient. If the respondent failed to give detailed information about important situations
in the narrative, the narrative was excluded from further analysis, in order to ensure
reliability of memory. All respondents were able to describe their deployment experiences
exhaustively and in rich detail, which supported our presumption that the personal reports
were reliable. By using open-ended questions, we could address the morally and culturally
critical situations and the effect these situations had on the respondent. Emotions were not
always directly addressed in the interviews. However, other questions gave the respondents
the opportunity to communicate their emotions, which were subsequently elaborated on by
the interviewer.
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and labelled thematically (Lieblich, Tuval and Zilber 1998). In order to start with the
content analysis, we selected all morally and culturally critical situations (121 situations
in total). As a result of the initial analysis, interest grew in the emotions described by
the servicemen themselves and their behavioural reactions. In order to answer our
research questions, morally and culturally critical situations were selected in which
the behaviour of people with a different cultural background (inhabitants of the host
nation or members of coalition forces) was experienced by the serviceman as not
corresponding with his or her personal values and had for that reason evoked a certain
emotional reaction in the serviceman (in sum forty-three situations were selected).

Coding Morally and Culturally Critical Situations
First, two researchers independently coded these situations according to the type of
morally and culturally critical situation (e.g., social interaction with women or corruption,
see Table 3.2 for the full list of codes). We decided to categorize these situations following
a framework based on Shweder, Much, Mahapatra, and Park’s classification of moral codes,
distinguishing ethics of ‘autonomy,’ ‘community,’ and ‘divinity’ (Shweder et al. 1997). The ethics
of autonomy is based on traditional moral psychological insights regarding the ‘rights and
justice’ principles as addressed by Kohlberg (Shweder et al. 1997). Since this lies outside the
scope of our research, we did not apply this category to our data. Furthermore, Shweder et
al. (1997) distinguishes ‘the ethics of community.’ This refers to societal principles/standards
dictating an individual’s position in the social hierarchy with obligations coming from this
position (Shweder et al. 1997). An example of such standards is contact between generations
or between men and women. These different types of moral codes generate rules on how to
behave and it turns gender issues into important aspects of morality. Community, according
to Shweder et al. (1997), is role-based and related to hierarchy, membership, obligations,
and duty. The first category of morally and culturally critical situations we discerned is
‘social community.’ Subcategories are (a) social interaction between men and women,
(b) social interaction between men, and (c) social interaction with children. The second
category is also derived from ‘community ethics’ although these ethical questions evolve in
the community of work. In other words, these situations address an individual’s behaviour
- as a member of a work community in which he or she holds a certain position in the social
hierarchy with obligations coming from this position (e.g., in the local police forces) that
violates the personal values of the servicemen. We used ‘work community’ as a second category,
whose subcategories are, for instance, (a) corruption and (b) the treatment of prisoners.
The third category is derived from Schweder’s ethics of divinity, in which a person is seen as
a spiritual and religious entity, living according to the ‘sacred’ or ‘natural order’ and the ethics
of a society. Religious principles was the main subcategory.

Table 3.2 Operationalization of Morally and Culturally Critical Situations and Family of Moral Emotions
Constructs
Subcategory

Operationalization

Social Community

Social interaction with women
Social interaction between men
Bacha bazi
Social interaction with children
Dealing with ethnic groups
Social interaction of US forces

Discusses situations in which values of a person as a
member of a community in which he or she holds a certain
position in the social hierarchy with obligations coming
from this position according to the servicemen are violated by the conduct of a member of the local population or
a member of the coalition forces

Work Community

Use of violence by authorities
Other working methods
Corruption
Dealing with suspects/prisoners

Discusses situations in which an individual’s behavior - as
member of a work community in which he or she holds a
certain position in the social hierarchy with obligations
coming from this position (e.g. in the local police forces) violates the personal values of the servicemen.

Divinity

Religious principles

Discusses situations in which values of a person as a spiritual and religious entity, living according to the ‘sacred’
or ‘natural order’ is violated by the conduct of a member
of the local population or a member of the coalition forces

Anger
Contempt
Disgust

Discusses feelings of frustration, madness, rage, hatred,
disapproval, anger, contempt, disgust, loathing, aversion,
superiority, etc. in a moral context.

Self-conscious
emotions

Shame
Embarrassment
Guilt
Pride

Discusses feelings of shame, embarrassment, guilt, humiliation, disgrace, blame, remorse, pride, self-importance,
etc. in a moral context.

Other-suffering
emotions

Compassion

Discusses feelings of compassion, empathy, sympathy,
pity, concern, care, etc. in a moral context.

Other-praising
emotions

Awe
Gratitude
Elevation

Discusses feelings of awe, gratitude, elevation, admiration, respect, appreciation, etc. in a moral context.

Coding Moral Emotions
After having selected the morally and culturally critical situations containing descriptions
of emotions, we applied the coding of moral emotions to these situations. Although
the idea exists that researchers using the grounded theory use an inductive strategy and
start with an empty head (Bryman 2008: 541; Richardson and Kramer 2006: 497), existing
theoretical ideas can ‘contribute to a meaningful story of the phenomena under study’ by ‘the
mechanism of abductive inferences’ (Richardson and Kramer 2006: 498). A framework
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consisting of theoretical notions on moral emotions occupies a central role in this article
(Richardson and Kramer 2006: 501). The moral emotions that could be distinguished with
regard to these morally and culturally critical situations were analyzed by both researchers.
As we expected that different morally and culturally critical situations would evoke moral
emotions from different emotional families, we used Haidt’s families of moral emotions
(Haidt 2003). According to Haidt (2003), moral emotions can be divided into four families.
He states that the two most distinct clusters comprise the ‘other-condemning emotions’ and
the ‘self-consciousness emotions,’ whereas two smaller clusters include the ‘other-suffering
emotions’ and the ‘other-praising emotions’ (Haidt 2003). The other-condemning emotions
are the emotions concerned with judging the actions and dispositions of others. These are
negative social emotions of which moral contempt, moral anger, and moral disgust are
most relevant (Hutcherson and Gross 2011; Haidt 2003; Rozin et al. 1999). Self-consciousness
emotions are emotions that involve appraisals of the self as a social or moral subject
(Tangney, Stuewig, and Mashek 2007; Haidt 2003; Rozin et al. 1999). These emotions
assess the moral worth of the self and evaluate one’s fit within society. Emotions in this
cluster include shame, embarrassment, and guilt (Hutcherson and Gross 2011; Haidt 2003;
Rozin et al. 1999). The family of other-suffering emotions deals with the negative feelings
associated with another person’s pain or misfortune. The emotions categorized in this
cluster originate from feelings such as sympathy and compassion (Haidt 2003). The fourth
cluster of moral emotions categorizes the other-praising emotions, which are the opposite
of other-condemning emotions, and contain gratitude, elevation, and awe (Haidt 2003).
As indicated earlier, emotions are known to have an effect on behavioural reactions
(Tangney, Stuewig, and Mashek 2007; Gross and Levenson 1993). The emotions of the family
of other-condemning emotions is known to result in two diverse behavioural reactions;
(a) fight (some sort of attack on the person who is acting unfairly or immoral) or (b) flight
(avoiding the person whose behaviour is violating the moral principles) (Pearlman 2013;
Russell and Giner-Sorolla 2011; Hutcherson and Gross 2011; Haidt 2003; Schweder et al. 1997).
Self-conscious emotions create the urge to withdraw and consequently result in
pro-social behaviour (Haidt 2003; Harris 2003). The family of other-suffering emotions
moves you to undertake action to help others (Hutcherson and Gross 2011; Haidt 2003).
Other-praising emotions result in manifestations of positive behaviours such as
politeness toward others (Emmons and Crumpler 2000).
In Table 3.2, an operationalization of the concepts can be found. We use the case
described in the introduction as an example to show how we coded the narratives. The
serviceman described that his reaction was one of disgust, which we labelled as an
other-condemning emotion. His remark was ‘the first reaction is almost always disgust,
I think.’ Subsequently, we analyzed which behavioural reaction followed the initial moral
emotion of the serviceman. In this case, the serviceman did not respond to the father,
who was the object of his emotion, but helped the harmed child instead.

Validity and Reliability

Results
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In order to account for the validity and reliability of the results and conclusion of this
study, we calculated interrater reliability using k statistics. In sum, a total of fifty-five
emotions were identified, the measurement of k was .49. It turned out that there was not
much difference between the way of coding. Only, in some cases, one of the researchers
left a situation uncoded. The researchers agreed to take another look at these blanks,
without being aware of the other researcher’s code. The researchers compared their
codes a second time, leading to agreement for coding the rest of the material. Constant
comparisons between the two researchers were made for all transcriptions.

Moral Emotions in Relation to Critical Situations
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This explorative study focused on the moral emotions experienced by Dutch servicemen
during deployment. The first research question aimed to distinguish the moral emotions
that were experienced in relation to morally and culturally critical situations. For this
purpose, we categorized the situations into three main themes: social community, work
community, and divinity. The category that was most mentioned in relation to moral
emotions is ‘social community.’ Within this category, the confrontation with bacha bazi was
reported most (mentioned twelve times). Bacha bazi literally means ‘boy play.’ It is a traditional
practice in Afghanistan, in which influential men, such as army and police commanders,
use young boys, street orphans, or boys sold by their families, for entertainment and sex
(Schut and Baarle 2014; Leatherman 2011; Schut and Baarle in press). The social interaction
with women scores second highest in the category of ‘social community’ (mentioned eight
times). The category ‘work community’ was mentioned in relation to emotions nine times,
and a situation of the category of ‘divinity’ was mentioned only once.
Second, we focused on the moral emotions that we distinguished with regard to the
categories of morally and culturally critical situations described previously. The moral
emotions mentioned most by our respondents belong to the family of other-condemning
moral emotions. These emotions were present in all categories, but most narrated upon in
the confrontation with bacha bazi in the ‘social community’ category (mentioned fifteen
times). ‘This is really too filthy for words,’ a Captain of the Marine Corps said while telling
about a boy working for a local police commander. This quotation reflects the emotions
that were described in a similar way by other respondents when confronted with bacha
bazi. They especially felt ‘anger’ and ‘disgust’ toward the powerful men who supposedly
have a sexual relationship with these boys. Less spoken about were the feelings toward the
boys. The emotions that were described regarding the boys were feelings of ‘compassion’
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and ‘sympathy’ belonging to the family of ‘other-suffering’ (mentioned two times). As a
Lieutenant of the Marines Corps tells us, ‘Suddenly it strikes you; Fucking hell: 80% of the
boys in this country [Afghanistan] is sexually exploited! Terrible for these poor boys.’2
The moral emotions coming from the emotional family ‘self-consciousness’ such
as ‘guilt,’ ‘embarrassment,’ and ‘shame’ were even less narrated upon by our respondents
(mentioned one time). These emotions were only mentioned in the theme ‘social
community,’ and more specific in the category ‘social interaction between men.’ The Afghan
way of social interaction between men differs from the Dutch, in terms of the amount of
intimacy. Most Dutch military personnel consider intimacy between men, such as walking
hand-in-hand, ‘strange,’ and ‘gay-like.’ The category ‘social interaction between men’
also presents an example of a situation in which the respondent experienced both othercondemning and self-consciousness emotions. For example, a Lieutenant Colonel of the
Army was embarrassed when he saw two policemen having intimate sexual contact as he
walked into a guard room; ‘They did not bat an eyelid,’ but he did. When the respondents
themselves are the object of this kind of intimacy they also experience ‘embarrassment’
(coming from the family of self-consciousness emotions), next to the other-condemning
emotions. The Lieutenant Colonel mentioned above was, much to his embarrassment,
the subject of this kind of intimacy himself; ‘Just imagine: a large blonde Dutch serviceman
with his weapon and equipment full of dust climbed out of his vehicle and received a flower
from a somewhat girly/effeminate and shy [Afghan] policeman. This was much to the
amusement of the other [Dutch] guys, of course.’ In Table 3.3, an overview of the results per
type of morally and culturally critical situation is shown.

2

There are no clear numbers on how many boys are involved in bacha bazi in Afghanistan.

Table 3.3 Moral Emotions in Morally and Culturally Critical Situations

Morally and culturally critical
situations
(Total, N=121)

Sum of
Situations
named

Situations
named with
emotion

Type of Emotion

Reaction

Social interaction with women

29

8

Other-cond. (8 total)

Conversation (3)
Acceptance (1)
Nothing (2)

Social interaction between men

9

7

Other-cond. (7)
Self-conscious (1)
Other-praising (1)

Nothing (1)
Conversation (1)

Bacha bazi

14

12

Other-cond. (15)
Other-suffering (2)

Nothing (8)
Conversation (4)
Acceptance (mission) 1
Cynical reactions (1)

Social interaction with children

6

2

Other-cond. (2)

Nothing (2)
Action, helping (1)

Dealing with ethnic groups

4

1

Other-cond. (1)

Social interaction of USA forces

3

3

Other-cond. (4)
Other-suffering (1)

Conversation (1)
Switch of function/
place (1)

Use of violence by authorizes

3

2

Other-cond. (3)

Conversation (2)

Other workingmethods

14

3

Other-cond. (5)

Conversation (3)
Nothing (1)
Physically showing
disapproval (1)
Find solution (1)
Reporting (1)

Corruption

15

3

Other-cond. (3)

Nothing (4)
Reporting (1)

Dealing with suspects/prisoners

7

1

Other-cond. (1)

Conversation (1)

Religious principles

17

1

Other-cond. (1)

Conversation (1)

Total

121

43

55

Social Community
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The second research question focused on the behavioural reaction of the respondents
after experiencing the moral emotion with regard to the morally and culturally critical
situation. We found that quite frequently (in twenty of the forty-three situations) the
servicemen did not mediate in the situation. According to their own narratives, they
registered the event, evaluated their emotions, and then decided not to do anything.
The reasons they gave for not taking action show that they put the situation into
perspective and accepted the situation as it was. There was acquiescence with regard to
what happened. Two reasons for this type of reaction are found.
First, most respondents put mission goals above all other values at stake in any
situation. Therefore, most servicemen did not actively intervene even when their
emotions told them otherwise. A Captain of the Marines Corps, who told us about the
‘bacha bazi boy’ of the Afghan police commander, illustrates this point. He explained why
he did not intervene in this morally and culturally critical situation even though he
considered bacha bazi to be disgusting; ‘He is the police commander who has jurisdiction
in this area and I really wanted to know things . . . so I do not think about the little
boy and just do business.’ There is one situation in which another serviceman decided
to ‘flight’ despite her emotions; ‘There was a woman who was punished with lashes [in
Sudan], because she looked at another man. A punishment conform the Sharia. The
whole village came to look if she really was punished with eighty lashes; they were even
counting them!’ After a while the serviceman decided to walk away, physically showing
her disapproval with the situation. She considered this to be the only option; ‘you
cannot do anything against it ... you cannot intervene, because as UN you are supposed
to be neutral.’
The second reason respondents mentioned for not taking action was the consideration
that the situation is culturally determined and therefore unchangeable. The serviceman
in the case sketched in the introduction put the situation into perspective: ‘If you take the
hard, Afghan, perspective, it remains something cruel, but it is relative somehow.’ Also in
the category of bacha bazi, respondents considered the situation culturally determined and
therefore unchangeable; ‘When I know that a child is abused in the Netherlands, I have my
opinion about it, and I will go to the police. But there [in Afghanistan] it is generally accepted.
Of course I have an opinion about it, but you can never chance it.’ Other respondents
combined these two reasons for not taking action following their moral emotions; ‘We
were not running short of enemies, so we did not need to make more. And it [bacha bazi] will
happen anyway.’
When the servicemen did actively intervene in the morally and culturally critical
situation, they did so by starting a dialogue regarding the event (e.g., by discussing the
matter with the parties, reporting the situation to superiors or by actively asking questions
regarding the ‘why?’ of the action; eighteen times). A Major of the Military Police describes an
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In this study, we aimed at distinguishing the moral emotions present in the narratives
of Dutch servicemen when reflecting on the morally and culturally critical situations
that occurred in the interactions with the local population and coalition forces during
deployment. The first research question was ‘Which emotions are generated by
the behavior of ‘the other’ in intercultural interactions that Dutch soldiers perceive
as conflicting with their own values?’Additionally, we aimed to get insight into what
behavioral reactions evolved from these emotions. Thus, the second question was ‘How are
these emotions related to types of behavioral reactions of Dutch military personnel?’
Before presenting the conclusions, it should be noted that the results of this study are
based on the narratives and perspectives of Dutch military personnel. This implies
that even though our respondents perceived cultural differences in the situations they
described, some of these differences may not be cultural or area-specific per se. It is also
important to note that many respondents were deployed to Afghanistan and that during
these deployments many morally and culturally critical situations were experienced.
The phenomenon of bacha bazi, for instance, in which most moral emotions were
reported (see Table 3.3), was only encountered in Afghanistan. However, the phenomenon
is not restricted to Afghanistan; it also occurs in other Asian countries such as Pakistan
(Schut and Baarle in press; Schut and Baarle 2014). It seems that the more a situation is
experienced as ‘strange,’ ‘unfamiliar,’ and even reprehensible, the stronger the negative
emotions. Therefore, we underline the importance of combining ethical dilemma and
cultural awareness training during pre-deployment, so that military personnel will be
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example of such a reaction. He mentioned that the American troops interact differently with
coalition forces and with the local population, than with other Americans, on an American
base in Afghanistan. The Afghans who worked at the base were searched day-by-day at the
entrance, did not have a place to pray, were not allowed to take any personal belongings
with them (including food), and were not allowed to eat in the cafeteria. The Major believed
the American’s behaviour to be ‘scandalous’ and discussed this with his American superior.
However, when nothing changed, the Major reported the situation to his Dutch superior
and asked for transfer. Another situation, in which a serviceman started a dialogue to show
his disapproval, was described by a commander who disagreed with his Afghan translators
regarding personal hygiene (he referred to their tent as ‘a pigsty’). His reaction was to give
them a new tent and to speak to, and make agreements with, the translators about their
personal hygiene. However, the translators did not keep their promises, and the tent got
messy again. The emotions the commander experienced were other-condemning. The subject
of the emotions before the intervention was the messy tent, while after the intervention it
was the unreliability of the translators.
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better prepared for the morally and culturally critical situations they will inevitably
encounter.
The results of this explorative study suggest several conclusions. When we look at the first
research question, analysis reveals that most moral emotions were reported with regard to
morally and culturally critical situations in the category of ‘social community.’ In this category,
remarks of the servicemen regarding the position of members within a society and obligations
coming from this position are discussed. The respondents state that they perceive the behavior
toward these members of the community as ‘strange’ or ‘unfamiliar,’ or even reprehensible.
A reason for this might be that moral emotions are evoked when the interests or welfare of
people involved are at stake (Haidt 2003). In other words, in situations that are directly linked
to social relations emotional responses are often present. This is in line with findings in
educational settings; most mentioned critical situations are those in which the actor harms
another individual (Maas 2010). Furthermore, research results show that in all types of morally
and culturally critical situations the family of other-condemning emotions were experienced
by the respondents. While the other families of emotions were only described in the category of
‘social community.’ The only emotion in the family of other-suffering emotions mentioned by
the servicemen is compassion; this implies feelings for and understanding of another person’s
misery or suffering. They felt this emotion in situations in which they were confronted with
bacha bazi and the social interaction of US forces.
The second research question focused on the behavioral reactions of the servicemen
evolving from experienced moral emotions. Although previous research indicates that
experiencing the other-condemning emotion ‘anger’ may lead to a physical attack on the
individual who is perceived to act unfairly or immoral (Pearlman 2012; Hutcherson and Gross
2011; Russel and Giner-Sorolla 2011; Haidt 2003), our results suggest quite the opposite: none
of the situations described by our respondents demonstrate actual physical ‘attacks’ in any
of the emotional families. The actions are limited to starting a dialogue or reporting the
behavior. This also seems to hold for the other-condemning emotions disgust and contempt,
which may result in the avoidance of the object of these emotions (Russell and Ginner-Sorolla
2011; Hutcherson and Gross 2011; Haidt 2003; Shweder et al. 1997). However, the results of this
research demonstrate that in most cases the servicemen do not avoid the other person, but
confronts him or her with their emotions by starting a conversation. Also other-suffering
emotions, according to the literature on this subject, move to undertake action to help
the other (Hutcherson and Gross 2011; Haidt 2003). Here again, our study does not show a
relation between feelings of compassion and action. There is one situation (described at the
beginning of this article) in which a serviceman actively helped a burned child who arrived
in the military hospital, while the only emotion he mentioned was disgust for the father,
probably the perpetrator.

Limitations and Future Research

Numbing as a concept was introduced in psychiatry by the psychiatrist Robert Jay Lifton (1973) opposing the term
repression, which was not suitable for describing the psychic defense process of ‘‘turning off’’ feelings in specific
traumatizing situations.
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The explorative study described in this article is, according to our knowledge, the first to
examine empirically all families of moral emotions in present-day military deployments.
It was difficult to distinguish between different moral emotions inside the families, since
the analysis is based on the servicemen’s personal reflection and they did not explicitly
distinguish those emotions. Therefore, we choose not to distinguish the emotions, but
categorize them into families. Even though intense emotions were described, only 43 of the
121 situations mentioned in the narratives contained a description of emotions. This might
be explained by the phenomenon of ‘numbing.’3 Grassiani (2009) described ‘numbing’ as the
inability to recognize and act upon moral issues in a certain situation. Additional research
on numbing in relation to moral emotions in morally and culturally critical situations seems
relevant.
Another finding that asks for additional research was the experience of subsequent
emotions: emotions felt in the aftermath of the situation and behavioral responses,
generated by the servicemen’s own action. Because these moral emotions were not
directed toward the ‘harm-doer’ and the initial situation in which values are violated, we
left them out of this research. However, we suggest that in future research this issue will
be further elaborated on as it may result in moral injury (Litz 1992) and in negative
feelings directed at one’s own actions, such as shame and guilt, which are likely to have
negative consequences such as stress responses (i.e., PTSD) (Rietveld 2009). It would be
interesting to conduct comparative research regarding similar issues in other professions
that resemble the military, such as policing, social work, and firefighting.
In this study, we used the categorization of Shweder et al.’s (1997) classification of
moral codes for our analysis. We applied their distinction between ethics of ‘autonomy,’
‘community,’ and ‘divinity,’ since they likewise conducted empirical research in a behavioral
context. However, when classifying situations, Schweder et al.’s classification is not the
only option. Haidt’s theory of moral foundations might be another way to analyze moral
dilemmas. Haidt and colleagues argue that any moral dilemma fits in one of the following
moral foundations: (1) care/harm, (2) fairness/cheating, (3) royalty/betrayal, (4) authority/
subversion, and (5) sanctity/degradation (Haidt, Graham, and Joseph 2009). Yet, even though
this would provide interesting insights into the content of the servicemen’s dilemmas (the
virtues), it provides no insight in the social context of the critical situation that we focused
on in our research.
A difference between men and women seems to be present in our interview material,
since the women we interviewed mentioned more situations and emotions than their
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male colleagues. With regard to emotional responses, several gender differences have
been reported in earlier research, including the success of interpreting others’ emotional
expressions and the degree of expressivity (Archer 2013; Gross and Levenson 1993). These
gender differences are also underlined in Carol Gilligan’s ‘In a Different Voice: Women’s
Conception of Self and Morality’ (Gilligan 1977). Due to our small research sample, no
conclusions can be drawn from this result. Therefore, we hope to inspire future research to
address this topic.
In this study, the majority of the respondents were officers: a minority of noncommissioned officers and privates participated in this study. This could have biased
the results of this study, as these servicemen have other experiences in the mission area
than their officer colleagues who fulfill staff functions rather than operational functions.
Therefore, we suggest that in future research the group of respondents is more diverse,
covering all ranks.
As is the case in every study, some critical notes can be made regarding the methodology
of this study. First, the selection of respondents (by means of snowball sampling) may
have caused biased results, as we discussed earlier (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981). Another
limitation may be the time that has passed between the respondent’s homecoming from
the deployment and the moment the interviews were conducted. However, the accuracy of
the described morally and culturally critical situations is accounted for by the fact that the
narratives were numerous and all rich in detail. Given the grounded theory approach, no
direct questions were asked in the interview sessions about the servicemen’s emotions. In
future research, it would be interesting to directly ask about their emotions and feelings.
However, it should be taken into account that inside the hierarchical and dominantly male
culture of the military, talking about emotions and feelings is not common.
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Military personnel deployed to Afghanistan regularly return home with stories of dancing
boys, young catamites and ‘chai boys’. These are boys wearing make-up who act as servants
to, among others, police and army commanders and who do more ‘chores’ than just making
tea (this is known as bacha bazi in Persian, literally meaning: ‘boy play’). There is often a sexual
component in this relationship. This article answers the question: how did Dutch military
personnel act when they encountered bacha bazi during their deployment in Afghanistan?
Respondents recognise this practice as a morally and culturally critical situation and they
based their judgements, which resulted in non-interference, on a culturally and morally
relativist argument.

Keywords
sexual violence, chai boys, morally and culturally critical situation, military, moral dilemma

Introduction

1

www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/dancingboys/ accessed on 07-12-2012

2

‘The Kite Runner’ (2003), a book by Khaled Hosseini, also delves into the practice of bacha bazi. The main character, Amir,
sets out to search for Sohrab, the son of his best friend, who was taken by the Taliban. Amir finds Sohrab in a soldier’s
house, where he is forced to dance while wearing women’s clothes. After Amir has rescued Sohrab from the Taliban, he
says: “I’m so dirty and full of sin. The bad man and the other two did things to me” (Hosseini, 2003: 278 ).

3

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9nml3pEkdEA&feature=youtu.be accessed on 07-12-2012
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In 2010, the Frontline news organisation was the first to bring the harrowing situation of the
dancing boys in Afghanistan to worldwide attention by broadcasting a documentary entitled
‘The Dancing Boys of Afghanistan’ (Aroussi 2011: 589).1 In the documentary, Afghan journalist
Najibullah Quraishi sketches the lives of these often impoverished young ‘entertainers’, who
live in the service of affluent and influential Afghans. The boys are dressed as women and
wear make-up in order to perform dances for their masters. This is, however, not as innocent
as it seems, as the boys are then taken to the home of the highest bidder. This custom, in
which an adult man (bacha baz) has a sexual relationship with a pre-adolescent boy (bacha
beeresh, boys without beards) is called bacha bazi (Persian for ‘boy play’). The boy is taken into
the family or social circle of the man and is sometimes given some form of special payment
and/or financial support for his family. The boy is a status symbol and sexual partner to the
influential men in question.
The ‘Dancing Boys of Afghanistan’ documentary gave rise to responses from all over
the world. The documentary was, however, not the first time that Western media channels
had highlighted this practice. 2 In 2009, Travis Schouten, a former corporal of the Canadian
armed forces, reported on the rape of an Afghan boy by members of the Afghan National
Security Forces (ANSF) on a Canadian compound just outside Kandahar. The events, reported
in the Ottowa Citizen of 21 September 2009, had taken place in 2006. While the Canadian
armed forces tried to keep a lid on the incident and North Atlantic Treaty Organisation
(NATO) ignored the affair, Schouten endeavoured to bring the issue to the public’s attention.
Moreover, he wanted clear guidelines to be drawn up on what action military personnel
should take and who they should report to in the event of witnessing sexual abuse.3 He was
not the only one to express concern. NATO personnel in Afghanistan have similar stories to
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While we were staying at the Hotel Intercontinental in Kabul, there were police tents all
around the hotel for police officers acting as security for the shuras [meetings between tribal
elders]. This was all political, so there had to be police security present. We saw that there
were some young boys there, and some police personnel had already told us that they were
‘doing it’ with these young boys. During the evening, we heard screams from the tents. It was
very clear to me that it was these young boys, who were being abused. You could hear the
pain. (Dutch major)
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tell. They talk of catamites or ‘chai boys’ (tea boys), i.e. boys wearing make-up who are the
servants of, among others, police and army commanders and who do more ‘chores’than just
making the tea. These stories led us to investigate the practice of bacha bazi more closely.
In the meantime, a number of articles have been published and more documentaries
have been made highlighting the practice of bacha bazi (e.g. Jalalzai 2011; Leatherman 2011).
However, little attention is given to how international military personnel operating in this
region approach the issue, which in their eyes is a morally and culturally critical situation.
Since there is a ‘remarkable lack of gender specific data’ (Carpenter 2006: 97), our aim is
to contribute to the human security literature by concentrating on gender-based violence
towards boys in the armed conflict of Afghanistan. The focus in this article is on how Dutch
military personnel act when faced with bacha bazi and the guidelines (when available) they
are given by the Netherlands Defence organisation. First, a number of theoretical notions
are described. Secondly, this article goes into the background of bacha bazi in Afghanistan.
Subsequently, Dutch and international guidelines regarding bacha bazi are described. Finally,
we discuss what Dutch military personnel did when faced with bacha bazi and we give a
number of recommendations for future international missions.

Morally and Culturally Critical Situations and Moral Dilemmas
The practice of bacha bazi clashes with the standards and moral values of Dutch military
personnel on how to behave towards children. Moral and cultural values are considered to
be both time and place related. They refer to what is important and worthwhile and are the
underlying motives for norms within societies (Verweij 2007; Frey 1994). While moral values
can be both personal as well as group-based, cultural values belong to a specific group of
people and not only deal with morals but also with, for instance, ‘knowledge, art, belief and
any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society’ (Verweij 2007; Frey
1994; Tylor 1871: 1). In the eyes of our respondents, sexual contact with children, both girls
and boys, is unacceptable. Dutch military personnel experienced bacha bazi as a morally and
culturally critical situation. These are defined as situations in which the conduct of the local
population in a deployment area (a different culture) is experienced as conflicting with one’s
own personal moral and cultural values.4 The issue of bacha bazi is one of the morally and
culturally critical situations most mentioned by members of the Netherlands armed forces.
Some members of the military experience these situations as a moral dilemma, owing to
the fact that some of their local counterparts may be involved. We define a moral dilemma
as a situation in which there is a conflict between two or more moral values that cannot be
respected simultaneously (Baarda and Verweij 2006: 2; Statman 1995: 32). Dealing with moral
questions requires moral competence (Wortel and Bosch 2011; Van Luijk and Dubbink 2011;
4

Maas (2010) introduced the concept of ‘moral critical situations’, by studying critical interpersonal situations with regard to
behavior of pupils experienced by teachers.

Twenty nine semi-structured interviews were conducted with Dutch military personnel on
morally and culturally critical situations they encountered during their deployments. Of the
29 respondents, 22 were deployed to Afghanistan (to Kabul, Kandahar, Uruzgan, Deh Rawod
and Mazar-e Sharif, among other places) on at least one occasion. During the interviews only
open questions were asked such as: ‘Can you give us examples of cultural differences which
conflict with your values?’ The Dutch respondents mentioned young boys who were sexually
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Widdershoven 2010; Karssing 2002: 39). Moral competence involves people knowing what is
expected of them and being prepared to act accordingly. In moral competence, six elements
are important. First: becoming aware of your own values and the values that may be at stake
in a given situation. Only if, given a certain situation, you are capable of recognising the
values that are at stake being violated or being infringed upon can you 2) gauge the moral
dimension of a situation. The next step is to 3) make a judgement of the situation and 4)
to communicate this judgement. It is important that you are prepared to 5) act upon your
judgement of the situation and finally 6) be accountable for your actions to yourself and
others (Wortel and Bosch 2011; Verweij 2005).
Although a number of military personnel feel that values clash in cases of bacha bazi, they
are not clear on what action they should take. Some respondents indicated that the ‘chai
boys’ are part of Afghan culture and used this argument as a reason for taking no action.
A particular view of Afghan culture and the difference with Western culture is constructed
(Stanski 2009), in which the phenomenon of chai boys are normal in the context of Afghanistan.
This can be framed as Orientalism, which according to Said (1985: 95) has ‘less to do with the
regions and people they essentialize, exoticize and objectify than with the conditions under
which the discourses were produced’ (Stepputat 2012: 440).
This is also a clear culturally and morally relativist point of view. Moral and cultural
relativism is based on the observation that different cultures have different moral standards,
which is merely descriptive. Normative moral relativism holds that because nobody is right
or wrong, we ought to tolerate the behaviour of others even when we disagree with the
morality of it. It says something about what we ought to do: accept it (Lukes 2008; Whetham
2008; Levi 2002).
There are several important drawbacks to moral relativism. For example, you can never
criticise cultures (including your own, even if slavery or genocide takes place); making
moral change is therefore very problematical (Rachels 2011; Lukes 2008; Levi 2002). Russell
Blackford claims it is important that we do not tolerate everything: we need not adopt a
quietism about moral traditions that cause hardship and suffering. Nor need we passively
accept the moral norms of our own respective societies, to the extent that they are ineffective
or counterproductive or simply unnecessary (Blackford 2010).
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being assaulted in Afghanistan. Although we did not ask about sexual violence explicitly, it
was mentioned as a morally and culturally critical situation with great regularity. Based on
the data we decided to focus on this particular morally and culturally critical situation. As
described, we followed the grounded theory approach (Strauss and Corbin 1998; Strauss and
Corbin 1994).
Also during lessons in dealing with dilemmas and moral judgements, given during the
‘Train the Trainer’ Course in Military Ethics for Non-Commissioned Officers and during
lessons on ethics that are part of Intermediate Defence Studies, Dutch military personnel are
asked to identify a moral dilemma that they have encountered in military practice. Course
participants often refer to the confrontation with bacha bazi as a moral dilemma although,
just as in the interviews, course participants were not asked explicitly for examples of bacha
bazi. On the basis of this information, five additional in-depth interviews were conducted
with Dutch military personnel who had been deployed to Afghanistan and who had
specifically referred to the practice of bacha bazi. Furthermore, 16 interviews about morally
and culturally critical situations were held with Dutch police trainers in Kunduz. Of the total
of 50 interviews, 45 of the interviewees were men and 5 were women, varying in rank from
private to colonel and from all four armed forces Services. The interviews were recorded and
the transcriptions sent to the interviewees for a member check. Names and other means of
identification were changed in order to guarantee anonymity of those interviewed.
Furthermore, a study was carried out into the literature available on bacha bazi in
general and on specific Afghan, Dutch and international guidelines regarding bacha bazi.
It is striking that scientific literature on the subject is restricted to research from the 18th
and 19th centuries and that it currently receives attention mainly from international and
non-governmental organisations. In addition to the available literature, a short field study
was conducted in the Kunduz area in October 2012. Observations were made at the Afghan
Uniformed Police training areas and two group discussions were held with patrolmen of
the Afghan Uniformed Police (AUP) in Kunduz, representing various ranks, age groups and
ethnicities. Furthermore, nine in-depth interviews were held with various parties.5 All of
these interviews were about their views on bacha bazi and about how international military
personnel react when confronted with bacha bazi.6
The field study was hampered by the unstable security situation.7 The quality and kind of
data collected is also influenced by the complex relationships resulting from the different
5

Two interpreters from the Kunduz area, working at that time for NATO, were also interviewed. Furthermore, six interviews
were conducted with officers of the ANSF working at the Ministry of Interior Affairs in Afghanistan or for various police
services, such as the Afghan National Civil Police, in the Kabul region. Finally, an Afghan humanitarian aid worker, who
has been active in both the United Kingdom and Afghanistan, was also interviewed. Permission was not given to record a
number of these interviews on account of Afghan Ministry of Defence restrictions and the protection of privacy. A NATO
interpreter was engaged and detailed notes were made during the interviews.

6

Apart from four of the five additional in-depth interviews, all interviews with Dutch military personnel and with Afghan
respondents were conducted by the first author, Michelle Schut, in the context of her PhD research on morally and
culturally critical situations in the interaction with the local population during military deployment.

7

As a result, conducting interviews with the local civilian population was too dangerous and the first author could only
travel outside the base with the help of the Dutch military.

In Afghanistan, young boys are sometimes kidnapped, taken as orphans or sold by their
parents to be used for entertainment and sex. Over half of our Afghan respondents indicate
that these boys are abused. The boys, who are sometimes no more than 11 years old, are
selected for their height and beauty. The young boys are valued for ‘their beauty and, implicit
in this (…), the promise of erotic fulfilment and pleasure’ (De Lind van Wijngaarden and Rani
2011: 1068). The more attractive the boy, the more prestige the bacha baz receives. To him,
the boy is a status symbol. Boys who are good performers are respected and often have the
chance to give dancing lessons, to earn a reasonable wage and, in some cases, to become
a bacha baz themselves. It is a vicious circle (Schuyler 1876: 133). For most of the other boys,
however, future prospects are less rosy: without education and money, but with a huge
stigma, it is difficult to make a living (Mason 2011: 7).
The issue of bacha bazi should be understood in its context: the state of the Afghan
security sector, the state of civil military relations in Afghanistan, Afghan history and social
conditions in Afghanistan. Violence against civilians, including sexual violence, tends to
be more common in armed forces or armed groups and in societies with dysfunctional
8

At the beginning of the interviews, respondents were reluctant and careful in their answers.
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aspects of our identity in different contexts (Loftsdóttir 2002). We are aware that our ‘multiple
positionalities’, for example gender, nationality and civilian status, influenced our research
process (Schon 1991: 164; Henry, Higate and Sanghera 2009). As female civilian researchers
in a masculine military context, we are also aware of our own position, in Afghanistan as
well as in the Netherlands Defence organisation. For example, Dutch military respondents
sometimes assumed that we as civilian women (one of us being a mother) would find it
shocking to hear that the practice of bacha bazi gradually becomes more or less normal to
them.
The fact that we were facilitated by ISAF, the translators we used were, for example,
working for NATO and physical access and safety was provided by the Netherlands Defence
organisation also influences the data (Henry, et al. 2009). We were associated with, and even
perceived to be, Western peacekeepers. Afghan respondents were giving their answers to
questions on bacha bazi from their positions as security officials to a female Dutch researcher;
it is therefore possible that they gave politically correct answers. A further complicating
factor is that the practice of bacha bazi is an open secret in Afghanistan and is not talked
about in public.8 This was demonstrated by the response during a group interview with AUP
officers in Kunduz. After one young policeman in the group, who had seen the bacha bazi
phenomenon during a party in a rural area said ‘it is OK’, the rest of the group immediately
reacted by saying ‘no, it is not OK’ and then quickly started talking about something else,
avoiding the subject.
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accountability and command structures (Baaz and Stern 2010; Horwood 2007). It is also
important to note that attention for men and boys as victims of sexual and gender-based
violence is relatively new (UNHCR 2012; Carpenter 2006). Recent reports indicate that the
problem might be dramatically underestimated (Storr 2011).
In the existing literature on the subject of bacha bazi, various explanations are mentioned.
Afghanistan’s turbulent history is quoted as one of the main reasons for large numbers of
boys being vulnerable to sexual abuse. In general terms, the protection of boys by the family
is reduced and large numbers of boys are out in the open looking for work or are migrants
(Lee-Koo 2013: 478; Frederick 2010: 32; Khan 2008: 19; Slugget 2003: 3).
The distinction between the private and public domains in Afghan culture, particularly
regarding showing affection, is another explanation given for the existence of bacha bazi (De
Lind van Wijngaarden and Rani 2011; Khan 2008) ‘While affectionate behaviour between
males and females in public is not tolerated, between males it is openly demonstrated’
(Frederick 2010: 32).
Bacha bazi is not called homosexuality in Afghanistan. Homosexuality is sex between
men, but young boys are not yet men and there is therefore inequality of power. These boys
have a ‘feminised’ role in terms of appearance and conduct (De Lind van Wijngaarden and
Rani 2011: 1070; Khan 2008: 19, 22). The male perpetrator is masculinised, the practice gives
him (more) power (Skjelsbaek 2001). ‘The violence is gender-based owing to configurations of
gender ideas that justify or naturalize it’ (Carpenter 2006: 84). As pederasty and paedophilia
are not applicable on boy play in Afghanistan, we will continue to use the term bacha bazi or
‘boy play’ (Khan 2009; Jenkins 2004).
There is no legislation in force that explicitly refers to bacha bazi, but there are regulations
concerning anal sex, pederasty, sexual abuse and the exploitation of children.9 Although
Afghan legislation does not specifically mention the term bacha bazi, it does state that
child abuse and pederasty are punishable offences. Furthermore, Afghanistan has signed
international treaties and a policy to protect children (e.g. National Plan of Action against
Child Trafficking 2004, National Strategy for Children at Risk 2008, United Nationals
Convention on the Rights of Children, and the South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation’s Convention on Preventing and Combating Trafficking in Women and Children
for Prostitution). It is clear that bacha bazi is against Afghan law; however, in practice, that law
is often not enforced.
According to the Afghan respondents, the big problems are that numbers of police
personnel are too low and the authorities are unable to mete out the applicable punishments.
This is characteristic for a fragile state such as post-war Afghanistan in which security sector
reform has failed to facilitate good governance and police reform (Friesendorf 2011; Murray
2007; Sedra 2006). The security gap and weakness of government make the arrest and
punishment of the bacha baz by the ANSF and the Afghan authorities difficult. Currently, the
practice of bacha bazi is said to be on the rise again, owing to the fact that the bacha baz is
9

Penal Code 1975, Section 427; Civil Code, Section 249; Labour Code, Constitution of Afghanistan, Section 49.
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10 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=odaKxBzjq4o accessed on 07-12-2012
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not prosecuted by the Afghan Government, since most government organisations are still
mainly located in urban areas and provincial administrative centres (Barfield 2003: 26). A
further factor is that the shelters for these boys are only located in the city, according to
the respondents from Kabul. They explained that these shelters will help the boys towards
a better future, as they cannot return to their families on account of their own honour and
their families’ honour being tarnished.
To what extent is the practice accepted by a broad segment of the population or is it solely
accepted by a number of male local leaders? According to Khan, in some parts of the country
bacha bazi is normal: ‘(…) sexual exploitation and/or abuse of adolescent males by older men
(…) can, in some parts of the country, be considered a social norm within certain segments of
Afghanistan society, particularly among certain populations’ (Khan 2008: 10).
Despite the above, there are also other signs. Norman’s report on the Afghan police in
Helmand shows that families actively complain about the behaviour of the Afghan police,
who are known to rape boys (Norman 2012: 8). Furthermore, some modern Afghan songs
explicitly demonstrate that many Afghans find the practice disgusting. A clear example can
be found in the lyrics of a song by Suhell and Umaira Sadiqzadah simply entitled ‘Bacha Bazi’:
‘Enough with this boy play, Our country’s name has gone bad, You have taken the boys respect and honour
away, With this nasty act you are not getting anywhere’.10 Just as the aforementioned lyrics to modern
popular songs, the servants of the law speak out against bacha bazi. Eighty percent of the
Afghan respondents say that it is an immoral custom. Almost all indicate that it contravenes
the Islam religion and most of them are aware that the custom goes against Islamic law and
Afghan legislation. One respondent was particularly firm and fierce in his reaction to this
custom among people he described as ‘bad people, who act like beasts’.
‘Boy play’ is not restricted to Afghanistan, but to some extent also takes place in other
Asian countries such as Pakistan (De Lind van Wijngaarden and Rani 2011; Frederick 2010),
India and Bangladesh (Frederik 2010). The practice was, for centuries, also institutionalised
in Ancient Greece (particularly in Athens and Thebes) (Percy 1996). Although we will not
venture too far into ‘boy play’ as it was practised in Ancient Greece, it is interesting to remark
that there are quite a number of similarities with the practice of bacha bazi in Afghanistan.
Although it was also criticised, ‘boy play’ remained quite common for thousands of years.
It seems that it was only after the rise of Christianity and St. Paul’s strong criticism of
homosexuality and pederasty that a social shift took place (Percy 1996).
How ‘boy play’ is perceived, is dependent on the Zeitgeist. As Foucault has pointed out in
both the History of Sexuality (1976) and in Discipline and Punish (1975), we should be aware that,
roughly since the 19th century, we have not only been influenced but also disciplined by the
proliferation of the modern categories of anomaly – delinquents, the pervert, – which ‘the
technologies of discipline and technology are suppose to eliminate but never do’ (Rabonow
1984: 21).
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Are There Guidelines for International Military Personnel Regarding Bacha Bazi?
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While there is no official policy regarding bacha bazi for international military personnel,
several guidelines have been issued on how to behave during missions in Afghanistan. In
this section, we look briefly at the primary tasks of ISAF military personnel in Afghanistan,
the legal framework of the mission in Afghanistan and the current guidelines regarding bacha
bazi. These tasks, mission goals and legal framework are closely related to the considerations
and the actual behaviour of military personnel in the field.
Since 2002, after the fall of the Taliban regime in 2001 and the appointment to office of the
Karzai government, the Netherlands has been part of the International Security Assistance
Force for Afghanistan (ISAF). ISAF operates with the consent of the Karzai government. The
mission was authorised by the UN Security Council, based on the provisions of Chapter VII of
the UN Charter. Within ISAF, in the past years the Netherlands armed forces have carried out
a number of different missions in various provinces in Afghanistan. The primary tasks are to
assist the Afghan government in extending its authority throughout the country; to carry out
security operations in concert with the Afghan National Army in order to promote stability
in the country; and to support the Afghan National Police by disarming illegal combatants
(S/RES/2041 2012: 4; Ducheine 2009: 332).
In various UN resolutions, ISAF is given a role in protecting human rights and civilians.
Resolution 2011, for example, reads: ‘(…) reaffirming that all parties to armed conflict must
take all feasible steps to ensure the protection of affected civilians, especially women,
children and displaced persons, calling for all parties to comply with their obligations under
international humanitarian and human rights law and for all appropriate measures to be
taken to ensure the protection of civilians (…)’. 11
However, the ISAF Forces are also guests in a sovereign state that has a police force at its
disposal for law enforcement, a police force which also has authority in the area of criminal
investigation that Dutch military personnel do not have. This is how it stands despite there
being a security gap,12 which is one of the reasons Western military personnel were recently
training Afghan police officers. A case of bacha bazi will, in the first instance, be judged by
Afghan law. This was also the message the commander and the legal adviser gave to one of
the rotations of the Netherlands Police Training Group in Kunduz:

As Dutch nationals, personnel with a police observing, mentoring and liaison task we do not
have the right to take action if activities take place that are against Afghan law. It is our task to
observe how the Afghan police deal with the situation and then to discuss their approach with
them and provide them with further training.
11 https://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2011/sc10408.doc.htm, accessed on 10-12-2012
12 A security gap exists if, in a post-conflict situation, there are no or insufficient numbers of security troops in place to restore
and maintain public order (Dziedzic 1998).
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Although this was a clear description of the task in hand, the commander also had some
clear advice for his personnel: ‘If you catch them red-handed, I will back your intervention’.
In the Netherlands, all persons being deployed are given information about the
deployment area during Mission-specific Training, provided by the Cultural and Historical
Background and Information Section of the Royal Netherlands Army. In ‘Afghanistan
lessons’, participants are told that bacha bazi occurs in Afghan culture and are also shown
footage from, among other things, the ‘Dancing Boys of Afghanistan’ documentary. Despite
this mission-oriented information and other initiatives taken by individual commanders, the
Netherlands Defence organisation has not drawn up specific guidelines for Dutch military
personnel on what action to take when encountering bacha bazi. The senior levels within the
Defence organisation now also recognise the confrontation with bacha bazi, particularly if a
member of personnel witnesses sexual abuse, as a moral dilemma. That it is now seen as an
important issue is one of the reasons why attention was given to it during the recent Police
Training mission in Kunduz, not only in the work-up period of Dutch military personnel,
but also in the training programme for Afghan police personnel. In the police training
programme, Afghan police personnel were given lessons on investigative procedures and
Afghan legislation regarding the sexual abuse of women and children.13
By the Netherlands Defence organisation failing to provide guidelines to military
personnel, responsibility for how to act in such situations seems to have been shifted to the
men and women in the field. The same may also be said of the various coalition partners and
their policies towards bacha bazi, as we gathered both from literature and from our contacts
with various colleagues in the United States and Canada working in the field of ethics at the
various defence academies. In the United States, the subject seems to be avoided and Canada
has a similar policy: ‘don’t look, don’t tell’ (Westhead 2008). In 2011, a study was published
on the crisis in trust and cultural incompatibility (Bordin 2011). According to this study,
reports have been received from US and Canadian military personnel regarding Afghan
security personnel raping young boys (Bordin 2011: 45). In Canada, there was a great deal of
media exposure for the case reported by Travis Schouten (Ottowa Citizen, 21 September 2009),
mentioned earlier in this article. In 2008, the Canadian Minister of Defence, Peter Mackay,
announced that ‘troops will not turn a blind eye to the abuse of children. Let us be clear:
in no way, shape or form have Canadian soldiers and certainly the Canadian government
ever condoned or excused allegations of sexual abuse against children in this country or
anywhere else’ (Freeze 2012).
Given that bacha bazi is illegal in Afghanistan and the international forces are there to
support the local forces in the development of law, one could argue there appears to be no
moral dilemma. However, values still collide; on the one hand, supporting the development
of law and the violation of the physical integrity of the boys in question and, on the other
hand, the military mission requiring good relations with local leaders, who may be involved
in bacha bazi.
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The question remains as to how military personnel should be prepared for the
confrontation with bacha bazi and whether they are expected to intervene. Up until now,
we have been unable to find concrete guidelines. Guidelines could, for instance, include
the recommendation to report cases of sexual and gender-based violence to local or
international humanitarian organisations. The UNHCR has developed several guidelines
for its own people on how to access survivors, facilitate reporting, provide protection and
deliver essential medical, legal and social services (UNHCR 2012).
By failing to provide guidelines, moral responsibility seems to be shifted to the individual
members of the military who encounter this practice and are consequently faced with a moral
dilemma.14 That demands much of the moral competence of military personnel. However, it
is clear that Afghan legislation is a standard that must be enforced and adhered to by all
persons in Afghanistan. This includes legislation concerning sexual contact with boys.

Bacha Bazi Through The Eyes of Dutch Military Personnel
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In this section, we will examine the views of Dutch military personnel as a case study on what
international forces experience in this area, whether they see bacha bazi as a moral dilemma
and, finally, what actions they have taken when faced with bacha bazi.
Bacha bazi is one of the critical situations in terms of culture and morals mentioned most
frequently by Dutch respondents. Dutch soldiers call the boys involved in bacha bazi ‘chai
boys’ (tea boys), catamites or flower boys. The local term bacha bazi was not used by any of
the Dutch respondents. A colonel who had been deployed to Uruzgan recounted: ‘We had a
clear case of it in the Afghan Security Guard, a boy wearing nail varnish and the rest, with a
voice to match’. According to all Dutch respondents, these well-kept boys of approximately 9
and 10 years of age do not only make tea for senior police officers and dress up and dance for
elderly men: they are also abused sexually. One of the Dutch respondents, a female major,
mentioned the, in her view, more ‘positive’ side of the story for the boys:

It is an honour for a boy to be selected, as it increases their status. They are given beautiful
clothes and are paid. So there are some advantages for the boys. Unfortunately, they have
to do something in return. I imagine that it is not very nice for ‘chai boys’ working at police
stations, because they have to be available to the whole group.

14 Although Dutch military forces will start leaving Afghanistan this year, they are likely to continue to encounter (similar)
morally and culturally critical situations during future deployments to foreign countries.

The confrontation with bacha bazi can prove to be a dilemma in terms of what action to
take; the Dutch soldier must deliberate on values that are important to him or her. One
commander gave an account of how he had gone with a PRT team to attend a meeting on
power supply; at one point, a boy of about 10, who was under the influence of drugs, started
to dance for them:
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What To Do About The Confrontation With Bacha Bazi?
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Most respondents from the Dutch armed forces see the custom in a more negative light.
A lieutenant colonel who had served in Kandahar and Uruzgan said: ‘After a party, the big
shots take the boy away with them and have him sit on their laps, followed by the rest of it…’.
Often, this is only a supposition: ‘I saw boys wearing make-up and dancing during a party,
but anything else was no more than suspicion on my part’. However, there are accounts of
Dutch soldiers who certainly have observed abuse taking place, such as the major who heard
boys screaming during the night.
Dutch soldiers emphasized that the boys are a status symbol to the men they work for.
They went on to say that Afghans they had spoken to had told them that the custom is a result
of the difference between men and women: ‘Women are for reproduction, men are for love
and pleasure.’ The strict separation of men and women was also referred to: ‘The stricter the
division between men and women as prescribed by religion, the more often you will see this
kind of thing happening.’ A number of the military personnel we interviewed thought that
bacha bazi is a legal practice in Afghanistan, but the majority knew that it is illegal. According
to them, the problem is that many Afghans are illiterate and are consequently ignorant of the
legislation in place. These examples can be interpreted as Orientalist archetypes. Afghans
are portrayed by our Dutch interviewees as ‘starkly different from and utterly inferior to
Westerners’ (Stanski 2009: 75).
A number of military personnel experience the confrontation with bacha bazi as a shock
or as a moral dilemma. This results not only from the practice clashing with their personal
values, but also from the fact that they were unprepared. From the start, little attention
was given to the subject during pre-deployment training for Afghanistan: ‘During Missionspecific Training, we didn’t discuss this subject at all. But we did learn that we must respect
local culture.’ Consequently, for a number of personnel, an encounter with bacha bazi
becomes a moral dilemma, because they are unsure how best to deal with it. During one
lesson on ethics given by one of the commanders of the Police Training Group in Kunduz, a
captain raised the issue. He had already personally experienced this dilemma while deployed
in another part of Afghanistan and had wished to see the Netherlands Defence organisation
put a number of guidelines in place on how to deal with bacha bazi.
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He had a lot of scarfs with him and during his dance he started to throw them towards us.
The interpreter explained that the one who gets the most scarfs is allowed to go with the
boy (...). Suddenly, I noticed that all of the scarfs had been thrown towards me. I found this
an embarrassing situation and said, via the interpreter, that I respected their culture, but this
is not the way we treat children. Fortunately, this worked out OK. Later, I was told that I had
done nothing wrong and that we could carry on with our business there. Personally, I felt quite
powerless as any action you take might have serious consequences.
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In terms of moral competence, this soldier is aware of the clash of values such as the
humane treatment of children and good relations with local commanders. Therefore, he
experienced this situation as difficult and even as a moral dilemma. He communicates his
judgement, that he rejects this way of treating children, but at the same is uncertain about
the consequences on the relations with the local commanders.
Another account that illustrates this kind of moral dilemma is given by a major in the
Marine Corps, serving as a member of an Operational Mentoring and Liaison Team. He was
once searching for a lieutenant of the Afghan National Army. After asking around, he was told
he was still in bed: ‘I thought: in bed? I’ll put an end to that. I’ll go over there and get him out
of bed.’ And there he was, in bed with a ‘chai boy’ in the spoons position.’ The marine clearly
indicated that for him personally, the Afghan lieutenant had overstepped the mark: ‘Bloody
hell, with a child? Is that normal?’. He went on to say that he had to resign himself to it
because ‘in their eyes, it is normal’ and ‘it is their culture, so you just close the door, because
what else can you do? You can’t really pull that guy out of bed, but those are the moments
when you really want to do something…’. This soldier also recognises the moral dimension of
the situation. However, instead of acting in accordance with his initial judgement that this ‘is
not normal’, he tries to relate the experience to the cultural context. And decides not to act
by pulling the guy out of bed.
This is a frequently heard reason for Dutch military personnel not intervening in such
situations: ‘It is a custom there, a fact of life. It is their culture. I won’t be able to change it
on my own’. ‘You have to put your Western views aside’, said a lieutenant from the Marine
Corps. During the course of time, the soldiers started to see the custom, initially perceived
as ‘strange’, as a normal event:

The peculiar thing is that it becomes more and more ‘normal’, which is a phenomenon known
as ‘mission creep’. (...) After six months, you start to adjust and start to assimilate local
customs and we practically never talked about it, you get used to it.

In addition to the value of ‘respect for local culture’, other values are given as a reason for
non-intervention: the safety of own troops, maintaining good relations with important and
powerful men in the mission area and the overall importance of the mission.

You have to break through a certain barrier. You have to think: ‘OK, this is too disgusting for
words, but he is the police commander with jurisdiction in this area and I need information...
so don’t think about the little boy, don’t do it!’ (Dutch lieutenant-colonel)

In this quote, the soldier indicates what defines his limits, namely the location where the
practice takes place and the mandate. Others also have a clear idea of when they would
intervene, namely if

he starts to play dirty games in my presence, I will certainly speak out and if you see
someone being abused or see someone bleeding owing to others getting too ‘romantic’ with
them, then you have a right to say ‘Look at this blood! Why don’t you stop this? The boy is
going to the medical post and he won’t be coming back. Go and make your own tea.’

Some members of the military were unaware of their own moral limits, until they were
asked about them in the interviews. In some cases, Dutch or coalition soldiers did intervene,
for example in the case of the captain from the Marine Corps who was acting as force
protection for the Americans:
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when they [the Afghans] all seem to get together (...) Don’t get involved in that, particularly
if there’s only three or four of you. If there are about a hundred of you, you would probably
say something about it... It might be a different story if we saw it happening in our camp, because then they would be on our territory, but now, we are on their ground. You have to work
with them, carry out tasks with them and there was also some kind of threat in the air, so you
don’t want to disrupt relations with them.
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Dutch soldiers learned that Thursday evening is
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We received a message saying that there was a ‘chai boy’ at a police post. We went over
there and I really thought that the American officer was going to execute someone (...) we
had caught him red-handed, he really had a boy there. I thought it was all over for the police
commander (...) I was pleased to see the boy being taken away and returned to his family.
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In some cases, stories like these had unhappy endings, as some boys were murdered on
account of having tarnished their families’ honour, while other boys committed suicide.
Another interesting matter is how the Afghan security troops think that foreign forces
who are confronted with bacha bazi should respond. According to the Afghan respondents,
the law and the religion of Islam forbid this practice and action should be taken, but both
the aid worker and the Afghan security officers remarked that it is not the responsibility of
military personnel to intervene in the local system of social values. The Afghan respondents
stated that even if military personnel witness a case of bacha bazi, they are not permitted to
intervene directly, but must report it, call 119 or inform the local police and subsequently
support the action that the local police take. A lieutenant colonel of the Afghan National Civil
Order Police quoted an example of complaints being received at the Afghan Ministry of the
Interior about a certain colonel; although the case was not proven, the man was dismissed
from his post. Although the criminal investigation and judicial chains are still being built up
in Afghanistan, according to the Afghan security officers international military personnel
may not take over criminal investigation and judicial tasks; they may, at most, only support
the local police when encountering a case of bacha bazi, as they do not have enough capacity.
The Afghan respondents have a clear vision on how international forces should deal when
confronted with bacha bazi, which is neither reflected in guidelines of the Netherlands
Defence organisation nor in NATO policy.
As already mentioned in the section on Dutch and international guidelines, NATO and
the Netherlands Defence organisation have not put any guidelines in place regarding what
actions to take. According to one interviewee, who had been Commander of Multinational
Base Tarin Kowt, (MNBTK), there was therefore only one way to proceed, namely
to act on the basis of common sense. Because there was no specific instruction in place
on how to deal with it [the bacha bazi phenomenon], I began to discuss the subject with my
colleagues during the work-up period.(…) One thing we wanted to avoid at all costs was a
press report on the subject. We amended the Standard Operating Procedures and Standard
Operating Instructions for MNBTK (regarding access to the base etc.) to include a line stating
that minors are not welcome at MNBTK. We subsequently also requested the OMLT to ensure
that no children entered the ANA and ANP camps.

During the decompression phase at the end of the mission, the Netherlands Defence
organisation does little about its personnel’s experiences with bacha bazi. According to a
number of members of the military, the work-up and decompression periods are not geared
towards working in and with other cultures.

Conclusions
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The practice of bacha bazi is widely known in Afghanistan. Although this practice is forbidden
by Afghan law, owing to the weakness of the security sector and government enforcement,
perpetrators are not punished. Guidelines from NATO or the Netherlands Defence
organisation on how to act when confronted with bacha bazi during military deployments
do not exist. During the pre-deployment training, there is only a short explanation. This
could be one of the reasons why Dutch military personnel, and more broadly international
military personnel, feel uncertain, some even shocked, if faced with this situation during
deployment.
The Dutch soldiers who took part in this study specifically name bacha bazi as a morally
and culturally critical situation when asked about behaviour of local people in Afghanistan
which conflicted with their personal moral values. A number of military personnel
experience it as a moral dilemma, but are unable to explain which particular values clash.
Values such as ‘safety’ and ‘respect for culture’ are often referred to, values that lean towards
non-intervention. Values that lean towards intervention, such as ‘human dignity’ and the
‘physical integrity of young boys’, are only named by one or two of the interviewees. As a
result they are not able to make a morally responsible and conscious consideration for which
they can take full responsibility and be accountable for to both themselves and to others.
They therefore lack a number of crucial skills regarding the moral competence required to
deal appropriately with moral issues.
The Netherlands Defence organisation and Dutch military personnel refer to bacha bazi as
a deep-rooted custom in local culture which is seen as normal. This assumption is not entirely
correct as, despite its long history and widespread exposure, the practice is prohibited from
both the religious and legal points of view; furthermore, some Afghans themselves publicly
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All of your standards and values are called into question there (...) You have to be prepared
for that kind of thing (...) It is extremely tough, dealing with your own standards and values
in a totally different culture such as Afghanistan. You have to be continually aware of local
culture. I thought it poor that this type of thing is not discussed after the mission: there is no
debriefing.
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speak out against bacha bazi and are also making efforts to combat the practice. The reason
cited by many members of the military for not intervening in bacha bazi situations, i.e. ‘it is
the culture’, is a culturally and morally relativist one. They also assert that, by themselves,
they will not be able to change anything and that they therefore do nothing against it. But,
as has been seen in the past with the ‘boy play’ of Ancient Greece for example, cultures are
not static and can change.
The non-recognition of bacha bazi as a moral issue or the normalisation of bacha bazi (the
blurring of moral standards or ‘keeping a moral distance’) could be seen as a way of coping or
learning to deal and to live with the situation (Bandura 1990; McAlister, Bandura and Steven
2006). However, for people with that attitude, the danger of moral blindness lurks: the moral
dimensions (and the related values) of situations are not recognised, which makes it difficult
for them to make a conscious choice that they can communicate and take responsibility
for. In other words, the soldier is not capable of acting with moral competence. This might
also be said of the NATO and the Netherlands Defence organisation, which do not issue
guidelines in this area to its military personnel, thereby seemingly shifting responsibility in
bacha bazi cases to individual soldiers. NATO and the Netherlands Defence organisation failed
to adequately recognize or respond to bacha bazi. The organisations do, however, have a duty
of care to their military personnel and must also ensure that they are well prepared to take
part in military missions.
Along with our interviewees, we call for more attention and more concrete measures
regarding this subject. This should include training on understanding sexual and genderbased violence, without ‘ignoring the fact that, in conflict situations, adult men and
adolescent boys also face major risks of abuse and violence based upon culturally constructed
notions of gender roles’ (Carpenter 2006: 95). This also should consist of additional training
on military ethics as well as guidelines and support before, during and after missions with
regard to various morally and culturally critical situations and moral dilemmas that arise
owing to differences between the cultures and moral values of military personnel of our
international armed forces and local populations in deployment areas, as well as between
military personnel of coalition partners.
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How do Dutch military personnel tackle corruption in Afghanistan and how is their approach
looked upon by their Afghan colleagues? That is the twofold question this chapter tries
to answer on the basis of empirical data gathered from fieldwork and interviews. Against
the backdrop of general developments (laws, programmes, public mood) with regard to
corruption in Afghanistan, we describe and analyse experiences with things such as bribery
at roadblocks, cronyism, stealing fuel and the skimming of salaries. From the perspective
of Dutch soldiers, these are clear manifestations of corruption, that violate their own
values and norms. Thus, they find themselves in the midst of ‘morally and culturally critical
situations’. In principle, they would prefer to stop and change corrupt behaviour. In practice,
their responses vary from occasional zero-tolerance to a more general pattern of having to
tolerate the reprehensible, because ‘it is their culture’, or because overarching missiongoals are seen as more important than tackling each and every breach of morality. While,
by and large, the perspective on corruption from Afghan respondents is rather similar to
Dutch views, there are subtle differences with regard to best practices for dealing with it.
Some Afghan respondents stress the need for a strictly procedural approach instead of adhoc personal intervention. From both sides, the options and dilemmas on the ground mirror
the overall challenges of state-building in Afghanistan. Despite important institutional
developments, the reality of corruption, in its cultural, moral and political complexities,
defies any straightforward approach to tackling it from below.

Introduction

Maas (2010) introduced the concept of ‘moral critical situations’ by studying critical interpersonal situations regarding the
behaviour of pupils as experienced by teachers.
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As part of the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), Dutch troops in Afghanistan are
regularly confronted with behaviour they perceive not only as strange and deviant, but also
as immoral and unacceptable. Generally speaking, this happens when values and norms,
which the soldiers themselves deem essential or take for granted are violated. Values can
be described as sources for inspiration and ideals, while norms constitute standards for
behaviour (Verweij 2007). Values are the underlying motives for norms within societies and
can vary across time and place (Verweij 2007; Frey 1994).
When confronted with a population that lives and acts according to its own deep-rooted
culture, values and norms, soldiers in mission areas may more or less regularly experience
a violation of their cultural principles and moral boundaries. With regard to these kind of
situations, we use the concept of ‘morally and culturally critical situations’1 (Schut, Verweij
and Richardson under review). In situations like these, soldiers are expected to act as morally
responsible agents but also as rational professionals, who assess the costs and benefits
of their course of action. Evidently, the decision whether or not to try stop and change
unacceptable behaviour is not only a matter of cultural preference and moral desirability,
but also of operational feasibility and the risk of unintended consequences.
Across Afghan society, ranging from family life to the workings of political authority and
the judiciary and everything in between, there are all sorts of practices and habits soldiers
experience as strange and, sometimes, as undesirable or outright reprehensible. Corruption
is a typical example that can bring with it morally and culturally critical situations. On the
one hand, standards by which a person judges an act as corrupt are based on local values
and norms prescribing the appropriate rules that those in office should follow. Within and
around institutions and organisations, the cultural and ethical climate may stimulate or
compel people to tolerate corrupt practices or actively take part in them (Philips 2008; De
Maria 2010; Mujtaba 2011). Therefore, we must definitely take into account this historical and
cultural context of corruption in Afghanistan (De Maria 2010).
On the other hand though, cultural variance should not be used as an excuse to simply
accept behaviour that is undesirable or reprehensible according to other, more general,
‘universal’, principles (De Maria 2010; Whetham 2008). As Whetham (2008: 313) states ‘it must
be possible to pass judgement on other people’s behaviour, even if they hold different values
in some ways’. Likewise, De Maria (2010: 158) argues that, even though there are ‘culturebound conceptions of corruption’, this cannot exculpate its negative impact throughout
society. In fact, with regard to Afghanistan, this has been recognized not only by the
international community, but also, and officially, by the Afghan government itself.
On a general level, in Afghanistan and elsewhere, corruption is considered to constitute
a major stumbling block to successful state-building. Therefore, its abolition constitutes a
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permanent concern for international organizations and national institutions (Le Billon 2008;
Philp 2008; Cockayne and Lupel 2009a). Tackling corruption has been an important part of
the efforts of ISAF in helping to bring about security sector reform2 and good governance
in Afghanistan. This is a huge task that brings with it many dilemmas at all levels of ISAF.
Official policies and practices notwithstanding, to international military personnel it is not
always self-evident when and how to act when confronted with corrupt behaviour of their
Afghan National Police and the Afghan National Army counterparts.
In this chapter, we look at how Dutch military personnel cope with corrupt behaviour of
Afghan security personnel. In addition, we describe and analyze the opinions of members
of the Afghan security forces on the reactions and responses of the Dutch soldiers. Based
on recent fieldwork in Kunduz and on interviews with both Afghan and Dutch security
personnel, this chapter depicts and analyzes opinions on corruption from both sides.
As our data will show, there are important similarities in how Dutch and Afghan security
personnel perceive corruption. At the same time, there are subtle and intriguing differences
in the mutual assessment of how to react in morally and culturally critical situations. So
our basic, twofold question is: how do Dutch soldiers solve morally and culturally critical
situations with regard to corruption and how are their reactions assessed by their Afghan
counterparts? On the basis of our findings, we will discuss whether military personnel are
well-advised to sometimes, and to some degree, tolerate corruption, or on the contrary, to
show and practice zero-tolerance.
Before outlining the details of our research (methods and sample) and before presenting
our data, we will first describe and briefly assess the official, macro-picture of the issue of
corruption in Afghanistan. As we just hinted, the international community, ISAF very much
included, has been deeply engaged in tackling corruption. Even more important, the Afghan
government itself has officially joined in with these efforts on the levels of legislation
and policy, as well as through numerous programmes and practices, all of them aiming at
marginalizing and, ideally, removing corruption from society. It is no secret, though, that
the results of these anti-corruption policies have been mixed at best. In this area, like in
so many others, realities in Afghanistan are complex and still worrisome. So at grass-roots
level, Dutch soldiers and Afghan security personnel are not operating in a vacuum, neither
politically, nor morally or culturally. In fact, the kind of critical situations and difficult
dilemmas they run into, as well as the perceptions from both sides, very much mirror the
overall state of affairs with regard to corruption.

2

In Afghanistan the security sector is unable to provide security to the state and its people effectively and under democratic
principles. Since there are insufficient numbers of security troops in place, there is a so-called security gap (Dziedzic 1998).
International military personnel, amongst others, contribute to a well-functioning security framework by training the local
military and police in order to fill the security gap (Perito 2009; Friesendorf 2011).

Background: Policies and Practices

Legislation and Programmes

3

Corruption Perception Index 2013 http://cpi.transparency.org/cpi2013/results/ visited at 03-7-2014

4

http://www.isaf.nato.int/mission.html visited at 31-03-2014

5

http://www.afghanembassy.com.pl/cms/uploads/images/Constitution/The%20Constitution.pdf visited at 23-03-2014

6

http://www.unafei.or.jp/english/pdf/RS_No86/No86_19PA_Mohseni.pdf visited at 23-03-2014

7

http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/treaties/CAC/signatories.html visited at 15-7-2013
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ISAF has been operating in Afghanistan from 2001 onwards in order ‘to reduce the capability
and will of the insurgency, support the growth in capacity and capability of the Afghan
National Security Forces (ANSF), and facilitate improvements in governance and socioeconomic development in order to provide a secure environment for sustainable stability that
is observable to the population’.4 All along an important goal has been to create corruptionfree conditions to enable the Afghan government to exercise its authority throughout the
country with professional and capable security forces.
The Afghan government, supported by members of the international community,
undertook wide ranging efforts to tackle corruption. According to Article 75 of the Constitution
of Afghanistan (2004), one of the main duties of the Afghan Government is ‘eliminating every
kind of administrative corruption’.5 In 2004, for the first time a Law on Campaign against
Bribery and Official Corruption was adopted. According to this law and in line with the Penal
Code, the definition of bribery is ‘to request, receive or accept any money, good, gift or other
benefit, for the purpose of performance of or abstention or disruption of an assigned duty,
in his own or someone else’s name’.6 In February 2004, the Government of Afghanistan
signed the United Nations Convention Against Corruption.7 In 2008, Afghanistan adopted
a National Anti-Corruption Strategy and in this same year, President Karzai issued the Law
on Overseeing the Implementation of the Anti-Administrative Corruption Strategy. This
resulted in creating the High Office of Oversight Against Corruption (HOAC), an independent
national body which is responsible for coordinating and monitoring the implementation of
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Corruption is generally defined as the improper and unlawful misuse of entrusted power
and public office or public responsibility for private, group or sectional gain, harming the
interest of the public (Goodhand 2008: 406; Philp 2008: 315; Savage, Delesgues, Martin and
Ulfat 2007: 4). Corruption could thus have many negative consequences; amongst other
things, it weakens the trust in and the legitimacy of public offices and the government.
Afghanistan ranks among the top three most corrupt countries in the world.3 Therefore,
the fight against corruption is generally and officially looked upon as a priority, in fact as
a sine qua non for state-building in Afghanistan (Le Billon 2008; Philip 2008). In literature
on the subject, this is sometimes referred to as ‘managing’ corruption instead of ‘fighting’
corruption. Our preferred term in this chapter is ‘tackling’ corruption.
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preventive measures, including the Anti-Corruption Strategy.8 Investigating corruption is
the job of the Major Crimes Task Force. This Task Force also reports on high-level corruption
cases to the Deputy Minister of Interior and to the National Director-General of Security.
The prosecution of those involved in corruption is a task of the Anti-Corruption Unit, that in
turn reports to the Attorney General.9 Thus, a range of laws and institutions, including the
ANSF, have been developed and improved to both monitor and implement anti-corruption
initiatives.
In addition, there are specific programs in place to reduce corrupt practices within the
ANSF. For example, appointments to important and potentially lucrative posts are made in
a more transparent way. The same holds true for nominations to attend police and military
training courses.10 The appointment of law enforcement officials is depoliticized, as the
former Minister of Interior Jalali11 called for (2007: 11). In addition, ‘better salaries to lawenforcement officers and civil servants’ are offered and ‘a zero-tolerance policy toward
corrupt government officials’ has been adapted (Jalali 2007: 11). The Ministry of Interior
has launched a programme to reform and improve the pay structure, the pay scale and the
delivery of salary of the Afghan National Police (ANP).12
When they are sworn in, policemen take an oath, that obliges them to follow the Code
of Conduct of the Afghan National Police. In this Code of Conduct fighting ‘any type of
corruption and bribery’ is mentioned as one of the police-tasks. Moreover, some of the
principles policemen pledge to follow explicitly focus on corruption. ‘Honesty’ is a clear
example:
I understand that the honesty of the Afghan police must be above reproach. I will avoid any
actions that might harm my loyalty and as a result decrease confidence in the Afghan National Police service. Also, I will not attempt to be corrupted or bribed as well as not condone or
fail to report such acts (….). I will honestly refuse to accept any gifts, presents, subscriptions,
favours, gratuities or promises that could be interpreted as encouragement for me to refrain
from performing my official responsibilities. I know a simple act of corruption conducted by
myself will draw a negative and uncommitted picture of me among the general public, therefore I will avoid conducting such actions. I will behave in a manner that should not discredit
the police force. While off duty, my personality, ethics and behaviours should be a model

8

http://anti-corruption.gov.af/Content/files/%D9%82%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86%DB%8C%D9%86%20%D9%88%20
%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AA%DB%8C%DA%98%DB%8C%20%D9%87%D8%A7/HoO%20Law%20
English%20version%201.pdf visited at 23-03-2014

9

https://w w w.cimicweb.org /Documents/CFC%20AFG%20Governance%20Archive/CFC _ AFG_ Anti_Corruption_
Institutions_Nov11.pdf visited at 23-03-2014

10 https://www.cimicweb.org/Documents/CFC%20AFG%20Security%20Archive/CFC_Afghanistan_Corruption-in-ANSF_
Jan12.pdf visited at 23-03-2014
11 Interior Minister of Afghanistan from January 2003 to September 2005 and former colonel in the Afghan army.
12 https://www.cimicweb.org/Documents/CFC%20AFG%20Security%20Archive/CFC_Afghanistan_Corruption-in-ANSF_
Jan12.pdf

for others, so, as a result I should be treated better and more respectfully where I live
and work.13

Evaluations and Perceptions

13 http://moi.gov.af/en/page/3177/usulnama visited at 03-06-2014 (Literal text quoted!)
14 http://vorige.nrc.nl/multimedia/archive/00250/TLO_Uruzgan_Assessm_250835a.pdf visited at 31-03-2014
15 Eindevaluatie Nederlandse bijdrage aan ISAF, 2006-2010 (23 september 2011)
16 Global Corruption Barometer 2013, a report by Transparency International. Survey held between September 2012 and
March 2013. http://www.transparency.org/gcb2013/country/?country=afghanistan visited at 04-06-2014
17 Corruption in Afghanistan: Bribery as reported by the victims. New York: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2010.
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According to an evaluation by the Liaison Office on Uruzgan (2006-2009), the quality of the
Afghan police fell far behind the rise in quantity. Policemen were still known to be involved
in large-scale corruption.14 In 2011, another evaluation concluded that corruption in general,
is still a huge problem in Afghanistan standing in the way of governmental effectiveness.15
According to a survey conducted by Transparency International, most of the Afghan
respondents in a representative national survey (sample: 2040, fieldwork 2012/2013), either
say that over the past two years the level of corruption in Afghanistan has increased (a lot:
19%; a little: 21%) or say that the level of corruption has stayed the same (32%).16 The Judiciary
Service is perceived as the most corrupt institution in Afghanistan, with 60 percent of the
respondents judging it as corrupt or even extremely corrupt. Some 43 percent of Afghan
respondents feel the same about public officials and civil servants, while 33 percent holds
this opinion about the Police and 21 percent about the military. Afghan citizens, elders
and officials, interviewed by Giustozzi and Reuter (2011) remarked on ‘Afghan government
institutions on all levels and in most provinces (not reacting) to the constant complaints of
people about corruption (…)’ (Giustozzi and Reuter 2011: 4).
The report Corruption in Afghanistan: Bribery as Reported by Victims revealed that,
during 2009, Afghan citizens paid approximately US$ 2.5 billion in bribes. This is equivalent
to 23 percent of the country’s gross domestic product (GDP). The average bribe was US$ 160, in
a country where GDP per capita is US$ 425 per year.17 Almost half of the Afghan respondents
(46%) in the Transparency International Survey report having paid bribes during the last
year to one of the eight public services (Police, Judiciary, Register and Permit, Land, Medical
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All in all, over the last ten years or so, on the basis of national laws and international treaties,
many official programs and practices to tackle corruption have been initiated. They have
been implemented at micro-levels, within the ANP among other institutions. These are
important developments, but at the same time, as far corruption is concerned social and
political reality in Afghanistan still falls short of what it ideally should be. To illustrate this
state of affairs we will briefly look into reports that assess and evaluate the current situation,
not in the least from the perspective of the Afghan people themselves.
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and Health, Education, Tax and Utilities Services).18 When we extrapolate this finding to the
respondents’ households, it appears that in the last twelve months before the survey, more
than half of the Afghan population paid a bribe to the Judiciary Service (65 percent) or to the
Police Service (51 percent). 19
Taken together, these evaluations and surveys offer a bleak picture of the state of
corruption in Afghanistan. They emphasize the urgency of anti-corruption policies but at the
same reveal the limited effects they have had so far. Maybe the good news is that the Afghan
people themselves would seem to prefer doing away with the culture of corruption and, if at
all possible, are eager to contribute to this very process. In the Transparency International
survey, 63% of the respondents (strongly) agree that ordinary people can make a difference
in the fight against corruption.20 No less than 93% of the respondents are willing to get
involved in anti-corruption activities, such as signing a petition, joining an anti-corruption
organisation, paying more to buy from a corruption-free company, spreading the word
about corruption through social media or, most popular, taking part in a peaceful protest.21
One way or the other, despite all official efforts and bottom-up initiatives to tackle it,
corruption still is a conspicuous part of everyday reality in Afghanistan. As a consequence,
ISAF’s personnel are confronted with corruption on a day-to-day basis. How do they cope
with it, what are their options and how do their Afghan colleagues look upon how these
morally and culturally critical situations are handled? Those are the questions our research
tries to answer. Before presenting and interpreting our data, we explain how we went about
our research in terms of sample and methods.
Research: Sample and Methods
The data we are about to present, have been gathered as part of a broader study on how Dutch
soldiers deal with morally and culturally critical situations.22 For the purpose of this study,
semi-structured interviews were conducted with 45 members of the Dutch military. They
were invited to recount morally and culturally critical situations they encountered during
their deployments. In the interview-sessions, a central question was: ‘Can you describe
situations in which the local populations’ behaviour violated your values?’. Respondents
elaborated on their experiences, views and dilemmas, thus providing us with a rich collective

18 Global Corruption Barometer 2013, a report by Transparency International. http://www.transparency.org/gcb2013/
country/?country=afghanistan visited at 04-06-2014
19 idem.
20 idem.
21 idem.
22 All interviews with Dutch military personnel and with the Afghan respondents were conducted by the first author, Michelle
Schut, in the context of her PhD research.

24 ‘Aanvulling Veteranennota 2012-2013’ http://defensieweblog.blogspot.nl/2013/10/nazorg-isaf-veteranen.html
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23 In another article based on this study, the narrative analysis is explained in more detail. See Schut, M., M. de Graaff and D.E.M.
Verweij (published online September 2014) “Moral Emotions during Military Deployments of Dutch Forces: A Qualitative
Study on Moral Emotions in Intercultural Interactions”, Journal of Armed Forces and Society (DOI: 10.1177/0095327X14549594).
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discourse, essentially constituting a qualitative kind of database. All of these narratives have
been coded and analyzed carefully, in ways that ensured reliability and validity.23
Who are our storytellers? In a first round of interviews, a group of 29 servicemen of
the Netherlands Armed Forces reflected upon their experiences. All of them still on active
duty, they were deployed during expeditionary missions, stretching from the United
Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (1979-1985) to successive missions in Afghanistan, from
2001 onwards. Other mission areas include Cambodia, Bosnia, Sudan and Iraq. Most of our
respondents are male (90 percent), their age ranging from 24 to 49 years (average: 40), and
their ranks ranging from sergeant major to lieutenant colonel. Servicemen of all four military
branches (Army, Air Force, Navy and Marechaussee) were interviewed. A majority of the
servicemen (57 percent) was deployed more than once. Taken together, these 29 respondents
mentioned a total of 121 morally and culturally critical situations. Of all the critical situations
included in their narratives, 12 percent could be classified into the category of corruption.
For this contribution, we focused on corruption-related stories of Afghanistan veterans (12
situations).
Between 2001 and September 2013, a total of 20,000 Dutch military personnel were
deployed to Afghanistan.24 By far the biggest deployment took place from 2006 until 2010 in
the province of Uruzgan. As part of ISAF’s overall goal of enhancing the legitimacy and the
effectiveness of the Afghan government, the Dutch task force contributed to 3D (defence,
diplomacy and development), though not without having to engage in serious counterinsurgency operations. A quite different and much smaller Police Training Mission was
deployed in Kunduz between 2011 and 2013. Here, in the context of security sector reform,
tackling corruption and building police integrity could be considered to have been core
business. This mission provided our second round of interviews, generating most of the data
for this particular chapter.
During their pre-deployment training and while in Kunduz, interviews were conducted
with 16 Dutch police trainers. Each one of these respondents was interviewed three times:
before, during and after deployment in Kunduz. All of them were part of Police Operational
Mentoring and Liaison Teams (POMLTs). They trained patrolmen of the Afghan Uniformed
Police ‘on the job’, during a ten-week course aimed at, among other things, building
police integrity. These teams consisted of military personnel from the Royal Netherlands
Marechaussee (military police), combined with either Marines from the Royal Netherlands
Navy or with military personnel from the Royal Netherlands Army. We conducted interviews
with 8 marines and with 8 members of the Marechaussee. The respondents varied in rank
from private (marine class 1) to major. One respondent was female. Ranging in age from 20 to
35, with two respondents older than 49, the average age of these respondents was 29. Only 6
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out of 16 (38 percent) had been previously deployed to mission areas such as Uruzgan, Iraq or
Bosnia. Consequently, Kunduz was the first mission for the majority of these police trainers.
Building on what we learned from our ‘first and second-round’ respondents about
morally and culturally critical situations, corruption became one of the main themes in
the third round of interviews. In addition to Dutch military personnel, members of the
Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) were also interviewed in order to study whether the
perspectives on corruption differ. During the NATO-certification training of NATO Police
Trainers in St. Astier (France), six interviews were conducted with members of the ANSF. They
were working either at the Ministry of Interior in Afghanistan or for various police services,
such as the Afghan National Civil Order Police.25 These interviewees held ranks ranging from
captain to colonel. Three of them were Tajik, two were Pashtun and one was Arabic. All are
currently living in the vicinity of Kabul.
While in Kunduz, the first author, Michelle Schut, conducted a field study during the Police
Training Mission. She observed and conducted interviews both at the German headquarters
where Dutch military personnel were based and at the Afghan Uniformed Police training
areas in Kunduz. Amongst other things, she visited several police stations in Kunduz city,
Aliabad and Khanabad, as well as an Afghan National Army base.26 At these training areas,
two group discussions were held with patrolmen from the Afghan Uniformed Police in
Kunduz, representing various ranks (all patrolmen), ages and ethnicities.27 Two interpreters
from the Kunduz area, working at that time for the Netherlands armed forces, were also
interviewed. Finally, an Afghan humanitarian aid worker, who has worked for an English
NGO in Afghanistan, was interviewed.
All the interviews with the Afghan respondents focused on the morally and culturally
critical situations that arose in the narratives of Dutch military personnel. We talked with
them about corruption inside the ANSF, as it is perceived and responded to by Dutch soldiers.
What is the Afghans’ opinion of these Dutch perceptions and responses, and what does that
tell us about their own views? So here we go: Dutch and Afghan perspectives on tackling
corruption.

25 The ANSF consists of three force levels; the Afghan National Army (ANA), the Afghan Air Force (AAF) and the Afghan
National Police (ANP). The ANP comprises the Afghan Uniformed Police, the Afghan Border Police, the Afghan Anti-Crime
Police, and the Afghan Civil Order Police. http://www.nato.int/nato_static/assets/pdf/pdf_2013_10/20131018_131022MediaBackgrounder_ANSF_en.pdf visited at 03-06-2014
26 The field study had to cope with the unstable security situation in Afghanistan. Therefore, travel outside the base depended
on the assistance of the Dutch military and interviews with the Afghan Uniformed Police could only be conducted inside
police stations.
27 For a number of these interviews, no recording permission was given by the Afghan Ministry of Defence because of security
restrictions and the protection of privacy. The interviews and discussions were held with the help of a NATO interpreter.
The first author made detailed notes during the interviews.

Results

Reading Checkpoint-Stories

While I was monitoring at a checkpoint, every time a car drove by carrying, for example,
fruit, the Afghan Uniformed Police (AUP) gave the vehicle a stop sign. Then they had a look in
the trunk to see if there was anything in it, melons, for instance. They will take a few melons
and then order them to move on. They do not call this corruption. In the Netherlands, you
would immediately say ‘this is corruption’, but I believe it is part of the culture here. Because,
uhm... both parties accept it. They think it is their right, because they stand on the road all day
28 Episode 7 Missie op stoom (Mission at full speed) http://www.telegraaf.nl/dagboekkunduz/ visited at 31-03-2014
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Many of the activities which are perceived as corruption by our Dutch respondents take
place at checkpoints or roadblocks. To illustrate this and to begin with, we will take a scene
from the documentary ‘Kunduz Diaries’ (Dagboek Kunduz), in which Dutch Police trainers
are portrayed while doing their everyday work. In one particular scene, we see a trainer
monitoring and coaching his Afghan students at a checkpoint on the main road from Kabul
to Kunduz. This is known to be a popular road for smugglers. The police trainer says to the
camera: ‘This is the gate to Kunduz. So if the Afghan police do their work well, we make a little
progress’. Meanwhile, many cars pass by, fully packed with people, even in their trunk. We
also see lorries with their loads, just passing, without being stopped. The trainer explains:
‘In Afghanistan things work a little differently. Work is granted through relations. They know
most of the people they let drive by. They therefore just let them pass.’ At the same time, we
see someone from the Afghan Uniformed Police waving the cars on. ‘Of course that’s not our
intention’, the police trainer comments, ‘so we must make that clear to them’. He proceeds
to call on the patrolman and instructs him to act properly. After that, the Dutch police
trainers quickly move on because they are an easy target while standing at a checkpoint for
a considerable amount of time. They continue to do their job at yet another checkpoint….. 28
After returning to the Netherlands, while being interviewed for our research, the same Dutch
police trainer explained more about what he experienced at checkpoints and how he reads
this behaviour:
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We will present our data in three parts. First, we will describe and analyze ‘checkpointstories’, as told and understood by Dutch soldiers. For them, ‘reading’ these stories brings up
typical patterns of corruption in Afghanistan, going well beyond checkpoints. In the second
part, the soldiers tell of other examples of corrupt behaviour and reflect upon options for
tackling it. In the third part, this question is pursued a little further: how do Dutch soldiers
react to corruption? Are they willing and able to stop it? All along, we will provide answers
and comments from our Afghan respondents regarding corrupt behaviour and the ways in
which Dutch military personnel react. What are the best options, according to the Afghans?
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and make sure that drivers can drive safely and carefree. Therefore, it is no problem to drivers
that they take a few melons in return. (Police trainer Kunduz)
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Adding up these experiences, situations at checkpoints suggest the importance of relations,
of people knowing each other, as well as the workings of quid pro quo. From the perspective
of the Dutch police trainer, these mechanisms result in behaviour that is unacceptable for
policemen. At the same time, he reads it as ‘culture’, that is, something people themselves
agree upon. So in principle, these are clear examples of morally and culturally critical
situations. Moreover, the patrolmen do not stand on their own and are not confined to what is
happening at checkpoints. This only seems to emphasize that ‘culture’ is at stake. Therefore,
we will elaborate somewhat further on similar situations in which these mechanisms are at
play, especially the importance of knowing each other (cronyism, nepotism), and the quidpro-quo exchange – also known as bribery.
As far as the first example is concerned, while reflecting upon the judicial system and
police work in Afghanistan, many respondents talk about cronyism. They tell stories such
as: ‘when appointing somebody for a job, most of the time it is a friend or family member’.
According to a Dutch translator in Afghanistan, it is more important who you know,
rather than what you know. He refers to the way in which ANSF members joined the NATO
certification training of police trainers in St. Astier (France); ‘Another group of Afghans were
going to join the training, but instead many high-ranking Afghan officers were sent. Even
though they have little experience and training.’
In relation to nepotism within the AUP, while describing the weakness of the police
power in the judicial process, Dutch military personnel recounted a situation in which ‘his
uncle was a tribal leader, but also a judge’.
The police appear to not have that much power. As long as you know somebody who works
as a police officer, the police cannot do anything to hurt you. (…) I heard these types of stories
from my students very often. For example, they arrested somebody for an offence and five
minutes later they had to release him again, because he was the nephew of somebody or
perhaps a family relation of the commander or something, and in that case they just had to set
him free. Those are things that really surprise me. (Police trainer in Kunduz)

People being released early from prison and not being punished for illegal activities
turns out to happen not just on account of them having good networks, but also occurs after
paying bribes. According to our Dutch respondents, this is comparable with what happens
at checkpoints; ‘as long as the AUP knows you, you can pass through without any check’.
While a privileged position acquired through a network is looked upon by Dutch military
personnel as a clear-cut form of corruption, members of the ANSF sometimes seem to accept

it. According to some Afghan respondents, making use of ‘the old boys network’ is not
always straightforward corruption. The aid worker also confirms that this is not corruption
and explains;
If somebody moves up the social ladder with your help, it is logical that they will help you to
move up as well. That’s not corruption. It would be corruption if they didn’t do anything in
return.

One of the Police Sub Stations in Kunduz was building a checkpoint. Every time a lorry
transporting bricks passed, it was stopped and they removed five bricks. Ultimately, they had
a whole wall. (…) we rejected it and said that they should stop doing that. Then they told us
some bullshit story that they had an agreement with the brick company. (Police trainer in
Kunduz)

Bakshees is part of the culture, but corruption isn’t. Corruption used to be unacceptable in civil
society and was considered a criminal offence. Nowadays it is used as an excuse, since people
don’t have enough income, no job security and are therefore often not penalised if they are
found to be corrupt.

Evidently, there is a difference between explaining and accepting behaviour. Moreover,
bringing up situational and cultural contexts, as well as present-day deprivations, may lead
to nuanced appreciations. Differing views between Dutch and Afghan respondents, as well
as some disagreement amongst our Afghan respondents, should be read in this light. On
the other hand though, there is a growing consensus, so it seems, about what, in principle,
should not be excused and not be accepted.
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Both the Dutch and the Afghan respondents give the same explanation for the mutual
approval of paying money or goods in situations like these: it is all about guaranteeing safe
passage. However, their opinions may differ on whether or not this kind of receiving money
or goods at checkpoints should be labelled as corruption. According to some of our Afghan
respondents, asking for money or goods can be looked upon as something you are entitled
to do. As such, it is not corruption, but rather bakshishi. ‘It is a gift’, one of the translators
explains. An Afghan lieutenant colonel holds the same view: ‘it is a reward given after doing
a good job’. In the words of the Afghan humanitarian aid worker:
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On the issue of quid pro quo (the second characteristic checkpoint story), the Dutch
respondents clearly perceive this kind of behaviour as corruption, in the form of bribery:
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People taking advantage of their position, for instance, is firmly condemned. ‘A person
should make a position, not a position a person’, an Afghan patrolman stated. Other
Afghan respondents also rejected this kind of advantage-taking. They are familiar with the
rules against it, because nowadays, aaccording to an Afghan lieutenant ‘all laws, including
international laws and human rights, are learned’. This kind of awareness clearly shows in
the following quotation from an interview with a patrolman:
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At a checkpoint, you are not allowed to take money from the driver of a passing vehicle. If the
prosecutor finds out that you accepted money, you will be arrested. If you receive money because a toll needs to be paid, you have to note it down, together with all the details, in a book.
(Patrolman of the Afghan Uniformed Police)

In fact, according to some of our other Afghan respondents ‘bakshees is haram’29 and there
is no difference with corruption. ‘It is bad, and also prohibited’, according to a lieutenant
colonel from the Afghan National Army.
So far we have explored some of the morally and culturally critical situations Dutch
military personnel encountered while monitoring the Afghan police at checkpoints. But the
ISAF mission was not limited to training, nor is the intercultural contact restricted to contact
with Afghan patrolmen. In the next section, we will describe and analyze other activities
which Dutch respondents perceived as corruption. Of course, we will once again very much
include and compare the views of our Afghan respondents.
Other Corrupt Activities: Siphoning off Fuel and Skimming Salaries
In addition to the activities of their AUP students, during ISAF security and stability
operations Dutch military personnel encountered other situations which they also depicted
as corruption. These activities were not restricted to patrolmen’s behaviour. Sometimes
the behaviour of higher ranking officers came to the fore in the narratives of our Dutch
respondents as well. This is an example:
While I was base commander (Afghanistan 2010), I was responsible for the police stationed
at our camp. They had a Ford Ranger, a large jeep. If you fill up the car and include a jerry can
with fuel, it will amount to around 100 litres. Each day, they visited the bazaar (local market)
and drove around in the area, which is about thirty kilometres wide. You would assume that
they drove for a while on one tank. One day the car was refuelled by us and the following day
the police commander came along and asked for diesel. I asked: ‘why?’ ‘We have run out of
fuel’, he explained. I asked the mechanics to record the mileage, give them diesel and check
the mileage the next time. It turned out that they had driven 37 kilometres on a tank of 100
29 Haram, the opposite of halal, refers to the businesses and products which are prohibited for Muslims.

litres! I said; ‘your car has high fuel consumption, friend’. (…) They obviously siphoned off the
fuel from the car and sold it. And that’s Afghan police! (Captain of the Dutch Marine Corps)

Many of the stories told by Dutch military personnel testify to the fact that the selling of
materials which were provided by international forces to support the local army or police
was experienced as a violation of values. From the perspective of the Dutch, these practices
are clear manifestations of corruption. Because phenomena such as stealing and selling fuel
provided by ISAF took place on a regular basis, a more general solution was implemented.
During the course of the training mission, fuel was dyed blue in order to reduce the possibility
of siphoning for personal use or resale by Afghan security personnel.
Among the other forms of corruption Dutch military personnel experienced, practices
with regard to salary payment of the Afghan National Security Forces are conspicuous. As we
heard in the last story told by a Dutch major, Afghan police commanders more or less often
have the habit of skimming part of the salary of their subordinates. In the view of our Dutch
respondents, this is a blatant form of corruption. A captain of the Dutch Marine Corps, who
was in charge of the payday of the Afghan National Army (ANA), describes this practice:
At some point, you hand over the responsibility of the salary payments to the Afghans
themselves, but you keep a watchful eye. That’s when we noticed that when the boys went
out with their salaries, they had to hand over some of it to their superiors. In the end, some
of the guys were left with not even half of their salaries, just because they were extorted. It is
kind of shocking, but also part of their culture.
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We reported it to the Americans and, ultimately, it was reported to the Ministry of Interior
and they transferred or discharged him, and somebody else took over his position. But that
person did his own thing; he went to the bank three times a week and collected the salaries of
the students. We did not intervene since this is an Afghan practice and you have to be careful
that you don’t meddle in everything. (Major of the Marechaussee deployed to NTM-A)
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Since there was no official policy on how he should act in this kind of situation, the captain
decided to start a dialogue with the Afghan police commander. He showed his disapproval
by not giving the Afghan police new fuel, whereupon they were not able to join the patrol.
Furthermore, he made his point of view clear by saying ‘I’m not stupid, man’ and ‘You are
just a liar’ (to the embarrassment of his interpreter). On the other hand, he put the situation
into perspective: ‘He (the local police commander) also wants to earn good money and none
of this really hurts me’.
The following story contains another illustration of how Dutch military personnel try to
tackle police commanders who siphon off fuel:

While the captain reads the skimming of salaries as ‘part of their culture’, our Afghan
respondents are adamant on this issue. Very much like the Dutch soldiers, they see it as
reprehensible behaviour, that according to them can be severely punished already. These are
some of their voices:
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If somebody is known to skim salaries, then Ministry of Interior officials will take action, i.e.
the bank accounts are closed immediately. Thus nobody else can get any money out. (Afghan
lieutenant)
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Salary skimming does happen and it is a big crime. When there is evidence against a person, it
is brought to the court. (Afghan lieutenant-colonel)

If it is proved, you will get at least four years in prison or even higher, depending on the amount
of money skimmed. (Afghan captain)

These quotations again emphasize the awareness among Afghan respondents of the laws
against corruption and the (many) efforts to reduce it. They often appear to agree with their
Dutch counterparts from ISAF, i.e. that corruption is to be rejected and should be tackled.
Nevertheless, corrupt activities by members of the ANSF do still take place. Many Dutch
soldiers were confronted with the corrupt behaviour of the ANSF during their deployments.
The examples of corruption given so far in this chapter are just a selection from their
narratives. So what should they do and how should they react? We have seen some Dutch
respondents searching for solutions, but also met with examples of acceptance. In the last
part of this section, we will explore the range of responses somewhat further, juxtaposing
Dutch and Afghan perspectives once again.
Reactions and Perspectives
According to Dutch military personnel, more often than not, corruption is the rule rather
than the exception. In principle, Dutch soldiers look upon corruption as undesirable and
unacceptable. They give several reasons why sometimes they choose to turn a blind eye to
corruption. This is one important reason:
The population seems to accept it. Corruption should really fade out, and finally the population must fight against it and they are not in that phase yet. (Police Trainer in Kunduz)

In our opinion, everybody in Afghanistan is corrupt, but that is how that culture works.
According to our standards it is absolutely repugnant. But it may be somebody you cannot
ignore if you need to do business in police affairs. (Royal Netherlands Army colonel)

In both quotations, the view of Afghan society as inherently corrupt is combined with
a pragmatic view of how it works when you want to achieve primary mission targets.
Condemning corruption is one thing, getting things done may be more important. However,
while on the one hand Dutch respondents depict corruption as the norm in Afghanistan, on
the other hand they sometimes choose to tackle its manifestations. Already, we saw some
examples of initiatives, like confronting the practice of siphoning fuel, in a number of ways.
Moreover, Dutch military personnel particularly seem to intervene when they themselves
are the subject of this behaviour while doing business. This is a typical example:
You can say that they (the Afghans) are accustomed to the reality that a person who mediates
in a contract earns 10 percent of the amount, but that is not our standard. So, people working
for us should not forget that. How they wheel and deal among themselves doesn’t matter,
except when it’s our business. After my interpreter, for example, received money after medi30 ISAF Anti-Corruption Guidance visited at 10 February 2010.
http://archive.ti-defence.org/publications/740-external--isaf-anti-corruption-guidance
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To gain a firmer foothold in Afghanistan, you should sweet talk the powerful offices, whether
they are official or unofficial. For example, a generator was requested for the mosque. Okay.
A generator was placed all right, but not in the mosque. Many generators were found in the
house of the governor. But if you do not accept this kind of thing, you are not going to be able
to exert much influence. You should not be naive and think that this type of thing does not
happen. You, as a soldier, should just make use of it. (Royal Netherlands Army lieutenant
colonel)
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Here, the motive for more or less tolerating corruption is from the perspective of seeing
Afghan society and its people as ‘different’. As long as the latter seem to accept corruption,
the possibilities for ISAF are very limited, so the reasoning goes. The following response from
a police trainer might even be looked upon as in accordance with the ISAF Anti-Corruption
Guidance: ‘The people are your barometer; find out whatever bothers people most’.30
However, as we learned from public opinion surveys (see Evaluations and Perceptions) , in
principle the Afghan people would very much prefer to do away with corruption and are
willing to contribute to its defeat. Evidently, in practice this often turns out to be wishful
thinking, which makes it understandable that some of our Dutch respondents stick to the
argument that ‘it is their country, and we should respect their opinions and even bad habits’.

All in all, there is a wide range of responses among Dutch military personnel towards
corruption, ranging from occasional zero-tolerance to pragmatic acceptance of certain
practices. While the general perception of corruption in Afghanistan plays some role, the
kind of situations at stake seem more important for the decision whether or not to intervene
and how to intervene.
Interestingly, some Afghan respondents have a clear message for their counterparts: ‘it is
not the task of the Dutch to combat corruption in Afghanistan’. This doesn’t imply that the
Afghans do not see corruption as a problem, on the contrary. They might take a more formal
approach:
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If Dutch military personnel find evidence, they should make a telephone call to the High Office
of Oversight Against Corruption and report it. (Afghan lieutenant-colonel)
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ating in contract negotiations, I fired him (the interpreter had an Afghan background but was
a naturalized Dutch national). That they are corrupt is one thing, but we have our own norms
and values, at least that is how I see it. (Colonel of the Dutch Army)

A police patrolman suggests that ‘if they (Dutch military personnel) saw that an Afghan
policeman is corrupt, used drugs or excessive violence, they should take him, together with
the evidence, to the ANA or ANP’. In addition to this formal approach, there is also pragmatic
advice:
Combating corruption is not their task (of the Dutch military personnel). They should report
it in their own line. Often, there is not much you can do, as everyone benefits from it. My
warning is, don’t put your own mission and relations at risk by investigating all the stories that
you hear yourself. There will be many of them. (Afghan humanitarian aid worker)

In fact, this particular perception fits in with the mainstream of how Dutch soldiers view
corruption and how they choose to act. That is, it is seen as something normal in Afghanistan
that they would prefer to tackle but end up accepting and managing as best as possible, in the
context of their wider mission.

Discussion
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This chapter has been about corruption in Afghanistan. After sketching the macro-picture
in the context of Afghanistan and its government and of ISAF’s deployment, our research
focused on the perspectives and experiences of Dutch military personnel, as well as those of
Afghan security personnel. We came up with a range of findings on tackling corruption from
below and a number of conclusions that fit in with, but also add to, the existing literature on
this topic.
Despite all the international and Afghan efforts to tackle corruption, Dutch military
personnel were confronted with situations in which the behavior of the ANSF, both patrolmen
and higher ranking officials, violated official policies and practices. To the Dutch, this is also
a violation of their own values and norms. Examples of such morally and culturally critical
situations are nepotism or cronyism, bribery at checkpoints, the misuse/selling of material
provided by ISAF and the skimming of salaries. Dutch military personnel perceive all of these
situations as manifestations of corruption.
However, some of these situations, such as nepotism and bribery, are looked upon
differently by some Afghan respondents. The latter do not necessarily label these situations
as corruption. This corresponds with the findings of various other studies (Mujtaba 2012;
Duran and Ávalos 2010; Davids and Soeters 2009; Giustozzi 2009); ‘For local leaders, some
actions may be just an exchange of privileges or presents while for Western military forces it
is outright corruption’ (Duran and Ávalos 2010: 23). Mujtaba (2012: 61) confirms the findings
of our study that baksheesh may be perceived as a kind of bribery, but can also be looked upon
as a functional daily routine for expressing appreciation to a person who has done excellent
work. These activities are illegal in Afghanistan, but as Cockayne and Lupel (2009b: 153)
contend, they can also be looked upon as ‘normalized or legitimate in the local context’.
The skimming of salaries is another example on which Afghans and Dutch respondents
may differ to some degree in their opinions. As Davids and Soeters (2009: 297) describe, ‘the
Afghan interviewees indicated that paying a percentage of the salary to their commander is
part of the culture of looking after each other’.
Notwithstanding these slightly different perspectives on a limited number of practices,
generally speaking Afghan and Dutch security personnel are in agreement about corruption
as a huge problem for the legitimacy of army, police, and government. Nonetheless,
tackling corruption may not always be the main priority in security sector reform. Some
Dutch respondents, to some degree and in some situations, seem to accept corruption due
to a more pragmatic view, in which their good relations and mission targets are at stake.
Occasionally, the pragmatic view seems to be reinforced by the general outlook of soldiers,
i.e. that corruption is ingrained in Afghan culture. It would be overstating the matter to
suggest that they fall into the trap of ethical relativism, because they are not able to judge the
behaviour of the other due to cultural variances. While Whetham (2008) and De Maria (2010)
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may be right to warn against this mechanism, this view hardly does justice to the position
and perception of soldiers in the particular situation of corruption.31
Giustozzi (2009: 40) might be more to the point, suggesting two additional reasons why
‘foreign officers’ are unwilling ‘to take responsibility for punishing errant behavior’. They
‘are reluctant to confront soldiers (police agents) whom they do not trust’ and ‘they also
fear a rise in desertion rate, which would reflect negatively on them’. Although our Dutch
respondents did not mention these reasons for not taking action, they did describe their fear
for ‘the insider threat’, the danger of an attack from an Afghan pupil towards NATO trainers.32
It is important to emphasize that Dutch military personnel sometimes do take microinitiatives, such as going into dialogue with their counterpart. This approach fits in with
macro-efforts, for example dyeing fuel blue. According to our Afghan respondents,
Afghanistan’s legislation against corruption works rather well. They recommend that
international military personnel confronted with corruption-related violations of values
should in principle make use of the Afghan system instead of taking own initiatives.
Notwithstanding some differences in perspective and approach, both Dutch and
Afghan respondents stress the importance of reducing corruption in Afghanistan. All those
concerned see tackling corruption as crucial in the context of the rule of law and government
institutions. Maybe more thought should be given to the possible role of the international
community and international military personnel in tackling corruption. Should the
international community try to enforce a zero-tolerance policy towards official corruption?
Should international military personnel act more strongly in accordance with such a policy?
Because corruption is a threat for the country’s future, it certainly is essential ‘to facilitate
their (ANP) evolution from ‘robbers barons’ to legitimate mandate’ (Cockayne and Pfister
2008; Giustozzi 2007). Or is tackling corruption above all a responsibility of the Afghan state
itself? One way or the other, tackling corruption has many challenges and brings with it
difficult dilemmas (Cockayne and Lupel 2009a; 2009b). Military personnel are confronted
with these dilemmas on a daily basis. Their experiences contain important and sober lessons
on balancing principles and standards with practices and pragmatism.

31 However, in other situations, like the confrontation with bacha bazi, military personnel seem to use an ethically relativist
point of view as an excuse not to interfere, even though on top of their own personal moral values, more universal
principles are violated. See also Schut, M. and E. van Baarle (in press) ‘Breaking the Silence: Confronting the Bacha Bazi
Issue in Afghanistan’, International Journal of Children’s Rights.
32 Green-on-blue was a realistic threat in Afghanistan. The insider threat, according to ISAFs report ‘Combating the Insider
Threat’, could be reduced by an improved pre-deployment training that provides a deeper cultural understanding.
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Conclusion and Discussion

The relevance of the central question is based on the many morally and culturally critical
situations reported by military personnel with regard to their present-day deployments
in different cultural settings. To answer the central question, four sub-questions were
formulated.
1.

2.

3.
4.

To what extent and how do Dutch military personnel experience a conflicting or
connecting relationship between morality and culture during their deployments
and what are the consequences of these experiences?
What is the relation between the cross-cultural competence ‘respect’, a relativist
point of view and the behavioural reactions of soldiers in morally and culturally
critical situations?
What is the relationship between the moral emotions military personnel encounter
in morally and culturally critical situations and their behavioural reactions?
What is the perspective of Afghan counterparts on the morally and culturally critical
situations discussed in the narratives of Dutch military personnel?

These questions define the focus of this study and were addressed in different chapters of
this dissertation.
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Overview of the Main Findings
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Aiming at enhancing knowledge on the relation between culture and morality in the context
of intercultural interactions during present-day military operations, this exploratory
study addressed the following central question: ‘How do Dutch military personnel cope
with morally and culturally critical situations in intercultural interactions during their
deployment?’
A grounded theory approach was chosen to study the morally and culturally critical
situations in these social interactions. More specifically, data have been collected by
conducting in-depth interviews with both Dutch military personnel and Afghan respondents,
complemented with participant observations both during pre-deployment training and in
the mission area of Kunduz, Afghanistan.
This concluding chapter summarizes the main findings of the research and discusses the
implications of these findings for future research and military practice. The next section
gives a brief overview of the main findings, followed by a reflection on the contribution of
this dissertation on a theoretical and practical level and the implications thereof.
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So far, the eyes of researchers studying interactions during military deployments have
principally been focussed on either morality and moral issues or on culture and cultural
differences. Aiming at enhancing knowledge on the relation between and intertwining
of morality and culture in present-day military practice, the first sub-question was ‘To
what extent and how do Dutch military personnel experience a conflicting or connecting
relationship between morality and culture during their deployments and what are the
consequences of these experiences?’ This relation between morality and culture and its
implications for military practice was the focal topic of Chapter 1.
Many authors underline the close relation between culture and morality and related
concepts like cultural and moral values, and cross-cultural and moral competences. They
mostly see morality as one of the main elements of culture, and as such time and place bound.
However, there also seem to be some core (universal) principles, such as justice, which are
widely shared by a majority of people in most places and at almost all times, leading to a
paradoxical and thus complex aspect of the relation between morality and culture.
Empirical evidence in this chapter has shown that the link between culture and morality
is indeed complex in the context of present-day military missions. During deployments to
countries with different cultural settings and different norms and value systems, military
personnel may perceive the behaviour of ‘others’ as confusing or shocking. ‘The other’ in
these intercultural interactions during military operations are first and foremost the local
population, but occasionally also members of coalition forces. In some cases soldiers
encounter morally and culturally critical situations. In these situations, the relation between
culture and morality is conflicting, since values are perceived as being violated by the conduct
of the person with the other cultural background. However, perception and interpretation
play important roles here. Results showed that not all situations, which are perceived as
objectionable or even condemnable by Dutch soldiers, originate from differences in culture.
Even when the soldiers consider value violations to originate from the local culture, in
some cases universal principles may be violated too, i.e. by grossest injustices, like murder
or the infliction of severe physical injuries. This research showed that the demarcation line
between core principles (universal values) and cultural values is complex and confusing and
as such morally challenging for military personnel in intercultural interactions.
Furthermore, findings showed that military personnel react differently with regard to the
perceived value-violations. In just over half of the morally and culturally critical situations,
the Dutch respondents mentioned taking action in order to actively stop the – in their eyes
- undesirable behaviour. Their action ranged from starting a dialogue with ‘the other’, to
reporting the conduct in their own chain of command or to the others’ superior. In a quarter
of the situations the Dutch respondents mentioned not taking action.
Reactions to morally and culturally critical situations are guided by different factors.
As indicated in Chapter 1, the way soldiers react can be influenced by their moral and

cultural competences, moral emotions (or emotional numbing) and several disengagement
strategies, such as moral numbing and ethical relativism. The insight that different factors
influence soldiers’ reactions, which is gained from different theoretical perspectives as well
as from the data described in Chapter 1, formed the basis of the subsequent chapters.

Respect or Relativism
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As a result of the initial analysis and conclusions from Chapter 1, interest grew in the
cross-cultural competence respect, ethical relativism and soldiers’ agency in morally and
culturally critical situations. Respect, as one of the cross-cultural competences, is known to
contribute to successful performance, interaction and effective functioning in any culture
and with members of any culture. However, when one gives the argument of respect for
another’s culture as source of validity of behaviour, one risks ethical relativism. The second
sub-question addressed these two factors which can influence soldiers’ judgement, namely
the cross-cultural competence ‘respect’ and an ethically relativist point of view. The question
is ‘What is the relation between the cross-cultural competence ‘respect’, a relativist point of
view and the behavioural reactions of soldiers in morally and culturally critical situations?’
The results in Chapter 2 show that soldiers who mentioned to behave respectfully towards
the local population or coalition partner in the morally and culturally critical situations they
experienced, often act in accordance with the others’ culture. For example, a male soldier/
nurse, respecting the Afghan culture, would never touch an Afghan woman, not for a body
search and not even to help her on medical grounds. Moreover, it is now common to also
have female nurses and female soldiers in every team. Respectful behaviour and adjusting
to the others’ habits contributes to establishing and maintaining the intercultural (work)
relations in a mission. Already during their pre-deployment training military personnel are
encouraged to behave in a cross-culturally competent way in intercultural interactions. They
learn not to offend the local population, because the latter then might withhold cooperation
or may even turn hostile.
The results in Chapter 2 also demonstrate that a majority of the soldiers who did not
interfere in morally and culturally critical situations, mention culture as an argument.
Sometimes the culture-argument seems to be applied to almost every situation, suggesting
that these soldiers can than be considered to have an ethically relativist point of view.
They condone some morally problematic situations during their deployment, which they
normally would not accept. This is supported by the results in Chapter 4, with regard to bacha
bazi (situations in which wealthy and powerful Afghan men have a sexual relationship with
young boys). The Dutch respondents said they would normally reject this behaviour and in
the Netherlands they would report it to the police. However, as data of this research reveal,
in Afghanistan these Dutch soldiers describe bacha bazi as part of the Afghan culture and
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therefore condone this situation even though they perceive their own values, and possibly
universal values, such as dignity and integrity, to be violated.
By putting respect for the others’ culture first and applying it to every situation, some
soldiers seem to ignore their own values and sometimes even more universal values. In other
words, these soldiers become morally disengaged. In these situations, they are not taking
all interests of those involved into account, they side-line their own ethical point of view
and neglect the negative impact this could have on both the local population (people who
are victims of the behaviour they condone) and on themselves (when it comes to developing
feelings of guilt after the mission). In addition, categorising practices like bacha bazi as
‘cultural’ also reflects ignorance of the context, since they are in fact at odds with local laws
and many Afghans object it. In any case, ethical relativism may result in (moral) injury of
both the serviceman and of others involved in situations like these. The soldiers’ reactions
stem from moral incapacity: they seem to react respectfully and culturally competent
towards the local population and members of the coalition forces, yet at the same time they
gradually loose loyalty to their own - and sometimes universal - values and thus act morally
incompetent. Not measuring things up against one’s own (cultural) standards and thus
seemingly reacting respectful, open-minded and emphatic is the advantage of having an
ethically relativist point of view. However, being unaware of the risks of ethical relativism,
i.e. never being able to judge the behaviour of someone with another culture even though
his or her actions are perceived as morally problematic, seems to be a shortcoming of some
soldiers.

Moral Emotions
A first glance at the interview transcripts, in which soldiers reflected upon the morally
and culturally critical situations they encountered, draws attention to the important role
that emotions appeared to play in their judgement. As is shown in Chapter 1, emotional
responses, such as moral outrage, are provoked by the perception that moral standards
are violated and can as such influence soldiers’ behaviour in morally and culturally critical
situations. This insight led to sub-question 3: ‘What is the relationship between the moral
emotions military personnel encounter in morally and culturally critical situations and their
behavioural reactions?’
In Chapter 3, the morally and culturally critical situations were categorized in themes
in order to analyse differences between the situations in terms of which and how many
moral emotions soldiers mention, and in terms of their behavioural reactions. Three
themes of morally and culturally critical situations were identified: ‘social community’,
‘work community’ and ‘divinity’. Results demonstrated that the emotions and behaviour
of the soldiers were influenced by the kind of morally and culturally critical situation they
encountered. Most mentioned morally and culturally critical situations are those in which
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the actor harms another individual, which is in line with findings of other studies. Thus,
morally and culturally critical situations in the field of ‘social community’ evoke most
emotions. With regard to the theme ‘social community’, ‘bacha bazi’ was one of the three
categories in which most emotions were mentioned. The other two main categories in this
theme were ‘social interaction with women’ and ‘social interaction between men’. Moral
emotions are evoked most often in situations in which the welfare of people involved is at
stake.
The emotions generated by the behaviour of the local population and coalition forces
that Dutch soldiers perceive as conflicting with their own values, mostly belong to the
family of other-condemning emotions, such as ‘anger’ and ‘disgust’. Also mentioned, but
less narrated upon by military personnel, are moral emotions such as ‘compassion’ and
‘sympathy’, which belong to the emotional family of other-suffering emotions, and the
moral emotions, which belong to the family of self-consciousness emotions, such as ‘guilt’,
‘embarrassment’ and ‘shame’.
More importantly however, results in Chapter 3 revealed that, although many moral
emotions are provoked in morally and culturally critical situations, moral emotions are not
the crucial motivator for moral judgments and actions of soldiers. Contradicting results from
earlier studies, which were not about soldiers, this research does not show a clear relation
between feelings and action. Earlier research suggested that, when someone gets very angry
by the conduct of another person, it is likely that he or she will confront this person and stop
the undesirable behaviour. Findings of other research do not apply to soldiers, since they
turned out not to act in consistence with their emotions and most of the time did not act at all,
because of the circumstances. For example, the objectives of missions require cooperation
with the local population and the previously described argument of cultural differences
and respect (Chapter 2) are mentioned more often in guiding the behavioural reactions of
soldiers. Having good relationships with local counterparts and reaching mission targets
could also be at stake with regard to interfering in a situation. Soldiers tolerate or accept the
- in their eyes - misbehaviour of their counterparts, even if they feel strong moral emotions,
which results in not or not actively interfering in morally and culturally critical situations.
Another reasons that emotions seem to have less influence on the behavioural reactions
of military personnel, in comparison with arguments like mission goals and culture, might
be that in the Netherlands Defence organisation the professional culture is that emotional
responses should be switched off. Putting emotions aside and becoming emotionally numb
seems one of the disengagement strategies soldiers use to cope with morally and culturally
critical situations. As indicated in Chapter 3, this may have detrimental effects for all people
involved, not in the least the soldiers themselves.
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Since there are cultural differences in norm and value systems, as is indicated in Chapter 1,
the perspective of Afghanis on the morally and culturally critical situations encountered by
Dutch soldiers in Afghanistan was expected to be different from their Dutch counterpart.
Also the Afghan perspective on the values that are perceived by the Dutch to be violated and
the Afghan perspective on how Dutch soldiers should act in these situations were expected
to be dissimilar. Therefore, the last sub-questions was ‘What is the perspective of Afghan
counterparts on the morally and culturally critical situations discussed in the narratives of
Dutch military personnel?’
Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 each focused on a different category of morally and culturally
critical situations from both the Dutch as well as the Afghan perspective. In Chapter 4, the
category in which most moral emotions were mentioned, namely ‘bacha bazi’ was studied.
With regard to the theme ‘work community’, the category ‘corruption’ was mentioned most
frequently and studied in Chapter 5. The results in these chapters revealed that most of the
morally and culturally critical situations perceived by Dutch soldiers were also unacceptable
according to the Afghan respondents and most of the time even prohibited by the Afghan
law and Islam religion. This finding supports the notion that there are indeed crosscultural universals in moral values. Most morally and culturally critical situations are thus
condemned by both parties. Therefore, it could be stated that specifically in these situations,
but probably in other morally and culturally critical situations as well, core (universal)
principles, such as ‘(human) dignity’ and ‘(physical) integrity’, are violated. Dutch military
personnel sometimes wrongly condone situations by the argument that ‘it is part of their
culture’.
Despite the similarities in perceiving some situations as morally and culturally critical,
the expected cross-cultural differences did also occur in some situations. This can be
best illustrated by an example of a particular situation, which is perceived by the Dutch
respondents as corruption (Chapter 5). More precise, the case of baksheesh, which is a gift
expressing appreciation for a persons’ work, was not labelled as outright corruption by the
Afghan respondents and in addition most of them did not reject this kind of behaviour.
However, the Dutch respondents in their turn did reject this practice and describe it as
bribery. In consistency with various other studies, the results of this study show that some
situations with regard to corruption are perceived as morally and culturally critical by
people with another cultural background, such as Dutch soldiers. Yet, these situations are
legitimated in their local (Afghan) and cultural context. Thus, even though core principles
might be violated in some morally and culturally critical situations, in other situations there
are indeed cultural variations in values by which the behaviour could be explained.
Also the Afghan views on how foreign forces should react with regard to the morally
and culturally critical situations they are confronted with, differ from some of the actual
behavioural reactions of Dutch soldiers. The most important difference is that, according

to the interviewed Afghanis, foreign forces should never intervene in the local system.
Instead, they should report the misconduct to the Afghan security forces and support them
in enforcing the law, rather than taking action themselves. In principle however, just like the
Dutch soldiers, the Afghan people very much prefer to stop situations like corruption and
bacha bazi.
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The sub-questions, discussed in the preceding chapters and answered in the sections
above, lay the basis for the answer to the central research question: ‘How do Dutch military
personnel cope with morally and culturally critical situations in intercultural interactions
during their deployment?’
Generally, on the basis of the findings of the studies in this dissertation, it can be
concluded that a first reaction of all military personnel is that they would prefer to stop and
change the - in their eyes - strange and unacceptable behaviour of the local population or
the counterparts in the morally and culturally critical situations they encounter. In practice,
however, most often their actions are limited to starting a dialogue with ‘the other’ and
reporting the behaviour, or they do not take action after all. Most soldiers perceived the
morally and culturally critical situations as a moral dilemma, since they experienced a
conflict between two or more values and had difficulty to judge and to react accordingly to
the, in their eyes, unjust behaviour of the local population or coalition partners.
Military personnel who do not act, consequently side-line their own, and sometimes
more universal, values. They had difficulty balancing principles and standards with various
coping mechanisms and actions. The coping mechanisms with regard to not acting are
disengagement strategies such as ethical relativism, normalization of a situation by
becoming morally numb, and emotional numbing. This research reveals that the reactions
of military personnel in morally and culturally critical situations cannot be explained by
merely one single factor, rather it is the interrelation between various factors, such as moral
emotions, cross-cultural and moral competences, and different arguments and values such
as respect for culture, the safety of own troops, maintaining good relations and the overall
mission goals.
One important last point this study illustrates is that the coping mechanisms of soldiers
in morally and culturally critical situations could have large uncalled for consequences, such
as morally incompetent behaviour. This, and having a relativist point of view and therefore
never being able to judge the behaviour of others that is seen as morally problematic and
act accordingly, could have a negative impact on the self and the others involved in these
situations in terms of (moral) injury.

Reflection
This section reflects on the contributions of this dissertation on a theoretical and practical
level. This research is not only relevant on an academic level, as will be discussed in the next
section, but the findings are also useful in a more practical way, as will be described later on.
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The outcome of this study first and foremost is empirical in nature. It broadens our knowledge
by presenting and analysing original data, primarily, but not exclusively, pertaining to
experiences and perspectives of Dutch soldiers, employed in Afghanistan. At the same time,
the fieldwork, questions, observations and analysis have been derived from and inspired
by theories from ethics, anthropology, sociology and psychology. It is the first study that
applies this kind of interdisciplinary framework with regard to morality and culture, to
present-day military deployments. The interrelatedness of morality and culture constitutes
a fundamental theoretical and conceptual debate and this research has contributed to this
debate in the context of military operations. Building on the concept of ‘moral critical
situations’, developed and tested by Maas (2010), this study put forward the term ‘morally
and culturally critical situations’. Referring to situations in which the behaviour of ‘the
other’ (local population or coalition partners) is perceived by ‘the stranger’ (in this case
Dutch military personnel) as a violation of values, the framework of morally and culturally
critical situations proved to be helpful and enlightening, but also complex and ambivalent.
This emphasizes even further the relevance of this study for the fundamental debate on the
interrelatedness of culture and morality, which can be seen as this study’s major, general
contribution to theory.
The overview of the main findings recapitulates if and how the judgements and the
behaviour of soldiers in morally and culturally critical situations are influenced by a number
of variables, in particular ‘respect’, ‘ethical relativism’ and ‘moral emotions’. These variables
have their own theoretical roots in the literature, and the findings of this research contribute
to the workings of each of them in the specific context as such, as well as in their interaction.
Finding out how Dutch soldiers cope with morally and culturally critical situations and
which factors influence their judgements and behaviour, proves complicated. Nevertheless,
the empirical findings make it possible to suggest some contributions at the theoretical level
as well, preliminary but thought provoking.
First, this research contributes to theories on cross-cultural competences by focussing
on one of these competences, namely respect, and how the argument ‘respect for the others
culture’ influences behaviour in intercultural interactions. It stresses the positive side
of this attitude, which is agreed on in literature as an important competence for building
intercultural relations and therefore for international military deployments (Abbe, Gulick
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and Herman 2007; Selmeski 2007; Salmoni 2006). However, the negative side of respect, for
instance risking an ethically relativist point of view (Whetham 2008) is also underlined. The
findings of this research show that soldiers who give respect for culture as an argument, do
not act in most of the morally and culturally critical situations they encounter. To gain insight
in the validity of the argument for non-interference and find out whether there are crosscultural differences on the perceived morally and culturally critical situations and values
violated, the historical and cultural context of the situations experienced in Afghanistan was
taken into account (De Maria 2010). This dissertation has empirically demonstrated that there
are indeed some uncrossable barriers and differences in cultural values, in Walzers’ words
some values are thick (Walzer 1994). However, by studying the local laws and perspectives
from Afghan counterparts, this study agrees that there are some values commonly shared in
most places too and that morality is also thin (Walzer 1994). From this research we learn that,
since soldiers are not always aware of the values of the others involved in these situations,
which sometimes are not that different from their own, they use the argument ‘respect for
the culture’ falsely to legitimate their non-interference in morally and culturally critical
situations.
Furthermore, this study relates respect and behaviour in morally and culturally critical
situations to ethical relativism. Never being able to judge behaviour nor criticise cultures,
makes moral change very problematical (Rachels and Rachels 2011; Lukes 2008; Levi 2002),
which is the risk of ethical relativism that Whetham (2008) warns against. Following the
research results in this dissertation, one can agree with Whetham (2008: 313) that ‘ethical
relativism does not require us to stand by and watch acts that are abhorrent to us if they also
contradict the values held by those who are directly involved in the situation’. However, in
some morally and culturally critical situations Dutch military personnel passively stand by,
even though the others (in this case Afghanis) condemn the situation too. This research thus
contributes to theories on ethical relativism in interactions with coalition partners in the
sense that it empirically illustrates its risks.
This research not only focuses on the influences of having an ethically relativist point of
view, it also recognizes the fact that other variables, such as moral emotions, influence moral
judgement and behaviour as well. As such, this study also contributes to the knowledge of
moral emotions and its influence on behaviour in military practice. Until now hardly any
literature about emotions and moral responses in the context of present-day missions
was available. Furthermore, as is indicated above, the findings of this research contradict
the results of recent cognitive neuroscience and psychological studies, which show that
moral emotions tend to dominate moral judgment and behaviour (Tangney, Stuewig and
Mashek 2007; Kroll and Egan 2004; Harris 2003; Greene and Haidt 2002). Notably, results
in this dissertation show that this is not the case in military practice, since there are other
arguments and factors which seems to be more relevant for soldiers’ judgements than their
moral emotions.
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It can be concluded that this dissertation contributes to the existing knowledge with
regard to the interrelatedness of morality and culture in military practice and additionally
on how military personnel cope with morally and culturally critical situations and what
the influence is of various variables, such as the cross-cultural competence respect, ethical
relativism and moral emotions, on soldiers’ behaviour. This research recognizes the fact that
various factors may influence soldiers’ moral judgement and behaviour, such as the afore
mentioned variables, but also other arguments such as safety and mission targets may play
an important role in their considerations.
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Limitations and Future Research
While offering several interesting theoretical insights on judgement and behavioural
reactions in intercultural interactions during military deployments, this study also has
several limitations. This opens venues for further research.
Even though all sorts of factors, including moral emotions, moral and cross-cultural
competences, disengagement strategies, pragmatic reasons, one’s own cultural background
and norms and value systems, which influence judgement and actions in morally and
culturally critical situations are studied in this dissertation, soldiers are not asked to rank the
reasons they give for their behaviour. Therefore, an answer to the question which factors/
arguments that soldiers mention in the interviews have influenced their judgements most
strongly and which answers are only mentioned afterwards as a legitimization for their
behaviour, cannot be provided here. This implies that fully understanding the dynamics of
moral judgement and actions in morally and culturally critical situations goes beyond the
findings in this research and requires gathering more empirical data.
Furthermore, it is important to note that many of the respondents were deployed to
Afghanistan, which means that the morally and culturally critical situations in this study were
mostly based on experiences in this particular area. Although the first phase of this research
consisted of in-depth interviews conducted with 29 Dutch respondents of all sorts of missions
as an exploration of the diversity of morally and culturally critical situations experienced in
intercultural interactions during present-day military deployments, the question remains
whether the experiences of these Dutch soldiers was or was not representative of all soldiers
in the Netherlands. It would be interesting to compare the findings of this study with morally
and culturally critical situations experienced in recent deployment areas, i.e. from Mali
(MINMUSMA).
This research describes the Dutch military perspective on morally and culturally critical
situations and introduces the perspective of the Afghan counterpart. Some attention has
been given to other NATO-personnel, more specific those of the Canadian Forces. The
example in Chapter 4 shows that other international military personnel face similar morally
and culturally critical situations during their deployments. In the future, international
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Exploring morally and culturally critical situations in intercultural interactions during
military deployments from a interdisciplinary perspective contributes to insight in the
way military personnel and their (local) counterparts react in situations in which values
are perceived to be violated. Not only military personnel, but also trainers, defence policy
makers, psychologists and social workers could benefit from this research which gives them
insight in the morally and culturally critical situations soldiers might encounter and in the
coping strategies and behavioural reactions of soldiers in these situations. This is essential,
because encountering these situations and the behavioural reactions of those involved
may have unanticipated consequences which could infringe upon the mission’s objectives,
institutional strength, the professional well-being and mental health of military personnel
and others involved in these situations. For example, bluntly rejecting others’ behaviour and
interfering in morally and culturally critical situations clearly hamper intercultural contact,
which could harm the mission and the safety of the own troops. On the other hand, not
taking action in morally and culturally critical situations could have a negative impact in
terms of (moral) injury for both the person who is the victim of this behaviour as well as on
the soldier him/herself.
Moreover, this research gave insight in the variety in and complexity of morally and
culturally critical situations. The morally and culturally critical situations encountered by
Dutch military personnel ranged from the perceived misuse of materials and relations in
the case of corruption, to the perceived mistreatment of women, children and prisoners.
Since each situation is different and all actions may have uncalled for consequences, no
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comparative research could contribute to gaining more insight in the similarities and
differences with regard to the situations military personnel from different countries
encounter, the judgements they have and the way they act, as well as the guidelines provided
by their own organisation.
Although intercultural interactions during military deployments differ from intercultural
interactions in other professional contexts in several ways, they also share some common
factors. Given the fact that working in another (cultural) area and facing morally and
culturally critical situations is not restricted to military organisations nor exclusive to
military professionals, the findings of this study are of interest to a larger public. More
specifically, they are of interest to organizations and professions operating in comparable
circumstances, such as non-governmental organisations, police organisations, embassies
and multinational corporations. It is interesting to conduct comparative research with other
parties in the field of defence, diplomacy and development, since insight in the morally and
culturally critical situations in these other areas could be helpful for the cooperation with
and between these parties.
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clear and unambiguous answer could be provided on the question how one should react
when encountering these situations. Due to this variety in and complexity of morally and
culturally critical situations not all situations, neither all the consequences can be predicted.
Therefore, it may be difficult to facilitate guidelines for how to cope with each situation.
Furthermore another reason for not providing guidelines is that compliance with the rules
may not always be morally just. However, it is recommended that the Netherlands Defence
organisation improves its ability to prepare its soldiers for the complex and dynamic
deployment areas of present-day operations. This implies that, with regard to training and
education in military ethics, the integrity strategy is considered more important than the
compliance strategy (Van Iersel and Baarda 2002). On the organisational level as well as on
the level of the individual, the focus should be on morally responsible behaviour (Paine
1994). Thus, the Defence organisations should be aware of the morally and culturally critical
situations their employees may encounter and prepare them for these moral challenges in
intercultural interactions. Military personnel should be trained by their organisation to act
in a morally responsible and morally competent way.
As is indicated in this dissertation, respect for another culture and its’ habits in a mission
area are a focal point during current pre-deployment training. Consequently, soldiers may
sideline their own values and take an ethically relativist point of view, stemming from trained
moral incapacity (Merton 1957: 197-198). Furthermore, during pre-deployment training the
local population is ‘essentialize[d], exoticize[d] and objectify[ied]’ (Stepputat 2012: 440).
Also soldiers perceive the local culture as different from their own and perceive them as
‘others’, and sometimes also as ‘strangers’ and ‘uncivilized’ (Stanski 2009; Said 1985). This
study shows that during their deployment, they experience, in their own words, all sorts of
unknown, ‘strange’ and sometimes rejectable situations, such as the morally and culturally
critical situations described in this study. They accept these situations by explaining that
‘the others’ have a different culture and therefore behave differently. Therefore, it seems to
be a self-fulfilling prophecy (Merton 1948); soldiers are trained to expect ‘the other’ to be
strange and indeed ‘the others’ in the mission area seem to behave strangely. However, as is
also revealed in this research, Afghan respondents share the vision of Dutch soldiers that the
behaviour in most morally and culturally critical situations should be stopped. ‘The others’
thus turn out to be not that different after all, which should be stressed in trainings.
Preparation should thus not only consist of detailed and up-to-date lessons in differences
and similarities in culture and in trainings to become culturally competent. Based on the
findings of this research it is recommended that training and preparations should also
contain information on the local legislation and norms and value systems. Training
in culture and acquiring cultural competences, and education in ethics and acquiring
moral competences, should be combined, since cultural and moral issues turn out to be
intertwined. Anthropologists, military ethicists, cultural advisors and legal advisors i.e.
should inform the Defence organisation and its personnel on these issues in order to prevent
them for following a standpoint which may not be entirely correct, as is the case with bacha
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bazi (Chapter 4). As this study shows, by not knowing the local legislation and the perspective
of the local population, soldiers are not always able to take into account all pertinent interests
and values, and additionally are not always able to make a careful, considered decision and
act accordingly.
Furthermore, from this study we know that not all reactions are based on a rational
decision. The reactions in morally and culturally critical situations are also affected by moral
emotions. As indicated earlier, soldiers are used to switch off their emotions in the heat of
the moment. However, this phenomenon and the related phenomenon of not interfering
in situations they perceive as unjustifiable may result in subsequent feelings, often later on,
directed at one’s own action (or maybe it is better to say; non-action), such as shame and
guilt. A professional culture, in which recognition of, and adequate coping with emotions
in morally and culturally critical situations is important, since it prevents military personnel
from stress responses and moral injury afterwards. Moral injury occurs when soldiers fail to
prevent, bear witness to, or learn ‘about acts that transgress deeply held moral beliefs and
expectations’ (Litz et al. 2009) and manifests itself as ‘PTSD-like symptoms (e.g., intrusions,
avoidance, numbing), other outcomes are unique and include shame, guilt, demoralization,
self-handicapping behaviours (e.g., self-sabotaging relationships), and self-harm (e.g.,
parasuicidal behaviours)’ (Maguen and Litz 2012: 1). Therefore, it is recommended to foster
a culture, in which it is normal to talk about emotions and their relation to moral questions
and dilemmas, and address these issues during pre-deployment, in de-briefings in the field
and in after-mission care.
During deployment, soldiers should be able to get a chance to discuss the difficult
situations they encounter. The cultural and legal advisors in the field mostly consult only
commanders and military staff, yet they should have more attention for those who mainly
work outside the gate. An additional recommendation is a 24-hour helpdesk for all sorts
of moral issues encountered in military practice. This desk could serve as a listening ear
for soldiers without judging them. It could also compile a database of challenges faced in
military practice, with the help of which the process of lessons learned could be improved.
When these situations are collected in an early phase, they could serve as input for policymaking and could be used as scenario exercises and role-play in the pre-deployment
training of next rotations. This could prevent the next rotation from experiencing a shock
when confronted with similar situations in the field. With sufficient training, preparation,
after-action reviews and lessons learned, help-desks and after care, the military gives its
employees the recognition and support they need, and additionally they may guard them
and other parties involved, against negative consequences.
By studying the perspective of members of the Afghan National Security Forces, the
role of international military personnel in current missions, especially with regard to the
confrontation with morally and culturally critical situations, has become clear. An important
message for the international community and international military personnel participating
in stability operations is that they should support local security forces in enforcing the law
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and in their state-building process whenever possible. Indeed, they should be aware that
they are guests in a sovereign state that has its own security forces. Understanding of and
cooperation with local parties in current missions is very important. Also, more thought
should be given to the possible role of the international community in how to respond to
specific morally and culturally critical situations and this should be communicated to all
international military personnel before their deployment. This is of special relevance when
overall mission goals are at stake, such as strengthening Afghanistan’s rule of law due to
the perceived corruptive behaviour of the Afghan trainees (Chapter 5), or when universal
values are at stake, like in the case of bacha bazi (Chapter 4). The Defence organisation should
thus cooperate with professionals and organisations in the field of defence, diplomacy and
development in order to learn from each other’s policy, training and care/administrationsystem regarding coping with morally and culturally critical situations and ensuring that all
move in the same direction.

Final Remarks: Don’t be a Stranger!
Soldiers are deployed to countries with people they perceive to have other cultural
backgrounds and other norms and values. They often perceive them as strangers. In their
turn, soldiers also feel strangers themselves or are perceived to be strangers who sometimes
make cultural mistakes in the eyes of the local population. However, I hope that the findings
of this research and its recommendations contribute to the training of soldiers in a sense
that they will be better prepared to cope with a culture shock and moral issues. The goal is
that soldiers themselves will be better prepared for ‘strange’ situations and that they know
how to cope with morally and culturally critical situations in intercultural interactions in
the unfamiliar deployment areas. Furthermore, I hope that soldiers who return home after
a mission, still recognize their own personal and professional values, act accordingly and do
not have to think; ‘what a stranger have I become.’
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Soldiers as Strangers
Morally and Culturally Critical Situations during Military Missions

Four sub-questions have been formulated and elaborated on in the chapters of this
dissertation:
1. To what extent and how do Dutch military personnel experience a conflicting or
connecting relationship between morality and culture during their deployments
and what are the consequences of these experiences?
2. What is the relation between the cross-cultural competence ‘respect’, a relativist
point of view and the behavioural reactions of soldiers in morally and culturally
critical situations?
3. What is the relationship between the moral emotions military personnel encounter
in morally and culturally critical situations and their behavioural reactions?
4. What is the perspective of Afghan counterparts on the morally and culturally critical
situations discussed in the narratives of Dutch military personnel?
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The central question answered in this study is:
‘How do Dutch military personnel cope with morally and culturally critical situations in
intercultural interactions during their deployment?’

Soldiers as Strangers

Soldiers, who during their mission come into contact with the local population and coalition
partners, are faced with a different culture with other norms and values. During these
intercultural interactions in present-day operations, military personnel may encounter
behaviour of the local population or coalition forces, which they perceive as a violation of
values. In other words: they are confronted with morally and culturally critical situations.
Taking an interdisciplinary approach, based on ethics, anthropology, sociology and
psychology, this research aims to examine the relation between morality and culture in a
military context. More specifically, this study focuses on the morally and culturally critical
situations Dutch soldiers are confronted with in intercultural interactions during military
missions.
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Together the chapters provide an answer to the central question and contribute to knowledge
of and insight in the relation between morality and culture in military missions.
In order to answer these questions, soldiers’ reactions on morally and culturally critical
situations are studied from a grounded theory approach. The factors influencing their
moral judgement and behaviour, such as moral and cultural competences, culture and value
systems, and moral emotions, are analysed. Also, the perspectives of Afghan counterparts
on the morally and culturally critical situations discussed in the narratives of Dutch military
personnel are explored. The data for the research is based on in-depth interviews with both
Dutch military personnel and Afghan security personnel, complemented with participant
observations both during pre-deployment training and in the mission area of Kunduz,
Afghanistan.
So far, the eyes of researchers studying interactions during military deployments have
principally been focussed on either morality and moral issues, or on culture and cultural
differences. Aiming at enhancing knowledge of the relation between and intertwining of
morality and culture in present-day military practice, this relation and its implications for
military practice is the focal topic of Chapter 1. Research data show that in military practice, a
conflicting relationship between morality and culture is apparent in the morally and culturally
critical situations soldiers encounter. Furthermore, it shows that the demarcation line
between core principles (universal values) and cultural values is complex and confusing and
as such morally challenging for military personnel in intercultural interactions. This chapter
reveals that the way soldiers react can be influenced by their moral and cultural competences,
moral emotions (or emotional numbing) and several disengagement strategies, such as
moral numbing and ethical relativism. This chapter serves as the theoretical framework for
the rest of this PhD research.
As a result of the initial analysis and conclusions from Chapter 1, interest grew in the
cross-cultural competence respect, ethical relativism and soldiers agency in morally
and culturally critical situations. Respect, as one of the cross-cultural competences, is
known to contribute to successful performance, interaction and effective functioning in
any culture and with members of any culture. However, when one gives the argument of
respect for another’s culture as source of validity of behaviour, one risks ethical relativism.
Insight in these factors is essential, since these influence the reactions and moral capacity
of soldiers in morally and culturally critical situations. The findings in Chapter 2, which
focuses on the relation between these two variables, reveals that most of the time soldiers
act respectful towards the different culture and at the same time they refrain from taking
action in the morally and culturally critical situations they encounter, because they explain
these situations as stemming from differences in culture. By putting respect for the others’
culture first and applying it to every situation, some soldiers seem to ignore their own values
and sometimes even more universal values. In other words, these soldiers became morally
disengaged and could be considered to act in accordance with an ethically relativist point
of view. Furthermore, these soldiers also neglect the negative impact not interfering could
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have on both the local population (people who are victims of the behaviour they condone)
and on themselves (when it comes to developing feelings of guilt after the mission), which
might be a result of ‘moral incapacity’.
A first glance at the interview transcripts, in which soldiers reflected upon the morally
and culturally critical situations they encountered, also draws attention to the important
role that emotions appeared to play in their judgement. As is shown in Chapter 1, emotional
responses, such as moral outrage, are provoked by the perception that moral standards are
violated which can as such influence soldiers’ behaviour in morally and culturally critical
situations. This insight led to studying more closely how moral emotions relate to specific
morally and culturally critical situations and behavioural consequences. This is important
since the consequences of such emotions and subsequent reactions can have quite an
impact on the individual level as well as on the organizational and international political
level. Chapter 3 reveals that most emotions are evoked in situations in which standards with
regard to an individual’s position in society are violated, i.e. situations regarding the social
interaction between men and women, the social interaction between men, and the social
interaction with children. Most of the emotions generated by the behaviour of the local
population and coalition partners that Dutch soldiers perceive as conflicting with their own
values belong to the family of ‘other-condemning emotions’, such as ‘anger’ and ‘disgust’.
Contradicting results from earlier studies on moral emotions, the results of this study show
no clear relation between soldiers’ emotions and their behavioural reactions in morally and
culturally critical situations. This is caused by the circumstances such as the objectives of
present-day military missions, which implies that soldiers do not or not actively interfere
in morally and culturally critical situations, even though they experience moral emotions.
Since there are cultural differences in norm and value systems, as is indicated in Chapter
1, the perspective of Afghanis on the morally and culturally critical situations encountered
by Dutch soldiers in Afghanistan was expected to be different from their Dutch counterpart.
Also the Afghan perspective on the values that are perceived by the Dutch to be violated and
the Afghan perspective on how Dutch soldiers should act in these situations were expected
to be dissimilar. Therefore, Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 each focused on a different category
of morally and culturally critical situations from both the Dutch as well as the Afghan
perspective.
Bacha bazi (boy play), as one of the morally and culturally critical situations encountered
in Afghanistan with regard to which most emotions were mentioned, is studied in Chapter
4. Guidelines from NATO or the Netherlands Defence organisation on how to act when
confronted with bacha bazi during military deployments do not exist. Therefore, Dutch
military personnel are uncertain how to react if faced with this situation during deployment.
When confronted with ‘boy play’, many soldiers base their judgements, which mostly result
in non-interference, on a relativist argument. Their reference to bacha bazi as a deep-rooted
custom in local culture, which is seen as normal, turns out to be not entirely correct, despite
its long history and widespread exposure. The practice is prohibited from both the religious
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and legal points of view. Furthermore, also some Afghanis speak out against bacha bazi and
make efforts to combat the practice.
Chapter 5, the situation most mentioned in the category of ‘work community’, address
perceived corruption. From the perspective of the Dutch soldiers, bribery at roadblocks,
cronyism, stealing fuel and the skimming of salaries are clear manifestations of corruption
that violate their own values and norms, and should be stopped. In practice, their reactions
vary from zero-tolerance to tolerating it. The reasons they give are ‘it is their culture’, or
they mention overarching mission goals. Generally speaking Afghan and Dutch security
personnel are in agreement about corruption as a huge problem for the legitimacy of army,
police, and government. According to both, it should be stopped. The Afghan respondents
recommend that international military personnel should in principle make use of the Afghan
system to stop corruptive activities of their Afghan counterparts and give more thought to
the possible role of the international community.
The Conclusion of the dissertation gives an overview of the findings and answers the
central question. Generally, on the basis of the findings of the studies in this dissertation,
it can be concluded that all military personnel would prefer to stop and change the - in their
eyes - strange and unacceptable behaviour of the local population or the coalition partners in
the morally and culturally critical situations they encounter during their mission. However,
most often their actions are limited to starting a dialogue with ‘the other’ and reporting the
behaviour, or they do not take action after all. The reactions of military personnel in morally
and culturally critical situations can be explained by the interrelation between various
factors, such as moral emotions, cross-cultural and moral competences, and different
arguments and values such as respect for culture, the safety of own troops, maintaining
good relations and the overall mission goals.
Furthermore, the concluding chapter reflects on the theoretical considerations, avenues
for future research and practical implications of this research on the relation between
morality and culture in military practice.
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Militairen als Vreemdelingen
Moreel en Cultureel Kritische Situaties tijdens Militaire Missies

De achtereenvolgende hoofdstukken van dit proefschrift gaan in op de volgende deelvragen:
1.

2.

3.
4.

In welke mate en op welke wijze wordt de conflicterende dan wel verbindende relatie
tussen moraliteit en cultuur ervaren door Nederlandse militairen en wat zijn de
consequenties van deze ervaringen?
Wat is de relatie tussen de crossculturele competentie ‘respect’, een relativistisch
standpunt en het daadwerkelijke gedrag van militairen in moreel en cultureel
kritische situaties?
Wat is de relatie tussen de morele emoties die militairen ervaren in moreel en
cultureel kritische situaties en de reacties van deze militairen?
Wat is het perspectief van de Afghaanse coalitie partners op de moreel en cultureel
kritische situaties die Nederlandse militairen in hun verhalen beschrijven?
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De centrale vraag is:
‘Hoe gaan Nederlandse militairen om met de moreel en cultureel kritische situaties die zij
ervaren in de interculturele interacties tijdens hun uitzendingen?’

Soldiers as Strangers

Militairen hebben tijdens hun hedendaagse missies intensief contact met mensen die een
andere culturele achtergrond en normen- en waardensysteem hebben, eerst en vooral de
lokale bevolking in het uitzendgebied, maar ook coalitietroepen. Tijdens deze interculturele
interacties kunnen militairen het gedrag van de lokale bevolking of coalitie partners soms
ervaren als botsend met hun persoonlijke waarden. Met andere woorden, zij ervaren moreel
en cultureel kritische situaties. Het doel van dit onderzoek is om vanuit een interdisciplinaire
benadering gebaseerd op ethiek, antropologie, sociologie en psychologie, de relatie tussen
moraliteit en cultuur in de militaire context te onderzoeken. De focus van deze studie
ligt op de moreel en cultureel kritische situaties die Nederlandse militairen ervaren in de
interculturele interacties tijdens hun uitzendingen.
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Samen geven de hoofdstukken antwoord op de centrale vraag en dragen zij bij aan de kennis
over en het inzicht in de relatie tussen moraliteit en cultuur tijdens militaire missies.
Om deze onderzoeksvragen te kunnen beantwoorden, zijn de reacties van militairen in de
moreel en cultureel kritische situaties vanuit een ‘grounded theory’ benadering onderzocht.
Hiervoor zijn de factoren die hun morele oordeel en morele gedrag kunnen beïnvloeden,
geanalyseerd. Ook de perspectieven van de Afghaanse coalitie partners op de moreel en
cultureel kritische situaties in de verhalen van Nederlandse militairen zijn onderzocht. De
onderzoeksdata zijn verzameld door middel van diepte interviews met zowel Nederlandse
militairen als met Afghaans veiligheidspersoneel, en tijdens de participerende observaties
bij de trainingen voorafgaand aan de Politie-Trainings Missie in Kunduz, Afghanistan en in
het missiegebied.
Tot nu toe richtten onderzoeken met betrekking tot interacties tijdens militaire missies
zich of op moraliteit en morele kwesties, of op cultuur en culturele verschillen. Het centrale
onderwerp van hoofdstuk 1 is de relatie tussen moraliteit en cultuur en de implicaties daarvan
voor de militaire praktijk, met als doel kennis te vergaren over de verwevenheid van moraliteit
en cultuur tijdens de hedendaagse militaire praktijk. Uit de data blijkt dat in de militaire
praktijk de conflicterende relatie tussen moraliteit en cultuur zichtbaar is in de moreel en
cultureel kritische situaties ervaren door militairen. Daarnaast blijkt dat de scheidingslijn
tussen kern principes (universele waarden) en culturele waarden complex en verwarrend
is en daarom een morele uitdaging vormt voor militairen in interculturele interacties. Dit
hoofdstuk onthult dat de manier waarop militairen reageren, beïnvloed kan worden door hun
morele en culturele competenties, morele emoties (of emotionele vervlakking, ‘emotional
numbing’) en verschillende morele terugtrekkingsstrategieën (‘disengagement strategies’),
zoals morele vervlakking (‘moral numbing’) en ethisch relativisme. Dit hoofdstuk dient als
het theoretische kader voor de rest van dit promotieonderzoek.
Als gevolg van de initiële analyse en van de resultaten in hoofdstuk 1 ontstond er
interesse in de relatie tussen de crossculturele competentie respect, ethisch relativisme en
de morele keuzes van militairen in moreel en cultureel kritische situaties. Het is bekend
dat respect, als een van de crossculturele competenties, succesvol optreden, interactie en
effectief functioneren in elke cultuur en met leden van elke cultuur bevordert. Als iemand
daarentegen het argument van respect voor een andere cultuur als validatie voor gedrag
gebruikt, riskeert deze persoon ethisch relativisme. Inzicht in deze factoren is essentieel,
omdat deze de reacties en morele capaciteit van militairen in moreel en cultureel kritische
situaties kunnen beïnvloeden. Hoofdstuk 2 focust op de relatie tussen deze variabelen. De
bevindingen laten zien dat militairen zich meestal respectvol gedragen richting andere
culturen. Tegelijkertijd ondernemen zij geen actie in de moreel en cultureel kritische
situaties die zij ervaren, omdat zij deze situaties verklaren als voortkomend uit verschillen
in cultuur. Door respect voor andere culturen voorop te stellen en dit toe te passen op elke
situatie, lijken sommige militairen hun eigen waarden, en soms ook universele waarden,
te negeren. Met andere woorden, het gedrag van deze militairen komt overeen met een
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ethisch relativistisch standpunt. Daarnaast negeren deze militairen de negatieve impact
van niet ingrijpen op zowel de lokale bevolking (personen die de slachtoffers zijn van het
gedrag dat de militairen door de vingers zien) als op henzelf (als het gaat om het ontwikkelen
van gevoelens zoals schuld na de missie). Hier zou gesproken kunnen worden van morele
incompetentie.
Een eerste blik op de interview transcripten, waarin militairen reflecteren op de moreel
en cultureel kritische situaties die zij ervaren hebben, vestigt tevens de aandacht op de
belangrijke rol die emoties lijken te spelen in hun oordelen. Zoals is beschreven in hoofdstuk
1, worden emotionele reacties, zoals morele verontwaardiging (‘moral outrage’), geprikkeld
door de perceptie dat morele standaarden worden geschonden, en daarom zouden deze
het gedrag van militairen in moreel en cultureel kritische situaties kunnen beïnvloeden.
Dit inzicht leidt ertoe dat in hoofdstuk 3 de relatie tussen morele emoties en specifieke
moreel en cultureel kritische situaties enerzijds en de relatie tussen morele emoties en
gedragsreacties anderzijds onderzocht worden. Dit is belangrijk omdat de consequenties
van zulke emoties en daaropvolgende reacties grote impact kunnen hebben op zowel het
individuele als het organisatorische en internationale politieke niveau. Hoofdstuk 3 laat
zien dat de meeste emoties worden ervaren in situaties waarin standaarden met betrekking
tot iemands positie in de maatschappij geschonden worden, zoals situaties met betrekking
tot de sociale interactie tussen man en vrouw, de sociale interactie tussen mannen, en
de sociale interactie met kinderen. De meeste emoties die voortkomen uit percepties
van het gedrag van de lokale bevolking of coalitie partners als conflicterend met de eigen
waarden van de Nederlandse militair, behoren tot de familie van ‘anderen-veroordelende
emoties’ (‘other-condemning emotions’), zoals ‘boosheid’ en ‘walging’. In tegenstelling tot
andere onderzoeken over morele emoties, laten de resultaten van dit onderzoek zien dat
er geen duidelijke relatie is tussen de emoties van militairen en hun reacties in moreel en
cultureel kritische situaties. Dit wordt veroorzaakt door omstandigheden en afwegingen
van de militairen zoals de doelen van de hedendaagse militaire missies, die impliceren dat
militairen zich niet of niet actief mengen in moreel en cultureel kritische situaties, ondanks
dat zij morele emoties ervaren.
Omdat er culturele verschillen zijn in normen en waardensystemen, zoals beschreven in
hoofdstuk 1, werd verwacht dat het perspectief van de Afghanen op de moreel en cultureel
kritische situaties ervaren door Nederlandse militairen in Afghanistan, verschillend zou zijn
van het perspectief van hun Nederlandse coalitie partners. Daarnaast was de verwachting dat
het Afghaanse perspectief op de waarden die volgens de Nederlanders geschonden werden
en de reacties van de Nederlandse militairen hierop anders zouden zijn. Daarom worden in
hoofdstuk 4 en hoofdstuk 5 twee verschillende categorieën van moreel en cultureel kritische
situaties bestudeerd vanuit zowel het Nederlandse als het Afghaanse perspectief.
In hoofdstuk 4 is bacha bazi (jongensspelen) bestudeerd, één van de moreel en cultureel
kritische situaties in Afghanistan waarin tevens de meeste morele emoties werden
beschreven door Nederlandse militairen. De NAVO noch de Nederlandse defensie organisatie
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geven richtlijnen over hoe militairen moeten reageren als zij geconfronteerd worden met
bacha bazi tijdens hun uitzending. Daarom voelen Nederlandse militairen zich onzeker
over hoe te reageren als zij deze praktijken ervaren. Als militairen geconfronteerd worden
met ‘jongensspelen’ baseren de meesten hun oordeel op een relativistisch argument. Dit
resulteert erin dat zij zich niet mengen in de situatie. Hun verwijzing naar bacha bazi als een
diepgeworteld gebruik dat gezien wordt als normaal in de lokale cultuur, blijkt, ondanks de
lange geschiedenis en het wijdverbreide voorkomen ervan, niet geheel correct. De praktijk is
zowel door de Islam als door de Afghaanse wet verboden. Bovendien spreken ook Afghanen
zich uit tegen bacha bazi en spannen zij zich in om deze praktijk te bestrijden.
Hoofdstuk 5 adresseert de situatie die het meest genoemd is binnen de categorie
‘werkgemeenschap’, namelijk corruptie. Vanuit het perspectief van de Nederlandse militairen
zijn omkoping bij wegversperringen, vriendjespolitiek, het stelen van benzine en het
afromen van salarissen, duidelijke manifestaties van corruptie. Deze situaties conflicteren
met hun eigen normen en waarden en moeten volgens hen gestopt worden. In de praktijk
variëren hun reacties ten opzicht van deze situaties, van zerotolerantie tot het tolereren
ervan. Overkoepelende missiedoelen en het argument ‘het is hun cultuur’ zijn de redenen
die Nederlandse militairen geven voor hun reactie. Over het algemeen zijn het Afghaanse
en Nederlandse veiligheidspersoneel het erover eens dat corruptie een groot probleem is
voor de legitimiteit van het leger, de politie en de overheid. Volgens beiden zou het gestopt
moeten worden. De Afghaanse respondenten raden internationaal militair personeel aan
om gebruik te maken van het Afghaanse systeem om corrupt gedrag van hun Afghaanse
coalitie partners te stoppen. Daarnaast doen zij de aanbeveling dat er beter nagedacht moet
worden over de mogelijke rol van de internationale gemeenschap.
In de conclusie van het proefschrift wordt een overzicht van de bevindingen
gegeven en wordt de centrale vraag beantwoord. In het algemeen kan op basis van de
onderzoeksbevindingen in dit proefschrift geconcludeerd worden dat alle militairen het
- in hun ogen - vreemde en onacceptabele gedrag van de lokale bevolking of de coalitie
partners in de moreel en cultureel kritische situaties die zij ervaren tijdens hun missie
zouden willen stoppen. Echter, meestal ondernemen zij geen enkele actie of blijven hun
acties beperkt tot het aangaan van een dialoog met ‘de ander’ of rapporteren van het gedrag.
De reacties van militairen in moreel en cultureel kritische situaties kunnen door een reeks
factoren worden verklaard. Enerzijds door factoren, zoals morele emoties, crossculturele
en morele competenties. Anderzijds door verschillende argumenten en waarden zoals
respect voor cultuur, de veiligheid van de eigen troepen, behouden van goede relaties en de
overkoepelende missie doelen.
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