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An anonymous veteran described the Australian special forces’ culture as competitive, lacking
in accountability, and focused on self-glorification. AAP

This has not been a great week for the Australian Defence Force. The ABC has reported  that
at least two children were killed by Australian troops in Afghanistan – and that ADF soldiers
allegedly covered up one of these killings. Hundreds of pages of documents were 
also leaked
, claiming multiple cases of special forces soldiers deliberately killing innocent civilians.

Meanwhile, in a scathing account , an anonymous veteran  described Australia’s special forces’
culture as competitive, lacking in accountability, and focused on self-glorification. 

The ABC reports consistently mention “warrior culture” and systemic problems within the special
forces. But what do civilian deaths in Afghanistan have to do with military culture?

The dark side of ‘band of brothers’ culture

The public has long known that military culture is unique. It is often depicted romantically in
movies as a place where men form exclusive and mysterious bonds that help them defend their
nation. 

“ Band of brothers ” is widely associated with military unit dynamics, particularly the all-male
special forces units. Yet there is a dark underbelly of band of brothers culture within these units,
including hazing and bonding rituals , systemic sexual assault and rape ,
evidence of 
fear of reporting
depression and mental health issues, and shockingly high 
suicide rates
.
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http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-07-10/elite-australian-soldiers-accused-of-covering-up-killing-of-boy/8466612
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-07-11/killings-of-unarmed-afghans-by-australian-special-forces/8466642
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-07-10/australian-special-forces-veteran-breaks-silence/8453728
https://www.amazon.com/Beyond-Band-Brothers-Military-Women/dp/1107628105
https://theconversation.com/crossing-the-line-why-the-royal-commission-examined-initiation-rituals-and-defence-abuse-61568
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-09/calls-for-funding-to-tackle-sexual-physical-abuse-in-the-adf/8505704
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-04-26/adf-members-seek-ptsd-treatment-in-secrecy/7356718
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2017/mar/30/suicide-rate-among-defence-veterans-far-higher-that-for-those-currently-serving


How a special forces 'band of brothers' culture leads to civilian deaths in war

Written by Megan MacKenzie, Associate Professor, Department of Government and International Relations,
University of Sydney

Combat and special forces units are also often characterised using the band of brothers
e-trifecta: elite, essential and exceptional. They have historically been presented as “the tip of
the spear”, and the most essential and responsible units for protecting the nation. 

This image is reinforced regularly. Special forces troops are described as warrior elites . Their
missions are understood to be exceptional. They are regarded as the most physically fit soliders
who operate on secretive and dangerous missions. 

The allegations of criminal ADF behaviour in Afghanistan raise serious concerns about
dysfunctional aspects of special forces units. If true, the claims reveal that band of brothers
military culture is directly leading to civilian casualties in Afghanistan.

The cost of the super warrior

There is ample evidence  that soldiers form unique bonds. These are not inherently negative.
However, history  and cross-national cases  show that band of
brothers culture can fuel group mentality that is centred on adrenalin, competitiveness, violence
and impunity. 

For example, a US platoon in Afghanistan was dubbed the “ Kill Team ” after it was revealed
that at least five members had faked combat situations to justify killing innocent civilians. 

Drawing comparisons between this case and the ADF special forces scandal illustrates how
culture can lead to civilian deaths. Specifically, the internalised belief that military units are elite,
essential and exceptional fuels racism, disregard for the rules of war , and a fixation on
violence and killing.

The current scandal within the ADF has striking similarities to the reported actions of the US Kill
Team soldiers in Afghanistan. In both cases, soldiers are accused of trying to “ get kills up ”,
including targeting civilians and – in some cases – planting weapons on civilian bodies to justify
their deaths. 
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https://www.hachette.com.au/robert-macklin/warrior-elite
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0095327X06294173
https://www.scribd.com/document/245805904/Shils-Janowitz-Cohesion-and-Disintegration-in-the-Wehrmacht
http://guilfordjournals.com/doi/abs/10.1521/ijgp.2011.61.1.48
http://www.rollingstone.com/politics/news/the-kill-team-20110327
https://theconversation.com/explainer-how-australias-military-justice-system-works-80889
http://www.thedailybeast.com/kill-team-the-documentary-the-army-doesnt-want-you-to-see
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Similarly, both groups are accused  of using unnecessary and obscene forms of violence – like 
mutilating Afghan bodies
and keeping body parts as 
trophies
.

Reality check on war

During the trial of the Kill Team members, testimony revealed a tension between their elite
training and the occasionally boring and banal realities of war and counterinsurgency objectives.

Counterinsurgency operations  call for soldiers to form relationships with civilians, consult with
locals, and train and co-operate with national militaries. Combat and special forces units that
see themselves as elite fighting units can become bored, frustrated, and unable to do their job
the way they were trained. 

Kill Team member Jeremy Morlock explained  that he and other members sought to “get kills”
because they were bored and had been tasked with doing work that “was nothing like people
hyped [war] to be”.

The Kill Team trial also demonstrated that the culture of exceptionalism within military units can
lead to racism and a disregard for the lives of local civilians. Both the US military and the ADF
have a troubling record when it comes to racism. A 2007 US Army survey  found that:

… only 38% of marines and 47% of soldiers said non-combatants should be treated with dignity
and respect.

In 2011, the Australian Army launched an investigation  after soldiers posted videos from
Afghanistan that included racist comments. In the videos, soldiers referred to Afghans as “sand
coons”, “dune coons”, “niggers”, “ragheads”, and “smelly locals”.
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http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1354066115618244
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-08-30/claims-sas-troops-cut-hands-off-afghan-insurgent/4924694
http://www.salon.com/2014/07/24/the_kill_team_when_u_s_soldiers_in_afghanistan_became_trophy_hunters/
http://smallwarsjournal.com/documents/moorecoinpaper.pdf
http://www.popmatters.com/review/184271-the-kill-team-when-is-war-murder/
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-15499138
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/national-affairs/australian-defence-force-to-investigate-racist-taunts-by-soldiers-on-facebook/news-story/3bb345f7a85606ca6d469a275be9877b
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Similarly, in 2012, a private Facebook group  saw former and current ADF members call
Muslims “ragheads”.

Another investigation found  some ADF service members were part of the racist Australian
Defence League – an online group that asks members to “fight Muslim infiltration of our
country”.

Impunity and acknowledgement

Elitism and a mentality of exceptionalism perpetuates lack of accountability and an “above the
rules of war” attitude in military units. It also leads to racist, dehumanising behaviour that places
civilian lives under threat. 

The anonymous special forces veteran claimed the ADF interpreted the rules of war “flexibly”,
and saw itself as immune to them. The veteran described how “the measure of success within
special operations shifted towards enemy body counts”, while soldiers actively participated in
“protectionism, or non-reporting of CIVCAS [civilian casualties]”.

Human rights organisations such as Amnesty International have argued  there is no
accountability for civilian deaths in the ongoing “war on terror”. And these deaths are suggested
to be largely ignored
by the public.

These allegations reveal a deeply problematic culture within the ADF, similar to the US military.
The issue requires an acknowledgement that band of brothers culture has a dark underbelly,
and that these individual acts of atrocity might be a reflection of broader, systemic issues.

Further reading: Explainer: how Australia&rsquo;s military justice system works

Megan MacKenzie receives funding from the Australian Research Council. 
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http://www.abc.net.au/news/2012-02-29/racism2c-sexism-rife-on-adf-facebook-group/3860736
http://www.smh.com.au/national/navy-probe-as-personnel-are-linked-to-racist-australian-defence-league-20140125-31fre.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/humanrights/2014/08/amnesty-slams-us-over-afghan-civilian-deaths-2014810104926293848.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/why-do-we-ignore-the-civilians-killed-in-american-wars/2011/12/05/gIQALCO4eP_story.html
https://theconversation.com/explainer-how-australias-military-justice-system-works-80889
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Read more http://theconversation.com/how-a-special-forces-band-of-brothers-culture-leads-to-
civilian-deaths-in-war-80878
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