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When a Soldier Kills 
Experience ojHomicide during Combat 

Daniel Strobl 

Mi1itary psychology systematically studies various aspects of the soldier's 
profession. It tries to understand behaviour, looks for ways to improve 
cognitive skills and creates concepts for building resilience and improving 
performance. However, there is an area that has been, unfortunately, been 
poorly systematica11y researched even though it is, in a way, the oldest and 
still the basic mission of infantrymen - killing the enemy. I would like to fi11 
this gap by briefly considering this issue. Namely, the description and 
analy~i~ of ~xperiences that a soldier has when he finds himself in a situation 
analysis of experiences that a soldier has when he finds himselt ln a sltuatlOn 

. that forces him to ki11 the enemy . 
Contemporary society systematicaUy blurs this basic purpose of the 

soldier's profession by using euphemisms of aU sorts, so the media reports 
that 'the opponenť (not an enemy) was 'disposed oP, or perhaps 'neutral
ized'. In practice, this means only one thing - a soldier did what he was 
trained for; he used his weapon and killed another man. I will not explain 
why we cannot caU a spade a spade. This would require perhaps a separate 
study that would most Hkely end up dealing with issues of poUtical 
correctness. Either way, so cal1ed labelling (using emotional1y coloured 
terms to refer to certain phenomena) in this case points to the obvious 
moral dilemma that society has with military operations. On the one hand, 
society needs to do what soldiers do, but on the other hand, nobody wants 
to hear about this. For those that are struggling and in extreme cases even 
ki11ing, such a situation will undoubtedly herald the risk of internal conflict. 
War is a field where the rules of peaceful society cannot apply. This society, 
however, often forms judgements. It is easy to maintain the moral and 
ethical rules of our culture ifthe situation is, so to speak, normal. But do we 
know how we will respond in moments of the extreme, of the unexpected? 
ln this respect, valuable lessons can be learnt from the Stanford Prison 
Experiment of Phillip Zimbardo. He wrote. ' ... ordinary, good individuals can 
be led at times to do bad things to others, even bad deeds that violate any sense oj 
common decency or morality.' (Zimbardo, 2007: 297) No one can be sure in 
advance how they will respond in a situation which is beyond their 
experience. Perhaps this is why psychological insight into aggressively 
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