


In 2007 Army leadership directed the U.S. Army Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) G3 to serve 
as the executive agent in developing a service-wide solution for career continuum and pre-deployment 
learning about foreign cultures and languages. The Army Culture and Foreign Language Strategy (ACFLS) 
was the response. First published in December 2009, it is now being implemented as an enterprise of cul-
ture and foreign language advisors (CFLAs) and training developers positioned in many TRADOC “school-
houses” and other training institutions to provide education in culture and language. Its evolution as a 
program and future efforts are detailed in the fi rst article. 

This issue is devoted to the topics of language and cultural competency. A majority of the articles are 
from CFLAs discussing such topics as cultural relativism, ethnography and culture training. Two articles 
discuss patron-client relations and possible applications in Afghanistan. Another article discusses the 
stand up of AFRICOM from an African perspective. A second article takes a look at operational culture 
training for the French military in Africa. 

Throughout 2012, the MI community (USAICoE, INSCOM, DA G2, and FORSCOM) will be commemorat-
ing the 50th anniversary of the establishment of the MI Branch and the 25th anniversary of the MI Corps. 
Activities are planned to educate as well as build professional interest in the history and heritage of Army 
Intelligence starting with the American Revolution through experiences and events throughout the year.

MIPB is proud to participate in this celebration by publishing a July September 2012 50th anniversary 
commemorative issue in collaboration with Lori Tagg, USAICoE Command Historian and Michael Bigelow, 
INSCOM Command Historian.
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always out front
by Brigadier General Gregg C. Potter
Commanding General
U.S. Army Intelligence Center of Excellence

by Major General Gregg C. Potter
Commanding General
U.S. Army Intelligence Center of Excellence

As we move to the Army of 2020, we in the MI Corps 
must more effectively coach, teach and mentor our 
Soldiers and leaders. I often hear about the lack of 
mentors and professional development within the MI 
Corps. General Cone, Commanding General of the 
U.S. Army Training and Doctrine Command, sur-
faced a similar Army-wide concern during the recent 
Maneuver Warfi ghter Symposium. So I challenge ev-
eryone across our branch to help address this short-
fall; every leader is a teacher and coach as well as a 
potential mentor to a subordinate. Engaging your sub-
ordinates in face to face dialogue, in order to profes-
sionally develop them is vital and applies to all of you: 
offi cers, warrant offi cers, NCOs, junior enlisted, and 
Army civilians.

Throughout history, mentorship has contributed 
to the development of some of the most infl uential 
American military leaders. General Marshall studied 
under Pershing, Eisenhower under MacArthur, and 
MacArthur under his own father. Today, leaders con-
tinue to help talented young leaders realize their full 
potential. In my current position I take considerable 
effort and pleasure in engaging our young leaders on 
their future and the future of MI. A few minutes of 
your time means the world to someone struggling with 
self-improvement, professional development, or a ca-
reer decision. 

We often use counseling, professional development 
and mentoring interchangeably. I believe a mentor is 
a leader, usually outside the chain of command, who 
has an informal relationship with a subordinate for 
the purpose of professional development. I believe 
mentorship is a critical part of a leader’s develop-
ment. It is one way we prepare leaders for the uncer-
tainties of combat and the complexities of positions 
of higher authority. Mentorship improves our profes-
sion and strengthens our competitive edge. It is more 
than charting a career path; it helps strengthen com-
petence, values, and our ethos. 

Army Field Manual 6-22, Army Leadership, is a 
sound doctrinal publication that addresses mentors 

and mentorship. I encourage everyone to read Chapter 
8. The manual places the responsibility for fi nding 
a mentor on the subordinate’s shoulders. However, 
mentorship really starts with leaders engaging and 
communicating with their subordinates. While the 
relationship can vary from informal advice through 
a very structured relationship, mentorship is about 
honest two-way communication. Leaders must know 
the desires, strengths and weaknesses of subordi-
nates. The goal is to provide everyone the advice they 
need, even if it is not always what they want to hear. 
Everyone deserves an opportunity to reach their full 
potential. Leaders should seek opportunities to men-
tor subordinates.   

 While everyone deserves the opportunity to have a 
mentor, not everyone will have a formal and long-term 
mentor relationship. The mentoring relationship can 
be intensely personal; therefore, it must be built on 
mutual trust. Young leaders need our help in discov-
ering the various roadmaps to success. Your time and 
sincerity is essential to building a strong mentoring 
relationship 

We all must continually strive to improve our coach-
ing, teaching, and mentoring of our subordinates. It 
all begins with knowing your subordinates and face to 
face dialogue. Mentorship is not about replicating your 
own success; it is a two-way exchange involving a bal-
ance of tact, candor, and respect. 

The Army’s culture is one of selfl ess service, and 
young leaders deserve our help. We must perpetuate 
professionalism and excellence within the intelligence 
community. As leaders, one of the most important as-
pects of what we do is to help others realize their own 
potential and support their long-term success. If we 
call ourselves professionals, we must take an inter-
est in those we serve. Please take the time to reach 
out and become involved with your subordinates—be 
a teacher, coach, and a mentor.  

Always Out Front!

Leading the MI Force of 2020
Engaging Your Subordinates–Coaching, Teaching, and Mentoring

y
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Introduction
ALC 2015 affi rms the “requirement for Soldiers to 
possess a broad foundation of learning to better 
prepare them to meet future challenges across the 
spectrum of confl ict.” 1 Two of these challenges are 
culture and language:

“The Army operates with and among other cultures, 
engaging adaptive enemies where indigenous 
populations, varying cultures, divergent politics, 
and wholly different religions intersect. This 
requires developing Soldiers who understand that 
the context of the problem matters and that their 
understanding of the non-military world of foreign 
societies and cultures be broadened. Soldiers and 
leaders need to learn general cultural skills that 
may be applied to any environment as well as just-
in-time information that is specific to their area of 
operations. The Army culture and foreign language 
strategy requires both career development and 
predeployment training to achieve the culture and 
foreign language capabilities necessary to conduct 
full-spectrum operations.” 2 

To achieve this leaders and Soldiers must increase 
their expertise through operational experience, self-
development, or as a learning opportunity through 
professional military education (PME).

Army Culture and Foreign Language 
Strategy

In 2007 Army leadership directed the U.S. Army 
Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) G3 to 

serve as the executive agent in 
developing a service-wide solu-
tion for career continuum and 
pre-deployment learning about 
foreign cultures and languages. 
The Army Culture and Foreign 
Language Strategy (ACFLS) was 
the response. First published in 
December 2009, it is now being 
implemented as an enterprise 
of culture and foreign language 
advisors (CFLAs) positioned in 
many TRADOC “schoolhouses” 
and other training institutions 
to provide education in culture 
and language. 

These advisors, drawn from 
academia (and often having 
Human Terrain System expe-
rience), in collaboration with 
the Defense Language Institute 

Foreign Language Center (DLIFLC) and the TRADOC 
Culture Center (TCC), are assisting the Combined 
Arms Center (CAC) leadership with integrating cul-
ture and foreign language training into existing PME 
courses. The desired end state is to “build and sus-
tain an Army with the right blend of culture and for-
eign language capabilities to facilitate full spectrum 
operations, now and into the future.” 3 The ACFLS 
goal is to establish a baseline of CFL capabilities for 
all leaders and Soldiers to support the accomplish-
ment of unit missions. The strategy’s end state is 
to build and sustain an Army with the right blend 
of capabilities to facilitate full spectrum operations. 
The resulting force will have the ability to effectively 
conduct operations with and among other cultures.

CAC, at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, was assigned 
the lead to implement the ACFLS in 2011 within all 
TRADOC organizations. As part of this implemen-
tation, CAC is working to integrate ACFLS learn-
ing objectives into existing programs of instruction 
(POIs) using assets (CFLAs and training developers) 
at the Centers of Excellence (CoEs) and other Army 
educational institutions using the basic collabora-
tive schema:

  TCC and DLIFLC develop standardized core 3C 
lesson plans. 

  Core lesson plans are provided to Initial Military 
Training (IMT) Command/Cadet Command/
CoEs/Command and General Staff College/U.S. 

by Sterilla A. Smith
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Army War College/U.S. Army Sergeants Major Academy for integration into applicable POI by cohort 
or other appropriate applications. 

  CFLAs/training developers at CoEs and schools further refi ne resource and curriculum requirements 
based on specifi c branch/military occupational specialty. 

  The CFL Management Offi ce (CFLMO) provides quality assurance/quality control for integrated plans 
to ensure standardization and synchronization.

  The Army Research Institute (ARI) and the Culture Knowledge Consortium (CKC) assist in the imple-
mentation of the enterprise (below) with research and as a resource for materials and analytic tools as 
well as access to and collaboration with others of similar interests.

Coordination of the ACFLS implementation is being accomplished through the Army Learning Coordination 
Council’s (ALCC) three-tier process. The Army Senior CFLA, Dr. Mahir Ibrahimov, is serving as the co-
chair of the ALCC Soldier Competency Panel 3: Cultural and JIIM Competence. This panel is made up of 
ACFL and joint, interagency, intergovernmental, and multinational (JIIM) subject matter experts from 
TRADOC schools, centers, and colleges. Panel objectives include:

  Ensuring that ACFL learning outcomes are progressive and sequential along each continuum.

  Monitoring alignment of PME courses’ terminal learning objectives with the ACFL learning outcomes 
endorsed by the ALCC.

  Identifying and resolving gaps or redundancies in ACFL training along the career continuums as well 
as within the operating force.

  Ensuring that learning outcomes are assessed and reported through the ALCC Working Group to com-
mandants and commanders sitting on the ALCC.

Underlying Concepts
The life-long curriculum is focused on two concepts–cross cultural competence (3C) and regional compe-

tence, aimed at preparing Soldiers to operate in JIIM environments.

Language
Training

Detachments
(30)

MTTs
     

CAC CFL
Management

Office
Sr. CFLA

CFLA
DLIFLC

Culture
MTTs

TCC

Language Support

CoE CFLAs

Aviation CoE (1), Ft. Rucker
Fires CoE (2), Ft. Sill

Maneuver CoE (2), Ft. Benning
Maneuver Support CoE (2), Ft. Leonard Wood

Signal CoE (1), Ft. Gordon
Sustainment CoE (2), Ft. Lee

As well as at the:
Soldier Support Institute (1)

Army War College (1)
Institute for NCO Professional Development (1)

ARI CKC

Figure 1. ACFL Enterprise.
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3C is the set of knowledge, skills, and attributes that enables Soldiers to adapt effectively in any environ-
ment. It can develop over time through experience, but can be accelerated by principled learning methods. 
Other aspects of 3C are:

  Provides awareness of culture and of one’s own cultural context, general cross-cultural schema and 
culture-analytic models, and an increasingly complex understanding of the impact of culture on mili-
tary planning and operation (Knowledge).

  Critical aspects of 3C are interpersonal and communication skills, fl exibility in seeing different cultural 
frames and perspectives, and the ability to regulate one’s own reactions (Skills).

  Necessary characteristics for 3C are non-ethnocentric attitudes, motivation to learn about culture, ac-
cepting and internalizing new information as it is encountered, and the ability to empathize (Attributes).

Regional competence is the set of knowledge, skills, and attributes related to a particular country, re-
gion, organization, or social group, which enables effective adaptation to that specifi c culture. Specifi cs 
are: 

  Awareness of the historical, political, cultural (including linguistic and religious aspects), sociological 
(including demographic), economic, and geographic dimensions of a foreign country, global region, or 
other specifi c culture.

  Ability to adopt perspectives common to a culture; ability to regulate one’s own behavior, communi-
cations, and emotional expression to match cultural norms where appropriate. Includes positive at-
titudes toward a population and motivation to learn about the culture, to include how decisions are 
made within that culture.

In tandem with 3C, regional competence enables negotiation and persuasion; mediation and confl ict 
resolution; leadership and infl uence; cultural evaluation; synthesis, and predictive analysis during staff 
planning and other abilities that pertain to a specifi c geographic area or area of operations.

3C Learning Objectives
Cross cultural training and education are built on the foundation of an individual’s existing leader at-

tributes (Character, Presence, and Intellect), which in turn reinforce the core leader competencies of lead-

  

 CoE                           Coverage      
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sufficient to operate in a
JIIM environment and at a
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to effectively operate in a
JIIM environment with a
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necessary to serve at the
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of culture, language and
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to apply it in a JIIM
environment as staff
officers.
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expertise across JIIM
environments at the
strategic level.

TCC
DLIFLC

Lesson
 Plans

        

D

P
          C           CoC        

Figure 2. Career Development -  Lifelong Learning Strategy.
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ing others, developing oneself, and achieving results.4 Across the enterprise, the development of cultural 
awareness/understanding will be the principal objective and introduction to a foreign language (basic 
phrases and elemental profi ciency) will be a supporting effort.5 

In order to build and sustain an Army with the right blend of CFL capabilities to facilitate full spectrum 
operations, existing PME programs, organizational and functional training, and continuous lifelong learn-
ing must be leveraged to attain a level of understanding and expertise.

Taking a descriptive path for implementation, CAC and CoEs/Schools will incorporate the following 
learning outcomes in their education and training programs with terminal or enabling objectives and as-
sessments that can clearly be tracked back to sequential and progressive outcomes:

  Character. Demonstrate interaction and cross cultural communications skills in order to effectively 
engage and understand people and their environment. In order to achieve this outcome an individual 
must demonstrate a level of cultural awareness that includes a positive openness to other people and 
understanding of prevailing values, beliefs, behaviors and customs, and a desire to learn more about 
cultures and language. This includes an introduction to a language that supports current military op-
erations with the intent to promote additional study through self-development at the institution, home 
station, or at university.

  Presence. Demonstrate communication, infl uence, and negotiation skills essential for leaders to effec-
tively operate in a JIIM environment. Leverage the knowledge gained by challenging students to employ 
skills to deal with ambiguous and complex situations, to regulate one’s own behavior, and to use inter-
personal abilities to deal with people from one’s own or other cultures. This includes an understanding 
and ability to engage other joint and allied military personnel, and host country leaders with a moder-
ate level of confi dence.

  Intellect. Demonstrate a familiarization with a geographic region of current operational signifi cance. 
In order to achieve this outcome an individual must be able to leverage critical thinking and cogni-
tive skills through organizing information that supports cultural self-awareness. Depending on level of 
leader development PME, the Soldier will expand 3C skills by gaining an awareness or understanding 
of a geographic area that highlights the implications of a region’s economic, religious, legal, governmen-
tal, political and infrastructural features, and of sensitivities regarding gender, race, ethnicity, local 
observances and local perception of the U.S. and its allies. 

The student will learn to apply relevant planning considerations, terms, factors, concepts and geographic 
information to mission planning and the conduct of operations. Course development must be nested 
within the imperatives of Army Learning Concept 2015 and the Army Leader Development Strategy (2009). 
This includes leveraging other TRADOC and Department of Defense schools, partnerships with universi-
ties and academia, gaming technology, and opportunities that stress students’ ability to concisely and 
persuasively speak and write, engage in discussions, and employ cognitive reasoning and thinking skills.

Instructional Methods
Due to the nature of the subject matter, a blended approach to training is preferred, as recommended in 

the Army Learning Concept 2015. CoE instructors will use a variety of learning-enabled training, educa-

Learning Objective 1 (Character).  Demonstrate interaction and cross-cultural communications 
skills in order to effectively engage and understand people and their environment. 

 

Learning Objectives and Tasks
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tion and self-development techniques to teach students attending IMT and PME courses. Cultural instruc-
tion may be programmed, integrated into other training objectives, or as reinforcement through the use 
of self-paced learning tools or as research for presentations and writing requirements. Teaching methods 
may include:

  Facilitated instruction. Classroom instruction based on instructor-led discussions and facilitated 
problem-centered exercises to assist the student in understanding basic cultural awareness and chal-
lenging students through use of relevant scenarios that they may encounter in their unit and/or dur-
ing a deployment. Facilitated learning focuses on initiative, critical thinking, and accountability for 
actions. Small group instructors will receive cultural training assistance from the CoE CFLA to enable 
them to better present information, lead discussions, and facilitate the problem-centered exercises. 
The instruction will be augmented by professional reading requirements, self-paced technology deliv-
ered instruction, and research outside the classroom.

  Web-enabled instruction, simulations, and gaming. The U.S. Army Intelligence CoE, Marine Corps 
University, DLIFLC, and Near East and South Asia Center for Strategic Studies at the National Defense 
University, and others all have a variety of online instructional material that is available for instruc-
tor use. As other culture and foreign language AVATAR and interactive simulation programs become 
available, they will be evaluated and leveraged as educational tools to augment classroom, independent 
study instruction, and self-development opportunities.

  Role-playing and key leader engagement scenarios. Instructors will leverage the knowledge gained 
by challenging students to employ their interpersonal skills as part of in-class role-playing practical 
exercises and formal key leader engagement (KLE) scenarios. The scenarios will require an individual(s) 
to use an interpreter to engage other coalition military/police members and host country leaders in 
order to address a particular problem. Ideally, this engagement should use mock-up facilities and 
capstone fi eld exercises to reinforce the learning objectives and provide each student with feedback 
through an after action review. Both role-playing exercises and the KLEs will result in constructive 
feedback to the individual.

  Academic lectures and seminar panels. Outside speakers and panels bring broader perspectives 
and expertise into the institution. They are crucial to a balanced education and training approach to 
expand on concepts and provide an alternative to institutional instruction and facilitation.

  Leveraging international student populations. Where appropriate, students will receive coun-
try and cultural briefs from international students and assigned liaison offi cers during the resident 
courses. Programs, such as “Know Your World ” assist students in better understanding the culture 

Learning Objective 2 (Presence).  Demonstrate communication, influence and negotiation skills 
essential for leaders to effectively operate in a JIIM environment.

  resolution or influence. 

Learning Objective 3 (Intellect).  
operational significance.

mission plans and orders.
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and geopolitical signifi cance of the country from where their classmates come from and further expand 
the student’s awareness of other cultures.  

  Analytical writing. To develop critical thinking and improve written communication capabilities in 
our leaders analytical papers should be required as part of the assessment of students. Papers should 
address a cultural or geopolitical topic of military operational signifi cance to the U.S.

  Professional reading program. A critical component of our leadership development and cultural 
awareness efforts includes a professional reading program. All students are encouraged to read one of 
three books based on their follow-on assignments: The History of the Modern Middle East by William 
L. Cleveland and Martin Bunton; Taliban: Militant Islam, Oil and Fundamentalism in Central Asia by 
Ahmed Rashid; or China, Japan, Korea: Culture and Customs by Ju Brown and John Brown. 

  Foreign language. The goal of the culture and foreign language program is to introduce culture and 
foreign language to students attending PME instruction and to give them the opportunity to achieve an 
elemental language profi ciency (Level 0+, memorized profi ciency) in a language of military operational 
signifi cance. All PME students are issued and/or provided basic instruction on the use of Headstart2 
or multi-platform tactical language software programs. DLIFLC also provides a website to facilitate the 
language training and sustainment profi ciency at www.dlifl c.edu/index.html.

Culture and Foreign Language Resource Centers are established in some CoE Libraries. Students are 
provided access to computers, cultural resources, and professional reading material to facilitate research, 
learning, and language profi ciency.

The CFLP website (currently in development) will contain cultural awareness and foreign language re-
sources, DLIFLC resources, information on past lectures, foreign languages guides, and other signifi cant 
links. The website is available for viewing at http://www.culturalknowledge.org/acfl /.

Cultural Training, Stages 1 through 3
This section links training methods to learning objectives (Character, Presence, and Intellect) and as-

sociated tasks as taught in institutional courses at the Field Artillery School at Fort Sill, Oklahoma. The 
learning objectives and tasks with linked training methods were developed by Dr. Mahir Ibrahimov, then 
Fires CoE CFLA (2009-2011) and now serving as the Army Senior CFLA at Fort Leavenworth.

Branch Captains Career Course. The desired outcome is for branch captains to demonstrate an under-
standing of culture, how to leverage that knowledge in a JIIM environment, and with a level of competence 
necessary to serve as staff offi cers and leaders within a complex environment. 

Learning Objective 3 - IntellectLearning Objective 2 - PresenceLearning Objective 1 - Character
Field Artillery Captains Career Course

Assess cultural perspectives and values
different from one’s own; compare
differences and sensitivities in order to
modify one’s behavior, practices and
language, and operate in a multi-cultural
environment

Apply cross-cultural communication skills

Develop communication skills that
enable effective cross-cultural
persuasion, negotiation, conflict
resolution or influence

Apply communications skills during
cross-cultural negotiations

Develop confidence in learning and
applying language skills

Apply culturally relevant terms, factors, concepts
and regional information in the development of
mission plans and orders

Assess and describe the effect that culture has on
military operations specific to countries or regions
of operational significance to the United States

Legend: (P) programmed, (R/I) reinforced/integrated, (PD) professional development, (SP) self paced
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Basic Offi cer Leader Course (BOLC-B). The desired outcome is for lieutenants to demonstrate a basic 
awareness of culture, how to leverage that knowledge in a JIIM environment, and with a level of compe-
tence necessary to serve as company fi re support offi cers and leaders within a complex environment. 

Warrant Offi cer Advanced Course (WOAC). The desired outcome is for junior warrant offi cers to demon-
strate a basic awareness of culture, and how to leverage that knowledge as brigade combat team/division 
targeting offi cer.

Warrant Offi cer Basic Course (WOBC). The desired outcome is for senior warrant offi cers to demonstrate 
a basic understanding of foreign culture, and how to leverage that knowledge as a Corps/Theater target-
ing offi cer.

Learning Objective 3 - IntellectLearning Objective 2 - PresenceLearning Objective 1 - Character
Basic Officer Leader Course B

Legend: (P) programmed, (R/I) reinforced/integrated, (PD) professional development, (SP) self paced

Assess cultural perspectives and values
different from one’s own; compare
differences and sensitivities in order to
modify one’s behavior, practices and
language, and operate in a multi-cultural
environment

Apply cross-cultural communication skills

Develop communication skills that enable
effective cross-cultural persuasion,
negotiation, conflict resolution or influence

Apply communications skills during
cross-cultural negotiations

Develop confidence in learning and
applying language skills

Apply culturally relevant terms, factors, concepts
and regional information in the development of
mission plans and orders

Assess and describe the effect that culture has on
military operations specific to countries or regions
of operational significance to the United States

Learning Objective 3 - IntellectLearning Objective 2 - PresenceLearning Objective 1 - Character
Field Artillery Warrant Officer Advanced Course

Legend: (P) programmed, (R/I) reinforced/integrated, (PD) professional development, (SP) self paced

Assess cultural perspectives and values
different from one’s own; compare
differences and sensitivities in order to
modify one’s behavior, practices and
language, and operate in a multi-cultural
environment

Apply cross-cultural communication skills

Develop communication skills that enable
effective cross-cultural persuasion,
negotiation, conflict resolution or influence

Apply communications skills during
cross-cultural negotiations

Apply culturally relevant terms, factors, concepts
and regional information in the development of
mission plans and orders

Assess and describe the effect that culture has on
military operations specific to countries or regions
of operational significance to the United States

Learning Objective 3 - IntellectLearning Objective 2 - PresenceLearning Objective 1 - Character
Field Artillery Warrant Officer Basic Course

Legend: (P) programmed, (R/I) reinforced/integrated, (PD) professional development, (SP) self paced

Assess cultural perspectives and values
different from one’s own; compare
differences and sensitivities in order to
modify one’s behavior, practices and
language, and operate in a multi-cultural
environment

Apply cross-cultural communication skills

Develop communication skills that enable
effective cross-cultural persuasion,
negotiation, conflict resolution or influence

Develop confidence in learning and
applying language skills

Apply culturally relevant terms, factors, concepts
and regional information in the development of
mission plans and orders

Assess and describe the effect that culture has on
military operations specific to countries or regions
of operational significance to the United States
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Noncommissioned Offi cer Academy. The desired outcome for senior NCOs attending the Senior Leader 
Course (SLC ) is to demonstrate a basic understanding of foreign culture and how to leverage that knowl-
edge as a platoon sergeant and/or fi rst sergeant. The desired outcome for mid-grade NCOs attending the 
Advanced Leader Course (ALC) is to demonstrate a basic understanding of culture and how to leverage 
that knowledge as a senior section sergeant and/or platoon sergeant. The instruction is offered through a 
blended learning approach (programmed instruction, seminars, and independent study).

Advanced Individual Training (AIT). The desired outcome is for Soldiers to internalize the Army Values 
and Warrior Ethos, live by our Professional Military Ethic and display empathy towards others. 

Intermediate Level Education (ILE)
DLIFLC will continue to support the Army’s Command and General Staff School (CGSS) with both pre-

deployment language familiarization training and professional development language education.  

Operational language training: All U.S. Army offi cers whose assignments following graduation result in 
deployment in support of OIF/OND/OEF have been required since 2006 to take language electives in ei-
ther Iraqi Dialect or Dari, as appropriate. Enrollment is open to all other students on a space available ba-
sis, with priority for spaces to deploying U.S. Army offi cers. These are 48 hour courses, taught by DLIFLC 
instructors during the normal CGSS elective terms.

Strategic language training: In support of the ACFLS, U.S. offi cers interested in building a foundation 
for lifelong learning of selected languages may take 48 or 72 hours of beginning instruction in Chinese, 
French, Modern Standard Arabic, or Spanish. These courses are taught by DLIFLC instructors, they be-
gin during AOC and continue through the elective terms. Additionally, students who already possess pro-
fi ciency in one of these languages may take directed study electives, earning up to three elective credits. 
Students with existing profi ciency in a language not taught in CGSS may be able to earn elective credit 
for directed study via distance learning, using DLIFLC instructors located in Monterey, California, or 
elsewhere.

Self-Study: Offi cers desiring to pursue self-study of a foreign language may receive one elective credit by 
utilizing DLI’s Headstart2 online language programs, currently available in 16 languages with more added 
annually.

Learning Objective 3 - IntellectLearning Objective 2 - PresenceLearning Objective 1 - Character
13B, 13D, 13F, 13M, 13P, 13R, 13T Senior Leader’s Course and Advanced Leader’s Course

Legend: (P) programmed, (R/I) reinforced/integrated, (PD) professional development, (SP) self paced

Assess cultural perspectives and values
different from one’s own; compare
differences and sensitivities in order to
modify one’s behavior, practices and
language, and operate in a multi-cultural
environment

Apply cross-cultural communication skills

Develop communication skills that enable
effective cross-cultural persuasion,
negotiation, conflict resolution or influence

Assess and describe the effect that culture
has on military operations specific to
countries or regions of operational
significance to the United States

Learning Objective 3 - IntellectLearning Objective 2 - PresenceLearning Objective 1 - Character
13B, 13D, 13F, 13M, 13P, 13R, 13T Advanced Individual Training

Legend: (P) programmed, (R/I) reinforced/integrated, (PD) professional development, (SP) self paced

Understand one’s self; internalize the
Army Values, our professional military
ethic and Warrior Ethos
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DLIFLC continues to develop options for CGSS students (as well as faculty) to maintain and improve their 
existing capabilities, whether through advanced level resident instruction in the above-mentioned lan-
guages or through web-based and distance learning means such as the Global Language Online Support 
System (GLOSS) learning objects and the Broadband Language Training System (BLTS) for other lan-
guages which are not offered in residence.

ILE courseware for all venues will ensure that they contain, at minimum, learning objectives that sup-
port the following profi ciency matrix:

USAWC and Culture: PME and JPME II Implementation, Stage 4
The U.S. Army War College (USAWC) defi nes cultural competency as the ability to understand culture as 

an analytical framework to facilitate strategic thinking, policy formation, and decision making. As such, it 
goes beyond a combination of country, region, or language specifi c knowledge.

The College is governed by the Offi cer Professional Military Education Policy (OPMEP). The curriculum 
contains over 130 Joint PME II core contact hours that address cultural topics. Over 93 hours of mate-
rial pertaining to culture are contained in both the core curriculum and the Strategic Decision Making 
Exercise. The USAWC also provides over 30 hours of cultural material in the Regional Studies Electives 
and more than 600 curricular elective hours contain cultural content. 

The USAWC created the Analytical Cultural Framework for Strategy and Policy to fulfi ll OPMEP require-
ments and deliberately designed it for the strategic level. It addresses those questions (of culture) that 
policy and strategy makers need to wrestle with. It is, however, adaptable to the operational and tactical 
levels, which allows a seamless conceptual understanding of culture as a concept across all four stages of 
development. USAWC will assist CAC by guiding development of this approach across the ACFL Enterprise 
to support training of cultural competence and the development of cultural abilities. 

Pre-deployment Training
CFL standards for pre-deployment training (PDT) have been delineated for both Iraq and Afghanistan. 

CFL PDT resourcing has been provided to DLIFLC and executed through its MTTs, LTDs, and via online 
CFL training programs (Rapport, Headstart2). Additional training to provide cultural enhancement to de-
ploying units is also provided by Cultural MTTs through the TCC.

Major           Lieutenant Colonel
Competent coordinator and collaborator
across JIIM organizations.
Elementary language proficiency; can
initiate and maintain conversation.

Displays judgment and agility in
planning tactical operations in JIIM
context.

Demonstrates mastery of FSO and
ability to leverage JIIM capabilities to
achieve operational objectives

Confident of cultural, language and
information skills.
Competent coordinator and collaborator
across JIIM organizations. 
Elementary language proficiency; can
initiate and maintain conversation.  

Competent in coordinating across JIIM entities at the national
strategic level.
Elementary language proficiency; can initiate and maintain
 conversation.  

Displays judgment and innovation in application of design 
principles to operational art in JIIM context
Develops and maintains insight regarding geo-political
environment. 

Confident operating in a JIIM environment. 

Expert at applying culture, language and information.
Capable to serve in a JIIM capacity on a TT, S-TT, IA, Joint or
Multi-National Staff.  
Competent in coordinating across JIIM entities at the national
strategic level. 
Elementary language proficiency; can initiate and maintain
conversation.  

Training

Education

Experience

Desired 
End-state
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In the face of future Army wide resourcing challenges starting in fi scal year (FY) 2012 (and beyond), 
PDT efforts will be focused on providing the most effi cient and cost effective means to meet DA directed 
PDT standards and to assist FORSCOM in the identifi cation and resourcing of PDT for future Regionally 
Aligned Brigades (RABs). These are U.S. Army units tasked to train and mentor partner nation security 
forces in support of U.S. National Security Strategy.  

The fi rst RAB is scheduled for alignment to AFRICOM in FY 2013. The CAC CFLMO is assisting in de-
termining the required language profi ciency requirements for the RAB Soldiers/leaders to function within 
their cultural operational environment and for the RAB to attain full spectrum operations competency. 
The resources required will also be coordinated with DLIFLC and TCC to provide RAB PDT via their MTT/
LTD capabilities and through the online Rapport/Headstart2 training programs.

“What is culture? Soviet culture, Western culture, Iraqi culture, Afghan culture, military culture, corpo-
rate culture, generational culture... Becoming aware of cultural dynamics is a diffi cult task because culture 
is based on experiences, values, behaviors, beliefs and norms, as well as collective memories and history”.
                –Mahir Ibrahimov
No culture can live if it attempts to be exclusive.
     –Mahatma Gandhi

Endnotes

1. The U.S. Army Learning Concept for 2015, 20 January 2011, 8.

2. Ibid., 11.

3. Army Posture Statement, 2011.

4. U.S. Army Leader development Strategy, 25 November 2011, 8.

5. For defi nitions of the sequential and progressive cultural competency levels see the Army Culture and Foreign Language Strategy, 1 
December 2009.
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Introduction
One of the primary components of culture learning 
in the Department of Defense (DoD) has been iden-
tifi ed as cross-cultural competence (3C). 3C is the 
ability “...to adapt effectively in cross-cultural envi-
ronments,” which includes the ability to express or 
interpret ideas/concepts across cultures, and make 
sense of foreign culture behavior.1 The concept and 
application of 3C was embraced by DoD expedition-
ary organizations and became part of the Services’ 
training programs. Professional military educa-
tion programs are initiating a sequenced approach 
to developing 3C over the educational lifecycles of 
military personnel.2 3C has also been promoted as 
critical to DoD civilians who deploy in support of 
military operations, but who as yet do not have an 
institutionalized educational/training program in-
tegrating 3C.

3C is an anchor for initiating and sustaining 
cross-cultural relationships and promoting endur-
ing partnerships from the individual to organiza-
tions benefi ting a wide array of DoD populations 
such as General Purpose Forces, Special Operations 
Forces, Provincial Reconstruction Teams, and more. 
Through research, education and training programs 
and development of policy, defi ning the founda-
tional competencies of 3C has become an impor-
tant part of a larger solution for developing cultural 
capabilities in our deploying forces whose destina-
tions today, and in the future, are unpredictable. 
A set of baseline competencies forms the founda-
tion of 3C to be engaged through cognitive under-
standing of their utility and application of these 
competencies through continual modeling and ex-

perience.3 Competencies making up this baseline 
are acquiring and applying cultural knowledge, cul-
tural self-awareness, alternative perspective taking, 
and learning to observe. 

Ethnography and Cultural Relativism
Here, I argue that ethnography, the anthropolog-

ical (and other social sciences) research method, 
as a process, offers a model for the establishment 
of a 3C baseline as an important component for 
successful cross-cultural interactions inherent in 
Irregular Warfare (IW) Counterinsurgency (COIN), 
Building Partnership (BP) and those missions that 
support each, such as the Security Force Assistance 
(SFA). Ethnography, literally a description of a peo-
ple, involves long term in-depth fi eldwork among a 
population and features a variety of sociocultural 
research methods.4 Recently, many in anthropology 
and the social sciences have engaged ethnography 
as giving “voice” to those marginalized by global eco-
nomic and political forces and in lands caught up 
in insurgency and terrorism. Ethnography has also 
been engaged as a tool to help rapidly assess en-
vironmental and human-made crises through data 
collection utilizing observation of cultural behav-
ior, interviews, identifi cation and use of appropriate 
data gathering technologies.  

It is these elements of ethnography: experientially-
based data collection, the ability to decipher “voice” 
in a culturally-complex environment, and the con-
temporary use of rapid assessment capability that 
have similar utility to military and civilian popula-
tions engaged in the array of missions consistent 
with stability operations. Social science research 
methods, many of which are part of ethnography, 
have been incorporated in the DoD Human Terrain 
System program, as social scientists utilize quali-
tative fi eld methods to elicit relevant sociocultural 
information to aid on-the-ground leaders in their 
tactical and operational decision making.

by Robert Greene Sands, PhD
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Here, ethnography will be viewed through its his-
torical and contemporary expression of cultural 
relativism, to objectively understand others’ be-
havior in terms of their own cultural framework. 
Comparisons will be drawn between baseline com-
petencies in what is proposed as 3C and those so-
ciocultural behaviors employed in ethnography. The 
interpersonal competencies that are critical for the 
development of 3C are equally important in estab-
lishing and sustaining those interpersonal relation-
ships that form the social network that provides 
data to ethnographers. I propose that an opera-
tionally focused methodological cultural relativism 
(MCR) provides necessary skills that lay the frame-
work for successful cross-cultural interactions in 
stability operations and promotes the ability to dis-
cern meaning from socially distinct behavior.5

It may be that in developing baseline competen-
cies in a coordinated fashion, MCR will develop as 
a consequence. However, as will be discussed later, 
stability operations, to include pressures and risk 
inherent in confl ict and peace-keeping missions 
depart from ethnography conducted outside the 
scope of military activity. I suggest that introduc-
ing a 3C baseline (as it is both a foundation for 3C 
and ethnography) will be useful to military and ci-
vilian personnel who deploy downrange in stability 
operations. I take a brief look at how MCR can be 
developed in education and training programs and 
how the development of MCR and 3C can continue 
in an uncertain future of budgetary restrictions 
and a loss of a sustained need of “immediate” sup-
port to recent (Iraq) and current military operations 
(Afghanistan).

3C and the Baseline
In 2007, the concept of 3C was introduced into 

DoD research, education and training as a capabil-
ity that facilitated successful cross-cultural inter-
actions in a variety of unfamiliar and often times 
complicated social situations and settings.6 Over 
the last three years several researchers have in-
vestigated the concept and application of 3C to the 
military and DoD mission. These efforts included 
further conceptualization of 3C, identifi cation of 
competencies and knowledge, skills, abilities, and 
attitudes (KSAAs) important to the development of 
3C and promotion of 3C through learning programs. 

Symposia were organized that addressed culture 
in the military. One of the primary goals of these 

events was identifying 3C’s importance in facilitat-
ing cross-cultural interactions.7 The then Defense 
Language Offi ce (DLO) (now the Defense Language 
and National Security Education Offi ce (DLNSEO))
convened working groups to examine 3C in defi ni-
tion, properties and components, and application to 
the readiness of the Total Force and the develop-
ment of 3C learning goals. Education programs that 
promoted 3C were developed through U.S. Air Force 
(USAF) Air University, USAF Special Operations 
School, Joint Special Operations University, U.S. 
Army John F. Kennedy Special Warfare Center 
and School while the DLNSEO has and contin-
ues to sponsor 3C training through Defense Equal 
Opportunity Management Institute (DEOMI) and a 
cross-cultural trainer 3CTrainer hosted on Joint 
Knowledge Online (JKO). 

Research certainly has identifi ed sets of compe-
tencies that seem to be critical and necessary for 
3C development, yet a defi nitive set of competencies 
that can be utilized to construct goals and objec-
tives for learning programs are still nascent or lack 
consensus of the research, education and training 
DoD culture community.8 An initial set of baseline 
competencies is both critical to the development 
of 3C and important to insert into ongoing learn-
ing programs while research defi nes a more robust 
model of 3C development for education.

Recent research has identifi ed a number of com-
petencies that promote 3C (Army Research Institute 
(ARI), DLNSEO). Ongoing research continues in 
the conceptualization and identifi cation of 3C 
(DEOMI) as does research into the application of 3C 
in leadership development (ARI, DEOMI), promot-
ing infl uence (ARI), potential function/MOS selec-
tion (suggested application), mission performance 
modeling (DLNSEO), and application to diversity 
(DEOMI) . Commonalities across the research and 
from efforts of working groups convened by DLNSEO 
have produced a smaller number of competencies 
and enablers that seem to lay a foundation of 3C. 
There are four “baseline” competencies that reso-
nate across research to form the foundation for the 
successful development of 3C: 

  The acquisition and application of general cul-
tural knowledge that promotes enhancement 
of existing cultural schemas (generalized repre-
sentations of our existing knowledge) that direct 
our information processing and includes general 
principles and concepts of culture.9 
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  The ability to be culturally self aware of one’s 
own worldview, including beliefs/values and 
possible biases and behaviors, as well as how 
these will impact understanding of intercultural 
situations.

  The ability to take alternative perspectives based 
on information about other cultures to aid in 
understanding others’ motivation and feelings, 
as a part of their environment and culture. This 
competency, coupled with an enabling attribute, 
suspension of judgment, is critical to developing 
an operational cultural relativism.

  The use of elementary observation skills that 
will allow understanding and validation of cul-
tural knowledge. These skills can be very ben-
efi cial in providing means to update cultural 
schemas, promoting a more nuanced compre-
hension necessary for alternative perspective 
taking, and augmenting the development of in-
terpersonal skills, such as intercultural commu-
nication, that will further promote 3C.

Development of baseline competencies provides 
capability to engage cultural difference and minimize 
dissonance and bias while building an understand-
ing of that difference through discovery. Creating 
channels for accessing cultural knowledge, through 
observation and other ethnographic methods and 
then being able to apply that knowledge to discern 
understanding to better help interactions and mo-
tivations for behavior is paramount to mission suc-
cess. The ability to understand one’s own cultural 
beliefs/values and possible biases, as well as how 
these will impact understanding of intercultural sit-
uations is a critical competence. Adopting a willing-
ness and ability to utilize alternative perspectives or 
frames by using information about other cultures 
to understand others’ motivation for certain behav-
iors, and others’ feelings as a part of their environ-
ment and culture can reveal a more nuanced and 
intimate understanding of those in other cultures. 
Finally, engaging suspension of judgment that can 
minimize cognitive biases facilitates alternative per-
spective taking.

3C, Ethnography, and Cultural 
Relativism 

3C is not a novel or unique set of competencies to 
past or contemporary military operations. Looking 
to international business, diplomacy, even aca-
demic research reveals the importance of interper-
sonal skills in promoting success in cross-cultural 

interactions and relationship building. Pertinent ex-
amples include international business, specifi cally 
marketing, and working collaborations of non-prof-
its and nongovernmental agencies in the interna-
tional arena. For academic purposes, 3C was and 
still is necessary for ethnography. For over 150 
years, anthropologists have put themselves in po-
sition to learn about different cultures mostly from 
considering the perspectives of those in that culture. 
Understanding the cultural calculus of a group of 
people, their behavior, and how elements of the cul-
ture worked in an integrated fashion were and still 
are the primary goals of the anthropologist.  

Putting the anthropologist in a position to succeed 
in retrieving the necessary knowledge and applying 
it from the perspective of cultural members as part 
of the research experience was, in part, the goal 
of anthropological inquiry fi rst advanced by Franz 
Boas and Bronislaw Malinowski. Ethnography in-
cluded several qualitative methods still advanced 
today, such as participation and observation, infor-
mal and formal interviews, surveys, kinship charts, 
and photographs. Each of those methods required 
an interactive competence that facilitated a part-
nership between the anthropologist/ethnographer 
not only with individuals, but with entire cultural 
groups, to elicit and interpret gleaned cultural data. 
This approach to studying human cultures in-
cluded cultural relativism; the underlying goal was 
to faithfully and objectively recreate the cultural re-
ality of group members. Early ethnographers saw 
their approach as a path to understanding behav-
ior; the cultures they studied existed in a natural 
laboratory of human interactions. Field methods 
replicated the scientifi c method and fi eld work, data 
collection and analysis were seemingly bereft of the 
infl uence of the researchers’ own cultural lens and 
subsequent reactions to behavior contrary to their 
own belief and values system. 

Anthropology, like many of the social sciences, 
has undergone a revolution in the research enter-
prise over the last half century as cultures have 
been infl uenced by a more interconnected global 
economy and increased need for natural resources. 
Much contemporary ethnography done in foreign 
cultural settings seems to focus on the marginal-
ization of indigenous populations as a result of ex-
ternal forces, such as globalization, confl ict, or 
environmental/climate change. Ethnography works 
to document the interface between global change 
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and those cultures mostly in marginal or develop-
ing regions or countries that are in danger of los-
ing their traditions, customs and livelihood due to 
instability. Ethnography has also become a tool for 
rapid response to more urgent humanitarian needs, 
such as health care and subsistence crises in indig-
enous or minority groups, usually in confl ict-torn or 
developing countries.10 

Part of this revolution is also the consideration 
of the role and impact of the ethnographer in fi eld-
work, collection and interpretation of the data, and 
the overall goal of the study. As much as classical 
ethnographers attempted to portray a cultural real-
ity devoid of interpretation, emotional and personal 
bias, in the end, it was analysis that was contextu-
alized to fi t the colonial-era endeavor of “explore, ex-
plain and demystify cultures” foreign to the western 
world. Contemporary ethnography exists in a social 
science world bent toward explaining the inequities 
fostered by globalization, where cultural realities 
are many and shifting and interpretation of data 
is based on layers of cultural fi lters. Social context 
belies the impact of the global condition on groups 
marginalized by radical change and prone to reac-
tions of extreme radicalism and insurgency.  

Into the interconnected global cultural landscape, 
the application of 21st century cultural relativism 
extends to both method and perspective of the cul-
tural other ranging from the extremes of adhering 
to universal human rights to existing behavior as a 
product of fi t and tradition in that cultural system. 
In this sense, many engage cultural relativism be-
yond the original utility of straining away the ten-
dencies of humans to apply their own worldviews to 
dissimilar behavior in order to understand meaning 
to those that practice that behavior. However, rela-
tivism when viewed as a process can reveal much 
about motivation for behavior and cultural coher-
ency of behavioral patterns.  

The tension that exists in ethnography over the 
use of the ethnographic process and product is of 
value to understanding and utilizing the competen-
cies essential to promoting effective and meaningful 
cross-cultural interactions in stability operations. 
The context of stability operations, from operations 
to intelligence gathering, demands a competence 
that can facilitate successful cross-cultural interac-
tions as well as begin to offer insights into under-
standing patterns of behavior of those involved in 
interactions. The value of both cross-cultural facili-

tation and discovery is critical to exploring meaning 
of behavior which can help to explain motivation. 

Making sense of multi-layered and complex so-
cial environments in order to understand the swirl-
ing patterns of behavior that represent worldviews 
and belief systems face both ethnographers and de-
ployed military and civilian personnel, especially 
those populations that interact with other cultures 
frequently and in meaningful situations with hidden 
or overt consequences. In other words, the intent 
of Boas, Malinowski, Margaret Mead, E.E. Evans-
Pritchard, and other classical anthropologists who 
were describing a culture to produce meaning 
through the frame of that culture is still critical to 
this competence. What has been advanced through 
the last century of social science fi eldwork as cul-
tural relativism can be a foundation for developing 
3C critical for promoting successful navigation of 
socially complex environments.  

Methodological Cultural Relativism
The historical trajectory of ethnography high-

lights a process that certainly relied on the devel-
opment of a set of interactional skills that acted to 
facilitate successful relationships necessary for col-
lecting data while also aiding in understanding be-
havior through observation and interviewing. The 
very complex social environment seen in many of 
the developing regions and countries today includes 
confl ict, post-confl ict and stability operations and 
is very different from the lands and cultures studied 
by the colonial-era anthropologists. The goal of re-
constructing cultural reality has not really changed 
in ethnography. 

However, external and internal forces have created 
contested spaces both in the physical and cultural 
landscape and feature contrasting cultural realities 
of ethnic, tribal and cultural groups with different 
traditions, customs and heritage. Needing to decon-
struct a diverse social landscape featuring margin-
alized cultural groups; dominant governments who 
may be incapable or not wanting to meet human 
security of all its populations; and external forces of 
change through terrorism, insurgency or economic 
repression while interacting with all of these groups 
confronts both ethnographers and military organi-
zations alike. Facilitating successful relationships 
to extract data that can provide keys to understand-
ing meaningful behavior is the means to get at the 
many differing cultural realities where stability op-
erations occur.  
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MCR as a process refl ects the articulation and in-
tegration of the four baseline competencies and the 
enabler suspension of judgment. There has been 
some research done on the sequencing of overall 
3C competencies or the development of curricular 
stages that lead to competency within DoD military 
and civilian populations, however, recent work has 
started to explore what 3C should look like in an 
individual.11 

Currently, the DLNSEO is sponsoring a study 
on determining competencies beyond the baseline 
and sequence of development of 3C competencies 
that would be useful for 3C learning development.12 

However, it is suggested here that a culture-gen-
eral approach holds the key to development of MCR 
including its baseline competencies and that in-
troducing cultural knowledge and promoting a cul-
tural self-awareness are critical as an introductory 
framework.

Alternative perspective taking and learning to ob-
serve are then later used to expand the focus of the 
individual from self to the cultural and social en-
vironment that is engaged in during cross-cultural 
interactions. Bundling up the baseline into a meta 
competency, or MCR, provides the individual with a 
learning “gestalt” that can focus on a singular event 
or interaction, or guide the individual through a se-
ries of interactions or over an extended stay in a 
socially diverse environment or culture. It must be 
understood that like 3C, MCR represents a capa-
bility that can promote successful cross-cultural 
interactions, and more complex cross-cultural com-
petencies and behavior; it is not the actual perfor-
mance within these events.  

Ethnographers and military personnel engage 
similar competencies in their respective endeav-
ors, although the intent, roles, and ultimate goals 
of ethnography often diverge. Ethnography serves 
to reconstruct the cultural reality of those caught 
in the middle of change, often through forces be-
yond their control, and then to help assess and cat-
alog assistance and changes. The adoption of the 
same baseline competencies aids the military work-
ing in similar environments. The ultimate goal of 
protecting our national security can certainly con-
trast with intent of anthropology and other social 
sciences. However, stability operations, and those 
missions that support success, such as COIN, SFA, 
BPs, and humanitarian relief are often in support 

of those same or similar cultural groups studied by 
anthropologists. 

Interacting across cultures is made more diffi -
cult due to behavior of that cultural group that con-
trasts or counters one’s set of beliefs and values. 
Judgments of observed behavior create cognitive 
and affective barriers to successful cross-cultural 
interactions, from understanding and engaging in 
acceptable behavior to the process of deriving mean-
ing from others’ behavior within that interaction. 
For practicing anthropologists in foreign cultures 
and engaged military members, the importance of 
detailing an ethnic or social group’s cultural reality 
that is faithful to their collective perspective is criti-
cal to deriving meaning from their behavior as well 
as forecasting future behavior. Engaging the base-
line steers clear of making value judgments of cul-
tural behavior based on adherence to a universal 
set of human rights or from the other extreme, an 
acceptance of cultural behavior based on its effi cacy 
of contemporary cultural expression. 

Rosado (2000) writes of engaging the disparity and 
extreme differences through inquiry while working 
toward a common or necessary goal. Kottack (2008) 
alludes to an MCR that does not preclude making 
moral judgments while searching for understanding 
and reason for behavior. Relativism can help dis-
cern the origins of behaviors which seem contrary 
and mediate value confl ict through understanding.  
It can operate to promote further interactions with 
the culture and its members while seeking under-
standing that is instrumental in allowing discovery 
of origins and sustainment of cultural behaviors. 
Borrowing from both Rosado and Kottak, I suggest 
that the baseline competencies when engaged as a 
foundation of 3C represent an MCR. To this end, 
the baseline represents an approach to cross-cul-
tural interactions that is more process and oper-
ational and less a means of passing judgment on 
cultural behaviors.  

Discussion
Operational challenges within confl ict and post-

confl ict environments make application of the base-
line (and individual competencies), and by virtue 
MCR, much more diffi cult in the warfi ghting con-
text than in the research context. With regard to 
the development of alternative perspective taking, 
research has implicated the benefi ts of alternative 
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perspective taking (and its related cognitive pro-
cesses) to foster and sustain social bonds between 
“self” and “other” by breaking down stereotypes 
and minimizing prejudice. In this respect perspec-
tive taking as part of MCR can facilitate the devel-
opment and expression of 3C. However, there is an 
“ironic darkside” to engaging perspective taking; it 
must be deep, refl ective and focused to provide ben-
efi t beyond the construction of social bonds.13 

When interactions occur, perspective taking can 
provide a means to “get at” the meaning of others’ 
behavior, but the act of perspective taking may in-
hibit introspection and create artifi cial stereotypes 
of self. In other words, perspective taking can work 
to create enduring cross-cultural relationships with 
cultural other, but it may impact self’s behavior by 
leaning too much on facilitating other. Other prob-
lems may arise when both self and other take each 
other’s perspective, thereby promoting contrary be-
havior as a result of exchanged perspectives.   

Initiating and sustaining relationships with data 
providers in the cross-cultural environment found 
in stability operations are often based on perspec-
tives that include political agendas, cross-cutting 
social identities and alliances that may not be overt 
to the military individual and thus, incomplete per-
spectives may be problematic. Add to this suspected 
ties to insurgents of those involved in relationships 
may also create/add a layer of risk and operational 
complexity to managing the data collection process 
not experienced in ethnography. Bluntly, some-
times those you interact with or elicit data from 
may in the near future try to kill you, or more com-
monly are trying to use your relationship to their 
advantage. 

How does one know when to trust the outcome 
of an analysis of another person’s or group’s cul-
tural reality versus one’s own perspective strained 
through worldview, and perhaps cynical interpreta-
tion? How does one manage those two perspectives, 
while really trying to objectively understand the in-
dividual or group’s reality–and know which one to 
act on? If one adheres to the scientifi c context that 
a perspective and interactions derived through MCR 
should always be based on an objective understand-
ing as the end state, perhaps in the warfi ghting con-
text, with shifting and dynamic identities, teasing 
out that objective perspective is not always as clear, 
and this ambiguity or uncertainty can put in jeop-

ardy the development of necessary interpersonal re-
lationships that easily could be critical for achieving 
mission success.14 

The baseline competencies provide capability to 
enhance cross-cultural interactions and help dis-
cern meaningful behavior. Developing the baseline 
as a collection of skills and abilities can promote 
MCR as a method that can be developed through 
learning and experience. This development does not 
rest on the fact that American or any other military 
service men and women are anthropologists by any 
stretch of the imagination. The intent of comparing 
behavior and goals of ethnography and MCR is that 
each, the anthropologist and military personnel and 
civilians who support stability operations in foreign 
cultures, encounter similar socially complex situa-
tions that require building and sustaining relation-
ships and discern meaning of behavior. However, 
for military and civilians deployed into situations 
where traditional belief systems and behaviors that 
may present situations which test military and civil-
ian personnel along with confl ict and attendant vio-
lence and suffering, MCR is a necessary approach. 

To deployed service members going into harm’s 
way, holding onto a set of core beliefs and values is 
necessary to navigate through the complexity and 
risk inherent in confl ict and potential confl ict situ-
ations. The far greater danger for the DoD military 
and civilian members that do not engage a method-
ological relativism is to cast those in other cultures 
in distinctly unfavorable light and this perception 
can unduly infl uence interactions with those for-
eign cultural members and ultimately could lead 
to mission failure. MCR becomes a critical “tool” to 
ground perception and action in comprehension.  

Research into identifying competencies that ex-
tend beyond the baseline are ongoing. Rasmussen 
et al (2009) explores the competency of “cultural 
sensemaking, “...making sense of cultural behav-
iors” as critical to successful 3C. They suggest that 
competencies such as observation are important to 
“sensemaking,” a more complex behavior that al-
lows rapid and effective adaptation to and learning 
about a new cultural environment, and it seems a 
critical behavioral dimension that promotes cross-
cultural expertise. Necessary for sensemaking are 
some of the baseline competencies, such as per-
spective taking. Rasmussen and Sieck (2012) offer 
a model for 3C derived from a collection of critical 
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incidents that applies to enhancing leadership in 
cross-cultural environments. It is suggested here 
that the baseline, advanced as MCR, provides the 
foundation for developing and exercising more com-
plex competencies such as cultural sensemaking.  

Developing MCR and a Note on the 
Future of 3C

With the more immediate need of pre-deploy-
ment training waning as Operations Enduring and 
Iraqi Freedom wind down, there remains the devel-
opment of 3C and the need to institutionalize and 
synchronize it across military learning programs. 
The application of 3C to the Total Force will require 
“customization” of learning to fi t a variety of factors: 
service/agency/organization utility; service and or-
ganizational-specifi c learning opportunities; level of 
3C necessary for enlisted/offi cer and civilians; im-
mediate versus career long learning; maturity of 3C 
learning instruction; and the fi t of traditional and 
non-traditional instruction methods, among others. 
The value of 3C for future learning is in comple-
menting specifi c DoD programs, departments, and 
centers that specifi cally instruct on culture with the 
integration of 3C into existing military education 
and training curriculum and those traditional ar-
eas of study, such as leadership, strategy, regional 
studies, etc. Developing the baseline competencies 
as a foundation for 3C and fi tting that development 
to the continuum of missions across those variables 
identifi ed above is a bridge to that long term goal.  

The development of sound and meaningful 3C as-
sessment programs is integral to the future of 3C 
learning. There are assessment instruments devel-
oped to support cross-cultural training in varied ci-
vilian foreign enterprises to generally facilitate the 
increased cross-cultural interactions that char-
acterize the increased relations brought about by 
globalization. However, as suggested here, the con-
ditions of stability operations and the DoD mis-
sion and the structure, organization, and function 
of DoD education and training programs require a 
unique and applied assessment program to gauge 
the effectiveness of 3C learning in the DoD, and to 
do the same for MCR is equally important. ARI is 
currently sponsoring a study to develop such a ro-
bust tool.15

Currently, the Under Secretary of Defense for 
Personnel and Readiness is in the process of develop-

ing a policy that will establish the requirement that 
all military personnel and select DoD civilian per-
sonnel will be provided foundational instruction on 
3C (to ensure personnel have the ability to interact 
effectively with those from other cultures). Including 
the development of the baseline set of competencies 
(and MCR) in this foundational instruction would 
work to provide a set of KSAAs that span the variety 
of missions engaged through stability operations.16

Many of the service culture learning programs in-
clude instruction and curriculum on some or many 
of the baseline competencies. Yet MCR and its util-
ity is not conceptually presented as a process that 
can facilitate successful cross-cultural interactions 
and promote a means to derive meaning of cultural 
behavior for general awareness as well as elucidat-
ing meaning to understand future motivation.  

There are recently developed 3C products that 
begin to promote the baseline and the process of 
MCR, such as the 3C Trainer, while service spe-
cifi c products such as VCAT, the Army 360, and the 
USAF VEST video series provide instruction on vari-
ous baseline competencies. ARI is now developing 
instruction on perspective taking and non-verbal 
communication as important in promoting cultural 
infl uence. Organizations such as DIA are in the pro-
cess of developing 3C learning programs that build 
on the baseline and identify the utility of MCR.

Conclusion
In the last fi ve years, the development of culture 

programs across the DoD, driven by urgency of con-
fl ict and with some discontinuity and redundancy 
of effort, managed to provide a critical component 
for successful non-traditional military operations. 
Looking to the future will require a change in fo-
cus, effort and delivery of culture programs; institu-
tionalization of culture into existing education and 
training channels that will provide sustainable and 
career long learning and development is perhaps 
the most critical. 3C has already been identifi ed 
as one of the critical components in this institu-
tionalization. I suggest that starting with instruc-
tion on baseline competencies and developing MCR 
to the Total Force will provide an important fi rst 
step toward the success of future culture learning. 
Promoting application and utility of baseline/MCR 
to 3C and mission success will in part guarantee 
this future. 
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ond largest continent in area, and the second most 
populous (2010 population of one billion people).3 
From Cape Town to Cairo, Africa has always been 
diverse in its people, places, and natural resources 
and it is also a complex environment.

Despite the abundance and variety of Africa’s nat-
ural resources, most African nations have the low-
est per capita income in the world. Competition for 
resources, low levels of economic performance, pov-
erty, coupled with weak and failed states have made 
Africa the home of international crises and violent 
confl icts. The protracted confl icts in countries such 
as the Sudan, the Congo, as well as recent confl icts 
in Ivory Coast and Libya, have caused the loss of 
many lives, wasted signifi cant resources, and im-
peded development in neighboring countries.4 

Recently, the strategic importance of Africa to the 
U.S. and other countries has grown for two main 
reasons: its disproportionate number of weak and 
failed states and the increase in the continent’s im-
portance as a source for energy supplies. The pre-
carious security situation in most African nations 
and the competition for natural resources has led to 
a new scramble for Africa in the 21st century. Many 
analysts argued that the creation of a U.S. African 
Command in 2007 signaled the rise of the strategic 
value of the African continent to the U.S. interests.5

No single issue has generated heated debate 
among policy makers, the media, and the public 
in both the U.S. and Africa than the announce-
ment by the Bush administration of the creation of 
AFRICOM. The African unity in opposition and the 
scale of resistance to AFRICOM took American pol-

The views expressed in this article are those of the au-
thor and do not represent those of the Soldier Support 
Institute (SSI), the Department of the Army or the De-
partment of Defense. The support of SSI Commanding 
General, the Deputy Commanding General and the Chief 
of Staff is greatly appreciated. Fred Bush and Robert 
McConnell provided helpful library resources. 

Introduction
The February 2007 decision by the Department of 
Defense (DOD) to establish a new Unifi ed Command 
for Africa (AFRICOM) was met with stiff resis-
tance and controversy both in the U.S. and Africa. 
AFRICOM’s supporters, on the one hand, main-
tained that the new command correctly repre-
sented Africa’s growing importance and a refocus of 
U.S. policy on aiding “African solutions to African 
problems.” AFRICOM’s critics, on the other hand, 
charged that the new command was a textbook ex-
ample of how the U.S. self-interest is promoted at 
the expense of others, through focusing on fi ghting 
terrorism, securing Africa’s energy resources, and 
stemming Chinese and other countries’ infl uence in 
Africa. 

Given the context and the time the command was 
announced, AFRICOM’s dedicated leadership was 
able to work with African governments despite the 
initial suspicion, which is a success; however, it too 
early to judge the success of the new command.

In May 2000, The Economist published a cover 
article dubbing Africa “The Hopeless Continent.” 
However, in 2010 a key article asked if several 
African nations could be named economic “lions”.1 
While it is too early to count any countries in Africa 
as economic “lions,” in 2010, Africa’s economic 
growth rate was estimated at over 4 percent, thanks 
to an increase in commodity prices and investment 
in energy resources, especially oil.2 Africa is the sec-

by El-Rayah A. Osman, PhD
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icy makers by surprise, and many analysts in the 
U.S. and Africa asked the question: Why is there 
such a united hostility and opposition to AFRICOM’s 
benevolent intentions and nonmilitary nature? In 
other words, why was the road to the new African 
command initially littered with landmines on one 
side (African) and littered with good intentions on 
the other side (American)? 6 

This article explores the inception and the trou-
bled rise of AFRICOM and evaluates the debate that 
it has generated about the U.S. strategy and secu-
rity in Africa. Specifi cally, is the reaction to its mis-
sion justifi ed and what are the specifi c concerns 
voiced by African governments against the location 
of the command on their soil? Are the intentions 
and the mission misunderstood by both African 
governments and regional organizations as its ar-
chitects and supporters claimed? What explains the 
intensity and diversity in opposition (if any) to this 
most recently established military command? How 
has it progressed in accomplishing its goals since 
it began operations in 2008? What are the achieve-
ments, the lessons learned, and the challenges of 
AFRICOM, and what are the prospects for its future 
operations and success?

The Birth of a New Command: Why 
AFRICOM?

In the words of Moeller and Yates, the U.S. African 
Command was established to “strengthen our se-
curity cooperation efforts with the nations of Africa 
and to bolster the capabilities of our African part-
ners. Through persistent, sustained engagement 
focused on building partner security capacity, sup-
porting humanitarian assistance efforts, and pro-
viding crises response, USAFRICOM will promote a 
stable and secure African environment in support of 
U.S. foreign policy.’’ 7 

AFRICOM was the result of combined operations 
formally shared by three regional commands: the 
European Command, which had overseen opera-
tions in 42 African countries, as well as the Pacifi c 
and the Central Commands who took responsibil-
ity over the rest of Africa. This split in responsibility 
was a remnant of the Cold War when Africa was not 
viewed as strategically important to U.S. interests.

By assigning AFRICOM the responsibility for op-
erations in all African countries, the DOD ended 
the division and confusion that arose in the area 

of responsibility.8 The creation of AFRICOM also 
eased the coordination problems that arose when 
commanders had to coordinate to contain confl icts 
and their spillovers. For example, in pre-AFRICOM,
when action was needed to intervene under the 
NATO umbrella in the Darfur crisis, Sudan was un-
der the Central Command and Chad was under the 
European Command. The split command did not 
support an effective approach to prevent and re-
spond in an effective and timely manner to the hu-
manitarian crisis. 

Second, Africa was given less attention (if any) 
as the focus was always on Europe by the Central 
Command. Third, DOD had not trained and as-
signed an African staff and experts dedicated to 
African issues. Finally, Africa’s voice was absent 
among U.S. policy makers who needed an advocate 
to understand the needs of Africa and thus develop 
a sound African security and policy strategy.9  

The creation of AFRICOM, however, was not just 
an internal reorganization within DOD. As one ex-
pert on African security policy wrote “it involves 
more than just redrawing maps inside the Pentagon 
and changing nameplates on offi ce doors. AFRICOM 
is a response to the growing strategic importance of 
Africa within the U.S. spectrum of vital interests.”10 

There are at least six major areas in which Africa’s 
importance to the U.S. has been identifi ed in re-
cent years – counterterrorism; securing natural re-
sources; containing armed confl icts and responding 
to humanitarian crises; retarding the spread of HIV/
AIDS; reducing international crime, and responding 
to growing Chinese infl uence.11

It is critical to mention here that prior to AFRICOM 
the U.S. pursued several security initiatives in 
Africa. The Pan-Sahel Initiative in 2002, provided 
security assistance to Chad, Mali, Mauritania, and 
Niger. This program was extended in 2005 to include 
fi ve additional African nations. Also in 2002, the 
Combined Joint Task Force-Horn of Africa engaged 
in fi ghting terrorism in Djibouti as the only perma-
nent U.S. base on the African continent. Finally, in 
late 2007, U.S. Navy forces were deployed to provide 
maritime security in the Gulf of Guinea. AFRICOM 
inherited these security activities.12 American mili-
tary involvement in Africa is not new and took dif-
ferent forms, however, it is mostly dominated by 
bilateral security relationships.
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AFRICOM: A New Security Paradigm?
Unlike other commands that focus on fi ghting 

and winning wars, AFRICOM was given a nonmili-
tary mandate by President Bush “to enhance our 
efforts to bring peace and security to the people of 
Africa and promote our common goals of develop-
ment, health, education, democracy, and economic 
growth in Africa.”13 These goals will be achieved 
through engaging in bilateral and multilateral secu-
rity cooperation with African nations and creating 
new means to improve their military capabilities. 
Furthermore, AFRICOM uses an integrated ap-
proach to security in which diplomacy, development 
and defense (three Ds) are equal pillars of American 
foreign policy. It fuses the capabilities of the DOD, 
the Department of State, and the U. S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID) to achieve U.S. 
foreign policy objectives.

AFRICOM was born out of a new security para-
digm that refl ects an evolution in U.S. military pol-
icy, doctrine, and strategy infl uenced by the lessons 
learned from the U.S. engagements in Iraq and 
Afghanistan.14 Four salient features of the new mili-
tary security strategy that guide and are at the core 
of AFRICOM’s mission are increasing focus on “soft 
power” and focus less on “hard power.” That is, se-
curity does not come out of the barrel of the gun. 
Second, preventing confl ict is a more effective way 
to achieve national security objectives than fi ghting 
wars.15 AFRICOM shifts its focus from combat oper-
ations to confl ict prevention by “taking actions that 
will prevent problems from becoming crises, and 
crises from becoming confl icts.”16 Third, victory will 
be judged by stability operations and not by combat 
operations. That is, stability operations are given 
equal priority to combat operations. Finally, link-
ing security and development together and mak-
ing them enable each other. Security is seen as a 
prerequisite for development and development is 
viewed as an antidote for insecurity or violent con-
fl ict. AFRICOM’s role is to narrow the security-de-
velopment gap.

Reactions to AFRICOM: What Went 
Wrong?

Between 2007 and 2008, AFRICOM and its mis-
sion elicited strong opposition from various groups 
in Africa. Skepticism and reluctance to the new 
command were expressed by African media sources, 

governments, the African Union, and regional orga-
nizations. However, this sentiment was not voiced 
by African groups alone. Some within the U.S. gov-
ernment and American allies have questioned the 
goals and motives of the AFRICOM operation as 
well.

Commentaries and editorials of governments and 
independent media sources in Kenya, South Africa, 
Botswana, and other countries stated that an 
American military presence would amplify, not re-
duce, the security risks to Africans. They lamented 
that AFRICOM would potentially cause more harm 
to the African security rather than benefi t.17 A re-
searcher looking at AFRICOM from a South African 
perspective, wrote that “there is fear in some cir-
cles on the continent that Africa will be Iraqed; that 
is, that U.S. efforts to protect itself against terror-
ism from the African continent will, in fact, exacer-
bate the problem. Africa will draw the attention of 
its enemies and that, as in the Cold War, Africa will 
once again become the battlefi eld for the power and 
military struggles of the great powers—the United 
States and China, for instance, and particularly 
the U.S. military and its international terrorist ene-
mies.”18 The South African government has not only 
turned its back to AFRICOM, but used its infl uence 
as a member of the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) to encourage other countries 
not to host AFRICOM.

Regional organizations such as SADC, which 
represents 14 member countries, questioned the 
legitimacy of AFRICOM. SADC stated that accep-
tance of AFRICOM would lead to confl ict within 
the Community and possible retaliation against 
those sister countries who support AFRICOM. It is 
true that the African Union (AU) is weak and un-
able to intervene to prevent confl icts and fi ght ter-
rorism to protect member states. Concerned about 
the erosion of its power, the AU issued a non-bind-
ing resolution asking member states not to host 
AFRICOM in the continent. South Africa, Libya, 
Nigeria, Morocco, and Algeria refused to grant the 
U.S. permission to station the Command on their 
soil. One reason that AFRICOM was not welcome 
is that countries such as South Africa and Nigeria 
saw it as a threat to their regional power. Therefore, 
the involvement of and consultation with “regional 
powers” is key to AFRICOM’s success.19 
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Morocco, Tunisia, and Algeria (Western allies) re-
fused to host AFRICOM for fear of attracting Al-
Qaeda. Another reason for states taking varied 
positions on AFRICOM is the extent of commitment 
to the non-alignment ideology adopted by the re-
gimes. Those states that embrace non-alignment 
failed to embrace AFRICOM. Initially, in 2007, 
Liberia was the only African country willing to host 
the headquarters of AFRICOM on its land. States 
such as Liberia, Mali, Rwanda, and Botswana were 
more supportive of AFRICOM because their leaders 
were either pragmatists or were ‘new and enlight-
ened’ leaders who are more open to reasons for a 
new initiative such as AFRICOM.20 

President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf of Liberia speaks during a cer-
emony in 2008, at in Monrovia, Liberia, to celebrate the donation 
of medical supplies being delivered by Africa Partnership Station 
(APS) and Project Hope.

Within the U.S., some analysts also questioned the 
strategy and organization of AFRICOM. For exam-
ple, one security analyst asked the question “Why 
is the military leading an organization whose stated 
mission is, by defi nition, largely the responsibility of 
State?”21 A former ambassador wrote, “it [AFRICOM] 
is an idea deformed at birth, as it cannot produce 
the results desired but instead will only exacerbate 
the problem of over-militarization of U.S. policy and 
programs. It is a case of the cure being worse than 
the disease.”22 In addition, in both Africa and the 
U.S., non-governmental organizations (NGOs) ar-
gued that AFRICOM would militarize foreign aid 
and thus would compromise their neutral position 
in delivering aid. To build partnership and leverage 
NGO’s development expertise, AFRICOM must re-
spond to their concerns.

An American ally during the Cold War, France 
saw AFRICOM as both about exporting the war on 
terror to Africa and securing oil resources. France 

actively lobbied its Western and Central African 
allies not to host AFRICOM headquarters and co-
ordinated its efforts with the European Union to 
counterbalance the American incursion in its area 
of infl uence (francophone Africa). When Djibouti, an 
historical French ally, allowed the U.S. to establish 
a permanent base, the French viewed this decision 
in particular and AFRICOM in general as the “new 
Fashoda.”23

A volunteer with APS and representatives from the Maps 
Education Group load supplies donated on behalf of Project 
Handclasp. APS is an international initiative under the auspices 
of U.S. Naval Forces Africa which aims to work cooperatively with 
U.S., European and African partners to enhance maritime safety 
and security in Africa.

Supporters of AFRICOM and the Bush adminis-
tration attributed the initial resistance to AFRICOM 
to insuffi cient consultation with African nations and 
to a public relations blunder. For example, McFate 
argued that despite its consultative approach, the 
negative reaction was due to “AFRICOM’s inabil-
ity to articulate its message to Africans.”24 Several 
supporters of AFRICOM are optimistic that a better 
communication strategy could improve AFRICOM’s 
image and overtime it will be accepted. They also 
claimed that AFRICOM gives Africa a much needed 
voice within the U.S. government to advance Africa’s 
interests.25 The military is well funded by Congress 
compared to the State Department and the USAID 
who are both underfunded and understaffed.

Critics of AFRICOM claim that the lack of consul-
tation was deliberate on the part of the Bush ad-
ministration, and refl ects the former Secretary of 
Defense, Donald Rumsfeld’s authoritarian style. 
They argue that the U.S. already had several secu-
rity initiatives with African partners and DOD offi -
cials did not bother to consult with African leaders 

President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf of Liberia speaks during a cer

A volunteer with APS and representatives from the Maps
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or even saw the need for a new approval to set up 
the new command.26 Some critics claim that the 
DOD, by not openly making its goals of seeking 
American interests, has mischaracterized African 
concerns.27 One critic called AFRICOM a false start 
and states that it will take more than better public 
relations to assume a pivotal role in Africa. To him, 
the problem with AFRICOM is not the message, but 
the mission.28

Carl LeVan developed an alternative explanation 
for the African responses to AFRICOM using a polit-
ical economy perspective, premised on two factors: 
the amount of foreign aid and the rate of economic 
growth for each African country in the study. He 
analyzed the content of 506 African news reports 
in twenty-eight countries covering eighteen months 
after AFRICOM was announced. His results show 
that “the most aid-dependent countries that re-
ceived U.S. foreign assistance were likelier to sup-
port AFRICOM, and countries enjoying high levels 
of growth with low levels of foreign aid tended to 
criticize it.”29 The fi ndings from this study point to
the effectiveness of aid as a means of political le-
verage and suggest that the best policy for African 
countries looking to pursue their own national in-
terests is to grow a sound national economy.

Forward in Africa: An American 
Response?

To win over African leaders and media in 2007, 
American policy makers developed a new strate-
gic communications campaign, which emphasized 

the non-kinetic mission and inter-agency struc-
ture of AFRICOM. To sell and repackage AFRICOM, 
DOD offi cials met with many African leaders, mili-
tary personnel, and regional organizations to dis-
cuss the new message and allay their fears about 
the mission of AFRICOM. Specifi cally, American of-
fi cials emphasized that AFRICOM would help states 
improve security, provide training and coordinate 
activities in counterterrorism, peace building, and 
disaster relief.

The outreach by the Bush administration offi cials, 
however, failed to articulate a clear and consistent 
message for AFRICOM, in part, because of the ini-
tial suspicion. As a result, AFRICOM’s mission re-
mained elusive to both Americans and Africans. 
In 2007, Burgess outlined a number of confl icting 
statements made by the Bush administration offi -
cials on AFRICOM’s revised mission. These state-
ments made in the U.S. and Africa added fuel to 
fi re.30

In October 2007, AFRICOM operated as a sub-
unifi ed command under the European Command 
and in October 2008 it began working as a separate 
and independent command. Short in staff, in 2008, 
the inter-agency goal had not been met. Contrary to 
its primary non-combatant mission, AFRICOM was 
granted the status of a combatant command with 
the potential to use lethal force.31

African Acceptance of AFRICOM: 
Finally?

American adjustments to the AFRICOM’s mission 
and outreach by American offi cials led to increased 
support from select African states. AFRICOM’s 
leadership has worked assiduously to overcome the 
initial suspicion to the command. The many discus-
sions and meetings by AFRICOM’s Commander and 
his staff, over cups of tea and under tree shades 
in Africa, have fi nally paid dividends in persuad-
ing African leaders to work with AFRICOM. More 
importantly, the decision in May 2008 by the Bush 
administration not to station AFRICOM in Africa re-
sulted in more states willing to work with the new 
command. For example, Nigeria accepted AFRICOM 
upon the announcement of the May 2008 decision. 
In addition, Botswana and other SADC states, with 
the exception of South Africa, have agreed to work 
with AFRICOM. By October 2008, AFRICOM was 
embraced by the majority of African states.

The Honorable John McHugh, Secretary of the U.S. Army (cen-
ter), discusses life on camp with soldiers on Camp Lemonnier, 
Djibouti, July 2010, during a luncheon. McHugh visited the camp 
to discuss living conditions and life on camp.
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by Ron Holt, PhD

Introduction
This article attempts to bridge the gap between 
tribal and non-tribal approaches to the American 
efforts in Afghanistan. An alternative to seeing 
Afghan society through a tribal or non-tribal lens 
is patron-client relationships. This concept appears 
to be equally valid in tribal Pushtun areas and non-
tribal Tajik areas and one could argue for much of 
the Islamic culture. Patron-client relations provide 
a simple heuristic that illuminates Afghan society 
for the policy-makers, soldiers, and civilians en-
gaged in policy and operations.

Patron-client networks are “a central mode of regu-
lating socio-political order in many developing so-
cieties.” 1

In order to describe the social organization of 
much of the Middle East and Central Asia the broad 
term tribe has been widely used as an analytical 
tool. The term is often carelessly used and misap-
plied to situations where it is not applicable. While 
tribal social organization is important in some ar-
eas of Afghanistan and some have argued that our 
major focus in Afghanistan should be the tribe, in 
many cases this approach is diffi cult or impossible 
to operationalize.2 Even the concept of tribe has its 
critics and does not have a universally accepted def-
inition amongst scholars.3 For example, while the 
Pushtun areas of Afghanistan are often “tribally-or-
ganized” most of the rest of the country is not. And, 
in many Pushtun-dominated areas “tribes” have 
lost much of their power and meaning during the 
war with the Soviet Union, the Civil War, and the 
era of Taliban rule. Tribal social organization is just 
one factor, albeit important, amongst many. Yet, 
despite many pressures, millions of people along 

the Afghan-Pakistan (AFPAK) border remain tribally 
organized and membership in lineages and clans re-
main important sources of identity, privileges, and 
constraints.

Qawm
Qawm is based on kinship and patron-client rela-
tionships; before being an ethnic of tribal group, 
it is a solidarity group, which protects its mem-
bers from the encroachments of the state and other 
qawm, but it is also the scene of internal competi-
tion between contenders for local supremacy. 4

Tribes are generally assumed to be groups orga-
nized by kinship such as lineages and clans and 
other descent groups. But tribes are often used 
as a generic for any pre-state social organiza-
tion whether they are segmentary lineages, politi-
cal units, linguistic units, or geographic units. In 
Afghanistan the word qawm is often translated as 
tribe but qawm also means any communal group 
including clans, lineages, city guilds, networks 
grounded in the tanzims, and patronage networks. 
Of course the tanzims (Afghan resistance parties) of 
the Soviet War were closely associated with various 
ethnic groups as well. Richard Tapper notes the am-
biguity of the qawm:

It is therefore a highly ambiguous and fl exible con-
cept allowing for strategic manipulations of iden-
tity. 5

The very plasticity of this form of mutating social 
organization allows for functions and structures 
to vary in the face of changing circumstances and 
challenges from the outside and inside the qawm. 
The fl uidity of qawm goes hand in hand with the 
term khan which can mean an affl uent land-owner 
or leader of a tribal group, khans dispense loans 
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and resources to their clients. Nazif Shahrani de-
scribes the importance of qawm in the mobilization 
process. Note the different linguistic terms used to 
describe a similar concept:

Ethnicity and kinship, which are expressed lin-
guistically through the same terms, qawm (people, 
tribe, group), wulus (nation, tribe, relatives), and 
tyfah (clan, tribe, group), represent the same or 
similar ideological frameworks in Afghanistan. 
Together with Islam, they provide the most funda-
mental bases for individuals and collective identi-
ties and loyalties, and they are the most persistent 
and pervasive potential bases for the organization 
of social formations, for the mobilization of social 
action, and for the regulation of social interaction 
among individuals and between social groups [...]”. 6
 
The strongest ties within the Qawm are those 

of kinship. Brothers, cousins, and other relatives 
are one’s strongest potential supporters. To sur-
vive and grow in power and infl uence, a leader/big 
man needs those he can trust, with that trust be-
ing cemented by what westerners see as nepotism. 
Special attention is paid to relatives, and the rela-
tives return with support and loyalty. The Pushtun 
tribes are proudly independent with every man be-
ing seen as equal to any other; however, leaders do 
emerge based on wealth, education, connections to 
the state and use of Islam as ideological glue. While 
beliefs and motivations are shaped by Islam they 
are also shaped by the kinship networks, villages, 
districts (woleswali) and even whole cities that are 
outside effective governmental control.7

Patron-Client Networks
Leaders within an Afghan tribal qawm tradition-

ally extracted wealth from brigandage, road taxes 
and protection rackets and distributed these sub-
sidies to their supporters. By controlling the fl ow of 
wealth and sometimes pasture allocation, they were 
able to infl uence their fellow tribesmen and increase 
their power and prestige. Today the richer tribal 
leaders serve as a nexus for many networks as they 
juggle inputs and resources from the Americans, 
non-governmental agencies, Afghan bureaucracies, 
the various Talibans and their clients. Tribal elders 
(masharon, rish sefi d, spin-zhirey, ag-sagal) may 
have some power as a council and some infl uence 
as individuals but they are often a product of the 
khan’s success–emerging from the unity provided 
by successful leaders. Anderson presented a posi-
tive picture of the Pushtun khan:

…a khan is a self-fi nanced public servant, expend-
ing his own wealth for the aggregate, good of a 
community….” 8

The generic tribe is an alternative to the State, it 
is a method of maintaining membership, order and 
meaning in the absence of effective states. In the 
AFPAK situation we see that their political auton-
omy is encapsulated within the economic and cul-
tural domination of state. Yet the stronger tribes 
also act as proto-states. This makes our efforts to 
build effective states, governance and legal systems 
over night seem hopeless and misdirected.9

An alternative way to see the reality on the ground 
in the Middle East and in Afghanistan is through 
the model of enduring dyadic “patron-client” rela-
tions or patrimonialism. Max Weber argued that as 
countries modernized their traditional patrimonial 
political organization would give way to bureau-
cratic rationalism. In the Islamic world we tend to 
see a hybrid of state bureaucracy and authoritar-
ian paternalistic rule that Eisenstadt refers to as 
“neopatrimonialism.” Neopatrimonialism means 
that patrons use state resources to secure the loy-
alty of clients. Tribal khans in Afghanistan and Iran 
were often the conduit for state resources and used 
those resources for personal family gain but also ex-
tended the state’s control and reach into areas that 
the weak central government. Networks and con-
nections matter more than higher offi cial positions 
in these situations. Neopatrimonialism certainly 
undermines the offi cial bureaucratic structures and 
the rule of law, but may be quite effective in the ab-
sence of either.

Arguments for a strong central government note 
the problems but seem unrealistic as far as offering 
solutions:

…pervasive patron-client networks have developed 
at all levels of government. Federalism has permit-
ted entitlements to be spread more widely across 
society but it has in turn fuelled a proliferation of 
state and local institutions that have made gover-
nance fragmentary and unwieldy. Unable to obtain 
their fair share of the country’s wealth, most citi-
zens have been left with two choices: fatalistic res-
ignation or greater identifi cation with alternative 
hierarchies based on ethnicity, religion or other 
factional identities. 10

Patrons may act as cultural brokers dispensing 
political patronage that creates moral obligations. 
Thus they are often greatly respected and/or feared 
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in local public opinion. Sometimes this is simply 
using connections to bypass regulations and bu-
reaucracies; in Arab countries they call this sys-
tem wasta and it is endemic in the Islamic world. 
In these shame-based cultures honor and respect-
ability come from the group’s opinion, public and 
private knowledge are two different entities. By 
skimming an economic surplus from raiding, road 
taxes, or the Americans and re-distributing part of 
the loot, the wealth becomes a political capital and 
personal power.

Creating an effective central government and rule 
of law sounds good to bureaucrats in Western cul-
tures but will fail without understanding the ac-
tual situation on the ground and molding efforts to 
local culture. Afghanistan is a large country with 
little infrastructure where many people live an al-
most Neolithic lifestyle with the culture heavily in-
fl uenced by Salifi st/Wahhabi/Deobandi versions 
of Islam that oppress women and discourage social 
innovation.

One of the many problems of building a civil so-
ciety in Afghanistan is the traditional dialectic be-
tween the new state apparatus and the traditional 
logic of local tribal or non-tribal warlords groups’ 
networks. Unlike empires that fl ourish by aggregat-
ing tribes and states, the state demands a monopoly 
on the use of force and seeks to mold all functions 
to its hierarchical bureaucracy.  

Similar situations exist in the Latin American sys-
tems of compradrazgo and in many organized crime 
families in the U.S.11 In countries where the rela-
tions of production favor kinship and patron-client 
relations over market forces, a form of patrimonial-
ism is common. Authority in these societies is based 
on prestige and access to various physical and po-
litical resources. Traditionally, the Shaykh, Khan, 
or Malik are often landowners that are economically 
and politically powerful and they may have private 
armed retainers or access to a state’s military power. 
The patron is expected to act as a conduit of lar-
gesse and as a negotiator for his client group. They 
have social status whereas their clients are gener-
ally of humble origins and weak politically and ec-
onomically. These relationships are often informal 
and fl exible but sometimes they are contractual.

Loyalties and responsibilities move with shifting 
boundaries and allegiances. Competition amongst 

brothers and cousins sometimes trumps kinship. 
Positive and negative reciprocal relationships are 
fundamental to the traditional fabric of Afghan so-
cial organization and Islamic societies in general. 
Ethnicity is clearly an important variable, I have ob-
served Pushtuns refuse to acknowledge that they 
speak Dari in the presence of government offi cials 
who speak only Dari. Robert Canfi eld claims that 
people are aware of their broader macro-ethnic 
identity but it is the kin networks and patron-client 
networks that are more important to the people and 
which form cleavages within and across the ethnic 
group identities.

 In recent years the most successful of the patrons 
been referred to as “warlords.” But in the history 
of the Middle East and Central Asia this is noth-
ing new. Individuals, such as Tamerlane (Timur-i-
leng) have used their lineage, military skills, claims 
of Islamic piety and patron-client links to rise into 
power and prestige throughout the area’s recorded 
history. Afghans have traditionally charged out-
siders protection money to use the roads in their 
tribal lands. Dexter Filkins writes about one indi-
vidual who has gone from an illiterate highway pa-
trol commander to “stronger than the government 
in Oruzgan Province” in two years. He controls a 
1,500 man militia that guards convoys of trucks be-
tween Tirin Kot and Kandahar:

“He estimates his salaries support 15,000 people in 
this impoverished province. He has built 70 mosques 
with his own money, endowed scholarships in Ka-
bul and begun holding weekly meetings with area 
tribal leaders. His latest venture is a rock-crushing 
company that sells gravel to NATO bases.” 12

While some Westerners may see this as blatant 
corruption, many Afghans may perceive this as a 
“Horatio Alger” success story that fi ts the classic 
central Asian model of a man rising to become a pa-
tron, key leader and power broker.

President Karzai appoints all thirty-three provin-
cial governors and all 324 sub-governors and dis-
trict police chiefs. This serious fl aw in the Afghan 
constitution empowers Karzai to act according to 
the culture in rewarding his family, friends and sup-
porters while undermining his potential competi-
tors. In the recent presidential elections areas with 
hundreds of voters appear to have produced thou-
sands of votes for Karzai. Between election fraud 
and his late brother’s alleged connections with the 
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opium trade, the current Afghan government is a 
prime example of how tribal loyalties (Karzai is a 
Popalzai Pushtun of the Durrani branch, the richer 
branch with more lowland agriculture), patron-cli-
ent relations, and corruption all come together to 
stymie the development of law and civil society. Yet 
this system has such strong historical roots that it 
is seen as “the way things are” and not to play the 
game seems foolish and dangerous.

Indeed this muddle between qanun, or areas of na-
tional government control, and yaghestan, the areas 
where central governments do not rule, was noted 
in Ibn Khaldun’s 1377 Muqaddimah. In Afghanistan 
the vertical ties revolving around the distribution of 
booty has been ongoing since well before Ahmad 
Shah Durrani’s creation of the Afghan empire in 
the 1747 (which was perhaps based on stealing the 
booty from the Persian Nadir Shah’s treasure cara-
van). One might trace it all the way back to pre-
Islamic intertribal raiding and the redistribution of 
booty by a local chief/shaykh to rewards his follow-
ers and ensure their continued loyalty.  

Certainly this redistribution is part of the tradi-
tional culture and ways of surviving; but with the 
infl ux of huge amounts of U.S. military and donor 
money the arena for bribery, extortion, and protec-
tion rackets is on a whole new level, dwarfi ng tra-
ditional bribes for using a road, driver’s licenses 
or building permits. Today, much of the loot that 
is funneled to supporters comes from U.S. devel-
opment funds and international aid organizations. 
Sometimes it is stolen from jingle trucks but often it 
comes from salaries paid to governors, contracts for 
security guards, privatizing state-run companies, 
gravel or other contractual arrangements.

 Karzai’s Vice-President Ahmed Zia Massoud was 
allowed to take $52 million in cash without ac-
counting for its origins to the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE).13 President Karzai has blocked corruption in-
vestigations of his political allies and released many 
Taliban from prison. He is simply taking care of his 
allies in the fi nest tradition of the qawm and the pa-
tron’s responsibilities and assumed rights. It is said 
the between 1 and 2.5 billion dollars was fl own to 
the UAE in 2009. Since the gross domestic product 
(GDP) of Afghanistan is about $16.63 billion (2009), 
the amount of cash leaving the country is a signifi -
cant indicator!

In the presence of weak, non-existent or corrupt 
governments the average Afghan, Pushtun or not, 
turns to patrons or tribal Khans for representation 
and mediation or sometimes to the Taliban to settle 
problems and legal cases. Patrons have networks 
and connections that allow them to draw on re-
sources unimaginable to the average rural Afghan.

So it would seem that what westerners perceive as 
corruption is simply an age-old cultural adaptation 
on steroids as billions of U.S. and opium dollars en-
ter the Afghan economy. As Ben Heineman notes, it 
is not just American money in play, millions of dol-
lars from Iran were given to Karzai’s chief of staff 
and “Karzai and his allies have used this money to 
bribe offi cials and tribal leaders and some Taliban 
commanders in exchange for fealty.”14

Conclusion
The Afghans have used their particular hybrid 

system of Qawn/Patron-Client redistribution as a 
survival machine in the face of invasion and lim-
ited resources since the time of Alexander and it 
does not appear that fi rst world systems or trans-
parency are going to become the norm in the near 
future. The Karzai government is seen as fragile and 
corrupt and the Afghan police are often hated more 
than the Taliban. One truck driver told me that “the 
Taliban can only kill us once where the police bleed 
us at every checkpoint.”15 

Since we do not understand the true nature of the 
confl ict (Afghan history and culture, the overly cor-
rupt Karzai government, Salafi st/Wahhabi/neo-De-
obandi  Islam, Pakistan as a safe haven, etc.), we 
cannot turn our tactical wins into strategic victory. 
Given President Obama’s timetable for withdrawal 
of U.S. forces beginning this coming July until the 
end of 2014, the street smart Afghan will cement 
his local ties making as wide a network as possible, 
make money from the American presence until the 
U.S. leaves, and then welcome the returning Taliban 
or whoever can actually deliver on security and eco-
nomic stability in an Islamic context.16 Currently 
foreign aid for Afghanistan is equal to the GDP and 
almost certainly the aid will rapidly decline after 
2014 giving the Karzai government less resources.17

The new “national” patron that emerges will con-
struct a network of client relations that will funnel 
power and prestige upward as it trickles down pa-
tronage and payoffs to the regional and district lev-



31January - March 2012

els. A new Islamist government will focus attention 
on foreign and domestic friends and enemies as it 
ignores education and development. A new cycle of 
patron-client relations will have been born.
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Introduction
Patron-client ties often dominate the social, political, 
and economic life of non-Western countries where 
real power does not rest in visible institutional po-
sitions, but in patrons who control powerful net-
works. In such societies, knowledge of patron-client 
networks is essential to gain support of the popula-
tion and increase stability. Failure to identify and 
understand such patron-client networks have frus-
trated attempts by U.S. Soldiers to effectively en-
gage the population in Afghanistan and elsewhere, 
and particularly among populations that are neu-
tral or hostile.

While the importance of patron-client ties is widely 
recognized, how it should guide security opera-
tions is unclear.1 Views of patron-client ties are of-
ten biased by ethnocentricity (judging others by our 
standards) or “mirror imaging.” Many in Western 
societies view patron-client practices as corrupt and 
unfair.  

We propose that adopting local practices like pa-
tronage can complement modern economic and in-
formational instruments of infl uence. While the 
effectiveness of these modern methods is debated, 
social science has well established that patronage 
is an effective practice for gaining the support of the 
population in societies where patron-client ties pre-

vail. Patronage was an important tactic to centralize 
power in 17th century France, to consolidate British 
parliamentary politics up to the 20th century, and 
to attach immigrant citizens to the political pro-
cess in America through the turn of the 20th cen-
tury. Patronage today remains a pervasive practice 
that binds political, economic, and social loyalties 
throughout much of the world.

In this paper, we fi rst briefl y summarize what we 
know of patron-client ties. We then propose ways 
for U.S. soldiers to use these informal patterns of 
power to increase stability and gain the support of 
a population.

Patron-Client Relations:  What  We Know
Patron-client ties are personal relations based on 
reciprocal obligations that consistently produce 
loyalty in exchange for support. A patron-client 
relation is based on instrumental friendship between 
two individuals of unequal power where obligations 
of loyalty and support are reciprocal: the client 
pledges loyalty to the patron in return for the patron’s 
obligation to support the client.2  

A complicated factor in the study of political alignments in Afghanistan 
is that loyalty networks are not clear-cut....“four ties that do not al-
ways bind”: kinship [like tribes], residence, class and religion....“In the 
absence of institutions that specify authority, this critical element is 
vested instead in individuals who cast themselves as leaders and bol-
ster their claims by the acquisition of followers....who perceive such a 
patron-client relation to be to their best advantage.” (van Bijlert, 2009: 
15)

by Thomas Blau, PhD and Daryl K. Liskey, PhD
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The key elements are:

  Dyadic: The relation is between two individuals 
or between an individual and a group.

  Instrumental Friendship: The relation con-
tains elements of both personal solidarity 
(friendship) and instrumental (self-interested) 
ends-means calculation.

  Unequal Power: The relation is between two ac-
tors of unequal power. The patron always being 
the more powerful actor. 

  Reciprocal Obligation: The role of patron and 
client are defi ned by reciprocal obligations, the 
patron supports the client in return for the cli-
ent’s loyalty.   

  Private: Obligations are personal and therefore 
largely invisible to outsiders.

  Indefi nite Future: Obligations extend into an 
indefi nite future.

Unlike pure market or formal institutional rela-
tions, patron-client ties always have elements of sol-
idarity or affect (emotional attachment). However, 
unlike corporate solidarity groups–like kinship, eth-
nic, or religious groups–a patron-client relation is 
defi ned by reciprocal obligations between two indi-
viduals with unequal power, the patron and client.   

Patronage: Patrons support clients through 
“gifts of authority,” such as insurance against risks 
(drought, etc.); advice on matters beyond the cli-
ent’s competence (intercession with government of-
fi cials); providing jobs, special favors and material 
benefi ts; prestige that strengthens the client’s local 
infl uence, or a commitment to provide security.

Clientage: Clients in return provide “gifts of obe-
dience” that include: loyalty; public demonstrations 
of esteem that increases the patron’s general infl u-
ence; providing “private” information; select gifts; 
voting as directed; or providing assistance in times 
of patron need.  

Often, multiple types of obligations are part of a 
package deal. A patron may provide advice as well 
as favors while the client provides the patron sup-
port, such as information, votes, or gifts. The full 
package is essential to the relation. 

Factors in Determining Strength of 
Patron-Client Relations

A key concern for U.S. personnel working in soci-
eties where patron-client relations are prevalent is,
How strong are they? Important characteristics to 
consider are:

Instrumental-affective tie: “Instrumental friend-
ships” vary from mostly instrumental (based on cal-
culations of rational self-interest) to mostly affective 
(based on mutual affection). Affective ties are more 
those typical of friendship, whereas instrumental 
ties are more businesslike. Both elements are al-
ways present in a patron-client relation.  

Scope of the package deal: The number of ob-
ligations can vary; however, the various obligations 
are a package deal–they all are seen as part of the re-
lationship. Generally, when ties are primarily affec-
tive, the package of obligations is broad and diffuse. 
When ties are mostly instrumental, the package 
deal is more specifi c and limited and follows a more 
exacting tit-for-tat pattern of fulfi llment.

Bargaining advantage: While the patron is al-
ways more powerful, the relative advantage between 
the patron and client depends on available alterna-
tives. Where clients have the opportunity to choose 
from many patrons, the package deal is likely to 
improve for the client. But if the patron has many 
prospective clients, then the converse will be the 
case. Finally, when there are alternatives to patron-
age (which often occurs with the advance of market 
economies), then the bargaining position of the pa-
tron weakens.

Duration: A patron-client relation can be very 
short or last an entire lifetime. The duration is likely 
to be long when clients and patrons have few alter-
natives, and when patrons are local and have a sta-
ble resource base. The duration is likely to be short 
where alternatives are abundant, the patron is not 
local or the patron’s resources are unstable. 

Where affective ties are strong, obligations are 
wider in scope, ties are stronger and the relation-
ship is longer in duration. More diffuse and stronger 
patron-client ties tend to be found in isolated rural 
areas, where the patron often has the advantage. 
In more urban areas, ties tend to be more instru-
mental, weaker and of shorter duration, and clients 
have relatively greater advantage.3 

Patron-client ties overlap other social patterns 
and are in addition to those other social patterns. 

...a common saying among Ghilzai Pashtuns is that khans “feed the 
people.” Patronage establishes networks of reciprocal obligations 
that, as Ghilzai say, “tie the knot of the tribe.” (Rubin 2002: 41-42, cit-
ing Jon W. Anderson)
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these ties may lead to unwanted and unintended 
consequences. In such societies, elimination of pa-
tron-client relations can lead to a weakened social 
fabric where only coercive relationships prevail.

Types of Patron-Client Networks  
In societies where patron-client relations are 

pervasive, power is largely structured in terms of 
patron-client networks. Patron-client relations nat-
urally chain together to form patron-client net-
works. These networks differ according to their 
resource base:

Social: A relation based on ties where the patron 
provides insurance guarantees or prestige in return 
for personal assistance and support from clients. 
Examples of social networks include landlord-ten-
ant, sheikh-tribal member or relations between dis-
tant relatives of unequal status.

Feudal: A relation where patronage is granted 
in terms of a fi ef or landed estate while clients 
pledged their armed support in turn. Warlordism is 
a present day feudal type network (e.g., Dostum in 
Afghanistan).

Patrimonial: A relation where administrative offi -
cialdom provides patronage as jobs and preferential 
treatment in return for cash and loyalty. Typically, 
factions within a bureaucracy are formed, in part, 
by networks based on awarding jobs and prefer-
ment in return for loyalty.

Political: A relation where political aspirants 
provide political offi ces and benefi ts in return for 
loyal political operators and voters. Political patron-
client networks are also referred to as a “political 
machine.”6 

Criminal: A relation where patrons that are crim-
inals provide bribes and material benefi ts in return 
for loyalty and protection (such as a mafi a).  

A patron-client relation may occur within, but is in 
addition to, obligations of a solidarity group or in-
stitution. Patron-client ties may arise, for example, 
within kinship or tribal relations.

Determinants of Relations  
Patron-client relations exist the world over with 

the possible exception of the Scandinavian coun-
tries.4 Efforts to eliminate patron-client relations, 
where determinants of these relations prevail, are 
likely to be costly and diffi cult. Determinants of the 
strength of patron-client relations are: 

Disruption of corporate solidarity groups: 
Individuals seek outside patron-client relations 
when group solidarity in corporate groups like tribes 
becomes disrupted, perhaps due to the growth of 
the state, the market economy, migration, or insur-
gency. When corporate groups can no longer provide 
for the important needs of their members, individu-
als seek new ties outside the group.  

Personalistic orientation: A strongly personal-
istic orientation is widespread in traditional societ-
ies characterized by corporate solidarity groups like 
tribes. Relations outside the group are based on in-
strumental intent; however, behavior continues to 
be governed by a personalistic orientation involving 
special favors and signs of friendship.  

Societal collapse: In extremely unstable societ-
ies, patrons and clients may not be able to meet 
their obligations to each other. Authority becomes 
based almost solely on coercive force and imme-
diate economic transactions. For example, con-
sider how patron-client relations in some African 
countries collapsed and were replaced by coercive 
warlordism.5  

In societies where the patron-client relations are 
prevalent, effective engagement may be more ef-
fective leveraging these ties. Operations that work 
against these relationships or without awareness of 

Indeed, the wars in Afghanistan had a great impact.... The heightened 
insecurity emphasized the need to stick together.... Clearly it was easier 
to trust a small set of known people than larger society in general, espe-
cially with the general experience that state institutions did not provide 
for the people, and with inter-communal feuds. The necessity for “sur-
vival networks” grew stronger as the war began to polarize Afghans due 
to ethnicity-driven recruitment by warlords. Networks grew to an extent 
that clientelism spread into almost every sphere of Afghan society: poli-
tics, economy, education and even the formation of so-called civil society 
organizations such as NGOs, social and cultural associations and inter-
est groups....society would have been unlikely to survive the many 
years of war if it had not been for these extant clientelistic networks. 
(Schmeidl 2007, 105-106)

(T)he importance of patron-client relations in creation of personal armies 
should never be underestimated....The deep roots of warlordism in Afghan 
society are fi rst and foremost explained by the strong demand of security 
by the population, especially in the village. (Giustozzi, 2003)

Power in [Afghan] villages or tribes does not reside in any one person or 
structure but in fl uidly structured networks of infl uence....Both jirga and the 
village council may be the scene of political maneuvering among khans 
[leaders] that also occur constantly in less formal settings. Khans com-
pete with each other for clienteles and state patronage. Especially in east-
ern Pashtun areas the competition can be extremely intense and can be 
expressed in vendettas that continue for generations between families, 
clans, and tribes. (Ruben 2002, 41-42)
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Societal Effects
Patron-client networks affect society for good and 

bad. These networks can contribute to stability if the
good aspects can be leveraged and the bad mitigated. 

Safety net: Patron-client ties provide a form of 
traditional welfare that enables those with little to 
get by.  

Stability: Patron-client networks tie together indi-
viduals, connecting those at the lowest rungs of so-
ciety to regional or national leaders. These linkages 
mitigate horizontal class or even ethnic confl icts. 

Vertical competition: Networks tend to compete 
for resources. Patrons, interested in power and in-
fl uence, extend their networks in competition with 
other powerful patrons. Where patron-client net-
works are geographically aligned, competitions 
between regions often emerge. Similarly, when pa-
tron-client networks are limited exclusively to an 
ethnic or religious group, within-group solidar-
ity increases while competition between groups 
intensifi es.

Polarization: Transitional societies are typically 
polarized between Westernized civil society, clien-
talist patron-client sectors and ascriptive corporate 
groups. Private patron-client deals are contrary to 
collectivist norms of ascriptive corporate solidarity 
groups, as well as achievement values championed 
by Westernized civil society.7 

Patronage politics: When near-universal suf-
frage is introduced in societies where patron-client 
ties are pervasive, political parties made up of pa-
tron-client networks become established as political 
machines. These political machines often result in 
nationwide patron-client networks that link a coun-
try together and to the government. Opposing par-
ties establish their own national networks, leading 
to network competition that extends regionally or 
nationally and down to the local level. Additionally, 

old networks become politicized and new sub-net-
works are established where there had been none.  

These political machines tend to be pragmatic, 
rather than strongly driven by policy or ideology. 
Since private deals must be renegotiated through-
out the network, support for major policy changes 
tends to be incremental and achieved slowly. The 
primary focus of patronage-based parties is access 
to state resources.

Reduced state capacity: If patron-client net-
works are present in the state bureaucracy, then 
state capacity is reduced. Clients working in state 
agencies may not be qualifi ed. They are there to 
support their patrons rather than agency missions. 
Policy formulation and implementation loses to the 
interests of powerful patrons. Resources may go to 
favored private consumption and state power, mis-
allocated in return for bribes.

Development obstruction: Reduced state capac-
ity often is a major barrier to economic development. 
However, some states where patron-client networks 
are pervasive have achieved high economic growth 
rates (e.g., Japan, South Korea or Thailand). States 
that have insulated strategic policy making from 
patron-client networks have been successful in eco-
nomic development.

In summary, patron-client networks can be a 
source of social resilience and stability, as well as 
a source of social polarization and reduced state 
capacity. Weakening patron-client relations can 
weaken the social fabric and create openings for our 
adversaries. However, some of the bad effects must 
be mitigated to assure prospects for longer term 
growth and stability. 

Reciprocity is one of two ways social relations form safety nets. 
Patron-client relationships are another means. These may exist be-
tween relatives of unequal wealth....,input suppliers and farmers, 
shopkeepers and customers, or between sharecroppers and land-
lords. Such relationships are characterized by inequality–in wealth, 
social status or authority....these unequal relationships may be a 
major, if not the only, way of achieving some form of livelihood....
However, it may be the best form of security in highly uncertain con-
texts....Until the local economy or state can provide alternative means 
of security, these continue to form the backbone of a social protection 
system. (Kantor, 2009)
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Engagement as a Patron
Populations are often neutral or hostile to U.S. 

military presence, and modern information and eco-
nomic instruments of infl uence are often not suf-
fi cient to gain the support of the local population. 
Leveraging patron-client relations can enable com-
manders in the fi eld to establish local networks of 
infl uence to strengthen support and stability. Based 
on our understanding of patron-client relations, we 
propose several ways to manage these relationships 
to further U.S. military mission objectives. 

When to Engage
When the presence of U.S. military forces is con-

sidered illegitimate and the host national govern-
ment is unpopular, the commander may have few 
good options other than to gain the support of the 
population through loyalty to himself as a patron. 
Not all situations require the commander acting as 
a patron. A client may fi nd it in his self-interest to 
provide the support needed, perhaps because the 
client feels threatened by a common enemy.

Engagement only in terms of offi cial roles limits 
the relationship to an impersonal one. Voluntary 
support and information, beyond the letter of offi -
cial relations, is unlikely. Unfortunately, because 
our knowledge of the local situation is often very 
limited, we need more than adherence to what is 
formally asked. We need loyal friends to provide in-
formation for that which we did not know enough 
to ask. Establishing patron-client relations can pro-
vide friendship relations needed.

Where engagement is based on personal friend-
ship and patron-client ties prevail, commanders are 
likely to be viewed as patrons. As a patron, com-
manders may receive loyalty in return for patron-
age. Yet in this culture, a patron that is not seen as 
a “friend” may be misunderstood to be mercenary or 
even hostile.

Ends
The purpose of employing patronage is to increase 

stability and gain operationally relevant support 
from the population. The objectives for patronage 
operations may include:

Supporting favorable networks. Patronage can 
strengthen patron-client networks that support us 
and oppose our mutual adversaries. Patronage can 
secure “cleared” areas and be a force multiplier.

When fi eld commanders try to build projects in 
exchange for local support, the projects often do the 
opposite, because the effort is often focused on pur-
chasing support in contested areas and pacifying 
a population after military operations. Such efforts 
look like the U.S. unfairly rewards enemies and ig-
nores friends. This makes our friends less friendly 
and increases opportunities for insurgents to swim 
within their midst.

An alternative strategy is to encourage our friends 
to expand their patronage networks into more con-
tested areas, effectively spreading support for the 
U.S. via informal indigenous means. Such a strat-
egy might slow the movement of projects to more 
contested areas, but such efforts will be established 
on a more secure foundation. Additionally, projects 
sponsored by our friends are likely to strengthen 
friendly forces and send a clear message to those 
on the fence about our constancy and motivations. 

Establishing alternative spheres of infl uence. 
At times, local government offi ceholders are unpop-
ular and their actions increase instability and dis-
content. Local loyalties to us can be gained through 
channeling development projects and humanitarian 
assistance through local leaderships, not govern-
ment sub-governors or governors. 

Patronage provided directly to local legitimate au-
thorities strengthens alternative networks to gain 
the support of the population, increases local sta-
bility, and acts to counterbalance unpopular gov-
ernment authorities.  

Although some interviewees understood that PRTs are responsive to 
those they perceive as ‘supplying good information,’ they also men-
tioned many reasons why the military cannot access such informa-
tion easily. These included....fear that it may be a one-sided exploitive 
relationship where people take risks, provide information and do not 
necessarily get any results in return. Such obstacles distort informa-
tion provision to the military, and mean that any attempts by Afghans 
to follow common cultural practice and establish networks of infl u-
ence and information exchange with PRTs are limited....(Azarbaijani-
Mohaddam et al, 2008:72)
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Securing loyalty of isolated parochial groups. 
Confl ict between local and national authorities is 
greatest in isolated, parochial areas where the na-
tional government has little presence. Unfortunately, 
extending government authority to them often drives 
these parochial authorities to side with our enemies 
in an attempt to retain their local autonomy and 
authority. 

An alternative strategy is to gain the support of 
these parochial groups against adversary groups 
through patronage, and avoid being seen as turn-
ing over their authority to the capital. Longer term, 
we can expect that the benefi ts of effective govern-
ment, a prosperous economy and modern life attract 
youth to urban centers where national authority is 
entrenched, tying parochial communities with the 
national society.

Seizing key terrain. There are at times key pop-
ulations from which we need information or ter-
rain for which we seek to deny to enemy transit. 
Targeting patronage operations can be an important 
tool for achieving these objectives.

Ways
The ways to engage as a patron varies across cul-

tures. Given this understanding, there are a few gen-
eral guidelines that apply across cultural contexts:

Whom to engage: A commander must enter into 
patron-client relations appropriate to his rank. 
Entering into a patron-client relation with a local 
village headman devalues relations with those of 
higher status and opens up perceived opportunities 
for patronage among a large array of prospective cli-
ents, which will be impossible to manage.    

Relationship: Establishing a patron-client re-
lation requires person-to-person interactions that 
create friendly ties and a sense of mutual obliga-
tion. This means periodic face-to-face meetings.  

Typically, a prelude to establishing a patron-cli-
ent relation is hospitality that signifi es willingness 
to form a personal relation. Meetings should appro-
priately acknowledge the participants’ status and 
ongoing obligations. Exchanges may not be equal 

to assure that the reciprocal obligations continue. 
Indeed, a patron-client relation may end when it is 
made clear that the exchanges have been equalized.  

Establishing a patronage relationship means lim-
iting the attitude of impersonal (professional) and 
impartial dealings. Patronage is a private and not 
a public means of gaining support. Publicity may 
violate implied obligations and discredit a client. 
Patronage obligations of personal friendship are “in 
addition to” offi cial relations. The personal nature of 
the relations should be kept private.

Reciprocal Obligations: Obligations in patron-
client relations are diffuse and implicit, as in a 
friendship. The commander should be careful to 
tactfully exclude what may be implicit, but is un-
wanted, in such a package deal.  

The scope of the package deal depends on the na-
ture of the patron-client tie. A relationship that is 
highly personal–perhaps involving the patron estab-
lishing a relation with the client’s family–entails im-
plicit obligations that are of wide scope, are more 
diffuse and take on the quality of a moral obliga-
tion. To treat such a highly personal relationship 
as a contingent, economic-type transaction is likely 
to result in resentment. Obligations where relations 
are more businesslike–arranged in more offi cial set-
tings without exchanging more intimate details–yet 
conform to friendship forms are likely to produce 
more specifi c and limited expectations. If, however, 
they are too businesslike, they may be easily aban-
doned for better alternatives. 

While obligations are personal, they also are in-
strumental. Prospective clients will seek the best 
bargain they can achieve. If the patron seems to 
have limited options and the client has many, the 
cost of patronage may be very high. But where cli-
ents have limited options and the patron many, the 
cost to the patron may be relatively low. In a coun-
terinsurgency environment, clients may feel that 
they have many options and the patron few (even if 

Favors must be given back and forth at intervals that are suffi ciently 
short to prevent either ally from beginning to fear that the alliance has 
lapsed and suffi ciently long to prevent him from thinking that the other 
ally is eager to rid himself of the obligation. Indeed, because the pur-
pose of the exchange is to keep the alliance alive, the balancing out of 
favors at any one point in time is avoided....typically each tries to over-
repay the previous....At another level of interaction, a major function 
of dyadic [between two people] alliance is to provide each ally assur-
ance of future aid in time of need. (Lande 1977: xxvi-xxvii)

Current Civil-Military As Patron

Authority   Impersonal/Official    Personal/Status 
Intent        Impartial          Partial/Favor
Terms     Explicit           Implicit and Explicit
Obligation  Grant            Reciprocal
Duration      Fixed Period       Undefined
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that’s untrue). Clients may assume, unless shown 
proof to the contrary, that the patron is not aware 
of alternative options. The client then may demand 
a high price for his loyalty.  

In general, establishing wide-ranging patronage 
networks is best left to local nationals. Attempts by 
U.S. forces to do this are likely to bring U.S. favor-
ites into competition with a wide array of patron-
client networks (including those of host government 
actors). Such an approach will probably be costly 
because of the large number of likely unintended 
consequences (second- and third-order effects) and 
because the cost of clientage will be bid upwards. 
The goal of U.S. military efforts should be narrowly 
focused to establishing conditions that improve sta-
bility and deny insurgents the support of the pop-
ulation. Such a goal may be achieved by creating 
narrowly focused patronage operations for targeted 
security objectives. 

Patronage operations in general should be inte-
grated with the general security efforts and be de-
confl icted with information operation and national 
development efforts. Ideally, patronage operations 
also contribute to and should be synchronized with 
longer-term development led by the U.S. Agency for 
International Development. Often what gains im-
mediate support from locals differs from what is 
needed for long-term development. 

Development assistance is frequently framed as a 
unilateral, benevolent gift that gains the giver little 
or no loyalty or support from the local population. 
On the other hand, the priority for patronage op-
erations is to achieve immediate increases in local 
support and security in order to buy time to estab-
lish conditions for longer-term development efforts. 
Commanders’ use of patronage should be “in addi-
tion to” developmental assistance and should fur-
ther immediate security objectives fi rst.

Means
Commanders in the fi eld can provide several kinds 

of patronage, such as security, prestige, and assis-
tance projects. Patronage differs from general devel-
opment assistance in that instrumental friendship 
is fi rst established, a package deal is agreed upon, 
including the obligation of support in return, and 
the parties agree that the exchange of benefi ts is 
reciprocal, iterative, and extends into an undefi ned 
future.

Security: An obligation to provide security in re-
turn for support may be powerful, but is costly and 
normally impractical when boots-on-the-ground 
presence is thin. Where local militias are present, 
patronage obligations for providing security support 
to assist the local militia in return for their and the 
population’s loyalty may be possible. Such obliga-
tions personally made by the commander are likely 
to be more binding.

Prestige and advice: In many societies like 
Afghanistan, soldiers and holders of power are held 
in high regard. Those who claim a “friendship” re-
lation with the commander gain prestige, which 
increases their local infl uence. Prestige is an im-
portant resource that can be dispensed through 
engagements with local nationals. Further, com-
manders are often in a position to provide advice–a 
primary role of patrons–to local patrons. Such ad-
vice often elicits loyalty over a longer time period 
than the granting of material benefi ts. However, 
engagements should be crafted to communicate 
friendship ties and not contractual ones.

Projects: Patronage is the fulfi llment of recipro-
cal obligations, rather than simply the delivery of 
projects. The building of a local government center 
undertaken by outside contractors or a one-time 
make-work project is unlikely to establish ongo-
ing obligations. Further, such projects may look 
like they are demonstrating the central govern-
ment’s power over local authorities, thus they also 
will be more subject to pilferage by locals. A stream 
of smaller projects that involve local labor and that 
will be a source of future local employment can cre-
ate more lasting ties. 

Humanitarian Assistance (HA): HA (including 
MEDCAPs and VETCAPs) may be a useful means 
for providing patronage, since it involves a stream 
of resources that intermediate-patrons can distrib-
ute to their clients and it closely resembles tradi-
tional patronage practices. It is noteworthy that, 
currently, HA is often distributed through local pa-
tronage channels but without an obligation for loy-
alty to U.S. forces or the host government, and is 
done so sporadically.

In sum, we are not advocating a strategy but a 
tactic of patronage. Patronage should be avoided 
where possible, not least because such relations re-
quire intensive focus and thought to be successful. 
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However, patronage selectively used as a tactic can 
increase support and stability in the short to inter-
mediate term. Such an approach buys time for lon-
ger term nation building measures to have effect. 

Conclusion
In societies where patron-client ties prevail, fail-

ure to understand these ties increases the risk for 
instability and that may strengthen insurgents, and 
failure to leverage patron-client ties increases the 
costs of gaining popular support. 

But, patron-client relations confl ict with our vi-
sion of a just society. Imposing our vision on other 
societies is often resisted and can turn a population 
against us and against the institutions we seek to 
build. The cost of intolerance of patron-client ties 
may be greater than we can afford.

This creates a dilemma we may be facing in 
Afghanistan. Any transformational efforts that seek 
to mitigate the root drivers of confl ict is a long-term 
one, stretching over generations and in our view 
best led by host governments assisted by our civil-
ian U.S. Government agencies. The basic “modern-
izing” premises on which we have based our efforts 
are far from proven, and our limited local knowledge 
makes implementation harder, especially when we 
resist using local means of political organization.8    

In Afghanistan, the decline in support for us and 
the Karzai government and the spread of insecu-
rity may be driven not just by our adversaries, but 
also by our own good, but misdirected intentions. 
We propose a resolution to this dilemma by selec-
tively adopting local practices of patronage as a tac-
tic and suspending our ethnocentric biases against 
these practice s.
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Introduction
In the operational environment, cultural IQ is the 
measure of the capacity to respond appropriately 
to culturally related problems in situations as they 
arise in a manner that consistently avoids mistakes 
leading to unfortunate consequences and contrib-
utes positively to overall mission success. A rela-
tively high cultural IQ, in terms of high levels of 
effective cultural operational function and perfor-
mance, is seen as evidence of acquired cultural ex-
pertise and cross-cultural competence. The operator 
has a clear grasp and implicit understanding of the 
cultural models and rule systems that guide behav-
ior in cross-cultural settings, many of which may 
be generalized across different cultural contexts 
and settings. The effective military culture operator 
functions as a kind of cultural or cross-cultural sys-
tem in a holistic and self-conscious manner guided 
by the following traits:

1. Comprehends an operating environment 
as representing a complex web of relation-
ships and is capable of responding appropri-
ately to cues in that environment.
2. Is consistently capable of engaging holisti-
cally with the entire environment and under-
stands the environment as a system.
3. Is consistently able to understand feed-
back from the environment and responds 
appropriately and in a timely, intelligent, 
and rational manner to that feedback.
4. Is capable of making minor corrections or 
adjustments in relationships with the envi-
ronment that generate large effects as a con-
sequence of the complex nonlinear dynamics 
of the system.

Culture notoriously resists analytical defi nition. 
We suspect that cross-cultural competence posi-
tively correlates with cultural intelligence, but don’t 
know exactly how to measure or develop this rela-
tionship, or even how to clearly and unequivocally 
defi ne our key terms. And if we lack cultural liter-

acy in our own world, or the capacity or motivation 
to gain such literacy, then how should we expect to 
acquire it in any other world? This becomes the ul-
timate anthropological horizon of all humankind—
not knowing what we don’t know, or the difference 
between what we simply don’t know and what we 
can never know. We might like to think of cross-
cultural competence as applied cultural awareness. 
If we don’t apply what we know what use is our 
knowledge? This has been the central dilemma of 
becoming basic anthropologists in a rapidly chang-
ing world, of achieving some agreeable measure of 
cross-cultural competence.

When we are in foreign lands, we risk a kind of 
alienation of our being and a sense of dislocation 
and disorientation in our interaction with strangers. 
This disorientation affects all that we may do, and 
usually interferes with our capacity to adjust suc-
cessfully to our new environment. As we struggle to 
adapt and learn new ways, we experience overtime 
a kind of transformation of personality and identity 
that involves making the strange familiar and the 
familiar strange.1 Indeed, the achievement of cul-
tural intelligence does not come without cost, and 
culture shock, if not preordained as an illness not 
unlike other stress-related “illnesses,” can become 
quite productive and necessary in gaining cultural 
understanding. 

Anthropological Relativity and 
Cultural Worldview

Culture is paradigmatic in the Kuhnian sense that 
our worldview is shaped in basic ways, even our 
perception of the world, by the subjective cultures 
we share.2 This paradigmatic horizon of culture en-
tails that we cannot easily step beyond its bound-
aries, but that we carry it with us wherever we may 
travel, in our heads and in our sense of well being. 
Cross-cultural experiences relativize and marginal-
ize our sense of cultural integrity and completeness 
of world order, allowing a sense, however relative, of 
completeness about our world.

Cultural IQ: Constructing Cross-Cultural
Frames of Reference and Inference

by Hugh M. Lewis, PhD
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The anthropological relativity of knowledge entails 
that we depend upon complex cognitive maps in 
our minds to navigate and survive in our world, to 
negotiate and coordinate with others, and to mod-
ify our behavior to match social expectations and 
constraints. (These maps provide reference points 
by which we can orient ourselves in relation to our 
surroundings.)

We depend upon these maps in many different 
ways, and cannot function in the world without 
them. These maps are internally embedded and em-
bodied within our experience, and connect symbolic 
concepts and linguistic encodings with emotional 
and behavioral patterns of response. These connec-
tions anchor our symbolizations to concrete experi-
ences in everyday life, through the articulation of 
plausibility structures rooted in symbolic analogy 
and abductive reasoning. All of this knowledge is 
culturally conditioned through the process of shar-
ing and transference, and our experience of culture 
is primarily subjective (emic) via this means of shar-
ing. As children we are largely shaped by participa-
tion and immersion in our home culture. We model 
the behavior of others in representational interac-
tion and observation (etic) and we use this modeling 
as the basis for our own cultural development.

These cognitive maps are symbolically structured 
as the basic structure and instrumentality of all hu-
man knowledge and intuition is fundamentally sym-
bolic. Symbolisms, conventionally defi ned, shape 
our view of the world and even pre-structure our 
perceptions of that world. Symbolic structure serves 
certain functions of integration of our world upon 
multiple levels and across many different alterna-
tive event structures and sets of circumstances. 
Symbolic structure, is in an empirical sense, the 
subjective-objective glue by which cultural integra-
tion is maintained in an ongoing manner. 

These cultural maps come in the form of multi-
ple overlapping frames of reference and inference 
by which we construct noetic, normative, and be-
havioral models of our world upon multiple levels. 
Frames of reference and inference provide us with 
a handle by which we can empirically measure and 
analyze human cultural differentials.

Cross-Cultural Research and Social 
Comparison

All cultural research is implicitly comparative. We 
compare ourselves, our own beliefs and way of do-

ing things against the life ways of others. In social 
life, we continuously compare ourselves with oth-
ers important in our world, whether deliberately or 
inadvertently as an unintended consequence of our 
own actions and value judgments. 

We cannot help but compare one another in many 
different, often subtle ways, and upon multiple lev-
els, as both an individual against other individuals, 
and as a member of a group or subgroup as against 
members of other groups or subgroups. Invariably, 
in our social knowledge, we adopt labels (terms of 
reference) that foster stereotypes and that tend to 
reify the constructed realities of difference that may 
in fact be nothing more or less than our own imagi-
nary projections and preferences. 

Thus we continuously construct upon our social 
identity, and the identities of others around us, 
by means of the construction of relative symbolic 
frames of reference that allow us to make inferences 
about our social world. As we test our knowledge 
against our experiences socially in different behav-
ioral settings and social arenas, we daily modify, 
evaluate, and reconstruct these identities, and the 
frames of reference and inference upon which they 
are founded.

This process of social and cultural comparison de-
pends upon symbolic frames of reference and in-
ference that we are normally quite familiar with, 
developed and inculcated within since childhood. 
Frames of reference that are normalized and in-
ternalized allow us to make intuitive judgments on 
the fl y, to deal with rapidly changing situations on 
a daily basis, and to make inferences more or less 
accurately and reliably in our dealing with others 
in complex situations. Formalized symbolic frame-
works allow us to legitimize and rationalize our be-
liefs and behaviors in socially acceptable terms, and 
to adjust our behaviors according to social norms 
and constraints. Such frames of reference and infer-
ence work socially because they provide equivalence 
structures of mutual expectation in social contexts. 

Knowing the rules of the road in an American city 
helps us to negotiate and navigate with other driv-
ers, to avoid collision and potential confl ict. When 
we cross cultural boundaries and deal with others 
of considerably different and foreign backgrounds 
from ourselves, such as those who drive on the left 
hand side of the road instead of the right, our frames 
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of reference and inference are no longer as effec-
tive as before, inviting collision and confl ict. This is 
symbolic frame disruption.

Symbolic Transformation, 
Transculturative Processes, and 
Ethno-cultural Development

Human beings are social creatures, and are de-
pendent critically for their survival and sense of well 
being upon their social identity and their capacity 
to interact socially with others. We change and de-
velop in large part as a result of our daily social 
interactions and the consequences of these interac-
tions. We constantly experience the shifting of our 
symbolic frames of reference and inference.

Cross-cultural contacts or transculturative expe-
riences tend to bring to consciousness those facets 
of our own identity and worldview that remain nor-
mally unconscious and embodied in our everyday 
behavior. To the extent that we do not understand 
these critical junctures or objectify these processes 
in our understanding, we become the victims who 
remain subjectively vulnerable to the unintended 
consequences of its interference upon our lives.

When these developmental changes occur across 
broad streams of cultural differences, they become 
known as transculturational processes that are pri-
marily face-to-face, involve the interaction of dif-
ferent people from different cultural backgrounds 
upon many different levels, as well as the result-
ing processes of social change. The continuous and 
cumulative effect and outcomes of these processes 
lead to larger scale social development, refl ected in 
language changes as well as in changes to socio-
cultural patterns, human behaviors, and the arti-
facts of the reproduction of ethno-cultural identity. 
This larger scale historical process can be referred 
to overall as ethno-cultural development.

The Role of Comparative Frameworks 
of Reference/Inference in Military 
Anthropology

How to make objective what is otherwise humanly 
subjective? How to make explicit what is usually 
implicit? Participant-observation, the core method 
of traditional ethnographic research, embodies an 
inherent contradiction and is somewhat of a meth-
odological oxymoron. A point is soon reached in eth-
nographic research that further participation may 

preclude critical observation, or vice versa, stud-
ied observation may interfere with participatory 
involvement. This ties to central theoretical, meth-
odological and ethical dilemmas of conducting such 
fi eld work, and constitutes an inherent ambiguity of 
cross-cultural research. How native should we be-
come in order to remain effective and objective as 
observers, without compromising in some manner 
our own identities?

Participant-observation by itself appears to be a 
method developed in traditional community set-
tings, increasingly inadequate to the challenges of 
effective cross-cultural research in contemporary 
and urbanized settings that may involve complex 
patterns of stratifi cation and social differentiation 
defying easy description.

Fortunately, the human capacity for culture per-
mits enough latitude for individuals to navigate and 
shift cultural orientations over the course of a life-
time. When we experience people of other cultures, 
we become transformed, and this process of trans-
formation, akin to conversion, is the basis of our 
cultural acquisition. The process of symbolic trans-
formation happens analytically upon two general 
levels, the group or subgroup (“etic”) level, and the 
individual (“emic”) level.

Several things are known about this process:

1. It is critically tied to language as a central 
mechanism of symbolic mediation and com-
munication, albeit in complex, underdeter-
mined and indirect ways.
2. Cultural acquisition is greatest and most 
natural in childhood, and the capacity for 
acquisition decreases with adult age.
3. It is critically mediated and brokered by 
signifi cant others within an environment 
that consists of a relatively organized system 
of behavioral settings and processes.
4. It is symbolically organized, expressed and 
integrated, linking subjective, psychological 
realities to objective, social states of being 
and identities and containing cognitive and 
emotive as well as behavioral components of 
expression.
5. Strong ethnocentric and egotistical at-
tachments (narcissism) tend to inhibit the 
processes of cross-cultural acquisition after 
adolescence
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6. Levels of cross-cultural competency, fl ex-
ibility and adaptive capacities are linked in a 
direct correlation to previous cross-cultural 
experiences. The greater the cross-cultural 
interaction on a daily basis, the lower the 
levels of ethnocentric bias that tend to in-
hibit or interfere with such interaction.
7. Secondary gain (labeling, learned help-
lessness, dependency) may interfere with 
such processes of capacity development (for 
instance, labeling culture shock as a “dis-
ease” to be cured.)
8. Acquisition of culture, or culturation, is 
a gradual process that extends developmen-
tally throughout a person’s lifetime.
9. Cultural acquisition depends upon pro-
cesses of cultural transmission, or trans-
culturation, which may be analytically 
understood as vertical (intergenerational), 
diagonal (institutional) or horizontal (media) 
in their primary directions of transmission 
through time, and as one-to-one, one-to-
a-few, one-to-many or many-to-one or a 
few-to-one.

The systematic development of encompassing, 
comprehensive and stratifi ed frames of reference is 
an essential part of the cross-cultural research and 
development process. Frames of reference can be 
considered “background knowledge” that is mostly 
tacit and that serves to contextualize “foreground” 
or focal knowledge which is mostly explicit and ren-
dered meaningful through its reference frames. By 
the invocation and contextualization of frames of 
reference, fore-grounded knowledge is made signifi -
cant and understandable. Inference involves the re-
duction of ambiguity of relation between foreground 
and background. Foreign or alternative frames of 
reference are rarely clear or readily available, and 
the perceived lack of relation between background 
and foreground relativizes (decontextualizes) our 
knowledge and leads to misconception and misin-
terpretation (contextual ambiguity) of the foreign 
fi eldwork context.

In the construction of such formal frames of ref-
erence and inference to help us objectify our un-
derstanding of cross-cultural differentials, we must 
take into account several facets of the ethnographic 
research process that constitute cornerstones of the 
central methodology of participant-observation.

Ethnocentric Bias: This is a subjective, subcon-
scious attachment to primary cultural orientations. 
Our attachment to deep-seated, normally uncon-
scious and subsurface cultural norms and val-
ues may interfere with and fi lter our cross-cultural 
experiences.

Culture Shock and Transcultural Shift: There 
are different facets of the cross-cultural experience, 
but culture shock becomes, especially during the 
intermediate phases, a defi ning facet of all such ex-
periences, leading normally into what can be called 
normal frame disruption and psychological-be-
havioral reactions to such disruption. Our normal 
frames of cultural reference and inference become 
dysfunctional and maladaptive in the cross-cultural 
contact situation, and constantly require frame re-
pair and remediation. Culture shock, if handled 
appropriately, is a constructive process in the ac-
quisition of new cultural knowledge and competency

Critical Inter-Cultural Mediation: Cultural me-
diation involves a signifi cant reference other with 
whom one identifi es and achieves some sense of 
symbolic transference, and develops a sense of deep 
rapport and trust upon an interpersonal level. These 
individuals serve as a bridge and a role-model and 
informal teacher in the processes of cultural acqui-
sition. From the standpoint of trans-cultural pro-
cesses, the central role of the cultural mediator is 
the process of remediation and repair of disrupted 
frames of reference and inference primarily through 
the use of the conversational apparatus. Face-to-
face, interpersonal interactions involving increasing 
rapport and trust with signifi cant others becomes 
critical to the transference processes that are cen-
tral to symbolic transformation of identity and one’s 
sense of subjective reality.

Tolerance Training and Hermeneutic-Critical 
Appreciation of Cultural Differences: The culti-
vation of a sense of openness to new experiences 
and a curiosity about differences and details of 
other people combines to foster attitudes of univer-
sal respect and a sense of tolerance for even extreme 
forms of cultural variation. Such tolerance comes 
through time and previous experience involving the 
studied development of a hermeneutic-critical atti-
tude of universal appreciation that is developed pri-
marily in face-to-face and small group behavioral 
settings. Such tolerance allows us to understand 
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and be understood by others in a relatively non-
threatening manner.

Methodologies for Reference/
Inference Frame Construction

While it is possible to pursue the development of 
formal methodological frames of reference and in-
ference, which can be quite useful in symbolic pro-
fi ling of cultural differentials and social groupings 
and sub-groupings, the long-run aim of cross-cul-
tural competency development runs counter to the 
fi nal aims of the conduct of cross-cultural research 
for either research or development purposes. The 
difference is between formally understanding the 
informal rules of the game, and becoming an actual 
player who can win the game by applying the rules, 
however informally.

A specifi c set of ethnographic and “ethno-seman-
tic” research methodologies have emerged in fi eld 
applications of military anthropology as pertinent 
and appropriate to the task of constructing cross-
cultural frames of reference and inference in a con-
sistent and empirically objective manner.3 These 
extend beyond the basic methods of participant ob-
servation, statistical surveys and counts, behavioral 
scans and time-allocation studies, to embrace in a 
systematic manner symbolic knowledge and associ-
ated behavior associated with such knowledge. One 
of the most basic methods is the non-biased elicita-
tion of key terms of reference and relational infer-
ences associated with these terms. Such elicitation 
is normally accomplished through free listings or 
through unstructured interviews upon key topics.

Listing such key terms on cards allows the infor-
mant to organize the cards according to saliencies 
and biases which become apparent in the course of 
the interview and permit hidden relationships be-
tween terms to emerge from the interview. These 
pile-sorts can be easily recorded and kept as a per-
manent record, and can be easily translated into a 
matrix and a graph representation. Pile sorts can 
be extended and elaborated over multiple inter-
views, and the sorts obtained from one individual 
or set of individuals may be compared and con-
trasted to those of other sets of individuals obtained 
independently. 

Pile sorts represent only one of many kinds of 
structured tasks that may be effectively utilized in 
the systematic acquisition of data for construction 

of empirically valid frames of reference and infer-
ence. Many such tasks were traditionally employed 
in the comparative analysis of subjective culture, 
including different forms of psychological projection 
tasks.4 All such tasks provide some kind of method 
of measuring performance against a normative 
and explicitly defi ned standard, and constitute a 
method of nomothetic comparison across individu-
als and different sets of individuals, as well as po-
tential idiographic description of both individuals 
and groups through time.5 

Focus groups and group interviews and meetings 
have emerged in the course of research as impor-
tant and productive knowledge elicitation devices, 
particularly when such group settings involve peo-
ple brought together on the basis of shared attri-
butes or common expertise or experience upon a 
given topic of interest. Individuals in the company 
of related or similar individuals may serve to stimu-
late the elicitation of data that may otherwise not 
be made available, and such settings provide con-
texts for interaction and observation, if appropri-
ately structured or left relatively unstructured, in 
order for people to behave and interact in relatively 
unconstrained and spontaneous ways.6 

Further Considerations of Cross-
Cultural Competency Development

Frames of reference and inference do not have to 
be formal affairs based upon months or years of re-
search and thousands of pages of data. We might 
measure the success of effective frames of reference 
and inference by their ability to provide coordinates 
for the successful navigation of a foreign culture or 
cultural setting, as well as for effective instruction in 
such competency development. In other words, we 
construct frames of reference and inference on an 
everyday informal basis as a matter of applied so-
cial interaction in a range of alternative behavioral 
settings, at work, in school, at home, on the road 
or in the marketplace. The success of these frame-
works, and our capacity to amend and adjust them 
to accommodate changing social circumstances, is 
measured in a tacit manner by the way that they fa-
cilitate our adaptation to these settings, particularly 
in relation to others in our social environment.

We conclude by asking some fundamental ques-
tions regarding the possible predisposition of peo-
ple to cross-cultural competency and acquisition. 
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In short, some people, by virtue of their personali-
ties and cognitive styles, may be more adept at fa-
cilitation of the cross-cultural experience than other 
people. It is diffi cult to generalize across the board 
on this issue, except that substantial empirical evi-
dence suggests an association between relative fi eld 
or frame dependence/independence, possibly linked 
to relative contextuality and contextual dependency 
of a culture, and ethnocentric/closed minded orien-
tation that precludes successful cross-cultural com-
petency building, but this evidence also suggests an 
indirect and complex interdependent relationship.

Experience in education demonstrates that role 
play and performance in contextually defi ned set-
tings provides the best educational vehicle for the 
teaching of cross-cultural competencies, particu-
larly if these educational experiences are mediated 
by signifi cant reference and counter-reference oth-
ers. It is clear, like language, if one does not prac-
tice one’s skills, one cannot build and improve upon 
them, and this is doubly the case for those who tend 
to be less talkative and less social. Beyond this, 
teaching contexts promoting social tolerance of dif-
ferences, and the critical, hermeneutical apprecia-
tion of these differences, particularly as mediated 
through face-to-face interactions with signifi cant 
counter-reference others, helps to foster the open-
ness of attitude that is conducive to cross-cultural 
acquisition and competency-skill building.

Such educational alternatives tend to be high 
end in terms of cost and comparatively intensive 
in terms of instructional alternatives, beyond the 
means of most instructional contexts, and may in-
clude any of the following:

1. A Universal Kahn, a prototypical “high-
context” cultural informant and representa-
tive who interacts with students in structured 
scenarios.
2. Contextual based language training/cul-
tural immersion training.
3. Guest speakers in semi-structured cross-
cultural activities.
4. The foreign make-shift village/living his-
tory scenarios.
5. Field training schools, engaging local host 
families and participants.

In fact all of these alternatives can be most effec-
tively combined into a single critical and integrated 

teaching context, with the caveat that cross-cultural 
competency development is a life-long journey, and 
not a three day training mission.

Finally, when we consider the actual application 
of military anthropology and cultural competency 
training in fi eld settings, we must pay critical heed 
to the built-in trade-offs in any potentially violent 
situation between the maintenance, enhancement 
or preservation of security and the risks taken in 
participatory involvement and interaction with 
native informants for the sake of gaining critical 
knowledge. This is especially so in highly stress-
ful situations involving life or death decisions that 
may interfere with our capacity or motivation to “go 
native.”

Military presence tends to work in the long run 
against anthropological efforts. Where alternative 
sources of intelligence may become available, the 
tendency appears to be to opt for the source that 
is perceived as more credible, with credibility being 
determined by reference to one’s own relative situ-
ation and one’s own cultural frames of reference/
inference. It appears that the bias with military op-
erations will be to opt for security over opportunity 
for gaining new intelligence, even if trading-off intel-
ligence for security actually jeopardizes both secu-
rity as well as intelligence opportunities. A sense of 
security may be as perceived as it is real, just as a 
sense of threat may be more a matter of perception 
than reality. As a consequence, the overriding ten-
dency would be to listen to and seek out the advice 
of a higher ranking government offi cial versus the 
counsel of a local elder or headman, and to ignore 
counter-evidence that might contradict one’s own 
cultural predilections. 

Such bias may result in compromising both se-
curity and intelligence, whereas cultural intelli-
gence seeking behavior that is construed as risky 
might result serendipitously in both enhanced se-
curity and intelligence. Anthropologists in fi eldwork 
are normally expected to and often must run risks 
to gain knowledge that military personnel normally 
cannot afford to take. Perhaps it is wise that an an-
thropologist not lead a military brigade to the fi eld, 
and that a military brigade in the fi eld not attempt 
too much anthropological research, but where do 
we fi nally draw the line in the course of cross-cul-
tural competency development?
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Cross-cultural competency (3C) is a critical combat mul-
tiplier for commanders at all levels that enables suc-
cessful mission accomplishment. Possessing cultural 
understanding is one of the critical components for 
Soldiers who interface with the local population. At a mini-
mum, soldiers must possess cultural awareness. Leaders 
must demonstrate cultural understanding and be profi -
cient in applying cultural knowledge effectively to achieve 
mission objectives. The TCC can help Soldiers gain this 
mission essential profi ciency. Lessons learned from 10 
years of operational deployments clearly indicate that 3C 
is a huge and indispensible combat multiplier.

The TRADOC Culture Center (TCC) is your cul-
ture center and the Army’s One-Stop-Shop for all 
things culture related. Service Members are the 
customer, and the TCC tailors products and train-
ing to meet the needs of the customer.

The TCC has developed several distance learning prod-
ucts available for facilatated instruction or individual stu-
dent use.  As an example, two seasons of “Army 360” that 
the TCC produced contain 19 episodes of missions run in 
six countries.  “Army 360” is an interactive media instruc-
tion (IMI) training product which meets the Army Learning 
Concept 2015 learner-centric requirements.  The TCC 
is in the process of turning the “Army 360” IMI into digi-
tal apps which will be easily accessible for all Soldiers.  
The TCC produced an Initial Military Trainee (IMT) train-
ing product for the initial entry level Soldier called “IMT-
BCT What is Culture?”  We are also producing a BOLC 
IMI product.  Both products are or will be available via 
the TCC website.  The TCC is expanding other products 
into the apps arena as well as developing additional dis-
tance learning products to provide new 3C training and 
sustainment. The TCC supports Soldiers and leaders throughout the 

Army and other services in numerous ways.  It conducts 
ARFORGEN/predeployment training for any contin-
gency; trains culture trainers; and produces professional 
military education (over 160,000 military personnel 
trained since 2004).  The TCC will create or tailor any 
products deploying units require.

The TCC produces cargo pocket-sized training products to include smart books and smart cards, as well as digital down-
loads for smart devices.  Areas covered include Iraq, Afghanistan, North Korea, Democratic Republic of Congo, and more.  
Let us know what we can produce for you. For a complete list of materials, see:
          https://ikn.army.mil/apps/tccv2/ . 

Why is Culture Important?
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Introduction
President Bill Clinton visited China in the summer 
of 1998 for a ten day tour with stops starting in 
Xian, Beijing, Guilin, Shanghai, and ending in Hong 
Kong. His trip included meetings with Chinese 
President Jiang Zemin and other Chinese leaders. 
Key issues intended for discussion during his trip 
included the opening of Chinese markets for U.S. 
trade, human rights abuses, Taiwan independence, 
and weapons proliferation. Clinton’s trip received 
wide coverage in world media. There was signifi cant 
diplomatic context for his trip and the backdrop for 
his visit had impact, directly and indirectly, on the 
messages exchanged during his stay in China. This 
article examines some of the many macro and micro 
level matters that were addressed during his visit 
and the role of the military attaché as cultural advi-
sor with such cross-cultural issues.

I was in China during the period leading up to 
Clinton’s arrival, throughout his stay in China, 
and after his departure in my capacity as Assistant 
Air Attaché to the U.S. Defense Attaché Offi ce in 

Beijing. Four months later I served as the Defense 
Attaché Offi ce’s Deputy Mission Commander for 
President Clinton’s visit to Malaysia for the Asia-
Pacifi c Economic Cooperation conference in Kuala 
Lumpur.

The military attaché serves a number of functions 
in such scenarios. He/she is often the “mortar be-
tween the bricks” that keeps events on track and 
serves as a buffer for issues that can arise involving 
cross-cultural understanding. The attaché is a cul-
tural advisor and provides guidance for all aspects 
of planning and execution with regard to such high 
level delegations. The military attaché builds upon 
these experiences insofar as each experience pro-
vides increased awareness regarding what the atta-
ché should be doing to assist and how that can be 
accomplished.

The issues addressed by Clinton during his visit 
were varied. Regarding the trade imbalance, there 
was a 49.7 billion dollar trade defi cit between China 
and the U.S. during the 12 months leading up to the 
summit.1 The U.S. wanted China to open its markets 
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to more U.S. goods. Human rights were an issue in 
two main areas: the suppression of Tibet and reli-
gious and political freedoms throughout China. The 
U.S. was also opposed to weapon sales by China to 
Pakistan and Iraq. Probably the main long standing 
issue dealt with the independence of Taiwan. 

These issues stressed at the summit had com-
plexities inherent in the varied objectives of the par-
ties concerned and were even more complex than an 
initial reading might convey due to the differing cul-
tural backgrounds in which they were rooted. China 
has a signifi cantly different culture than the U.S. 
and the summit issues must be understood in light 
of this difference.

Cultural Differences
China has a huge population of 1.3 billion people, 

roughly one-fourth of the world’s population and 
over four times that of the U.S., occupying a land 
mass similar to the U.S. Most live in the eastern re-
gion of the country, particularly the urban areas. 
In short, it is very crowded. Population size is an 
issue in and of itself (i.e., the one-child per family 
policy) and it is a factor that seeps into many other 
issues regarding life in China. The reader should 
consider how different life would be in his/her city 
or town if the number of inhabitants was multi-
plied by four but the land mass remained the same. 
Friday afternoon rush hour would no doubt extend 
into Saturday morning.

China has been engaged in signifi cant continual 
change for the past thirty-fi ve years as it re-opens 
to the outside world. Although it has been a large-
scale modernization process, Chinese culture has 
ancient roots and the modernization rests on that 
foundation. In many respects adoption of western 
technological innovations make them seem simi-
lar to the U.S. but the context within which these 
changes occur is distinctly Chinese.

Their governance system is different than that of 
the U.S. We usually think of this difference being 
expressed in terms of the Chinese embracing social-
ism and communism and the U.S. capitalism and 
democracy. Equally important is that the Chinese 
do not stress rule of law as much as we do. Decision 
making at all levels is very much affected by the 
political climate at that particular time. There is 
a paradox inherent in this relationship. “Polling 
in America and Europe shows a favorable view of 
China’s people (which probably has been height-

ened by the politeness and respect to all athletes 
shown by the Chinese Olympic audiences) and a 
negative view of its government.”2

This phenomenon is commensurate with the per-
spective of China as a high context culture and the 
U.S. as a low context culture. That is, decision mak-
ing (or having a sense of policy) in China requires a 
sense of context within which one exists, whereas in 
the U.S., which operates more in a low context sys-
tem, one can seek explicitly stated laws, guidelines 
or policies that do not necessitate a grasp of prevail-
ing political sensitivities. Awareness of such sensi-
tivities can help promote a cause in the U.S. but, 
overall, the rule of law is primary.  

High context relations rely heavily on circum-
stances and low context relations are more directly 
linked to what is said.3 One can recognize the rel-
evance of a long term orientation via the high con-
text Chinese perspective. “China ranks highest, by 
far, of seven nations compared on long-term orien-
tation. The United States and Great Britain, in con-
trast, rate low here within a separate batch of 29 
countries.”4 These are typical of the concerns that 
must be considered when focusing on the dynamics 
impacting U.S.-China relations.  

Diplomacy tends to be a high context phenome-
non. Often symbolic means or gestures are used to 
express intention or point of view. This is done to 
avoid armed confl ict, which is far more direct and 
representative of low context actions, and to avoid 
long term protracted disagreements. U.S. diplomacy 
in China has unique complexities because we are a 
low context culture practicing in a high context en-
vironment with (and in) a high context culture. This 
creates a situation where there is increased room 
for misunderstanding.

Summit Issues
I will address some of the major issues of the sum-

mit and some of the very minor issues I observed 
related to President Clinton’s visit to Xian. These 
representative issues are noteworthy because they 
exemplify high context diplomacy that occurred 
along with low context issues, both expressed 
through high context channels. The more minor 
behind-the-scenes issues provided a backdrop for 
what transpired on the macro level and best exem-
plify the role of the military attaché as cultural advi-
sor with cross-cultural issues.
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The biggest issue addressed during Clinton’s visit 
dealt with the independence of Taiwan. Taiwan has 
functioned independently of Chinese control since 
the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 
1949. Taiwan sees itself as a sovereign state and 
China sees it as a renegade province that is part of 
China. The U.S. affi rms that Taiwan can return to 
Chinese control if it chooses but that Taiwan must 
exercise self-determination to do so and that there 
can be no use (or threat) of force by China to pro-
mote such an event. While in Shanghai, Clinton 
seemed to back off of the U.S. position by stating 
that the U.S. is opposed to Taiwan independence as 
well as Taiwan joining the United Nations and other 
organizations that membership in would assume 
Taiwan independence.5 This statement gestured a 
softening of U.S. policy regarding the importance of 
Taiwan self-determination.

The U.S. Senate responded to Clinton’s gesture 
with a gesture of its own. “The U.S. Senate voted 
92-0 to approve a resolution. . . . that the future of 
Taiwan will be determined by peaceful means, with 
the consent of the people of Taiwan. . . . (and) also 
reaffi rmed Washington’s commitment to help Taipei 
(the capital) maintain enough self-defense capabil-
ity.”6 The Chinese government “strongly condemned 
the U.S. Congress for its adoption of two resolutions 
that provide encouragement to the Taiwan admin-
istration. . . . reiterated Beijing’s view that . . . . The 
reunifi cation of China is purely China’s internal af-
fair and no foreign interference will be allowed.”7 

Another high context issue that had political ram-
ifi cations dealt with President Clinton being offi -
cially welcomed to Beijing in a Tiananmen Square 
ceremony. In 1989, hundreds of participants in the 
media dubbed “pro-democracy movement” were 
gunned down by government troops in and around 
Tiananmen Square. For a U.S. president and a 
leader of the free world to participate in such a cer-
emony at that location implied U.S. support for that 
Chinese government action. Clinton was criticized 
for this, even before he left the U.S. by U.S. politi-
cians and Chinese dissidents.

Clinton provided verbal (low context) clarifi ca-
tion for any misinterpretations of his appearance 
at Tiananmen Square when, during a live televised 
press conference with Chinese President Jiang 
Zemin. Clinton stated “I believe, and the American 
people believe, that the use of force and the tragic 

loss of life (in Tiananmen Square) was wrong.”8 
Thus, on this issue, Clinton conveyed a high context 
gesture to appease the Chinese government and fol-
lowed it up with a low context gesture to appease 
critics in the U.S. Similarly, “Mr. Jiang’s words con-
veyed important nuances to Chinese listeners. His 
characterization of Tiananmen as a ‘political distur-
bance’ departed from the offi cial line that it was a 
‘counter revolutionary riot’.”9

That the press conference occurred at all was 
equally important as the content that was dis-
cussed. Such a press conference is common in the 
U.S. but unheard of in China. “The two exchanged 
their opinions and answered reporters’ questions in 
front of a TV audience of millions of startled Chinese 
citizens who heard for the fi rst time a foreign leader 
speaking out about the Tiananmen Square crack-
down. The nationally broadcast live press confer-
ence was unprecedented, frank and open.”10 The 
press conference, scheduled for 15 minutes, lasted 
75 minutes.

Clinton scored points with U.S. religious lead-
ers and human rights activists by worshipping in 
a Beijing church as an expression of freedom of re-
ligion. This action could also be construed as high 
context support for Tibetan autonomy due to the 
unique religious foundation of Tibet. “Clinton told 
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the audience of about 2,300 that the Christian faith 
calls for unity of people around the world. He also 
praised the growth of Christianity in China.”11 The 
Chinese government is usually strongly opposed to 
any organizations, especially those outside of China 
that threaten control maintained by the Communist 
Party. The Chinese saved face in this encoun-
ter because Clinton worshipped at Chungwenmen 
Church, which is a government sanctioned church 
and thus an extension of the government.

By the end of the summit, China and the U.S. had 
agreed on 47 issues that were perceived to be mutu-
ally benefi cial to both countries. These agreements 
were in areas including: economics and commerce, 
energy and environment, enhancing arms control, 
human rights, law, military-to-military relations, 
people-to-people exchanges, and political and se-
curity areas. An agreement, that was conveyed to 
the media as primary, was that the U.S. and China 
agreed to de-target their nuclear warheads (that are 
aimed at each other), decreasing the possibility that 
there might be an accidental fi ring of deadly weap-
ons. However, it is widely acknowledged that a de-
targeted nuclear device can be re-activated within 
a short span of time, perhaps only ten minutes.12 

Regarding this agreement, a newspaper editorial 
stated “They pretended that a symbolic agreement 
to re-target missiles had serious implications for 
stability.”13

Micro Level Issues
The issues described thus far dealt with President 

Clinton’s visit at a macro-level and addressed the 
primary reasons for his visit to China. However, the 
role of high context communication channels illus-
trated in these primary issues is also illustrated in 
the micro-level issues that existed in relation to his 
trip. These minor issues and, in some cases, very 
minor issues consistently evidenced low context is-
sues expressed through high context channels.  

My own experiences and observations as a mili-
tary attaché in Xian, primarily at the airport, serve 
to illustrate this phenomenon and exemplify how 
the military attaché serves as a cultural advisor 
with cross-cultural issues and the relevance of such 
encounters.

I arrived in Xian six days before President Clinton 
arrived and stayed there 11 days. Relations with 
our Chinese counterparts were always cordial but 

there was an underlying friction that existed re-
garding control. They perceived themselves to be in 
control insofar as it was their airport and city. We 
(U.S. representatives) perceived ourselves to be in 
control insofar as we had authority and responsi-
bilities that were manifested in/conveyed through 
our standard operating procedures and objectives 
for our support of a presidential visit. At times, no-
tions of span of control overlapped with low context 
issues. These low context issues were typically ex-
pressed through high context channels. The follow-
ing are representative.

The Air Force One (presidential plane) advance 
team, consisting of two offi cers, arrived in Xian and 
went through their checklist of requirements re-
garding the landing of the plane landing at the Xian 
airport. They conveyed to the Chinese airport ad-
ministration that when Air Force One landed at the 
airport they would handle all aspects of directing 
the aircraft to its resting place on the tarmac. No 
assistance from the Chinese was needed nor would 
any interference be permitted. It seemed like a rel-
atively simple issue and there was no controversy 
related to this stipulation until minutes before the 
plane touched down at the airport.

At that time, one of the U.S. advance team offi -
cers was standing in place on the tarmac, batons in 
hand, to direct the Air Force One pilot to his parking 
place on the tarmac. The other offi cer was stand-
ing with the rest of us (U.S. and Chinese support 
organization members) and about 40 representa-
tives from the international media. Members of the 
Secret Service, White House Communications, U.S. 
motorcade staff, etc. were strategically placed to 
carry out their duties. The image conveyed in this 
scene clearly established the U.S. support groups 
were in charge of the process.

Without warning, as cameras were clicking and 
videocams recording, one of the Chinese engineers 
walked out on the tarmac with his batons in hand 
and stood next to the advance team offi cer (who was 
directing Air Force One into place) as if he was co-
directing the process. The offi cer became emphati-
cally insistent that the Chinese engineer vacate the 
tarmac because his being there ran the risk of con-
fusing the pilot. The Chinese engineer would not 
vacate the tarmac. Meanwhile, as somewhat of a 
side show, the media observed this issue of con-
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trol. A quick compromise was achieved whereby the 
Chinese engineer could stand next to the Air Force 
One offi cer but not gesture in any way.

The U.S. personnel brought in to handle this op-
eration were no doubt selected because of their 
high competency levels. I speculate that such high 
skill levels are frequently accompanied by a strong 
emphasis on stressing standards. It was my ob-
servation that cross-cultural understanding was 
secondary to mission objectives, as manifested in 
the behavior of both Americans and Chinese.

A few days before the President arrived, HMX-1 
(the presidential helicopter) was fl own in to Xian 
in a U.S. transport aircraft. There was much ex-
citement when the U.S. C-5 (a very large aircraft) 
touched down at the Xian airport, given the friction 
that has occasionally existed between the U.S. and 
China over the years. A Chinese video cameraman 
taped the activity around the aircraft. There were 
also about 50 observers.

A security detail of U.S. Marines immediately sur-
rounded the HMX-1 when it was unloaded. They 
were clearly focused on their primary objective of 
protecting the helicopter and they had no interest 
in entertaining Chinese inquisitiveness with the he-
licopter. The Chinese seemed mildly offended that 
they had to maintain at least six feet distance from 
the helicopter. The security guards clearly estab-
lished their high context message of control over the 
situation.

However, within about 15 minutes, two Chinese 
workers came to the helicopter carrying a small 
spraying apparatus that resembled a fi re extin-
guisher. Their stated directive, as immigration con-
trol offi cers, was to spray the tires of the helicopter 
with insecticide to ensure no insect life was being 
imported on the helicopter. It hardly seemed neces-
sary but this was the objective.

It was drafty that day and the HMX-1 pilot was 
fearful the spray might mist onto the unique helicop-
ter paint. It seemed to have become a high context 
contest for control. There was mild shoving going on 
as the intended sprayer and his aide inched closer 
to the helicopter. A frustrated guard summoned me. 
I suggested a compromise whereby the insecticide 
could be applied to the helicopter tires with a paint 
brush but not with a sprayer. Both sides went along 
with this.

Sometimes, issues would evolve without inten-
tion but intention would be perceived. This was 
a breeding ground for misunderstanding. Most of 
the U.S. military and Secret Service stayed in one 
hotel in Xian. I sensed a disgruntled attitude from 
some Marines one morning and quietly pursued its 
source. I then saw the reason for the attitude.

A worker at the hotel had been instructed to raise 
the U.S. fl ag so it fl ew on a fl ag pole adjacent to 
the Chinese fl ag (an appropriate symbolic gesture). 
As he walked through the lobby and out the door 
through the roadway and over to the fl ag poles, he 
loosely carried the U.S. fl ag in his left hand and 
it dragged along the ground. Before he raised the 
Chinese fl ag, he dropped the U.S. fl ag on the ground 
so he could use both hands to raise the Chinese 
fl ag. He then raised the U.S. fl ag.

Hoping to correct the situation, I approached the 
worker to advise him on our customs and courtesies 
with the U.S. fl ag. He conveyed, in my estimation, 
a lack of interest with my input and I felt I could 
best modify the situation by seeking an intermedi-
ary. I had a vague suspicion the Chinese fl ag was 
not treated as we treat the U.S. fl ag. I spoke to our 
hotel host, who helped us with a variety of logisti-
cal issues during our stay, and she advised the staff 
about our sensitivities. Our customs and courtesies 
with the U.S. fl ag were honored in coming days but 
it took awhile for the bad feeling to dissipate.

Another high context issue of control that oc-
curred dealt with the periodic landings of our C-5 
transport aircraft. The Chinese airport offi cials were 
mildly persistent about boarding each landing air-
craft, as if they were offi cially sanctioned to inspect 
it. Our aircrew liaison staff rejected this insistence. 
Again, it seemed like a high context issue of clari-
fying who was in control between the owners of the 
aircraft and the owners of the tarmac.  

The Chinese gave in on this issue but gestured 
their overall control by slowing down their process-
ing of the C-5 fl ight plans in their Dispatch Offi ce 
because of (what seemed to me) fi ctitious policy 
infractions by the U.S. aircrews. Over time, as re-
lations warmed among workers on the tarmac, 
Chinese were invited onto some of the aircraft for 
tours as a goodwill gesture. The point was made 
that they could board the aircraft, if invited, but 
they could not force their way on board. Again, this 
seemed a high context issue of control.
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I had fi rst hand experience with the processing of 
U.S. aircraft fl ight plans. I picked up the fl ight plans 
from the pilots upon landing, took the fl ight plans 
to the Dispatch Offi ce for processing and fi ling, and 
returned a copy of the fl ight plan to the aircraft. It is 
a fairly simple process that should not have taken 
more than 20 minutes.

The fi rst time I processed a fl ight plan I encoun-
tered what I perceived to be a high context gesture 
from Dispatch Offi ce personnel that it clearly had 
the upper hand in our relationship. The fl ight plan 
was rejected three times for menial reasons (fl ight 
altitude had been listed in feet instead of meters, 
some letters were not indicated in capital letters, 
and they did not want any pencil erasures or correc-
tions on the form). It took two and one-half hours to 
process the fl ight plan.

The second time I brought in a fl ight plan I did 
not even go to the counter to submit the plan. I sat 
in a chair patiently until someone inquired, after 
about 15 minutes, what I wanted. I submitted the 
form and the plan was approved within 15 minutes. 
The third time I came in I had the fl ight plan ap-
proved within 20 minutes and was offered tea while 
I waited. I cannot say for sure but I felt a docile ap-
proach, signaling a high context acknowledgment 
that they were in control, helped me achieve my 
objectives.

Tolerance for saving face, as a high context ges-
ture, was important. One low context issue, an ap-
parent theft, had to be handled via high context 
channels to achieve resolution. The U.S. rented 
locked warehouse space to secure equipment dur-
ing our stay in Xian. One morning crew members 
noticed that 12 wooden pallets that had been in the 
locked warehouse the night before were missing. We 
reported the missing pallets to our Chinese coun-
terparts and were fl atly told that they were not sto-
len and that perhaps we misplaced them. This was 
very unlikely given the size of the pallets, that we 
were working in a very limited area, and that crew 
members had just seen them the night before.

It became clear to us that, if we reported them 
as stolen, we probably would not be compensated 
for them. However, when we agreed that they were 
merely missing, we received a generous compensa-
tion subtracted from the expenditure total we owed 
them. Thus, tolerance for saving face helped us 
achieve our objectives.

In a more general sense, the role of context was 
very relevant in our day to day operations. Context 
provided the backdrop within which we functioned, 
much like weather does for a picnic. This was most 
noticeable when President Clinton arrived in Xian. 
The airport environment we worked in specifi cally, 
and the city of Xian in general seemed to be fi lled 
with good will bordering on the euphoric. Somewhat 
adversarial relationships melted into quasi-friend-
ships as we scrambled to get pictures with each 
other in front of Air Force One. We laughed and 
shared the excitement of the moment. It seemed like 
Christmas. However, the context changed and the 
euphoria dissipated when Air Force One left Xian 
and moved on to Beijing. The party was over and it 
was time to clean-up. The context had changed.

Conclusion 
Much of the aforementioned underscored the high 

context nature of diplomacy. Most of the issues had 
low context ramifi cations but these issues tended to 
be expressed through high context channels. This 
awareness can help participants better understand 
such events and it enhances ones ability to func-
tion in such a setting. The Clinton trip to China 
offers insights regarding international diplomacy. 
Analysis of such phenomena, over time, offers con-
ceptual frameworks that help us better understand 
the more closely linked world within which we live. 
“We have to accept that the old world has gone. 
Cultural/ethnical/regional identity and globaliza-
tion interface and there are political, economic, so-
cial and linguistic implications.”14 This analysis is 
intended as a contribution to that understanding.

There will always be varied factors that impact 
how well messages will be understood in cross-cul-
tural exchanges. “Although human communication 
to a large extent exploits a language code. . . . people 
may focus on different clues when inferring mean-
ings, and/or they may arrive at different meanings 
from the same clues. As a result, mismatches may 
occur in the messages that people think have been 
communicated.”15 Such factors can be recognized in 
a wide range of domains. “In general, people from 
North America, Northern and Western Europe, 
Australia, and New Zealand tend to focus on trans-
actions, value competition, communicate directly, 
emphasize content, utilize linear logic, prefer fl at 
organizational structures, and rely on litigation. 
In contrast, people from Mediterranean countries, 
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Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and Central and 
South America tend to focus on relationships, value 
collaboration, communicate indirectly, use circular 
reasoning, prefer hierarchical structures, trust si-
lence, and rely on mediation.”16

With such understanding comes an appreciation 
for the relevance of various participants in such sce-
narios. The military attaché, in his/her role as cul-
tural advisor with cross-cultural issues, exemplifi es 
an essential contributor in these events. Culture 
provides context and associated cultural variables 
impact the evolution of such events. Elements such 
as awareness and acceptance of differences, self-
awareness, knowledge of the other culture, and 
adaptation of relational abilities affect individual 
cultural competence.17 The military attaché is rec-
ognized as impacting these cultural variables il-
lustrating the essential function of such cultural 
advisors in these and other cultural contexts. 
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Introduction
Language and culture are interdependent and criti-
cally essential for Soldiers and others who strategi-
cally and tactically operate within the contemporary 
operational environment. The U.S. Army Intelligence 
Center of Excellence (USAICoE) has always sup-
ported language training. In 2003, USAICoE recog-
nized the requirement to specifi cally train Soldiers 
in cultural awareness because of operational mis-
sions that demonstrated the especially wide cultural 
gulf between our Western world view and that of the 
Middle Eastern cultures. Besides cultural variances, 
language differences must also be concurrently ad-
dressed in basic survival level instruction often re-
quested by deploying units and commanders. 

Language Training. Everyone should learn basic 
language skills. Every deployed person should be 
able to greet locals and say “thank-you.” Each 
platoon, or like-sized organization, that will have 
regular contact with the population should have at 
least one leader that speaks Dari at least the 0+ 
level, with a goal of a level 1 in oral communication. 
These personnel will not replace interpreters, but 
will enhance the capabilities of the unit. This 
language skill is as important as your other basic 
combat skills. 

You   must    understand    your    Operational    Environment. 
Traditional     Intelligence     Preparation     of     the     Battlefield
(IPB) is insufficient and it is intimate knowledge of 
the Human Terrain that is paramount. Know the 
society’s leadership systems; learn the National, 

Provincial, and district government structure. 
Understand the familial, clan and tribal cultures. 
What are the relationships and tensions among the 
separate groups? All of us must learn the ASCOPE 
(Area, Structures, Capabilities, Organizations, 
People and Events) methodology to refine our 
awareness of the operational environment. This 
gives us an understanding of civil considerations 
from the point of view of the population, insurgent, 
and counterinsurgent. Incorporate early into your 
training program so concepts can be weaved into all 
of your exercises, as you prepare to deploy.

– General Stanley McChrystal,
 COIN Training Guidance Memorandum, 

10 November 2009 1 

DOD is aware of the critical importance of culture 
and language training: 

“Although not a new problem, the conflicts in 
Iraq and Afghanistan have highlighted the need 
for operational forces to improve their foreign 
language and cultural awareness capabilities. 
The Department recognized this and its Strategic 
Planning Guidance for 2006-2011, issued in 
March 2004, one year after the commencement of 
Operation IRAQI FREEDOM (the Second Gulf War), 
called for a comprehensive roadmap for “language 
transformation.’ 2 

The Strategic Planning Guidance directed that the 
Roadmap would:

1. Create foundational language and regional 
area expertise [culture].
2. Build a surge capacity for language and cul-
tural resources.

by Mr. Peter A. Shaver
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3. Establish a cadre of language specialists 
with advanced profi ciency.
4. Better manage and promote military person-
nel with language skills and regional exper-
tise.” 3

“It is DOD policy, that [f]oreign language and regional 
expertise be considered critical competencies 
essential to the DoD mission and shall be managed to 
maximize the accession, development, maintenance, 
enhancement, and employment of these critical 
skills appropriate to the Department of Defense’s 
mission needs. 4 

The interdependence of language and culture may 
be expressed as “language conveys culture and 
culture defi nes language.” Franz Boas, a German-
American anthropologist and a pioneer of mod-
ern anthropology, realized in his study of Native 
American languages, “…how greatly ways of life and 
grammatical categories could vary from one place to 
another. As a result he came to believe that the cul-
ture and lifeways of a people were refl ected in the 
language that they spoke.”

Further, Benjamin Whorf, an American linguist 
widely known for his ideas about linguistic relativ-
ity, asserted that, “we dissect nature along lines laid 
down by our native languages. …the world is pre-
sented in a kaleidoscopic fl ux of impressions which 
has to be organized by our minds–and this means 
largely by the linguistic systems in our minds.” 

The objective in presenting these ideas is to point 
out the inescapable connection between language 
and culture. Without language to transport and il-
lustrate cultural or natural phenomena, culture 
would be limited or perhaps even cease to exist as 
we know it. Culture and our environment defi ne our 
language in how we describe and express our feel-
ings. Years ago while teaching a language survey 
class, I often illustrated the effect of culture and en-
vironment on language with an example of locating 
a group of individuals in the higher elevations of the 
Wasatch Front in Utah and then in about 100 years 
compare the language with those who remained in 
the valley given little or no interchange between the 
two groups. The two groups would use a different 
vocabulary, possibly even different grammar and 
syntax to describe their lifeways (Boas) which over 
time would become even more linguistically distinct.  

Edward Sapir, a German-born American anthro-
pologist-linguist and a leader in American struc-

tural linguistics, commented that, [We] see and hear 
and otherwise experience very largely as we do be-
cause the language habits of our community predis-
pose certain choices of interpretation.”

USAICoE Efforts
USAICoE has designed and developed cultural 

awareness, cultural understanding, and expertise 
instruction for deploying units while the Defense 
Language Institute Foreign Language Center (DLI 
FLC) has provided basic, survival language training 
such as the “RAPPORT” online training along with 
other language acquisition programs.

The TRADOC Culture Center (TCC) at Fort 
Huachuca was established to train Soldiers primar-
ily about culture. Its mission statement: 

TCC trains and educates Soldiers, DA Civilians 
and the Joint Force on relevant, mission-focused, 
operational and PME-focused cross-cultural 
knowledge, skills, abilities, and attributes to 
produce a cross-culturally competent operational 
force to support full spectrum operations in a joint, 
interagency, intergovernmental, and multinational 
environment.

In October 2010, the TCC achieved a signifi cant 
milestone with the transition to permanent gov-
ernment positions, supplemented by contractor 
personnel combining military experience, cross-
cultural understanding, and academic knowledge. 
The core mission evolved from “providing mission-
focused culture education and training” to “produc-
ing a cross-culturally competent operational force” 
in recognition of the ever-expanding global mission 
of the U.S. Armed Forces. The culture curriculum 
addresses core culture from self-awareness to com-
munications, rapport building, and negotiations, as 
well as country-specifi c studies on more than 50 
countries.

Specialty courses continue development, includ-
ing country-specifi c expertise for the Reserve Offi cer 
Training Corps (ROTC) Culture Understanding and 
Language Program. Five annual Culture Summits 
were held from 2006 through 2010, bringing together 

Tactical            Strategic                    Operational
Social/Cultural Cues    Political Environment     Religion
Communications      Key Leaders          Social Structure
History            Military             Ethnic Groups
Geography          Economic Environment   Infrastructure
Gender            Demographics         Negotiation
Rapport Building      Understanding Psyche
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a blend of experts from military, non-government
organizations, and academia to discuss cutting 
edge issues in the fi eld of military cross-cultural 
competence.

The MI Foreign Language Training Center 
(MIFLTC), even though not connected to nor sup-
ported by the TCC, sustains all MI linguists includ-
ing those at Fort Huachuca and Goodfellow AFB with 
mobile training teams, video teleconference train-
ing classes, and immersion courses in Yalta, Chile, 
Egypt, and in the future, China. The University of 
Military Intelligence website provides further train-
ing through the Language Training Guide, links to 
language training sites such as Lingnet, Langnet, 
Rosetta Stone through AKO, Auralog Language 
Training, SCOLA and other sites as they become 
available.   

Research and development efforts in language 
training products include the Iraqi Language 
Trainer, Korean Language Military Occupational 
Specialty (MOS) Enhancement Program (LMEP) 
for interrogators, Somali Language Training, and 
Project Mercury (Russian language training). 

Additionally the MIFLTC implemented a commu-
nity outreach program with the Huachuca Foreign 
Language Academy (HFLA), Buena High School, 
and the Department of Homeland Security. The 
HFLA was an intensive foreign language program 
for middle school students under the direction of 
Ms. Cecilia Gross, a gifted and talented teacher 
from Johnson Elementary School, Fort Huachuca. 
It was a ten-week Spanish and Arabic program that 
provided foreign language and culture training for 
younger (ages 12 through 14) verbally gifted stu-
dents to prepare them for high school foreign lan-
guage classes, eventually establishing a pipeline of 
foreign language students for universities and ulti-
mately service in the DOD. 

MIFLTC personnel have met with foreign language 
instructors and Junior ROTC students at Buena 
High School in Sierra Vista to explain foreign lan-
guage programs and careers available through the 
Army and MI Foreign Language Operations. The 
MIFLTC has also provided two week Spanish acqui-
sition classes for the Drug Enforcement Agency, and 
in the future for the Federal Bureau of Investigation 
and U.S. Marshals Service.  

In November 2009 the MIFLTC concluded a second 
successful Arabic pilot course. The purpose was to 
provide additional information on the conduct and 
outcome of a DLIFLC Arabic pilot course conducted 
at the direction of Department of the Army (DA) G2. 
The course provided insights and lessons learned 
for future MOS 35M HUMINT Collector language en-
abled training courses. Course developers focused 
on design and development of an instructional 
methodology that would support a shorter Modern 
Standard Arabic language curriculum. Instructors 
and military language instructors used skills inte-
gration (speaking, listening, and reading) through 
role-playing, projects, and task-based activities that 
enhanced students’ language acquisition. Balanced 
instruction in target language and culture using au-
thentic materials such as print media, Internet, and 
Arabic satellite TV broadcasts were implemented. 
At the end of the course students participated in a 
four week immersion study program conducted by 
AMIDEAST in Amman, Jordan. These classes were 
conducted 5 to 6 hours daily by native instructors 
with guest lecturers correlated with integrated lan-
guage and culture activities outside the classroom.  

The MIFLTC fully supports language and cultural 
expertise, the concept of surge capability, estab-
lishing a cadre of Level 3 subject matter experts, 
and tracking language professionals as supported 
and established in the Language Transformation 
Roadmap prepared by the Under Secretary of 
Defense, Personnel and Readiness for the Deputy 
Secretary of Defense:

“Conflict against enemies speaking less-commonly-
taught languages and thus the need for foreign 
language capability will not abate. Robust foreign 
language and foreign area expertise [cultural 
awareness] are critical to sustaining coalitions, 
pursuing regional stability, and conducting multi-
national missions, especially in post-conflict and 
other than combat, security, humanitarian, nation-
building, and stability operations.” 5

Other Language and Culture Training 
Efforts

In February 2003, Dr. David Chu, Assistant 
Secretary of Defense, Reserve Affairs, directed the 
Army to develop a pilot program aimed at recruit-
ing native and heritage speakers of critical lan-
guages (including Arabic, Dari, and Pashto) into the 
Individual Ready Reserve (IRR) primarily for their 



57January - March 2012

language and cultural expertise which was sorely 
lacking during this time of confl ict. In the summer 
of 2003, the Army began to access recruits into 
the MOS 09L Interpreter/Translator Pilot Program, 
which ran for two years. (In a request from OUSD 
(I) Personnel and Readiness MOS 09L was orga-
nized and transitioned from IRR to active compo-
nent control.) 

The  program   began   at   Fort   Jackson,  South   Carolina
under a contract with Camber Inc., to develop the 
program of instruction and lesson plans. Eventually 
it migrated under the control of the U.S. Army 
Intelligence Center and Fort Huachuca with DLIFLC 
developing and designing the instruction. Under 
supervision of the OUSD Manpower and Reserve 
Affairs (M&RA) directed the recruitment of Arabic 
and dialect native speakers to be trained as trans-
lators and interpreters. The 09L program recruited 
native and heritage speakers of Arabic, Dari, Farsi, 
Kurdish, and Pashto directly into the IRR. After Basic 
Training and Advanced Individual Training these 
Soldiers became interpreters in Operations Iraqi 
Freedom and Enduring Freedom. Over 200 soldiers 
have graduated and deployed to Iraq, Afghanistan, 
South Africa, Kenya, and the Sudan. Some exam-
ples of 09L soldiers in action from Commanders’ 
comments (after-action review by OUSD M&RA) 
on the performance and heroism of their 09Ls in 
theater:

  During fi ghts, (he) was critical helping me get 
info quick from captured insurgents. In fact, 
his work helped us fi nd a huge cache and an 
insurgent cell, emplaced by the insurgents to 
break up the elections in JAN 05.

  I had a $500,000 bounty on my head so if noth-
ing else, (09L) working next to me for months 
validated his bravery. 

  He’ll always be that goofy 18-year-old with my 
CSM yelling at him and he’ll also be that sol-
dier who ‘terped for me and jumped in front 
of me when a sniper tried to drill me JAN 29, 
2005 the day before we made history with the 
fi rst election.

  While SGT Chailem and his team were on mis-
sions in Kenya, they traveled through a small 
town and were planning to spend the night. 
Using his knowledge of animal tracking that he 
had learned hunting warthogs and African buf-
falo in Ethiopia, he knew by footprints on the 
ground that something was amiss. He saw fresh 
footprints of a group of 30 people and could tell 
by the impressions in the grass they had rested 
for a moment and recently dispersed. He knew 
these were not locals and told his team it was 
not safe to stay there and that they needed to 
immediately push ahead to the next town. A 
report came the next morning that a massacre 
had occurred that very same night.

Cultural awareness and foreign language train-
ing are force multipliers in the contemporary opera-
tional environment that must also include learning 
about our coalition partners. The two disciplines are 
intertwined and inseparable; one cannot exist or be 
instructed without the other. Successful language 
and culture programs and centers are already orga-
nized to accomplish this critical language and cul-
tural mission. The Air Force Culture and Language 
Center (AFCLC) trains culturally, regionally, and 
linguistically competent Airmen who exert posi-
tive infl uence in support of Air Force expeditionary 
operations and institutional requirements. AFCLC 
essential tasks include, “synchronization of cross-
cultural competence across the continuum of learn-
ing for the Total Force by defi ning, implementing and 
coordinating cultural, regional and foreign language 
education for offi cers, enlisted and civilian.” 6 

The Marines’ Center For Advanced Operational 
Culture Learning (CAOCL) promotes “…a grasp of 
culture and language as regular, mainstream com-
ponents of the operating environment–the human 
terrain–throughout the full spectrum of military op-
erations; it is the Corps’ “one-stop” clearing house for 
operational culture and language training.” 7 

Fort Drum has a complete language and culture 
training program “developing language skills while 
simultaneously gaining an appreciation for societal 
and cultural norms will help our Soldiers and lead-
ers effectively communicate with local populations, 
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This will result in building trust, gaining valuable in-
sights, resolving confl icts and ultimately changing 
perceptions.” 8

At the Fort Lewis Foreign Language Training 
Center, under the direction of Ms. Yvonne Pawelek 
(twice selected by DA as having the Language 
Program of the Year), selected soldiers are offered 
the opportunity to participate in a 41 week Arabic 
language and culture course. At the conclusion of 
the course the Army students experience a day of 
“Arabic in Action” that includes all stages in their 
language instruction. The Arabic-trained language-
enabled Soldiers move among seven stations–typi-
cal shops, offi ces, clinics and restaurants–designed 
to test their knowledge of language and culture, 
and to challenge their ability to think on their feet. 
Under the language-enabled program, Soldiers from 
a variety of MOSs are trained in language and cul-
ture and then return to their units to perform their 
normal duties. They become trusted advisors down 
to platoon level, better able to understand day-to-
day cultural cues, customs and basic language en-
countered by small unit leaders.

Conclusion
At the outset of the Iraq confl ict, a comment was 

made that, “We are a nation at war and I do not 
have time to send my linguists to do language train-
ing.” Allow me to submit that is precisely why we 
are at war because we did not have the required lan-
guage and cultural knowledge to prevent attacks on 
our country from those whose desire it was, and is, 
to destroy our way of life.  

One of the conclusions drawn from the November 
2005 Military Language Conference was that it is 
imperative to establish a pipeline of language stu-
dents who are ready to support and fulfi ll our na-
tion’s language and culture requirements. We must 
start in the public school system now and provide 
incentives to colleges and universities to establish 
additional foreign language and cultural programs. 
General John Abizaid asserted, “… [We need to] 
drive the importance of language and regional exper-
tise from the top.  Tell the Services to place greater 
value on such skills.” Our collective task is for all of 
us to go forward with urgency to ensure that “no for-
eign language or cultural training is left unlearned.” 
This challenge must also include the languages and 
cultures of our globally represented coalition part-
ners. In conclusion, a statement from the Language 
Transformation Roadmap:

Establishing a new “global footprint” for DOD, 
and transitioning to a more expeditionary force, 
will bring increased requirements for language 
and regional knowledge [cultural awareness] to 
work with new coalition partners in a wide variety 
of activities, often with little or no notice. This 
new approach to warfighting in the 21st century 
will require forces that have foreign language 
capabilities beyond those generally available in 
today’s force. 9 

Editor’s Note: The U.S. Army has chosen Headstart2, 
a DOD developed program, to replace Rosetta Stone as 
its distributed learning language tool. Headstart2 is a 
self-paced culturally based program consisting of two 
units with ten modules each, covering topics of general 
nature including modules with over 1,000 key military 
related terms and phrases. Seventeen languages are 
currently available. Soldiers will receive credit via the 
Army Training Requirements and Resources System 
(ATRRS) and promotion points. Dependants may also 
utilize Headstart2. Headstart2 can be used on a home 
computer; soldiers in remote areas can request CDs 
from DLIFLC. Additionally, the DLIFLC website will al-
low downloads to iTouch, iPhone, or iPad. For more in-
formation go to http://hs2.lingnet.org/.
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Introduction
Since 9/11, socio-cultural awareness is receiving 
increased attention within government circles. This 
awareness has been applied to many dimensions 
of national security, including threats, capabili-
ties, intentions, preventive, protective, and predic-
tive strategies.  This article explores reasons for this 
increased attention as well as the ethical consid-
erations and concerns as the signifi cance of socio-
cultural analysis increases among the Intelligence 
Community (IC).

Background 
Throughout history, cultural knowledge and lan-

guage capabilities, along with deception and dis-
guise, have provided outsiders with the ability to 
interact with, and even blend into, local populations 
in order to gain crucial knowledge of the thoughts, 
intentions, and capabilities of others.1 In more re-
cent times, the British use of these techniques, as 
played in “the Great Game” across Central Asia, 
became legendary and was immortalized in fi ction 
such as Kipling’s novel, Kim.2,3

During the Cold War, socio-cultural awareness 
was overshadowed by concerns about economic 
power, political and military dominance, and tech-

nological superiority.4 This by no means meant that 
socio-cultural perspectives were entirely ignored. 
The development of Soviet studies, and other areas 
of study and specialties, increased the capacity to 
analyze and interpret the multiple cultures of the 
Communist Bloc and provide context for interpret-
ing ideological, political, and strategic precepts and 
actions.5,6 The concept of “strategic culture” also de-
veloped through strategic studies and gained cur-
rency in foreign policy and international relations. 

The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the Soviet col-
lapse in 1991, and the end of the Cold War to a 
large degree eliminated the political threat posed 
by the Soviet Union. While the emergence of China 
as a “new” peer competitor continues, the Chinese 
strategic threat remains far below that of the Soviet 
Union in its heyday. 

Socio-cultural analyses also took a back seat 
post-1991 with emphasis on technical develop-
ments within the IC, both in terms of visibility and 
resource allocation. But with the end of the Cold 
War and the rise of asymmetric terrorist threats in 
the late twentieth century, the need for socio-cul-
tural awareness increased.7 Absent this singular 
(Soviet) focus, in the post-Cold War environment 
the IC struggled to reestablish its identity and pur-
pose in what had become a world of multiple crises 
and transient threats.8

by Boshra El-Guindy, PhD
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These new threats and crises were rising from re-
gions and cultures around the world less familiar 
to Western analysts. Emerging terrorist ideologies 
were generally less transparent than the well-docu-
mented and established philosophies that made up 
Communism. Moreover, as retrospective analyses 
of the intelligence failures leading to the terrorist 
attacks of 9/11 have shown, there was an overre-
liance on “technical collection systems with little ac-
knowledgement of the political/cultural context.”9

The need for socio-cultural analysis also became 
a major theme in comments from military person-
nel returning from the wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq. Offi cers cited their practical experience on the 
ground dealing with nontraditional warfare, local 
populations, and inadequate cultural and linguis-
tic knowledge.10 A growing body of testimonials and 
studies citing lessons learned and recommenda-
tions for change, provided additional validation of 
the need for socio-cultural awareness.11 Discussions 
produced ways in which intelligence support for 
operations (and analysis) could be improved and 
also generated a proof-of-concept program to place 
teams of cultural and “human terrain” specialists 
in theater to provide direct support to brigade com-
manders.12, 13

Author’s Note: In this article, the phrase “socio-
cultural data, analysis, and approaches” is intended 
to encompass both the analysis of socio-cultural 
data or scenarios and the employment of socio-cul-
tural perspectives in the analysis of any type of data 
or scenario to gain intelligence. 

The Significance of Culture in 
Intelligence

The term “cultural intelligence” is used frequently 
in the IC. Included in the meaning are three under-
lying tenets: 

  Includes, or is informed by, socio-cultural data 
and their analysis. 

  Must be actionable in the sense that it can be 
used in decisionmaking. 

  Includes perspective, theory, and method de-
rived from the social and/or behavioral sciences.

Culture as a Framework for 
Understanding 

Many in the IC now recognize that understand-
ing culture helps establish a context for human ac-
tivity and provides key insights into the potential 

meaning and signifi cance of actions. It helps ana-
lysts understand the “Why” and the “So What” of 
behavior. In this way, applying a socio-cultural per-
spective provides a framework for understanding. 
The ability of social and behavioral sciences to con-
tribute to the predictive capabilities of intelligence 
is related to the critical factors shaping how leaders 
make decisions in different contexts, and which cri-
teria should be used to select methods and circum-
stances for inter-group negotiations.    

Understanding Intent 
It is, perhaps, not the notion of cultural intelli-

gence that is new, but its relative emphasis. It isn’t 
al-Qa’ida itself that’s the problem, it’s the ideology. 
It seems that the threats in today’s world can be 
defi ned more by intention than by capability. The 
diffi culties in countering improvised explosive de-
vices which are relatively crude technologically, and 
suicide bombers, whose lethality stems not from 
the sophistication of the weapon but the intensity 
of the bombers’ commitment and our lack of un-
derstanding of the dimensions of that commitment, 
strongly illustrate this point. Highly motivated and 
focused individuals can be a signifi cant threat with-
out sophisticated technology. Even sophisticated 
technology has a social dimension. In either case, 
technology is knowledge put to use, and there can 
be no technology without technologists (people). 
Thus, we must turn our focus back to socio-cultural 
factors. During the Cold War, our adversaries’ mo-
tivation and intention were well-studied and well-
understood. A comparable understanding of the 
socio-cultural context of current national security 
threats is just as critical to decisionmaking today. 

Data 
This new focus on socio-cultural perspectives re-

quires a different kind of data than that of interest 
during the Cold War. Socio-cultural data can be sig-
nifi cantly different in kind than data collected about 
capabilities, technologies, or artifacts. This clearly 
falls into the realm of human intelligence. Some of 
this discipline’s most valuable assets are individ-
uals who can visually and behaviorally blend into 
that neighborhood. 

The emphasis on human intelligence raises in-
teresting questions about the data and associated 
analytic tools. Cultural data most often collected 
are narrative and qualitative in nature.14 If analytic 
tools are computational, data may need to be trans-
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lated into a form that can be processed. While this 
is often possible, analysts need to be aware of the 
limitations and constraints of such translations and 
understand the costs and benefi ts of these types of 
approaches. 

The question arises as to whether data must be 
quantifi able. Computational models, because they 
must use quantifi ed data, often use surrogates for 
qualitative data. However, surrogates may have 
varying levels of validity according to the standards 
of different social science disciplines (for example, 
the number of times one goes to the mosque is not 
necessarily a valid measure of intensity of religious 
belief) and users of these models and their outputs 
must consider these issues and their potential im-
pact on analyses. The growing interest in cultural 
intelligence highlights the need to examine underly-
ing assumptions about the value, utility, and inter-
pretation of both qualitative and quantitative data. 

It is clear that collection of qualitative data is la-
bor intensive. This methodological issue is a chal-
lenge that should be addressed by training and the 
development of collection protocols, such as inter-
view guidelines. 

Cultural data also have a temporal dimension. 
Collectors spend a great deal of time establishing so-
cio-cultural baselines in communities. Establishing 
these baselines allows collectors and analysts to rec-
ognize signifi cant change over time. Understanding 
the cultural context of these changes is what allows 
them to grasp the signifi cance of the change. 

There is also a spatial dimension. Socio-cultural 
data collection and analysis should be driven not 
only by intelligence requirements, but also by an as-
sessment of local contextual factors. Communities 
do not live in isolation and individuals can move 
in and out of communities. Moreover, social struc-
tures, such as kinship relations or tribal iden-
tity, can have signifi cance across community and 
geographical boundaries. Once again, a holistic 
systems view must encompass both these socio-cul-
tural dimensions.

The Path Forward 
In its 2003 report, the Defense Science Board 

Task Force on Discriminate Use of Force concluded 
that we need a “comprehensive, long-term, and co-
herent effort to understand adversaries in a sys-
temic way,” and that this would require models 

that account for not only physical dimensions, but 
“softer” social and cultural dimensions as well.  The 
Task Force also noted that our capabilities in this 
area are immature.15 The Defense Science Board’s 
2006 Summer Study on 21st Century Science and 
Technology Vectors places social science foremost 
among the four operational capabilities and en-
abling technologies needed to support future mili-
tary missions, and emphasizes that: 

Perhaps most central is to gain deeper understanding 
of how individuals, groups, societies and nations 
behave and then use this information to (1) improve 
the performance of U.S. forces through continuous 
education and training and (2) shape behaviors of 
others in pre-, intra- and post-conflict situations. Key 
enablers include immersive gaming environments, 
automated language processing and human, social, 
cultural and behavior modeling.16

Ethical Considerations 
Several social science disciplines have raised 

ethical concerns about the collection and use of 
socio-cultural knowledge in the national secu-
rity environment.17 The American Psychological 
Association, for example, has issued a formal state-
ment on the ethics of the use of psychology and 
psychologists in interrogations.18 The American 
Anthropological Association has established an ad-
hoc commission to investigate the implications of 
its members’ participation in national security ac-
tivities, and a heated internal debate is underway. 
Members of business and non-governmental orga-
nization communities, as well as private citizens, 
have also raised concerns regarding ethical issues 
resulting from policies and activities affecting local 
populations.19 The IC needs a more sophisticated 
understanding of the history and context of ethi-
cal issues as they apply to national security, and to 
remain informed about new and evolving develop-
ments in this arena. 

Conclusion
There    is    keen interest  in,and   need   for   socio-cultural

data, analysis, and approaches in a wide range of 
critical national security endeavors. This need is in-
creasingly recognized in many government circles. 
However, issues that need to be resolved are those 
regarding tools, including the development and use 
of computational models; methods, including issues 
relating to data collection, analysis, and dissemi-
nation; ethics; and the development of cross-com-
munity and interdisciplinary ties. Methodological 



62 Military Intelligence

rigor, development of best practices, engagement of 
a wide variety of disciplines, and interaction with 
open-source communities are also essential issues 
to pursue. 
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The opinions expressed here are those of the author 
and do not represent those of the DOD, U.S. Army, or 
the Maneuver and Support Center of Excellence.

Introduction
Cultural awareness is gaining attention in the Armed 
Services and for good reason. Cultural awareness is 
value added to the military by enabling the Soldier 
to see his area of operation from broader perspec-
tives. Among the many efforts to enhance Soldier 
combat skills, the U.S. Army has recently fi nalized 
recruiting Cultural and Language Advisors (CFLAs) 
to serve at the Army Centers of Excellence.1

I am one of the fi rst recruits. I was hired in 2009 
at the Maneuver and Support Center of Excellence 
(MSCoE) at Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri. As an ac-
ademic and cultural advisor, I feel it is appropri-
ate for me to offer some thoughts with respect to 
my position as a CFLA. I will limit my comments to 
the training of cultural awareness in the Captains’ 
Career Course–Common Core.

Coming from an academic background, I knew I 
had to adapt quickly to my new environment by cali-
brating my professional background to the fast pace 
and sense of urgency that was apparent as soon as 
I began. I prepared myself by learning about the or-
ganizations, the critical personnel, and the missions 
of the Center. I also determined to be always ready 
to provide advice when asked and initiate ideas as 
judiciously as I could. I proceeded cautiously so as 
not to interfere with the instructional schedules al-
ready in progress. At the same time, I made myself 
and my position visible as to what I could offer in 
the area of cultural awareness. As part of my ini-
tial responsibilities, I was tasked by the Director of 
the Maneuver and Support Center’s Directorate of 
Training with reviewing the U. S. Army Captains 
Career Course on Culture (CCCoC) and provide him 
and his civilian deputy with summary feedback:

I sense the focus of the lessons needs to be sharpened. 
The authors address the various elements of culture 
in terms of values, beliefs, behavior, and norms 
and then stop short of involving the soldier to his 
immediate and temporal challenges. Throughout 
the lesson commentaries, slides and illustrations, I 
felt the lesson needed to be brought to the military 
personnel and their objectives in an intimate sense. 
It needs to speak to them instead of meandering to 
the broader analysis of geographical/environmental, 
historical, economic, and social issues. 

The soldier learns culture to fulfill his/her technical 
challenges in preparation for deployment. Culture 
in this sense is instrumental, equivalent to the 
sidearm–effective at a close and intimate range. I 
feel the course might be more effective if it instructs 
the soldier how to meet the family, the village, the 
township and elaborate on the myriads of issues 
dealing with religion, ethnicity, tribal divisions 
and economic and political problems. Indeed, these 
topics are discussed in the lesson, but they are 
discussed in broad geographical, historical, and 
environmental contexts. They needed to be factored 
and detailed to the specificities of military mission. 
The soldier, I feel, needs the tools that help him or 
her now and here at the front (email of June 26, 
2009). 

After two years of observing and teaching the cul-
tural blocks, my opinion has not changed. In the 
following pages, I expand upon my opinion and offer 
some suggestions. 

The Challenge
The mission of the CFLA is a challenging one. The 

CFLA must make him/herself useful to the Center 
even where there is uncertainty as to whether one’s 
efforts are bearing results or not. Coming from the 
academic world where formalities are nonexistent, 
it was a humbling experience to witness the level of 
seriousness, high mindedness, excellence, and ded-
ication of the servicemen and women. They are pro-
fessionals of the highest caliber. Even though there 
is constant rotation in and out of the Center and I 
have to start all over again, I fi nd the opportunity of 
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working with such world class leaders a highly re-
warding experience.

Initial Analysis
The lessons in the CCCoC are well written and 

refl ect the highest quality of writing and editing. 
There is clarity of defi nition, organization, and writ-
ing style. The organization of the lessons, sequences 
of discussion and lecture sessions, and class exer-
cises are exemplary. The technical approaches in 
creating the instructional materials are also of the 
highest quality.

Quite frequently, it is common for evaluative stud-
ies to differ in style, approach, and discipline; as 
such I am not criticizing the pedagogical or disci-
plinary contents of the course. What I suggest is 
that the qualitative excellence of the lessons may 
need to be balanced with more relevant and sub-
stantive material content. As an example, in Module 
1, Cultural Infl uences and their Impact on Military 
Operations, I perceive problems of relevance and 
suggest utilizing anthropological, sociological, and 
political science perspectives to enhance this mod-
ule’s relevance. This module contains a most criti-
cal aspect of cultural awareness down range.

This module has four sections and a practical 
exercise:

1. Defi nition of Culture.
2. Infl uences on Culture.
3. Social Organization.
4. Political Structure.

Each of the lessons deals with the fundamental 
issues of culture. Culture is defi ned throughout the 
lessons, but the following details seem to be absent. 

First, the composition of the lesson and the slide 
presentation is eclectic. Each has political, eco-
nomic, anthropological, and sociological elements. 
The lesson commentaries and slides offer descrip-
tions of political players, ethnic organizations, kin-
ships, and tribal forms of societies. These topics, in 
my opinion, need to be segregated and addressed 
separately in their specifi c discipline or area of 
study. This does not mean taking each subject and 
presenting it as a separate lesson presentation. It 
only means identifying topics and organizing them 
by discipline with a short bibliographical list (fi ve to 
seven authors). This will contextualize culture by 
functional and conceptual areas. 

Second, the topics discussed are largely cast in 
non-military settings broadly describing cultural 
factors in general terms. Specifi city, targeting, and 
applicability based on specifi c pedagogical disci-
plines seem to be lacking. The heavy emphasis on 
anthropology to explain political, economic, social, 
and historical issues weakens the lessons’ impact. 
Balancing the discipline content of the cultural 
studies will enrich the experience of learning. This 
can be done by integrating relevant topics from the 
disciplines of anthropology, sociology, and political 
science.  

Third, values, beliefs, behaviors/attitudes, and 
norms (VBBN) are the central focus of cultural 
studies. In a much larger measure their central fea-
tures, such as respect, honor, dignity, fear, anger, 
resentment, and such attitudes as family unity, 
clan intensity, and tribal cohesion or schisms are 
psychological manifestations. They are the cultural
challenges in which Soldiers will need to be well 
versed in order to navigate their operational 
environment. 

It may be argued that the Soldier cannot be ex-
pected to be an authority on the peculiarities of 
limitless cultural topics as they apply to multiple 
societies. For that reason alone, I believe focusing 
and targeting VBBN as to their emotive effects can 
prepare the Soldier in what to expect from the initial 
contacts with others. Highlighting these factors will 
bring culture much closer to the Soldiers’ immedi-
ate deployment circumstances. 

Fourth, the defi nition of political structure is in-
trinsically linked to political functions, formulating 
and implementation of policies, evaluation of func-
tions, and carrying out adjudicative functions. The 
structure of any political system identifi es power 
centers in their hierarchical or symmetrical forms. 
Political players associated with governments, both 
local and national, are most relevant to political ap-
proaches. The lessons underemphasize this impact 
and focus on tribal, kinships, and clan formations. 
Randomly mixed anthropological and political con-
cepts create duplication of the functional role of 
social organizations and political structure with wa-
tered down impact and less disciplinary potency. 

The relevant defi nition of political structure is 
missing in the lessons and in the slides. Similarly, 
the block, Forces that Shape Culture, veers off on 
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topics such as geography, climate, religion, social, 
political, history, and economic “forces” of infl uence. 
The rational for this is that the Army has recognized 
these regional and socio-economic variables as use-
ful. From this list, geography, climate, history, and 
economics bear marginal infl uence on culture. For 
effi ciency and maximization of cultural awareness 
purposes, it seems they are better replaced by top-
ics that cut directly to the immediate tasks of the 
Soldier. To illustrate this, geography and “physi-
cal environment” will be selected and elaborated 
upon to show that their relevance is only marginally 
essential.

All humans adapt to their physical environment 
in similar survival strategies. Geographical attri-
butes such as land and water have identical cul-
tural effects for the American Soldier who grew up 
in the deserts of California, Arizona, New Mexico, 
and northern Texas, as they do for the villager in re-
mote Middle East, Australia, North Africa, or Africa 
desert environments. Physical environments are 
universal; they are common to all.2 The Soldier’s 
“physical environment,” even when dramatically 
different in climate, possesses natural characteris-
tics that the Soldier and his/her habitat had, over 
the years, adapted to. Hunters and gatherers in the 
jungles of Africa share identical life styles, manners 
of confl ict resolution, and survival skills as those in 
the jungles of the Amazon. Farmers in Africa and 
Asia can predict rainfall as the pioneer American 
farmers used to do before the advent of weather 
satellites. 

The survival skills of desert dwellers throughout 
the African, Asian, and American deserts appear to 
be identical without inhabitants ever meeting each 
other. Prior to modern times, family units, tribes, 
clans and kinships, possessed naturally embedded 
similarities that could be inferred upon from ob-
serving a few members.3 Their manner of hunting 
and gathering, sense of time, adaptability to tem-
perature, water, medical practices, and reaction 
to natural disasters share many similarities. Such 
problems as water scarcity, border confl icts, inter-
ethnic and intra-ethnic confl icts resulting from the 
physical environment have identical aspects and 
approaches to confl ict resolution. The American 
Soldier by his childhood training, observation, in-
tuition, and by general exposure to the American 
terrain is cognizant of the effects of physical envi-

ronment. I feel that the section is better replaced by 
other cultural topics that describe societies’ interre-
lationships and human relations. 

Harnessing the Disciplines
An alternative approach would be to apply the dis-

ciplines of anthropology, sociology, and political sci-
ence to those cultural topics most relevant to each 
of the disciplines. In this author’s view, the four les-
sons in question are better defi ned and articulated 
if the analysis and course descriptions are aligned 
with their most relevant discipline. Social organi-
zations fi t better when analyzed from the point of 
view of sociology. Political structures are amena-
ble to political analysis. Defi ning culture is mostly 
a province of anthropology. The Soldier’s mission, 
purpose, and training being heavily infl uenced by 
domestic politics, I argue that infl uences on culture 
are better suited when analyzed from the perspec-
tive of socialization as used in the fi eld of political 
science. 

The three disciplines have functional features 
which can be described as follows:

1. Anthropology defi nes the primordial culture of so-
cieties focusing on family units, family types, eth-
nics, tribal systems, cults, and fringe groups as well 
as others such as the homeless, gangs, and state-
less groups.

2. Sociology defi nes the organizational culture of 
groups such as labor organizations, educational 
groups at elementary, secondary, and tertiary level, 
peasant associations, business professionals, reli-
gious groups, military clubs, and inclusive and ex-
clusive clubs.  

3. Political Science defi nes the political culture of so-
cieties beginning with beliefs, forms of governments, 
regime types, ideologies, political parties, bureau-
cracies, independent and state-linked institutions.

Application of these three areas of study offer 
comprehensive details that can defi ne culture in 
terms of VBBN. Forces that Infl uence Culture can 
then be examined in its most direct and causal 
element–socialization. 

Socialization is the process by which societies 
learn their VBBN. Carefully selected political and 
social forces can be presented in terms of their rel-
evancy to the Soldier’s area of operation. These are 
social and political organizations with whom the 
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Soldier is bound to interact on cultural grounds. 
Presentation and analysis of relevant political in-
stitutions introduces the Soldier to the functional 
role of community or state power. Institutions can 
also be presented in terms of their ideological bases 
(democratic, dictatorial, theocratic), constitutional 
provisions (civil rights, civil liberties, the roles of 
women and respect for or injustice against minor-
ity rights), and policy making and implementing. 
Having done so, we then would focus on the instru-
mental features of each of the disciplines as will be 
described and analyzed below.4 

Discipline Perspectives
All three disciplines have critical elements that 

are essential for cultural and civic education. 
Allocating topical subjects to each of the three dis-
ciplines helps us identify forces that affect culture 
and their relevancy to the Soldiers’ deployment and 
redeployment missions. Frontline cultures in rural 
areas where the Soldier is bound to be exposed to 
the rural culture are better defi ned by anthropologi-
cal studies.

The Anthropological Perspective: As stated 
above, anthropology is at its best when it addresses 
the many basic features of societies. It is a pioneer 
discipline well suited for the purpose of looking at 
societies from their initial formation. Long before 
political scientists and sociologists began to borrow 
from the treasure trove of anthropologists, anthro-
pologists themselves had operationalized values, 
beliefs, attitudes, and norms (VBAN). This is partic-
ularly true in the defi nition of culture and its infl u-
ences at their generic, organic, and localized level. 
Anthropological methods of analysis can be em-
ployed to bring in to focus such topics as language, 
religion, cultural symbols, and historical and legacy 
features of specifi c societies. The rural life where 
the Soldier may be fi rst deployed can be defi ned 
to equip the Soldier with information that he can 
use in dealing with individuals, groups of men and 
women, chiefs, and tribal elders, and the attendant 
cultural norms, habits, and religious beliefs.

Anthropology is robust in defi ning societies at 
their micro level. Societies at their most basic level 
of organization are defi ned as entities preoccupied 
with fi nding means for survival. The family in its 
unitary and extended features–the clan, ethnics, 
tribe–and higher levels of social organization re-

gional, sub-national and national levels, become 
the main focus of lecture, discussion, and exer-
cises. When anthropology reaches into the analysis 
of social organizations, political structures, political 
systems, and political ideologies, it overlaps with 
sociology and political science. This overlapping of 
disciplinary fi elds will cause problems.  

Basic aspects of culture, mainly the VBAN when 
defi ned from the anthropological perspective will 
have maximized returns. Anthropology is focused 
on the early development of societies. It is pedagog-
ically equipped to identify universal commonality 
of the human race such as family love, commu-
nity solidarity, care and affection for children and 
transposing those cultural values to higher levels 
of cultural interaction. At the point where cultural 
differences are affected by modernization and the 
complexities of societies, sociological and political 
methodologies and concepts are better used to ad-
dress cultural impacts.  

The Sociological Perspective: Behaviors and 
attitudes as well as the ideological stand of orga-
nized groups are better defi ned by sociology. Group 
dynamics such as joining professional associa-
tions, social organizations, petitioning, demonstra-
tions, and riots are best analyzed in the sociological 
realm. Social forces in this category include politi-
cal movements, labor unions, syndicates, and ac-
tivist, racial, gender and ethnic based groups. From 
this list, the relevant social forces to concentrate 
upon would be groups such as labor unions, re-
ligious organizations, or professional organizations 
such as the teaching professions at the elementary, 
secondary, and tertiary level, as well as members 
of elite clubs, and business professionals such as 
chambers of commerce. The values associated with 
these group dynamics are economic, professional, 
and personal recognition to include promotions, bo-
nuses, and awards.5 The ways and means of group 
interaction, confl ict resolution, negotiation, and 
communication would fall into this category. Even 
shoeshiners, street peddlers, and taxi drivers have 
specialized cultural and survival skills that are de-
scribed by sociologists which enter the cultural 
realm. A sociological approach to cultural studies 
provides a treasure trove of critical information on 
the behavior of organized groups in urban centers. 

Political Science: Soldiers’ missions, professions 
and whether they engage in war, are determined 
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mostly by politics. The political prestige of the state 
is refl ected in the strength of its armed services and 
in the intensity and tenacity of their dedication. The 
Soldier is a defender of the state and his combat 
skills are enhanced if his cultural skills are also well 
developed. The Soldier’s sense of self awareness rel-
ative to his/her own political values is critical here. 
Self-knowledge, self-actualization, self-assertion in 
manners that affi rm democratic values are as es-
sential as winning frontline battles. 

The fi eld of political science provides us with tools 
for defi ning and analyzing governing principles– 
constitutions, institutions (legislative, executive, ju-
diciary), ideology (liberal/democratic, communist, 
authoritarian, theocratic) and the instruments of 
governance. A political system’s maturity is mea-
sured by the absence of confl icts, by the presence of 
freedoms and opportunities for citizens, and public 
and private sectors which maintain a high level of 
integrity. 

Political scientists see political culture as a way of 
explaining the political phenomena described above. 
Political culture in this case is the orientation of citi-
zens relative to each other and to their political in-
stitutions. The trust, integrity, civility of citizens 
towards each other is a measure of the maturing of 
a political culture. A harmonious and participatory 
political culture refl ects maturity of institutions. A 
political culture oriented by authoritarian, totalitar-
ian, or theocratic types of leadership displays sub-
jective behavioral attitudes. Citizens’ trust is elastic, 
civility is contrived and harmony and consensus are 
forcefully imposed through tyranny. Citizens under 
such systems live with defeated and broken spir-
its. These systems have tendencies to prevail for de-
cades until successful revolt.6 

Cultural topics when they are addressed from 
the political science perspective, give a wider view 
into the broad reaches of VBBN. The political sci-
ence perspective also brings into focus the political 
structure in its law making, executing, and imple-
mentation, legal adjudication, as well as policy eval-
uation functions. The ways and means by which 
citizens express their motivations, hopes, and as-
pirations fl ow from the political culture as they in-
teract with their government and with each other. 
Of the three disciplines, political science brings the 
secular, functional, and ideological attributes of so-
cieties to the cultural studies of the Soldier.

Final Words
In my opinion, the most valuable political, social, 

and economic capital today is democratic freedom 
and liberty. It must not be taken for granted. The 
temptation to see democracy as just another politi-
cal ideology and to assume that its key features are 
not transferable to other societies is overwhelming. 
The American Soldier, by heritage and purpose, is a 
vanguard of democracy. 

There are frequent misgivings expressed against 
“pushing our own values” on societies who may not 
“share our democratic values.” Simply because the 
American system in the past and occasionally to-
day may demonstrate systemic decay and dysfunc-
tional behavior does not mean that the democratic 
culture is therefore dysfunctional. What should be 
kept in mind is that the dysfunctions that may be 
seen from time to time serve to refi ne and elevate 
the system to a higher level of democracy. It attracts 
mass participation. People can mobilize, vote politi-
cal actors out of offi ce, launch petition drives, and 
participate in demonstrations. 

By selectively integrating the disciplinary fi elds 
of anthropology, sociology, and politics science as 
well as historical perspectives, we can provide the 
Soldier a broader understanding of cultural studies. 
We can leverage values, beliefs, attitudes/behaviors
and norms (VBA/BN) by anchoring our pedagogical 
endeavors with steadfast commitment to what are 
universally desirable–human rights, human dignity, 
justice, equality, and individual liberty. These are 
embedded in what is globally recognized as Natural 
Rights.

Endnotes

1. The guide for the implementation of cultural awareness training 
in the Army is the document, Army Culture and Foreign Policy 
Strategy, 2009. 

2. Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson, “Beyond ‘Culture’: Space, 
Identity, and the Politics of Difference,” Cultural Anthropology, Vol. 
7, No. 1, (February 1992), 6-22. See particularly page 7.

3. See Raoul Narol, “Some Thoughts on Comparative Methods in 
Cultural Anthropology”, Methodology in Social Research, Eds. 
Hubert M. Blalock, Jr. and Ann B. Blalock (New York: McGraw Hill, 
1968), 236-277.

4. Political scientists such as Gabriel Almond and Sydney Verba 
voice their appreciation of anthropologists for infl uencing them 
enough to have adapted anthropological methods to political 



75January - March 2012

science. See Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba, Eds., The Civic 
Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations (Boston: 
Little Brown, 1963), 13.

5. Mancur Olson, The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods and 
the Theory of Groups, Volume 124 (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1971) and Charles Tilly, From Mobilization to Revolution 
(Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1978).

6. Theda Skocpol, Social Revolutions: A Comparative Analysis of 
France, Russia, and China (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1979).

Other References
Huntington, S. Political Order in Changing Societies. New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1968.

Kaplan, Abraham. The Conduct of Philosophical Inquiry: 
Methodological for Behavioral Sciences. New Brunswick, NJ: 
Transaction Publishers, 1998.

Lerner, Daniel. The Passing of Traditional Societies. Glenco, IL: The 
Free Press of Glenco, 1978.

Moore, Jr., Barrington. Social Origin of Dictatorship and Democracy: 
Lords and Peasants in the Making of the Modern World. Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1966.

Tseggai Isaac completed his PhD in Political Science from the 
University of Missouri, Columbia, in 1991. He then went on to 
teach at the Missouri University of Science and Technology, 
formerly University of Missouri-Rolla. His research interests 
are economic and public policies of the Horn of African 
and Middle Eastern states. He has published articles in 
peer reviewed journals and encyclopedias as well as book 
chapters.

Our Mission
The GSP identifies, selects, trains, assigns, and retains personnel conducting sensitive and complex 

classified operations in one of five distinct disciplines for the Army, DOD, and National Agencies.

Who are we looking for?
Those best suited for this line of work do not fit the mold of the “average  Soldier.” Best qualified applicants 

display a strong sense of individual responsibility, unquestionable character, good interpersonal skills, profes-

sional and personal maturity, and cognitive flexibility.  Applicants must undergo a rigorous selection 
and assessment process that includes psychological examinations, personal interviews, a CI-
scope polygraph and an extensive background investigation.

Basic Prerequisites:

 Active Duty Army.

 25 years or older.

 Hold a TS/SCI clearance.

For a full list of prerequisites, please visit our website 
(SIPRNET http://gsd.daiis.mi.army.smil.mil) or contact 
an Accessions Manager at gs.recruiting@us.army.mil 
or call (301) 833-9561/9562/9563/9564. 



76 Military Intelligence

 contact and article 

This is your magazine. We need your support by writing and submitting articles for publication. 

Submission Information

When writing an article, select a topic rele-
vant to the Military Intelligence and Intelligence 
Communities. 
Articles about current operations and exercises; 
TTPs; and equipment and training are always wel-
come as are lessons learned; historical perspectives; 
problems and solutions; and short “quick tips” on 
better employment or equipment and personnel. Our 
goals are to spark discussion and add to the profes-
sional knowledge of the MI Corps and the IC at large. 
Propose changes, describe a new theory, or dispute 
an existing one. Explain how your unit has broken 
new ground, give helpful advice on a specifi c topic, or 
discuss how new technology will change the way we 
operate. 

When submitting articles to MIPB, please take the 
following into consideration:

  Feature articles, in most cases, should be under 
3,000 words, double-spaced with normal margins 
without embedded graphics. Maximum length is 
5,000 words. 

  Be concise and maintain the active voice as much 
as possible.

  We cannot guarantee we will publish all submit-
ted articles and it may take up to a year to publish 
some articles.

  Although MIPB targets themes, you do not need to 
“write” to a theme. 

  Please note that submissions become property of 
MIPB and may be released to other government 
agencies or nonprofi t organizations for re-publica-
tion upon request.

What we need from you:
  A release signed by your unit or organization’s 

information and operations security offi cer/
SSO stating that your article and any accom-
panying graphics and photos are unclassifi ed, 
nonsensitive, and releasable in the public do-
main OR that the article and any accompa-
nying graphics and photos are unclassifi ed/
FOUO (IAW AR 380-5 DA Information Security 
Program). A sample security release format can be 
accessed at our website at https://ikn.army.mil.

  A cover letter (either hard copy or electronic) with 
your work or home email addresses, telephone 
number, and a comment stating your desire to 
have your article published. 

  Your article in Word. Do not use special document 
templates. 

  A Public Affairs or any other release your instal-
lation or unit/agency may require. Please include 
that release(s) with your submission.

  Any pictures, graphics, crests, or logos which are 
relevant to your topic. We need complete captions 
(the Who, What, Where, When, Why, and How), 
photographer credits, and the author’s name on 
photos. Do not embed graphics or photos within 
the article. Send them as separate fi les such as 
.tif or .jpg and note where they should appear 
in the article. PowerPoint (not in .tif or .jpg 
format) is acceptable for graphs, etc. Photos 
should be at 300 dpi. 

  The full name of each author in the byline and a 
short biography for each. The biography should 
include the author’s current duty assignment, 
related assignments, relevant civilian education 
and degrees, and any other special qualifi cations. 
Please indicate whether we can print your contact 
information, email address, and phone numbers 
with the biography. 

We will edit the articles and put them in a style and 
format appropriate for MIPB. From time to time, we 
will contact you during the editing process to help 
us ensure a quality product. Please inform us of any 
changes in contact information. 

Submit articles, graphics, or questions to the Editor 
at sterilla.smith@us.army.mil. Our fax number is 
520.538.1005. Submit articles by mail on disk to:

MIPB
ATTN ATZS-CDI-DM (Smith)
U.S. Army Intelligence Center and Fort Huachuca
Box 2001, Bldg. 51005 
Fort Huachuca, AZ 85613-7002 

Contact phone numbers: Commercial 520.538.0956 
DSN 879.0956.






