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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to establish the validity of a cultural framework. This is done to gain increased perspective on the cultural awareness that is necessary to co-operate successfully with members of other cultures. It is examined whether the six pillars of the above mentioned cultural framework cover the essentials of what is experienced in a foreign culture. Such a framework could benefit cultural training. Interaction between people of different cultures occurs in many types of situations. In the present work, experiences of British military personnel have been examined. In order to establish thriving partnerships during a military operation and co-operation with local counterparts in the ‘host-country’ or work relations, a solid understanding of their culture is an absolute necessity. The cultural framework consists of six ‘pillars’, each representing a category of behaviour relevant to interaction and communication. The manifestation of a pillar is found in observable behaviour. The pillars are: Honour and face; Hierarchy and social stratification; Purity, danger and taboos; Proxemics and body language; Speech acts; and Worldview and belief systems. If the pillars indeed cover the main gist of what should be taken into consideration when learning about a new culture, then the framework would prove to be an effective backbone for developing cultural training. We assessed first-hand experience with foreign cultures in a total of 13 interviews with British military personnel who had been deployed to Afghanistan. The interviews focused on their experiences in theatre, specifically in relation to their contact with the local population. The interviews were analysed to identify in which way the pillars were represented in their stories. This study concludes that the pillars of the framework matched the experiences of the interviees. This framework could therefore be used as a backbone for cultural training. 
1.0
Introduction

The decision to deploy NATO
 military to Uruzgan, a southern province of Afghanistan, prompted the need for a means by which to bridge the predicted cultural gap between the Uruzgani population and ISAF
 troops. Interaction between people of different cultures occurs in many types of situations. Consider multi-national organizations, diplomacy, or interaction with a local population during a military mission. It was anticipated that cultural differences on several levels of military operation could jeopardize the success of the mission. At a commanding level for instance, negotiations with local authorities, police, and military representatives would have to run smoothly. This was considered of importance to facilitate co-operation and establish stable relations. At the platoon level, collaboration with both the local police and the armed forces would prompt the need for cultural understanding as a basis for co-operation. Furthermore, contact with the local population would require certain cultural knowledge to gather intelligence successfully and to win hearts and minds. From this perspective, knowledge of the culture and customs of the local population is imperative to successful negotiations, alliances and team efforts. Failure in this respect could result in decreased mission effectiveness, unnecessary danger for the ISAF troops, and even increase instability in the region. Awareness and understanding of the main aspects of the culture of a ‘host country’ are crucial to successful dealings with its people. In order to establish thriving partnerships and co-operation with local counterparts or work relations, a solid understanding of their culture is an absolute necessity. This is relevant not only for military troops, but for all teams that have dealings with international counterparts.

To address the issue of cultural awareness of military personnel, a series of cultural awareness trainings, the so-called ‘Cultural Awareness Scenario Training’ (CAST), was developed and given to the Royal Netherlands Army. A cultural framework was used as a basis for this training. This cultural framework (which will be explained in depth in the next paragraph) consists of six so-called ‘pillars’. Each pillar describes a concept that enables the user to make sense of behaviour as he or she observes it, and helps to formulate an appropriate response. These pillars are meant to form a solid backbone for the development of cultural awareness training because the pillars cover the main gist of what should be considered when learning about a new culture. In the CAST, the pillars were used as the foundation for both role-play scenarios and briefing packages. The briefing packages were used as a short introduction to a new culture and as a reference guide. Also, soldiers were given the opportunity to learn and practise appropriate conduct through role-play. By engaging in role-play scenarios that were based on the six pillars, the soldiers learned the main aspects of cultural life in Afghanistan.

Whether the six pillars indeed cover the essentials of a culture needs to be determined. This paper describes a study that has been conducted to establish the validity of the cultural framework. Once validated, the framework can be used as an authorized training aid. The focus of this study is to gain increased perspective on the cultural awareness that is necessary to co-operate successfully with members of other cultures. It is examined whether the six pillars of the cultural framework cover the essentials of what should be known about a culture.
1.1
The cultural framework
According to Smith, Peterson & Schwartz (2002, p.205), national dimensions of cultural values are frequently employed in management training programs concerning cultural awareness. The dimensions originally identified by Hofstede (1980) and by Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner (1998) often form the basis for training and of extensive in-company intervention. Bond (2002) states that critics have argued that cultural-level characterizations are a distraction from the more important goal of understanding individual-level variability in behaviour. Based on this discussion, the cultural framework described in this paper is directed at providing a structure for better understanding of people from different cultures and how to interact with them. Rather than a list of do’s and don’ts, the cultural framework introduces six main cultural concepts that allow for the gaining of insight and understanding into the behaviour of people of a different culture. The framework is thus behaviour-oriented and gives practical insight into a culture. The pillars address themes or notions that describe those parts of a culture that are salient in situations where foreigners interact with members of the culture concerned. A pillar describes behaviours, activities and common conduct that can be related to this theme or notion. The six pillars by which the cultural framework makes culture insightful are: ‘honour and face’, ‘hierarchy and social stratification’, ‘purity, danger and taboo’, ‘proxemics and body language’, ‘speech acts’ and ‘worldview and belief systems’. Each of these concepts has been derived from, and supported by, anthropological literature. The characteristics of these pillars are described below. To illustrate the characteristics of the pillars, examples are taken from Afghan culture. This was deemed appropriate as the focus of the study is on Afghan culture compared to British culture.
1.1.1
Honour and face

There is a wealth of literature that details the workings of honour. Both thorough and concise accounts have been given on honour systems in general (Gilmoure, 1982; Peristiany, 1965; Herzfeld, 1980; Pitt-Rivers, 1965, 1968). Honour systems of Middle Eastern societies and the Arab world have also been well-described and much stressed (Allen, 2006; Cuddihy, 2002; Nydell, 2006; Patai, 2002) as well as in Mediterranean countries and Northern Europe (Rodriguez Mosquera, Manstead, & Fischer, 2002). A classic work on Afghanistan (Dupree, 1997) extensively describes the workings of honour in the Afghan context. Most authors on Afghanistan stress the importance of honour (see for example Vogelsang, 2002a & 2002b; Rubin, 2002). 
In many societies, honour and face play a central role in all interactions between people, though honour systems may vary in detail from region to region. In cultures in which honour plays a prominent role, daily life is significantly influenced by considerations of honour. To understand fully why people do what they do, one must take honour into account. Face can be seen as the public and individual manifestation of honour. To have face means to be openly recognized as an honourable person and to be treated with appropriate respect. To lose face means that this image is somehow damaged. One cornerstone of honour systems is that an individual is first and foremost a member of a group. If an individual behaves disgracefully, the honour of the entire group is stained. If, alternatively, the group’s honour is blemished, the public standing of the individuals in that group is damaged as well. In some cultures, the honour of a family, clan, tribe or ethnic group lies primarily with its ability to protect the women in the group as well as the home. A violation of the home (e.g., entering without permission) indicates an inability to protect the women, diminishing one’s claim to honour. There is also honour in self-sufficiency and independence (more common in western societies) which is for example violated by coercion or compulsion. Finally, honour can be found in hospitality: treating guests well gives claim to honour. Violating honour might place the requirement of revenge to restore honour. The severity of revenge may imply anything up to the actual taking of life. Very often, the state and its judicial system are not seen as credible or appropriate mediators, and, even in countries with strong states such as Portugal or Turkey, honour killings are not uncommon. 
1.1.2
Hierarchy and social stratification

Within most societies, there are classifications that determine status or rank. Social stratification is the hierarchical division of classes or levels in society. It may pertain to ethnicity, religion, demographics and professional background. Awareness of the social pecking order is imperative to understanding and interacting with a culture. Anthropologists have devoted much attention to describing issues of hierarchy and social stratification. As these issues are present in virtually every culture, they have traditionally been one of the favourite subjects of anthropological enquiry. Over 300 pages have been devoted to hierarchy and social stratification in a renowned book on Afghanistan and its inhabitants (Priestly, 1999). These pages describe how Afghanistan’s various ethnic groups are related, with considerable attention to hierarchy among the various tribes and ethnic groups. Such a book indicates the importance of hierarchy in Afghan eyes. Table 1 gives an example of what is considered high and low status in Afghanistan. Though the content of such a table might vary greatly for other regions, such a social system exists for every culture.
Table 1: Examples of high and low status in Afghanistan

	High status
	Low status

	Old
	Young

	Man
	Woman 

	Married
	Unmarried  

	With children (esp. sons)
	Childless

	Literate/studied
	Illiterate

	Religious reputation
	Lascivious reputation

	Wealthy
	Poor

	Hafiz (Qur’an by heart)
	Regular believer

	In-group
	Out-group

	Muslim
	Non-Muslim


1.1.3
Purity, danger and taboo

The importance and impact of issues relating to purity and danger have been described (Douglas, 2004) and the strength of disgust reactions to violation of taboos have been elaborated by Miller (1997), for example. All societies have certain things that are considered ‘dirty’ or ‘clean’. Which exact things are either dirty or clean varies from culture to culture. Certain animals, bodily emissions (mucus, pus, urine, faeces etc.), implements (handkerchiefs, toilet brushes, shoes), social contacts (marrying cousins is taboo in some societies and the preferred marriage in others), and behaviour (transvestism, mentally ill people) can be considered impure or taboo. What is considered dirty or impure is generally avoided or removed, and physical contact is usually followed by (ritual) cleansing. As purity is such an important issue in Islam, any work describing daily life in Islamic societies will cover issues such as the need for ritual cleansing. These issues also have an impact on food culture (Counihan & Van Esterik, 1997) and for example the theme of virginity (Ortner, 1978; Schneider, 1971). The social and religious desire to remain physically and mentally clean is common to every society. Values and ideals about purity can be deeply ingrained in people such that they are often not aware that these values are not universal. Disrespect for (subconsciously) held values about purity and taboos can gravely affront people. Impurity is linked to danger as it relates to infection or contamination. Unclean things are dangerous as they may be contagious through contact. The same is true for taboos although taboos need not always be classified as unclean but simply as dangerous. 
1.1.4
Proxemics and body language

Edward Hall introduced the term proxemics and his best and most accessible description is given in his book The Hidden Dimension (1969). Proxemics, the use of space, and the role of proxemics concepts in architecture have been amply described in anthropological literature (examples are Bourdieu, 1990; Sagant, 1996). The term proxemics refers to the use of space such as personal space and appropriate distance between people, as well as architectural concepts. Examples are the physical distance that is kept between conversation partners or the location of a toilet inside or outside a house. Architectural traditions can say something about the culture of a region. The thickness of walls or the size of windows (small windows make it hard to look inside, large windows make it easy) could be an indication of the degree of desired ‘privacy’ in a community. Proxemic rules underlie people’s behaviour in crowds, the way they decorate homes and offices, and seating arrangements during meetings. On body language and gestures there is also a mass of literature (Axtell, 1991; Beaulieu, 2004; Cuddihy, 2002; Desjarlais, 1992; Hall, 1969; Lomranz, 1976; Nydell, 2006; Remland, Jones, & Brinkman, 1991; Sanders, Hakky, & Brizzolara; 1985). Body language belongs to more implicit and unspoken parts of culture. An example is that for most western Europeans the thumbs-up gesture is interpreted as a positive and safe gesture. The inability to read someone’s body language can lead to irritation, misunderstanding or distrust. An ‘inappropriate’ gesture could wreck negotiations. Being aware of the impact of proxemics and body language is important when dealing with locals. 
1.1.5
Speech acts

The importance of speech, speaking and speeches has been much written about. Anthropologists often rely on oral histories for their research. The power of speech in Islam is evident (Allah created the world by speaking) and authors have often commented on the importance of speech in an Arab context (Allen, 2006). In the context of Afghanistan, poetry, rhetoric and storytelling are popular themes (Dupree, 1997; Edwards, 2002; Mills, 1991). Speech acts refer to the way in which greetings, introductions, meetings, speeches, and negotiations are conducted and structured. Sometimes these speech acts are purely formulaic and proceedings are ritualized. It is virtually impossible to cut through these speech acts without being impolite. Speech acts are also relevant in relation to the use of interpreters. Interpreters are the primary tool through whom the local population can be engaged. 
1.1.6
Worldview and belief systems

Worldview can refer to cosmology, basic outlook on life, or political ideals. The a priori assumptions about reality. Worldview pertains to the basic explanations for why we are here and how the universe is constructed. The term ‘belief systems’ covers religious issues, but it also covers issues such as magic or witchcraft (Evans-Pritchard, 1976; Stewart & Strathern, 2004). Books describing the practice of Islam (Geertz, 1968; Sedgwick, 2006) give insight into religion as it is professed in Middle Eastern countries such as Afghanistan. A belief system may be an organized religious group, but can also constitute sacred rituals, rites and ceremonies. People’s beliefs and worldviews influence their behaviour (Leung, Bond, Riemel de Carrasquel, Muñoz, Hernández, Murakami, Yamaguchi, Bierbrouwer & Singelis, 2002) and it is important to try to be aware of at least the basic tenets of local world views and belief systems. 

1.2
The six pillars as one framework

The six pillars described above represent the main concepts by which crucial aspects of a variety of cultures can be made understandable. These six pillars are not meant to be mutually exclusive. In fact, they overlap continually. ‘Speech acts’ have common ground with ‘honour and face’ when, for example, the rules for respectful conversation are violated.  ‘Proxemics and body language’ and ‘purity, danger and taboo’ intersect where a certain gesture or act (e.g. publicly holding hands) is considered taboo. 

In order for the framework to be efficient in its use, it has to be simple and essential. The six pillars cover the essence of what should be considered when preparing for managing oneself in a new and unknown culture. It is not based on learning an abundance of tips and tricks by heart, but on a basic understanding of the fundamentals of a culture. With this basic understanding, most situations in the foreign country or region can be handled appropriately. The framework has a broad spectrum because of its general nature. It is designed to cover a majority of cultural issues and can therefore be used for preparing for immersion in various parts of the world. Whether negotiating, bargaining, bonding, or acting as a team, the structure that the framework provides can be used as a backbone to develop a cultural training for these purposes. The cultural framework should be useful for anything from regional to worldwide collaborators, Non Governmental Organisations to commercial parties, and Small and Medium-sized Businesses to multinationals (Smith et al., 2002). In their dealings with a foreign culture, the cultural framework can be used as a basis for understanding the main cultural aspects of that culture. This understanding will support the user in behaving appropriately, reaching agreements and achieving (team)objectives more smoothly. 

2.0
Method

2.1
Procedure and participants

First hand experience was consulyed to establish whether the six pillars of the cultural framework cover the most important aspects of culture. A total of 13 interviews were conducted with British military personnel who had been deployed to Afghanistan and had had considerable contact with the local population there. The interviews focused on their experiences in theatre, specifically in relation to their contact with the local culture. The 13 interviewees were of various ages, ranks and professional backgrounds. The average age was 27.5 years old, the youngest interviewee being 20 and the eldest 43 years old. Seven non commissioned officers (lance-corporals, corporals, sergeants, and sergeant majors) and six officers (lieutenants and captains) were interviewed. The main tasks of the interviewees while on tour varied (doctors, medics, platoon commanders, troop commanders, para-troopers, artillery-experts, and chefs). All interviewees had been deployed to Afghanistan at least once, for a period of 4 to 6 months. A selection criterion was that the interviewees’ job involved frequent contact with the local population. The interviews were conducted in private rooms to ensure confidentiality and discretion and were digitally recorded for which the participants signed a consent form. Furthermore, the interviewees were asked to sign a second form stating their informed consent for participation.
2.2
Instruments

The interviews were semi-structured, meaning that a schema was used as a flexible guideline for the interviewer. The schema was not intended to provide a fixed set of questions, but rather could be used to structure the interview and obtain as much relevant information as possible. All interviews were conducted by interviewers experienced with this type of one-on-one interview. On average, each interview lasted 67 minutes. Table 2 gives an overview of the themes that were discussed with the interviewees. In general, interviewees were encouraged to elaborate on events that they had experienced from the beginning to the end. Relevant topics that pertained to the framework were asked out in more detail. 
Table 2: The interview themes

	General demographics (name, title, rank, etc.)

	General expertise:

	
	-prior education

	
	-career in military

	Experience with foreign culture

	Culture specific:

	
	-interaction types with local population

	
	-event description

	
	-roles him/herself, local population

	
	-elaboration per event

	
	-elaboration per pillar when mentioned

	
	-impact 

	Preparation:

	
	-training received

	
	-earlier tours / missions

	General vision on culture in mission area

	If you go back, what would you do differently?

	Your advise for next tours/ missions


2.3
Analysis strategy

After the interviews had been conducted, they were typed out verbatim so that they could be analyzed. A verbatim transcription was considered to be optimal as it means that the text is adjusted to improve its readability without compromising the content of the story. Analysis of the interviews was done in two ways, both quantitatively and qualitatively. The quantitative analysis gives an instant impression on how relevant each pillar is in the experience of the interviewees. This was done by scoring the number of times an interviewee mentioned an experience or action that related to one of the pillars of the cultural framework. Repetitions, as are common in informal spoken language or due to clarifications, were scored only once. It should be noted that when a cultural aspect that relates to one of the pillars is mentioned, this simply means that it was encountered. It does not mean that the interviewee necessarily was aware of this, or took the culturally appropriate measures. Moreover, under which pillar(s) certain remarks from the interviewees should be scored can be considered debatable at times. For instance, the subordinate position of women would be considered ‘hierarchy and social stratification’ from an Afghan viewpoint, but would more likely be a ‘taboo’ in the judgement of western society. In such cases, the context of the host-culture was taken as a reference point. If an interviewee said: “I didn’t see any women because they would never be a part of any negotiations”, this would be scored under the pillar ‘hierarchy and social stratification’. Even were an interviewee to say: “I feel that they treat their women badly because they have very few rights”, this would not be scored under the pillar ‘purity, danger and taboo’ (which it would be from a western point of view) but under the pillar ‘hierarchy and social stratification’. 

The qualitative analysis gives more depth and insight in what these experiences were, and perhaps which experiences were not captured by the framework. The qualitative analysis of the interviews consisted of a careful study of the opinion and experiences of the interviewees so as to discover trends in their experiences or encounters with the Afghan culture that were unexpected or unpredictable based on the pillars of the cultural framework. In the qualitative analysis, the focus was directed at the effects of cultural awareness on team efforts and co-operation.

It is important to realise that the cultural framework in this study is used to regard one culture (the Afghan culture) from the perspective of another culture (the British culture). Thus, both the quantitative and the qualitative analyses have been conducted from a ‘western European’ perspective on an eastern society. 

3.0
Results

3.1
Quantitative interpretation

A first glance at the quantitative analysis of the data (see Figure 1) reveals that all pillars are represented in the experiences of the interviewees. Some pillars were mentioned more often than others. Table 3 gives an overview of the average number of times that the interviewees mentioned a pillar during the interview. ‘Honour and face’ seems to have played a more prominent role in the daily encounters of the interviewees as they mentioned it, on average, over eight times per interview. This is followed by ‘hierarchy and social stratification’, and ‘purity, danger and taboo’, both mentioned more than six times per interview. The other three pillars were on average mentioned more than three times per interview, which is still a fair number of times.

Table 3: Number of times reference is made to a pillar of the cultural framework

	Interview nr.
	Honour and face
	Hierarchy and social stratification
	Proxemics and body language
	Speech acts
	Purity, danger and taboo
	Worldview and belief systems

	1
	10
	12
	1
	5
	8
	2

	2
	10
	4
	7
	1
	1
	1

	3
	18
	3
	4
	3
	4
	5

	4
	13
	11
	4
	1
	7
	10

	5
	6
	1
	3
	2
	0
	4

	6
	5
	2
	3
	0
	6
	2

	7
	20
	12
	9
	9
	8
	5

	8
	3
	6
	2
	3
	10
	4

	9
	4
	7
	2
	1
	6
	1

	10
	3
	6
	1
	0
	6
	0

	11
	12
	10
	6
	8
	8
	5

	12
	2
	1
	1
	2
	3
	4

	13
	6
	5
	3
	5
	12
	0

	Total
	112
	80
	46
	40
	79
	43

	Average
	8.6
	6.2
	3.5
	3.1
	6.1
	3.3
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Figure 1: Pie chart reflecting the relative mentioning of each pillar

3.2
Qualitative interpretation

A qualitative interpretation of the results gave insight to the content of the pillars extracted from the interviews. For every pillar, the experiences of the interviewees had some common denominators. These are described below. The qualitative analysis of the interviews provided several more insights than solely recognizing the six pillars of the cultural framework. More insight has been gained in how the interviewees dealt with the sometimes stark differences between UK and Afghan culture and what the implications were for successful cooperation. Themes that are discussed aside from the pillars are: making mistakes, work ethics, trust, and general appreciation of the Afghan culture. 
3.2.1
Honour and face

Noticeably, all interviewees emphasized the importance of respectful behaviour towards the Afghan population. Mostly, it was recognized that respectful behaviour entailed adjustment to the local customs. Ample examples were given of ways to show respect such as taking off shoes in a house, not showing the soles of one’s feet, shaking hands and mutual backslapping by means of a greeting, and engaging in elaborate small talk before coming to the point. More sophisticated ways to preserve honour and face were mentioned as well. For example, care was taken not to offend Afghani by contradicting them or proving them wrong in front of others. It was recognized that doing so would be seen as a loss of face and, as a result, most likely cause negotiations to stagnate. The following quote illustrates this awareness.
“You take the tea. If he wants to bring fruit out you accept that. You are obviously very conscious of how you sit and where you sit. Because being the visitor you are sat at the best place on the rug near him as a mark of respect. Again, you accept anything he has got to offer. An issue with Afghan culture is they will often tell you what you would like to hear. So, for example, I would say to him: “do you have a very well defended location?” He would say: “Of course we do”. Even if he outright lies, he doesn’t want to look stupid in front of his people. You got to take it with a pinch of salt sometimes, take it not necessarily at face value.”
3.2.2
Hierarchy and social stratification

Many interviewees referred to hierarchy in Afghan culture. Mostly, awareness of one’s position on the social ladder was considered important in conversations and contact with the local population. Asking to speak to the village elder, for example when entering a town, was known to be important, because talking to anyone else would upset the local elder and thus strain relations. Also the position of women and children was mentioned often, as they are considered of markedly lower status in Afghan culture.  One interviewee articulates which consequences this hierarchical system had for him in his (daily) work:
“We have made a conscious effort to completely ignore women. They have obviously been bailed. They always stood away. You never engaged in conversation. You never looked them in the eye. They are literally treated like second-class citizens.”

The last sentence might reveal how the interviewee himself felt about this. Nevertheless, it is a reality that most interviewees dealt with. Awareness of the social stratification, and its importance in Afghan culture, proved to be a necessity in order to conduct business with the Afghans successfully. It helps to understand the dynamics between a police chief and his subordinates or to know who to address out of a group of LEC
’s in order to get a job done. 
3.2.3
Purity, danger and taboo

References to hygiene were mostly made by the interviewees in relation either to toilet routines or to religious ‘cleansing’ rituals. Both seemed to be encountered regularly in daily life. As Muslims wash their face, hands, and feet before prayer five times a day, this did not go by unnoticed. Though it was slightly inconvenient at times because it interfered with other work that needed to be done, all interviewees stated that they accepted and understood the need for this ritual. Also toilet habits drew attention as the western toilets were often not used by Afghans. Though in some cases sanitation was provided for LECs and/or for the ANA and ANP
, they often preferred to fall back on their own traditional toilet routines, often involving the grounds behind the tents or the riverbeds. 

“They are washing in the rivers and stuff, but they don’t really use soap, it is not going to be clean. When they are doing their ‘business’, they do it in the streets, just pull up their clothes and all the rest of it.”

What is considered taboo in Afghan culture sometimes coincides with what is considered taboo in western societies. Examples are drug or alcohol abuse or sexual acts with children. Some taboos are specific for the country or region. An example is the independence of women. This is accepted, even celebrated, in many western societies, but seen as a taboo by Afghans as they believe that women should be taken care of by men. Also, as open homosexuality is slowly coming out of the taboo sphere in western societies, it is not tolerated in Afghanistan. Most taboos in Afghanistan have their origin in the teachings of Islam. 
3.2.4
Proxemics and body language

Differences in proxemics and body language between Afghans and the British were a recurrent theme in the interviews. Particularly the differences between what was considered ‘comfortable’ or ‘appropriate’ physical contact and proximity were mentioned. Afghans stand closer to their conversational partner and are more likely to grab an arm or a leg while talking. Also, men are seen holding hands with each other in the streets or hugging as a sign of friendship. The following quote illustrates the initial discomfort that was sometimes felt with these intimacies, though it is recognized as a sign of friendship, and thus appreciated.

“They quite like holding hands. He shocked my commanding officer the first time. He was walking to the brigade commander from the Afghan National Army who then grabbed his hand and started holding his hand as they got to walking through the camp and stuff. And he would be like: ‘Oh my God’.”

The last remark indicates the commanding officer’s discomfort with these customs. Though most interviewees acknowledged that it took some getting used to, most could appreciate this closeness. Though hugging or holding hands was felt to be too intimate by some, almost all interviewees gladly engaged in mutual backslapping and extensive handshakes as a greeting. 
3.2.5
Speech acts

As most British soldiers do not speak Pashto, and most Afghans speak very little English, conversations were mostly conducted through interpreters. Almost independent of the translation skills of the interpreters (which could vary from poor to excellent), some interviewees experienced the differences between their own speech acts and those common to the Afghans. Most noticeable for most interviewees was the necessity for small talk before coming to the point. In Afghan culture it is uncommon to get straight to the point, nor would one want to disappoint another by for example saying ‘no’. An Afghan is therefore more likely to avoid the question, or even agree to something that is in fact not true. This makes negotiations harder for an Englishman who is not entirely familiar with these ‘rules of the game’. How to know that you have got the answer that you were looking for?

“Things are a lot easier if you can be frank and open. If you say: ‘I would like this. I can do this for you. This is how I will achieve it’. Why don’t they end the negotiation? It is quite a drawn out process and you’ve got to sit through a multilayered conversation to get the answer that you want.”
3.2.6
Worldview and belief systems

An obvious subject related to the pillar ‘worldview and belief systems’ is Islamic religion. All interviewees referred to the fact that they had encountered Muslims and experienced Islamic customs. A religious ritual that was seen frequently was prayer. It was also noticed by some that the Afghans abided by certain commandments in the Koran such as abstinence from alcohol and pork. However, the pillar ‘worldview and belief systems’ pertains to more than religion. It also encompasses other aspects of how life is seen and how events are interpreted. An example is given by the interviewee who expresses his surprise when he encounters a group of Afghan men who have just been shot at in their vehicle. 

“…there was no crying, no anger, no nothing. They sat at the side of the vehicle and got some water. At no point did anyone get angry or aggressive. They just sat there, it happens. The guy was cracked open like a watermelon. I said, ‘this is unbelievable; none of you are at all bothered’. I found the whole thing incredibly strange. You expect people to react very badly. They had their vehicle shot up.”

This experience illustrates an attitude towards events in life which Westerners might call fatalistic. There seems to be acceptance. The phrase ‘God willing’ is frequently heard in eastern societies as it is believed that not everything can be controlled by oneself, but that God alone determines one’s fate. 
3.2.7
Making mistakes

Notably, the interviewers encountered a slight barrier when interviewees were asked if they had made any mistakes, or had seen any mistakes being made with respect to cultural awareness. It is not likely that this hindered the interviews in itself, but it could be seen as a potential weakness of this type of study. None of the interviewees could think of a single mistake that they, or anyone else, may have made during their tour. Most of the interviewees commented that, though they were sure that some mistakes were made by them or others, none came to mind. This might indicate that the interviewees were uncomfortable displaying their shortcomings. However, considering the challenge of working in a high strain environment where nearly nothing is familiar, it would be likely that mistakes would have been made. Possibly, if any mistakes were made, they were made in ignorance, and thus went by unnoticed. In the interviews, some remarks indicated that indeed unawareness may have played a role in some (rare) instances. Though the intention to maintain honour and face was clear without exception for all interviewees, an occasional mistake may have been made in this area. It is likely that, as the mistakes were made unintentionally, they mostly passed unnoticed as well. In the quote by the next interviewee, it becomes clear that unawareness might unintentionally lead to slightly offensive behaviour. 

“Yes, personal space is an issue. Always look them in the eye. That is a mark of confidence. Never show the soles of your feet when you are sitting down and you are sitting cross-legged. Because that is to indicate that you are beneath me, you are below me if I show the soles of my feet. Use an open hand if you want to articulate, talking with the hands is very good, but don’t point and don’t invade somebody’s personal space. The basic things are like that, I think. I did certainly use it. When you are sitting down don’t slouch, just be respectful, don’t be lazy. He has brought you there to speak to you, at least show him some respect by being attentive or alert and look him in the eye, talk slowly. Don’t be patronizing him; don’t make him feel an idiot. As you would do hopefully with anyone.”

This quote shows that the soldier had very sincere intentions and was actively engaged in displaying respectful behaviour in his conversations with Afghan locals. To this purpose, he mentions some behaviour such as talking with open hands, paying attention and not showing the soles of your feet. However, he integrates values that are more likely to be polite in western societies than in eastern ones, such as ‘slouching’. Looking someone straight in the eye, in fact, can be interpreted as rude and offensive in Afghanistan as it is seen as disrespectful towards the person you are speaking to. It is likely that in the event that his behaviour is seen as inappropriate, no offence will be taken because his sincere intentions are recognized and appreciated. Still, inappropriate conduct might negatively affect relations in a subtle way without open hostility. Especially when two parties need to work together, mutual understanding of culturally appropriate behaviour can be essential not only for transparency in communications, but also for establishing rapport. 
3.2.8
Work ethics and trust

Two major themes surfaced from further analysis that did not seem to be captured in the pillars of the cultural framework. Afghan work ethics and the trustworthiness of the local population were recurring themes in many of the interviews. It seemed that a cultural gap was experienced between the British soldiers and the Afghans when it came to work ethics. In several interviews, it was remarked that there always seemed to be a few Afghan workers among the LECs who displayed extreme indolence. 

“When I was working with them I was supervising them building some defences for their own security as well as ours, and then you turn around and back again and then four or five of them would be walking off, and there was nobody there and you would have to shout at them and say: come back here, you haven’t finished, and they come back and joke it off... they just really didn’t want to work.” 

Though certainly not all workers behaved this way, some displayed what was seen as truly inexcusable laziness. Mostly, their lethargy was not understood and it was considered both frustrating and bothersome. In most cases, it affected the working relations and diminished the initial goodwill of the British soldiers. Especially in the light of the team efforts that were required in this example, the affected working relations proved to stand in the way of successful partnerships. Also trust was an issue, as is illustrated by the following quotes: 

“I don’t know who it was, but in the 19th century when we were in Afghanistan before, someone said you can never trust an Afghan, but you can buy one. That still today is very, very valid.”
“You will be in a fire fight or something happens and you turn around, expecting twenty Afghan to be there to one of your flanks helping you to suppress fire and you get some men down there to square them away and you turn around and they will be gone.”

In many instances it could be understood by the interviewees that Afghan ‘partners’ would change sides both out of convenience, but also for personal safety. Still, the inability to trust their Afghan counterparts gave many interviewees a sense of discomfort. For some interviewees, the feeling of disloyalty reflected significantly on their overall impression of Afghan culture and their ability to work together. 
3.2.9
Appreciation of the Afghan culture 

Last, an observation was made on the general appreciation of the interviewees for Afghan culture. A positive general attitude towards partners of a different culture is likely to ease the establishment of rapport in the relationship. It also indicates a willingness to adjust and learn. To determine the extent to which such rapport was felt, it was asked how the interviewees felt about Afghans in general. Interestingly, this proved to be a mixture of two ‘extremes’. Some interviewees seemed to harbour both extremes at once in their opinion, others tended towards only one of the two poles. 
“I would still have a negative view, to be honest, from my own experiences there. It seems like a hopeless place. […] The people, a lot of the impressions I had were pretty negative of them. […] they have very low respect for life, that’s just the way it is there, they have lower life expectancy. Life is harder for them. [Later, in the same interview] I think it is a nice culture, they are friendly people. I’m sure that if they weren’t constantly involved in wars, they would be more peaceful and open. I think they treat people well as individuals. I think as a traveller it wouldn’t be hard to make friends, they will be very friendly and inquisitive about you and make you feel welcome.”

Afghan culture was greatly appreciated for its hospitality and friendly people. Some interviewees also expressed their admiration for a people that has endured so many years of hardship but has not lost its pride and sense of dignity. For some interviewees, the balance had tipped towards the other side, though, leading them to feel troubled by Afghan culture. Often this opinion was prompted by an aversion to some aspects of perceived ‘common’ conduct in Afghan life. One recurring issue that triggered incomprehension was the treatment of both women and children. Children were seen to be disciplined in a harsh manner such as by scalding them with boiling water or throwing rocks at them. Women, in Afghan culture, are kept out of public life, have fewer rights, and are considered less important. The subordination of women and children was, for some, an uncomfortable aspect of their culture. Another frequently mentioned dislike was that of so-called double standards. Many interviewees remarked that though Afghans all declared to be pious Muslims, some of their behaviours were seen to be in contradiction with their convictions. Examples are the use of alcohol and other stimulants, and views on sexuality. This caused their proclaimed faith to come across as insincere. 

4.0
Conclusions and application prospects

The most important finding of this study is that the experiences of the interviewees could be mapped by the cultural framework. This indicates that the pillars of the framework matched the experiences of the interviewees. The cultural framework has been validated by means of interviews with soldiers who have shared their experiences in the ‘field’. The quantitative interpretation showed that all pillars were mentioned in the interviews. The pillar honour and face was mentioned 8.6 times on average, hierarchy and social stratification 6.2 times on average, body language 3.5 times on average, speech acts 3.1 times on average, worldview and belief systems 3.3 times on average. The qualitative analysis of the data gives a more detailed view on the framework in which some implications for intercultural relationships can be uncovered. For every pillar, interviewees have given ample examples of experiences that illustrated the encounter of a pillar. In addition, the qualitative analysis gave insight in mistakes that could have been made, general appreciation of Afghan culture and work ethics and trust. This led to the insight that some important aspects for intercultural collaboration were not captured by the framework: work ethics and trust. One suggestion would be to include one extra pillar in the framework that would cover subjects that have to do with ‘attitude’. Such a pillar could cover subjects referring to common conduct, mind-sets and everyday ways of behaving. This pillar would differ from ‘worldview and belief systems’ in that it would not refer to one’s view on life in general, the world or the spirit world. Instead, it would cover subjects that have to do with daily standpoints, habits and general attitude. Both trust and work ethics would be subjects that could be incorporated in such a pillar. It is, however, debatable whether adding a new pillar is a good solution. Perhaps a framework with a multitude of pillars that make it all-comprehensive would become too detailed and unmanageable. In its present form, the framework has been shown to cover the majority of cultural and religious issues that soldiers face in their interactions and partnerships with a foreign (in this case Afghan) culture. This would indicate that the pillars are useful as a basis for exploring the main aspects of an unknown culture. 

Experiences that lead to both appreciation and dislike of Afghan culture can be viewed in the light of the six pillars of the cultural framework. When interviewees mention their appreciation, it was often in related to the pillar ‘honour and face’; such as hospitality. Dislike or misunderstanding was often mentioned in relation to either ‘hierarchy and social stratification’ or ‘purity, danger and taboo’; such as social position of women and views on sexuality. It would be interesting to reveal the interaction between each pillar and general appreciation.

A next step in validating the cultural framework would be to apply it to other regions and countries. A similar interpretation of data from other cultures such as has been done in this paper would even further validate the cultural framework and prove its function for a variety of cultures. Furthermore, such further interviews could serve the purpose of providing inspiration for new or improved scenarios in the development of subsequent training. 

Not only the military, but many other parties, could benefit from the six pillars of the cultural framework as a basis for cultural training. Because the framework is both simple and essential, it can provide a clear starting point for the development of cultural awareness. Subsequently, prospects for application have a wide range, from large organisations to small firms both in the public and governmental sector. Knowledge and understanding of a foreign culture are often strategically important to a business or an individual that aims to work with (or in competition with) people of another cultural background. Such understanding can be a determining factor to successful relations as it opens doors to mutual consideration, indulgence, tolerance, and appreciation from both sides.
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� Locally Employed Civilian


� Afghan National Army and Afghan National Police
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