Societies
A society is an autonomous population whose members are subject to the same political
authority, occupy a common territory, and have a common culture, and a sense of shared
identity.1 A society is not easily created or destroyed, but it is possible to do so through
genocide or war. A society usually has a dominant culture, but can also have a vast number
of secondary cultures.2 Different societies may share similar cultures, such as Canada and
the US.
Understanding the societies in the AO allows counterinsurgency forces to achieve objectives
and develop support for the force. Commanders must also consider societies outside the AO
whose actions, opinions, or political influence can affect the mission.
Social Structure
Each society is composed of both social structure and culture. Social structure refers to the
“relations between groups of persons within a system of groups.”3 Social structure is
persistent over time, meaning that it is regular and continuous despite disturbances, and the
relation between the parts holds steady even as groups expand or contract.4 In an army, for
example, the structure consists of the arrangement into groups, such as divisions, regiments,
companies, etc., and the arrangement into ranks, such as general, colonels, majors, etc.5 In a
society, the social structure may include institutions, organization, social statuses and roles,
elite networks, caste and class structures, ethnic groups, and tribal and other kinship-based
groups. In sum, social structure involves the arrangement of the parts that constitute society,
the organization of social positions, and the distribution of people within those positions.6
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To facilitate counterinsurgency operations, the most common roles, statuses, and institutions
within the society must be identified. Individuals in any given society interact as members of
their social positions, referred to as a status.7 Statuses may be achieved by meeting certain
criteria, or may be ascribed by birth.8 Statuses are often reciprocal, such as that of parent and
child, or husband and wife.9 Every status carries a cluster of expected behaviors, such as
how a person in that status is expected to think, feel, and act, as well as expectations about
how they should be treated by others. Thus, in American society parents have the obligation
to feed their children and the right to discipline them. Violation of a role prescribed by a
given status, such as failing to feed one’s children, will result in social disapproval.10
The standard of conduct for social roles is known as a ‘social norm.’11 Unlike a statistical
norm, which is the central tendency of a distribution of what most people do, a social norm is
what people are expected to do or should do, rather than what people actually do.
Understanding roles, statuses, and norms within an area of operations can clarify and provide
guidance to counterinsurgency forces about expected behavior.
Most societies associate particular statuses with particular social groups, such as family,
lineage, ethnicity, or religion.12 A group is generally defined as two or more people regularly
interacting “on the basis of shared expectations of each others’ behavior,”13 who have
interrelated statuses and roles.14

and Liam D. Murphy, Readings for a History of Anthropological Theory, New York:
Broadview Press, 2001
7
Frederick L. Bates, “Position, Role, and Status: A Reformulation of Concepts,” Social
Forces, vol. 34, no. 4, May 1956, pp. 313-321.
8
Ralph Linton, The Study of Man, New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1936, pp.
115-131.
9
Ralph Linton, “A Neglected Aspect of Social Organization,” The American Journal of
Sociology, vol. 45, no. 6, May, 1940, pp. 870-886; Gottfried Lang, “The Concepts of Status
and Role in Anthropology: Their Definition and Use,” The American Catholic Sociological
Review, vol. 17, no. 3, Oct. 1956, pp. 206-218.
10
Robert Lavenda and Emily Schultz, Core Concepts in Anthropology, 2nd edition,
Boston: McGraw Hill, 2002, p. 85.
11
For a review, see Lionel J. Neiman and James W. Hughes, “The Problem of the Concept of
Role-A Re-Survey of the Literature,” Social Forces, vol. 30, no. 2, Dec. 1951, pp. 141-149.
12
Robert Lavenda and Emily Schultz, Core Concepts in Anthropology, 2nd edition,
Boston: McGraw Hill, 2002, p. 86.
13
Ian Robertson, Sociology, New York: Worth Publishers, 1987, p. 92.
14
Thomas J. Sullivan, Kenrick S. Thompson, Sociology: Concepts, Issues, and
Applications, 1984, p. 53; citing Robert Bierstedt, Social Order, 1974.

DRAFT 2

In an area of operations, the social structure may include racial groups, ethnic groups,
religious groups and/or tribal groups. A race is a human group that defines itself and/or is
defined by other groups as different by virtue of innate and immutable physical
characteristics.15 Biologically, there is no such thing as race among human beings; race is a
social category.16 An ethnic group is a human community whose learned cultural practices,
language, history, ancestry, or religion, distinguish them from others.17 Members of ethnic
groups see themselves as different from other groups in a society, and are seen by those
others to be so in return.18 Religious groups may be sub-sets of larger ethnic groups, such as
Whabbist Sunni Arabs, or religious groups may have members from many different
ethnicities, such as the Bahai faith. Within the anthropological literature, a tribe is generally
defined as “an autonomous, genealogically structured group in which the rights of
individuals are largely determined by their membership in corporate descent groups, such as
lineages”19 Tribes are essentially adaptive social networks, organized by extended kinship
and descent, with common needs for physical and economic security.20
Understanding the composition of groups in the area of operations is of vital importance for
counterinsurgency operations, especially because the adversary may organize around racial,
ethnic, religious, or tribal groups. Furthermore, tensions or hostilities between groups in an
area of operations may destabilize a society and provide opportunities for insurgent control.
Commanders should identify powerful groups both inside and outside of their area of
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operations, identify how their activities may affect military operations, how they affect the
local populace, identify their interests, and identify the role they play in influencing local
perceptions.
Networks, which are a series of direct and indirect ties from one actor to a collection of
others, may be an important element within a social structure.21 Networks can have many
purposes: economic, criminal, and emotional. In a network analysis both the structure of the
network and the types of interactions between network actors should be considered.22
Groups engaged in patterned activity to complete a common task are called institutions.23
Thus, the educational institutions bring together groups and individuals who statuses and
roles concern teaching and learning. Military institutions bring together groups and
individuals whose statuses and roles concern defense and security. Institutions are the basic
building blocks of societies, are continuous through many generations, and continue to exist
even when the individuals that compose them are replaced.24
Organizations, both formal and informal, are institutions that have bounded membership,
defined goals, established operations, fixed facilities or meeting places, and a means of
financial or logistic support. In an area of operations, organizations may control, direct,
restrain, or regulate the local populace. Thus, commanders should identify influential
organizations both inside and outside of their area of operations, identify how their activities
21
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may affect military operations, how they affect the local populace, whose interests they
fulfill, and what role they play in influencing local perceptions.
Planners can generally group these organizations into communicating organizations, religious
organizations, economic organizations, governance organizations, and social organizations.
Communicating organizations have the power to influence a population’s perceptions.
Religious organizations regulate norms, restrain or empower activities, reaffirm worldviews,
and provide social support. A religious organization differs from a religious group: whereas
a religious group is a general category, such as Christian, a religious organization is a
specific community, such as the Episcopal Church. Economic organizations provide
employment, help regulate and stabilize monetary flow, assist in development and create
social networks. Social institutions, such as schools, civil society groups, and sports teams,
provide support to the population, create social networks, and can influence ideologies.
Culture
In order to facilitate counterinsurgency operations, both the social structure and the culture
must be fully understood. Whereas social structure (groups, institutions, organizations) is the
totality of relationships between groups, institutions, and individuals within a society, culture
(ideas, norms, rituals, codes of behavior) provides the meaning to individuals within the
society. For example, families are a core institutional building block of social structure,
found universally. However, marital monogamy, expectations of a certain number of
children, and willingness to live with in-laws are all matters of culture, and are highly
variable in different societies. Social structure can be thought of as a skeleton, and culture is
like the meat on the bones. The two are mutually dependent and reinforcing, and a change in
one results in a change in the other. 25
Once the social structure has been thoroughly mapped out, counterinsurgency forces should
identify and analyze the culture of the society as a whole, and of each major group within the
society.
Culture is “web of meaning” shared by members of a particular society or group within a
society.26 Culture is a taken for granted, patterned, arbitrary system of shared beliefs, values,
25
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customs, behaviors, and artifacts that the members of society use to cope with their world
and with one another, that can change over time, and that are transmitted from generation to
generation through learning and social interaction.27
Culture might also be described as an operational code that is valid for an entire group of
people.28 Culture conditions the individual’s range of action and ideas, including what to do
(and what not to do), how to do it (or not do it), whom to do it with (or whom not to do it
with), and under what circumstances the "rules" shift and change. Culture influences how
people make judgments about what is right and wrong, assess what is important and
unimportant, categorize things and deal with things that do not fit into existing categories. As
a rule system, culture is flexible in practice. For example, the kinship system of the
Yanomamo, an Amazonian Indian tribe, requires that individuals marry their cross cousin.
However, the definition of cross cousin is frequently changed to make people eligible for
marriage.29
Individuals may be members of many different cultures at the same time, forming complex
cultural composites.30 Each group or organization to which the individual belongs influences
the attitudes, perceptions, values, and norms that an individual holds.31 Attitudes are
affinities for, and aversions to groups, objects, persons, and objects.32 Perception is the
process by which an individual selects, evaluates and organizes stimuli from the external
environment.33 A value is an enduring belief that a specific mode of conduct or end-state of
existence is personally or socially preferable to an opposite or converse mode of conduct or
end-state of existence.34 Individuals do not unquestioningly absorb all the values of the
groups to which they belong, but accept some and reject others. The values of each culture to
which individuals simultaneously belong are often in conflict: religious values may conflict
with generational values; gender values with organizational practices.35
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The totality of the perceptions, attitudes, values, and identities that an individual holds – and
the ranking of importance – are a belief system.36 Religions, ideologies, and all types of
‘isms’ are all belief systems. The belief system acts as a filter for new information: it is the
lens through which people perceive the world. Beliefs can be central, intermediate, or
peripheral. 37 Central beliefs are unstated, taken for granted, resistant to change, and not
consciously considered views of the world. No attempt should be made to change the central
beliefs of a culture, as this may result in unintended second- and third- order consequences
Beliefs in the intermediate region are predicated on reference to authority figures or
authoritative texts. Thus, intermediate beliefs can be influenced through co-optation of the
opinion leaders in the AOR. From intermediate beliefs flow peripheral beliefs, which are
open to debate, consciously considered, and easiest to change. For example, peripheral
beliefs about birth control, the New Deal, or the theory of sexual repression derive from
beliefs about the Catholic Church, Roosevelt, or Sigmund Freud respectively.38
Understanding the belief systems of various groups in an area of operations will allow
counterinsurgency forces to more effectively influence the population.
Cultural forms are the concrete expression of the meanings, norms, and belief systems shared
by members of a particular culture.39 Cultural forms, such as rituals, symbols and narratives,
are the medium for communicating ideologies, values, and norms that influence thought and
behavior.40 Each culture will construct or invent its own cultural forms, through which
cultural meanings are transmitted and reproduced. Counterinsurgency forces can decode the
belief systems of a culture by observing and analyzing its cultural forms.
The most important cultural form for counterinsurgency forces to understand is the narrative.
A cultural narrative is a story recounted in the form of a causally linked set of events that
explains an event in group’s history, but which also expresses values, character, or selfidentity of the group.41 For example, the narrative of the Boston Tea Party in 1773, where
36
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Sam Adams and the Sons of Liberty dumped five tons of tea in the Boston Harbor as a
protest against unfair British taxation, provides an explanation of how and why the
Revolutionary War began. This narrative also tells Americans something about themselves
each time they hear the story: that fairness, independence, and justice are worth fighting for.
As this example indicates, narratives may not conform to historical facts, or they may
drastically simplify facts to more clearly express basic cultural values. Narratives are central
to the representation of identity, particularly the collective identity of groups such as
religions, nations, and cultures.42 Stories about a community’s history provide models of
“how actions and consequences are linked” and are often the basis for strategies, actions, and
interpretation of the intentions of other actors.43 “Narrative is the discourse structure in which
human action receives its form and through which it is meaningful.”44 Narratives are the
means through which ideologies are expressed and absorbed by individuals in a society. By
listening to narratives, counterinsurgency forces can identify the basic core values of the
society.
Other cultural forms include ritual and symbols. Ritual is "a stereotyped sequence of
activities involving gestures, words, and objects, performed in a sequestered place, and
designed to influence preternatural entities or forces on behalf of the actors' goals and
interests."45 A symbol is the smallest unit of cultural meaning, and is filled with a vast
amount of information that can be decoded by a knowledgeable observer. 46 Symbols can be
objects, activities, words, relationships, events, gestures, or spatial units.47 Institutions and
organizations often use cultural symbols to amass political power or to generate resistance
against external groups. Careful attention should be paid to the meaning of the common
symbols, and how various groups in the AOR use them.
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Power and Authority
Once the social structure has been mapped and the culture is understood, counterinsurgency
forces must understand how power is apportioned and used within a society. Understanding
power is the key to manipulating the interests of groups within the society.
There may be many power holders in a society, both formal and informal. Understanding the
formal political system (including central governments, local governments, political interest
groups, political parties, unions, government agencies and regional and international political
bodies) is necessary but not sufficient for counterinsurgency operations. Informal power
holders are often more important for counterinsurgency operations, and may include ethnoreligious groups, social elites, or religious figures.
There are three major forms of power in a society: coercive force, social capital, and
authority. The power of coercion is the ability to compel a person through threat of harm or
by use of physical force. Many groups in an area of operations may possession coercive
force, in the form of paramilitary units, militias, police forces, or security officers.
Counterinsurgency forces must be aware of these groups, and understand the social role these
coercive units play in the local political arena.
Social capital refers to the power of individuals and groups to utilize social networks of
reciprocity and exchange to accomplish their goals.48 In many non-Western societies, patronclient relationships are an important form of social capital.49 In a patronage system, an
individual in a powerful position provides goods, services, security or other resources to
followers in exchange for political support or loyalty, thereby amassing power.
Counterinsurgency forces must identify, where possible, which groups and individuals have
social capital and how they attract and maintain followers.
Authority is power attached to positions “justified by the beliefs of the voluntarily
obedient.”50 There are three primary types of authority: 1. Rational-legal authority, which is
grounded in law and contract, codified in impersonal rules, and commonly found in
developed, capitalist societies. 2. Charismatic authority, which is exercised by leaders who
48
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develop allegiance among their followers because of their unique, individual charismatic
appeal, whether ethical, religious, political, or social. 3. Traditional authority, which is
usually invested in a hereditary line or in a particular office by a higher power.51 Traditional
authority, which relies on the precedent of history, is the most common type of authority in
non-Western societies. “Traditional authority is based on a claim by the leaders, and a belief
on the part of the followers, that there is virtue in the sanctity of age-old rules and powers".52
In particular, tribal and religious forms of organization rely heavily on traditional authority.
Traditional authority figures often wield enough power, especially in rural areas, to singlehandedly drive an insurgency.53 Understanding the types of authority at work in the formal
and informal political system of the AO will help counterinsurgency forces identify the
agents of influence who can help or hinder the completion of objectives.
Economy
To conduct effective operations, counterinsurgency forces must understand how individuals
and groups within a social system satisfy their economic interests through the production,
distribution and consumption of goods and services. There are many varieties of economic
systems including market economies, planned economies, and traditional economies.
Economic systems can be formal or informal, or a mixture of both. In many areas of
operations, the informal economy will play a central role in people’s daily lives. Those
groups that are able to provide their members with economic resources through an informal
economy (whether smuggling, black market activities, barter or exchange) will gain
followers and amass considerable political power. Counterinsurgency forces must therefore
be aware of the local informal economy and evaluate the role played by various groups and
individuals in the economy.
The economic system within an AO may be adversely affected by military operations, and
this may effect the population’s perception of the government. Military operations may
destroy or damage production systems such as factories, and can clog, destroy, or damage
distribution mechanisms such as rail lines, pipelines, roadways, and bridges. This can cause
resentment among the population. On the other hand, restoration of production and
distribution systems can energize the economy, create jobs and growth, and positively
51
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influence local perceptions. The creation of jobs and sustainable industries with the area of
operations can favorably influence the population in a short period of time. 54
Economic information relevant to military operations can include common forms of
employment, large employers, monopolies of economic sectors and resources by various
groups and individuals, distribution systems, markets, and desirable consumer goods.
Understanding sources of insurgent financial support is also important. When commanders
can identify and influence sources of adversarial financial support, they can degrade their
adversary’s ability to recruit and provide resources.
Interests
After mapping the social structure, evaluating the culture of the society as a whole and that of
each group within the society, identifying the political system both formal and informal, and
charting the local economic system both formal and informal, counterinsurgency forces
should considered how to use the capabilities at their disposal to reduce support for
insurgents and gain support for the legitimate government.
To accomplish this task, counterinsurgency forces must understand the population’s interests,
meaning the core motivations that drive behavior, such as physical security, economic
wellbeing, and social identity. Understanding a population’s interests will illuminate the
various opportunities available to a commander to meet or frustrate those interests with the
capabilities at his or her disposal.
During an insurgency or any period of political instability, the primary interest of the civilian
population is physical security for themselves and their families.55 When government forces
fail to provide security, or threaten the security of civilians, the civilian population will be
much more likely to seek alternative security guarantees from insurgents, militias, or other
armed groups.56 This process can drive an insurgency. When government forces provide
54
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physical security, civilians will be more likely to support the government against the
insurgents.57 This process can derail an insurgency.
Other interests of a population include that which is necessary to sustain life, such as, food,
water, clothing, shelter, and medical treatment. Stabilizing a populace requires meeting all
these essential needs. Populations pursue these needs until they are met, at any cost and from
any source. If an adversary source provides for the populace’s needs, the populace will
support that source. This may impede mission accomplishment. If the government provides
that which is necessary to sustain life, the population will be more likely to support the
government. This can expedite mission accomplishment.
Another interest of the civilian population is political participation. Many insurgencies begin
because certain groups within the society perceive that they have been denied political rights.
In order to satisfy their political interests, groups will use pre-existing cultural narratives and
symbols to mobilize for political action.58 Very often, they will coalesce around traditional
or charismatic authority figures.
During times of instability when the government cannot function, the groups and
organizations to which an individual belongs will provide physical security, economic
resources, and political identity. Counterinsurgency forces should therefore identify the
57

The primary role of military forces in a counterinsurgency should be the provision
of security to civilians. As Charles Simpson pointed out in regard to the role of U.S.
Army Special Forces in Vietnam: “the motivation that produces the only real longlasting effect is not likely to be an ideology, but the elemental consideration of
survival. Peasants will support [the guerrillas] . . . if they are convinced that failure to
do so will result in death or brutal punishment. They will support the government if
and when they are convinced that it offers them a better life, and it can and will
protect them against the [guerrillas] . . . forever.” Charles Simpson, Inside the Green
Berets: The First Thirty Years, Novato, Calif.: Presidio Press, 1982, p. 62. See also
Andrew Krepinevich, “How to Win in Iraq,” Foreign Affairs, volume 84, no. 5.
Available at: ww.foreignaffairs.org/20050901faessay84508/ andrew-f-krepinevichjr/how-to-win-in-iraq.html.
58
See, for example on Vietnam: Brian Michael Jenkins, Why the North Vietnamese Will
Keep Fighting, Santa Monica, CA: RAND, P-4395-1, 1972; Peter A. DeCaro, “Ho Chi
Minh's Rhetoric for Revolution,” American Communication Journal, vol. 3, no. 3, June 2000.
Available at: http://acjournal.org/holdings/vol3/Iss3/spec1/decaro.html. On Iran: Manochehr
Dorraj, "Symbolic and Utilitarian Political Value of a Tradition: Martyrdom in the Iranian
Political Culture," The Review of Politics, vol. 59, no. 3, Summer 1997, pp. 489-521; Jill
Diane Swenson, “Martyrdom: Mytho-Cathexis and the Mobilization of the Masses in the
Iranian Revolution,” Ethos, Vol. 13, No. 2, Summer 1985, pp. 121-149. On China: George
T. Crane, “Collective Identity, Symbolic Mobilization, and Student Protest in Nanjing,
China, 1988-1989,” Comparative Politics, Vol. 26, No. 4, July 1994, pp. 395-413.

DRAFT 12

interests of each group in the area of operations: who provides them with physical security?
Who provides them with economic and social resources? What narratives mobilize political
action within the group? Who are their traditional or charismatic authority figures? What are
their grievances?
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