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We are survival machines.
Richard Dawkins

Strategy is the mode of survival of a society.
Henry Kissinger
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1. INTRODUCTION

To flourish and grow in a many-sided uncertain and ever changing world that surrounds us, suggests
that we have to mafke intuitive within ourselves those many practices we need to meet the exigencies
of that world. The contents that comprise this 'Discourse’ unfold observations and ideas that
contribute towards achieving or thwarting such an aim or purpose

John Boyd, A Disconrse, p.1

Who is John Boyd and what is A Discourse?

The general objective of this study is to provide a better understanding of the ideas
concerning conflict and military strategy John Boyd developed and laid down in A Discourse.
It aims to correct and complement the common interpretation of his work, while in addition
showing the impact of this body of strategic thought on U.S. military doctrine and defence
policy of the past two and a halve decades. An answer to the question who John Boyd was
and what A Discourse comprises may start with some sections of a tribute written two days
after Boyd’s death on 9 March 1997 which describes him as

a towering intellect who made unsurpassed contributions to the American art of war. Indeed,
he was one of the central architects in the reform of military thought which swept the
services, and in particular the Marine corps, in the 1980’s. From John Boyd we learned about
the competitive decision making on the battlefield-compressing time, using time as an ally.
Thousands of officers in all or services knew John Boyd by his work on what was to be
known as the Boyd Cycle or OODA loop. His writings and his lectures had a fundamental
impact on the curriculum of virtually every professional military education program in the
United States-and many abroad [..]he was the quintessential soldier-scholar - a man whose
jovial outgoing exterior belied the vastness of his knowledge and the power of his intellect!.

Boyd was a strategist, a person who, according to Colin Gray, sees, even though he or she
cannot possibly be expert in, all dimensions of the ‘big picture’ of the evolving conditions of
war? John Boyd was an officer in the United States Air Force who lived from 1927-1997. He
saw combat action as a fighter pilot, flying the F-86 Sabre during the Korean War. In the
fifties and sixties he developed air combat tactics and trained pilots at the Fighter Weapons
School at Nellis Air Force Base near Las Vegas. During the sixties, posted at the Pentagon,
he was closely involved in the design of the F-16 and the F-15 fighter aircraft. He retired as a
colonel in 1975. He continued his involvement with military affairs as a (virtually non-paid)
consultant. In this capacity he was involved in attempts to reform the US defense
establishment and the acquisition process at the Pentagon that he considered a stifling
bureaucracy. The period from retirement to 1995 marks the gestation period of A Discourse.
One of his biographers states that most of his real education occurred after he retired from

! General C.C. Krulak, Commandant of the Marine Corps, Iuside the Pentagon, 13 March 1997, p.5.
2 Colin Gray, Modern Strategy (Oxford, 1999), p. 52.



the Air Force. His expertise developed slowly over a long period of time and was the result
of a huge synthesis of nearly everything he learned, formally and informally?.

John Boyd left the military community a stack of hard copies of his presentation
titled A Discourse on Winning and Iosing. Started because of his involvement with the
development of the A-10 Close Air Support aircraft, which led him to study the nature and
history of close air support, his investigations in military history evolved over the years into a
comprehensive theory of strategy. .4 Disconrse on Winning and Losing consists of four briefings
and an essay. The set has also been labeled as The Green Book. 1t was completed in 1987,
although subsequently frequently specific wording on slides was revised. The essay Destruction
and Creation was written in 1976. This forms the philosophical foundation for his proposition
that uncertainty pervades everything. It is a window to Boyd’s mind, according to Robert
Coram, one of the two biographers* In it Boyd states that uncertainty is a fundamental and
irresolvable characteristic of our lives, no matter how good our observations and theories for
explanation are. The way to go about this, is to make sure one has (a) the ability to recognize
the extent to which one’s mental model is correct and the ability to use different models
simultaneously.

Patterns of Conflict forms the historical heart of his work and is the longest of his
presentations. First draft completed in 1977, it has turned into the opus of Boyd’s research
on conflict and warfare. This briefing contains 193 slides. It is a historical analysis of warfare
and theories for victory. This analysis is the vehicle that Boyd used to construct his
argument. It also provided him a tool to guide the audience through the several stages and
propositions of his argument. Each slide elaborates upon the previous one, differing often
only through a short addition of a term or suggestion or by a slightly different interpretation
of a term he used before. In the end he derives from his survey of military history patterns
for success. This presentation represents, in Boyd’s own words, ‘a compendium of ideas and
actions for winning and losing in a highly competitive world™. It also contains an
introduction to the conceptual heart, the condensed essence of Boyd’s thought: the OODA
loop model or the Boyd Cycle. In simplified form, it looks like the following figure.

G:> observation %

action otientation

QE‘ decision <:J

OODA stands for observation, orientation, decision, action. Explained in brief,
observation is sensing yourself and the world around you. The second element, orientation,
is the complex set of filters of genetic heritage, cultural predispositions, personal experience,
and knowledge. The third is decision, a review of alternative courses of action and the
selection of the preferred course as a hypothesis to be tested. The final element is action, the

3 Grant Hammond, The Mind of War, Jobn Boyd and American Security (Smithsonian Insitution Press,
Washington, D.C., 2001), p.56.

* Robert Coram, Boyd, The Fighter Pilot Who Changed the Art of War (Little Brown and Company, Boston,
2002), p.451.

5> John Boyd, ‘Abstract’, in A Discourse, p.1.



testing of the decision selected by implementation. The notion of the loop, the constant
repetition of the OODA cycle, is the essential connection that is repeated again and again.
Put simply, Boyd advances the idea that success in war, conflict, competition even survival
hinges upon the quality and tempo of the cognitive processes of leaders and their
organizations. War can be construed of as a collision of organizations going their respective
OODA loops.

In the presentations Organic Design for Command and Control (first draft in 1982) and
the one intriguingly titled The Strategic Game Of ¢ and ? (first draft in 1986) he uses insights and
conclusions from Patterns of Conflict but now in abstract form. He employs these abstractions
to develop arguments about leadership and about the essence of strategy, or in Boyd’s own
description: Organic Design for Command and Control ‘surfaces the implicit arrangements that
permit cooperation in complex, competitive, fast moving situations’, while The Strategic Game
of ? and ? emphasizes ‘the mental twists and turns we undertake to surface appropriate
schemes or designs for realizing our aims or purposes™. The last presentation, Revelation
‘makes visible the metaphorical message that flows from this Disconrse’.

He also developed two other short briefings that have not been an integral part of
The Green Book but are fully in line with, and an elaboration on previous arguments. The
Conceptnal Spiral was completed in 1992. It is a kind of summation of A Discourse and in
another sense it is another angle on the insights he had provided in Destruction and Creation. In
this briefing he uses these insights to explain how and why innovation occurs in science,
engineering and technology. Simultaneously this briefing provides additional support for his
proposition that the capability to adapt to unfolding circumstances is of utmost relevancy for
organizations. The final briefing is titled The Essence of Winning and Losing, which is a very
condensed rendering of Boyd’s core ideas and contains an elaborated model of the OODA
loop. It was completed in 1995. This too will be discussed.

Why study Boyd?

There are four very sound reasons for a close examination of A Discourse. First, as will be
demonstrated, Boyd’s ideas are important. Second, they have been - and still are - influential.
Indeed, it has proven a powerful theory in the sense that it has directly inspired many studies
and shaped military doctrine. Third, they are, however, not really all that well and properly
understood. A final reason is that, although important, influential and not always properly
understood, as yet there have not been many papers, studies or books published that focus
solely on Boyd’s work or go beyond the familiar OODA loop idea. I will elaborate on these
four points.

Influential and important. In his recently published study of modern strategic theoty,
Colin Gray ranked Boyd among the outstanding general theorists of strategy of the 20t
century, along with the likes of Bernard Brodie, Edward Luttwak, Basil Liddell Hart and
John Wylie. Gray states that

John Boyd deserves at least an honorable mention for his discovery of the ‘OODA
loop’...allegedly comprising a universal logic of conflict....Boyd’s loop can apply to the
operational, strategic, and political levels of war... The OODA loop may appear too humble
to merit categorization as grand theory, but that is what it is. It has an elegant simplicity, an
extensive domain of applicability, and contains a high quality of insight about strategic
essentials...”.

6 Ibid.
7 Colin Gray, Modern Strategy, pp.90-91.



A theory with such an accolade invites and requires further study.

His wide influence manifests itself in the fact that John Boyd’s idea captured in the
picture of the OODA loop has become a instantly recognized symbol for military people
throughout the western world marking both a decision cycle and a maneuvrist style of
warfare. His ideas permeate current (Western) military doctrines and war fighting concepts.
Boyd’s influence first became appeared in the development of, what later turned out to be,
the AirLand Battle concepts. Boyd’s influence since then has widened. What are now
familiar concepts, such as Information Warfare, Command and Control Warfare, fluidity in
battle, shaping the battlefield, harmony, decision making cycles, promoting uncertainty and
disorder, were all either invented, re-discovered or inspired by Boyd.

The heart and spirit of the US Marines prime war fighting manual, MCDP-1, which
was published in the midway of the 1990’s is pure “Boydian”. In Chapter 1, the US Marines’
vision on the nature of war is defined. To describe war the doctrine employs core Boydian
concepts such as the pervasiveness of non-linearity, uncertainty, risk, fluidity and disorder,
the view that war is a meeting of complex systems, and that war is the emergence of
collective behavior of these complex systems in conflict with each other. Chapter 4, “The
Conduct of War’, contains the Marines interpretation of maneuver warfare which bears in
particular Boyd’s influence. It states that

the essence of maneuver is taking action to generate and exploit some kind of advantage
over the enemy [...] That advantage may be psychological, technological, or temporal as well
as spatial. Especially important is maneuver in time - we generate a faster operating tempo
than the enemy to gain a temporal advantage. Maneuver warfare is a war fighting philosophy
that seeks to shatter the enemy’s cohesion through a variety of rapid, focused and
unexpected actions which create a turbulent and rapidly deteriorating situation with which
the enemy cannot cope’.

Further on it describes the Marines command philosophy, and again Boyd’s advice
permeates directly into the doctrine: ‘in order to generate the tempo of operations we desire
and to best cope with the uncertainty, disorder, and fluidity of combat, command and
control must be decentralized’'®. The US Joint Chiefs of Staff Publication, JP 3-13.1, Joint
doctrine for Command and Control Warfare (C2W) the OODA loop is included in
Appendix A (without however mentioning Boyd’s name anywhere). The UK military
doctrine description of the doctrinally preferred method of war fighting, “the maneuvrist
approach” is also pure Boydian (and fully in line with the US Marines doctrine):

The maneuvrist approach to operations is one in which shattering the enemy’s overall
cohesion and will to fight, rather than his materiel is paramount [...] significant features are

8 See for a recent thorough historical analysis of the development of maneuvre warfare and AirLand
Battle Shimon Naveh, In Pursuit of Excellence, The Evolution of Operational Theory (Frank Cass, London,
1997), Chapter 7. This chapter provides an in depth survey of all sources that contributed to the
development of Airland Battle. For a shorter but very useful overview of these developments, which
focusses in particular on the cooperation of the US Army and US Air Force, see Richard P. Hallion,
Storm over Irag, Air Power and the Gulf War (Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington DC, 1992),
chapters 2 and 3. In Chapter 3 Boyd’s involvement with the development of AirLandBattle will be
elaborated upon.

9 Marine Corps Doctrinal Publication 1, Warfighting (Department of Defence, Washington D.C., 1997),
p.74

10 Tbid. p.77



momentum and tempo, which in combination lead to shock and surprise. Emphasis is on the
defeat and disruption of the enemy - by taking the initiative, and applying constant and
unacceptable pressure at the times and places the enemy least expects - rather than
attempting to seize and hold ground for its own sake. It calls for an attitude of mind in
which doing the unexpected and seeking originality is combined with ruthless determination
to succeed. A key characteristic of the maneuvrist approach is to attack the enemy
commander’s decision process by attempting to get inside his decision making cycle. This
involves presenting him with the need to make decisions at a faster rate than he can cope
with, so that he takes increasingly inappropriate action or none at all, thereby paralyzing his
capability to react. Cleatly any degradation of the overall command system which can be
achieved by physical or other means will hasten the onset of paralysis'!.

Following the same doctrinal footsteps, the doctrine of the Netherlands Army actually
includes a, somewhat altered, picture of the OODA loop whereby orientation is interpreted
to equate with evaluation and decision equals both planning and deciding'?.

Although not the focus of this paper it is noteworthy to point out that the 1991
Gulf War air campaign employed F-16, F-18 and F-15 aircraft, fighters that Boyd helped
create. The war itself is by some considered a validation of the innovation in operational
theory and praxis that matured in Airl.and Battle, the doctrine Boyd helped to develop!3. In
fact, Boyd has been credited with directly influencing the design of the military ground
campaign through his association with Dick Cheney, then US Secretary of Defense, a former
member of the so called Military Reform Group, who was well versed in Boyd’s military
thinking. The ground portion of the Desert Storm campaign involved a threat of an
amphibious assault on Kuwait, which pinned down forces in that area, and an enveloping
move deep into Iraqi territory behind Iraqi front lines. This design avoided a head to head
battle by US forces on Iraqi strong points. Instead, Iragi units were surrounded and surprised
by the speedy advance of US forces combined with the multiple thrusts, which created the
demoralizing impression US units were everywhere. The continuous air attacks compounded
the sense of helplessness and hopelessness, and thousands of Iraqi soldiers surrendered.
Deception, ambiguity, tempo, there Boydian elements were clearly present. In the May 6
1991 issue of US News & World Report Boyd was mentioned, together with two officers who
were directly influenced by Boyd, as the persons who determined the tactics employed
during the Gulf War. As Robert Coram asserts, everything successful about the Gulf War is a
direct reflection of Boyd’s Patterns of Conflict“.

In the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001, US Secretary of State
and former chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff Colin Powell implicitly honored Boyd
by talking of a response involving multiple thrusts and getting inside the adversary’s decision
cycle!>. Looking back on the stunning victory of Operation Iraqi Freedom (2003) against
substantial Iraqi armed forces, the commander of the coalition troops, General Tommy
Franks also referred explicitly to Boyd’s idea of getting inside the enemy’s decision cycle!®.

U British Defence Doctrine, Joint Warfare Publication 0-01 (Her Brittanic Majesty's Stationary Office,
London, 1997), pp.4.8-4.9.

12 Militaire Doctrine, (Sdu Uitgevers, Den Haag, 1996), p.121.

13 See for Boyd's role for instance Hallion, pp.38-42, and pp.278-281.

14 Coram, p.425, 444. The other two were Mike Wyly and Huba Wass de Czege, who were closely
involved in the doctrinal shifts of the US Marines and US Army respectively. Chapter 31 of Coram's
book describes Boyd's role in Desert Storm.

15 Coram, pp.446-447.

16 See the interview with general Tommy Franks in Peter J. Boyer, “The New War Machine’, The New
Yorker, June 30, 2003, p.70. In the article the author also introduces the military reform movement and



This indicates that Boyd’s concepts and terminology have become mainstream in the
Western militaries, and will also be employed for the security challenges of the 215t Century.

Indeed, some regard Boyd as the most important strategist of the 20t Century, or
even since Sun Tzu'”. James Burton claims that ‘A Discourse on Winning and Losing will go
down in history as the the twenthieth century’s most original thinking in the military arts. No
one, not even Katl von Clausewitz, Henri de Jomini, Sun Tzu, or any of the past masters of
military theory, shed as much light on the mental and moral aspects of conflict as Boyd!8.

And his fame has not been confined to military strategy. Tom Peters, author of
Thriving on Chaos, a book that revolutionized management theories in America, talks of
creating and exploiting chaos - the essence of maneuver conflict - of shaping the marketplace
and of mutual trust. Peters admitted that his book had been shaped by Boyd’s ideas. Since
then Boyd’s ideas have been applied by consultants and have been taught at business
schools, with the active endorsement of Boyd, who considered this an affirmation of the fact
that his intellectual legacy encompassed more than war fighting; his ideas were universal,
timeless, and could be applied to any form of conflict'®. If a man’s ideas are alleged to be so
influential, a closer look at his work is a useful exercise for anyone trying to understand
current military thought.

Multiple, contradictory and limited interpretations. Like Clausewitz and Sun Tzu however, he is
more heard of than read or understood, and this needs to be remedied. Few people have
actually worked their way through the presentations, or even know about their existence. As
illustrated above, the one thing most people know about Boyd is the OODA loop, the
graphic schematic depiction that can to a certain extent be seen as an abstract summary of
his theory of conflict. In fact, the OODA Loop has been discussed not only in military
circles, but also in Forbes and Harvard Business Revien®. In the popularized interpretation, the
OODA loop suggests that success in war depends on the ability to out-pace and out-think
the opponent, or put differently, on the ability to go through the OODA cycle more rapidly
than the opponent. Boyd’s name will probably always remain associated with the OODA
loop and this popular interpretation. By some the OODA loop is perceived as #he concise
representation of his ideas. Thus the neat graphical depiction of the OODA loop has
become the symbol of Boyd’s entire work. Explaining Boyd, Meilinger for instance states
that, according to Boyd,

the key to victory was to act more quickly, both mentally and physically, than your opponent.
He expressed this concept in a cyclical process he called the OODA Loop. As soon as one
side acted, it observed the consequences, and the loop began anew. [...] The significance of
Boyd’s tactical air theories is that he later hypothesized that this continuously operating cycle
was at play not only in a tactical aerial dogfight, but at the higher levels of war as well. In

Boyd's role in it, asserting that current US Secretary of Defence Rumsfeld had been influenced in the
seventies and eighties and had become a supporter for military reform and innovation in strategy.
However, for a balancing view see William Lind's reaction to various commentators “The Three Levels
of War, Don't Take John Boyd's Name in Vain’, Counterpunch, May 3, 2003, clectronic version,
www.counterpunch.org/ lind05032003.him, date accessed 16-12-2003.

17 Coram, p.445.

8 James Burton, The Pentagon Wars: Reformers Challenge the Old Guard (Annapolis, Md., Naval Institute
Press, 1993), p.10.

19 Coram, p.429.

20 Hammond (2001), p.11.



tracing the history of war Boyd saw victory consistently going to the side that could think the
most creatively, and than acting quickly on that insight?!.

He also states that

John Boyd’s entire theory of the OODA Loop is based on the premise that telescoping time
- arriving at decisions or locations rapidly - is the decisive element in war because of the
enormous psychological strain it places on an enemy?2.

The narrow focus on, and interpretation of the meaning of the OODA loop also surfaces in
an article co-authored by the (then) Chief of the Army Staff Gordon Sullivan in which he
lays out a vision of war in the information age. Incorporating the same pictogram of the
OODA loop as used above, Sullivan argues that the concept of time has changed.
Tomorrow we will observe in real time, orient continuously, decide immediately and act
within an hour or less?>. And in 1996 this same interpretation of the OODA loop was
incorporated in, and elevated to, long term US defense policy when the Joint Chiefs of Staff
1996 document Joint Vision 2010 stated that US Forces will gain “OODA-loop dominance”,
being able to ‘observe, otient, decide, and act much more quickly than our opponents™.

In an article that critiques the US dogmatic belief in the value of speed, one author
blames Boyd’s influential OODA loop based idea that ‘quicker decisions often led to
victory’. He argues that this idea has permeated US military thinking, in particular the US
Marines who hold that ‘warfare is necessarily a function of decision making and, whoever
can make and implement decisions consistently faster gains a tremendous, often decisive
advantage. Decision making in execution thus becomes a time-competitive process, and
timeliness of decisions becomes essential to generating tempo’?. Unfortunately, and
unintentionally, one of his biographers reinforces the impression by stating that ‘Boyd’s
equivalent of E=EMC2 is OODA Loops. That to Boyd is the sum total of life2.

As a consequence, discussions concerning the merits of Boyd’s work focus on the
merits of the OODA cycle idea, with one school suggesting that cycling through the OODA
loop faster than the opponent will result in a decisive advantage. Explaining how the OODA
Loop is a valuable analytic tool for examining how a system can generate superior tempo,
one author admits that although ‘the OODA Loop is not a totally accurate description of
how many types of systems operate in practice, the loop provides a very useful way of

21 Phillip S. Meilinger, ‘Air Targetting Strategies: An Overview’, in Richard Hallion, Aér Power Confronts
An Unstable World, London, 1997), pp.60-61. This is not a critique of Meilinger who merely includes
Boyd as one of a several theorists on ait power. But his rendering of Boyd's work is however
somewhat typical of most interpretations of Boyd.

22 Phillip S. Meilinger, Ten Propositions Regarding Air Power (Washingon D.C. Air Force History and
Museums Program, 1995), pp.31-32. For similar brief and consequently limited discussions of the
OODA loop see Gary Vincent’s two articles ‘In the Loop, Superiority in Command and Control’,
Airpower Journal, Summer 1992; and ‘A New Approach to Command and Control, the Cybernetic
Design’, Airpower Journal, Sammer 1993.

2 Gordon R. Sullivan and James M. Dublik, ' War in the Information Age', Military Review, April 1994,
p. 47. Remarkable is the fact that Boyd is not listed as the intellectual father of the OODA loop,
suggesting that the OODA construct has already become very commonplace.

24 US Department of Defense, Chairman of Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Vision 2010 (Washington DC,
1996). Cited in Lonnie D. Henley, ‘The RMA After Next’, Parameters, Winter 1999-2000, p.46.

% Thomas Hughes, “The Cult of the Quick’, Aér Power Journal, Vol. XV, No.4, Winter 2001. Only in
the endnotes does Hughes ackowledge that Boyd's ideas are more complex that this interpretation.

26 Hammond (2001), p.15.



describing how a system operates. The OODA Loop ties cognition to action, providing a
general description of how a system designed to perform some function operates’. He then
goes on to develop suggestions to actually get inside the opponent’s decision cycle exploiting
the elements of the OODA Loop?’. Colin Gray asserts that ‘Boyd’s theory claims that the
key advantage to success in conflict is to operate inside the opponent’s decision cycle.
Advantages in observation and orientation enable a tempo in decision-making and execution
that outpaces the ability of the foe to react effectively in time’?8. According to David Fadok,
who wrote one the earliest studies on Boyd, for Boyd the crux of winning becomes the
relational movement of opponents through their respective OODA Loops®.

But whereas Colin Gray considers Boyd to be at the same level as for instance the
French strategist André Beaufre, and regards the ideas of Boyd to constitute a general theory
of conlflict, others discuss his ideas in particular within the framework of operational level
doctrine of warfare, regarding his work as the conceptual foundation of maneuver warfare.
In contrast to both of these views, some dismiss Boyd’s ideas as rather underdeveloped and
too theoretical due to the fact that Boyd, unlike Baron de Jomini or more recently air power
theorist John Warden, did not offer specific guidelines for designing military campaigns.
Alternatively, they doubt the relevance of the rapid OODA loop idea for the strategic and
political level decision-making. In addition some point out that the enemy may not be
interested in rapid OODA looping, on the contrary, as in the case of guerrilla warfare,
prolonging a conflict and stretching out time may be quite rational. One author even denied
anything like an OODA loop exists. In an award-winning essay Jim Storr, a British officer,
asserts that:

amongst conceptual writings, the landmark development in Western military thought in the
1990s was probably Lind’s OODA Loop. The OODA Loop suggests that the process of
observation, orientation, decision and action is a circular, iterative process. Military advantage
accrues from being able to go around the loop faster than one’s opponent. However, the
OODA process is not circular. It apparently takes 24 hours to execute a divisional operation.
Planning takes a minimum of 12 hours. Thus a divisional OODA loop would have to be at
least 36 hours long. Yet the Gulf War an other recent operations show divisions reacting far
faster. Military forces do no in practice wait to observe until they have acted. Observation,
orientation and action are continuous processes, and decisions are made occasionally in
consequences of them. There is no OODA loop. The idea of getting inside the enemy decision cycle is
deeply flawed '

Stotr points the finger at the methodological error William Lind (a close associate of Boyd’s
and deeply influenced by Boyd), made in extrapolating from what hold true for fighter
operations, where Boyd derived his insight from, to hold also true for command and control

27 Paolo Bartolomasi, “The Realities and Challenges for Concepts and Capabilities in Joint Manoeuvre’,
RUST Journal, August 2000, pp.8, 9.

28 See Gray (1999), p.91.

2 David S. Fadok: John Boyd and John Warden: Air Power's Quest for Strategic Paralysis, in Col. Phillip
Meilinger (ed), The Paths to Heaven Maxwell AFB, Air University press 1997), p.366. Fadok distills the
gist from Boyd's slides and presents them clearly in a chapter in which he combines and compares
Boyd and Warden. As such it is an excellent primer on Boyd's ideas.

30 Such as Naveh and Bartolomasi.

31 Jim Storr, ‘Neither Art Nor Science- Towards a Discipline of Warfare’, RUSI Journal, April 2001,
p.39. Emphasis is mine. Michael Lind was the second intellectual responsible for the development of
Airland Battle. His prime rol in the process was acknowledging the soundness of Boyd's ideas and
translating them into digestible format for the wider military public. See for his role Naveh, Chapter 7.



in general. Referring to Karl Popper, Storr states that ‘induction is unsafe’ and ‘to generalize
about formation-level C2 from aircraft design is tenuous™2,

Very few studies available. And that leads to the final reason for reading about Boyd. His ideas
have been conveyed through, and contained in, presentations he gave. He amended these
briefings time and again after such sessions, if and when the discussions with the audience or
some new books he had read, had provided him with new or improved insights. Despite the
fact that he gave some parts of his briefings about 1500 times not many people outside the
American military community have had the opportunity to attend his lectures, which
sometimes lasted 14-18 hours?. And John Boyd died on 9 March 1997 at the age of seventy.
There will be no more Boyd briefings.

The problem is that, unlike Sun Tzu and in particular Clausewitz, Boyd did not
record his ideas in a coherent manuscript (if one can consider Sun Tzu’s The Art of war as
such). Boyd’s ideas reside in a short essay and slide set of 327 pages. So if one wants to read
Boyd’s mind and study his work, this loose collection is all that is left to read. Moreover, his
slides exist in different versions, for as recently as the Summer of 1995, Boyd made his last
update on his presentations. The stack of slides is not really widely or easily available to the
wider public, they have not been officially published, nor are they in themselves self-
explanatory throughout. Indeed, his briefs are virtually impenetrable without explanation,
Coram asserts®*. There is thus a need for a detailed account of his work that stays close to
the original and offers a readable version of his work.

There are a number of short papers’ . Most if not all deal almost exclusively with the
OODA loop concept. Recently, two biographies have appeared. Robert Coram’s work
focuses in particular on Boyd’s life and less on Boyd’s strategic theory, although he does
provide a good synopsis of it. Boyd’s biographer Grant Hammond surpasses Coram in his
rendering of Boyd’s strategic theory but the book nevertheless falls short of offering a
comprehensive account of Boyd’s work. Instead it must be considered an authoritive and
very accessible description of Boyd’s ideas. Moreover, as it does not contain an integral
rendering of Boyd’s work, the educational experience contained within Boyd’s slides, his
unique use of words and the way he structures his arguments, does not receive the emphasis
it deserves. Finally, although touching upon Boyd’s wide array of sources underlying his
work, space restrictions prevented a proper discussion of the intellectual background of
Boyd’s work.

32 Naveh, p.44.

3 Hammond, p.13.

34 Coram, p.329. This point caused one author to exclaim in a review essay that Boyd’s ‘notions
remain too vague to amount to anything other than a moving target of little use in structuring a debate
or attempting to educate one’s mind on the nature of war before arriving at the battlefield’. See David
R. Metz, ‘Boydmania’, Air & Spacepower Journal, September 2005.

% Fadok’s study has been mentioned already. In addition Rinaldi offers a concise analysis in:
‘Complexity Theory and Air Power; a new paradigm for air power in the 211th century’, in Complexity, Global Politics
and National Security, NDU press, also on www.ndn.edn/ ndu/ inss/ books/ complexity/ ch10a.htmi. Another
recent and informative study of Boyd’s ideas is Micheal T. Plehn’s paper ‘Control Warfare: Inside The
OODA Logp’, Maxwell AFB, June, 2000, in which he argues that the OODA loop model is an
accurate depiction of both behavior and command and control processes. While offering a good and
valuable comparison of Boyd’s model with insights from cognitive sciences that validate Boyd’s
model, this paper does not offer a comprehensive study of Boyd’s work but confines itself to the
OODA loop model as offered by Fadok and the notion of “Rapid OODA looping”, focussing on the
role of information and time in the command and control process.



Obijective and thesis

In light of the incomplete and contradicting interpretations, and the absence of an accepted
authoritive and comprehensive account of Boyd’s work, #is study aims to develop a comprebensive
interpretation of John Boyd's strategic theory. It will address questions that the previous section
raised. Does Boyd’s importance lie exclusively in the OODA loop? What other arguments
did he develop? What merits his alleged status as the prime strategist of the past 50 years?
What is his unique contribution to strategic theory? The fhesis of this study too follows from
the confusion concerning his theory:

Boyd’s OODA logp concept as well as his entire work are more comprebensive, deeper and richer
than the popular notion of “rapid OODA loaping” his work is generally equated with.

I argue that the features that merit Boyd’s work the status of a general theory of strategy, do
not lie solely in the rapid OODA loop idea but in several additional overarching insights
concerning individual and organizational survival. I also argue that the value of Boyd’s work
lies in great measure in the way he constructs his argument, in the sources that he uses and in
the argument he develops concerning the nature of strategic thinking. The value of Boyd’s
work lies as much within his slides as within the approach he followed in developing it.

The general perception of what Boyd argues laid out above is not so much wrong as
it is incomplete, for two reasons. First, the illustration included in this chapter of the
OODA-loop included at the beginning of this chapter which features in a host of
publications is actually a very simplified rendering of a much more complex and informative
graphic Boyd developed and included in his work. This simplified version tends towards an
exclusive focus on speed of decision making, while obscuring various other themes, theories
and arguments that lie behind and are incorporated in it. Simply put, the OODA loop idea as
advanced by Boyd says much more than “just” going through the decision cycle more rapidly
than one’s opponent and subsequent critique on Boyd’s work should be based not on the
simplified model but on the comprehensive picture painted by Boyd himself, as well as
through the discussions that preceded the birth of this complex picture.

Second, and following from this, while acknowledging the relevance and originality
of the OODA loop idea, it would be a loss if that were all that was remembered of his ideas,
for Boyd’s work shows a richness in ideas and a freshness in approach, as this study will
prove. A Disconrse is not only about tactical and operational level war fighting. There are
other themes that deserve equal attention. Not only does Boyd address a vision on the
proper otrganizational culture for armed forces, I will argue that A Discourse is about the
creation of organizations in general, from tactical units, army corpses, armed forces, guerrilla
bands, businesses, nation-states and societies, that are adaptive, that can survive and prosper.
Organizational agility is the theme here.

And ultimately his aim was not to convince people about the validity of this or that
doctrine, but instead to create among his audience a way of thinking, a thought process®.
Mental agility is the key here. Boyd would agtee with the statement that the message, the
relevant part of his ideas, is not only and exclusively in the final product, the OODA loop,
but equally resides in his approach to military thought, in the way that he came to those
insights that finally led to the OODA loop. Boyd’s work thus contains a strategic theory but
equally the work, its structure, its sources and the thought process that led to the content,

36 See also Hammond, p.15.
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constitute an argument about strategic thinking. In fact, he states as much on page 2 of A
Disconrse:

the theme that weaves its way through this ‘Discourse on Winning and Losing’ is not so
much contained within each of the five sections, per se, that make up the ‘Discourse’; rather,
it is the kind of thinking that both lies behind and makes-up its very essence. For the
interested, a careful examination will reveal that the increasingly abstract discussion surfaces
a process of reaching across many perspectives; pulling each and everyone apart (analysis), all
the while intuitively looking for those parts of the disassembled perspectives which naturally
interconnect with one another to form a higher order, more general elaboration (synthesis)
of what is taking place. As a result, the process not only creates the ‘Discourse’ but it also
represents the key to evolve the tactics, strategies, goals, unifying themes, etc. that permit us
to actively shape and adapt to the unfolding world we are a part of, live-in, and feed-upon.

As interesting and valuable as his OODA construct is, the really interesting question,
and the one often neglected in existing writings about Boyd, is thus how he developed this
insight. If we are not aware of the background of the theory, the conceptual soil from which
his concepts and the abstract theory sprang, it will remain just that, a theory, if it deserves
that label, and a set of hypothesis and propositions, a persuasive idea but an abstract and
possibly a highly debatable one. And subsequent claims concerning his status as a strategist
remain uninformative.

A closer look at the material may reveal the logic and the strength of his argument,
as well as the extent of consistency and validity of it. A closer examination of the conceptual
roots will show the originality of his contribution as well as Boyd’s normative view
concerning strategic thinking and strategic theory formulation. We therefore need to study
the evolutionatry process of Boyd’s theory. How did it come into being? How did it grow,
evolver For a proper understanding one needs to go beyond the OODA loop and go
through the same learning process that Boyd wanted his audience to go through when they
attended his presentations. We need to follow Boyd through his slides step by step. This will
improve our understanding of the actual meaning of the OODA loop and lead us to the
various other themes he addresses. An added benefit of this study is that it will offer not only
insight in the process of developing strategic theory, it will also improve our insight into the
nature of strategic theory.

Organization

A discussion on the nature of strategy and strategic theory precedes the investigation of
Boyd’s strategic theory. This short introduction will lay out the meaning of strategy and
strategic theory, their relevance as well as the challenges of formulating good strategy and
sound strategic theory. It also introduces the various formative factors that have traditionally
shaped and colored the development of strategic theory in a particular period. This
introduction lays the foundation for the approach to examine Boyd’s work.

The approach adopted to show what Boyd said and meant, to improve our
understanding of Boyd’s strategic theory, is in one sense an indirect one, informed by the
fact that .4 Disconrse is not self-explanatory. Instead of starting with presenting A Discourse
right away, a proper understanding requires an awareness of the background, context and
various concepts Boyd incorporated in his work, directly or indirectly. Chapters 3 to 5
discuss at length the formative factors of Boyd’s work. In the case of Boyd these formative
factors consist first of all of his personal experiences which include his tour as a fighter pilot
during the Korean War and his experimentation in air combat afterwards; a second factor
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shaping his work lies in his views on the Vietnam experience and the challenges facing the
US military in the aftermath of that war, the time during which Boyd developed his work;
and his audience to which he lectured.

As is the case with many strategists, Boyd studied military history and strategic
theories and the influence of specific theories and insights permeate and color his work too.
Chapter 3 therefore includes a discussion of a number of strategic theorists who have
exerted an obvious influence on Boyd through his study of strategic theory, such as Sun Tzu,
Julian Corbet, T.H Lawrence, J.F.C. Fuller and Basil Liddell Hart. This will introduce ideas
which found their place in Boyd’s work, thus easing the path for understanding the slides in
A Discourse. 1t will also facilitate positioning Boyd in the history of strategic theory as well as
provide insights concerning the extent of his contribution to strategic theory.

A less obvious but very interesting and equally influential formative factor is formed
by his avid study of a variety of scientific fields, which offered him conceptual lenses through
which he interpreted, explained and substantiated his ideas. It suggested a number of
essential insights concerning the way science progresses, the way humans learn and the
nature of knowing. Azar Gat has convincingly demonstrated that strategic thinkers of the
recent centuries fit into the intellectual framework of their time period and how, in turn,
strategic thought has developed as the intellectual environment has evolved?. This also
applies to Boyd. Chapters 4 and 5 focus on this aspect of Boyd’s work. They show the
scientific Zestgeist (here used as shorthand for the intellectual environment in a particular
period) during which Boyd formulated his theory, as well as the way and the extent to which
it influenced his work. I argue that Boyd’s work is rooted in this scientific Zeizgeist and cannot
be propetly understood without a level of familiarity with the debates and developments that
took place in the period Boyd developed his theory.

Against this background, equipped with certain “conceptual lenses”, chapters 6 and
7 offer a comprehensive view on the entire set of presentations Boyd left behind. It
comprises of a very close rendering of the slides of Boyd’s presentations and his essay. This
description allows the reader to follow Boyd through his own essay and the four
presentations of A Discourse as well as through the two additional presentations. This
somewhat elaborate examination of the essay and each individual briefing will give an
impression of Boyd’s way of reasoning and of his ideas on how one should contemplate
about military strategy. It will show how Boyd built up his argument and what is behind the
popular OODA loop notion. It furthermore substantiate the conclusion laid out in Chapter
8 that Boyd’s work contains many more arguments and insights concerning successful
strategic behavior. Based in particular upon the themes, debates and insights from the
scientific Zeitgeist that color Boyd’s work, and upon the pervasive presence of his ideas in
military studies and doctrinal debates in what many analysts have described as the post
modern period of the 1980s and 1990s, I conclude also that Boyd may be considered the
first post-modern strategist, in particular considering the conceptual similarities between
Boyd and several post modern social theorists, an argument which furthermore undetlines
the importance of an awareness of the Zeizgeist for understanding strategic theory.

But first a brief introduction to strategic theory. Developing a comprehensive
strategic theory is a very difficult and daunting endeavour, and any study attempting to
describe, interpret and appreciate a theory should do so based on an appreciation of the
peculiarities of strategic theory.

37 See C. Dale Walton, “The Strategist in Context: Culture, the Development of Strategic Thought, and
the Pursuit of Timeless Truth’, Comparative Strategy, 23, 2004, for a short assessment of Azar Gat’s
work.
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2. ON STRATEGY AND STRATEGIC THEORY

So long as war is a possibility the discipline concerning its use is indispensable to sovereign groups that are to
survive.

Quincy Wrigh?

What is strategy? A mental tapestry of changing intentions for harmonizing and focusing our efforts as a
basis for realizing some aim or purpose in an unfolding and often unforeseen world of many bewildering events
and many contending interests.

Jobn Boyd

Strategy

Introduction

The core subject of his study concerns a comprehensive theory about success and failure in
conflict. A Discourse on Winning and Losing examines how organizations can be effective in
conflict, how they can win, or loose, or in the words of John Boyd, how they can ‘survive
and prosper’, and ‘improve our ability to shape and adapt to unfolding circumstances, so that
we (as individuals or as groups or as a culture or as a nation-state) can survive on our own
terms’. In military terms this conflict is called war. But A Diésconrse also looks beyond war
and into organizational behavior under adversarial conditions in general, as the epitaph by
Boyd already suggests. This means that military theory, operational art, military strategy,
strategic theory and thinking strategically in general are key terms defining the content of this
study. These terms are not self explanatory nor is it generally appreciated what the specific
character is of strategic theory as theory, and which peculiar inherent difficulties are attached
to developing strategic theory, nor indeed, what sources of inspiration — formative factors —
generally influence the development of a strategic theory. For understanding the nature of
John Boyd’s endavour an introduction on the nature of the subject of this study is necessary.
It will illuminate the subject matter Boyd was concerned with; it will show the specific
character of strategic theory and it will lead toward an appreciation concerning the criteria
that may be applied in judging innovations in strategic theory. Moreover, it will introduce the
concept of formative factors of strategic theory which underlies the subsequent chapters that
describe the various sources of inspiration and motivation behind Boyd’s work.

! Quincy Wright, The Study of International Relations New York, 1955), p.155.
2 John Boyd, The Strategic Game of ? and 2, p.58.
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Definitions

Military theory describes the best way to wage war, and can encompass the strategic,
operational and tactical levels, and the various dimensions of warfare and environments in
which war is fought. This term is broad and not in common use, contrary to the term
operational art, which has found its place in modern doctrine manuals of armed forces across
the western world. Operational art is the body of knowledge dealing with the use and
behavior of military forces in a military campaign aimed to achieve strategic or operational
level military objectives. Campaigns are normally confined in time and geographical scope.

Another term that might have been employed is “The Art of War”, which is actually
the title of a few books on strategy. The central idea in the literature [on the Art of War] has
been practical advice on how to win wars, Quincy Wright noted?. These terms are here
implicitly subsumed in the terms strategy and strategic theory. In this study strategy and strategic
theory are the preferred terms because those terms are more common, although not always
propetly defined in their use, and because using the term strategy allows one a broader scope
of activities as well as types and levels of organizations to be studied than war and armed
forces. But above all, this choice is inspired by the nature of Boyd’s work where strategic
behavior is distinctly not confined to the military realm. But what is strategy?

Strategy has several meanings, some narrowly defined, some broadly. Several apply
to the nature of strategy and strategic theory here under investigation. The first set of
interpretations of strategy and strategic theory that pertain to this study concerns the use of
military force and war between political communities. The word strategy has its origin in the
Grecek word strategos, which is normally translated as “general” , or the “art of the general™.
In the modern post-Clausewitzian instrumentalist interpretation of strategy, strategy is the
bridge that relates military power to political purpose. It tells one how to conduct a war, or
how to achieve political objectives, using the military instrument. In the Clausewitzian sense
strategy is the use that is made of force and the threat of force for the ends of policy®.
Literally Clausewitz stated strategy is the use of engagements for the object of the wart®.
Freely translated he tells us that strategy is the use of tacit and explicit threats, as well as of
actual battles and campaigns, to advance political purposes. However, the strategy may not
be (purely) military strategy, instead it may be grand strategy that uses “engagements”,
meaning all of the relevant instruments of power as threats or in action, for the objectives of
statecraft’.

Strategy thus provides the conceptual link between action and effect and between
instrument and objective. It is an idea. Strategy is a plan of action designed in order to
achieve some end; a purpose together with a system of measures for its accomplishment®.
Liddell Hart suggests that strategy is the art of distributing and applying military means to
fulfill the ends of policy’. André Beaufre captured the interactive nature, the dueling
character of strategic behavior when he states that strategy is the art of the dialectic of two

3 Wright, p.148.

4 J. Mohan Malik, ‘The Evolution of Strategic Thought’, in Graig Snyder (ed), Contemporary Security
and Strategy, MacMillan (London, 1999), p.13.

5 Gray Modern Strategy, p.17.

¢ Catl von Clausewitz, On War, trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton, NJ, 1976), p.128.

7 Gray Modern Strategy, p.17.

8 J.CWylie, Military Strategy: A General Theory of Power Contro/ (Rutgers University Press, New
Brunswick, NJ), p.13.

9 Basil Liddell Hart, Strategy: The Indirect Approach (London, 1967), p.335.
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opposing wills using force to resolve their disputel?. A recently posited definition emphasizes
the dynamic nature of this process, and of strategy, stating that strategy is a process, a
constant adaptation to shifting conditions and circumstances in a world where chance,
uncertainty and ambiguity dominate, a view in particular that is very much in line with Boyd’s
ideall.

Strategy has also a more general application beyond the military sphere, and the last
mentioned definition of strategy already provides such a more general meaning of strategy,
which is reflected in a definition of strategy taken from management theory:

strategy is an adaptive process where piecemeal strategic decisions are taken based on
continuous feedback between formulation and implementation in an emergent pattern over
time!2.

This definition incidentally includes the feedback notion that features prominently in the
work of John Boyd. Since the Second World War civil institutions - businesses, corporations,
non-military government departments, universities - have come to develop strategies, by
which they usually mean policy planning of any kind. Thus the term strategy is no longer the
sole province of the military!3. But here too there are various opinion of what strategy is and
does. In a comment that seems applicable to military strategy one author recently observed
that ‘in the evolution of strategy research a diversity of partly competitive and partly
supplementary paradigms have emerged®. The following viewpoints enjoy agreement
among experts'>:

e  Strategy concerns both organization and environment: the organization uses strategy to
deal with changing environments;

e The substance of strategy is complex: because change brings novel combinations of
circumstances to the organization, the substance of strategy remains unstructured,
unprogrammed, nonroutine, and non-repetitive;

e  Strategy affects overall welfatre of the organization: strategic decisions are considered
important enough to affect the overall welfare of the organization;

e  Strategy involves issues of both content and process: the study of strategy includes both
the actions takes, or the content of strategy, and the processes by which actions are
decided and implemented;

e  Strategies are not purely deliberate: intended, emergent, and realized strategies may
differ from one another;

e  Strategies exist on different levels: firms have corporate strategy (what business shall we
be in?) and business strategy (how shall we compete in each business?);

® Strategy involves various thought processes: strategy involves conceptual as well as
analytical exercises.

Generally speaking then, in organization and management theory strategy refers to the
various ways an organization tries to maintain a strategic fit between an organization’s goals,

10 André Beaufre, An Introduction to Strategy (London, 1963), p.22.

11 Williamson Murray and Mark Grimsley, ‘Introduction: On Strategy’, in Murray, MacGregor Knox,
and Alvin Bernstein (eds.), The Making of Strategy: Rulers, States, and War (Cambridge, 1994), p.1.

12 Patrick Regner, ‘Complexity and Multiple Rationalities in Strategy Processes’, in Henk W. Volberda
and Tom Elfring, Rethinking Strategy (Sage Publications, London, 2001), p.44.

13 Malik, p.14.

14 Volberda and Elfting, p.1.

15> Adopted from Henry Minzberg et al, Strategy Safari (Free Press, New York, 1998), p.16.
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its internal make up and the dynamic environment. War, in this definition, provides a very
dynamic environment. Such a broad view on strategy matches well with a broad view of war,
or conflict, John Boyd maintained that comprises acts of physical, biological, psychological,
social, cultural and other destruction at all levels, e.g. intrapsychic, interpersonal, intergroup,
interorganizational, and internationall®.

Not incidentally, quite a number of books on general management, leadership in
business and strategic management refer to military strategic thought. The classical strategic
theorists Clausewitz and Sun Tzu have both been applied to the business environment!”.
Henry Mintzberg, an acknowledged expert on strategic management, has made up a
frequently cited list of ten distinct points of view concerning strategy and strategic
management, not unlike the various schools of military strategic thought's. A short overview
of this list gives an additional insight into the nature of the subject of this study for although
the work under investigation is primarily focused on the military environment, it explicitly
incorporates this wide interpretation of the term strategy!?.

The Design School strategy formation as a process of conception
The Planning School strategy formation as a formal process

The Positioning School strategy formation as an analytical process

The Entrepreneurial School strategy formation as a visionary process

The Cognitive School strategy formation as a mental process

The Power School strategy formation as a process of negotiation
The Cultural School strategy formation as a collective process

The Environmental School strategy formation as a reactive process

The Configuration School strategy formation as a process of transformation

Strategy matters, hence the epitaph of Quincy Wright. To neglect strategy in defense
planning or the conduct of war would be like trying to play chess without kings on the
board?. Strategy is the essential ingredient for making war either politically effective or
morally tenable. Without strategy there is no rationale for how force will achieve purposes
worth the price in blood and treasure. Without strategy, power is a loose cannon and war is
mindless. Mindless killing can only be criminal. Politicians and soldiers may debate which
strategic choice is best, but only pacifists can doubt that strategy is necessary?!. Flawed
strategy will bring the most expert and battle-hardened forces down?2, while the absence of a
strategy does not means no strategic effects will result from tactical actions. Strategy abhors a

16 This definition is from Dennis J.D. Sandole, Capturing the Complexity of Conflict New York, 1999),
p.1.

17 'The most recent addition is a discussion of Clausewitz by a noted expert in an attempt to show his
relevance for the senior management levels of commercial organizations. Interestingly, the book was
produced under the auspices of the Boston Consulting Group, a recognized leader in strategic
consulting. See Tiha von Ghyczy, Bolko von Oetinger and Christopher Bassford, Clausewitz on Strategy
(John Wiley & Sons, New York, 2001).

18 Malik for instance discerns the Continental, Maritime, Aerospace, Revolutionary and Nuclear
schools. These are not as neatly categorized as the list of schools in strategic management, which all
refer to the process of strategy formation. Malik's list contains a combination of classification:
environment, type of operation and type of weapon.

19 Minzberg, 1998, p.5. It is for instance included in Volberda and Elfring, p.7.

20 Gray Modern Strategy, p.44.

21 Richard K. Betts, ‘Is Strategy an Ilusion?’, International Security, Vol. 25, No.2 (Fall 2000), p.5.

22 Williamson Murray and MacGregor Knox, ‘Conclusion, the future behind us’, in MacGregor Knox
and Williamson Murray, The Dynamics of Military Revolution, 1300-2050 (Cambridge University Press,
2001), p.180.
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