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What follows was to be a shortened version of a work  written to be published by the Rivista 

Italiana Difesa (Italian Defence Review).  The original one was written for a public that has hardly 

ever heard of John Boyd, so it included introductory pages  on Boyd's life,  career and technical 

accomplishment, that have been omitted here. 

I  said “it was to be” because in the course of the translation I added some clarifications and some 

parts that were cut from the original article due to space limitations. 

This work begins with a long paragraph on Destruction and Creation. This is not fortuitous or 

simply due to a chronological order, but it is because of the central role  that this has in all Boyd's 

work. 

About this matter, what I am going to stress is the systematic relevance of concepts and arguments 

contained in Destruction and Creation, which in my opinion do not represent a simple inspiration 

or even a generic background. I think it is possible to find there much more robust connections as 

well as to employ some concepts to clarify other  aspects of Boyd's thought 1. 

Moreover, in the subsequent pages we will underline the essential dialectic character of Boyd’s 

thought, character that contributes so much to the elegance and  richness of the same. 

 

“DESTRUCTION AND CREATION” OR… ON SNOWMOBILE 

Destruction and Creation can be regarded as  the epistemological  foundation of all Boyd's 

theoretical construction.  A text that, in spite of its shortness, is anything but simple. Its origins can 

be traced back to the first moments successive to the intuition that led him to elaborate the E-M 

theory: how has it been possible that nobody had ever before thought something conceptually 

simple like E-M theory? How does the creative aspect of  the human mind work? 

To find an answer Boyd moves along a truly original track. 

                                                 
1  Only another notation: in the following pages there won't be a systematic distinction between the different 

strategic levels because it would have heavily impacted the text without any need – and, moreover, even Boyd does not 

seem really preoccupied about this aspect. 
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Dealing with such an impressive and courageous (on the bounds of impudence) argumentation is 

difficult,  firstly because of  the complexities of each single theory that he speaks of, and secondly 

because Boyd is in the habit of letting mostly unexplained the bounds between the various concepts 

and theories he deals with.  These bonds are somehow less than causal connections and, though 

intuitively understandable, they need to be explicitly and clearly  stated to show the  links  between 

them and  successive Boyd's works (OODA, etc.). 

The  issues he faces touch the same foundations of knowledge and in particular of scientific 

knowledge, which is taken nearly as a paradigm. 

Boyd, on the wave of his readings assumes a modern, post-Newtonian conception of scientific 

theory and this refusal of the “inductivist myth”2 raises the problem of how the theories are born. 

Even if it could appear over-simplified, the only answer is that a new theory emerges only if a new 

idea does. An idea that organizes in a new way the phenomenological world or, to be correct, a 

more or less well defined portion of it.  

Now, it is know that the limitation to a narrow slice of reality is based on assumptions, whose 

validity is not questionable “a priori”, but only by its results in terms of predictive and heuristic 

ability. For example, it is obvious that international relations are not regulated only by the state's 

concerns for survival inside an anarchical environment, but probably, until now, it has been the 

most profitable way to represent them. 

Boyd begins from a rather similar proposition but reformulated so that it has a wider field of 

application. He obtains such a result by referring this proposition to a different subject that is no 

more the state but the individual. Therefore the proposition becomes as follows: the actions that 

human beings <<undertake as individuals are closely related to survival, more importantly, survival 

on our own terms>>3. This takes place on the background of limited resources. Such a formulation 

can be easily widened to group level considering that aims not attainable individually are pursued  

through aggregations of various size such as nations but also, for example, lobbies or political 

parties. Using Boyd's words , such a combination of shortage of resources and contrasting 

objective4 emphasizes the fight of individuals and groups in their environments. In this situation 

decisions, actions and their timeliness become of relevant importance. It is in order to deal with all 

that it becomes necessary to develop "concepts", here to be intended like whichever mental 

construction enables human being to orient the action. This way we get to the heart of the matter: 

                                                 
2  Quoting  Einstein: << a theory can be tested by experience, but there is no way in order to construct a 

theory from experience>>. 
3     J.Boyd, Destruction and Creation, 1976. 
4  In what can be considered at least in a short period a "zero sum game".  
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how are these "concepts" created and modified? Paraphrasing Boyd once again, there are two ways 

in which we can manipulate mental "concepts": we can proceed from general to specific or, in the 

opposite direction, from specific to general. The former corresponds to the deductive method (from 

whole to its parts) and the latter to the inductive method (from parts to the whole). Again, the 

former can be identified with the analytical method and the latter with that synthetic one. We have 

therefore on one side a movement from the whole to its parts corresponding to deduction and 

analysis and, on the other, the opposite movement from parts to the whole and therefore induction 

and synthesis.   

Now, taking into consideration various fields of activity and of scientific research we can see as 

everyone of them consist of various elements: facts, laws, concepts, etc. ordered in some way : this 

is what we call “paradigms” (Khun). 

How can we create new concepts? 

The only way is through some sort of "disciplined" creativity: what Boyd calls "intuitive interplay" 

between analysis and synthesis. 

The conceptual system first considered as adequate and that now appears insufficient to explain what we 

observe, must be dismantled in its constituent elements : this is what Boyd calls "destructive deduction", a 

not so simple operation and with no predetermined outcomes. Once freed from the burden of old conceptual 

schemes, it becomes possible to think about a new and more general interpretation of those same facts, laws, 

concepts and probably of new ones, reordered to mould a new theory or a new concept. Saying this in 

another way, we can create a new synthesis. Boyd's beloved example to give an immediate idea of it was that 

of the snowmobile, to be interpreted as the creation of something new by the assemblage in a new way of 

elements, one by one, already present in a plurality of existing things. 

In more general terms it is the lack of correspondence between the accepted conceptualization of 

reality and the observed phenomenology that makes us modify those concepts or create new ones. 

In Boyd's thought this process, as we will see, does no long depend on casual factors: it 

becomes a method. 

This way Boyd explained the mechanisms that he was to define  as "conceptual spiral": that is the 

development of more and more refined  theories. In Destruction and Creation we can read: «The 

result is a changing and expanding universe of mental concepts matched to a changing and 

expanding universe of observed reality»5.  

What Boyd is thinking about is, therefore, a dialectic mechanism (procedure) between analysis and synthesis, 

between deduction and induction, searching for some common quality, attributes or operations that connects 

data and perceptions. Without these "intuitive, interplay" there is noway to generate innovation to overcome 

                                                 
5  J. Boyd,  Destruction and Creation. 
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the discrepancy between our mental concepts (or images) and the phenomenological word that they are 

supposed to represent. In other words, in order to overcome what we can also call disorder. 

It is time to clearly state what I consider the two essential theoretical concepts of all Boyd's work: they are 

order and disorder.  

All the theory goes around these two concepts: an unavoidable disorder, that begets the motivating force of 

change, that in turn consists in the reconstitution of a new order. The inevitable reproduction of disorder, that 

is of the discrepancy between concepts and reality, specifically in the scientific theories, but more generally 

within any conceptual system, is explained by Boyd relying on two complex theoretical constructions and an 

equally complex physical law: the theorems of Kurt Godel, the Indeterminacy Principle of Heisenberg and 

the Second Law of the thermodynamics. 

Godel's work is really complex. As far as this study is concerned it will be sufficient to describe its logic and 

its implications about the matter we are dealing with. 

In a very synthetic way, and with reference to what has just been said about the essence of scientific theories, 

the only possibility for the observer (scientist or other) is to select and to isolate important facts on the basis 

of some criterion and to try to explain the relationships linking them. The essence of this process is to try to 

create a "likely model" - isomorph - of the phenomenons which are being considered. 

"Model" that will always swing between two extremes: consistency and completeness. Now, a fundamental 

part of the work of Godel turns around the demonstration of the isomorphism between the phenomenological 

realm (the possible perceptions of reality) and natural numbers, assigning to every sequence of perceptions a 

univocal number able as such to define, to differentiate, each perception in a clear way. This operation is 

named, by chance, "godelization". The result of Godel implies, on one side, that the consistency of a 

deductive axiomatic system cannot be demonstrated inside the system and, on the other side, that every 

consistent system is incomplete; this incompleteness can be interpreted as inconsistency with reality. Now, 

considering that the construction of concepts is based on observation, and that this one in turn is guided by 

concepts, we must admit, as Boyd concludes,that there have necessarily to be discrepancies between 

concepts and truth. 

At this point it could be objected that an extremely precise observation could, in the future, break the vicious 

circle between observation and theoretical construction. This is the answer: prof. Werner Heisenberg has 

done his best to free the field of this illusion by its "indetermination principle". 

The aspect that mostly interests Boyd, and that he emphasizes, is the fact that the observer conditions the 

object of observation. The uncertainty of measurements, in fact, increases with the increase of the degree of 

intrusion by the observer into the observed system. Therefore, as Boyd says, the level of uncertainty not only 

represents the degree of intrusion of the observer, but also the level of confusion and disorder perceived by 

the observer himself. All that tells us that it is not possible to exactly describe and to explain reality with 

certainty and absolute thoroughness as the observer, or better the action of observing, affects the 

observed object.  
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As Heisenberg says, the most important epistemological consequence of the "quantum revolution" 

is just in the awareness that science, also physics and the other so-called exact sciences, neither 

describe nor explain the phenomenons under investigation, but they describe them in connection 

with the systems we use to investigate it. 

So, the quantum theory has introduced the concept of potentiality in the object of physics, that is at 

ontological level. The observer affects the observation, becoming himself a part of the observed 

object and we could add that, if this is true for physical phenomenon more it would be true for 

social ones. 

As Heisenberg says about psychology, in order to understand psychic phenomena ( while 

acknowledging the importance of not negligible cerebral chemical dynamics) we would begin with 

the fact that the human mind enters the psychology scientific process both as object and as subject. 

Remembering what we already said, now we will resume following what Boyd wrote . After talking 

about the indetermination principle Boyd almost surreptitiously introduces the concept of entropy, 

nearly without any explanation. 

In short Boyd seems to say: the second law of the thermodynamics faithfully represents the 

situation that we have described, and that is all. 

Boyd says: considering that in every closed system, that cannot communicate in an orderly way 

with the environment, the level of entropy can only increase and the attempt to improve the 

correspondence of concept with reality, remaining inside the system itself, can only lead to a higher 

level of disorder.  

Now let me try a more systematic and someway  "esoteric" explanation.  

The second law of thermodynamics can be formulated in various ways but, in any case,  a 

fundamental concept is that of  entropy which, in very generic terms, can be considered 

synonymous of "disorder". Having cleared that, we can formulate this law as follows: the 

spontaneous evolution of an isolated system can never lead to a reduction of the level of entropy (or 

disorder) of the same system. In other words, an isolated system, without any connection with the 

outside and therefore without any possibility of receiving an "aid", is incapable of re-establishing 

the order inside. This evolution is irreversible, that is the exact opposite of what happens in classic 

mechanics, but exactly the same that happens in quantum physics. 

As Heisenberg says, in this point the quantum theory is closely connected with thermodynamics 

because every action of observation is for its same nature an irreversible process6. 

From another point of view, irreversibility is a consequence of the incomplete knowledge that the 

observer has of the system. 

                                                 
6  W. Heisenberg, Physics and Philosofy, Italian translation, Il Saggiatore, Milano 2003, pag. 199. 
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Our knowledge of the system becomes partial and variable in the course of time and it is in this 

sense, that the entropy concept can be applied to the most various aspects of human activity, since it 

is the measure of our lack of knowledge of the effective state that the system under observation 

assumes within a spectrum of possibilities (called "phase space"). 

After explaining the inevitability of the returning of discrepancies between concepts (or theories) 

and reality, Boyd resumes the "dialectic engine" and proposes it as a realistic solution of the 

problem. He says, in fact: the theorem of Godel, the indeterminacy principle of Heisenberg and the 

second law of thermodynamics taken together suggest that every attempt to improve the 

correspondence between a conceptual system and reality remaining inside the same system (that is, 

employing the same "instruments" provided by it) leads unavoidably to an ever increasing 

mismatch between it and reality. Therefore we can expect inexplicable anomalies and ambiguity. In 

one word: disorder. 

Fortunately we have, says Boyd, a way out of this seeming impasse. We can create new concepts 

applying the method of "destructive deduction" and "constructive induction", going every time 

beyond the borders of the system in order to create a new one. Indeed the explanation of the 

progress, scientific or less, is just in this "dialectic engine" between disorder and attempt to cope 

with it. The disorder becomes therefore, far from being simply negative, an essential element of this 

"dialectic engine" without which there would be no progress. «Paradoxically, then, an entropy 

increase permits both the destruction or unstructuring of a closed system and the creation of a new 

system to nullify the march toward randomness and death>>7. Once a new concept or, on another 

scale, a new theory, is elaborated unavoidably the cycle is repeated8. 

This is only possible by going every time beyond the limits of the system. In order to make that it is 

necessary for the system to remain open and in a position to interact with the surrounding 

environment. 

The closure of the system could bring nothing but the increase of entropy up to a condition of 

extreme disorder. 

Boyd’s thought assumes, therefore, a normative character, that derives from the stated necessity of 

change that is ontologically founded since it derives from the object of  the observation in itself. 

It is on the basis of that, it seems to me, it is possible to prove that the theorems of Godel and 

Heisenberg and the 2° Law  constitute something much more important than simple inspirations. 

It is from this ontological argumentation that the normative character derives, as we will see, 

characterizing Boyd's thought, which is at the same time a description of the essence of the conflict 
                                                 
7 J. Boyd, Destruction and Creation, p.6. 
8    A notation: obviously that inevitability  is much more related to disorder and entropy than to reconstruction of new order!  
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and a normative doctrine of success, with its prescriptions and even moral implications. We will be 

back on the subject later.  

Summing it up, we can therefore identify a double copy of fundamental concepts : interaction-

isolation and order-disorder closely tied to one another. 

The interaction with the external environment allows vitality and progress trough successive cycles 

of order and disorder. On the other end, isolation leads to irreversible decay and to chaos. A useful 

exemplification could consist in considering what said from a different point of view. 

By definition the same existence of any system whatsoever, demands a certain degree of stability 

that makes it possible to differentiate the system from its environment. Stability that constitutes a 

limit to the sensibility of the system to changes and therefore makes up a certain degree of closing. 

At the same time, the system must maintain the ability to achieve its own goals within the 

environment in which it is inserted and, in any case, demands an exchange with it. This complex 

equilibrium, established between stability and existence of the system on one side and opening, 

innovation and capability of adaptation to the environment on the other, is certainly one of the most 

important topics of Boyd and it is at the base of the dialectic character of his work. 

As we will see all successive Boyd's work depends on these concepts and the relationship that ties 

them together. Sometimes a concept will be emphasized rather than another one but never detached. 

The dialectic character never disappears.      

As dr. Hammond wrote: in Patterns of Conflicts the topic of the isolation and disorder generated in 

the adversary surely predominates , while in An Organic Design for Command and Control the 

emphasis is placed on interaction and order  while in The Strategic Game the speech is just 

balanced between the two.  

 

PATTERNS OF CONFLICT: Cheng, Ch'i and Schwerpunkt. 
As known, "The Discourse on Winning and Losing" is actually composed by various writings, 

various briefings, written also at a distance of time from one another, and whose combination is 

partially changed as time goes by. Obviously it follows that the topics and the faced issues partially 

overlapped with each other. 

In the long series of slides that form "Patterns of Conflict", Boyd traces the history of the conflict 

and theories about it approximately from 400 b.C. to our days. In this research he his looking for 

those elements enabling him to "operationally define" the concepts elaborated in "Destruction 

and Creation". 
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In order to do that he employs two essential concepts of Sun Tzu: Cheng and Ch'i. 

Success depends on a shrewd and combined use of orthodox and unorthodox maneuvers. The 

former indicated with the term "Cheng", the latter ones with "Ch'i".  

Boyd as usual - at least in the "green book" – does not  waste much time explaining logical steps of his 

reasoning. 

We will try to add something.      

Discrimination between orthodox maneuvers (regular, directed) and unorthodox ones (irregular, indirect) lies 

in the fact that these are intelligible or not to the enemy. 

The extreme relativity that the concept assumes is obvious: an action which is not understandable by an 

enemy may be intelligible by another one. To give substance to the concept it is necessary to consider two 

others pairs of theoretical principles of extreme importance in the work of Sun Tzu and closely connected 

each other: the one of "full" and "empty" and that of "shape" and "shapeless" The first one can be understood 

as a state of force (full) or weakness (empty), therefore like presence of strong points and weak points. 

Unfortunately  they are relative terms too: even if force, in effect, exists and is real, its effect will depend on 

the object on which it is exercised. This apparently endless chasing of concepts has an end with the 

consideration of that one of "shape".  

Every material object, also organizations, has a shape that presents strong points and weak ones . Therefore it 

is necessary to know the shape in order to characterize strong points and weak ones. In this way a correct 

employment of force will be possible and, at the same time, it will be the reduction of the effectiveness of the 

opposing force as well (showing a false and deceptive form). The less is the ability of the adversary to 

understand our form, the greater will be our ability to set up an unorthodox action. 

It is in this sense that Sun Tzu suggests that « All warfare is based on deception». 

However, according to Sun Tzu, since every shape for definition can be determined, the noblest art 

consists in having no shape. 

This further step - even if of an unquestionable logic - is not of simple interpretation. In my opinion, the most 

appropriate interpretation of this condition of "no shape" should be the continuous change of the shape itself. 

In support of this interpretation, Sun Tzu suggests the famous analogy with the flowing water of a brook9. 

It is at this point that the concepts of Cheng and Ch'i assumes a tight relationship with the concept 

of shape and absence of shape: in the former case with the shape perceived by the adversary, in the 

latter with the real shape. Looked at in this way the two concepts cannot be disjointed without 

compromising their real meaning. 

Boyd, in a speech he gave at a seminary in May 197810, expresses the concept clearly: « [...] the 

Cheng in a sense represents the deception; the Ch'i represents the surprise. And it is not Cheng or 

Ch'i. It is Cheng and Ch'i [...] ». 

                                                 
9    Sun Tzu, Chapter six, whose title is translatable as "Emptiness and Substance". 
10   A seminary "... on Air Anti-tank held Warfare". 
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On this background a central role is reserved to the concept of "schwerpunkt". How can we get 

unity of intent in such an unstructured condition of absence of shape? 

This is possible through the concepts of "Mission order" and “schwerpunkt”11, 

 All Boyd's following analysis of the military history that nearly occupies the two hundred slides 

that follow cannot be considered in detail here. Anyway, we can say that his analysis wants to 

verify the application of these principles in the course of the history, and the relationship of 

cause/effect between these and the  mental and physical elements of the war, placing the accent on 

the importance that factors as mobility, intelligence, communications and leadership assume. 

From Alexander the Great to W.W. II, through Genghis Khan, Napoleon, Clausewitz and others, 

Boyd's courageous reconstruction highlights the importance of these elements and that a conduct in 

compliance with the principles of Sun Tzu contributes to turn them into an advantage. It is just the 

attention for these factors that leads Boyd to dedicate particular attention to various form of conflict 

and not only to war in its classic shape. The revolutionary uprising and guerrilla warfare are 

analyzed too. Indeed, Boyd dedicates particular attention to these form of conflict. The reason is to 

be traced back to the importance that, in this kind of conflict, moral and mental elements assume, 

free from the shadow of "more properly technical "aspects, that so much importance take on in the 

"traditional" form of war. That does not mean to give insufficient importance to the last one, but it 

means to accept that, besides these, other important factors must be taken into consideration12. 

Moreover, it is possible to find most of the guerrilla concepts in the very Blitzkrieg "doctrine". The 

aim of all that remains, in fact, to divide, physically, mentally and morally, the enemy forces in not 

cooperating parts or with a remarkably reduced capability to cooperate, generating many non-

cooperative centres of gravity13 . That "paralysis" the adversary reducing their options, preventing 

them from acting in a united and co-ordinate way and therefore exponentially increasing the level of friction 

and confusing them about our effective intentions. 

The essential elements of the operating doctrine of the blitzkrieg (and consequently of the counterblitz) as 

listed by Boyd are: 

infiltration, penetration and isolation; ambiguity, deceit, speed and violence in order to generate surprised 

and shock; conduction of the operations in agreement of the concept of Schwerpunkt; acceptance of empty in 

our alignment and consequent risks (the famous syndrome of the unprotected flanks!); alignment of the 

echelons in depth both in defensive and offensive operations; taking care of predisposition of reservoirs to all 

the levels in order to generate and to take advantage of  successes. 

How is it possible to do that? 

                                                 
11 Whose  meanings will be taken for granted here. See "Patterns of Conflict" slides 71-79. 
12   It will be even too simple to remember Boy’s adage: << People, ideas, hardware - in that order!>>. 
13  «By striking at those vulnerable, yet critical, tendons, connections, and activities that permit a lager system to exist>>. Patterns, 

slide 41. 
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First of all we must give a look, perhaps something more, to what for many scholars has become, making a 

rough mistake, the only object of interest in Boyd's work: the OODA loop. 
 

 

OODA 

OODA is often depicted as a "decision-making model" but we will see that it is much more and something 

less! I have used this paradoxical formulation to signify first that OODA is much more than that because it is 

the graphical illustration, though forcibly limited, of Boyd's theoretic construction and secondly it is not a 

real decision making model as usually intended in political sciences. 

 
 

 

As the reader can see in the figure above, the OODA loop is composed of various elements: the four that 

give the name to the cycle and - equally essential - a series of arrows and, especially, the “Implicit Guidance 

and Control” ones. 

The first phase of the cycle, that is Observation, has obviously to do with collecting information or, to be 

precise, simple facts and data to be interpred,  from the environment, in the most various ways. 

The second one, Orientation, as Boyd says and as we will see better shortly: « is the most important part of 

the OODA loop since it gives a shape to the way we observe, to the way we decide, to the way we act». 

From a merely descriptive point of view it consists of a series of interactions between various elements: 

"genetic heritage", "cultural traditions", "previous experiences" and "new information", interacting inside the 

mechanisms of "analysis and synthesis" previously described.  

The third element, Decision, can be described as the process of selection between different possibilities of 

action that turn out of the two previous phases. The last phase, "Act", obviously represents the phase of 

execution. 
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So described the OODA loop does not seem other than a repetitive , nearly mechanic, and possibly fast, 

passage from one phase to the successive one. Anyway observing with a minimum of attention, it is possible 

to note various manifestations of feedback and in particular the two arrows named "Implicit Guidance and 

Control" which both originate from Orientation. They are a direct consequence of what we have seen in 

Destruction and Creation and this is what makes the OODA so original and interesting. But we need to 

proceed orderly. 

The OODA loop can be analysed from various points of view. Coherently with what we have previously 

asserted, we will take as a departure point what we have considered the central theoretical concepts of 

Boyd’s work: order and disorder. 

It seems obvious that the concept of "friction" is related to that of order/disorder. Boyd quoting Clausewitz 

says: "the atmosphere of war is friction". Friction, using the very words of Clausewitz, is what distinguishes 

"real war from the war theory", and is what describes the consequences of reality on ideas and intentions in 

war. Boyd, in any case, does not give any explicit definition, and seems to consider more than 

sufficient that one given by Clausewitz. Considering the accurate analysis of the clausewitzian 

concept of friction made by Barry Watts, it is possible to extrapolate five constituent elements of friction:« 

1) Danger's impact on the ability to think clearly and act effectively in war; 2) The effects on 

thought and action of combat's demands for exertion; 3) Uncertainties and imperfection on which 

action in war is unavoidably based; 4) Friction in the narrow sense of internal resistance to 

effective action stemming from the interactions between the many men and machine making up 

one's own forces; 5) the play of chance, of good luck and bad, whose consequences combatants can 

never fully foresee»14.  

About Clausewitz's work Boyd made a sharp and heavy critique: he is not completely aware of the 

involvements of the concept he had elaborated. Clausewitz was so worried to reduce the friction of his own 

forces not to take advantage of the other possibility: to increase that of the enemy, also accepting to such 

goal a certain increase  of his own.  

It is implied that such factors are mostly related to the enemy action/reaction, effective or also only potential 

and, as we can see, in a way or another, the great majority of the essential factors concern the cognitive 

sphere. 

It is in the analysis of the factors that  increase the level of friction and of which ones reduce it that Boyd 

becomes extremely "precise" and detailed : 
 

8. Key Points 

The atmosphere of war is friction. 

                                                 
14   Berry D. Watts, Clusewitzian friction,  McNair Paper 52, INSS – National  Defence University (1996), pag. 30. 
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Friction is generated and magnified by menace, ambiguity, deception, rapidity, uncertainty, mistrust, 

etc. 

Friction is diminished by implicit understanding, trust, cooperation, simplicity, focus, etc. 

In this sense, variety and rapidity tend to magnify friction, while harmony and initiative tend to 

diminish friction. 

9. In Other Words 

•Variety/rapidity without harmony/initiative lead to confusion, disorder and ultimately to chaos 

•Harmony/initiative without variety/rapidity lead to rigid uniformity, predictability and ultimately to 

non-adaptability 

? - Raises the Question - ? 

• How do we generate harmony/initiative so that we can exploit variety/rapidity?15

 

On this premise Boyd synthesizes the requirements for an effective conduct of military operations in four 

points. They are: insight and vision, focus and direction, adaptability and security. What is essentially 

necessary is the ability to understand the adversary's intentions and at the same time to elaborate adequate 

action plans, in one word (or two!): insight and vision. Then, without focus and direction, it is neither 

possible to achieve the harmony of the efforts between the various elements of the structure nor to maintain 

the initiative. 

Adaptability, in turn, implies variety and rapidity, without which it is not possible to face unexpected 

changings or to prevent the adversary from predicting our movements. At last, "security" constitutes a more 

general requirement since its absence makes action predictable, losing the benefits which had just been 

viewed.  

Leaving insight and vision aside just a moment, owing to their same nature variety and rapidity tend to 

increase friction, while  focus and direction tend to the opposite. It is not  possible to  separate  them 

without  losing the benefits of both. In fact, variety and rapidity, without focus and direction bring 

disorder and confusion and, in the end, chaos while the opposite case, that is harmony and initiative 

without variety and rapidity, leads to rigid uniformity  and  predictability. 

The question rises  spontaneously: how  is it  possible to generate harmony and initiative and, at the 

same time, to be able to maintain  variety and rapidity? How  is it possible, at the same time, to 

maintain focus, direction and adaptability? As the reader can see,  we are back to the binomial 

order/disorder once again.  

The answer of Boyd is that first of all  insight and vision are essential  or, said in another way and 

                                                 
15  Boyd, Organic Design for Command and Control, Charts 8-9. 
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using the terminology met in Destruction and Creation, it is necessary to elaborate adequate  

cognitive models. Well, this is just the role of  Orientation. 

Paraphrasing Boyd, Orientation seen as a result  consists in images, impressions or interpretations 

(and also theories) of the reality shaped by  factors such as genetic heritage, cultural tradition, 

previous experiences and unfolding circumstances.   

But, still more important is to observe  Orientation as a  process. This <<is an interactive process of 

many-sided implicit cross referencing projections, empathies, correlations and rejections that is 

shaped by and shapes the interplay of genetic heritage, cultural tradition, previous experiences, and 

unfolding circumstances>>16  

What comes in relief is the implicit character of the whole process. 

Boyd asks himself: how  can we draw advantage from that, from this implicit process of empathy, 

projection, correlation and refusal? How can we take advantage of the implicit nature of human 

beings? 

It is necessary to have a system of command and control whose point of force is that it is not 

communicated explicitly, in order to take advantage of the initiative of the commanders of lower 

levels and at the same time to realize the general plan of the  commander, guaranteeing therefore a 

reduction of  friction and an increase of  operating tempo. 

In short, the objective of Boyd is to delineate the conceptual elements of a command and control 

system that joins rapidity and adaptability to changing  circumstances (fast transients) - attainable 

through the decentralization of the command function – with the ability to delineate, and above all 

to maintain, a clear operational focus. 

Harmony, Boyd says, is created from the ties of implicit communication and mutual trust, all 

elements inherent in human  nature as seen in Destruction and Creation.  

The critical point is in guaranteeing a common vision, similar mental outlines, between the  

numerous “decision makers” along the hierarchic line. How? Training. More specifically: << 

Expose individuals, with different skills and abilities, against a variety of situations – whereby each 

individual can observe and orient himself simultaneously to the others and to the variety of 

changing situations>>. Why? Because << In such an environment, a harmony, or focus and 

direction, in operations is created by the bonds of implicit communications and trust that evolve as a 

consequence of the similar mental images or impressions each individual creates and commits to 

memory by repeatedly sharing the same variety of experiences in the same ways>>17. Again, 

quoting gen. Balck :<< Emphasis upon creation of implicit connections or bonds based upon trust, 

                                                 
16  Boyd,  Organic Design for Command and Control, slide 15. 
17     Ibidem, slide 18. 
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not mistrust, that permit wide freedom for subordinates to exercise imagination and initiative—yet, 

harmonize within intent of superior commanders. Benefit: internal simplicity that permits rapid 

adaptability>>18. 

Consequently : << Arrange setting and circumstances so that leaders and subordinates alike are 

given opportunity to continuously interact with external world, and with each other, in order to 

more quickly make many-sided implicit cross-referencing projections, empathies, correlations, and 

rejections as well as create the similar images or impressions, hence a similar implicit Orientation, 

needed to form an organic whole>>19. 

 Therefore a corpus of professional officials who have received  <<exactly the same training>>  and 

this is essential to ensure a common outlook <<without which superiors cannot give subordinates 

freedom of action and maintain coherency of ongoing action>>20.  

How Boyd clearly states, what I have just mentioned does not  mean total absence of 

communication, but wants to say that top-down communication is essentially reduced to the 

communication of  the “commander's intent”. 

We can observe that in such a way Orientation is directly followed by  “action”,  bypassing the 

Decision phase, which , I think, in Boyd's cycle  assumes the characteristics of what is commonly 

known as “decision making”. That is an explicit process of interaction among more subjects which 

through several phases -  at least from the analytical point of view - leads to  decision about the 

preferable course of action. As Boyd suggests, such explicit type of decision making remains 

necessary when sufficient background of shared experiences and information is not available, as 

well as in the cases  of  training or  experimentation. 

Now we have all the elements to understand what  “to stay inside adversary OODA loop” means. It 

is neither simply nor mainly, an issue of rapidity of execution of the cycle.21 . It is from the union of 

requirements or concepts we have met above (Insight and Vision, Adaptability , etc.) that such a 

result can be  achieved . About  rapidity we could nearly say that it becomes relevant being other 

factors equal.  Moreover rapidity can be considered a result of the factors we have just cited. But 

there is more. 

The three elements must necessarily coexist, because of their mutual dependence. 

The essential premise to everything is, how we have just seen, correct Orientation, therefore insight 

and vision. This in turn requires the possibility to interact both with the outside  environment and 

                                                 
18     Ibidem, slide. 7. 
19   Ibidem, slide 23. 
20  Boyd, Patterns, slide 74. 
21  That is a cycle, only in certain cases! 
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(not so obvious) with the  inside one. If this  requirement is not satisfied the consequence will be an  

inside oriented effort and, as we have seen in the Destruction and Creation chapter , that 

unavoidably leads to the inability to adapt itself to changing  conditions. 

Moreover  our degree of interaction with the external environment  is strongly dependent on the 

degree of system decentralization.  

The same possibility to maintain a high operating tempo, reducing OODA time of execution, 

depends mostly  on  the decentralization of the command function.   

At a first sight, espetially at operational and tactical levels, it could well originate situations in 

which confusion and waste of resources seems to predominate, along with dangers and exposures. 

In reality, looking at the WW II , Israeli Wars, and other conflitual situations, some sort of natural 

(organic, implicit, etc.) harmony emerges among the multitude of actions and reactions. 

 It is just in this point that Boyd’s work  is closely related to the Complex Adaptive Systems  and  

Chaos theorizations22. A part from that, as seen speaking of Clausewitz, the acceptance of a certain 

degree of friction is one of the premises of Boyd’s thought. 

The opposite idea that aims at harmonizing the action of several levels of command through  

centralization presents  serious and unsurpassable limits, beginning  from the greater decisional 

slowness, going on  with fideistic assumption of some form of commander  omniscience  and the 

blind confidence in information  collection,  transmission and elaboration systems.  Even  admitting  

that such  a perfect chain of command could exist (even from a technological viewpoint)  an 

unavoidable fact remains : how micro-economics scholars know very well,  among the myriad of 

facts that compose reality, in the overwhelming majority of  cases a fact only becomes important, 

and only becomes  information, at the moment of its use. 

Moreover centralized command and control systems << represents a top-down mentality applied in 

a rigid or mechanical (or electrical) way that ignores as well as stifles the implicit nature of human 

beings to deal with uncertainty, change, and stress. (Examples: The Battle of the Somme,  

evacuation of Saigon, Mayaguez Affair, Desert I, Nifty-Nugget and Proud Spirit C&C exercises, 

etc.)>>23. We see therefore as it is impossible to understand  the real meaning  of the model without 

its full  insertion in the context of  Boyd’s theoretical elaboration . 

 

                                                 
22     Unfortunately dealing with this argument would lead us far from our core argumentation and ,all things 
considered, it is not necessary. 
 
23     J. Boyd,  Organic Design for Command and Control, slide 35 
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THE STRATEGIC GAME: THE PHYSICAL, MENTAL AND MORAL 

ELEMENTS 
In order to conclude, we will deal with   one of the Boyd's last briefing: “The Strategic Game of ? 

and ?” in which Boyd, in a certain measure, puts together  his previous researches and analyses, to 

that induced, at least , by the same argument of the briefing. 

Here Boyd resumes  in a properly strategic view the topics he had previously dealt  with , and 

explicates his original  conception of the elements of conflict. 

At the outset he clearly states the  problems that he is going to reflect on. 

What is strategy? What is its aim or purpose? And, at last, what is  the engine of the strategic 

process? 

Naturally several of the issues  that Boyd is going to deal with in this briefing are the same  of  his 

previous works and as such previously discussed and for this reason we will take them for granted 

in this paragraph. 

Boyd constructs his own vision of the strategy around  the two  key concepts of “interaction” and 

“isolation”  and defines the strategy as << a mental tapestry of changing intentions for armonizing 

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>>24.  

On this basis Boyd identifies the object of  strategy with three elements: physical,  mental and  

moral. 

A clarification: here we will use the word  “elements” (and only sometimes “levels”)  in order  to 

avoid the risk that the exclusive use of the term “levels” may induce the reader to think that among 

the three there is a relationship analogue to the very hierarchy  (in terms of space, time,  etc.) 

existing among the classic levels of the strategy.  

In this case, indeed, it is not a hierarchy at all, because there is  a  qualitative difference.  

The physical element is made up of the world of  facts,  information, energy, etc.  

The mental element represents the intellectual  activity used by people in order to adjust themselves 

and  face the physical world. 

The moral element- we could say ethical, but it would give a philosophical connotation to the word 

–  represents  a novelty and as such needs some more explanation. As we will try to explain, 

“moral” here assumes a much wider meaning  than  the  traditional psychological connotation 

prevailing  in the field of the strategic doctrines and, to emphasize the novelty, Boyd, in The 

Strategic Game, dedicates wide space to this element. 

On this point Boyd's  thought  seems to me clearly  influenced by the book of Alexander Atkinson 
                                                 
24  J. Boyd, The Strategic Game of ? and ?, slide 58. 
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Social Order and General Theory of Strategy. Atkinson states critically that in modern  strategic 

theories the very foundation of any shape of conflict  is neglected  : it is the social order. 

On the contrary, as Atkinson says, war and any other type of organized employment of  violence, 

are extensions of  social life and more precisely of  “social order” <<in the absence of which the 

idea of war simply vanishes into the random chaos and violence of every man against the other>>25. 

 <<The roots of violence do not so much draw substance from the raw nature of man but from that 

of men cast into social relations. It is the conception of social relations, established patterns of 

which are the essence of social order, that give rise to the twin notions of power and morality. [...]  

The pursuit of power as a uniquely moral activity is made necessary by the very nature of social 

relations. It is inherent in the nature of this relations that the actions of men are the potential means 

to the ends of others, power being for our purpose the ability to command the actions of others>> 

but, anyway, Atkinson continues  :<< social morality is never simply a crude consequence and 

reflection of the problem of power inherent in social life but, having started here, raises society to 

participate in higher form of moral life>>. <<By necessity, social life is a moral life. [...] it is only 

this moral fibre in which is found a consensus on social values and norms embracing a shared 

conception of ends which society should pursue along with propriety of means that prevent society 

from falling into its natural consequences>>. 

War, Atkinson concludes,  must be considered the <<supreme expression of  social morality 

because it has taken into its hands the real use of violence for ends of a moral nature , violence 

through which is expressed the collective need for  attachment  to a particular social and moral 

order, its protection and  maintenance ...>>.26

I have quoted Atkinson at length to try to explain  the essence of the moral level of war as I 

understand it from Boyd's writings. Morality in this sense  is not an abstract ethical idealistic thing  

but a very concrete one .   

It is an essential element of the survival of  society in a hostile environment and of its capability to 

adapt itself to unfolding circumstances.  If the reader allows it I would like to define it  “moral 

Darwinism”, which is only a seeming contradiction. 

In this interpretation morality becomes (putting aside any other ethical consideration about  

“Justice”) an “instrument”, a fundamental   element in our ability to cope with the environment and 

its changes and challenges. 

But moral order is not something neutral, something such as: “any moral order is good”. The moral 

level of war is something that has essentially to do with relations between “governors and those 

                                                 
25  Atkinson, Social Order and the General Theory of Strategy, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981, pag. 17. 
26  Ibidem, pages 17, 22 – 24 
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who are governed” and it has to be some-how harmonious with the world and capable of adapting  

itself (and the society with it) to changes27

It is something essential to the social and political life of  states and especially of nations. 

In this light the cries of pain  that ended “Strategic game of ? And ?”  should not be a surprise : 

 

Evil  

occurs when individuals or groups embrace codes of conduct or standards of 

behaviour for their own personal well being and social approval, yet violate those 

very same codes or standards to undermine the personal well being and social 

approval of others. 

Corruption  

occurs when individuals or groups, for their own benefit, violate codes of conduct or 

standards of behaviour that they profess, or are expected, to uphold. 

 

In order to avoid misunderstandings and wishing to be coherent with what I have just said, I feel 

that I need to specify that  moral order is not a  static thing but it is influenced by environmental 

changes, even if long-term ones,  and, even  at this level, it will be necessary to proceed trough the 

dialectic processes of analysis and synthesis necessary to  overcome  inconsistencies  between 

moral order and the widest context in which it is inserted28. 

Moral order must therefore at the same time guarantee the continuity of  social life and its strength  

and takes part in adapting to changing circumstances. 

We can find such notion in Boyd's same quotation of Atkinson: 

 

                                                 
27  <<Likewise we should:  Reveal those mismatches in terms of what adversaries profess to be, what they 

are, and the world they have to deal with in order to surface to the world, to their citizens, and to 
ourselves the ineptness and corruption as well as the sub-rosa designs that they have upon their citizens, 
ourselves, and the world at large.>>, Strategic Game of ? and ?, slide 57. 

28  In this ever changing world, in which there is no place for a superior moral order,  we could deduce that 
human beings (his nature, his needs, etc.)   remains  the only persistent landmark. 
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“Moral fibre is “the great dam that denies the flood of social relations their natural route of 

decline towards violence and anarchy” … In this sense, “moral order at the center of social 

life literally saves society from itself.” 

“Strategists must grasp this fact that social order is, at once, a moral order … If the 

moral order on which rests a fabric of social and power relation is compromised, 

then the fabric (of social order) it upholds goes with it.” 

In other words, “the one great hurdle in the strategic combination (moral and social 

order) is the moral order. If this remains untouched the formation of new social 

relations and social ranking in status and power either never gets off the ground or 

faces the perennial spectre of backsliding towards the moral attraction of 

established social and power relations.” 

The strategic imperative, then becomes one of trying “to achieve relative security of social 

resources by subverting and reweaving those of the opponent into the fabric of one’s own 

social order.” 

 

Moreover, the moral order, this social construction, is relevant at all strategic levels and – as we 

have said – influences the mental and physical elements while it is influenced by them. 

About this relation with the other two elements, in a few words we could say that Boyd identifies it 

with the conduct codes that guide  and, at the same time,  support the intellectual and emotional  

answer to  environment challenges. In other words, it is part of the Orientation process. 

I would also say it is possible to suggest a further step in Boyd's thought interpretation. I think we 

could track the necessity of such a code of conduct down to the ontological issue found  in 

Destruction and Creation. This is because the reason of the necessity for change and adaptation 

stays  in that ontological issue; changes that mostly and inevitably derive from what was seen in 

Destruction and Creation, that is from our inability to know   reality once and for all since we are 

part of it. 

Now, we could say that the capability of society to adjust itself to the changes of the environment 

mostly descends from the factors here under consideration.  
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Hoping to have clarified  what I think is to be intended in Boyd’s work for moral level of  conflict, 

now we can see how  Boyd integrates the concepts of interaction and isolation with the  physical, 

mental and  moral elements. 

In very general terms we can  say that at physical and mental level it is necessary to actively operate  

to separate and isolate the adversary, and prevent him from elaborating a clear vision of what is 

going on and of our intentions. On the other end, also at interstate level, << Morally adversaries 

isolate themselves when they visibly improve their well being to the detriment of others (i.e. their 

allies, the uncommitted, etc.) by violating codes of conduct or behavior patterns that they profess to 

uphold or others expect them to uphold.>>29

This is a situation  that can and must be taken advantage of.   

Obviously, interaction and isolation, will concretely assume  various shapes in relation to  the 

considered strategic level. Here  it is neither possible nor  profitable for  the purpose of the article, 

to explicate all the cases that come from the combination of  strategic levels with the elements that 

have been taken into consideration . I would rather say that  it is better to  stress the fact that 

interaction and isolation must not be understandood as excluding each other. 

They always coexist. Between interaction and isolation  once again we find the same dialectic 

relationship already seen with regard to the concepts of order and disorder. 

By the way, as to the moral element, a clear  example of  such  dialectic comes from Boyd himself  

when he states the necessity, for the subject considered, on one side to adapt itself to the situation in 

order to take advantage of the inconsistencies  of the moral order  of the adversary and on the other 

to maintain its own moral order.  

Therefore interaction and isolation are the topics at the centre  of the strategic game. It is their 

relationship, as well as it is their balance, that defines the strategic game and constitutes its essence. 

Interaction and isolation become the essential mechanism of change, adaptation and survival of the 

system both at physical and mental level and at the moral one too. As Prof. Hammond well says : 

<<Others had spoken of moral and mental aspects of war, even hinted at the moral leverage to win, 

but few had spoken of the strategic process as alternating cycles of isolation and interaction. None 

had combined all three>>. 

                                                 
29 J. Boyd, The Strategic Game of ? and ?, slide 47. 
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