The Man to Thank:
John Boyd and the OODA Loop in Iraq

by T. R. Halvorson, Sidney, Montana
(Sloan: I offer this with only minor editing – it is an optional read; I do not know the source).

        Generals did not like him.  The feeling was mutual.  Only one general attended his funeral in Arlington National Cemetery … His name?  John Boyd.

        We expected the war in Iraq to begin with "shock and awe."  It didn't.  It began instead with an attack on the minds of Saddam Hussein and his core supporters.  It began with an attack on a bunker where they were thought to be meeting.  How did that "target of opportunity" come about?  "Target of opportunity" in this case does not mean target of accident, coincidence, or fortune.  The opportunity was purposely manufactured by application of an information theory called the OODA Loop.  Boyd developed the OODA Loop.  Donald Rumsfeld is partially influenced by it.  Dick Cheney is a disciple of it.

        "John Boyd is one of the principal military geniuses of the 20th century, and hardly anyone knows his name," said John Thompson, a former Canadian army officer who is managing director of the MacKenzie Institute, a Toronto-based think tank which studies global conflict.

        The ruse the United States pulled in launching the war against Iraq with a cruise missile attack on Saddam Hussein and his high command could have come straight from Boyd's playbook, said retired Gen. Michael Dugan, who was chief of staff of the Air Force during the buildup to the 1991 Persian Gulf War.

        The CIA planted a false rumor with a British television network that Iraqi Deputy Prime Minister Tarik Aziz had defected, hoping Aziz would go on Iraqi television to deny it. He did. The CIA tracked him back to a bunker, and the Navy and the Air Force destroyed it with cruise missiles and bombs.

        "The ability to find out where this bunker was and the ability to react in minutes certainly was consistent with John Boyd's thinking," Dugan said. "John Boyd was a thinker ahead of his time. Without giving him a lot of credit, the U.S. military is following his ideas."

        Lt. Col. Rich Liebert, who teaches tactics at the Army Command and Staff College at Fort Leavenworth, Kan., agreed.

        "The constant references to, and the delay of the 'shock and awe' bombing campaign, is the kind of psychological warfare that Boyd recommended to paralyze the enemy," as well, he said.

(Jack Kelly, Little-known pilot shaped U.S. strategy in Iraq, Abilene Reporter-News, March 21, 2003.)

        It is strange that John Boyd should be unknown.  His ideas have been profiled in a plethora of publications, including Forbes, Fortune, Time, The Economist, The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Dallas Morning News, and The Los Angeles Times.  (OODA: Col. Boyd's description of the OODA Loop as derived from his original briefing slides)  "Carried into the private sector, [Boyd's theories have] been adopted and adapted by businesses such as Toyota, General Electric and Wal-Mart."  (Dale Eisman, Air Force Col. John R. Boyd: The man who shaped the military, The Virginian-Pilot, December 9, 2002.)  Just this past summer,  Fast Company carried an article saying Boyd, "focused his tenacious intellect on something grander, an expression of agility that, for him and others, became a consuming passion: the OODA loop ... an elegant framework for creating competitive advantage."  (Keith H. Hammonds, The Strategy of the Fighter Pilot, Fast Company, Issue 59, page 98, June 2002.)  Hammonds says Boyd "enjoyed distinctive unpopularity in official Pentagon circles. But even among critics, his OODA loop was much harder to dismiss.  The concept is just as powerful when applied to business."  Google "John Boyd" "OODA loop" and you'll have a few days of reading ahead of you.  Google just "OODA loop" and the reading expands to a week or more.

        Boyd was not only a pilot who gave the enemy fits in Korea.  Nor was he only the first person ever to codify air-to-air combat techniques.  Nor was he only "the original Top Gun" teaching air-to-air combat at the Fighter Weapons School, Nellis Air Force Base in Nevada.  Not was he only the pilot nicknamed "40-Second" Boyd because of his standing challenge to all comers: Starting from a position of disadvantage, he'd have his jet on their tail within 40 seconds, or he'd pay out $40. Legend has it that he never lost.  Nor was he only the Georgia Institute of Technology student of thermodynamics who applied his knowledge as a fighter pilot to create his Energy-Maneuverability Theory that gave us the F-16.  Small, cheap and simple, the F-16 used only enough technology to make it more efficient -- fly-by-wire control systems to save the weight of hydraulics, one engine to keep it small, cut costs and make it hard to target.  He had to design it clandestinely because the military-industrial complex did not want cheap weapons just because they were effective.  "It was one of the most audacious plots ever hatched against a military service and it was done under the noses of men who, if they had the slightest idea of what it was about, not only would have stopped it instantly, but would have cut orders reassigning Boyd to the other side of the globe."  (Biographer Robert Coram quoted by Dale Eisman, Air Force Col. John R. Boyd: The man who shaped the military, The Virginian-Pilot, December 9, 2002.)  Nor was he only the commander of a top-secret intelligence center in Thailand so sensitive that for the first three years of its operation it did not officially exist.  Nor was he only a leading voice in the post-Vietnam War military reform movement.  After rewriting the air combat rulebook, he began looking at the broader flaws in U.S. military theory.

        Boyd's OODA Loop is the product of a singular, half-century-long autodidactic journey through the realms of science, history, and moral philosophy.  He devoured the writings of Heisenberg and Newton, and he read thousands of books, journal articles, and newspapers.  Boyd studied warfare from the beginning of time, engaging history's strategists such as Hannibal, Belisarius, Genghis Khan and von Clausewitz to find the vulnerabilities of their ideas. The only theoretician Boyd did not attack was Sun Tzu, author of the oldest book on war.  Instead he used contemporary ideas from diverse disciplines such as mathematics, physics, anthropology, biology, economics, and philosophy to update and reaffirm Sun Tzu's work.

        The acronym OODA represents Observe-Orient-Decide-Act.  Boyd's biographer, Robert Coram, says, "Simply rendered, the OODA loop is a blueprint for the manoeuvre tactics that allow one to attack the mind of an opponent, to unravel its commander even before a battle begins."  (Robert Coram , Boyd: The Fighter Pilot Who Changed the Art of War, Little Brown & Company: 2002.  ISBN 0316881465.  Amazon sales rank at time of writing, 102).  The target is not the troops or weapons of the enemy.  The target certainly is not the civilians of the enemy.  "In Boyd's notion of conflict, the target is always your opponent's mind," says Grant Hammond, director of the Center for Strategy and Technology at the Air War College and author of The Mind of War: John Boyd and American Security (Smithsonian Institution Press, 2001).  Victory comes by destroying an opponent's frame of reference, not necessarily by destroying so much of the opponent's materiel or personnel.

        Before anybody can do anything, he has to see what's going on, figure out what it means, decide what to do about it, and then do what he decided to do, Boyd noted.  He coined the acronym "OODA loop" to describe the process.  It stands for:  Observation. Orientation. Decision. Action.  If you can go through the OODA loop faster than your enemy, you'll live and he'll die.
        From the Civil War through Vietnam, U.S. military strategy has been based on what strategists call the "firepower-attrition" model.  Basically, you get more and bigger guns than your enemy, then blast away until you win.  It works if you can get more and bigger guns, but the results are usually bloody. 

        Boyd didn't discount firepower.  But he said deception and speed were more important.  Confuse your enemy about your intentions, and then press him so hard that he doesn't have time to think.  If you get far enough inside your enemy's OODA loop, he'll get confused and demoralized.  And if he gets demoralized enough, he may surrender without fighting.

(Jack Kelly, Little-known pilot shaped U.S. strategy in Iraq, Abilene Reporter-News, March 21, 2003.)

        Boyd's "observation-orientation-decide-act" (OODA) loop is based on the concept that "every individual operates an OODA loop that is unique in speed and accuracy.  Speed is based on the individual's mental capacity and capability to deal with information and changing environments.  John Boyd asserts that one can paralyze an enemy by operating inside the opponent's OODA loop, meaning that the individual is operating a faster cycle speed than the enemy's.  Accuracy is determined during the orient part of the cycle by what information is filtered and how it is organized.  Boyd considers the orientation as the most important part of the cycle because "it shapes the way we interact with the environment -- hence orientation shapes the way we observe, the way we decide, and the way we act."

(William Osborne et al., "Information Operations: A New War-fighting Capability," 2025 White Papers: Power and Influence, vol. 3, bk. 1, 49.  Same in PDF format.)

        In OODA Loop fashion, one must continually observe, orient, decide and act in order to achieve and maintain freedom of action and maximize the chances for survival and prosperity. One does so through a combination of rapidity, variety, harmony, and initiative. It is these that are the core of "Boyd’s Way." Rapidity of action or reaction is required to maintain or regain initiative. Variety is required so one is not predictable, so there is no pattern recognition for a foe to allow him to know of your actions in advance and thus plan to defeat them. Harmony is the fit with the environment and others operating in it. Initiative -- taking charge of your own destiny -- is required if one is to master circumstances rather than be mastered by them.

(Grant T. Hammond, The Essential Boyd, quoted here.)

        Boyd gave his two most famous briefings, "Patterns of Conflict" and "A Discourse on Winning and Losing" over 1,500 times. The ideas, words and phrases contained in Boyd's briefings, which began as one-hour long presentations and grew into 15-hour sessions given over two days, have penetrated not only the US military services but the business community and academia around the world.  The OODA Loop is now used as a standard description of decision making cycles.

        Boyd saw isolation as a critical strategic device. Isolation is the opposite of the information-rich environment needed to operate effectively. In "A Discourse on Winning and Losing," Boyd described three strategies for isolation.

        (1) Physically we can isolate our adversaries by severing their communications with [the] outside world as well as by severing their internal communications to one another.  We can accomplish [the former] ... via diplomatic, psychological, and other efforts. To cut them off from one another, we should penetrate their system by being unpredictable.

        (2) Mentally we can isolate our adversaries by presenting them with ambiguous, deceptive, or novel situations, as well as by operating at a tempo or rhythm they can neither make out nor keep up with.  Operating inside their OODA loops will accomplish just this by disorienting or twisting their mental images so that they can neither appreciate nor cope with what's really going on.

        (3) Morally our adversaries isolate themselves when they visibly improve their well-being to the detriment of others ... by violating codes of conduct or behavior patterns that they profess to uphold or others expect them to uphold.

        "To Coram and others, including Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, Boyd is 'the most influential military thinker since Sun Tzu wrote The Art of War 2400 years ago.'"  (Roger Franklin, Foul-mouthed maverick changed the art of war, New Zealand Herald, December 30, 2002.)

        Two people impressed by his theories were Vice President Dick Cheney, then a congressman from Wyoming, and Gen. Alfred Gray, commandant of the Marine Corps from 1987 to 1991.

        Cheney was secretary of defense during the first Gulf war, and he has credited Boyd's influence as a major reason he changed the battle plan for the liberation of Kuwait from a frontal assault, which could have led to many American casualties, to the "left hook" that proved so successful.

        As vice president, Cheney exerts considerable influence on strategy in Iraq as one of President Bush's inner circle of war advisers. But the most significant convert may have been Gray, who first heard Boyd's briefings as a colonel. Later, as commander of the Second Marine Division, and later still as Commandant of the Marine Corps, Gray was in a position to implement Boyd's ideas about "maneuver warfare."

(Jack Kelly, Little-known pilot shaped U.S. strategy in Iraq, Abilene Reporter-News, March 21, 2003.)

        One policymaker who heard Boyd's brief in the 1980s was a Wyoming congressman with a strong interest in defense.  His name was Richard B. Cheney.  As secretary of defense a few years later, he brought Boyd back into the Pentagon for private sessions on plans for war in Iraq.  Cheney, now vice president, told Coram last year that Boyd ''clearly was a factor in my thinking" as those plans evolved.

        "We could use him again now,"' Cheney added.  "I wish he was around. . . .   I'd love to turn him loose on our current defense establishment and see what he could come up with."

(Dale Eisman, Air Force Col. John R. Boyd: The man who shaped the military, The Virginian-Pilot, December 9, 2002.)

        If the Iraq invasion goes even remotely according to plan, Saddam's downfall will be short and relatively bloodless. Isolated, unable to trust his generals, and with his every move tracked by the cheap, plentiful, all-seeing Predator drones that Boyd also helped to develop, Saddam will have two options:  surrender or perish.  Writing in the New Zealand Herald, Roger Franklin said at the end of 2002,

        The coming assault on Baghdad already has its first hero: Colonel John Boyd, a foul-mouthed, insubordinate fighter pilot who has been in his grave at Arlington National Cemetery for almost five years.

        When Iraq's tyrant is brought down, that inevitable victory will be Boyd's doing. You won't hear Boyd's name being cited in Rose Garden speeches, however. Nor will the Pentagon be authorising any posthumous decorations for the man who, through 30 years of bureaucratic guerilla warfare, transformed America's military.

        Even though he gave them many of the tools that made Operation Desert Storm such a sweeping success in 1991, the brass continued to hate Boyd with such a passion that, as a final sign of contempt, they sent only a single general as their official representative at his funeral.

(Roger Franklin, Foul-mouthed maverick changed the art of war, New Zealand Herald, December 30, 2002.)

        Coram describes how a defense contractor once sent its top aircraft designer to meet with Boyd during early planning for what would become the F-16. The man brought aerodynamic estimates for a plane that Boyd quickly recognized as bogus.

        Boyd studied the figures, leaned over the charts and said, "I can extrapolate this thing back to where the wing has zero lift.  Wow.  This airplane is so good that not only does it have zero lift, it has negative drag. . . .  If this thing has negative drag, that means it has thrust without turning on the engines.  That means when it is on the ramp with all that thrust, even with the engine turned off, you got to tie the . . . thing down or it will take off by itself.''

        Boyd ended the conversation:   The "…airplane is made out of balonium.''

        Boyd did not much like balonium.  The single work that he committed to paper before his death in 1997, a 12-page treatise called "Destruction and Creation," is daunting.  Coram says, "It's got the specific gravity of uranium."  As a major, John R. Boyd was nearly court-martialed for cursing out a colonel and calling him, and a roomful of other officers, liars. He rescued his career by convincing a general he was right.
        The brass continued to hate Boyd with such a passion that, as a final sign of contempt, they sent only a single general as their official representative at his funeral.   The service that has been most resistant to Boyd's ideas, ironically, is the Air Force.  When Boyd died in 1997, only two Air Force officers attended his funeral.  Dozens of Marines showed up.
(Sloan’s addition: One Marine gently placed his globe and anchor from his uniform on the grave – absolutely unprecedented as an honor for an Air Force type!)
