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ABSTRACT

COMBINING CONCEPTS: OPERATIONAL SHOCK IN INSURGENCIES, by MAJ Ryan J
Bulger, 59 pages.

The focus of this work is to ascertain whether the concept of operational shock, which has served
as the intellectual underpinning of the US Army’s doctrine over the past thirty years, can be used
to guide an operational approach in a counterinsurgency campaign. The concept of operational
shock sits at the foundation of much of United States Army’s operational doctrine. The American
way of war now focuses not on the destruction of an enemy’s equipment and personnel, but on
degrading and disrupting his ability to continue to fight.

Much of counterinsurgency doctrine and theory does not fit this operational logic. The previous
decade of war has led to a renewed debate both in public and inside the national security
apparatus of the United States. With the publication of Field Manual 3-24: Counterinsurgency,
the United States produced its first doctrine dedicated to countering insurgency in over twenty
years. The logic within FM 3-24 dictates that if the counterinsurgent can dissolve the conditions
that enabled the existence of the insurgency, the governmental forces can change the logic of the
population.

This paper does not refute the principle of addressing core grievances, which stands at the center
of much of current counterinsurgency theory. It does, however, posit that to effectively set
conditions to affect the logic of the population, the counterinsurgent must affect the logic of the
insurgency it is opposing. The intent of this monograph is neither to prove nor disprove either the
enemy centric or the population centric models of counterinsurgency, but instead to argue that
there must be a balance of both approaches. There may be a time during a counterinsurgency
campaign where the disruption of the insurgency’s logic and causing a fractionalization within
the enemy system should be the focus of the counterinsurgent’s operations.

This monograph examines both the theoretical basis for current operational and counterinsurgent
doctrine. It then combines these two concepts to provide a theoretical model of an insurgency in
a state of shock. It then uses two historical case studies in which the counterinsurgent force,
using different force structures and capabilities, were able to effectively shock the systems of the
insurgencies they opposed. It identifies characteristics of each of the campaigns that facilitated
the application of the appropriate force against the appropriate structures within the insurgency.
These characteristics include a networked approach to operations, rapid adaptation of operational
approach, and the application of violence in contested space.
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INTRODUCTION

Despite the best efforts of both the defense industry and the myriad of subject matter
experts who have written books on the subject in the past decade, there has been no magic
operational approach or piece of equipment unearthed that is guaranteed to defeat an insurgency.
As with other forms of conflict, there remain too many variables beyond the grasp of human
control, too many instances of luck, and too much uncertainty to predetermine the outcome of any
given conflict. In fact, victory against an insurgency can be even more difficult to predict
because it relies so heavily on the will of a population directly engaged in the conflict, rather than
a more conventional conflict between two opposing armies where mathematical models and logic
are more easily applied. For all the discourse and debates about population centric approaches
instead of enemy centric approaches and counterinsurgency versus counterterrorism, the core
issue remains how to make men stop fighting. This paper does not address how to make the
individual insurgent put down his arms and walk away; rather its focus is on attacking the
insurgency at the operational level.

The past decade of conflict has continued a debate that has gone through numerous peaks
and valleys for the past half century: how does a military force defeat an opponent displaying
asymmetric organization and capabilities? Following rapid victories during the initial phases of
both Afghanistan and Irag, the United States confronted insurgencies in both countries that
frustrated their efforts to transition authority. Al-Qaeda (AQ) continues to remain relevant in the
Arab world and has expanded its operations to Northern Africa despite over a decade of war with
the United States and the death of many of their senior leaders. Israel has conducted numerous
operations against Hamas and Hezbollah over the past decade, including their failed operations in
southern Lebanon in 2006. Even in the Pacific, a region that the United States has stated that it

will rebalance its efforts towards, multiple nations continue to combat a myriad of transnational
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terrorist and internal insurgent organizations. These operational challenges and the often-
ambiguous nature of the “peace” that follows have renewed a policy debate of how best to
approach operations against rogue state and non-state actors.

Recent policy statements indicate that US forces will no longer be manned to a level that
will facilitate long-term stability operations, further strengthening the narrative that fighting
insurgents is not the job of the United States.® However, it is unrealistic to assume that the
United States will never become involved in another conflict involving insurgents given the level
of instability in regions of vital national interest such as Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. These
areas present a number of potential flash points that the United States may be called to either
support a partner nation or assume a stabilizing role in the aftermath of a revolution. In either of
those instances, the ability to properly frame the operational environment and design an
operational approach that rapidly reestablishes stability will be critical to strategic success.

Current counterinsurgency doctrine focuses the attention of commanders away from
affecting change on the enemy and on affecting the environmental conditions that surround the
enemy and the population. This was function of attempting to correct the uneven approaches in
the early phases of Operation Iragi Freedom while instilling the core idea that a more holistic
approach to the problem was needed. Unfortunately, this attempt at expanding understanding led
in many ways to a dogmatic approach to countering insurgency, with commanders looking for a
cut and paste solution to operational problems rather than countering the specific enemy in front
of them. The theoretical concept that guides this idea dictates that through creating change in the
environment, the counterinsurgent will deny the insurgency the ability to regenerate and survive.

Sadly, this monograph yet again fails to offer a panacea for the ills that befall potential

counterinsurgents. This monograph does not propose an end all, be all solution for the defeat and

! US, Department Of Defense, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities for the 21% Century
Defense (Washington DC: January 2012), 6.



destruction of an insurgent organization. The focus of this work is to ascertain whether the
concept of operational shock, what has served as the intellectual underpinning of the US Army’s
doctrine over the past thirty years, can be used to guide an operational approach in a
counterinsurgency campaign. This work attempts to provide operational level planners a mental
model to use in the description of both an insurgency and the effects that the counterinsurgent

forces are attempting to create.

Research Questions and Scope

Throughout this monograph, the term “operational shock” will be defined as placing the
rival in a position where they are both cognitively and physically unable to act due to the effect of
the friendly force’s operations. The primary research question for this study is whether a
counterinsurgent force can impose operational shock on an opponent displaying asymmetric
organization and tactics. The secondary research question is to identify the characteristics of a
counterinsurgency campaign that is capable of imposing shock. The monograph uses insurgency
as the vehicle to illustrate the point, as many terrorist organizations such as al-Qaeda and so-
called “hybrid” threats such as Hezbollah exhibit similar traits of a classical insurgency. The
individual characteristics of the concept must be modified to the specific threat, but the

intellectual scaffolding remains the same.

Methodology

The study will use systems theory and complexity theory to define the operational
environment and explain the interactions between opponents in several historical campaigns
against insurgents. Additionally, it examines classical and emerging theories of insurgency and
the methods that various counterinsurgents have used to disrupt or defeat their opponent. Finally,
this monograph will identify the most important interactions that a successful counterinsurgency

campaign must influence in order to place an insurgency in a condition of operational shock.
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The study begins with a literature review, which will be divided into five sections. The
first section of the literature review examines the evolution of the theory of operational shock,
general systems theory, complexity theory, and complex adaptive systems. This section
introduces G.S Isserson, Shimon Naveh, and John Boyd’s theories during this section in order to
display the evolution of the concept of operational shock; from a systematic approach to
conducting maneuver warfare to a systemic approach to causing the collapse of an enemy system.
The second section of the literature review focuses on the theories surrounding insurgency and
the contemporary view of counterinsurgent warfare. The purpose of this review is to describe
how the United States views the problem of insurgent warfare and analyze how it developed its
primary counterinsurgency doctrine, US Army Field Manual 3-24: Counterinsurgency, published
in 2006. Theories from prominent counterinsurgency scholars will be examined as well as the
traditional operational approaches of enemy centric and population centric counterinsurgency. In
addition to these broad approaches, the study will include alternative theories of control and
operational approaches, as these principles will also be applied during the case study portion of
the study.

The final section of the literature review explains the theory of operational shock as
applied to an insurgency. This section synthesizes elements from Isserson, Naveh, and Boyd with
theories of counterinsurgency to propose an alternative perspective for attacking insurgent
networks. This section highlights the characteristics of an insurgent system in a state of shock
and discusses methods the counterinsurgent can use to achieve this effect. This theory does not
suppose to prescribe a method for final victory in a counterinsurgency campaign. Rather, it is
focused on methods to make the insurgency temporarily unable to significantly affect the work
towards this long-term development. Essentially, it is to buy time for the political processes
essential for lasting victory to take affect.

Following the literature review are two case studies that use Alexander George’s
4



comparative case study method to examine historical case studies. Each case study will examine
a historical counterinsurgency campaign in the same fashion. First, the case study will briefly
describe the strategic context of the campaign and then describe the nature of the insurgency.
Next, the counterinsurgent’s operational approach is examined. Finally, each case study
examines the traits of operational shock expressed by the insurgency. The selected case studies
will reflect the anticipated operational environment that American forces will likely encounter
when dealing with insurgency; namely hegemonic powers conducting a campaign in an
expeditionary manner to assist a partnered government force against an insurgent organization.
The final section of the monograph serves as a conclusion to the study and addresses
potential implications of the findings. The conclusion will analyze the operational approaches
from both of the campaigns from the previous chapters, combine those with the theories from the
literature review, and highlight characteristics that facilitated the application of shock. Finally,

this section will identify areas of further inquiry for operational planners and researchers.



LITERATURE REVIEW

Operational Shock

The concept of operational shock is rooted in maneuver warfare and was originally
applied in a conventional context; however, it is the idea itself that is important to this study.
Operational shock is achieved when an opponent is both cognitively and physically unable to act
due to the effect of an opposing force’s operations. The concept of operational shock originated
from Russian theorists in the post World War | era and has informed much of the doctrine of both
the United States and the Israeli Defense Forces in the modern era.” Much like the
counterinsurgent, Russian operational planers faced opponents they may not be able to destroy
due to the size of the opponent and dispersion that modern armies displayed. Theorists such as
G.S. Isserson sought methods to avoid the attritional warfare of the First World War and achieve
victory through dominant maneuver and overwhelming their opponent.®

Isserson advocated the systematic elimination of a rival’s options through the
overwhelming actions Soviet forces across the width and depth of the battlefield. Isserson’s
theory sought to penetrate the front line defenses of his opponent, and then exploit this
penetration point with mechanized forces. These mechanized forces were designed for speed and
maneuver and would seize key logistics bases, command nodes, and rail networks, denying the
enemy the ability to operationally maneuver his forces.* This rapid maneuver, coupled with
attacks along multiple layers of the enemy’s defense would confuse and render him unable to

continue to command at the operational level. The core concepts of “deep operations” informed

2 Dima Adamsky, The Culture of Military Innovation: the Impact of Cultural Factors On the
Revolution in Military Affairs in Russia, the US, and Israel (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford Security Studies,
2010), 101.

¥ Shimon Naveh, In Pursuit of Military Excellence: The Evolution of Operational Theory
(Portland: Frank Cass, 1997), 16.

* G.S. Isserson, “The Evolution of Operational Art,” Translated by Bruce W. Menning (Fort
Leavenworth, KS: SAMS Theoretical Special Edition, 2005).
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not only Soviet doctrine in World War I, but also the famed AirLand battle doctrine the United
States built in the 1980s to counter the Soviet threat in Eastern Europe. This doctrine was
successfully exported beyond its primary intent and used with great success in Operation Desert
Storm.

In the post-Vietnam era of transformation within the US Army, similar conceptions of
shock began to permeate throughout the force. Faced with the challenge of defending against a
massive Soviet army in the plains of Europe, American commanders sought a way to inflict
massive amounts of damage against the structure of their opponent and affect them at the
operational level.> John Boyd, an American Air Force officer, discussed this effort in detail
through his numerous writings and presentations. Though Boyd never wrote a definitive work, he
was a prolific speaker and theorist, becoming famous for his Observe-Orient-Decide-Act
(OODA) loop. However, Boyd’s theories expanded well beyond just this graphical depiction and
centered on creating a systemic collapse of an opponent by physically, morally, and mentally
isolating them from their allies, internal and external support.® Using scientific laws such as the
second law of thermodynamics to illustrate his theories, Boyd discussed creating friction within
the enemy’s system and delaying the enemy’s decision-making cycle. He believed that success in
conflict revolved around time, and that by increasing the friendly force’s time to understand the
situation and by decreasing your opponent’s time to understand, you create greater friction within
the enemy’s system. This friction will increase the pressure and isolation on the rival system,
eventually causing the rival to be unable to sustain operations and succumb to their opponent’s

will.

®> Adamsky, 61.

® Frans Osinga, Science, Strategy and War: The Strategic Theory of John Boyd (London:

Routledge, 2006), 213. Boyd’s description of winning consists of inflicting physical, moral, and mental
isolation of your opponent, while increasing your own interactions within and outside of your own system.
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The next evoluation in the theory of operational shock originated from Israeli brigadier
general Shimon Naveh. He attempted to expand Isserson’s theories and the American
interpretation of operational art, while integrating the science of systems theory into his
interpretation of operational shock. Naveh defined the military organization itself as the system;
the command structures, the tension between orders and actions, the ability to move and
communicate, the ability to project and absorb damage, and its ability to achieve its purpose.
Naveh stated that the “significance of attrition lies solely in its auxiliary service to the
manoeuvre.”’ Naveh also argued that with the size and lethality of modern armies, achieving
total destruction of an enemy force was now impossible, therefore the method to achieving
victory on the modern battlefield was through the disaggregation of the enemy at the systemic
level.

Naveh’s theory of operational shock states that the aggressor must overwhelm his
opponent’s ability to deal with the number, tempo, and severity of the strikes applied against his
operational structure. His concept includes both physical and cognitive assaults on the enemy’s
system; attacks on the opponent’s forces and positions themselves and also attacks on the
opponent’s understanding and rationale for continuing the conflict. The goal of the physical
attacks is to create “division or fragmentation” of the enemy’s structures, bringing about the
collapse of his ability to continue to fight.® He rejects the assertion he associates with
Clausewitzian logic that to defeat an opponent, you must destroy his forces.? Instead, he posits

that the key to defeating one’s opponent and the focus of the operational artist must be the

" Naveh, 23.

® Naveh, 17.

® This explanation of Clausewitz’s logic is Naveh’s, from the introduction of In Pursuit of Military
Excellence. This is odd, as much of what Naveh is discussing is nested with Clausewitz’s assertion that the

focus of your operation is your opponent’s forces, his will, or his territory (space). Naveh describes a
similar approach, but his focus is on the will and the space as opposed to destroying the forces themselves.
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disruption the opponent’s rationale to continue to fight. The decisive maneuver serves to
physically separate the enemy’s various echelons of command and increase the “cognitive
tension” between the actors in the system. This cognitive tension represents the difference
between the intent of the commander at the strategic or operational level, and the ability for
tactical movement by his subordinate commanders. Naveh posits that by increasing the amount
of tension on the system through creating a spatial and intellectual disadvantage, the enemy

system will eventually collapse.

Systems Theory

To develop a greater understanding of Boyd and Naveh’s theories, a basic explanation of
General Systems Theory is required. A system is simply a description of the relationship of things
that interact.’’ The two basic types of systems are closed and open systems. Closed systems do
not exchange energy with their environment, serve a limited number of purposes, and have a
predetermined output.® It has been argued that there is no such thing as a completely closed
system, as everything interacts with its environment in some way. An open system is one that
exchanges energy with its surrounding environment through a series of positive and negative
feedback mechanisms. As the environmental conditions around and inside a system change, this
is called positive feedback. The actions by the system to preserve it and adapt to those changing
conditions is known as negative feedback. The key to survival for a system is its ability to
rapidly adapt and provide negative feedback against the positive feedback. A system that can do
this effectively is referred to as a robust system, while those that cannot are generally referred to

as weak systems. Both Boyd and Naveh’s theories seek to overwhelm the opponent’s negative

19 Alexander Laszlo et al, Systems Theories: Their Origins, Foundations, and Development
(Amsterdam: Elsevier Science, 1998), 47-74.

1 1bid., 53.



feedback loops through the continuous application of positive energies at the critical nodes.
Social systems, such as insurgent organizations, military formations, and populations, are
inherently open systems and are the focus of this study.

Complicating our ability to control and predict what an open system will do are the
theories of chaos and complexity. Chaos theory, which is illustrated by the famous “butterfly
effect” of weather patterns, attempts to describe why there are often unintended consequences to
seemingly unrelated actions. Chaotic systems display what is called “sensitivity to initial
conditions,” meaning that the initial state of the system will have dramatic impacts on the
system’s output.* These systems will often display behavior that can be referred to as non-linear,
or seemingly not conforming to a rational sequence. However, simply because the outcomes do
not appear to be logical to an outside observer does not mean that they are not informed by the
rationale that bounds the system and dictates the interaction of the variables. All systems have an
aim, or a purpose, and their actions are guided towards achieving that purpose.™

Because a system is chaotic does not necessarily mean that it is complex, and vice versa;
however, there are many similarities between the two.'* Complexity science describes the
interrelation of multiple variables, all of which have an effect on the overall system®. The
number of variables does not make a system complex; rather it is the interactions between those

variables that are the driving factor of the complexity. In short, a complex system is greater than

12 Antoine Bousquet, The Scientific Way of Warfare: Order and Chaos on the Battlefields of
Modernity (New York, NY: Columbia Univeristy Press, 2009), 171.

13 Jamshid Gharajedaghi, Systems Thinking: Managing Chaos and Complexity; Second Edition
(Elsevier: Butterworth-Heinemann, 2006), 33.

1 Neil Johnson, Simply Complexity: A Clear Guide to Complexity Theory (Oxford, England: One
World Publications, 2009), 39.

1> Dietrich Dorner, The Logic of Failure: Recognizing and Avoiding Error in Complex Situations
(New York, NY: Metropolitan Books, 1996), 38.
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the sum of its parts and the interactions within that system dictate its behavior.

A complex system operates in several different states: equilibrium, bifurcation, and
chaos.'® The system is at a state of equilibrium during normal functions with little to no outside
stimulus. However, as more stimulation is applied to the system, the system will reach what is
know as the bifurcation point; the point when the system creates an adaptation to deal with the
changing conditions. As the system continues to receive positive inputs, it continues to reach
bifurcation points and adapt. Finally, when the stimulus becomes too much for the system’s
feedback mechanisms to control, the system moves into a state of chaos and reorganization. An
“attractor,” or condition within the environment that pulls the system towards a new structure and
purpose drives this reorganization.” As the system reorganizes around this new attractor, it
moves back to a state of equilibrium and the process begins again.

Other key attributes of a complex system are emergence, adaptability, and self-
organization.'® Emergence is the result of the interaction of the variables within a system, and is
only exhibited when the variables interact with one another. The emergent phenomena that arises
from a system is unpredictable and seemingly random because none of the variables would
exhibit this behavior when isolated from the system; however, when the parts of the system
interact, or an external stimulus is applied, new reactions emerge.*® Within a complex system,
causality cannot be isolated to one variable, as it is not the individual variable’s adaptation that is
important but rather how that variable influences the emergent traits of the system. As the system

continues to come in contact with its surrounding environment, it will attempt to adapt in an

18 Bousquet, 177.
17 Gharajedaghi, 52.
'8 Johnson, 14-16.

9 1bid., 4.
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effort to make its interaction more efficient. Self-organization, or autopoiesis, refers to the
variables within a system providing positive and negative feedback to each other and generating
energies for themselves.

While Boyd and Naveh’s theories of shock and systemic collapse were originally focused
on confronting conventional military threats, their logic can be carried forward and applied to
irregular opponents. In his 2010 work, Counterinsurgency, theorist David Kilcullen advocates a
system-based approach to analyzing and attacking an insurgency.” Kilcullen refers to an
insurgency as a complex adaptive system and uses this as the metaphor to guide his
counterinsurgency approach. Kilcullen does not believe that an insurgent system is as susceptible
to shock as a purely conventional opponent, however he focuses on the maneuver aspects of
operational shock rather than addressing it at a conceptual level.?* The next section of the
literature review will focus on the form and function of insurgencies and the implications of

applying systems logic to counterinsurgency operations.

Insurgency

While insurgency has long been a part of warfare, it was not until the late 19" and early
20™ centuries that theorists began to explore more effective means of dealing with this method of
making war.  Following World War Il, there have been insurgencies in Iraq, Afghanistan, the
Philippines, Oman, Algeria, Northern Ireland, Vietnam, and Columbia, with numerous others not
listed. This section of the literature review focuses on defining and describing insurgency
through current doctrine and two modern insurgency theorists, examining the environmental

conditions that allow for a successful insurgency, and it will describe the operational approaches

? David Kilcullen, Counterinsurgency (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 194.

2 