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Metaphor is one of our most important tools for trying to comprehend 
partially what cannot be comprehended totally: our feelings, aesthetic 
experiences, moral practices, and spiritual awareness. These endeavors of 
the imagination are not devoid of rationality; since they use metaphor, they 
employ imaginative rationality.

—George lakoff and Mark Johnson1

Despite principled attempts to prosecute “information opera-
tions” and “strategic communications,” there is scant discussion in cur-

rent military discourse about how people assign meaning to their perceptions. 
this essay investigates how the use of metaphor shapes understanding in an 
increasingly ambiguous world of meaning. indeed, the rhetorical work of 
pundits, politicians, appointees, bloggers, academics, military doctrinaires, 
and flag officers (those i call “thought leaders”) is largely the management 
of meaning. that is, thought leaders engage in persuading the naïve, the 
obtuse, or those with different understandings to follow their narrative 
constructions, which are often riddled with metaphors. 

in a world of vagueness and ambiguity, coupled with global intercon-
nectedness, the range of possible meanings geometrically multiplies to 
unimaginable degrees. some subscribe to the “information age” metaphor, 
suggest that objective “facts” are omnipresent, and wonder why the truth 
they see is not as clearly seen by everybody else. Yet global information 
media amplify the diversity of meanings and the expansion of useable meta-
phors. Without such a multiplicity, a greater shared understanding would 
be implausible; still, ever-changing expression creates frustration as well. 
those aspiring leaders who seek to influence and indoctrinate others with 
their own sense of  bringing verbal clarity have to be mindful of creating 
frustration and misapprehension. Wars, messy social problems, and disasters 
present ineffable complexities that metaphors only approximate. With the 
clever and often hidden use of metaphors, the most effective thought leaders 
indoctrinate others to grasp and communicate the intractable or inscrutable. 
this essay proposes a framework that can help military practitioners judge 
the appropriate use of metaphor and be more reflective about how indoctri-
nation can work to shape their “sensemaking” in important ways.2  

A Framework for Reflecting on Metaphor  
the term metaphor is derived from the Greek word meta- which means 

“beyond,” and -pherein, which means “to bear.” Hence, metaphor takes 
us beyond surface textual meaning and serves as a substitute for literal 
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or objective definitions of complicated matters. 
non-defense department communities have often 
borrowed military words and phrases to convey 
meaning where otherwise impossible. For example, 
businesses and other public organizations borrow 
terms like “strategy” (from the Greek word for 
“generalship”); they declare “war” to “defeat” 
social problems like poverty, drugs, aids, and 
illegal immigration; and they employ “tactics” 
(from the Greek for “orders”) for negotiating deals 
and winning against competitors. For centuries, the 
military community has perhaps unwittingly drawn 
on language from other communities to reduce the 
ambiguity it faces: center of gravity (from physics), 
operational art (from the design studio), and ene-
mies that operate asymmetrically and as networks 
(from the biological sciences). Here are some others 
that may be familiar: mapping human terrain (the 
logic of cartography applied to sociology), mission 
creep (like a sneaky arachnid or “slow-river-rising” 
analogy), global war on terror (an ecumenical story 
of the dichotomy of good vs. evil). in short, thought 
leaders in various knowledge communities “manage 
meaning,” that is, they employ metaphors as:

sensibility-on-loan (from other knowledge  ●
forms).

exemplars for the otherwise unfamiliar con- ●
stituency (analogy is better than total ignorance).

“Bridges” from what they tacitly know but cannot  ●
say (mysteries) to others’ quasi-comprehension.

implicit substitutes for inexplicit reality (sym- ●
bols of reality).

purposeful ambiguities (equivocations) to gain  ●
support from otherwise conflicting interpretations 
(often used in political rhetoric).

euphemisms or hyperbole (defectively absurd  ●
if taken literally).

mind-imageable idioms (in- ● sight-ful ways of 
looking at things).

imaginative “frames” of reference (creative,  ●
and even poetic).  

metaphysical explanations (permitting pseudo- ●
awareness).3      

three primary sources of metaphor are at work 
in the contemporary Western military community 
of thought: newtonian science (as portrayed by the 
knowledge disciplines of physics, engineering sci-
ences, architecture, etc.); post-newtonian science 
(complex biological sciences, physiology, etc.); and 

the humanities and fine arts (history, literature, the 
performing arts, and so on). 

each primary source of metaphor reflects a 
dominant view of reality. When taken together, they 
form a synthetic concept of reality construction—
that of sensemaking. these bodies of metaphor 
are best portrayed by crossing two continua, the 
“objective-subjective” continuum and the “simple-
complicated” continuum. the resulting quad-
rants are: objective-simple (newtonian science), 
objective-complicated (post-newtonian science), 
subjective-simple (the humanities & fine arts), and 
the most conceptual of all, subjective-complicated 
(sensemaking).  although these categories of 
metaphor exist simultaneously, examining each 
category separately and with examples helps in 
understanding how thought leaders employ them 
as “sense-givers” (see Figure 1).

as aforementioned, in this heuristic newtonian 
science is associated with the objective-simple 
quadrant, post-newtonian science with the objec-
tive-complicated quadrant, and the humanities and 
fine arts with the subjective-simple quadrant. this 
framework helps illustrate how thought leaders can 
feed on metaphors from potentially incompatible 
views of reality.  sensemaking about complex issues 
(“this is an insurgency”) can only offer an appear-
ance of objectivity (“insurgency is a disease”) and 
in doing so can lead to crippling misapprehensions 
(“we can intervene to stabilize health”).  to enable 
better understanding, the military practitioner can 
use this heuristic framework to reflect critically on 
the strengths and weaknesses of the metaphors used 
by thought leaders (“this insurgency is not really a 
disease, it has many incomprehensible complexities 
that exceed those of medical practice”). 

Newtonian science metaphor. newtonian sci-
ence is underpinned by an empiricism probably best 
exemplified by the philosophical rigor of “logical 
positivism” (a term coined by the Vienna circle 
in the 1920s). these positivists thought that true 
knowledge could only be discovered by removing 
all reference to metaphysical explanations of why 
things are the way they are. logical positivists 
were more concerned about logic in language and 
set theory than about empirical science, but their 
technique has informed the way Westerners employ 
scientific metaphor for non-scientific endeavors. 
We can be “positive” about our “logic” of external 
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reality as we experience it with our objective five 
senses. Hence, to understand the world, we isolate 
variables in terms of objective experience and 
reduce them until we think we can discern the sim-
plest cause-and-effect relationships among them. 
in Western societies, thought leaders tend to use 
newtonian mechanics to facilitate understanding 
of sense experience, and they resort to mechanics 
for metaphorical apprehension of complex mean-
ing. such a worldview can imply, erroneously, that 
even complicated human problems will yield to an 
empirical isolation and reduction process. these 
engineer-like metaphors thus impose an objective-
simple sense of reality to evoke comforting images 
of “applied science”: prediction, problem reduc-
tion, finding one-way causality, and certainty in 
replicating these relationships between variables. 
such intellectual comfort comes at the price of 
oversimplification.

politically motivated thought leaders may speak, 
for instance, of the spread of democracy that will 

cause world peace. military-minded thought leaders 
may indoctrinate the troops, similarly, to believe 
they are part of an instrument of power and will help 
solve the problem of rogue actors and terrorists by 
attacking their centers of gravity. the indoctrination 
of the term military power is taken for granted in the 
military community to the point of losing touch with 
its metaphoric basis of meaning in newtonian phys-
ics (some would call this a “dead metaphor”). Yet, 
this model resurrects the root metaphor and exposes 
its reference to positivistic physical laws and their 
related images of force to symbolize power (as in 
armed forces), mass (as a recognized principle of 
war), and speed and direction (as in maneuver). 

We find more subtle uses of newtonian metaphor 
as well. alexandr a. svechin, the russian “father 
of operational art,” provided this newtonian, geo-
logical image of military planning in the late 1920s: 
“actions will become ordered and coalesce into 
small streams flowing down to the goal and will 
form one broad stream as a result.”4  david Galula, 

SUBJECTIVE

OBJECTIVE

SIMPLE COMPLICATED

Post-Newtonian Sciences
This imagery is underpinned by 
complicated, mathematical views of 
emergence; it represents the values 
associated with unpredictability, holism, 
mutual causality, dynamic instability, 
relativity, complex biological systems, and 
concepts derived from chaos and 
complexity theories.

Sensemaking
This quadrant represents the existence of 
competing constructions of reality created 
from the three sources of metaphor (located 
conceptually in the other three quadrants).  
Thought leaders attempt to indoctrinate 
sensemaking in others by borrowing terms 
from the other three quadrants.

Newtonian Sciences
Based in the “Enlightenment,” this 
quadrant includes “hard” science 
metaphors based in physics and 
represents the values of prediction, 
reductionism, replication, linear 
causality, and certainty; e.g.,  
studies of physics, engineering,  
and architecture.

Humanities and 
Fine Arts
This ideal type includes history, 
journalism, case law, dance, 
music, painting, comedy, movies, 
sportscasting, fictional accounts, 
and other signs, symbols, and 
contextual descriptions of what 
happened or could happen.

12

3 4

Figure 1. Framework for reflecting on metaphors. 

… intellectual comfort comes at the price of oversimplification.
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in his classic book, Counterinsurgency, uses new-
tonian states-of-matter metaphors to describe the 
asymmetry of the opponents: “the insurgent is fluid 
because he has neither responsibility nor concrete 
assets; the counterinsurgent is rigid.5

paradoxically, the use of newtonian hard science 
analogies, such as “force of gravity,” can soften 
the realities of war, as indicated in a General peter 
schoomaker (former army chief of staff) speech, 
when he said: 

last week i talked to one of our senior offi-
cers who lost his second son two weeks ago, 
a lieutenant serving in Baghdad leading his 
platoon. so when i look at the rocks that 
some people are carrying in their rucksack, 
it makes our load seem relatively light.6      

thought leaders thus treat complicated situations 
as if they could be solved with something akin to 
“applied science” by unconsciously employing 
newtonian science metaphors. they imply one-way 
causality, such as this “police-reduce-crime” analogy 
used by General peter pace to influence the public on 
how to think about counterinsurgency operations:

if you would use the analogy of a police 
department in a city, it’s not that the city 
itself is without crime, but that the police 
department itself is capable of keeping the 
crime level down at a level below which the 
society can function.7

Finally, the most recent army Field manual 3-0, 
Operations, quoted the secretary of defense using 
newtonian metaphor when he spoke of:

…states enriched with oil profits and dis-
contented with the current international 
order; and centrifugal [sic] forces in other 
countries that threaten national unity, stabil-
ity, and internal peace.8      

in sum, these examples reflect the newtonian-oriented, 
“Western” cultural proclivity to subscribe to an “objec-
tive-simple” reality. today, the epistemological norms 
of logical positivism best express this approach. 

Post-Newtonian science metaphor. economist 
Kenneth e. Boulding suggests that revolutionary 
changes can occur when a new set of metaphoric 
meanings “converts” us, resulting in a “reorgani-
zation of the image” that can sometimes be spec-
tacular.9 some have argued that such a spectacular 
change in imaging has come from a major shift in 
metaphor—from newtonian to post-newtonian 

science—stemming from revolutionary ideas in 
biological sciences, quantum theory, and chaos 
and complexity theories. thought leaders call on 
the language of these theories invoking objective-
complicated images to create visions of complex or 
chaotic patterns and dynamic interactions. 

instead of valuing the inherent predictability 
associated with newtonian mechanics, thought 
leaders attempt to indoctrinate others with post-
newtonian metaphors that allude to complexity. 
post-newtonian metaphors are more useful  when 
addressing ineffable complexities in social issues 
such as war, poverty, world hunger, and so on. 
such issues possess autonomous factors whose 
networked relationships exhibit adaptive qualities 
that will not yield to a mechanistic analysis. Where 
newtonian metaphors (appropriate for mindless, 
physical models) have been used to understand 
complex and adaptive systems, understanding of the 
network’s emerging relationships has gone wanting. 
Biological, post-newtonian models work better as 
metaphorical conceptions for understanding such 
emergent qualities in complex systems.

the biological model of a complex adaptive 
system serves as the basis for the Capstone Concept 
for Joint Operations. Here is an excerpt:

military, political and social entities and 
situations are complex, adaptive “systems.” 
. . . complex and adaptive adversaries will 
likely employ traditional, irregular, disrup-
tive, and catastrophic methods singularly or 
in combinations that are intended to keep 
the future joint force from being success-
ful across the range of military operations. 
While many events will be unpredictable and 
uncontrollable, broad patterns often emerge 
and systems respond to outside influences, 
purposeful or otherwise. recognizing these 
patterns and applying integrated systemic 
actions across multiple domains enables 

Paradoxically, the use of 
Newtonian hard science  

analogies, such as “force of 
gravity,” can soften  

the realities of war…
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the joint force to achieve notable success in 
complex operational environments.10      

now here is a similar quotation from current 
doctrine, Joint publication 5-0, Joint Operation 
Planning, that uses this objective-complicated type 
of metaphor:

although the systems approach is helpful in 
understanding the complex nature and com-
position of a given system or subsystem, this 
approach cannot account for all variables. 
most systems can often exhibit unpre-
dictable, surprising, and uncontrollable 
behaviors. rather than being an engineered 
solution, a military operation evolves as the 
joint force adapts responsively to systems 
that also are adapting.11      

current discourse on the revolution of military 
affairs calls for developing so-called “networkcen-
tricity” and “systems of systems” that match the 
complexity of the operating environment. such 
approaches strive to look for emergent patterns and 
clues in conducting what have been termed “effects-
based operations” by using methods akin to social 
network analyses. revolution of military affairs 
discourse evinces numerous similar heuristics, such 
as the operational net assessment (Ona), associated 
with organic, holistic conceptions of stability opera-
tions. in at least one military publication, Ona has 
been reduced to these interrelating systems and their 
relationships: political, military, economic, social, 
infrastructure, and information (pmesii). Opera-
tional net assessment looks at how each might map 
to external manipulation to achieve holistic pmesii 
effects through interaction with other variables of 
diplomacy, information dissemination, military 

action, and economics. the diagrams compared in 
Figure 2 illustrate process similarity between Ona 
and organic chemistry. 

Using complexity theory as a metaphor, authors 
of Joint Warfighting center pamphlet 7 created 
this system-of-systems diagram that they associate 
with effects-based thinking in systemic operational 
design. academics in the business and public policy 
sciences are communicating with similar post-
newtonian imagery, including “disruptive evolu-
tion,” “unpredictable trajectory,” and “quantum 
leaps.” examine this quotation from two University 
of colorado researchers:

the terrorists attacks on september 11, 2001 
demonstrated clearly the urgent need to 
develop the skills of complexity thinking—
to recognize changes in the larger context; to 
take a big picture approach to intelligence-
gathering and national security; to develop 
a deeper understanding of the system 
dynamics influencing regional politics and 
conflicts; and, most importantly, to enhance 
our understanding of complex sociopolitical 
human systems.12  

even the oft-used term “transformation” is bor-
rowed from the logic of studying complicated 
biological systems and now permeates international 
military discourse (e.g., natO’s allied command 
transformation). simply stated, biological transfor-
mation occurs when organisms, as open systems, 
adjust to the environment by changing the way 
they transform inputs from the environment into 
outputs back into the environment. ideally, military 
transformation metaphorically expresses continu-
ous change from one state to the next dependent on 

Figure 2. Conflict as a biochemistry metaphor. 
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environmental pressures, just as a species would 
evolve over time or an individual organism would 
adapt in responding to the survival needs in a given 
environment.

thought leaders also use metaphors from the 
physiology of the human body to portray war and 
its complicated operations. For instance, consider 
this 2001 quote from richard Haas, then director of 
the Office of the policy planning staff, U.s. state 
department, where he attempts to indoctrinate his lis-
teners to a terrorism-as-disease metaphor to convey 
the complexity at hand in the War on terrorism:

another way of looking at the challenge is to 
view international terrorism as analogous to 
a terrible, lethal virus. terrorism lives as part 
of the environment. sometimes dormant, 
sometimes virulent, it is always present in 
some form. like a virus, international terror-
ism respects no boundaries—moving from 
country to country, exploiting globalized 
commerce and communication to spread. it 
can be particularly malevolent when it can 
find a supportive host. We therefore need to 
take appropriate prophylactic measures at 
home and abroad to prevent terrorism from 
multiplying and check it from infecting our 
societies or damaging our lives.13      

president Bush alluded to a post-newtonian image 
of mutual causality (associated with complexity 
theory) in the dynamics of war when he reflected 
on the initial combat successes in iraq: 

Had we to do it over again, we would look 
at the consequences of catastrophic success, 
being so successful so fast that an enemy 
that should have surrendered or been done 
in escaped and lived to fight another day.14 

the paradox inherent in Bush’s explanation is that 
there was no way to “look at the consequences” ahead 
of time, but only in retrospect. sometimes thought 
leaders mix up the unpredictability associated with 
post-newtonian metaphors with the false determin-
ism that mechanistic newtonian metaphors permit. 

Humanities and fine arts metaphors. non-scien-
tific communities of knowledge, such as humanities 
and fine arts, offer more nuanced metaphors that 
thought leaders can use to communicate understanding 
when mechanistic and biological models do not work 
as well. such non-empirical metaphors reflect expres-
sions with complex psychological implications.

as an example, chris matthews (of msnBc’s 
Hardball fame) used these stories to describe presi-
dent reagan’s presidency: 

He was the political street fighter who got up 
off the dirt to win the 1976 north carolina 
primary when nearly everybody counted 
him for dead. He was the cold-blooded glad-
iator who strode to the podium of that year’s 
republican convention and delivered such 
a barnburner it made people wonder what 
Gerald Ford, the party nominee, was doing 
on the stage. He was the no-nonsense boss 
who fired thirteen thousand striking U.s. air 
traffic controllers. . . . When reagan spoke 
about the boys who stormed normandy, 
or the astronauts lost in the Challenger, he 
tapped into the deepest sentiments of his 
hero-worshipping compatriots. While he 
may never have fought in World War ii, he 
evoked its aura with greater success than 
anyone who had ever lived on K-rations.15      

Former secretary of  defense donald rumsfeld 
used this World War ii historic analogy to com-
municate meaning in aiming to develop a specific 
morale: 

take speed. after the attack on pearl Harbor 
in 1941, doolittle shocked the world by 
retaliating against tokyo, some 4,000 miles 
from Hawaii, in just four months. in 2001 
the United states struck a terrorist regime 
in afghanistan, nearly 7,000 miles from the 
World trade centers, less than a month after 
september 11th.16      

in another example, former chief of staff of the 
army General peter schoomaker employed a sports 
analogy when he proclaimed that his officers must be 
more adaptable and less specialized in their careers: 

We cannot afford, in my view, to specialize 
totally to units for single purpose any more, 
especially in this ambiguous environment, 
not only the contemporary operating envi-
ronment, but the one that we’re going to 
face in the future. so what we’re looking 
at here is going from single and dual event 
athletes to decathletes and pentathelete kind 
of formations that allow us to be successful 
in a variety of events.17      

this quadrant of the framework evokes a “sixth 
sense” that those viewing the world from the lower 
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quadrants may ignore—that is, the stories associated 
with a sense of retrospection (images of what has 
happened), aesthetics (images of what is beautiful), 
context (“with text,” to create a mental image), and 
the counterfactual (images of what could happen, 
could have happened, or what is perceived as pos-
sible right now or in the future).

Sensemaking. Human nature is often too com-
plicated to ascribe meaning based on a single type 
of metaphor. the subjective-complicated quad-
rant from Figure 1 (“sensemaking”) represents 
a hybrid of types of metaphor already discussed. 
sensemaking reflects how thought leaders seek to 
construct reality for others by drawing on meta-
phor from the other three types (Figure 3); hence, 
“making sense” often becomes the mixing bowl 
of metaphoric types. this analogical perspective 
illustrates how thought leaders aspire to indoc-
trinate others’ understanding of otherwise un-
interpretable, incoherent, or disorderly discourse. 
thought leaders create political rhetoric, psycho-
logical schema, opinions, arguments, judgments, 
and other metaphoric constructions of reality in 
attempts to formulate shared meaning. Within the 

framework’s heuristic, all conceptual quadrants 
promote social constructions of reality. Whether or 
not such constructions correspond to an objective 
world depends on how effectively these construc-
tions serve to replicate it. One or more quadrants 
may dominate over others at various points in time 
and may vary across and inside various knowledge 
communities (i.e., the effectiveness of these blends 
has cultural implications). 

thought leaders feed on metaphors from the other 
three views of reality while they attempt to impose 
their view of reality (upper-right quadrant), their 
sensemaking, on others.

Implications of the Framework
From the “post-positivist,” multiple perspectives 

that this model permits, the basis of professional 
military knowledge seems to heavily favor the 
sensemaking quadrant. a major implication is that 
military doctrine and “future concept” discourse 
seldom seem to adhere to the positivist communi-
ties’ standards (i.e., the exactness required of aca-
demics and professionals engaged in the empirical 
sciences). positivist discourse entails austere norms 

Subjective

Objective
Simple Complicated

Post-Newtonian 
Sciences

Sensemaking
(4th quadrant)
(blends culturally “dominant” 
metaphors from the other

 three quadrants)

Newtonian 
Sciences

The Humanities
and Fine Arts

historic analogies, myths,
TV shows, literature

com
plex cellular, evolution

netw
orks, random

ness,

metaphor

m
etaphor

sameness uniqueness

metaphysical

physical

lev
ers

, e
ng

ine
s,

gra
vit

y, 
mec

ha
nic

s

Figure 3. Three sources of metaphoric sensemaking.



62 November-December 2008  Military review    

and values of intellectual argument found, for 
example, in peer-reviewed applied science journals 
and textbooks. such standards include attributing 
authorship to individuals, adhering to a custom of 
making citations, documenting a rich audit trail of 
intellectually rigorous discussion, and socializing 
a revulsion toward plagiarism. the absence of 
strictness in military indoctrination efforts should 
underscore that doctrinal and future concept texts 
are only weakly supported by a façade of scientific 
metaphors and therefore do not reflect knowledge 
values of the applied sciences. they are rarely, if 
ever, subject to the rigor of scientific knowledge 
management. more often, they are founded on 
received wisdom from sense-givers who are rarely 
subjected to critique. in that regard, military doctrine 
and so called “futures concepts” should not warrant 
recognition as a professional body of knowledge 
when compared to the natural sciences. 

the framework above is a heuristic for critical 
thinking. it can help one recognize and discern 

metaphor to be on guard against the influencing 
process of thought leaders and the specious logic 
they may employ, knowingly or not. One might even 
conclude that military thought leaders’ reliance on 
newtonian and post-newtonian metaphor reveals 
a pretense of knowledge because it implies predic-
tions about events and environments that are inher-
ently intractable. a case in point is the three levels 
of war (tactical, operational, and strategic) metaphor 
produced under the sense-givings of key 1970s, 
post-Vietnam, military thought leaders, Generals 
William e. depuy, donn a. starry, and creighton 
abrams. the three levels of war present a façade of 
newtonian-style empiricism that eventually became 
enshrined as categorical truths for study of complex 
military organizations and their operations.

the military’s professional community has 
largely lost track of newtonian root-metaphors. 
conceptions of truth have commensurately spi-
raled into objective-simple images that often inap-
propriately reflect mechanistic (i.e., dangerously 

Figure 4. War as hierarchy.
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oversimplified) implications of applied science’s 
empirical methodology. the indoctrinated practi-
tioner has taken these implications to extrapolate 
further and produce extreme analytical diversifica-
tion (and rendering a wholly factitious genera and 
species). this diversification is common; doctrinal 
artifacts such as the table at Figure 4 demonstrate 
this. the table, taken from chairman of the Joint 
chiefs of staff manual (cJcsm) Universal Joint 
Task List (cJscm 3500.04, 1 July 2002), dem-
onstrates graphically how a metaphor associated 
with a hierarchy can enhance further objectifica-
tion by this science-like categorization of military 
discourse. 

this diagram possesses further diversified layers 
of sub-tasks under these tasks later in the manual. it 
represents an architectural engineering metaphor of 
warfare that may be counterproductive by promot-
ing the reification of its categories.

armed with the framework for deciphering types, 
reflective military practitioners can evaluate such 
a metaphor’s efficacy. instead of an architectural-
level analogy of tactics-operations-strategy (similar 
to an organization’s “block and wire” diagram 
signifying most important to least important), the 
reflective professional can perhaps examine war 
with a more nontraditional and more aesthetic 
metaphor borrowed from the humanities and fine 
arts—through interpretive narratives or creative 
processes like painting, composing music, poetry, 
and so on. For example, should generals “orches-
trate” operations like conductors, or should they be 
more like jazz musicians who allow the music to 
flow more freely, permitting other members of the 
band to assume the “lead” where it feels right? the 
same critical reasoning can reflect on other cases of 
newtonian metaphor still used in modern military 
discourse. examples for scrutiny might be “culmi-
nating point,” “decisive point,” “friction,” “control 
measures,” “center of gravity,” and so on. 

in an unpublished manuscript, two researchers, 
mary Jo Hatch and dvora Yano, propose that paint-
ing can offer rich metaphor to stir new imaginations 
and possibilities when it comes to dealing with 
ambiguity:

Our metaphorical use of painting . . . adds 
an aesthetic channel for communicating 
about [differences in how we make sense]. 
Used as a supplement to verbal argumenta-

tion, the visual, artistic material opens the 
discourse . . . not only to other avenues of 
understanding complex philosophical ideas, 
but also to greater aesthetic appreciation 
of its phenomena and to acts of theorizing 
about them.18      

military practitioners often hear from thought lead-
ers about the “art of war,” or the “operational art,” 
yet where is reflection on the aspects of this meta-
phor encouraged in professional military education 
and self-development?   

note how the following description employs 
both newtonian (machinelike) and post-newtonian 
(complicated, holistic) patterns to indicate the need 
for adjustments when working in the interagency:

the dOd is like clocks and the inter-
agency is like clouds. clocks operate in an 
orderly way. the actions of each component 
are predictable from the other, synchro-
nized, and unified. the interagency is more 
like clouds. clouds lack the orderliness 
of clocks. clouds change form, grow and 
shrink, and are strongly affected by envi-
ronmental conditions. the movement of 
molecules and particles making up a cloud 
are nearly impossible to predict precisely. 
the interagency is highly responsive to 
contextual influences while absent neat 
orderliness. Just as understanding some of 
its “molecules and particles” does not give 
us an understanding of the entire cloud, so 
do we fail to appreciate the nature of the 
national security council, departments of 
state, Justice, Homeland security, etc. or an 
interagency working group when we focus 
only on its elemental members. the actions 
and attributes of one group member do not 
accurately predict another’s. the behavior 
of the interagency does not unfold like 
clockwork. rather, variation is the rule.19      

notice also how the eloquence of my short para-
graph can convey a richness of meaning about 
the cultural peculiarities of interorganizational 
relations. in lieu of managing the military body of 
knowledge as one would an applied science, per-
haps military practitioners should, as University of 
michigan professor Karl e. Weick suggests, learn 
to manage the eloquence of meaning as inherent to 
professional development.20      



64 November-December 2008  Military review    

Conclusion
thought leaders’ sense-givings are so prevalent 

that it is easy to mindlessly treat a metaphor as a 
certain “truth” rather than as a shadowy image for 
communicating only dimly perceived realities. 
Unawareness of metaphor can grow and work to 
anesthetize professionals from feeling and under-
standing the implications of truth as it is socially 
constructed into a makeshift correspondence with 
fact. Unreflective indoctrination can thereby seduc-
tively serve to reduce anxiety and confusion while 
encouraging complacency about knowledge. in 
uncritical practitioners not tuned to reflection, a 
leader’s over-simplified representations of truths 
can be crippling. Given a framework for evaluat-
ing metaphors, the reflective military practitioner 
can adjust to the ambiguity prevalent in complex 

operational environments. this discussion and its 
proposed framework seek to promote the post-
positivist logic that has been suppressed (and often 
stigmatized) by a long-standing façade of logical 
positivism in military doctrine. professional debate 
about whether prevailing operational metaphors 
can be appropriately modified, diminished in use, 
or wholly discarded is needed. some other form of 
sensemaking that works better to convey complex-
ity and emergence as shared meaning is required. 
Barring such reflection, professionals may easily 
become too comfortable by following the influence 
of inappropriate thought-leader metaphors and fail 
to employ their own imaginative rationality. 

this essay has proposed a framework that can 
assist in needed reflection and help professionals 
decipher whether specific metaphors are imagina-
tive enough. the mindless tyranny of defunct meta-
phors in Western military knowledge has already 
proven its liabilities. mindfulness of the inherent 
potential for such domination can serve to motivate 
imaginative ways to explore breakthrough sense-
makings. such reflection could lead to inventions 
of breathtakingly rich eloquence in postmodern 
military discourse. MR

Unreflective indoctrination can…
seductively serve to reduce anxiety 

and confusion while encouraging 
complacency about knowledge.
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