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Abstract

Navigating the Cognitive Dimension with A Different Compass, MAJ Matthew F. DeSabio, US
Army, 47 pages.

The road to better understanding one’s operational environment travels through the cognitive
dimension, where different individuals’ thoughts and beliefs shape their unique interpretations of
space and its meaning. Elements of psychology, philosophy, history, theory, and doctrine merge
to present the complex nature of cognition and the processes of thought. Individuals interpret time
and elements of physical space, such as borders, differently. This creates differences in thought,
action, belief, and strategy that become realized as fog and friction in an operational environment.

The Israel border illustrates how different thought processes result in different understandings of
space and generates conflict. These differences manifest in misunderstanding at best, and
fundamental surprise and strategic miscalculations at worst. A synthetic understanding of
multiple perspectives is needed to create a more complete understanding and visualization of the
space resulting in a comprehensive operational approach. In the lands of Israel, where multiple
perspectives collide in a complex conflict, an appreciation of these unique perspectives is needed
to gain an understanding of the situation.
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Introduction
In the whole range of human activities, war most closely resembles a game of cards.

—Carl von Clausewitz, On War

War is a complex human interaction, a game of cards to continue Clausewitz’s metaphor,
in which military commanders from different backgrounds face off against one another. The table
is set and the cards are dealt, but the matter of who wins the game is decided by more than the
cards in each player’s hand. Clausewitz used this metaphor to illustrate the presence of chance in
war, but it is also a useful metaphor to illustrate the cognitive aspects of war.! A US commander
is seated across the table from the enemy commander, each holding his cards and an emotionless
stare mentally preparing for the battle to begin. Presumably, the US commander will have been
dealt the stronger hand with his superior military capability and robust industrial complex in
support. But in a game of cards, the winner is not the player with the best hand. There is a mental
aspect to this game, giving the game depth beyond the cards each player holds close to his chest.
This mental aspect determines how he will play his cards and the strategy to which he approaches
the game.

A good poker player knows that one does not play his hand, he plays the person across
from him. To defeat his opponent in this game, he must understand his opponent to be able to
outplay him. What is his opponent’s strategy and how does he understand the game? How is it
different from his own understanding? This metaphor illustrates a similar necessity in war. In

war, a commander cannot play his hand, he must play his enemy across from him. This requires

! Carl von Clausewitz, On War, ed. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1976), 85-86.



an endeavor into the cognitive dimension to understand the way the enemy thinks.? If a
commander understands how his enemy thinks, he can anticipate the action, logic, and strategy of
his opponent. If he plays his opponent, and not the cards the enemy is holding, he is more likely
to be successful in his own effort. A failure to understand enemy strategy and perspective may
produce a less desirable result realized as fundamental surprise. Specifically, this surprise is when
the enemy or the population acts in a manner that was not forecasted — in other words, poor
assumptions about other actors were made. This is not a new concept, but the current emphasis on
capabilities-based planning has concealed this problem which resides in the nature of war. But
what concrete steps may be taken in order to better understand the cognitive construction of one’s
enemy? The answer to this question requires an exploration of the cognitive dimension of warfare
and strategy.

People think differently. Historical context, social norms and values, and personal
experiences all shape the way people interpret the world and their place in it — these influences
shape their individual cognitive processes, to include how they organize themselves and how they
act.® This all occurs without much consideration from the individual himself, as one does not

generally have any conscious awareness of these processes.* This unawareness contributes to a

2 The US Army presents the cognitive dimension as one of three parts of the Information Domain
on the Multi-Domain Extended Battlefield. The cognitive dimension relates “to people and how they
behave,” including “perspectives and decision making.” This paper will further explore cognition, which is
complementary to the understanding of the cognitive dimension as defined by the US Army. US
Department of the Army, Field Manual (FM) 3-0, Operations (Washington DC: Government Printing
Office, 2017), 1-6 - 1-7, 1-26 - 1-27.

3 The US Army defines cognition in ATP 5-01.3 as “thinking—it is the mental process of knowing
that includes awareness, perception, reasoning, and intuition.” The American Psychological Association
similarly defines cognition as “processes of knowing, including attending, remembering, and reasoning;
also the content of the processes, such as concepts and memories.” Simply put, cognition is the mental
activity that occurs in an individual’s mind during his experiences in reality. US Department of the Army,
Army Techniques Publication (ATP) 5-01.3, Army Design Methodology (Washington DC: Government
Printing Office, 2015), 1-6. American Psychological Association, "Glossary of Psychological Terms," last
modified 12 December 2017, accessed 12 December, 2017.
http://www.apa.org/research/action/glossary.aspx?tab=3.

4 Richards J. Heuer Jr., Psychology of Intelligence Analysis (New York: Nova Science Publishers,
Inc., 2006), 1.


http://www.apa.org/research/action/glossary.aspx?tab=3

cognitive blindness to other perspectives that may result in conflicts over different interpretations
and meaning. To understand the elements of warfare and strategy in the cognitive dimension, one
must journey to examine his own thought processes and strive to appreciate the differences in
thought that reside in other actors.

The study of psychology, philosophy, history, and doctrine merge to reveal the implicit
cognitive process behind differences in thought. This quest will include works in these disciplines
to explore the depths of mental aspects between different people giving contrasted meanings and
interpretations of this world. To begin the quest, one must understand the nature of thought
processes to better understanding in the cognitive dimension. Philosopher Francois Jullien
explains the need for this understanding, driven by “that which prompts us to ask...questions. It is
this realm that we are not capable of questioning, namely the fabric of our thought that
is...informed by the implicit categorizations of speculative reason, and oriented by a
characteristic aspiration toward ‘truth.””® In other words, an individual’s cognition - his
understanding and beliefs, and the assumptions on which they are based - produces an
unconscious and subjective, but deep perception of this world.

While there may be an objective reality, with empirically provable aspects, individuals
interpret the world through a subjective lens known as a paradigm, and they begin to apply
meaning. This interpretation is constructed by a series of simplified mental models that enable a
person to quickly comprehend the complexities of this world. A person’s experience, culture,
values, and norms form these mental models, creating inescapable differences in the cognitive
processes between individuals of different backgrounds.® The differences that exist in the

cognitive dimension result in different interpretations of the meaning of space.

> Francois Jullien, The Propensity of Things: Toward a History of Efficacy in China, trans. Janet
Lloyd (New York: Zone Books, 1995), 18.

6 Heuer Jr., 2-4, 66.



Maps are a tool to help an individual interpret and visualize space, but they only represent
physical aspects of the space, not the meaning of the space. There are three types of maps with
different purposes, each presenting space differently: political maps, military maps, and cognitive
maps. Each of these three maps serve different functions that contribute to an understanding of
space. Political maps present the world in a relatively orderly appearance, with borders that
reflect the post-Westphalian international order. The identity of states, demarcation of
sovereignty, and this contribution to national identity are important, but there is more to the
space. Military maps are functional representations of physical realities which present
commanders with a depiction of the terrain to inform understanding of military operations within
an operational environment. Military maps aid a commander with scientific aspects of warfare,
but they cannot depict the meaning of the space to participants of the conflict. The significant
meaning within a space that resides in the cognitive dimension must be examined on a cognitive
map. Cognitive maps reflect historical, social, contextual, and ideological interpretations of
spaces that give it meaning and significance. Moreover, because different actors interpret the
world differently, their cognitive maps are dissimilar. Different perceptions on the meaning of
space, and the role that different maps play in improving understanding, leads to action and
ultimately conflict by interested actors.

When navigating a space, a compass provides a useful companion to a map. A person
navigates this world with a cognitive compass, which directs thought and action according to a set
of beliefs and mental models formed over a lifetime. This compass is constructed by one’s
paradigm; it guides action and behavior through a subjective interpretation of the world. This
compass provides direction to a person to navigate through life, cognitively mapping the world

around it, using knowledge that has formed over time through experience and learning.” The

” Antonio Damasio, Self Comes to Mind: Constructing the Conscious Brain (New York: Pantheon
Books, 2010), 18.



cognitive compass is what directs a person’s cognition; it directs their knowledge, memory,
reasoning, thoughts and beliefs, and ultimately directs their behavior, actions, and decisions. An
individual’s cognitive compass guides him through life. The direction provided is helpful, but
each person’s compass provides a different azimuth to negotiate the events relative to another.
This contrast in azimuth may vary from slight to immense. The former manifests as minor
misunderstandings between people, the latter may result is catastrophic miscalculation.

When different perceptions of space collide, tensions they create can produce conflict and
war. Inherent differences in the paradigms of different people have contributed to multiple
examples of such conflict. Although there is no state border surrounding Kurdistan, the place and
the idea of Kurdistan certainly exists in the minds of Kurdish nationals.® It exists within the state
borders of Iraqg, Iran, Turkey, and Syria. Despite a history of violent and oppressive actions to
force Kurds to conform to another state, the aim of self-governance remains a driving force for
the Kurdish nation.® China and Japan, among many other actors, reflect different beliefs about
borders and ownership of the South China Sea. This disagreement over sovereignty of space is
rooted in different perceptions of the meaning and importance of that space. In cases like these,
where different perceptions of space reside, conflict emerges.

The emergence of conflict as a result of different perceptions of space is well illustrated
in the case of modern day Israel. A series of political decisions, multiple military campaigns, and
diverse groups of people with different understandings of the space combine to create an intricate
web of borders and meaning overlaid on Israel that resides in the cognitive dimension. Multiple
different types of maps, created over this space over many decades, present the complexity of

identity in this space. Jews and Arabs, Israelis and Palestinians, Western powers and Arab

8 Karen Culcasi, "Locating Kurdistan: Contextualizing the Region's Ambiguous Boundaries," in
Borderlines and Borderlands: Political Oddities at the Edge of the Nation-State, ed. Alexander C. Diener
and Joshua Hagen (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2010), 119.

% Ibid., 113-15; Peter W. Galbraith, The End of Iraq: How American Incompetence Created a War
Without End (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2006), 150.



neighbors, among other groups contribute multiple different perspectives on the borders of Israel.
A case study of Israel will explore these nuances to offer an appreciation of how multiple
different perceptions unfold as conflict and war in a given space and the importance of
recognizing them to understand the dynamic they create for planners to consider. This case
reveals where there are implications for developing strategy, anticipating conflict, and generating
the understanding needed for conflict resolution.

Examining the thoughts and beliefs of a culture of people, and the historical context of
that physical space which contributed to its meaning, reveals a new understanding of multiple
paradigms beyond the limited scope of a western-commander’s mental model. The western
worldview is legitimate but it is insufficient on its own. It is problematic that the cognitive
approach used by US commanders practicing operational art is limited to a single, western lens
which is used to interpret physical space. Instead, it is essential to develop a synthetic
understanding of multiple paradigms to understand the various interpretations of space in the US
Army’s future operating environments. A synthetic understanding of multiple paradigms in a
space enables a commander to develop a better plan. This synthetic understanding better informs
the plan with an accurate source of conflict, understanding of the enemy and the other actors in
the space, and true contextual realities that may be exploited to achieve success. The commander
is enabled to develop a practical plan consisting of relevant actions that are better able to achieve

a sustainable end state through a more informed understanding of the operational environment.



Exploring the Cognitive Dimension

Operational art is “the cognitive approach by commanders and staffs—supported by their
skill, knowledge, experience, creativity, and judgment— to develop strategies, campaigns, and
operations to organize and employ military forces by integrating ends, ways, and means.”*°
Cultural, social, and historical factors underpin this cognitive approach due to thought processes
and the way an individual develops knowledge and beliefs. Differences amongst these factors that
underpin cognition then lead to differences in the manner in which individuals would exercise
operational art — their cognitive approach is different. To understand these differences, one must

understand how thought functions and how it leads individuals to take a different approach.

Paradigms Give Meaning to Space

The cognitive dimension is comprised of many individuals’ minds experiencing the same
reality, but perceiving it differently. Although one human mind functions similarly to another,
thought is highly influenced by external factors that ultimately lead to different worldviews. This
section will build the process of thought that gives birth to the cognitive dimension. Thought is
the basic element of mental activity. Clusters of thoughts become mental models that an
individual uses to function in life. The collection of mental models and thoughts forms the
individual’s paradigm that he uses to perceive and give meaning to reality. His cognitive
approach to life is constructed with thoughts.

What is thought? The term “thought’ is a nebulous term and one can describe it in
multiple ways. Author and philosopher John Dewey expresses thought in terms of three distinct
descriptions, each of which is pertinent here. First, Dewey says thought is mental activity, or

everything that is “in our heads or that goes through our minds.”*! Then, adding more specificity

10 US Department of Defense Joint Staff, Joint Publication (JP) 3-0, Joint Operations
(Washington DC: Government Printing Office, 2011), xii.

1 John Dewey, How We Think (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1991), 1-6.



he states that thought is “usually restricted to matters not directly perceived” with the five
senses.!? In other words, thought adds a greater sense to something beyond what one can perceive
with sight, sound, smell, taste, or touch. It can be reasoned, then, that thought cannot be detected
by those same five senses; thought is an element difficult to identify. Finally, Dewey connects
thought and belief, where an individual’s reflection on such beliefs results in a person continuing
to think in a certain way based on those beliefs.® Thought leads to belief, and creates meaning for
an individual interpreting the world beyond the five senses. This recurring mental activity of
thinking, knowing, and believing is one’s cognition.

Cognition includes many internal functions of the mind, including perception, imagery,
problem solving, and thinking.* When an individual perceives an object, he does so with a
mental interpretation beyond his five senses; psychologist Ulric Neisser refers to this as a
“cognitive structure.”*> Neisser describes the forming of a cognitive structure: “when we first
perceive or imagine something, the process of construction is not limited to the object itself. We
generally build (or rebuild) a spatial, temporal, and conceptual framework as well.”*¢ Philosopher
Joseph Dietzgen agrees, saying that “we become aware of all things in a twofold
manner...outside in reality and inside in thought, in conception.”*” Aside from the physical
structure, individuals build a separate understanding of physical objects in their minds. This
understanding by using the mind, in addition to the five senses, gives meaning to objects.

Thought is most useful to its primary purpose, which is to provide a sense of what is real.

The understanding takes place as an internal subjective process, providing the ability to function

12 Dewey, 1-6.

13 1bid.

14 Ulric Neisser, Cognitive Psychology (New York: Psychology Press, 2014), 4.
15 1bid., 271.

18 1bid.

17 Joseph Dietzgen, The Nature of Human Brain Work: An Introduction to Dialectics (Oakland,
CA: PM Press, 2010), 20.



in life.X® According to Dewey, understanding implies a form of belief based on “real or supposed
knowledge going beyond what is directly present...Such thoughts grow up unconsciously
and...insinuate themselves into acceptance and become unconsciously a part of our mental
furniture.”*® Without much, if any, realization, a person continues this process, which further
engrains understanding and beliefs in their mind. There becomes little distinction between the
objective world and the subjective process that generates the understanding and beliefs of that
world.

Thinking is sense-making. As an individual exercises thought, he is making sense of the
situation beyond what he can perceive with his senses. Authors Tania Zittoun and Svend
Brinkmann refer to this process as “learning as meaning making,” where “people are actively
engaged in making sense of the situation — the frame, object, relationships — drawing on their
history of similar situations and on available cultural resources.”? They offer a useful example of
this concept that describes the many differences that can be interpreted from the same action
based on the context. The wink of an eye can hold a wide range of meaning. Depending on the
context, a wink can have a flirtatious meaning or be a signal of conspiracy. The physical
properties of the wink have not changed; the movement of the eye provides little meaning behind
the wink. To understand the meaning of the wink, an individual recalls their experience in similar
situations as well as their previous knowledge and understanding.?* Using this example,
individuals interpret everything using mental models in order to determine its meaning. Over

time, cognitive structures and meaning accrue in one’s mind, giving subjective meaning to reality.

18 Dietzgen, 18.
1% Dewey, 4.

20 Tania Zittoun and Svend Brinkmann, "Learning as Meaning Making," Encyclopedia of the
Sciences of Learning (2012): 1809.

21 1bid.



An individual continues to build beliefs and develop an evolving interpretation of reality.
Over time, the mind groups these beliefs into quick frames of understanding known as mental
models, which are used for quick interpretations of reality. Here is where one’s unique subjective
interpretation of the world establishes a routine for dealing with reality. Individuals develop
different mental models as experiences, cultural norms and values, and relationships all vary.
These factors have an enormous impact on the development of mental models, and their various
influences result in the creation of different mental models for different individuals.?> An
individual’s cognition now consists of endless numbers of thoughts and beliefs, and many mental
models, all contributing meaning to that person. This construction of thought and belief, based on
experiences and determined meaning, become one’s identity.

Author Daniel Lefkowitz, in his book Words and Stones, provides a look into the
meaning, functions, and sources of identity. He states that identity has multiple functions: to
differentiate individuals, recognize social group membership, and even as a form of power.?® An
individual’s identity is comprised of many facets of social elements, such as nationality, religion,
and occupation. There is a direct correlation between these social elements and the thoughts and
beliefs that individual uses. These elements shape an individual’s experiences and the relationship
the person has with these elements is close, hence why they are facets of his identity. Groups of
people can be formed by many functions or associations, including religious, cultural, and
national. Groups and sub-groups of individuals coalesce through a sense of identity forming
larger populations with shared interests based on that identity. Identity becomes power as
individuals and groups compete based on different beliefs. Conflict over space is a common

example, where the meaning of that space is contested by different interpretations of identities.

22 Heuer Jr., 1-4.

Z Daniel Lefkowitz, Words and Stones: The Politics of Language and Identity in Israel (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2004), 76-77.

10



National identity is perhaps one of the most important of the many forms of identity.?*
One’s national identity holds significant value in land, where a sense of belonging and ownership
reside. This symbolic attachment to land becomes a significant part of an individual or group’s
identity, and beliefs about ownership of land, reflected through borders and sovereignty as well as
social activity, holds significant implications for that sense of identity.?®> Thus, considering
identity as a form of power, the demarcation of the territory through a border can be an influential
application of power with respect to identities of entire groups. The space at the center of the
conflict is important because of the meaning it holds. Different identities, groups and individuals,
hold different beliefs and meaning to the same space due to the different paradigms with which
they view the space.

What is a paradigm? Paradigms are a comprehensive worldview and interpretive frame of
reference for an individual — it is the lens with which a person views the world when conducting
any activity. A paradigm is a cognitive compass that guides a person through reality, oriented by
a unique set of thoughts and beliefs. While a magnetic compass points north, a cognitive compass
points in the direction one thinks one ought to follow. It is a basis for interpretation, filtering
signals from noise, nonsense from meaningful observation. Each paradigm is different, as it is
shaped by the experiences of that individual, or group of individuals, and structures both
institutions and behaviors. Different identities of people, with different backgrounds of religion,
culture, and history, inherently view the world through a different lens. No paradigm is
necessarily advantageous over another, but they are most certainly different. The only certain

disadvantage, and where consequence resides, is not recognizing that different compasses exist.

24 Anssi Paasi, Boundaries as Social Processes: Territoriality in the World of Flows, Boundaries,
Territory and Postmodernity (Portland, OR: Frank Cass Publishers, 1999), 69.

% Mira Sucharov, Regional Identity and the Sovereignty Principle: Explaining Israeli-Palestinian
Peacemaking, 185-88.

11



Contrast in the Cognitive Dimension

A society fosters the thought of an individual. In The Social Construction of Reality,
Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann describe a “sociology of knowledge,” the idea that
societies derive knowledge from social interactions.? There are countless different variations of
societies that may be distinguished by differing cultures, occupations, religions — each having a
theory of knowledge that is different, more or less, than another. Regardless of one’s
interpretation of the validity of the knowledge, the important element is that the social interaction
shapes knowledge and causes reality to appear differently to different people across the world.
Therefore, a US commander’s application of the operational art is imbued with the history and
character of western culture. He is a product of a personal, institutional, doctrinal, and
experiential reality. A western paradigm, rooted in the history and culture of the United States,
forms the lens with which he develops his operational approach.

Berger and Luckmann’s theory of the sociology of knowledge argues that knowledge is
formed by “the relationship between human thought and the social context within which it
arises.”?” One can gain an appreciation for how an individual’s base of knowledge was formed by
studying its associated human thought and the context surrounding it, giving some insight into
that worldview — it lends that perspective. Military commanders from different cultures inherently
employ unique cognitive processes in planning and strategy development. An unchallenged
western paradigm remains limited within a single school of thought and poorly accounts for the
different paradigms of other cultures. When commanders engage one another in military
operations, they see the conflict differently and will act in conjunction with that view.

Author Richard Nisbett studied differences in thought across people of different cultures

and identified distinguishable characteristics. Nisbett contrasts western thought and eastern

26 peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the
Sociology of Knowledge (Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 1966), 3.

27 1bid., 4.

12



thought with multiple examples. Based on his research, he argues that Easterners attend more to
the environment while westerners attend more to objects. Easterners live in a world where
external forces are important, whereas westerners emphasize personal agency and manipulation to
serve goals. Easterners have a holistic view whereas westerners have an analytic view. Finally, he
states that Easterners see the world as quite complex whereas westerners have an “illusion of
control.”? Nisbett’s findings identified that there are key differences in the views of people from
eastern and western cultures. Although his example contrasts the east and the west, similar
differences exist across all cultures. These takeaways are nuanced, as not all westerners think the
same, but general differences in thought, reasoning, and perspective can be found.

The western paradigm that is embedded in a US Army commander is shaped by a
sociology of knowledge unique to western cultures. More than one billion people today are
informed in their knowledge from Ancient Greece which shaped the modern western paradigm.?
It is informed by prominent voices and thinkers as well as the social context that has surrounded
the culture. Theorists shape the learning process with their ideas and can have significant impacts
on the cognition of minds growing from those cultures. These prominent voices and key
influencers of thought play a significant role in how “cultures arise and evolve from collective
efforts of human brains, over many generations.”* For a western military commander, the ideas
of Carl von Clausewitz, Alfred Mahan, and Antoine-Henri Jomini are among many that have
shaped ideas on war and warfare. For example, US Army doctrine today heavily reflects the ideas
of Carl von Clausewitz which were, in turn, heavily influenced by the European wars of the early

19 century; his ideas, engrained with the historical context of that time, are prominent in the

28 For the purposes of this paper, “western” means a cognitive approach, derived from Ancient
Greek study and knowledge that resides within individuals from countries like the United States, England,
and France, among others. Richard E. Nisbett, The Geography of Thought: How Asians and Westerners
Think Differently...and Why (New York: Free Press, 2003), 40-45, 79, 82, 100.

2 1bid., 1.

30 Damasio, 29.
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elements of operational art.3! The concepts that Clausewitz brought to light are heavily engrained
in the understanding of US commanders, perpetuated by the group — the many minds in US Army
culture sharing this belief.

Thus far, the case was made that to better understand another person’s paradigm one
must examine the person’s cognition — understanding how they think and what they believe — as
well as the social context influencing that perspective. This must be accompanied by reflective
thinking where all judgment and morality is suspended for the sake of understanding.®? One’s
judgment or morality may influence a person to dismiss the alternate paradigm for reasons that
conflict with one’s values. While one may disagree with an idea, and for good reason, this is
unhelpful for understanding. Instead, one must suspend disbelief in an effort to understand the
logic of the other person’s paradigm. Suspending judgment during reflective thinking will be
painful, but necessary.* Without judgment, the logic of action may be revealed, providing a basis
for understanding potential future actions.

When examining and attempting to assume the view of an alternate paradigm, one should
avoid a potentially significant error. There is a common pitfall known as “mirror-imaging,” where
one assumes that the other side would act in a certain way because that is how he would act.®*
Instead of using another compass, one substitutes it with one’s own compass. This replaces the
paradigm of the other actor with one’s own, substituting different thoughts, beliefs, and
meanings. Instead of appreciating the variation of azimuth that the other compass provides, and
determining the impact, the variance is negated. This poor assumption misses the point, but

because of the unconscious nature of mental activity, it persists.®* With mirror-imaging, what

31 US Department of the Army, Army Doctrine Reference Publication (ADRP) 3-0, Operations
(Washington DC: Government Printing Office, 2017), 2-4.

32 Dewey, 13.
33 Ibid.

3 Heuer Jr., 70.
% Ibid., 1-4, 66.
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ultimately results is a fundamental surprise due to this error. The other actor acts in a way that
does not make sense; it is illogical to one’s own thinking. However, the action of that actor was
directly on course per the compass they were using. The logic was there, but the paradigm was
missed.

Understanding the power of cognition and how it functions enables an individual to
maneuver in the cognitive dimension. When a commander is aware of this activity and can detect
its repercussions in others, he is emboldened in his own strategy. Understanding the cognitive
impacts of the enemy or the population provides understanding to how their beliefs will inform
their actions, and how their actions combine to form a strategy. By using another cognitive
compass, the values and beliefs of another paradigm reveal the foundation from which events and
conflict in an operational environment will unfold.

Like any compass, it is useful in conjunction with maps. As a magnetic compass assists
with finding true north on a physical map, a cognitive compass assists with interpreting cognitive
maps. Maps are designed to assist in visualization and understanding of space, but they are
limited to the purpose for which they were crafted. To navigate the belief and meaning of
physical space, a cognitive map should be created and used. The following section will explore
these different types of maps, taking a look at their purpose, and how a cognitive map provides a

deeper understanding of the meaning of the space.
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The Meaning of Space on a Cognitive Map

Maps are powerful tools with a number of different purposes. Map-making has been used
to legitimize the acquisition of territory, as it is “one of the specialized intellectual weapons by
which power could be gained, administered, given legitimacy and codified.”% Political maps
depict the sovereign territory of states through borders that outline the territory of a state. A
second type, military maps depict elements of the terrain that are useful to understand how one
can conduct operations in that space, such as the width or quality of a major roadway and the
height of a nearby hilltop. Both of these types of maps are useful, but their power to provide
understanding is limited to their intended purpose.

Maps are visual depictions of the terrain, but not the terrain itself. A third type of map, a
cognitive map, is one that presents the meaning of the landscape. It includes elements of history,
sociology, and ideology overlaid onto the terrain that reflects the depth of meaning residing in it.
Cognitive maps present the way individuals, or groups of people, perceive the terrain. It sees
objects for their meaning as cognitive structures, and not for empirical features. Cognitive maps,
therefore present the subjective meaning of the terrain, or sets of meanings that are critical to
understanding the physical space. They are an essential addition to political and military maps to

gain a holistic understanding that may inform a plan.

The Neat Presentation of States on Political Maps

The world political map displays a powerful but simple depiction of international
boundaries; state sovereignty appears neat and orderly (see Figure 1). It is a reflection of the
international order that organizes the interaction of nation-states and the environment appears set
and established. State sovereignty appears as a physical feature of the space. If one were to

mistakenly accept this depiction of the world as reality, international borders become fixtures of

36 Meron Benvenisti, Sacred Landscape: The Buried History of the Holy Land Since 1948, trans.
Maxine Kaufman-Lacusta (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2000), 44.
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the space, rather than negotiable interpretations. In this manner, the state-centered system, with its
borders and boundaries, defines how many understand the world.3” When one views a border as
an empirical feature of a landscape, almost as though it is an object on the terrain, one may miss

the alternative meanings that reside in it.

Figure 1. Political Map of the World, October 2016. Central Intelligence Agency, accessed 1
March, 2018, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/resources/cia-maps-publications/.

Changes in the world raise key questions regarding the importance of political maps.
Globalization has reduced the state-centered approach to the global system. Ethnic and national
groups such as the Kurds and the Palestinians, each with their own subsets of different identities,
are among the non-state actors today who are seeking self-governance and independence.
International boundaries are more permeable due to trans-border movement.®® This activity is
essential to understanding the space beyond the Modernist reflection that this world political map

represents. More than the value of the political map is at stake; the foundation of the international

37 Paasi, 69.

3 David Newman, Geopolitics Renaissant: Territory, Sovereignty, and the World Political Map,
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system is being challenged.*® This necessitates a different visualization beyond the depictions of

political maps.

The Science of Warfare on Military Maps

Military maps are a second type of map that serve the function of allowing a military
commander to understanding the environment with specific respect to conducting operations in
that space. Several volumes of doctrine reflect the US Army’s aim to provide tools and methods
to break down the environment into scientific formulas and frameworks to analyze a given piece
of terrain. As Nisbett pointed out, western thought processes categorize, in order to analyze, the
elements of the world.*° This is epitomized by the US military on military maps where the space
is categorized so that it may be analyzed in terms of functionality to conduct operations.

The US Army often demonstrates categorical thinking using various frameworks to
reduce something, such as terrain, into more manageable parts. In analyzing physical space, US
Army doctrine states that “terrain appreciation—the ability to predict its impact on operations—is
an important skill for every leader. For tactical operations, commanders analyze terrain using the
five military aspects of terrain, expressed in the Army memory aid OAKOC (obstacles, avenues
of approach, key terrain, observation and fields of fire, and cover and concealment).”*! This
structure of terrain analysis enables a commander to categorize important military aspects to
terrain, but he cannot mistake it for an understanding the importance of those elements (see
Figure 2). This method presents terrain in a simplistic manner that further encourages a
commander to exert personal agency over terrain. This analysis is useful for the more scientific

aspects of warfare, but it does not provide a deep understanding of the operational environment.

3% Mathias Albert, On Boundaries, Territory and Postmodernity: An International Relations
Perspective, 55.

40 David Newman, Geopolitics Renaissant: Territory, Sovereignty, and the World Political Map,
44-45,

41 US Department of the Army, Army Techniques Publication (ATP) 2-01.3, Intelligence
Preparation of the Battlefield/Battlespace (Washington DC: Government Printing Office, 2014), 3-6.
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OAKOC Terrain effects
aspects
Obstacles Wadis throughout the area of operations with an average depth of 5 to 10 feet and an
average width of 20 feet that runs 6 to 10 kilometers long.
Above-ground oil and transport pipeline that runs through the central width of the area
of operations.
Avenues of Primary and secondary road systems for high avenues of approach.
approach Generally flat terrain with brigade-sized mobility corridors between small villages.
Railroad in the north running east to west.
Key terrain Airfield used as resupply and troop movements.
Dam control waterflow on the river and is the primary objective of the threat/adversary.
Observation Sparse vegetation on generally flat desert terrain with observation of 3 to 5 kilometers.
and fields of | There are 10 kilometers between intervisibility lines.
fire Air support observation is unlimited due to sparse terrain and curve of the earth.
Fields of fire for direct fire is 300 to 500 meters for small arms.
Cover and Cover is provided by intervisibility lines.
concealment | Concealment is limited by the open terrain and sparse vegetation.

Figure 2. Terrain Effects Matrix. Army Techniques Publication 2-01.3 (2014), 4-17.

The Military Decision-Making Process, or any problem-solving method, is only as good
as the thought that one puts into it. Reductive frameworks are useful means for calculations, but
deeper thought is required to make the understanding valuable and reassemble the reduced
components back into a whole. Military maps are insufficient to understanding the space and the
nature of the conflict. As the explanation on thought and social context has illustrated, physical
space is intertwined with the social aspects of any operational environment that provide this
meaning. Overlaying the cognitive dimension onto the physical space then incorporates not only

the physical aspects of the environment, but their existence as cognitive structures as well.

Cognitive Maps Reveal Mea