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NINE PRINCIPLES OF WA R

TACTICAL
By Sid Heal

C O N C E P T S

Among the best known of all tactical pre-
cepts are nine tenets called the

“ Principles of Wa r.” In attempts to assuage
the feelings of those who object to the term
“w a r,” these principles have sometimes been
identified as the “Nine Governing Pr i n c i p l e s
of Tactical Op e r a t i o n s” and similar terms.
The United States Army first published its
discussion of these principles in 1921, but
they we re taken from the works of Br i t i s h
Major General J.F.C. Fu l l e r, who originally
published them in 1912.  

Fu l l e r’s work sets forth in concise terms,
nine interacting and related factors that have
stood the test of analysis, experimentation
and practice. Each principle is present, to a
g reater or lesser degree, in eve ry tactical oper-
ation. The fact that a commander may neg-
lect or even ignore them, makes them no less
i m p o rtant — it merely affects the outcome.
These nine principles play a key role in the
d e velopment of tactical plans throughout the
world and have re vo l u t i o n i zed the ways in
which personnel and equipment are utilize d
and deploye d .

The principle of m a n e u ve r is so we l l
k n own that persons with no knowledge of
tactics sometimes confuse it with the entire
body of tactical principles. Indeed, the
impact this principle has on any tactical plan
can hardly be exaggerated. Ma n e u ver can be
defined as the movement of troops and
equipment to gain an advantage. This princi-
ple has at least two interrelated dimensions,
flexibility and mobility. Flexibility describes
the need for versatility and pliancy in thought
and plans. It provides the ability to rapidly
react to unforeseen circumstances. Mobility is
then necessary to enable prompt actions and
reactions. This principle is a key contributor
to sustaining the initiative, exploiting success,

p re s e rving freedom of action and re d u c i n g
v u l n e r a b i l i t y.

The principle of o b j e c t i ve is called the
master or controlling principle. This is
because it is the basis for which all planning
must necessarily follow. The objective is the
end to be attained through the employ m e n t
of forces. Eve ry operation must be dire c t e d
t ow a rd a clearly defined, decisive and attain-
able objective. Although it often appears that
tactical objectives are readily apparent, they
a re frequently obscured by emotions, uncer-
tainty and vague commands. A commander
m u s t decide upon an acceptable re s o l u t i o n
and direct the efforts of his forces to that end
( “ Mission Tasking,” The Tactical Ed g e,
Summer 1999, pp. 93-94). 

Since the most effective and decisive way
to pursue and attain an objective is thro u g h
the seizure, retention and exploitation of the
i n i t i a t i ve (“Tempo and In i t i a t i ve,” T h e
Tactical Ed g e, Summer 1996, p. 75), offensive
action is re q u i red in all tactical operations.
This is because whatever form offensive
action takes, it is the only means by which a
commander holds the initiative, maintains
f reedom of action and imposes his will on the
c i rcumstances. Since o f f e n s e is re q u i red to
reach a conclusion, a commander who neg-
lects this principle surrenders the initiative .
Notwithstanding the importance of this
tenet, it is one of the most misunderstood
and neglected of all the other principles. 

Si m p l i c i t y is essential in crisis situations.
A plan that cannot be understood cannot be
implemented. “Di rect, simple plans, and
c l e a r, concise orders are essential to reduce the
chances for misunderstanding and confu-
sion,” according to the U.S. Army. Since fric-
tion (“Fog and Friction,” The Tactical Ed g e,
Winter 1996, p. 76) is inherent in all tactical

operations, even the simplest plan can
become difficult to execute. Consequently,
plans which are readily understood and
u n e n c u m b e red with complications are more
likely to succeed. 

Economy of forc e suggests that, in the
absence of unlimited re s o u rces, a command-
er must accept some risks in nonvital areas to
enable him to achieve superiority at a decisive
place and time. Since no commander has
unlimited re s o u rces, the principle of econo-
my of force is inherent in eve ry tactical oper-
ation. Even when a commander has all the
personnel and equipment he can use, time
will re q u i re a change of shifts and conserva-
tion of re s o u rces to allow sustaining the oper-
ation. An astute commander will determine
what assets are available, and when and where
they will be needed. He then distributes his
f o rces accord i n g l y. 

Ma s s is the re c i p rocal of economy of
f o rce. This principle re q u i res that sufficient
p ower be concentrated at a decisive time and
place. Without economy of force it will not
be possible to mass. This usually happens
when a lack of understanding obscures the
ultimate objective, since prioritization
becomes impossible. Proper application of
mass may achieve decisive results even for a
numerically inferior force. For instance, a law
e n f o rcement commander who encounters a
large group of suspects may deploy his forc e s
in such a manner that the suspects must con-
sider multiple threats from multiple dire c-
tions. By massing his own forces at a time and
place of his choosing, the law enforc e m e n t
commander gains a substantial adva n t a g e
when the suspects are slow or unable to effec-
t i vely react. A series of such maneuvers can
deplete the forces of adversaries to the point
w h e re continued resistance is futile. 
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In any tactical situation, there is a point
at which a final decision must be made. T h a t
decision must be made by a s i n g l e a u t h o r i t y.
This assures that coordination and contro l
a re focused tow a rd attaining the objective .
The principle of unity of command e n s u re s
that all efforts are focused on a common
goal. Unity of command is achieved by ve s t-
ing a single commander with the re q u i s i t e
authority to direct, coordinate and contro l
the actions of a l l f o rces employed in re a c h i n g
the objective. 

Su r p ri s e results from striking an adve r-
s a ry at an unexpected time or place, or in an
unanticipated manner.  It is not necessary
that a suspect be taken completely unaware s ,
only that he becomes aware too late to effec-
t i vely react.  Surprise can decisively affect the
outcome of tactical operations.  In fact, it is
the k e y factor in the success of many dru g
raids and high risk warrant services.  Su r p r i s e
is so powe rful that it may allow success to be
attained out of all pro p o rtion to the effort
expended.  

The principle of s e c u ri t y is, to a large
d e g ree, the re c i p rocal of surprise.  Wi t h o u t
security it is impossible to achieve surprise.
Security denies an adve r s a ry the ability to
a c q u i re an unexpected advantage.  It encom-
passes eve rything a tactical force engages in.
Plans must be kept secret, movements guard-
ed, and equipment, command posts and
communications protected. “Security enhances
f reedom of action by reducing friendly vul-
nerability to hostile acts, influence, or sur-
prise,” according to the Army.

A useful tool for remembering these prin-
ciples is a mnemonic used by the U.S. mili-
t a ry called M O O S E M U S S.  Each of the
letters identifies a principle and keeps them
mentally available for re v i ew.  Because these
nine principles have withstood the test of
time and trial, a commander who appre c i a t e s
their significance is much better able to
understand some of the latent factors inher-
ent in all tactical operations. ■

Ed i t o r’s No t e: Most of this article has
been excerpted from the book, “ S o u n d
Doctrine: A Tactical Pr i m e r,” a vailable fro m
the NTOA Bookstore .


