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     “War is, above all things, an art, employing science in all of its branches 
as its servant, but depending first and chiefly upon the skill of the artisan.  It 
has its own rules, but none of them is rigid and invariable.  As new 
implements are devised, new methods result in its mechanical execution; but 
over and above all its mechanical appliances, it rests upon the complex 
factors of human nature, which cannot be reduced to formulas and rules.  
The proper use of these thinking and animate parts of the great machine can 
be divined only by the genius and instinct of the commanders.  No books can 
teach this, and no rules define it.”     Captain Francis V. Greene, 1883  
                                                      FM 3-90, Tactics 
 
 

If you were to read this quote, and not be aware of the date, many 
would believe that it was talking about our Army today and the complex 
environment we face throughout the world.  Certainly the world we face 
today is far more complicated and our enemies are more sophisticated than 
Captain Greene faced.  We can no longer view wars and battles as taking 
place between large, linear forces as found in our old doctrine.  Our enemies 
have realized that our industrial might combined with our wealth provides a 
difficult adversary to go toe-to-toe with.  Our enemies, whether we believe it 
or not, have adapted faster than we have due to their flexibility.  They have 
learned our doctrine, understand the essentials of warfighting, and have a 
limited need to rely on technology. 
 

One of the great strengths of our Army and American culture is the 
ability to critically self-assess and seek improvements.  That strength 
however, is in many cases offset by another American Army cultural 
preference; the desire for solutions that can be neatly and quickly packaged 
into precise Tactic, Technique or Procedures (TTP), universal Standard 
Operating Procedures (that make us highly predictable), or a technology 
solution that will negate an enemy tactic without requiring creative thought 
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or changes to our own organization and procedures.  Our enemies, 
unburdened by the lure of “silver bullet” or need for “what-right-looks-like” 
solutions, use their creativity to analyze how to defeat our strengths.  Enemy 
forces continuously study our patterns and preferences and figure out ways 
to insure we will always react to their initiatives.  The enemy is not 
invulnerable and has more weaknesses than strengths; but if we are to 
exploit those weaknesses, we must understand how to fight, instead of 
simply reacting to their attacks. 
 

Our Army has a war fighting doctrine that both allows and requires 
commanders and staffs to be flexible and creative in their solutions to 
tactical problems.  Commanders strive to maintain the initiative by forcing 
the enemy to face more problems and obstacles than the enemy can manage.  
This doctrinal emphasis on flexibility and initiative is often at odds with our 
cultural preferences for mechanical and predictable task responses when 
faced with a problem.  Our challenge today is to use and understand our 
doctrine as a way to fight and win, and not as a technical procedure for 
performing tasks in a predictable, mechanical fashion.   
 

Commanders and staff officers preparing for deployment to Iraq need 
to have a methodology for fighting, not just a methodology for decision-
making.  Our Army school systems and staff training have ingrained officers 
with the importance of having a methodology for decision-making – the 
MDMP.  MDMP, however, has over time become an end in itself: a 
procedure in which standardized adherence to process, product, and briefing 
techniques are the primary measures of effectiveness.  Unit leaders struggle 
to understand how our Army method for fighting, in an environment that 
does not match our pre-war doctrinal education and conditioning, drives the 
purpose for which we use the decision-making methodology.  When leaders 
use the Army decision-making methodology as intended in combat 
operations, the measures of effectiveness have less to do with process than 
they do with tangible results on the ground.  This means leaders must 
proactively and aggressively use their understanding of how to fight, without 
being captive to a previous bias for process.      
 

The basis for fighting is found in FM 3-90, Tactics.  This manual 
simply and clearly explains a framework applicable to any type of tactical 
operation. It allows commanders and staffs to see and understand the 
requirements of that operation. This doctrinal construct for fighting uses 
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time-honored fundamentals to lay out the required effects in every type of 
operation: 

  
• Gain and Maintain Contact with the Enemy, 
• Disrupt the enemy 
• Fix the enemy 
• Maneuver 
• Follow-Through 

 
The key is that this is not a mechanical checklist of tasks; instead it 

provides a method for arranging the actions and capabilities of forces to 
achieve a desired objective.  In this context, the focus of the Army decision-
making methodology shifts from executing a staff orders development SOP 
to seizing opportunities and overcoming obstacles presented by METT-TC 
conditions.  This is not a Combat Arms unique methodology; every 
organization in contact with the enemy—nearly every unit in Iraq—must do 
these to insure success in a complex battlefield environment. The nature of 
war is that there will always be more requirements—be they time, space, 
resources, tactical tasks, or enemy options—than there are capabilities 
available to fully meet all requirements.  Accomplishing missions will 
always require difficult command decisions.  The fundamental challenge at 
the organizational level is to understand the relative capabilities our 
organization has available, knowing what are essential requirements based 
upon the enemy and terrain, and determining what risks to accept.  Meeting 
this challenge successfully requires a collective effort by commanders and 
their staffs. 
 

Our doctrine for battle command, FM 6-0, describes two types of 
command processes – detailed command and mission command.  Tactical 
operations in Iraq require commanders able to apply both, but daily 
operations are heavily skewed towards the requirement for intuitive 
decision-making, rather than deliberate analytic decision-making. The 
continuous, decentralized nature of operations requires organizational 
leadership to possess the agility to transition very quickly from one 
operation to another to capitalize on fleeting opportunities. 

 
Commanders must expect that when a decision is required, staff 

officers make recommendations with an understanding of available 
capabilities and the requirements for each mission. Capabilities are a 
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function of time, space, and enemy as well as unit doctrinal functions as 
categorized within the battlefield operating systems (BOS).  Requirements 
are determined by intent, purpose, and battlefield conditions, not by BOS or 
unit MTOE.  The decision-making process is not a method for the staff to 
study the organization and environment; the process must enable the staff to 
quickly grasp the essentials of the operation relative to what the commander 
must accomplish.  Regardless of the specific mission or type of operation, 
the commander must be able to quickly match capabilities to requirements 
for fighting effectively. 
 

All units fight, even though their missions are not combat arms 
missions. If a Forward Support Battalion (FSB) receives the mission to 
conduct convoys in order to resupply outpost locations or forward operating 
bases, even though the unit function is CSS, the organization must still 
approach their mission with an understanding of how conditions will affect 
their ability to operate.  The commander must first visualize the capabilities 
and shortfalls that exist in this organization to conduct the battlefield 
activities if he is to reap the benefits of the staff performance of the decision-
making process.  With staff insight, the commander can decide how best to 
assign responsibility, to allocate resources, and where to accept risk.  
 

How will the FSB Gain and Maintain contact with the enemy?  What 
does potential enemy contact look like on the ground? Does the unit possess 
a reconnaissance capability, or must it look to another force to provide this 
capability?  How much space must be reconnoitered, and for how long must 
critical points remain under surveillance? How much of the unit’s organic 
assets can be allocated to surveillance and security before the unit is unable 
to perform its primary function?  If we fail to Gain and Maintain contact 
with our enemy we are providing him the opportunity to surprise us and 
force us to react to him.  We will react in our operations.  The staff must 
identify to the commander the shortfalls where requirements are greater than 
the unit’s capabilities so the commander can: 

 
• Accept risk, 
• Request additional assets from higher, 
• or limit the scope of the missions he assigns to subordinates. 
 

How do these apply in the example of the FSB supply convoy?  As the staff 
puts the plan together, the framework revolves around the Battlefield 
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Activities in order to identify the requirements.  Typically, a FSB does not 
have the capability to Gain Contact due to the lack of reconnaissance assets. 
The staff owes the commander their analysis of risk, and the commander 
should request reconnaissance assets, task organize his own with Soldiers or 
other assets from his unit, or assume risk and not gain contact.  Analyzing 
every mission using the Battlefield Activities will allow us to anticipate 
possible actions and become proactive in our warfighting approach. 
      

OPERATIONAL FUNDAMENTALS

Gain/Maintain Contact           Disrupt           Fix           Maneuver           Follow Through

Intelligence

Maneuver

Fire Support

Air Defense

Engineer

CSS

C2

Civil Affairs

SOF

 
Continuing on with the FM 3-90 methodology of Disrupting the 

enemy, Fixing the enemy, Maneuvering and Following Through, we identify 
the capabilities we have in our organization and compare them against the 
requirements to accomplish these.  The chart above depicts how an 
organization might lay out their requirements and capabilities.  Using the 
tactical requirements outlined in FM 3-90, we identify what capabilities our 
organization has available to meet these, in order to evaluate them against 
the conditions of METT-TC.  Development of this chart can also lead to a 
better ability to synchronize these resources by merely adding a required 
effect to each.  

 
Our tactical doctrine obliges unit leaders to organize for combat.  The 

framework for every operation remains the focal point for the application of 
resources and applying our capabilities.  The problem comes when we 
assign tasks solely according to BOS preferences and fail to organize or 
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tailor our forces consistent with our methodology for fighting.  We fail to 
compare capabilities – the current physical capability of a subordinate unit to 
execute an assigned task affected by METT-TC, not just the doctrinal 
expectation that they should be able to execute a task -  with tactical 
requirements – again, defined by the fundamentals of fighting applied to 
specifics of the operation, not by a generic list of tasks.  The commander, 
assisted by the staff, must critically assess where opportunities or shortfalls 
exist.  If the staff fails to do more than list mechanical tasks, they will be 
unable to give the commander the true picture of where he must assume risk, 
what additional assets are needed, or recommend a change of mission.   
 

This process must be done quickly for every mission, for every task, 
or we have not done our job as staff officers. There are times where 
deliberate analytical analysis is necessary; combat demands this analysis be 
completed in very short time periods. Organizations must be able to think 
through continuous current operations, and concurrently link those 
operations with deliberate planning for future operations.  Only rarely will 
the vision for future operations come in the form of a detailed written order 
from a higher headquarters.  In combat, the organization will be expected to 
achieve effects over time in an assigned area of operation using the assets 
available to them, rather than simply executing a discrete mission in a 
specific higher headquarters operation.  The unit must align current 
capabilities to the requirements, and either assume risk, or to request 
assistance from higher.  We owe our Soldiers who will go into harm’s way 
an analysis of how we will accomplish the uncertain and unanticipated 
missions, with understanding that all the requirements have been identified, 
where risk will occur, and how we will dominate the enemy at critical points 
in order remain proactive in our approach to warfighting.  
 

Leaders must apply our Army’s methodology for fighting when faced 
with the specific tactical challenges presented in Iraq. This entails training 
on the right things.  Training must condition leaders to see that something 
needs to be done, and then do it, versus attempting to memorize “if this 
happens – then do this” TTPs.  Commanders must balance the development 
of technical skills and the creation of conceptual skills.  Absence of 
information, instructions from higher, standardized techniques, or previous 
experience does not invalidate the expectation for initiative and action; our 
doctrine requires it of Army tactical leaders. 
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