
Low-Light Tactics: Discussion on How to Combat Backlighting 
 
PFC HQ Note: This months article is actually an email discussion from about 8 
years back between PFC Cadre & a thoughtful concerned student. The concepts & 
solutions still ring true. If you are a past PFC student with a tactical question or 
dilemma on your mind, shoot us a message at info@pfctraining.com & we may be 
able to help.   
 
 
To: PFC 
 
Imagine that you are approaching a room down a long corridor and above you is a 
light illuminating the area you are moving through.  It casts a shadow in front of you 
towards the room you are approaching and it allows an adversary in the room to see 
your shadow before you get to the door.  How do you combat this? 
 
K.H. 
Las Vegas, NV 
 
 
RESPONSE FROM STEVE KRYSTEK, PFC DIRECTOR 
 
Great question K... 
 
The general rule of thumb when dealing with backlight issues is to fight backlight 
with “forward-light.” 
 
If you can’t find a light switch before entering the hallway to flip OFF the lights prior 
to moving further (Option #1), you'll have to do the best you can with your hand-held 
light and tactics to minimize your signature conveyed to and observed by the 
adversary.   
 
First of all, if you recall the principles taught in our low-light programs, you'll 
remember that the adversary already knows you're coming (most of the time).  That 
said, your shadow projected forward isn't the end of the world, but it does need to be 
a factor in your tactical decision making and 'approach to contact.' 
 
As you close in on your darkened objective that needs to be cleared, first look at 
your shadow and where it's oriented.  Getting to this point perfectly illustrates our 
first two principles of Low-Light Combat: 
 
Read the Light & See From the Adversary's Perspective 
 
Based on where your shadow is, what can the adversary tell about your position? 
Where might the adversary be if he can see your shadow?  What could he do to me 
from that location?  What will my actions be if HE makes 'contact' with ME first from 



that location?  These are all questions that should be racing through your mind and 
answered in tenths of a second. 
 
To minimize the shadow, you can minimize your profile and vertically displace as 
you get closer to the objective.  Possibly cover the last 10 feet or so of the hallway 
while moving slowly in a crouched or squatting position.  This lowered profile should 
project less of a shadow (all dependent on the location of the overhead light source 
and angles involved). 
 
If you need to, throw white light forward by Powering Up on the area where the 
shadow is projected to wash it out or obscure your profile outlined by the 
background.  If we are targeting a specific area on approach and there is no way for 
us to disguise or obscure our location with Strobing because of backlighting, Power 
Up though that danger area.  Yes we are still searching which normally coincides 
with Strobing (low-light principle #3), but we are in essence 'challenging' the area in 
front of us anticipating (HOPING!) that an adversary is there and we need to protect 
our movement/position at least a little with a shield of light.  If we encounter 
ANYTHING hostile, we will hopefully see it and be able to respond if we are 
observing low-light principle #5, Align 3 Things.  And if we need to respond, we 
follow principle #4, Light and Move...while engaging if necessary. 
 
Bottom line is, be a predator!  If you happen to give away a little by unintentionally 
using technically incorrect lighting on approach resulting in compromise and 
subsequently a confrontation where the adversary moves first, make up for it with 
speedy, ruthless, violent, and aggressive actions on contact.    
 
RESPONSE FROM BRIAN HARTMAN, PFC CHIEF INSTRUCTOR 
 
As usual, Steve is spot on... I'll add my 2 cents though, as I've been in this exact 
situation before and believe it can be countered several different ways. 
 
1) Being backlit has two very different consequences.  The first is a shadow, which 
leads back to your exact location.  This becomes longer the further you are from the 
light source.  If the bad guy wants to shoot at your shadow that's great, it potentially 
tells you were he is and allows you to focus accordingly.  The second, is being 
silhouetted by the light.  This is bad news because the adversary sees your north 
face in perfect target form.  Here are some suggestions... 
 
2) As you already know, do whatever you can to turn those lights off, and operate in 
darkness.  
 
3) Working down the hallway, you can minimize forward shadow signature by 
staying closer to the walls.  Bouncing your own light off of the ceiling, floor and 
opposing walls of both the hallway and the upcoming room can help to disorient the 
bad guy.  He knows you are coming!  However subterfuge is also a viable tactic.  If 
alone, have a conversation with yourself; "I've got the shotgun, so I'll post on the 



door, you be ready to go hands free if needed."  Turn the potential ambusher into 
prey.  The more worried he is about himself, the less focused he may be on using 
force against you.  
 
4) Whatever you do, turn your light off before you proceed through the door.  Clear 
its frame and backlit area prior to re-illuminating.  Steve and I recently viewed a 
military training film where this was perpetually violated and appeared to be a 
slaughter waiting to happen. Flashlights are not lightsabers.  
 
5) If you have the good fortune to have a partner with you, one of you can focus on 
the danger area while the other illuminates the real estate directly in front of you 
(and I do mean close).  This is key to canceling your shadow and giving the 
appearance of an approach from a different direction (essentially advancing in an ‘L’ 
shape).  Other options can be a little unconventional.  This same thing happened to 
me once while responding to a disturbance call where the light creating the problem 
couldn’t be shut off.  I was able to counter it by having my partner put a chair 
underneath the light, stand on the chair, and hold up a Rubbermaid trash can 
around the light to cancel it out.  This enabled me to proceed undetected into the 
room at the end of the hallway in total darkness and silence.  We planned I would go 
to the right once inside.  Upon clearing the doorway, I quietly held position and 
waited for my partner to catch up.  Sometimes the best tactical equipment can be 
purchased at Home Depot. 
 
Hope this helps a bit, BH 
 
RESPONSE FROM BRIAN MOLLENKOPF, PFC INSTRUCTOR   
 
I totally agree with Steve and Brian.  They covered the topic well, and that is exactly 
how I would tactically approach the problem. 
  
But let's think deeper about another facet of the fight. Mind-set and tactics have 
been covered very wellYso let's address equipment issues. 
  
If you are going into a situation that you have a strong feeling is a righteous 
burglary, robbery, home invasion, prowler, etc., how much will a light bulb cost to 
replace? Break the light or unscrew the bulb until the issue is resolved; or at least 
decreased (ambient light sources from other lighting, streetlight, vehicular lights, etc. 
may exist). What other avenues of approach are there? Are there any other ways 
into the area you must clear and/or occupy? Can you post partners and send others 
to flank from another direction?  
  
No matter where you are, there is some form of light that will influence your 
environment. Read these lighting conditions accurately. If possible, work from the 
light to the dark.  And remember, ‘all dark holes have guns.’   
  



Man-made tools can and will break, this is a reality. A flashlight is simply another 
man-made tool available to us and is thereby subject to a great deal of ‘Murphy’ 
effects (batteries dying, bulbs breaking, switches breaking, dropping etc).  Always 
carry more than one light!!!  I cannot stress this enough.  The saying "two is one and 
one is none" is so true when it comes to flashlights.  Your primary light will die when 
you need it the most.  Always carry two that closely have the same lumen/power 
output and/or have redundant parts.  
  
Most are satisfied with dinky little 6-volt flashlights.  6 volt/65 lumens is a 
recommended MINIMUM power to use.  Generally, the more lumens you throw 
down range the better.  In CQB, I have found the 9 volt systems work well.  
However, bigger does not always mean better.  Sometimes you can have too much 
light, which leads to self-blinding or a situation where the bulb takes a significant 
amount of time for the filament to cool, causing it to still glow.  I have seen this 
happen frequently with the Surefire high output bulbs (225 and higher/ the larger the 
filament, the longer the cool down time). LED’s are more reliable and less affected 
by these problems. 
 
Above all else, remember your mind is what will control you in a fight.  Train and 
condition it properly to follow the principles of low-light engagements and you will 
dramatically increase your odds of prevailing in a hostile, uncontrolled environment. 
  
  
Brian "Molle" Mollenkopf 
  
Thanks for the input! 
 
I practice passively as often as i remember, going into structures, work, my own 
home, etc.  I originally purchased a 2 story home, thinking that the staircase would 
make a great isolator for any potential threats coming into the home. I've realized 
that while it makes anyone trying to come up have a difficult time, it's the same for 
me moving down. The individual railings make strobing problematic for me, as the 
light is reflected off of the individual railings back at me, while illuminating little 
beyond them.   
 
I'll try different things, like getting closer to the rails, or possibly a remote light 
activator for downstairs. 
 
K.H. 
 


