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Introduction: The Enduring
Blueprint for Small Unit Tactics

For decades,  the United States  Army has relied on a
series of doctrinal publications to shape how its soldiers
train,  move,  and  fight.  Among the  most  influential  of
these documents is the manual commonly referred to as
Field  Manual  FM 3-21.8  (formerly  FM 7-8):  The
Infantry Rifle Platoon and Squad, March 2007. This
publication stands as a cornerstone of modern infantry
doctrine, providing a comprehensive framework for the
leaders and soldiers who operate at the sharp end of the
spear.  Whether  you  are  a  military  professional,  a
historian studying post-9/11 tactics, or a writer seeking
authentic  detail,  understanding  what  this  manual
contains  and  why  it  matters  is  essential.  This  article
delves into the structure, purpose, and lasting impact of
FM 3-21.8, exploring how it transformed the way rifle
platoons and squads execute their missions in complex,

often asymmetric, environments.

The manual itself represents a significant evolution from
its  predecessor,  FM 7-8,  which  was  published  in  the
1990s.  The  2007  edition,  officially  titled  The  Infantry
Rifle  Platoon and Squad,  emerged during a  period of
intense combat  operations  in  Iraq and Afghanistan.  It
incorporated hard-won lessons from counterinsurgency,
urban warfare, and stability operations while retaining
timeless principles of fire and maneuver. By examining
this field manual, we unlock a deeper understanding of
how  small  units  coordinate  direct  fire,  conduct
reconnaissance, and execute the basic building blocks of
ground combat.

The Purpose and Scope of FM



3-21.8

At  its  core,  Field  Manual  FM 3-21.8  serves  as  the
authoritative  guide  for  the  organization,  tactics,  and
leadership of the infantry rifle platoon and squad. Written
for  platoon  leaders,  platoon  sergeants,  squad  leaders,
and  team  leaders,  the  manual  provides  a  common
language  and  a  set  of  standardized  procedures  that
enable  units  to  operate  effectively  across  diverse
missions. While it is not a step-by-step cookbook, it offers
the doctrinal foundation upon which training and combat
operations are built.

The scope of the manual is remarkably broad. It covers
everything  from  the  fundamentals  of  firepower  and
movement to specific battle drills such as reacting to an
ambush or conducting a breach. It  also addresses the
importance of leadership, tactical decision-making, and
the integration of supporting assets like machine guns,
mortars, and close air support. The March 2007 edition
specifically updated many of these concepts to reflect the
realities  of  a  battlefield  where  non-state  actors,
improvised explosive devices, and complex terrain posed
new challenges.

What Makes the 2007 Edition Unique?

The 2007 edition—often referenced as FM 3-21.8 (FM

7-8)—is  notable  for  its  emphasis  on  adaptability  and
mission  command.  Earlier  versions  were  more
prescriptive, outlining rigid formations and procedures.
The 2007 revision,  by contrast,  encourages leaders to
understand the intent behind the doctrine and to modify
techniques based on the situation. This shift was driven
by  the  decentralized  nature  of  combat  in  Iraq  and
Afghanistan, where squad leaders often found themselves
making life-or-death decisions without direct supervision
from higher headquarters.

Another key update was the inclusion of more detailed
guidance  on  urban  operations.  The  manual  dedicates
significant  space  to  moving  through  built-up  areas,
clearing  rooms,  and  establishing  strongpoints.  It  also
addresses  the  psychological  and ethical  dimensions  of
combat,  reminding  leaders  of  their  responsibility  to
maintain discipline and adhere to the laws of war. For
anyone studying the evolution of U.S. infantry tactics, the
March 2007 version  represents  a  bridge  between the
conventional  warfare  focus  of  the  Cold  War  and  the
counterinsurgency-centric approaches of the late 2000s.

Structure of the Manual: A
Leader’s Roadmap

Field  Manual  FM  3-21.8  is  organized  into  several
chapters, each building upon the last. Understanding this
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structure helps users navigate the content and apply it in
training or operations.

Chapter 1: The Infantry Rifle Platoon and
Squad – This foundational chapter outlines the
organization, equipment, and primary missions of
the platoon and its subordinate squads. It describes
the command and support relationships, as well as
the roles of key personnel such as the platoon
leader, platoon sergeant, and squad leader.
Chapter 2: Offensive Operations – Here, the
manual explains how platoons and squads conduct
attacks, including movement to contact, hasty
attacks, deliberate attacks, and exploitation. It
covers the five forms of maneuver and emphasizes
the importance of fire superiority and suppressive
fires.
Chapter 3: Defensive Operations – This chapter
details how infantry units prepare and execute
defensive positions, from area defense to retrograde
operations. It includes guidance on obstacles,
patrols, and counterattack planning.
Chapter 4: Tactical Enabling Operations –
Encompassing reconnaissance, security, and other
missions, this chapter addresses patrolling
principles, observation posts, and passage of lines.
It is especially relevant for units operating in
complex terrain or against elusive enemies.
Chapter 5: Urban Operations – Given the

intensity of fighting in cities like Fallujah and
Ramadi, this chapter is critical. It covers movement
techniques, room clearing, and the integration of
engineers and armor in the urban environment.
Chapter 6: Battle Drills – Perhaps the most
practical section, these drills provide standardized
responses to common battlefield scenarios. Drills
include actions on contact, breaking contact,
reacting to an ambush, entering a bunker, and
evacuating casualties.
Chapter 7: Leadership and Training – This
chapter reinforces that doctrine is only as good as
the leaders who implement it. It provides guidance
on troop-leading procedures, risk management, and
how to design effective training events.

Core Doctrinal Principles: Fire and
Maneuver

The heart of FM 3-21.8 lies in the classic concept of fire
and maneuver. At the platoon and squad level, success
depends  on  the  ability  to  suppress  the  enemy  while
maneuvering elements to close with and destroy them.
The manual is explicit about how this is achieved: a base-
of-fire element delivers continuous, accurate fire on the
enemy position, while a maneuver element moves to a
vulnerable flank or rear.



This principle applies to all operations, whether offensive
or defensive.  The manual provides detailed techniques
for bounding overwatch, fire team rushes, and the use of
cover  and  concealment.  It  also  explains  how  to
incorporate  crew-served  weapons  like  the  M240B
machine gun and the M320 grenade launcher into the
scheme of maneuver. For leaders, the key takeaway is
tha t  f i repower  must  be  synchron ized  wi th
movement—firing  without  maneuvering  is  wasteful;
maneuvering  without  fire  is  suicidal.

Battle Drills as Instant Reactions

One of the most valuable contributions of FM 3-21.8 is
its codification of battle drills. These are standardized,
repetitive actions that squads and platoons practice until
they are second nature. When a unit makes contact with
the  enemy,  there  is  no  time  for  lengthy  orders—the
leader simply initiates the appropriate drill. The manual
describes the following drills in detail:

Drill 1: React to Contact – The unit immediately1.
returns fire, seeks cover, and reports the situation.
Drill 2: Break Contact – Used when the unit is2.
outmatched or needs to disengage; involves
suppressive fires and a planned displacement.
Drill 3: React to an Ambush – If caught in a kill3.
zone, the unit assaults the ambush or fights
through.

Drill 4: React to Indirect Fire – Soldiers take4.
immediate cover and leaders assess the threat.
Drill 5: Evacuate Casualties – A systematic5.
method for treating and moving wounded personnel
under fire.
Drill 6: Enter a Building/Clear a Room – Critical6.
for urban warfare, this drill pairs teams for
breaches and securement.

These  drills  are  not  just  theoretical;  they  have  been
validated through countless real-world engagements. The
March 2007 edition updated them to include techniques
for  dealing  with  vehicle-borne  IEDs  and  complex
ambushes  common  in  modern  conflict.

Leadership and the Human
Element

While  much of  Field Manual  FM 3-21.8  focuses  on
tactics  and  procedures,  it  also  devotes  substantial
attention to leadership. The manual emphasizes that the
platoon leader and squad leaders must be more than just
tactical experts—they must be mentors, disciplinarians,
and  moral  exemplars.  The  2007  edition  includes  a
chapter on troop-leading procedures (TLP), a systematic
eight-step process that starts with receiving the mission
and ends with supervising the execution. The TLP helps
leaders organize their thoughts, issue clear orders, and
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anticipate logistical needs.

Furthermore,  the  manual  stresses  the  importance  of
developing subordinates. A squad leader is expected to
train  his  fire  team  leaders  to  make  independent
decisions,  especially  in  decentralized  operations.  This
philosophy  of  mission  command—where  leaders
communicate  the  intent  rather  than  dictating  every
action—is  central  to  the  manual’s  approach.  It
acknowledges that in the chaos of combat, soldiers on the
ground must have the autonomy to react  to changing
circumstances.

Training Applications and Real-
World Relevance

Even though the March 2007 edition is over a decade old,
its principles remain highly relevant to modern infantry
training. Many of its tactics and drills are still taught at
the U.S. Army Infantry School at Fort Benning (now Fort
Moore), and they form the baseline for maneuver training
in the Army and Marine Corps.  However,  the manual
should not be viewed as static. It is a starting point that
leaders  adapt  to  their  specific  unit,  equipment,  and
mission.

For  civilian  readers,  FM  3-21.8  offers  a  fascinating
window into the mindset of the U.S. infantry. It reveals

how  disciplined,  standardized  procedures  create
cohesion and agility in small units. It also shows how the
Army learns from experience: the 2007 manual is a direct
p r o d u c t  o f  t h e  i n t e n s e  u r b a n  b a t t l e s  a n d
counterinsurgency  campaigns  of  the  early  2000s.  In
many ways, it represents the maturation of the American
military’s approach to irregular warfare.

Moreover, the manual has influenced the development of
similar  publications  in  allied  nations.  NATO  partners
have adapted its concepts, and its emphasis on mission
command has  become a  hallmark  of  Western  military
doctrine. For military historians, tracking the revisions
from FM 7-8 (1992) to FM 3-21.8 (2007) to the current
FM 3-21.8 (2020) provides a case study in how doctrine
evolves in response to contemporary threats.

Conclusion: A Document That
Shaped Modern Infantry

Field  Manual  FM 3-21.8  (formerly  FM 7-8):  The
Infantry Rifle Platoon and Squad, March 2007 is far
more  than  a  bureaucratic  publication.  It  is  a  living
document  that  encapsulates  the  hard-won  wisdom  of
countless  soldiers  who fought  in  the  most  demanding
environments of the 21st century. Its teachings on fire
and  maneuver,  battle  drills,  and  mission  command
continue to guide the training and operations of infantry



units  around  the  world.  For  anyone  seeking  to
understand  how  small  units  achieve  success  on  the
battlefield—or simply to appreciate the depth of military
profession—this  manual  remains  an  indispensable

resource. Its legacy endures every time a squad leader
calls out a command, every time a fire team executes a
bound, and every time a platoon rises to meet a new
challenge with skill and courage.


