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Information technology has become so important in defining
military power that it overwhelms almost everything else. ... The
front line veally is disappearing from war. Armies must hide.
Concealment and deception become their normal operating sta-
tus. Victory goes to the side having more influence over technolo-
gy and better access to the world's electronic infrastructure.
—Bruce Berkowitz, The New Face of War

ruce Berkowitz was almost right. However,

if anything, the wars in Iraq, Afghanistan,

and Syria have shown us that access to better
technology and a robust electronic infrastructure are
simply not enough, and will not be at least for some
time in the future. While technology—information
technology in particular—and access to electronic




infrastructure are important, they are not decisive.
Standoff weapon systems and extensive use of technol-
ogy are making us forget a basic tenet of war: war is a
human endeavor. It stems from human interests and
emotions, and it is driven by them.

This article will focus on the basic building block of
the infantry, the rifle squad, in terms of its capabilities,
survivability, combat power, and employment on the
battlefield. It will consider the history of the squad; dis-
cuss some alternative approaches to squad organization,
equipping, and tactics; and consider the impacts of new

technology on the infantry squad.

Historical Origins of Squad
Composition and Its Role on
the Battlefield

We can trace units as small as a modern infantry
squad all the way back to the Roman legion. There, a
contuberinum was composed of eight legionaries who
shared a tent and provided a basic building block of a
century.! However, a contuberinum was not an inde-
pendent fighting unit, and its leader only performed
administrative duties.

A modern squad first appeared during the First
World War. Automatic weapons on the battlefield,
with their massive volume of fire, caused a stalemate on
the western front that the traditional infantry forma-
tions of the time were unable to break. At the same
time, the relatively heavy weight of the first machine
guns prevented infantry squads from moving quickly
around the battlefield. However, this changed when the
Germans introduced a light machine gun into the in-
fantry. Now, small groups of infantry organized around
a light machine gun could attack an objective and suc-
ceed. The squad became the basic tactical unit.

Based on this experience, Western armies reorganized
their infantries and built infantry squads around light ma-
chine guns or automatic rifles.” But, from the very start, a
question arose regarding employment of an infantry unit
built around a light machine gun: Should it only be expect-

ed to form a base of fire element or a maneuver element;

New Jersey Army National Guard soldiers from Company C, 1st Battal-
ion, 114th Infantry (Air Assault) do a practice run 9 April 2018 before
executing a live-fire battle drill on Joint Base McGuire-Dix-Lakehurst,
New Jersey. (Photo by Master Sgt. Matt Hecht, U.S. Air National Guard)

or, could it perhaps conduct both tasks simultaneously?
In the years after World War II, different approaches and
theories dealt with the question of a basic infantry unit
and its mission. However, these arguments lost precedence
in professional discussions because armies as a whole were
becoming increasingly complex, expensive, and limited in
manpower.” Most Western armies were concerned with
the squad’s ability to maneuver under fire, in preparation
for a final assault on enemy positions. However, there is
another approach to a squad’s employment on the battle-
field, a way that we should study.

Key Battlefield Considerations in
Determining a Basic Infantry Unit
As we consider what a basic infantry unit (BIU)

should look like, we must first consider what it must be

capable of achieving. In Western armies, the commonly

accepted notion is that the infantry squad’s role is to close

with and destroy the enemy. It does this across the full

spectrum of operations by maneuver to seize an objective

with the intent of holding ground.*

The initial appearance of gunpowder and explo-
sives on the battlefield led to ever-increasing lethality of
weapons. Units engaged against increasingly sophisticated

guns and explosives were forced to disperse more as well

as to more often act in the absence of close and direct

contact with other friendly units.” This characteristic is

even more prevalent today with the use of modern high

explosive and precision munitions. These force armies to

consider smaller tactical units and even greater disper-

sion, to the point where a unit or an individual no longer

represents a cost-effective
target for highly accurate
explosive munitions.

On the other hand,
psychology suggests the
extreme importance of
physical contact among
fellow soldiers in combat.®
Physical contact as a com-
ponent of unit cohesion
and morale is even more
important to success
than shooting accuracy.’
Moreover, RAND research
points out many advan-
tages of having larger basic
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combat units such as greater resilience, better fire-and-
movement techniques, and conduciveness to organiza-
tion into assault, support, and security elements.®

Other key characteristics of the modern battlefield
to consider when determining the characteristics of a
BIU are the increasing importance and use of technol-
ogy, the complexity and variety of operating environ-
ments, and civilians along with many other competing
actors on the battlefield. Finally, as we analyze the basic
infantry building block, we must also consider polit-
ico-economic constraints put on the armed forces in
terms of cost-effectiveness.

Defining the Basic Infantry
Unit in Western Armies

The composition of infantry units and the process
of forming infantry squads varies significantly among
NATO members.? Three distinct examples follow of
how BIUs are determined and organized in three dif-
ferent NATO alliance armies.

The U.S. Army squad. For the U.S. Army, “the
infantry squad fire team is designed to fight as a team

and is the fighting element within the infantry platoon.

... Currently, there is only one type of infantry squad
and its primary role is a maneuver or base-of-fire
element”’* The U.S. Army also breaks down fire teams
into pairs of soldiers called “buddy teams”"* Within
U.S. Army squads there are two balanced fire teams."
Either team can serve as a base-of-fire or maneuver
element. At the platoon level, we also find a weapons
squad, which has the primary purpose to “provide the
base of fire for the platoon’s maneuver”"

The Slovenian Armed Forces squad. The second
example of infantry squad organization is the Slovenian
Armed Forces (SAF) infantry squad as defined by the
SAF squad leader manual.** The squad’s mission is to
destroy or disable enemy soldiers, weapon systems, and
materiel. The SAF infantry squad is the smallest unit of
the infantry, and it does not subdivide further. Only in
extreme circumstances would it conduct independent
fighting."> However, there are several types of infantry
squads (e.g,, rifle, reconnaissance, and machine gun).

The French army squad. The third example is a
French army infantry squad. It is composed of two
fire teams based on the effective range of their weapon
systems—a three hundred-meter team and a six hun-
dred-meter team—and a vehicle crew.'® The French

army organizes its infantry squads around three-man
cells, with the option of attaching specialists to them.
Depending on the source, the composition of dismount-
ed teams varies from two three-man teams to a three-
man team and a four-man team. A squad leader is in
charge of the two dismounted teams and the vehicle
crew."” The French army considers the squad a BIU, as
the cells are specialized based on their role in the fight
and therefore incapable of independent action.

The above examples all describe infantry squads with
a strong inclination for fixed organizational solutions and
firepower. However, some would argue there is another
way to organize low-level tactical units.

Squads in Eastern Armies

Eastern armies, up until the end of the Cold War,
lacked the modern military technology available to
Western armies.’* However, this did not mean they were
unable to counter Western military power. Although
Eastern armies were unable to project military power
globally, they were able to counter Western technological
and firepower advantages on their own ground through
excellent tactical execution and unique organizational
solutions at the lowest tactical level.””

The Iranian army squad. If we look at the
Iranian infantry squad from the Iran-Iraq war (ac-
cording to H. John Poole), we see a squad composed
of a squad leader, a sniper, a two-man rocket-pro-
pelled grenade team, and three four-man fire teams
with automatic rifles. What is notable is the lack of a
machine gun to provide covering fire.”® This implies
a different approach to fighting, one that emphasizes
surprise and mobility over firepower. What is also of
note is the size of the squad, with sixteen members
in six elements. As this is over the limit of what is
generally considered a manageable span of control,
these squads have to be fairly independent and well
rehearsed in their execution.

The People’s Liberation Army squad. Another ex-
ample is the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA)
infantry squad. Information is scarce on this unit, but
one source from a professional discussion forum in-
dicates the PLA squad has nine or ten men organized
into three cells.” Of note is a rather large number of
antiarmor weapons and the unbalanced nature of
squad elements (in terms of manpower and weapon
systems) in a PLA squad.
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Eastern Way of War

Simulated retreats and set-piece battles have always
characterized the Eastern way of war. Eastern armies
prefer to choose when and where to fight, and they rely
on stealth and surprise instead of firepower. They also
tend to disengage from battle when they determine that
victory is out of reach.” Their tactical approaches vary
considerably and are too numerous to go into detail here.
However, they do not necessarily draw a clear distinction
between guerrilla warfare, war of maneuver, and posi-
tional warfare. In fact, they can conduct guerrilla and war
of maneuver at the same time. Based on the teaching of
Mao Tse-tung and Taoist philosophy, they can transfer
between different war styles with relative ease. Unlike
their Western counterparts who “move to the sound
of guns;” Eastern commanders exhibit a larger degree of
patience, environmental adaptability, planning, flexibility,
and common sense, even at squad level.”

Eastern armies are advancing in technology and fire-
power. Tactical excellence coupled with technological par-
ity has the potential to shift the balance of military power
away from the West. Perhaps the West should incorporate
some Eastern techniques to maintain its advantage.

Balancing Competitive
Requirements

Between 1946 and 1966, U.S. Army studies were
designed to provide the answer to what the optimal U.S.
Army squad would look like.** Due to the changing defi-
nition of the squad over time, the results of the studies
can be difficult to compare, but they give us a good refer-
ence when we try to determine the key requirements for
a BIU. Overall, the studies evaluated the BIU using the
criteria of control, sustainability, flexibility, and lethality.

Control. The 1946 Infantry Conference determined
that a squad leader has difficulty in controlling an
element greater than nine men, even when assisted by
another noncommissioned officer. The conference also
determined that the nature of infantry combat precludes
the effective use of subordinate teams. As a result, a
squad was expected to either fire or maneuver, but it
could not be expected to do both.” The 1966 Infantry
Rifle Unit Study determined that control is best facilitat-
ed by a one-to-four or one-to-five leader-to-led ratio.®
It is generally accepted that a commander can control
up to five active subordinates. However, removing squad
leaders from leading fire teams (changing the ratio

INFANTRY BUILDING BLOCK

to one-to-two) increases their ability to make timely
decisions and have a greater impact than if they have to
simultaneously control the actions of a fire team.”
Attrition. A squad must be small enough for the
squad leader to control but at the same time big enough
to absorb casualties. Squads of less than seven cannot take
a casualty and continue the fight. If this happens, it is con-
sidered better to reorganize the platoon into fewer squads
and adapt tactical employment accordingly.”® Having less
than nine men prevents squads from conducting fire and
maneuver. It was also established that an infantry squad
in combat would routinely operate at less than its autho-
rized strength due to various reasons, not only because
of battle casualties.”” Therefore, the doctrinal size of BIU
should in some way account for all types of attrition.
Firepower. To effectively conduct fire or maneuver,
the squad needs suppressive firepower of an organic
light machine gun (LMG). But, there is a point where
too many machine guns limit a squad’s ability to con-
duct other tasks. Thirty percent of squad personnel
equipped with an LMG was determined as a maxi-
mum. The best combination of weapons for a squad
was determined to be a single LMG for point and area
suppression and a single grenade launcher for area sup-
pression together with assault rifles for close combat.*
While LMGs and grenade launchers are useful for seiz-
ing and holding terrain (the BIU’s primary purpose),
when it comes to close combat, the automatic rifle is
queen. Therefore, a BIU should have a clear prepon-
derance of automatic rifles. Traditionally, individual
riflemen also carry additional ammunition for the pla-
toon or the section support weapons, so it is better to
keep the number of supporting weapons in a squad to a
minimum to effect greater squad maneuverability.”*
Contrary to the above findings, the current U.S. Army
consensus view remains that the optimal squad is a nine-
man squad composed of two balanced teams. However,
according to Timothy Karcher, this is more a result of
personnel and budget constraints outside of the U.S.
Army control than recognition of optimal organization.”
Vehicle space. Another important factor in infantry
unit organization is vehicle space. Soldiers often accept
vehicle space as it is provided without ever questioning
the doctrinal effects and tactical sensibility of it. The
vehicle space should not determine the size of a BIU;
rather, it should be the other way around. A unit’s size is
determined by its doctrinal purpose.
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Armies tend to offset the shrinking size of a squad
with an increase in ﬁrepower. However, increasing
firepower means increasing the amount of equipment at
the squad level, which means “the loss of even one soldier
in the squad puts an ever increasing physical burden on
those that remain.?® The extra burden is believed to be
somewhat offset by an assumption today that infantry
squads will always be closely linked to their vehicles,
which can provide greater firepower as well as medical
evacuation capabilities. Thus, when operating with a vehi-
cle, infantrymen can carry lighter loads.

Vehicles are undoubtedly a combat multiplier. They
provide greater mobility, protection, and firepower (in
terms of volume, range, precision, and lethality); better
command, control, communications, computers, and
intelligence; and additional capacity to transport sup-
plies and equipment. However, once dismounted, the
infantry in close combat cannot always rely on vehicle
support. Moreover, dismounted infantry is very sensi-
tive to attrition and cannot always maneuver effective-
ly when separated from the vehicle.* The dismounted
element should be optimized for close combat, as dis-
mounted infantry is supposed to fight when the vehicle
is not able to—in close combat.

Technology. As it stands today, new technological
enablers for the infantry require proper maintenance
and training to employ them in addition to the standard
infantry equipment a soldier already has.*®> However,
it is essential for technology not to take away from the
individual soldier’s capabilities in close combat, but to
enhance them. If the infantryman has to worry about
battery life, excessive weight, and the possibility of
equipment damage or malfunction, and if it takes away
from his cognitive ability to be aware of his surround-
ings, the technology has no place in the infantry. As
noted by Victor Sattler and M. O’Leary, “The key factor
in developing and extending network support to the
infantry soldier is to balance the additional skill require-
ments and cognitive demands such that they do not
become primary responsibilities in and of themselves*®

Technology improvements provide both opportu-
nities and vulnerabilities. For example, food processing
and water storage advancements are very welcome, as
they take away overall equipment weight. Likewise,
unmanned ground systems in the logistical support role
could unburden the infantryman by lightening his load
to a manageable 25-30 kilograms. GPS locators in those

unmanned ground systems and unmanned aircraft
systems could assist the infantryman by providing
information or following the squad with logistic sup-
port. Self-driving/autonomous vehicles could reduce the
requirement for drivers and therefore allow for more
dismounts in a vehicle. At the same time, advancements
in information and remote control technology could re-
duce the need for dedicated gunners and machine gun-
ners, allowing for additional dismounts. Advancements
in weapon design such as around-the-corner shooting
could increase protection and lethality.

On the other hand, energy requirements of all elec-
tronic devices represent an Achilles’s heel, as they bind
infantry soldiers to supply lines and energy sources (e.g.,

a vehicle or a base) more than anything else does. At the
same time, the cyber and space domains are playing an in-
creasingly important role. Information technology has the
capability to allow greater dispersion of individual soldiers
and teams, through the so-called “social media effect”

on the battlefield.’” However, as all information-based
technology is vulnerable to cyberattacks, there is an issue
with what happens if or when such an attack is successful.
How will soldiers who are unconsciously dependent on
information technology perform in the absence of it?

Notwithstanding, near-term advances in technolo-
gies will not significantly change the nature or character
of combat operations, nor will the basic weapons within
the BIU change significantly. New weapons systems may
mabke the individual soldier more lethal, but the BIU
will continue to conduct fire and maneuver. But, there is
potential for changing the way a BIU approaches combat
situations. Information technology might not result in a
reduction of actual numbers of soldiers. It will, however,
allow for more independent and dispersed actions of a
BIU and its elements. In this way, it will contribute to the
lethality and survivability of the BIU.

Robotization of the Basic
Infantry Unit

On the other hand, robotization has the potential to
reduce the number of soldiers in a BIU (if we assume
robots do not count as soldiers). However, robots can
bring with them many legal and moral issues that are
similar to those encountered in unmanned aircraft
systems, but made far more complex in close combat
situations as described in the 2014 Combat Studies
Institute publication Robots on the Battlefield.*®

78

May-June 2018 MILITARY REVIEW



At the same time, a potential exists to start treating
the individual soldier as an “information gatherer and
gun platform” rather than a warrior. As Poole puts it,
“all the high-tech systems are not really making the
individual soldier better; rather they are making him
an extension of higher headquarters. Instead of mak-
ing him more adaptive, innovative, and attentive to his
soundings, they are making him passive’®

Battle Drills Are Not Tactics

A BIU must be able to fire and maneuver to exe-
cute battle drills. First introduced into the U.S. Army
during World War II, battle drills have since spread to
most Western armies to different degrees, so much so
that they have come to symbolize tactics at the lowest
tactical level. It is interesting to note that the 1946
Infantry Conference opposed the concept of battle
drill as stereotyped tactics. But, battle drills as such
are not a flaw, rather a first step. Battle drills are an
effective tool for trained infantrymen in short intense
battles usually with plenty of outside supporting fire.
But, they can only work over very short distances
and in very short, intense engagements. There are,

INFANTRY BUILDING BLOCK

.

A Slovenian Armed Forces machine-gun squad conducts live-fire
training in 2015 at the Central Firing Range and Training Area (OS-
VAD) Postojna—Pocek, Slovenia. (Photo courtesy of Slovenia Armed
Forces, 1st Brigade, 10th Infantry Regiment)

however, a whole spectrum of situations that do not
fall into this category, and a BIU must use tactical
options, not drills, in response to them.” This requires
the BIU leader to read the ground, anticipate likely
enemy moves, and actively control the deployment of
firepower and assault elements to meet threats.

A Proposed Basic Infantry Unit

‘We saw above how different armies define a BIU.
But, as these definitions of an infantry squad are
somewhat confusing and limiting, a better defini-
tion of the BIU should be in terms of its capabilities.
Therefore, the BIU should be defined as the smallest
unit capable of independent action for the purposes of
seizing and holding an objective in close combat in any
operation or environment. The essential capability of
the BIU is to conduct independent maneuver.*!
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Based on the above findings, a more flexible organiza-
tion of the BIU is required and possible. The BIU should
be either smaller or organized in a fashion that allows
dispersion and rapid convergence. It should also be orga-
nized so it has both a small footprint in crisis-response
operations and a big punch in high-intensity warfighting.
Political and economic factors will always play a role,
but as the BIU is the base of an army’s fighting power, it
should be optimal

in organization,

Cell
A

would be required to control the maximum of five indi-
vidual elements (the other three cells and the two rifle-
man of his cell), which is within manageable limits. The
fire support cell would be controlled by the BIU second
in command. The BIU should not organically subdivide
into predetermined fire teams but should be composed
of cells as primary building blocks. The command cell
would also provide security and, when necessary, rein-

not minimal. If an (
army fails at the BIU
level, no amount of
battalions, brigades,
and divisions will

do the job, as they

will all be hollow

units. In doctrinal
terms, we must

move away from fire
and maneuver in

close combat as the
primary task of the
BIU. Rather, we

must view it as one

of the tasks—not necessarily the most difficult or the
most important. We must also take into consideration
the results of the U.S. Army’s research in the 1950s and
1960s, and we must link these findings to what we can
learn from the Eastern way of war.

The current buddy-team system should be replaced
by three-man cells. Sattler and O’Leary observe that “with
a minimum of three, the soldiers share the core tasks
of movement, readiness to provide covering fire for the
moving soldier and maintaining surrounding situational
awareness to the limit that that may affect the assault
group’s intended actions*” Three soldiers can better cover
360 degrees than two can (see figure 1). This is important
on modern noncontiguous battlefields where the danger is
all around. In addition, a three-man cell is better capable
to deal with attrition.”® The three-man cell also has the
ability to operate more independently when required.

But, a cell cannot be a BIU since it does not have
a capacity to seize and hold terrain in close combat.
Several specialized cells would form a BIU: a command
cell, a support-by-fire cell, and two assault cells, totaling
twelve men (see figure 2, page 81).* The BIU leader

Budd}A{ team

Human eye horizontal field of view = 120" (binocular—stereoscopic)

Monocular field of view = 35° (additional to each side)

(Graphic by author)

Figure 1. Fields of View

forcement to the other cells. The command cell should
not be used for reconnaissance purposes because there
is a high risk that the squad leader will be pinned down
and unable to control the maneuver of the remainder
of the BIU. Instead, one of the assault cells should be
used for that purpose when necessary.

When necessary, such a unit could form fire teams.
The teams would be unbalanced, but this would not
considerably degrade the BIU’s capability to ma-
neuver by teams. However, it would allow the BIU
leader more flexibility in his tactical options, either by
reinforcing the support-by-fire cell or an assault cell,
depending on the tactical situation. While using two
balanced teams might be the optimal solution for a
BIU conducting a direct assault on enemy position, it
makes sense to have unbalanced/specialized teams for
any other tactical approach.”

The proposed twelve-man BIU would be able to
absorb considerably more casualties without markedly
degrading its combat effectiveness.* It would also enable
better distribution of additional weight, which is consid-
erable in the modern combat load.*
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Figure 2. Platoon Organization with Proposed Basic Infantry Units

In terms of firepower, the proposed BIU would
have two LMGs, a grenade launcher, and seven rifles,
not counting the BIU leader and his second in com-
mand. In addition, one rifleman would be equipped
with an antitank weapon (see figure 2). As the num-
ber of supporting weapons (LMGs, grenade launcher,
and antitank weapon) is 30 percent of the BIU, it is at
the maximum limit for supporting weapons. Above
all, the number of automatic rifles makes such a BIU
lethal in close combat.

Proposed Platoon Reorganization
Accepting the proposed BIU, the U.S. Army and
all those armies with the same or similar organiza-
tional solutions should also rethink their current
infantry platoon organization of a platoon head-
quarters section, three rifle squads, and a weapons
squad. The current U.S. Army doctrine states, “the
infantry weapons squad provides the primary base of
fire for the platoon’s maneuver** However, contrary

to this, a U.S. Army platoon leader will often distrib-
ute weapons squad elements among the rifle squads
based on the tactical situation. For this reason, in-
stead of three infantry squads and a weapons squad,
a platoon might be better served with two BIUs and
a weapons BIU. Doctrinally, there is no need for the
third BIU, as the platoon leader could employ the
weapons BIU in a fire support role while one of the
infantry BIUs maneuvers to the objective and the
second provides reserve or reinforcement.

The weapons BIU could also be based on four cells:
a command cell, an antitank cell, and two medium
machine gun cells (see figure 2). The antitank cell
should be equipped with a Javelin-type antitank guid-
ed weapon. Bearing in mind that the primary mission
of the weapons BIU would be to provide a base of
fire for the platoon’s maneuver, it is of course some-
what less capable of independent action, especially
due to its heavier equipment. However, it could still
maneuver independently in a manner similar to the
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BIU, with the two medium machine gun cells provid-
ing a base of fire while the antitank cell (without the
antitank weapon systems) and command cell could
maneuver to the objective.

Mortars could also be assigned at the platoon level,
providing the platoon leader with responsive fire
support and making the platoon far more independent
on the battlefield. (A downside to this might be the
inexperienced platoon leader’s inability to command
and control two BIU’s, a weapons BIU, and a mortar
section.) The platoon headquarters could also be based
on cells: a platoon leader cell, a platoon sergeant cell,
and two light mortar cells (see figure 2, page 81). Here,
the platoon sergeant would have the additional assign-
ment of conducting the platoon fight in the informa-
tion domain with the assistance of an information/me-
dia technology specialist.* This is another important

capability that has to be introduced at the platoon level,
as today’s fight can be perceived as won or lost in the
media regardless of the actual battle results.

One major drawback to this proposal is that such a
platoon would consist of forty-eight soldiers. This num-
ber is incompatible with a four-vehicle standard for a
platoon. The largest personnel carriers in use have space
for only ten dismounts, which would mean the pla-
toon has to be cut down to that number. The proposed
platoon composition is therefore only suitable for a light
infantry unit with truck support, or if the platoon will
never conduct a mission as a whole but will always be
tailored to the mission with the rest staying behind as
a ready reserve. Or, the platoon headquarters element
could be cut to one cell comprising the platoon leader,
the platoon sergeant, and a rifleman (preferably the
information/media specialist). m
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