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THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF THE
INFANTRY BIBLE
FM738

For generations of
American soldiers, the
small, olive-drab
manual known simply
as “the Bible” was not
a religious text but a
tactical lifeline.
Infantry Bible Fm 7 8
— the official U.S. Army
Field Manual 7-8, titled
The Infantry  Rifle
Platoon and Squad —
served as the definitive
guide for small-unit
tactics from the 1980s
through the dawn of
the 21st century. Its
pages contained the
very grammar of
ground combat: how to

move, shoot,
communicate, and
survive at the platoon
and squad level. Even
in an age of digital
tablets and constantly
updated doctrine, the
influence of this
manual remains a
cornerstone of infantry
training and leadership
development. To
understand modern
ground warfare, one
must first understand
the principles
enshrined in FM 7-8.

From
Vietham
to a New
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Doctrine:

Battle. This new way of
thinking demanded
essive,

The Bi;‘%%ntralized

of FM 7-8

The origins of Infantry
Bible FM 7-8 lie in the
painful lessons of the
Vietnam War. During
that conflict, the Army
recognized that its
existing doctrine,
largely oriented toward
large-scale
conventional
engagements, did not
adequately prepare
junior leaders for the
decentralized, high-
tempo operations
required in dense
jungle and village
combat. After Vietnam,

a major doctrinal
overhaul began,
culminating in the

1982 edition of FM
100-5 (Operations),
which introduced the
concept of AirLand

execution by small
units.

To put that theory into
practice, the Army
needed a manual that
spoke directly to the
sergeants, lieutenants,
and squad leaders who
would make the plan
work. The result was
the first edition of
Infantry Bible FM
7-8, published in 1980.
It was a radical
departure from
previous field manuals.
Instead of focusing on
rigid drill and
ceremony or abstract
principles, it provided

clear, step-by-step
procedures for
fundamental battle

drills—reacting to
ambush, crossing a
danger area, and
conducting an attack.
It taught leaders not

2 Infantry Bible Fm 7 8

2023-11-22



Infantry Bible Fm 7 8 3

just what to do, but

how to think,
emphasizing the all-
important

“commander’s intent”
and the need for
disciplined initiative at
every level.

What
Made the
Infantry
Bible FM
7-8 S0
Indispens
able?

The power of this
manual lay not in its
length but in its
applicability. It was
designed to be carried
in a cargo pocket and
studied in the field.

Every infantryman who
passed through the
School of Infantry or a
Basic Officer Leader
Course was expected
to know large portions
of it by heart. The
manual was organized
into clear chapters that
covered the entire
spectrum of small-unit
operations.

CORE
ORGANIZATIONAL
STRUCTURE

The manual defined
the precise
composition and roles
of the rifle platoon, its
three rifle squads, and
the six-man fire teams
within each squad. It
established the
hierarchy of
responsibilities from
the platoon leader
down to the automatic
rifleman. This
structure, codified in
Infantry Bible FM



7-8, became the
template for how
American infantry
fought: the platoon
leader commanded,
the platoon sergeant
managed logistics and

discipline, squad
leaders directed
tactical action, and

team leaders led the
immediate assault.
This clear delegation of
authority was a
bedrock of its
effectiveness.

BATTLE DRILLS:
THE MuUsSCLE
MEMORY OF
CoMBAT

Perhaps the most
famous and widely
used sections of the
manual were the battle
drills. These were
standardized,

repetitive actions that
units could execute
instinctively under fire.
Infantry Bible FM

7-8 provided nine
critical battle drills:

e Battle Drill 1:
Platoon Attack

e Battle Drill 2:
React to Contact
e Battle Drill 3:

Break Contact

e Battle Drill 4:
React to Ambush

e Battle Drill 5:
Knock Out a
Bunker

o Battle Drill 6:
Enter and Clear a

Room

e Battle Drill 7:
Enter a Trench
Line

o Battle Drill 8:
Conduct a

Passage of Lines

» Battle Drill 9:
React to Sniper
Fire

Each drill was broken
down into supporting
tasks, providing a
common language that
allowed different units
to operate together
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seamlessly. The battle
drills in FM 7-8 were
so effective that they
were later adapted for
use by Marine Corps
units and even allied
nations.

OFFENSIVE AND
DEFENSIVE
OPERATIONS

The manual dedicated
extensive chapters to
the conduct of
offensive

operations—movement

to contact, hasty
attack, deliberate
attack, and
exploitation—as well as
defensive

operations—area
defense, perimeter
defense, and

retrograde
movements. It taught
leaders how to conduct
reconnaissance,
develop a scheme of
maneuver, and
coordinate direct and

indirect  fires. The
doctrine of “base of
fire"” and “assault

element” was drilled
into every squad
leader through the
pages of this book.

The
"Bible" in
Training
and
Combat

The nickname “Infantry
Bible” was earned
because soldiers
treated it with near-
scriptural reverence. In
training, it was the
ultimate reference. A
squad leader who
could recite the steps
of a battle drill from
memory was seen as
competent. A platoon
that could execute



those drills under the
stress of a live-fire
exercise was
considered ready. The
manual was not merely
read; it was lived. It
formed the basis for
the Expert Infantryman
Badge (EIB) testing and
was the core
curriculum of the NCO
Education System
(NCOES).

During the conflicts in
Irag and Afghanistan,
Infantry Bible FM
7-8 proved its value
once again. While
urban
counterinsurgency
demanded
adaptations, the
fundamental principles
of the manual—fire and
maneuver, bounding
overwatch, and tactical
patience—remained
essential. Soldiers and
Marines fighting in
Fallujah, Ramadi, and
the Korengal Valley
carried pocket versions

of the manual or had
its key concepts
memorized. It provided
a stable framework in
an unstable
environment.

Evolution
and
Replacem
ent: The
Transition
to FM
3-21.8

No doctrine remains
static. As the Army
adapted to the realities
of persistent conflict, a
new manual rose to
take the place of the
old. In 2007, the Army
published FM 3-21.8,
titled The Infantry Rifle
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Platoon and Squad,
effectively superseding
the legendary FM 7-8.
This new manual
incorporated lessons
from Iraq and
Afghanistan, including
updated procedures for
mounted patrols,
counter-lED operations,
and the importance of
establishing
relationships with local
populations (a key
component of
counterinsurgency
doctrine).

Despite the new
number, the DNA of
the original Infantry
Bible FM 7-8 was
preserved. The battle
drills were updated but
retained their core
logic. The emphasis on
disciplined initiative
and commander’s
intent remained. The
new manual also
integrated digital tools
and references to the
Army’s evolving

network. But for many
soldiers who served in
the 80s, 90s, and early
2000s, the original FM
7-8 remains the
definitive text.

Why the
Infantry
Bible Still
Matters
Today

Even though it is no
longer the  official
doctrine in print, the
Infantry Bible FM
7-8 continues to
influence training and
leadership

development. Many of
today’s senior NCOs
and officers cut their
teeth on this manual.
Its lessons are
embedded in the
institutional DNA of the



infantry. Moreover, the
manual is still widely
available online as a
historical reference
and is studied by
military history
enthusiasts,
wargamers, and
foreign militaries
seeking to understand
the foundation of
American small-unit
tactics.

For a modern
infantryman, studying
Infantry Bible FM
7-8 offers several
enduring benefits:

* Understanding
the Evolution
of Tactics:
Knowing where
current doctrine
came from helps
soldiers
appreciate why
things are done a

manual’s focus
on decentralized
execution and
trust in junior
leaders is
timeless.

e Mastering the
Fundamentals:
The principles of
fire and
movement, cover
and
concealment,
and mutual
support have not
changed, only
the technology
around them.

e Improving Drill
Execution:
Practicing the
original battle
drills builds the
muscle memory
that translates
into any modern
scenario.

In a very real sense,

certain way.

e Building the spirit of FM 7-8
Leadership lives on in every
Principles: The ~Combined  Arms

Training Strategy
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(CATS) event and
every squad live-fire
exercise conducted
today. It provided a
common language and
a proven method for
turning a group of
individuals into a
cohesive, lethal
fighting team.

Key
Takeawa
ys from
the
Infantry
Bible

If one were to distill the
essence of Infantry
Bible FM 7-8 into a
few core principles,
these would stand out
as the manual’s
enduring legacy:

1. Decentralized

Execution:
Leaders at the
lowest level must
be empowered to
act within the
commander’s
intent. Squad
leaders and team
leaders are the
key decision
makers in close
combat.

. Standardized

Battle Drills:
Repetitive
training on
proven drills
saves lives.
Quick, instinctive
reactions to
contact are the
hallmark of a
disciplined unit.

. Combined

Arms at the
Small Unit
Level: The
infantry platoon
does not fight
alone.
Coordinating



machine guns,
mortars, and
supporting fire is
essential to
winning the close
fight.

. Leadership by
Example: The
manual
repeatedly
emphasizes that
leaders must be
technically and
tactically
proficient,
physically fit, and
mentally tough.
They lead from
the front.

. Flexibility and
Adaptability:
No plan survives
contact with the
enemy. The
manual provided
tools, not rigid
scripts,
encouraging
leaders to adapt
based on the
situation, terrain,
and enemy.

10

These lessons are not
just for the battlefield.
They translate directly
to team building, crisis
management, and
high-stakes decision
making in any field.

Conclusio
n: The
Timeless
Value of
a Pocket-
Sized
Manual

The Infantry Bible
FM 7-8 was more than
a stack of paper bound
in a green cover. It was
a culture, a training
system, and a survival
guide for thousands of
soldiers. It codified the
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art of war at its most
fundamental level: two
to six soldiers working
together under a
leader to accomplish a
mission. While modern
Army doctrine has
moved on, the
manual's influence
remains woven into the
fabric of American
infantry. For those who
study it
today—whether active
duty, reserve, National
Guard, or civilian
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enthusiast—the
Infantry Bible FM
7-8 offers an
unvarnished look at the
principles that have
won battles for
decades. It is a
testament to the idea
that while technology
changes, the human
element of combat
remains the decisive
factor. And for that
reason, the “Infantry
Bible” will never truly
go out of service.



