COMBAT EFFECTIVENESS IN THE INFANTRY PLATOON:
BEYOND THE PRIMARY GROUP THESIS

Introduction
Combat effectiveness at the small-unit level has been a long-standing issue in security studies. It remains so to the present day. For instance, Stephen Biddle’s work both on military power and also on the Afghan model considered the question of combat effectiveness at the lowest tactical levels.[footnoteRef:1] Similarly, Jasen Castillo and Allan Millett and Williamson Murray discuss the importance of small unit cohesion to military effectiveness.[footnoteRef:2] Recent campaigns only affirm the relevance of the small unit to scholarly research of combat effectiveness. Because of the dispersed nature of counter-insurgency operations, many of the actions in Afghanistan and Iraq took place at the squad and platoon level. Not only have these campaigns affirmed the operational importance of combat effectiveness at the small unit level but a wealth of empirical material is also, consequently, now available of a quality and scale that has not existed since Vietnam. Iraq and Afghanistan offer a major opportunity for advancing contemporary understanding of small unit combat effectiveness. [1: Anthony King is a professor of sociology at the University of Exeter, UK. His most recent publications are The Combat Soldier: infantry tactics and cohesion in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries (Oxford University Press, 2013) and (ed.) Frontline: combat and cohesion in the twenty-first century (Oxford University Press, 2015). He is currently writing a monograph on command at the divisional level.

 Stephen Biddle, ‘Allies, Airpower, and Modern Warfare: The Afghan Model in Afghanistan and Iraq’ International Security 30(3) (Winter 2005/06): 161-176; Stephen Biddle, Military Power: Explaining Victory and Defeat in Modern Battle (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004).]  [2:  Alan Millett and Williamson Murray (eds.), Military Effectiveness: Volume I, The First World War. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 1; Jasen Castillo, Endurance and War: the national sources of military cohesion. (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2013), 18, 39.] 

This article seeks to exploit this opportunity. Through the analysis of close combat, this article analyses the combat effectiveness of the small western infantry unit in Iraq and Afghanistan. It aims to identify the key factors which contributed to small unit combat effectiveness in those theatres. Accordingly, the primary unit of analysis here is the infantry platoon of about 30 to 40 soldiers. For instance, in the US Army, the platoon consists of 39 soldiers: three infantry squads (of 9 soldiers each, divided into two four-man fire teams with a squad leader), a weapons squad (9 soldiers) and a platoon headquarters (a platoon commander, sergeant and radio operator).[footnoteRef:3] As such the infantry platoon is a unique military organization, all of whose members know each other intimately and operate in close, often immediate proximity with each other on the battlefield. This article explains how these small groups of soldiers were often able and willing to fight for each other effectively in Iraq and Afghanistan. [3:  Headquarters Department of the Army, Field Manual 3-21.8. The Infantry Rifle Platoon and Squad. (Washington, D.C, 2007), 1-11-21. There are some differences in the size of the small unit across western forces. For instance, in the UK, there are three ‘sections’ [squads] (of eight soldiers each, divided into two four man fire-teams) to a platoon, plus a platoon commander, platoon sergeant and a radio operator: 27 soldiers in all. French, Canadian, German and Australian platoons are all organized slightly differently with a few more or less soldiers in each one. However, the basic structure and size of the platoon is the same. ] 

There are two justifications for studying the combat effectiveness of the infantry platoon. Firstly, although significant work has been conducted on small units, scholars have typically focused on combat effectiveness at the higher organizational and, indeed, national level; they have been primarily interested in the combat effectiveness of states, their armed forces as a whole or large military formations. Thus, in Military Power, one of the most important contemporary works on the topic, Stephen Biddle situates his analysis at the grand tactical or operational level; ‘my unit analysis for this theory is the operation’.[footnoteRef:4] Specifically, Military Power analyses the activities of divisions and corps in 1918, 1944 and 1991. In a subsequent work, Biddle’s primary unit of analysis remains the division of some 20,000 soldiers.[footnoteRef:5] It is noticeable that in his critical response to Biddle, Darryl Press’s prime examples are also of larger formations.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  Biddle, Military Power, 6.]  [5:  Stephen Biddle, ‘Explaining Military Outcomes’ in Risa Brooks and Elizabeth Stanley (eds.) Creating Military Power: the sources of military effectiveness. (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2007).]  [6:  Daryl Press, ‘Lessons from Ground Combat in the Gulf: the impact of training and technology’ International Security 22(2) (Fall 1997): 137-46.] 

In their multi-volume historical survey of combat effectiveness, while acknowledging the small unit, Millett and Murray also concentrate on the strategic and operational levels of war. They record the way a great diversity of factors including doctrine, tactical systems, physical environment ‘officership, recruitment, military socialization, morale and political attitudes, and troop trainability’ are all contribute to a state’s war-waging capacity.[footnoteRef:7] Similarly, Jasen Castillo is primarily interested in the question of how the political regime and the organizational culture of the armed forces influence battlefield performance. Accordingly, he is interested in larger units, ‘ranging from the army to the battalion level’.[footnoteRef:8] In a similar vein, Michael Eisenstadt and Kenneth Pollack have explored the connection between doctrine and military performance at a higher institutional level.[footnoteRef:9] Although they discuss motivation and leadership in a way which has relevance at the lowest level, Dan Reiter and Allan Stam have sought to explain how democratic polities have tended to be more militarily successful, ultimately as a result of their political culture.[footnoteRef:10] Small unit combat effectiveness has not been ignored in security studies but it has tended to be overlooked. The article aims to address this oversight.  [7:  Millett and Murray, Military Effectiveness, 1.]  [8:  Castillo, Endurance and War, 21.]  [9:  Michael Eisenstadt and Kenneth Pollack, ‘Armies of Snow and Armies of Sand: the impact of Soviet doctrine on Arab militaries’ Middle East Journal 55(2) (Autumn 2001): 549-78.]  [10:  Dan Reiter and Allan Stam, Democracies at War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002); Richard Betts, Military Readiness: Concepts, Choices, Consequences (Washington: Brookings Institute Press, 1995).] 

Secondly, the analysis of small unit combat effectiveness also represents a chance to rectify a major theoretical failing in the field. In order to explain combat effectiveness in the infantry platoon, a theory of social solidarity, which has become known as the ‘primary group’ thesis[footnoteRef:11], has been conventionally invoked – and continues to be so to this day. According to this theory, male soldiers in small units are motivated to fight for each other because of the uniquely close social bonds between them; they fight as a ‘band of brothers’. In the age of digital technology, multiculturalism and all volunteer professional forces, it might be thought that such a theory is antiquated and obsolete. Yet, it is notable that many of the objections to Leon Panetta’s recent decision to open all combat arms to females have been based on assertions about the centrality of the male ‘primary group’ to small unit combat effectiveness.[footnoteRef:12] These claims are often made without close consideration of the actual performance of professional soldiers in combat today. This article explicitly aims to amend this misconception, by proposing  a more coherent – and evidenced - explanation of small unit combat effectiveness. [11:  Morris Janowitz and Edward Shils,‘Cohesion and Disintegration in the Wehrmacht in World War II’, Public Opinion Quarterly (Summer 1948): 280-315; Stephen Wesbrook, ‘The Potential for Military Disintegration’ in Combat  Effectiveness and Cohesion, ed. Sam Sarkesian (London: Sage, 1980): 251-61.]  [12:  Megan Mackenzie, Beyond the Band of Brothers: the US Military and the myth that women can’t fight (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015); Robert Maginnis Deadly Consequences: how cowards are pushing women into combat (Washington: Regery Publishing, 2013); Anna Simons, ‘Here’s why women in combat units is a bad idea’, accessed 28 August 2015, http://warontherocks.com/2014/11/heres-why-women-in-combat-units-is-a-bad-idea/. ] 

Having defined combat effectiveness, the paper begins by describing the primary group thesis before discussing the methods of data collection, on the basis of which the thesis will be challenged. The paper is then organized into two interconnected sections, which constitute its main body. These sections respectively deal with the question of combat techniques and combat motivation; in order to be combat effective a military unit must possess not only the skills to be able to fight but also the motivation to want to fight. The first section, therefore, discusses actual combat performance to demonstrate that battle drills and training (skills) constituted the principal factors in explaining combat effectiveness in Iraq and Afghanistan at the small unit level. The second empirical section forwards a new theory of combat motivation which refutes the classical primary group theory, while also qualifying recent scholarship that advocates an entirely impersonal account of ‘task-cohesion’.[footnoteRef:13] On the evidence presented here, close and enduring bonds between the soldiers played a vital role in motivating troops in Iraq and Afghanistan but the bonds within the professional infantry platoon assumed a highly distinctive form during these campaigns that is misrepresented by the primary group thesis. In these campaigns, soldiers united themselves into professionalized core groups, inclusion into which was predicated, in the first place, on an individual’s competence. Having been accepted for their professionalism, the members of these groups were then motivated to perform in combat to preserve their professional credibility with their fellow soldiers. Social relations between soldiers remain crucial to combat effectiveness, therefore, but the interpersonal bonds of the primary group have been displaced by the distinctive solidarity of professionals. The paper focuses exclusively on the small unit level: the platoon. However, prioritizing training and professionalism as the central explanatory variables, the paper is relevant not only to the wider study of combat effectiveness but also potentially to policy debates about the issue, including the question of female accession to the combat arms.  [13:  Elizabeth Kier, ‘Homosexuality in the US Military: open integration and combat effectiveness’ International Security 23(2) (Fall 1998): 5-39; Robert MacCoun, Elizabeth Kier and Aaron Belkin, ‘Does Social Cohesion Determine Motivation in Combat?’ Armed Forces and Society, 32(4) (July 2006): 646-654; Robert MacCoun and William Hix, ‘Cohesion and performance’, in Sexual orientation and U.S. military policy: An update of RAND’s 1993 study (Santa Monica: RAND, 2010); Robert MacCoun, ‘What is known about unit cohesion and military performance’ in National Defence Research Institute Sexual Orientation and US Military Personnel Policy: options and assessment. (Washington: RAND, 1993) ] 



Defining Combat Effectiveness
Scholars like Biddle, Millett and Murray may not have focused on the small unit but they have usefully defined combat effectiveness in a way which is immediately relevant to this study. As Millett and Murray put it, combat power is defined by ‘the ability to destroy the enemy while limiting the damage that he can inflict in return’.[footnoteRef:14] When attacking, combat effectiveness refers then to the ability of a force to defeat its enemy in order to achieve its mission and, in defence, to repel that enemy; it normally involves inflicting more casualties on an enemy than are incurred. Both Martin van Creveld and Trevor DuPuy have similarly defined combat effectiveness in terms of relative casualty figures.[footnoteRef:15] On these definitions, combat effectiveness is relative. [14:  Millett and Murray Military Effectiveness, 2; Biddle, ‘Explaining Military Outcomes’.]  [15:  Martin van Creveld, Fighting Power (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2010); Trevor Dupuy, A Genius for War (London: Macdonald and Janes, 1977).] 

Stephen Biddle[footnoteRef:16] has taken a more objective approach. He has defined military power by reference to specific and objectifiable skills which, in the modern era, any effective army must possess in order to be effective.[footnoteRef:17] Thus, his ‘modern system’ relies on ‘cover, concealment, dispersion, small unit independent manoeuvre, and combined arms at the tactical level, and depth, reserves and differential concentration at the operational level’.[footnoteRef:18] His point is that no matter how technologically advance an army might be, these skills are finally critical to its combat effectiveness. Of immediate relevance to the infantry platoon, Biddle identifies a critical skill at the battalion level; an effective battalion must have developed the skill ‘to exploit the potential of terrain to reduce exposure to fire’[footnoteRef:19] for, otherwise, it will be easily destroyed. Appositely, he notes that ‘not only are the skilled less exposed to the fire of any given number of hostile shooters, but because more of the skilled will survive to fire their own weapons, they will kill more of the enemy and thus reduce the number of hostile shooters firing on them’.[footnoteRef:20] Of course, this implies a second military skill. Military effectiveness at the tactical level also requires the ability to generate effective fire so that adversaries can be destroyed, when the opportunity arises. For Biddle, combat effectiveness at the tactical level requires two central skills, then: the avoidance of enemy fire and the ability to generate effective firepower. [16:  Biddle, Military Power. ]  [17:  Biddle, ‘Explaining Military Outcomes’.]  [18:  Biddle, Military Power, 3.]  [19:  Biddle, ‘Explaining Military Outcomes’, 211.]  [20:  Biddle, ‘Explaining Military Outcomes’, 214.] 

It is possible to apply these relative and objective definitions to the platoon level. In this article, small unit combat effectiveness is assumed to have been demonstrated when an infantry platoon prevails over its opponents in close combat to achieve its missions or minimally when it avoids defeat, typically with relatively few casualties. In order to achieve this, a platoon will possess the skills to be able to disperse, conceal and cover itself from enemy fire while generating effective fire in return. The platoon will have sufficient individual and collective skills so that it can manoeuvre together as a small unit under fire without sustaining excessive casualties and is able to fire effectively through the coordinated, timely and accurate use of all its weapons. At the platoon level, these skills are typically institutionalized into a repertoire of drills, ‘tactics, techniques and procedures (TTP)’.[footnoteRef:21] Platoon combat effectiveness is dependent upon drills. Utilizing this definition, this article seeks to explain how western infantry platoons were often able to prevail in close combat in Iraq and Afghanistan, even in disadvantageous situations when they were ambushed, surprised and operating without air or artillery support against equally matched opponents. It claims that the platoon’s skills – its drills – were essential to its battlefield performance. In this way, the paper supports Stephen Biddle’s claim that ‘combat readiness’ – skills - rather than technology, materiel superiority or mere numbers are critical to military power, at the small unit level.[footnoteRef:22]  [21:  Biddle, ‘Explaining Military Outcomes’, 210.]  [22:  Biddle, Military Power; Biddle, ‘Allies, Airpower, and Modern Warfare’. It also affirms and extends a wider paradigm, emerging in security studies today, which prioritizes training and professionalism as the key expananda of combat performance: Kier ‘Homosexuality in the US Military’; MacCoun,‘What is known about unit cohesion and military performance; MacCoun and Hix, ‘‘Cohesion and performance’; MacCoun et al.,‘Does Social Cohesion Determine Motivation in Combat?’; Eyal Ben-Ari, Zeev Lehrer, Uzi Ben-Shalom and Ariel Vainer, Rethinking the Sociology of Combat: Israel’s Combat Units in the Al-Aqsa Intifada. (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2010); Uzi Ben-Shalom, Zeev Lehrer and Eyal Ben-Ari, ‘Cohesion During Military Operations: A field study on combat units in the Al-Aqsa Intifada’, Armed Forces and Society, 32(1) (October 2005): 63-79; Edward Coss, All the for the King’s Shilling: the British soldier under Wellington,1808-1814. (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2010); Philip Smith, ‘Meaning and military power: moving on from Foucault’ Journal of Power 1(3) (December 2008): 275-93; Anthony King, ‘The Word of Command: communication and cohesion in the military’ Armed Forces and Society 32(1) (July 2006): 493-512.] 

However, the paper makes a second interrelated claim. Skills may be critical to combat effectiveness but troops must be motivated to utilize their skills in combat if they are to be combat effective. It is here, addressing the primary group thesis, that the paper makes an original theoretical contribution to current debates. Specifically, the paper identifies a special form of professionalized motivation which has operated among infantry platoons in Afghanistan and Iraq but which has either been ignored in the literature, including Biddle, or, as a result of the enduring influence of the primary group thesis, profoundly misunderstood. In order to understand combat motivation in recent campaigns, it is necessary to analyse the distinctive character of social relations and social solidarity in the infantry platoon. Above all, it is vital that the solidarity of the professional platoon is not confused for classical primary group cohesion. This paper uniquely seeks to do that, arguing for the appearance of professionalized ‘core groups’.

The primary group thesis
In 1948, Morris Janowitz and Edward Shils published their celebrated piece on cohesion and battlefield performance in the Wehrmacht during World War Two. As young intelligence officers in the US Army, they, like many, were struck by the ‘extraordinary tenacity’ of the German Army which continued to fight ferociously long after defeat was inevitable. On the basis of interviews with prisoners of war, Janowitz and Shils famously dismissed political motivation as a primary cause of the Wehrmacht’s combat effectiveness, instead prioritizing the close bonds between male soldiers in the primary group: ‘it is the main hypothesis of this paper, however, that the unity of the German Army was in fact sustained only to a very slight extent by the National Socialist political convictions of its members, and that more important in the motivation of the determined resistance of the German soldier was the steady satisfaction of certain primary personality demands afforded by the social organization of the army’.[footnoteRef:23] For Janowitz and Shils, a German soldier would fight as along as the primary group ‘offered affection and esteem from officers and comrades’ and, therefore as long as he felt himself to be a member of his primary group and therefore bound by the expectations and demands to its other members.[footnoteRef:24] For Janowitz and Shils interpersonal bonds, which fulfilled the ‘personal demands’ of soldiers, were the single indispensible factor in combat effectiveness. Sam Stouffer drew similar conclusions in his magisterial survey of the American soldier[footnoteRef:25], as did Roger Little after the Korean War[footnoteRef:26]. For these scholars, the social cohesion of the primary group and the close bonds of interpersonal dependence between soldiers, played a decisive role in motivating them to fight together in combat. United in friendship, soldiers felt obliged not to let each other down. [23:  Janowitz and Shils, ‘Cohesion and Disintegration in the Wehrmacht in World War II’, 281.]  [24:  Janowitz and Shils, ‘Cohesion and Disintegration in the Wehrmacht in World War II’, 281.]  [25:  Samuel Stouffer, Arthur Lumsdaine, Marion Harper Lumsdaine, Robin Williams, M. Brewster Smith, Irving Janis, Shirley Star and Leonard Cottrell, The American Soldier, Vol II:  Combat and Its Aftermath. (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1949), 131, 134.]  [26:  Roger Little, ‘Buddy Relations and Combat Performance’ The New Military: Changing Patterns of
Organization, ed. Morris Janowitz (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1964), 195-224.] 

Interest in the primary group was re-ignited after the Vietnam War in the 1970s and 80s, when scholars, in the light of the US performance in that war, became increasingly interested in the phenomenon of deviant or ‘pernicious’ cohesion).[footnoteRef:27] Later, Nora Kinzer Stewart invoked the primary group thesis to explain the differential performance of British and Argentine soldiers during the Falklands War.[footnoteRef:28] Yet, the thesis remains influential up to the present.[footnoteRef:29] Thus, in their research on the Iraq invasion, American soldiers reported to Leonard Wong et al. that their prime combat motivation was that they were ‘fighting for [their] buddies’[footnoteRef:30]: ‘This is not simply trusting in the competence, training or commitment to the mission of another soldier, but trusting in someone they regarded as a closer than a friend who was motivated to look out for their welfare’.[footnoteRef:31] For Wong et al., the densely bonded primary groups uniquely motivates soldiers to fight for each other. Sebastian Junger’s fine journalistic account of US paratroopers in the Korengal similarly endorsed the primary group thesis.[footnoteRef:32] Most recently, drawing on her research on Special Operations Forces[footnoteRef:33], Anna Simons has invoked primary group cohesion, which she sees as vital to the combat effectiveness of the combat arms, to oppose the accession of women. She claims that the inevitable sexual relations between men and women in these units will make cohesion impossible: ‘More than a decade ago, I described the critical ethos on teams, and in squads or platoons, as ‘one for all and all for one.’ Introduce something over which members are bound to compete [i.e. women], that the winner won’t share, and you inject a dangerous dynamic. Worse, introduce the possibility of exclusivity between two individuals and you will have automatically killed cohesion’.[footnoteRef:34]  [27:  Robert Eisenhart, ‘You can’t hack it little girl: a discussion of the covert psychological agenda of modern combat training’ Journal of Social Issues 31(4) (Fall 1975): 13-24; Gideon Aran ‘Parachuting’, American Journal of Sociology 80(1) (July 1974): 123-52; William Arkin and Lynne Dobrofsky, ‘Military Socialization and Masculinity’, Journal of Social Issues 34(1) (Winter 1978): 151-66; William Cockerham, ‘Attitudes towards combat among US Army paratroopers’, Journal of Political and Military Sociology 6 (Spring 1978): 1-15; Paul Savage and Richard Gabriel, ‘Cohesion and Disintegration in the American Army: An Alternative Perspective’ Armed Forces and Society 2(3) (Spring 1976): 340-376; Charles Moskos, ‘The American Combat Soldier in Vietnam’ Journal of Social Issues 31(4) (Fall 1975): 25-37; Charles Moskos, The American Enlisted Man: The Rank and File in Today’s Military. (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1970); Charles Moskos, Soldiers and Sociology. (Belvoir, VA: United States Army Research Institute for Behaviour and Social Sciences, 1988); Darryl Henderson, Cohesion: the Human Element (Washington, DC: National Defence University Press, 1985); Donna Winslow, Donna, The Canadian Airborne Regiment in Somalia: A Socio-Cultural Inquiry (Ottawa: Canadian Government Publishing, 1997); Carol Burke, ‘Pernicious Cohesion’ in It’s Our Military, Too! Women and the U.S. Military, ed. Judith H. Stiehm (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1996).]  [28:  Nora Kinzer Stewart, Mates and Muchachos: Unit Cohesion in the Falklands/Malvinas War, (New York: Brasseys Inc, 1991). ]  [29:  Leonard Wong, Thomas Kolditz, Raymond Millen and Terrence Potter, Why They Fight: Combat Motivation in the Iraq War. (Carlisle, PA: Strategic Studies Institute, 2003); Guy Siebold, ‘The Misconceived Construct of Task Cohesion’ Armed Force and Society 41(1) (January 2015): 163-167; Guy Siebold, ‘Key Questions and Challenges to the Standard Model of Military Group Cohesion’ Armed Forces and Society, 37(3) (July 2011): 448-468; Guy Siebold, ‘The essence of military group cohesion’ Armed Forces and Society 33(2) (January 2007): 286-295; Sebastian Junger, War (London: Fourth Estate 2010).]  [30:  Wong et al. Why They Fight, 9.]  [31:  Wong et al. Why They Fight, 10-11.]  [32:  Junger, War.]  [33:  Anna Simons, The Company They Keep: life inside the US Army Special Forces. (New York: Free Press, 1997)]  [34:  Simons, ‘Here’s why women in combat units is a bad idea’.] 

The primary thesis has claimed, then, that in the small unit, the personal bonds of ‘social cohesion’ between male soldiers are an indispensible factor in combat effectiveness; in the horror of battle, when political ideologies often become irrelevant, only these bonds continue to motivate soldiers to fight because soldiers would rather endanger their lives than expose themselves to the censure of their comrades. The primary group thesis has given rise to a fertile and long-lived research programme, then. While acknowledging the historic importance of this thesis, this paper aims to show that it is no longer valid for professional forces. 

The Research
The primary group thesis is ultimately an attempt to explain the conduct of soldiers in the close fight; it proffers an explanation of why soldiers fight when they are under fire. Yet, given this focus, there is a surprising methodological weakness in the primary group literature. There is very little discussion of combat itself or of the tactics, training and experiences of the infantry platoon in battle. Instead, scholars working within this paradigm have typically based their analysis on what soldiers say about their comrades and about combat.[footnoteRef:35] The accounts which individual soldiers themselves invoke to explain their combat performances in post factum interviews with researchers are taken, typically without any corroborating evidence from the battlefield or from training, to be valid explanations to their combat performance. Yet, it is widely accepted in the social sciences that while self-understanding is a crucial factor in social practice, individual testimonies have to be treated with great caution. Even if subjects are not actively trying to portray themselves in a favorable light, accidental distortions and memory failure are extremely common, if not ubiquitous. In order to explain small unit combat effectiveness, it is, therefore, necessary to focus on battlefield performance and to corroborate individual statements against actual events. In order to understand combat effectiveness in Iraq and Afghanistan, it is essential to analyse the actual performance of the infantry platoon in combat in those theatres.  [35:  Simon Wessely, ‘Twentieth-century Theories on Combat Motivation and Breakdown’ Journal of Contemporary History 41(2) (April 2006): 269-286; David Segal and Meyer Kestnbaum, ‘Professional Closure in the Military Market: a critique of pure cohesion’ The Future of the Army Profession, ed. Don Snider (New York: Primus, 2002).] 

This presents methodological challenges. Close combat is chaotic; it is not always easy to attain an accurate and reliable account of what has happened. Although his work is now much contested, SLA Marshall eloquently observed the problem: ‘most battles are more like a schoolyard in a rough neighbourhood at recess time than a clash of football giants in the Rose Bowl. They are messy, inorganic and uncoordinated’.[footnoteRef:36] Indeed, in his own research, he recorded a number of cases where soldiers gave incompatible accounts of the same action. Moreover, even when confirmed accounts are available, it is difficult to be sure that these cases are representative of wider patterns.  [36:  Samuel Lyman Attwood Marshall Ambush: the battle of Dau Tieung. (New York: Jove, 1983), 3.] 

In order to overcome these problems of accuracy and representativeness, the research has adopted two methods. Firstly, the research follows the strategy adopted by Stephen Biddle and Daryl Press in their work on combat effectiveness of examining perspicuous case-studies from which wider patterns can be adduced. I have selected two actions which are both clear and have also been corroborated by at least two sources: one involving American troops in Kunar in 2007, the other involving British soldiers in Helmand 2009. The article is divided into two parts, each of which examines one of these two empirical examples of combat, in order to demonstrate, respectively, the importance of drills to combat performance and the distinctive patterns of combat motivation in a professional force. 
Secondly, to ensure representativeness, these case studies are triangulated by evidence derived from 112[footnoteRef:37] formal interviews and informal discussions with 102 soldiers; the former were recorded as the discussion took place, latter were recorded in fieldnotes following discussions. 84 of the interviewees/interlocutors were veterans of close combat; all had served on operational tours.  [37:  Seven individuals were both interviewees and interlocutors. ] 

Table 1: Interviewees
	Number
	Male
	Female
	Officer
	Enlisted
	Combat Veteran
	Nationality

	52
	35
	17
	36
	16
	38
	16 US, 16 UK, 10 Canadian, 6 German, 2 French, Danish 2 



Table 2: Interlocutors
	Number
	Male
	Female
	Officer
	Enlisted
	Combat Veteran
	Nationality

	60
	57
	3
	36
	24
	46
	23 UK, 14 US, 8 German,  8 Canadian, 6 French, 1 Australian 



Two interviewees, one female[footnoteRef:38] and one male,[footnoteRef:39] (see Corporal A below) and two female interlocutors[footnoteRef:40] were identified as important sources and were sought out for interview; these soldiers are publicly known for their performances in combat and, in two cases, the soldiers had been decorated. The rest of the sample was random or rolling, based on acquaintances developed during the fieldwork or introductions from other interlocutors. It might be claimed that a predominantly random sample potentially vitiated the reliability of the findings. Such a sample might be seen to be unrepresentative because most interviewees and interlocutors were not deliberately pre-selected and their operational experience was not always known. Since the majority of interviewees and interlocutors were combat veterans, the opposite case seems more likely. The fact that most interlocutors were unknown to each other, of different nationalities and participated in different operations increased the chances that they would explain combat effectiveness in different ways. In fact, there was a remarkable convergence of opinion, evidenced below.  [38:  Interviewee 019.]  [39:  Interviewee 052.]  [40:  Interlocutors 037, 056.] 

Interviews and informal discussions were supported by ethnographic observation of infantry training. This fieldwork involved observing forty days of infantry training and exercises in Canada, France, Germany, the United Kingdom and the United States between May 2009 and December 2011. The fieldwork was the prime means of generating interviewees and interlocutors. The ethnographic material was crucial to supporting the central thesis of the research because it highlighted how the armed forces themselves prepared their troops for combat and what they considered to be the essential components of combat effectiveness. In the course of these observations, instuctors, almost all[footnoteRef:41] of whom were combat veterans, emphasized to their trainees the factors which they regarded as imperative. On the basis of these observations, it was possible to confirm the interview data, especially since some of the observed training was mission preparation for Afghanistan.  [41:  All the instructors, except one whose status was unknown, who acted as interlocutors or interviewees were combat veterans of Iraq and/or Afghanistan. ] 

	Although the data included material from seven Western militaries (Britain, France, German, Australia, Denmark, Canada and the United States), this article draws upon evidence from the American and British armed forces alone. Although the Canadian, Australian and Danish forces have been heavily involved in fighting in Afghanistan, US and UK troops have been involved in the most intense and prolonged campaigns in both Iraq and Afghanistan and, therefore, provide the most extensive evidence of combat effectiveness. Their experiences are likely to the most reliable indicator of combat effectiveness. At the same time, since relations between these allies is so close – the Danish fought alongside the British in Helmand from 2006 – many of the techniques used by British and American forces were exactly the same as those employed by other nations. This article focuses on British and American examples, therefore. However, it is suggested that the argument forwarded here can be applied to other professional Western forces.[footnoteRef:42]  [42:  The wider research project demonstrated this similarity across western forces, all of which are converging on a common professional pattern: see King The Combat Soldier.] 

There is an obvious problem in attempting to rebut the primary group thesis on the basis of evidence drawn from recent operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. These campaigns consisted almost entirely of combat against irregular forces as part of limited stabilization operations. By contrast, the primary group thesis was conceived and developed after the Second World War, based on the experiences of citizen armies fighting in unlimited inter-state war. The evidence bases are potentially incompatible.  Consequently, it might be claimed that the argument proposed here is entirely contingent on the special conditions of recent operations and that in other conflicts in the future, the primary group thesis would remain valid even for a professional force. Clearly, although this would not invalidate the argument presented here, it would reduce its significance very substantially. 
A defence might be made against this argument of historical incommensurability. While the strategic and operational conditions of recent campaigns are quite different from those of the twentieth century, this distinctiveness diminishes at the level of the close fight; when infantry platoons are in combat, reacting to ambushes, attacking small enemy positions or defending their positions from attack. For all the dramatic changes in military technology and the radical differences in operational conditions, at the level of immediate close combat, the battlefield tasks of western infantry soldiers remains very similar to their predecessors in the 20th century. In firefights with insurgents in Iraq and Afghanistan, western infantry platoons have used their interdependent squads to execute fire and movement tactics against small groups of similarly armed opponents. Infantry tactics at the small unit have not changed fundamentally; the structure of the platoon is essentially the same and even its weaponry, while greatly improved, is similar.[footnoteRef:43] A platoon attacking a bunker in the First or Second World Wars or clearing an insurgent position in a compound in Afghanistan or building in Iraq have, therefore, involved compatible tactics. Squads and fire-teams have performed these tasks in broadly similar ways. The analysis of the close fight has evident methodological advantages, therefore. The close fight brackets out many of the strategic, operational and technological factors which distinguish contemporary warfare from the twentieth century. Indeed, to maximise the compatibility, I have deliberately highlighted cases where small infantry units fought without air or artillery support and were often tactically or numerically disadvantaged. Although genuine comparative equivalence is impossible, by focusing exclusively on the small unit in the close fight and excluding strategic, operational or technological factors, it, therefore, becomes possible to assess the primary group thesis (developed primarily to explain the performance of twentieth century citizen soldiers) against the performance of professional troops in combat in Iraq and Afghanistan.  [43:  Biddle Military Power; Anthony King The Combat Soldier: infantry tactics and cohesion in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries (Oxford University Press, 2013).] 


Combat Technique: Battle Drills
The Gatigal Ambush
The primary group thesis prioritizes the social relations between individual soldiers as critical to combat effectiveness. Friendship is the decisive variable at the small unit level. By contrast, Western armies today have identified battle drills – and, therefore, training - as critical to small unit combat effectiveness. For instance, the US Army’s Warrior Creed, which is primarily intended as a statement of American military values and ethos, explicitly identifies the battle-drill as an essential part of a soldier’s duty: ‘I am disciplined, physically and mentally tough, trained and proficient in my warrior tasks and drills’.[footnoteRef:44] Without being able to perform their drills, soldiers cannot be effective warriors; they cannot serve the nation. Contemporary infantry doctrine explains why the drills, alluded to in the Warrior’s Creed, are so critical to combat effectiveness: ‘Infantry doctrine expresses the concise expression of how Infantry forces fight. It is comprised of principles; tactics, techniques and procedures (TTP); and terms and symbols…One of the defining characteristics of war is chaos. TTP [i.e. battle drills] are the counter-weight to this chaos’.[footnoteRef:45] Battle drills, ingrained in training until they become automatic, allow individuals and units to continue to perform despite the confusion and fear of combat. Western forces have identified the battle drill as critical to combat performance.  [44:  Headquarters, Department of the Army Field Manual 3-21.8. The Infantry Rifle Platoon and Squad. (Washington, D.C, 2007), 1-10.]  [45:  Headquarters, Department of the Army Field Manual 3-21.8, 1-7.] 

The fact that professional militaries have, in stark contrast to the primary group thesis, prioritized training and drills over friendship is not insignificant to understanding combat effectiveness in Iraq and Afghanistan. Yet, while indicative, doctrinal statements cannot, of course, in themselves be taken as an explanation of combat performance. For instance, the military’s advocacy of doctrine – and the battle drill – might be self-serving, reflecting its own institutional interests or self-perception. Moreover, just because an army formally advocates the importance of battle drills, it does not mean, that this doctrine is implemented in practice. For instance, in poorly trained citizen forces throughout the twentieth century, troops typically failed to be able to execute their battle drills in combat even though they were inscribed in doctrine. General William Depuy, for instance, observed the repeated failure of US troops from World War II, including his own 90th Division in Normandy, to Vietnam to implement doctrine on the battlefield.[footnoteRef:46] Other citizen armies regularly experienced similar problems.[footnoteRef:47] In order to establish the veracity of these claims made about the importance of battle drills in official doctrine, it is necessary to examine specific examples of combat performance. [46:  Harry Gole, General William E Depuy: preparing the army for modern war. (Lexington, KT: University of Kentucky, 2008), 16-22.]  [47:  King The Combat Soldier.] 

Conveniently, there are numerous examples of the employment of battle drills in combat in the last ten years by British, American and other Western forces, which demonstrate their primacy as a causal variable. However, the now famous Gatigal ambush of 25 October 2007, involving a platoon from Battle Company, 502th Airborne Infantry Regiment, and for which the Congressional Medal of Honor was awarded to Specialist Salvatore Giunta, provides a particularly instructive example of the prominence of the battle drill in contemporary combat; not least because it is one of the most well-documented small unit actions to have occurred in the last decade. Not only is it perhaps the best documented fight, but the Gatigal ambush, in the remote Korengal valley in eastern Afghanistan, is particularly useful because the platoon involved in it had no artillery or air support. The first squad of the platoon, advancing along a ridge-line, was caught in an L-shaped ambush at extremely close range by Taliban fighters. It represented a nearly pure case of infantry combat in which a group of about fifteen insurgent fighters ambushed a similarly sized unit of American soldiers. While the insurgents had the tactical advantage, both groups were equipped with equivalent weapons; automatic rifles, machine guns, grenades and rocket-propelled grenades. Because there was no moon, the typical US advantage of night-vision goggles was also negated. The fight was as close as it is probably possible to get in combat to an equal confrontation. In assessing the primary group thesis and identifying the factors which have actually been decisive to explaining combat performance among Western troops, it represents an almost ideal example. It is worth considering the ambush in depth, therefore.
 The lead squad of this platoon were caught in the ambush and two members of the point (alpha) fire-team (Specialist Eckrode, Staff Sergeant Gallardo) were wounded, with a third (Sergeant Brennan) being dragged off by the Taliban. At this point, the members of the following (bravo) fire-team (Giunta, Clare and Casey with Gallardo) responded by grenading and, then, firing their way forward: ‘Spc. Giunta and his fire team were quickly pinned down by effective enemy machine gun and small arms fire from multiple positions at close range. Spc. Giunta, along with Pfc. Clary and Staff Sgt. Gallardo, quickly prepared fragmentation grenades and continued the assault by throwing two volleys of them at enemy positions that were approximately 15 meters to their west. They then assaulted forward through those positions, secured Spc. Eckrode, and began treating his wounds’.[footnoteRef:48] Giunta continued to fight forward until he was able to shoot and kill one of the insurgents carrying off Brennan’s body and wound the other.[footnoteRef:49] He was then able to drag Brennan back to the rest of the squad, ending the action. [48:  ‘Official Citation: Specialist Salvatore A Giunta’, accessed 4 November 2015, http://www.army.mil/medalofhonor/giunta/citation.html.]  [49:  Naturally some care needs to be taken when using citations as evidence. It is notable that there is some dissonance between the official narrative and the eventual medal citation; the latter emphasizes the role which Sal Giunta played as an individual to a much greater degree. Conventional motifs of personal heroism are evident throughout the passage. It would be relatively easy to identify the political and institutional interests which encourage this kind of individualistic approach since the award of military decorations has always been a means of generating support for the armed forces and legitimacy for military campaigns by the ennobling of specific individuals. Indeed, there has been controversy about the citation for Dakota Meyer’s Medal of Honor at the Ganjigal ambush for precisely these reasons. The journalist Jonathan Landay has claimed, on the basis of interviews with Afghan soldiers present, that it was erroneous, falsely exaggerating Meyer’s role: ‘Marines promoted inflated story for Medal of Honor recipient’, accessed 3 November 2015, http://www.mcclatchydc.com/2011/12/14/133134/medal-of-honor-inflated-story.html. Notwithstanding these problems, the facts of the Gatigal ambush have never been disputed; they seem to be as accurate as any account of a confusing fire-fight can be.  ] 

There is little doubt that strong bonds existed between some members of the squad, including Giunta and Brennan. However, in his subsequent discussions of the action, the concept of the primary group and its obligations did not appear at all in Giunta’s statements. Rather than pointing to general interpersonal relations as an explanation of his motivation, Giunta highlighted more immediate factors to his specific performance in this fire-fight. Specifically, training and battle-drills were identified as critical. Indeed, Giunta referenced a particular battle-drill to explain his actions: ‘We were trained from day one in basic training, it is a battle drill. It is a near ambush; what do you do if a near ambush happens? Well, you charge the line. You are going to win or lose on that. But staying where you’re at, you’re going to win or lose and if you stay where you’re at, you’re probably going to lose’.[footnoteRef:50] Specifically Giunta’s action and those of his fellow fire-team members was an example of ‘Battle Drill 07-3-D9502 - React to Ambush (Near)’ laid out in US military doctrine: [50:  ‘
www.youtube.com/watch?v=H1L5Kx1Zz_4.] 

a. Soldiers in the kill zone execute one of the following two actions:
(1) Return fire immediately. If cover is not available, immediately, without order or signal, assault through the kill zone.
(2) Return fire immediately. If cover is available, without order or signal, occupy the nearest covered position, and throw smoke grenades.
b. Soldiers in the kill zone assault through the ambush using fire and movement.[footnoteRef:51]  [51:  Warrior Battle Drills, accessed 25 June 2012,  https://rdl.train.army.mil/catalog/view/100.ATSC/FE6DF956-9F45-4C41-AAE4-40C2E167DCE0-1312233952782/battle_drills.htm#d9502.] 

Giunta and his fire team executed anti-ambush drill 07-3-D9502/a (2). 
 Giunta explained how he was able to execute this battle drill:
I did what I did because that’s what I was trained to do. There was a task that had to be done, and the part that I was gonna do was to link alpha and bravo teams. I didn’t run through fire to save a buddy – I ran through fire to see what was going on with him and maybe we could hide behind the same rock and shoot together. I didn’t run through fire to do anything heroic or brave. I did what I believe anyone would have done.[footnoteRef:52]  [52:  Junger, War, 121.] 

It would be wrong merely to take Giunta’s account as an expression of personal modesty, although it is certainly self-deprecating. Specifically, the importance of the statement lies in the fact that it demonstrates that the instinctive reaction displayed by Giunta was by no means a natural individual reaction – motivated by personal bonds and individual courage - but a collective one he and his colleagues had been trained to perform as a platoon and squad. Giunta is not really claiming that genuinely anyone would have reacted as he and his team-mates did but that any trained professional infantry soldier would have responded in this way, irrespective of the personal relations to specific team-mates.[footnoteRef:53] Indeed, the requirement to perform their drills as part of a team whatever the potential risks to the individual or personal relations between them are constantly stressed in infantry training. As the US Army’s Warrior Creed avows: ‘I am a Warrior and a member of a team…I will always place the mission first. I will never accept defeat. I will never quit. I will never leave a fallen comrade’.[footnoteRef:54] As a result of training, Giunta and his fellow soldiers collectively executed a drill, which everyone knew and which they trusted their squad members to perform precisely because they had successfully performed it many times before in training.  [53:  See the example of the British soldiers in Sangin, Helmand, below.]  [54:  Headquarters Department of the Army, Field Manual 3-21.8, 1-10.] 

The Gatigal ambush is an unusually perspicuous example but combat veterans, from Iraq and Afghanistan have widely affirmed the importance of the drill to combat performance in these theatres. For instance, Colonel Bryan McCoy, commanding officer of 3rd Battalion, 4th Marine Regiment, developed a reputation in the Marine Corps as an exponent of the drill and in his deliberately didactic description of an ambush in which one of his companies was involved in Al Kut Iraq on 3 April 2003 when the 1 Marine Division advanced on Baghdad, he emphasized its importance. Like the Gatigal, the Marines found themselves in an initially dis-advantageous situation. For McCoy, this company’s ability to convert an ambush into a victory was evidence of the absolute centrality of battle drills to combat performance. Crucially, it was the small units tactics at platoon level which were decisive. McCoy concluded: ‘Without the “lighthouse” of battle drill, the platoon could not have performed as well as it did’.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Bryan McCoy, The Passion of Command (Quantico, VA: Marine Corps Association, 2007), 31.] 

British interviewees were similarly demonstrative about the importance of drills to their effectiveness in close combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. A Royal Marine major, who had commanded an extremely successful company from 42 Commando Royal Marines in 2008-9 in Southern Afghanistan, illustrated the operational importance of precisely these muscle memories. One of the most useful training processes was his six-week range qualification in which time candidates practice setting up open ranges but they also have to conduct numerous live attacks, so that the adequacy of other candidates on the course can be tested. ‘In Young Officer training, one time out of ten, you are in charge but the other times, you are the rifleman and so you did section attacks time after time’.[footnoteRef:56] As a result, launching platoon attacks in Afghanistan became automatic: ‘There is no need for loads of orders or commands. It becomes instinctive. The enemy’s there. You put your fire support there. I am going there’.[footnoteRef:57] Indeed, in a reprise of the Gatigal ambush, a British major, the commander of a reconnaissance squadron, described how his sub-unit had been caught in an L-shaped ambush in the upper Gereshk Valley on 31 October 2011. Having taken a casualty, they eventually extracted themselves with great difficult. Significantly, for this soldier, their battle drills proved decisive; ‘What hides behind this is that throughout the whole extraction the Squadron was conducting fire and maneuver, albeit some of it without returning fire.  I had a troop to the North and South of our extraction route providing the security envelope for those in the middle but they were using basic fire and maneuver drills to do this, from crossing obstacles (large irrigation ditches) or open ground keeping one foot on the ground all the time’.[footnoteRef:58] Combat veterans explained the performance of their small units in combat primarily by reference to battle drills and training.  [56:  OF-4, Royal Marines, personal interview, interviewee 001, 5 May 2010.]  [57:  OF-4, Royal Marines, personal interview, interviewee 001, 5 May 2010.]  [58:  OF-4, British Army, personal email, interlocutor 050, 15 July 2013.] 

 Clearly, combat itself provides the best evidence for the priority of the battle drill in explaining combat effectiveness. However, the point was also corroborated by observations of training, including mission preparation. As they trained troops, instructors repeatedly explained the central importance of drills to combat effectiveness. For instance, after a long urban exercise on the US Marine Corps Infantry Officers’ Course, which involved arduous planning and preparation, a US Marine captain (a decorated platoon commander wounded in Iraq) sought to justify the extensive and laborious preparations, which he had forced his students to undergo: ‘You have now seen how much preparation and rehearsal you need to be able to do this. Amateurs train till they get it right. Professionals train until they cannot get it wrong’.[footnoteRef:59] For him, combat effectiveness depended upon training so that drills could be executed faultlessly in combat.  [59:  OF-4, US Marine Corps, fieldnotes, 29 Palms Training Area, 4 June 2011. Other interlocutors affirmed the point: OF-3, United States Marine Corps, fieldnotes 3 June 2011; OF-3, interlocutor 032, United States Marine Corps, personal communication, 3 June 2011.] 

British soldiers and infantry trainers were equally emphatic about the importance of training to performance; they repeatedly highlighted the need to develop a set of ‘muscle memories’ to their trainees in order to be effective in combat. These muscle memories referred to battle drills, which had become thoroughly inculcated through training, that they were now automatic. One infantry officer, who used to take his platoon out onto a training area to conduct repeated serials on the same assault drill, confirmed how these muscle memories were established: ‘You train two three four times. Once you have trained six or seven times, it becomes a drill’.[footnoteRef:60] On the basis of his experiences, he developed a training principle which he called, ‘the rule of six’, whereby six rehearsals would ingrain the drill into his platoon. Similarly, while instructing on a section commanders course[footnoteRef:61], a British Royal Marine sergeant stressed the importance of battle drills to the corporals under his instruction: ‘When it goes bang, the world gets smaller. You forget you are part of a section. But if it goes off in the next 20 metres, you have put in the back of the lads’ mind the six section battle drill’.[footnoteRef:62]  [60:  OF-4, British Army, interlocutor 049, personal communication, 7 December 2011.]  [61:  A section is the British equivalent of US squad; it typically consists of two four-man fire-teams.]  [62:  Fieldnotes, Devon, UK 20 July 2009.] 

These statements provide supporting evidence of the central role invested in battle drills by serving soldiers and combat veterans; all regarded battle drills as critical to combat effectiveness. Significantly, these statements were not made under potentially artificial interview conditions, when individuals might be inclined to give answers they deemed acceptable to an outsider, legitimating the training institutions to which they belonged. They were directed at trainees by training staff in a situation when the presence of an observer was irrelevant or even un-noticed. Moreover, since the trainers were combat veteran with recent battlefield experience from Iraq or Afghanistan, for which some had been decorated, it seems unlikely that they would be completely captured by the training establishment, disseminating false lessons to their students which they knew to be irrelevant for cynical careerist reasons. The statements of trainers demonstrate that for experienced soldiers and combat veterans, tasked with instructing their subordinates, the essential factor in combat effectiveness was drills, inculcated in training. Crucially, in today’s professional forces, battle-drills are not just formally described in doctrine, then, but actually inculcated in training; they are learnt individually and collectively by soldiers and by small units. For all these soldiers and Marines, combat veterans from Iraq and Afghanistan, the battle drill, not personal relations were critical to combat effectiveness in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Counter-Examples
Up to this point, the examples have involved fire-fights from which British and American troops, although initially disadvantaged, have emerged successful. This has been a common pattern in Iraq and Afghanistan, where outright tactical defeats have been rare, even when troops have been unsupported. However, there are two obvious examples of serious reverses in the close fight; namely, the Battle of Wanat at Combat Outpost Kahler, Kunar, on 13 July 2008 and the Battle of Kamdesh at Combat Outpost Keating, Nuristan, on 3 October 2009. In both cases, small units of about platoon-size were surprised, attacked and nearly overrun by much larger insurgent forces; 9 US soldiers were killed and 27 wounded at Wanat, while 8 were killed and 27 wounded at Kamdesh, although significantly more insurgents were killed in both attacks, perhaps up to 150 at Kamdesh. The seriousness of the reverses was evidenced by the fact that official inquiries were conducted into both events. 
Significantly, these inquiries which included very detailed analysis of the specific actions of American troops concluded that the losses had been inflicted because of the poor siting of these combat posts and their inadequate defences; Kamdash was notoriously poorly positioned at the bottom of a steep valley, overlooked from every side.[footnoteRef:63] However, both reports also recorded the central reason why the insurgents had ultimately been repelled – even at great cost. Specifically, the Wanat report records that the attack was defeated because US paratroopers were already stood-to at their weapons in the hour before dawn, according to their training. Soldiers were then willing and able to engage targets accurately; ‘the Coalition forces freely employed the remaining crew-served weapons’ and ‘despite being under intense fire, most of the force remained in action long enough to keep the enemy away from the main COP perimeter’.[footnoteRef:64] Finally, ‘whenever one leader went down, there was always another to take his place’.[footnoteRef:65] The report concluded: ‘Despite the tactical surprise, the US Soldiers reacted quickly and fought back valiantly. It was the courage and professionalism of the American troops and their two dozen Afghan allies the repelled a determined and coordinated assault by approximately 150 heavily armed insurgents’.[footnoteRef:66] Kamdesh and Wanat were certainly unfortunate but, given the disadvantageous position of the defenders, it was notable – even remarkable - that total defeat was avoided; the occupation of these outposts and the massacre of all the soldiers in them would have been entirely possible. Although air power was important especially at Kamdesh, that eventuality was avoided very substantially because of the training of the US troops who were able to follow their drills and fight effectively even in extremis. Even the reverses which Coalition troops suffered demonstrates the centrality of training and the battle drill to small unit effectiveness. [63:  The Staff of the US Army Combat Studies Institute, Wanat: combat action in Afghanistan, 2008. (Fort Leavenworth, KA: Combat Studies Institute Press, 2010); Jake Tapper, The Outpost: an untold story of American valor. (New York: Back Bay Books, 2013), 594.]  [64:  The Staff of the US Army Combat Studies Institute, Wanat, 198.]  [65:  The Staff of the US Army Combat Studies Institute, Wanat, 199.]  [66:  The Staff of the US Army Combat Studies Institute, Wanat, 196.] 

Of course, it is vital to avoid any idealization here. Just as captured German soldiers suppressed their political views[footnoteRef:67], so professional soldiers and marines in Iraq and Afghanistan are likely to have been prone to explaining their actions in potentially self-legitimating technical terms. Conceiving themselves as experts, they had every interest in representing their actions in professionalized terms. Indeed, professional soldiers, including my own interlocutors, have been very open in their criticism of particular actions, which had been unsuccessful or even disastrous. In his memoir of the Iraq War, Tyler Boudreau describes the relatively low level of training which his battalion received; four months before the invasion of Iraq, ‘two-thirds of the Marines in the battalion were brand new to the Corps’, having trained with Boudreau’s company for two months and been in the military for less than sixth months.[footnoteRef:68] Boudreau emphasized to them that ‘whether they trained hard or they didn’t’[footnoteRef:69] they would be deployed, because, ultimately, in his view, a Marine was dispensable. Boudreau did not think the training standards of his battalion were high. In face, in a number of recorded cases, professional troops failed to execute battle drills in their preparation or in combat itself and were not cohesive on the battlefield; Operation Anaconda (March 2002), Operation Medusa (September 2006), Operation Glacier (January 2007) Operation Sond Chara (December 2008) and the ambush of French paratroopers in Sarobi district in August 2010 would all be examples of poor combat preparation or performance, even though all except Medusa were carried out by elite troops. However, the periodic failure of professional soldiers to perform in Iraq and Afghanistan does not invalidate the claim that the central explanation of combat performance resided in training and, above all, battle drills. Rather, these failures seems seem to confirm the point. Professional soldiers conceived themselves to have failed in these cases because preparation had been poor or battle-drills were not performed properly; failures were not attributed to a lack of social cohesion – friendship - between soldiers. The primary group thesis seems to have little purchase in explaining combat effectiveness in Iraq and Afghanistan. [67:  Segal and Kestnbaum ‘Professional Closure in the Military Market’; Wessely ‘Twentieth-century Theories on Combat Motivation and Breakdown’.]  [68:  Tyler Boudreau, Packing Inferno (Port Townsend, WA: Feral House, 2008), 17.]  [69:  Boudreau Packing Inferno, 17.] 


Combat Motivation
The evidence presented above identifies battle drills as a vital factor in combat effectiveness. All interviewees and interlocutors emphasized the importance of training to performance and to combat effectiveness; not a single combat veteran disputed the importance of drills in the close fight. Many described their usage in detail in the fights in which they were involved. However, in discussions, some interlocutors also argued that while drills were necessary to combat effectiveness, they could not be a sufficient explanation in themselves. In combat, soldiers have to execute drills at risk to themselves and they could plausibly refuse or fail to do so, however skilled and well trained they might be.[footnoteRef:70] No matter how well drills have been institutionalized in practice, troops have to be motivated to implement their training. Battle drills themselves do not immediately seem to provide this motivation. Alternatively, there are instances in combat where no drills are applicable. For instance, one interlocutor[footnoteRef:71]  gave an example when he was a platoon commander in the Upper Sangin Valley Helmand in June 2008 and he had to order one of his corporals to secure a Helicopter Landing Site on an exposed hill-top under sniper fire (which had killed a British soldier only a short time before). There was no drill for this action and the platoon had received no training for this eventuality; it was also a command which could have been refused. Yet, the corporal and his section successfully carried out the mission despite the risks.[footnoteRef:72] Battle drills cannot immediately explain this action; motivation is essential.  [70:  e.g. OF-3, British Army, personal communications, interlocutor 057; OF-7, British Royal Marines, personal communication, interlocutor 058, 13 February 2014.]  [71:  OF-3, interlocutor 057, British Army.]  [72:  Patrick Bury and Anthony King, ‘A profession of love: cohesion in the British platoon in Afghanistan’ Frontline: combat and cohesion in the twenty-first century, ed. Anthony King (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2015), 207-9.] 

In this section, I want to demonstrate definitively the inadequacy of the primary group thesis to small units in Iraq and Afghanistan. However, there is a secondary objective. Contemporary literature in security studies, such as the work of Elizabeth Kier and Robert MacCoun, which argues for the appearance of impersonal, temporary and task-oriented cohesion, is useful in understanding and explaining the distinctive combat motivations at work in a professional force. Yet, this scholarship itself requires very substantial revision; its account of task cohesion is over-stated. The following analysis, therefore, both draws on current research to dis-prove the primary group thesis while simultaneously seeking to supersede that scholarship itself. It aims at a genuinely new synthesis in understanding cohesion, motivation and, therefore, combat effectiveness in the infantry platoon. It will do this by defining the precise nature of social relations in the professional infantry platoon


Social Cohesion vs Task Cohesion: the primary group thesis and contemporary scholarship
The primary group thesis is almost exclusively concerned with combat motivation. It maintains that the bonds of friendship are always critical to motivating soldiers and, therefore, in explaining combat effectiveness. In the face of death and dismemberment, only the closest interpersonal bonds between soldiers have the unique power to motivate them to fight for each other. Personal friendships between soldiers are essential to combat effectiveness in the infantry platoon. Indeed, this is precisely what a number of scholars have argued in relation to professional soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan; soldiers there fought for and only for their ‘buddies’.[footnoteRef:73]  [73:  Wong et al. Why they fight.] 

In the past two decades, scholars have become increasingly sceptical about the primary group thesis. They have questioned whether personal relations are always indispensible to combat motivation as the primary group thesis asserts. They have increasingly prioritized the importance of training over ‘personality demands’. For instance, in their work on discrimination, Elizabeth Kier[footnoteRef:74] and Robert MacCoun[footnoteRef:75] concluded that there was no necessary relationship between the social cohesion of the primary group and subsequent military performance; interpersonal relations between soldiers were, they claimed, ultimately irrelevant to combat effectiveness. Thus, for instance, drawing on the literature on elite sports performance, McCoun claimed that just as the members of a successful team did not need to like each other to play well together, soldiers in small infantry units did not need to share close interpersonal bonds in order to be able to fight effectively. By contrast, both McCoun and Keir prioritized teamwork – or task cohesion – social cohesion, interpersonal bonds and the special motivation which putatively arises from it: ‘the sense of group cohesion based on “teamwork” has little to do with whether members enjoy one another’s company, share an emotional bond or feel part of some “brotherhood of soldiers”’.[footnoteRef:76] On this account, highly trained individuals soldiers would be able fight effectively in teams, and would be motivated to do so, even though they did not know each other or did not like each other.  [74:  Kier ‘Homosexuality in the US Military’.]  [75:  MacCoun et al., ‘Does Social Cohesion Determine Motivation in Combat?’; MacCoun and Hix, ‘Cohesion and performance’; MacCoun, ‘What is known about unit cohesion and military performance’.]  [76:  Kier ‘Homosexuality in the US Military’, 19.] 

Other scholars have concurred with Keir and McCoun. For instance, in their analysis of the Israeli Defence Force (IDF) on, Ben-Ari et al. have provided empirical evidence of how professionalised skills have displaced primary group motivation. They record how as a result of the unexpected pressures posed by the Second Intifada, the IDF had to re-organise their units rapidly for unexpected new missions. They describe that as a result of common drills, these ad hoc units, whose members did not know each other and had not worked with each other before, seemed to be as effective than established units: ‘troops do not necessarily know each other, but the variety of capabilities, equipment, and perspectives they bring to missions allows much flexibility and the use of the lethal potential of the military to its fullest potential’.[footnoteRef:77] The claim of Ben-Ari et al. is potentially radical. They assert that in highly trained, professionalised forces[footnoteRef:78], the stable solidarities of the primary group may have been superseded entirely as a result of training. Military personnel become totally inter-changeable so that instant ‘formations’ can be infinitely generated by novel combinations of new, unknown individuals. The platoon has become a completely fungible organization. In place of primary groups bound by friendship, these scholars envisage the rise of impersonal military teams united and motivated by training, common drills and individual expertise alone. In order to refute the primary group thesis and to assess contemporary arguments about the priority of ‘task-cohesion’, it is necessary, therefore, to identify the combat motivation of professional troops in Iraq and Afghanistan. Such an investigation itself requires an analysis of the social relations between soldiers in infantry platoon during these campaigns because, on the primary group thesis, those relations are the locus of combat motivation. [77:  Ben-Ari et al., Rethinking the Sociology of Combat, 74.]  [78:  The IDF is, of course, a conscript force but with long periods of service, intense training regimes and extensive operational experience, its units, especially its elite ones, are highly professionalized if not formally professional.] 



The Core Group
There seems to be some evidence for ‘swift trust’ and the appearance of ad hoc ‘formations’ in Iraq and Afghanistan. There, as a result of casualties and the specific requirements of particular missions, when specialists were assigned to units often for only one operation, troops described ‘FOB [forward operating base] cohesion’ or ‘patrol cohesion’. These ad-hoc, new units were able to operate very effectively. A veteran non-commissioned officer, involved in training troops as they deployed into Helmand in 2009-10, affirmed that enhanced levels of professionalism had allowed this organizational flexibility to occur in Afghanistan.
You go out at section [squad] and multiple level but the individuals in the section are potentially new. That would have happened in the past when people were injured for instance in World War II or the Falklands. Those jobs were filled by generalist replacements. But guys are now trained to a level where they can just slot in to a particular role and crack on.[footnoteRef:79]  [79:  OR/E-4, British Army, personal interview, interviewee 006, 27 June 2010. ] 

The formation of such groupings and, above all, the performance levels that they were regularly able to achieve in combat as a result of their training was a notable development. Yet, it is important not to misinterpret this statement nor to misunderstand the solidarity of a platoon of professional soldiers. 
While there may have been relative flexibility in Afghanistan and Iraq in comparison with the past, this soldier was not claiming that these ad hoc groupings were genuinely anonymous agglomerations. Operations in these theatres did not randomly thrown together individual soldiers into genuinely new units, as Ben-Ari et al. seem sometimes to imply. Rather ‘ad hoc’ formations have been formed from existing sub-units, themselves comprised of long-standing relations between the soldiers. In Iraq and Afghanistan, individual specialist or small specialist teams were typically attached to an already formed platoon or company. On any mission, the ad hoc formation may indeed have been temporary but it was still comprised of stable sub-elements. The soldiers in the attachment may not have known any one in the sub-unit to which they were seconded but the members of that sub-unit were extremely familiar with each other. Long-standing relations within the sub-units from which ad hoc formations were created remained imperative. In even the most highly trained professional groupings therefore, a core group emerged consisting of competent soldiers who had served over a long period of time in that unit and who had formed enduring relations with each other. The existence of these core groups within the platoon, squad and fire-team were critical to explaining its performance.
Indeed, informants explicitly stressed the importance of personnel stability in the core group to operational effectiveness. ‘New blood is always a good thing but there is a positive to the cohesion between people who’ve worked together for years. A team like this instinctively knows each other’s negative and positive traits’.[footnoteRef:80] Indeed, the higher performance levels of the Special Operations Forces has been widely ascribed to the stability of these units: ‘Stable personnel are critical to the US Special Forces capability all built around the Operational Detachment Alpha and its ability to stay together for 24 months minimum to build stability and cohesion…Special Forces warrant officers are designed to stay on the same detachment for up to five continuous years in some cases to serve as the institutional knowledge and continuity for that unit’.[footnoteRef:81] Crucially, personnel stability allowed a small unit to institutionalize particular drills and to refine the specific ways in which it applied generic infantry doctrine. Moreover, unit stability ‘allows such an organization to focus on more advanced endeavors’. By contrast, regular line units whose personnel rotate quickly struggled to develop this level of collective expertise: ‘America units are often coherent now for only 24 months before all key leaders are moved on. This creates huge restart costs each time’.[footnoteRef:82] In this case, the remaining core had to re-invent itself constantly, re-affirming its drills and procedures. British informants confirmed the importance of personnel stability: ‘I was very lucky and less for short periods of time I had all my attachments at the start of Mission Specific Training, 9 months out from deployment.  When we went through out confirmatory exercises I am told the difference between my squadron and others was stark in terms of planning procedures and the conduct of operations as all the augmentees were trained to the same standard as my riflemen and so could operate well on the ground but my soldiers also understood their capabilities and there was trust on each side’.[footnoteRef:83]  [80:  OR/E-9, US Army, Special Operations Forces, 12 November 2013.]  [81:  OF-6, US Army, Special Operations Forces, 20 November 2013.]  [82:  OF-6, US Army, Special Operations Forces, 20 November 2013.]  [83:  OF-4, British Army, personal email communication, 15 July 2013.] 

Kier, McCoun and Ben-Ari et al. are absolutely correct to stress the importance of training and to suggest that in a professionalized military the relations between soldiers have a distinctive character, which will be discussed at length below; a process of impersonalization has been evident. However, in suggesting that social relations have become irrelevant or that a platoon of soldiers none of whom knew each other at all could be as immediately effective as a stable one (with equivalent levels of individual training and experience), they overstate their case. In Iraq and Afghanistan, personnel stability was regarded as important to performance; core groups were critical. Missions were built around a core groups, typically a company or a platoon, to which specialist personnel were attached. The core unit provided the framework for the operation.[footnoteRef:84] It was essential to combat effectiveness.  [84:  Badges and insignia are often important ways of assessing the professionalism of individuals in the core group. For instance, in the US Army, in addition to Airborne and Ranger badges, soldiers wear the patch of the last formation with which they did an operational tour. Parachute Wings and the Commando Dagger have the same function among the British forces where personal reputation disseminated through the regimental system also plays a critical role in acceptance.] 


Social Relations in the Core Group
The existence of a core group improved the technical performance of the small unit because its members had trained together over a long period. Yet, this was only one element of its influence on combat effectiveness. As a result of the extensive period of training, dense social relations developed between the soldiers in stable core groups that played an important role in motivating the troops to perform in combat. It may be thought at this point, that the primary group thesis can be re-invoked because once again the social relations between soldiers – their social cohesion – are being invested with decisive explanatory importance. Indeed, it is easy to confuse these new professional core groups for classical primary groups and to presume that combat motivation arose from pristine interpersonal friendship in the way that scholars from Janowitz and Shils to Wong have described. Certainly, deep friendships have often developed between professional soldiers in the core group. Yet, in order to understand the distinctive motivational patterns which were at work in Iraq and Afghanistan, it is important to recognize a manifest difference between the comradeship in the classical primary group and the solidarity of today’s core group. This requires some close attention to the descriptions which soldiers give of relations in these groups. 
Janowitz and Shils famously claimed that soldiers in the German primary group would fight so long as their ‘personality demands’ were met. By contrast, as interviewees repeatedly clarified, social relations in the core group were neither exclusively nor even primarily personal. They could not be understood as discrete individual friendships, as the primary group thesis has presumed. These relations were, in the first instance, professional; they were informed by shared concepts of military professionalism which determined who could be considered as a comrade and how soldiers interacted with each other. Thus, discussing the selection of soldiers for these core groups, one senior Special Operational Forces soldier recorded: ‘It really boils down to two elements - Are you worthy to be in this organization and can I completely rely on you when things have gone to hell. Worth comes in the form of “what do you contribute to the team”…Someone who won’t or can’t make a reliable effort to help get us out of the ‘Blackhawk Down’ or Alamo scenarios will be frowned upon’.[footnoteRef:85] The criterion of admission to the core group was not simply willingness, which might allow a loyal but incompetent friend to be accepted. A soldier also had to be able to perform individual and collective drills properly in order to become a member of a core group. Interpersonal loyalties and friendships were subordinated to professionalism. Indeed, this soldier explicitly stated that selection into the core group had to be based on impersonal professional standards: ‘Commanders and CSMs [company sergeant majors] need to understand each aspect and generate systems to both facilitate positives and mitigate negatives - all unemotionally’. The phrase ‘unemotionally’ is significant. In order to maximize the combat effectiveness of their unit commanders could not primarily be influenced by decisions of friendship and personal bonds. They selected and retained soldiers who performed their specific roles most competently.  [85:  OR/E-9, US Army, Special Operations Forces, interviewee 050, email communication 12 November 2013.] 

British soldiers confirmed not only the importance of competence to a soldier’s inclusion into the core group. One officer, a decorated Helmand combat veteran, explained this process of incorporation very clearly. He recorded the differential reception of two new soldiers, just out of training, into his squadron: ‘The one in 1st Troop was an instant success, highly professional and clearly very good with a firm grasp of the Tactics, Techniques and Procedures (TTP’s).  I would say that after his first operation, probably within the first 4 days of joining us post-RSOI [theatre entry training] he was firmly accepted into the troop and within a month was one of the characters of that troop with many friends across the Squadron’.[footnoteRef:86] The other soldier was more nervous and ‘after his first operation the troop leader said his drills were not brilliant’. He subsequently had a negligent discharge on returning to camp on his second operation, which isolated him further. As a result, ‘he remained a little bit of a loner within the Squadron and was probably not fully accepted by all the other soldiers’. However, on an operation about a month later, he ‘was the third man in a patrol searching a kariz (dried out water tunnels) where the insurgents often hid IED/weapons caches’, following the lead soldier and a sergeant, ‘he discovered a pressure plate IED which the lead two individuals had stepped over (very lucky)’. The IED was defused and the troops returned to Bastion. The officer recorded the important transformation in this soldier’s status following this display of professionalism: ‘After this incident he grew ten feet as the others realized they could rely on him and almost overnight he was accepted and by the end of the tour he had made firm friends.  A very different man returned home from one who had deployed 3 months into a tour of Helmand’.[footnoteRef:87] The soldier was accepted into the core group and accorded the status of a friend and comrade – but only once he had demonstrated his competence. Another soldier summarized the point: ‘From a psychological perspective, friendship is developed by professionalism not because someone is in your section’.[footnoteRef:88]  [86:  OF-4, British Army, interlocutor 054, email communication, 15 July 2013.]  [87:  OF-4, British Army, interlocutor 054, email communication, 15 July 2013.]  [88:  OR/E-4, British Army, interviewee 006, 27 June 2010.] 

Professionalism has taken precedence over interpersonal bonds. Ultimately only individuals deemed to be competent professionals, were accepted as genuine team-mates in the core group. Of course, close bonds of friendship typically developed in core groups, as result of its members training and operating together over long period. Yet, it is important to recognize that the crucial collective reference point for these relations was professionalism not interpersonal bonds. Collective standards of performance defined the bonds between individual soldiers, finally determining who could be considered a friend. The professional solidarity of these core groups, the relations between soldiers in them, played a critical role in their combat effectiveness, then. Not only were soldiers familiar with operating together so that they could execute their drills more efficiently than in ad hoc teams but a distinctive kind of combat motivation arose from these relations. The established relations between them encouraged them to perform; they did not want to fail their colleagues as professionals.

Case Study
The interview data are suggestive; they indicate that core groups were vital to combat effectiveness in the small unit and that close professional relations emerged within them. These stable core groups between professional colleagues not only facilitated a higher level of combat performance but also motivated the members of these groups to perform. However, in order to prove that the core group with its distinctive relations was critical to combat effectiveness, it is essential to demonstrate the social dynamics at work in such a group in combat. It is important to move beyond testimonies, however persuasive they might be, to action in combat itself. As in the previous section, a perspicuous case study can be very useful here in highlighting how the core group, with its distinctive social relations, motivated troops to perform on the battlefield. 
 One of the most striking cases from my research of the professional motivations at work with in the core group was provided by a British interviewee, Corporal A about an incident in which he had been involved in Helmand[footnoteRef:89] that was corroborated by a second interview with his company commander.[footnoteRef:90] At that time, British troops from Corporal A infantry battalion were stationed in the Upper Sangin Valley, one of most difficult and dangerous locations in the whole of Afghanistan. During this tour, the battalion had to re-organise its troops, re-assigning one platoon from Kajaki to the north into Sangin itself. His section was deployed into a notorious patrol base in Sangin. In order to ensure cohesion within the platoon in the patrol base, two members of his section were transferred across to another section, in return for two unknown soldiers. The re-organised sections began to patrol immediately, with no prior training and without knowing their new team-mates.  [89:  Year omitted to maintain anonymity.]  [90:  At the request of the interviewee and in order to protect his identity, the identity of his regiment and the other soldier mentioned in this vignette, this example has been anonymized and veiled; a precise date has not been given deliberately. At the time of the incident, Corporal A held the rank of acting lance-corporal.] 

Corporal A’s section contained a soldier, ‘Soldier Smith’ (name changed), who was widely disliked by his platoon: 
He was young. He was the youngest in the PB [patrol base]. But some of the things he did. I don’t want to slate him but he was not popular. It was all his own doing; he was not professional. You always get one or two. But in this case it was a case of: “who in their right mind thought this guy was good enough to come out of infantry training [name of training establishment omitted to protect anonymity]…He wasn’t as professional as the rest of the guys. People got angry at the little things. If you are not good a map reading, you learn. If your shooting is not good enough, you practice. But this guy had no extra gear. He did not try; he was too laid back. If people are not on the same song sheet that’s when things go wrong. We pride ourselves on being good soldiers [regimental name omitted]. The next guy is carrying the same weight; has the same level of professionalism.[footnoteRef:91]  [91:  Corporal A, OR/E-2, machine-gunner and second-in-command of section, interviewee 052, personal interview, 22 January 2015.] 

As the statement makes clear and affirming the interviews discussed in the previous section, Soldier Smith was not liked because he was regarded as unprofessional and incompetent. He was in Corporal A’s section but not accepted as a true member of the core group either of this section or the wider platoon.
Soon after the re-organization of the Patrol Base, Corporal A’s section which included Soldier Smith, was caught in a very intense ambush as it returned to its base at the end of a patrol. They came under fire from three positions; the closest from a hundred metres away to the east, with two other firers approximately two hundred meters away in a compound to the north. The section eventually retreated to cover: another wall some eighty metres away to the south. However, on arriving at this wall, Corporal A looked back to see that Soldier Smith has been hit but not killed; ‘he was rolling on the ground so I knew he was alive but he could not move’.[footnoteRef:92] Because he was nearest to the wounded soldier, on the corner where they had found cover, Corporal A decided to rescue him: ‘I ran down the 80 meters with the bullets coming towards me, dancing in the sand around my feet’. Corporal A reached Soldier Smith and eventually dragged Soldier Smith into cover under heavy fire.[footnoteRef:93]  [92:  Corporal A, OR/E-2, personal interview, 22 January 2015.]  [93:  Corporal A, OR/E-2, personal interview, 22 January 2015; OF-4, interviewee 003, British, personal interview 13 May 2010.] 

At one level, the Sangin example confirmed that in a professional force, battle drills – rather than personal commitments – were the primary explanatory variable for combat effectiveness. Two soldiers in this section of eight men had not worked with each other before and did not know each other. Moreover, for the two integrated soldiers, who had been stationed solely in this patrol base, this was their first fire-fight. Yet, the section performed seamlessly and was able to extract itself from the ambush by conducting set drills. 
However, crucially, the example illustrates the distinctive motivations which arise from the solidarities which exist in a core group. Against the primary group theory, Corporal A did not rescue Soldier Smith because he liked him. Personal relations did not provide the special motivation, which primary group theorists have regularly invoked as indispensible in combat. On the contrary, Corporal A was impelled to save his disliked colleague only by a sense of impersonal professional obligation; ‘It doesn’t matter how good or bad he was. He was the same cap badge. He had come through the same infantry training establishment [name omitted to preserve anonymity]… Everyone would have gone. I only got noticed because I went first; I reacted…We would have let ourselves down. Everyone can’t get on all the time. But if we had left him behind we would have felt rotten’.[footnoteRef:94]  [94:  Corporal A, OR/E-2, personal interview, 22 January 2015.] 

Yet, it would be wrong to think that this professional motivation was purely abstract. In order to understand how professional obligation was cathected in this case, it is worth considering the implications of Corporal A’s explanation in some detail. His sense of professional obligation was not simply a case of generic regimental loyalty; rather, its activation was specifically dependent upon the core group and the relations between its members. Crucially, while the wounded soldier was indeed disliked by everyone, there were strong bonds of professional comradeship between other soldiers. Despite the great risks involved, failure to rescue Soldier Smith would not have simply been a failure to live up to an ideal of regimental loyalty but an immediate, face-to-face betrayal of trust between those soldiers who knew each other very well. Since their relationships were based on their professional regard for each other, to leave a colleague behind, no matter how hated Soldier Smith might personally have been, would have been to renege on the collective commitments between them; the members of the section would have destroyed their own professional credibility in each others’ eyes. They would have failed to perform as professionals; as a result, they would have failed as team-mates and, indeed, as friends. Consequently, the professionalism on which the core group relied would have been invalidated. In this example, close professional relations, based on proven competence, between some members of the section generated high levels of collective motivation, even though one particular individual was disliked by everyone. The core group and the motivations, which arose from it, were critical to the combat effectiveness of their small unit. The section was able to extract itself from a close quarters ambush without leaving any of its members behind because members of the core group were obligated by a sense of mutual professional duty to each other.
Corporal A’s actions in Sangin may have been distinctive but his descriptions of his motivations were not unique. On the contrary, they have recurred in many testimonies about combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. One of the most striking examples was provided by Sebastian Junger’s journalistic account of a company of US paratroopers 2nd Platoon, Battle Company, 502nd Parachute Infantry, in Kunar in 2007 to 2008. There, one of the central figures in the narrative, Sergeant O’Byrne of Sal Giunta’s sister platoon in Battle Company, made a surprisingly similar admission during their brutal tour in the Korengal Valley: ‘There are guys in the platoon who straight up hate each other’.[footnoteRef:95] However, he also noted a paradox: ‘But they would also die for each other. So you kind of have to ask, “How much could I really hate the guy?”’.[footnoteRef:96] The paradox of their willingness to die for each other even though they might despise each other can be resolved by understanding that, like Corporal A’s section in Sangin, their relations were based on professional teamwork. They were bonded not primarily by interpersonal friendships but by a shared commitment to impersonal drills, inculcated in training. Whatever their personal views of each other, these soldiers were able and willing to execute these drills together because they were united by their professionalism. It might be added that even here, where some soldiers actively hated each other that, just as in the case of Corporal A, there seem to have been enough soldiers in the core group who not only respected each others’ professionalism but also actively liked each other enough as a result of their mutual competence to motivate them to fight. A core group existed which generated powerful patterns of collective motivation, sufficient to override particular interpersonal animosities. [95:  Junger, War, 79.]  [96:  Junger, War, 79.] 

At this point, an alternative understanding of social relations in the professional core group is possible. Professional soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan were certainly motivated by a sense of obligation to their peers. However, these bonds were not ones of pristine individual friendship; they were constituted rather through competence and defined in terms of professionalism. The individual ‘personality demands’ of the soldier were not the primary motivation at work here, as primary group theorists claim, but the standards of professionalism. Here, face-to-face social relations remained important to combat performance but these relations were themselves dependent upon professionalism; friendship in the core group was a function of performance. In Iraq and Afghanistan, the typically deep social allegiances displayed by professional soldiers and marines in core groups to each other, were paradoxically based on impersonal and institutionalized competences: above all, the ability to conduct battle drills properly. Consequently, not only did drills allow soldiers to perform technically in combat but the professionalism which emerged out of training and the inculcation of these drills also self-referentially motivated soldiers to fight for each other. Training together – and the collective inculcation of drills – in and of itself bound soldiers together into dense core groups and motivated them to fight. As a result, professionalism often encouraged – even compelled - soldiers to acts of bravery which exceeded their drills and training. Soldiers were certainly determined not to betray their colleagues, as the primary group thesis suggested, but their motivations were derived from their professional relations with their peers in the core group rather than from simple interpersonal friendships. Teamwork – rather than pristine friendship -  was primary.


Conclusion
Combat effectiveness has been an important topic in security studies but because scholars have been interested in explaining state military power at the higher level, there has been less systematic analysis of battlefield performance at the small unit level. This article has sought to address this oversight by analyzing the combat effectiveness of the small infantry unit in Iraq and Afghanistan. It aimed to explain how the western infantry platoon was often able to achieve its missions and overcome its opponents – or minimally to avoid defeat – in close combat. Specifically, it has tried to identify how platoon and squads actually performed in combat and why the soldiers in them were motivated to fight. Against the primary group thesis, it has maintained that the decisive and most immediate factor in explaining combat effectiveness was not interpersonal bonds but battle drills and training. American and British infantry platoons have generally performed well in close combat over the last decade, even when unsupported by air power or artillery, because of their ability to execute collective drills during fire-fights due to the high level of training they have received. 
The inculcation of battle drills was critical to the performance of the infantry platoon. However, it is also essential to recognize why western soldiers were typically been highly motivated to fight. Here, the article describes the appearance of professional core group. The core group emerges among soldiers in a platoon who have trained and served together over long periods. The solidarity which emerged in the core group has often been confused for primary group allegiance because many soldiers in these group described each other as friends. However, it is important to recognize that in Iraq and Afghanistan, these relationships were primarily defined in professional terms and were dependent upon proven competence and performance. Friendship in the core group was ultimately dependent on professionalism. As a result of the distinctive solidarity of the core group, professional soldiers were not only able to execute complex drills on the battlefield but they were also highly motivated to perform them. They feel obligated to perform professionally in order to sustain their reputation with their colleagues and to ensure that they remain members of the core group. Since professional soldiers in small units usually served with these soldiers for long periods and carried their professional reputation with them their whole careers, their combat motivation was typically very high in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Because the chaos and horror of combat persists historically, it is often presumed that the experience of close combat and the combat performance of infantry soldiers on the battlefield is a constant. In particular, the combat effectiveness of the infantry platoon in the twentieth century is often presumed to be exactly equivalent to soldiers fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan and can be explained in the same way. At the small unit level, it is assumed that soldiers on the frontline always fight for each other. This paper proposes an alternative view. It claims that professionalism has involved a profound reformation of the solidarity of the small infantry unit. It is important, then, not to confuse the infantry squad and platoon in Iraq and Afghanistan with the primary group of the classical literature. Perhaps in stark contrast to the central premise of much of the classical literature on effectiveness, professional soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan have often been successful in close combat precisely because they have not been comrades in the classical sense. They have relied primarily on battle drills and collective professional obligations, not interpersonal bonds, to fight. 
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