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 Leadership and Ethics IP 6205

Title: Ethics and the Profession of Arms

“Promise me you won’t let your mind atrophy [says the commander]. Self-righteousness. It’s the occupational disease of the soldier, and it’s the worst sin in all the world. Yes! Because it spawns arrogance, indifference. … Read, think, disagree with everything, if you like—but force your mind outward.  Promise me that.”

“Yes, sir, I will.”  [Sam] Damon nodded slowly.  “I will, Colonel.”


—Anton Myer, Once an Eagle


(New York:  Berkley Medallion, 1968), p. 216

“Enough of the officer’s code survives, despite the allure of a materialistic culture, to make concepts like honor distinguishing characteristics of the military way.”


—Eliot A. Cohen, Supreme Command


(New York:  The Free Press, 2002), p. 247

Introduction:  In his book A Question of Character, historian Thomas Reeves asserts that leaders may “draw upon their intelligence, experience, and ideology; they may seek advice from experts in every field; they may master the political arts.  But ultimately the character of the individual, his essential values and priorities, his sense of right and wrong, will determine the ends to which these resources will be used.”  In this IP, we concern ourselves with military ethics, which can be defined as the study of right and wrong, of honor and shame, in the armed forces.  Among the chief and compelling responsibilities of senior leaders is the enhancement of character among his or her subordinates.  If, as some observers contend, there is a moral crisis in contemporary American society, what will be the impact of that crisis upon the integrity of the leaders of the United States armed forces?  Good training may well help to ensure the highest competence in our leaders; but good education must ensure the highest character in those leaders. This IP, therefore, will touch upon such issues as wisdom and virtue in education and training; contemporary moral views; and ethics in today’s armed forces.

Lesson Objective:  Analyze and evaluate the relationship between ethics and professional military leadership. CV-Integrity, Service Before Self, Excellence; JPMELA-1c, 2b, 3c (SUPPORTED); SAE 1.
Desired Learning Outcomes:  

1.  Reflect upon the kinds of ethical issues most likely to be confronted by today’s senior military leaders.

2.  Reflect upon the process of building ethical leaders and consider the obstacles our contemporary culture presents to the accomplishment of that purpose.

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1.  What are some of the relationships between the values of our contemporary democratic society and the traditional values of the profession of arms? Are they coincidental? Are they complementary?  Are they antithetical?

2.  What are the chief ethical concepts we employ in working with, and attempting to resolve, moral problems in the armed services? Is anything absolute, unchanging, and beyond a given time or culture?  If so, relate that to the profession of arms.  If not, relate that to the profession of arms.

3.  The lecture during this IP will suggest that a key task of senior leadership is to preserve or to establish organizational ethics in accordance with service core values. Given the intense kinds of challenges referred to in the readings, how do senior leaders ensure that they build such “command climates?”

4.  As a senior leader, how do you think St. Augustine’s idea (quoted by Dr. King) that “an unjust law is no law at all” relates to the profession of arms?  How does it relate to your own command philosophy?  How does it relate to real or imagined combat scenarios in the GWOT [Global War on Terror]?

5.  How important is ethical education for the senior military leader?  What role can the senior service school play in this process?  What role should it play?

Assigned Readings:

1.  Buckingham, Clay T., “Ethics and the Senior Officer: Institutional Tensions,” Parameters, Vol. 15, No. 3, Autumn 1985, pp. 23–32.

2.  Cook, Martin L., “Moral Foundations of Military Service,” Parameters, Vol. 30, No. 1, Spring 2000, pp. 1–12. 

3.  King, Martin L., Jr., “Letter from a Birmingham City Jail.” Available on the Internet at http://almaz.com/nobel/peace/MLK-jail.html
4.  Stern, Jessica, “Conclusion/Policy Recommendations,” Terror in the Name of God: Why Religious Militants Kill, Chapter 10, 2003, pp. 281–296, 354–359.

5.  Toner, Dr. James H., “Military OR Ethics,” Air and Space Power Journal, Vol. XVII, No. 2, Summer 2003, pp. 79–86. 
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