Jfficership and Moral VYVirtue:
& Philosophical Perspective on the Questiaon,
“How Shall We Incorporate Ethics Instruction

in Military Education at aAll Level?”

m
o
‘qu

/»"I"dic::ha&l A. HMahonay

AT
; R

Washington, D.C.

Decenbaer 1986




The question "How shall we incorporate

in military education at all levels?" significantnl It

32
i

not only reflects a healthy concern that those in the
military profession conduct themsalves ethizally, but also

geeks a sclution to the difficultities inheremi in the military

later.

profession, difficultles which T will sddre
Unfortunately, the gueastion presupposes thas evervone knowa
what ethicel conduct iz and why it is impor=ant to the

military professiconal. The facht is8, however, that even

though we all have somre notion aboult what ttutes genuine
ethicael behaviocr, there iz bound to be some disagreement over

the precise content and purpese of such inszruction. This is

Fferances

.t
fg
)

not unexpected for such
Yoo

centuries from Socrates through more recent moral

philosophers such as John Rawls. But if we are to make

genuine progress, we nust be clear about we ave

.

tlie pointed out

endeavoring to teach and why. For as

in his nmoral treatise The Nicomachean . A good

beginning 1ls more than half of the whole uiry, and once

-
L

established clears up many difficulties.
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t ia not my intent to answery the guesbion above; my

=]

ive because 1t

intent is o put

inte peraps

seens Lo me that propsr answers usual on an

appreciation of the contant. In putting guastion into
peraspective, I hope to point Lthe way toward ites solution. I

the reason

will do this by discussing Ltwo aspects?

athics is inportant to mllitary and sacondly,

Lol



the environment in which militery professionazis operate.
The firat thing one should be clear about is why mililtary

professlionals ahould take the trouble to bteach ethics. Thisg

rd

gquastion i, given our natlion’s pragmatic tradition, a
natural one to ask. The answer which imnnmediately suggests

£ Ffor those in uniform has to do with the nature of

service itself. The military profession is dedicated to

servicea., HBervvice, in the military sense, inplies virtue

P}

based on sacrifice and sellflessnesa. Yirvtue, of couras,
entalils high moral standarda.

Some will argue thet service no longer

r aelflessness, Lthalt the all-volunteery forcse mnakes bhe

o
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military profession Juslt another occupation. It takes more

than higher pay to change the nature of the
profession, however, The threat of war, freguent family

separations, conbinuous nmoves, and the ever constant demand

for readinesz make service mnore than just ano e goly.

Certainly, sone servicemen sacrifice move Lh sthers but

that has alwavse been true.

There is ancother reason for the servicem articular
There is another ik articular

who would

oy

interest in ethicsas; for they recognis that

i}

lie, cheat, or steal is untrustworthy. Such & person ia not

F

oriented to servioce but It 1s, pe this

knowledgs B, ¥ Ilev, Com of the

Marine Corpsa, to comment bthat there ls more to

Harine than just being good at one’s job.

It is certainly true that milits
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to go Lo war, if they must go, with somneone who lia

technically proficient. Bubt technical prod riency ia not, in

iteelsf, encough. They want to know that th omEraon bhaeside

them haa courage. If he da courageous they know they will be

able to depend on him. Coureage, of course, L

digolpline,

Moral fault, on the other hand, inplies the opposite. A
perscon lies, for instance, hecause he doss mob have the

disclipline to face undesirable congseguences o

nuch the sane

clrocunstances. He would cheat or siteal
reason. Now the very word ‘undisciplined,” eavohes strong,

nagative reactions from seassoned military professionals

effectivencas

bacauss digcipline ia the cornerstons of

and the sipne qua non of success in battle. It die discipline

that enablas servicemen Lo achileve bthe difsf

=uli ends theay
often seelk. Discipline alec allows then te continue the

gle through what Clausewits rightly

and the fog of war. It tak

agtand and fight cne’s enemy.

fon

that provides the foundatilion for unit

st

le inhevent in the noral

%

one can achileve mnoral discip it uating

onesels Lo it fgain, in his wmoral Lreati wirites that

wilth other men
o
There LO
o brave. S,

is by behaving
asiona that we
mate and

tual zonduct In our interoo
just or unjuseh, and it is
,ﬁ%imnﬁp aemu%twmimg ourselve
fear or condide at we becomna cowardl
oo, with our ap m;it@a and angry imp
in onae way op HPRPTOR miuﬁ@
baoomnes th and gentle or prof
particular kind of
wroduced by a cor:
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activities. =

If he i

“

right, as I believe he is, then military
professlonals must prepare for the demands of war, not just
phyaitcally but mnentally. Thilis la easier to underatand once
one appreciates that while we often talk of “ohyesical
courage” i1t ia simply a manner of apeaking. Intellect and
will, not physical gty&néthp condiltloning, or toughness,

deternine whether one will stand Ffirm in a atr Thia

does pnot imply that physicel conditioning is =not important.

Clearly, one must be in peak phyveicsl condition to endure the
hardships of battle. It does imply, however, that walue and

la

4o

n bu

fote

degire are of fundamentel Iimportance

conbatants . It also suggests bthat military professionals

should devote more attention to norval virtue or excellence

da }
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an they presently do. Moral discipline will not only help

th

the officer withastand great pressure, 1t will facllitete

dolng the right thing in adversity, whether

2 Y, DEACE O War.

This will be posalble hecause bthe offilcer w

digelpline will have "accustomad' himasslf to

above eelf.
It turns out, then, that lving, stealing, cheating, and

other moral faulta are weaknesses which cannot be tolerated

(3]

H

in military leaders because they sericualy ine parsconal

honor and discipline, the very qualitl assantial
in the leaders the services reguilire.

Schopenhanver , among others, once obhserved ithelt “to

agomething, one nuat be something.” This view lode well with



the military conception of officers as nen of character, men
who are asxpected to do the righlt thing morally.

The second thing that should be addressed is the context
itself, i.e., the officer’'s environment and his
regponsibility in it. The bagic responalbility for movalllty
in a society iz, in general, ahared equally by the competent
adultas who make up that socliety. It £ullowa that the
military officer shares this basic responsibility in our own
sociaety with all other Amnericen Citiﬂ@ﬂﬂuv There 1a & greater
share of regponslbllity, of courss, for those who arse
appointed over others.s

The reason for the increased responsibillity iz that

leaders are often called upon Lo take actions which affect
the lives of those who work for them or fall within theiy
purview. Thus, the actions of a lsader are morally

~

significant for two reasons. Firet, because thev have

consequence for others; secondly, bascause they are abls Lo
influence othera toward good or avil.

The military officer’s share of mnovael responsibililty

inereases aven further when the declsions he malkea
aurvival of hia men. Declalon-making of this nature, gﬁ
couras, is most often Ffound In time of war but not
gxcliusively so. HNMilitary officers make decisions, sven in
paacetine, which affect the present or future safety of those
in their charge.

I am pot suggesting that morel avareness is important
only for those who have the lives of others in their hands.

e
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'his would have the

noral awarenass in could actually

asslgnment. Nor do I suggest that

‘

aftects the lives of thosge in our charge isa,

. f =g
moval ong.>

e
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great moral responaibility on officers. hia

clearly dictates Lhat mililtery officers aak

they are contempleting are morally right or wrong.

need for mnoral avareness

appreciates the neture of the

thenselvea.

The military officer is in 2 highly

one which places 8 great

P

doing one’s duty ie nost often understood

yvounger, less experienced officers) as doing

b

or doing what the “old man®” wants. This can

not careful, to a kind of noral poverbty in

might sasily in

&

defaer .,

wishes of hig superior. Thus the officer might

“doing his duty” he has survived moral dilemnas

conalibllity eltogether. This, i

of course,

The problem I have Juast described

peverlty of the Litary profession. Every

from the beginning of hia cerser that adherence

admirable and that guestlioning is undesgirable.

may cauvse delay, and delayv nmay cost lives,

)

change wiith

avery decision

envivonment in which

structured
premium on doing one’s duty.

(particularly
what one
laead,

witloh

exacerbatead

oEE loer

whiioh

facto, &

whether asctions

Thelr
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an officer

matters of moral judgment, to the

by
T

aovders 4

tusatilioning

miseion fallure,

one 1s

is teugt

@ach

he gravity of military declsion-making, however, places

reaponaibility

ig even mnore evident when one fully

they £ind

lad
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or both. There can be only one commander and the services
are structured Ao that there will, in nost cassa, be juabl
one: ha makea the important decisions.

The commander of a millitery unit is vested, of courae,
with great power cover hig men, thelr present and future. It
is coneldered wlse, therefore, for an officer nobt Lo opposs
hia commander and, if he does, not Lo make it a habit to do

& posalbility for

20. This perception often works ageinst bl

open comrmunication, especially on sengitive lssues. It also

increases an officer’s btendency to refer morval judgments Lo

e

his superior. Yet few would laud the moral agenlt who

acted in accordance mnoral judgment simply

bhecauvae he deened it

things. For we recognize thabt, ultimetely, it will ke the

knowledge of the moral agent, not his superior’s which must

e apsessed in debtermining wheith action ia genulnely

moral., Horal responsiblility cannot be relinguished by

b

anyone.
Now it is obvicusely misleading to suggest that it is an

cEfficer’s duty to obey his superior in all things or that an

officer should think that it is. Officers are, in facht,

& recelved.

P

aducateaed about what to do when an Llegal ovrder

But difficulties arise for the nmoral officer when it turns

out that an immoral order is not illegal ox not

maniL 1y ao. It ls the authoritarisn nature of the
military thet makes this lssue =0 delicaete. The
ingtitubtional bilas la such that the burden in disobeyving a

-
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senior’s orders falls directly, and heavily I

the subordinate. The senlor has authoribty and

force behind him. In fact, the subordinate is

@avan when he

to carry out questionable ovders,

are wrong, and reporit them later through the ¢

conmnarnd. He told to refuse his orders only

they are radically wrong.

might add, on

ingtitutional

usually urged

. )

thinks they
haein of
when he knowe

Even in an authoritarian organizaetion, however,., one’s own
noral understanding or interpretation of duty is, without
exception, essential in determining whet one should do.” Bﬂgm
Ehris-understandtng-tes-treconpirete-wirtbragt--gone—lnewiedge—o1
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~— An officer who take

e

8 nmoral responsibllity

emrsamiiem AT

seriously,

then, uat aak himself whether the action he is contemplating
or being directed Lo perform iz morally right or wrong. The
nature of Lthe military profession, in lew of the commnents

above, seemns to restrict an officer s ability wo do ao. Some

think that we can improve in this ar by creating an open
anvironment, i.&., one in which it is acceptaeble to raise
moral questions whenever onae chooses.

One facile solution, which obvi iy répr@sant& the
extramne, would be Lo creste an open avivonnaent by mnaking
roral guestlong part of an orvganizatbtion’s ‘checklist.” This
would guarantee such gueastions since, presumably, neo one
would have reason Lo avoid them. But it is not clear that

such extrene measures would increase ocne’s notivation to do
the right thing which is, of course, the ultimate purpose of

&



asking moral guestions. Therese sre two reasons for
firast, military officers operate on different moral mlanes
and secondly, even those who are best developed morally

somnetines make mistakes about what is right or wrong.

creating an environment conducive to asking moral guestions.
Those who are wnsympathetic wilth or unaware of the
glgnificance of noral guestlons would remaliln aoc. And therve
la no reason bto belleve that either group would be

tranaforned gimply by the acceptaebllity of ssking such

guestions. The second problem is inherent in man’s o
No one makes perfact moral judgmente. Life i, after all,

conplaex and so are the problemns.

Given this framework, it ie inevitable that therse e

instances of immoral action in the militery {or in anvy sector

. matter. I am not suggesting that the

S

of society for tha

o+

sarvices are filled or even scettersed with moral sooumg

Faew would believe that. Unfortunately, as much danag

dona by those who have neglechted thelr own noral

aengibilities as can be done by the unscrupulous. an
open environment would help those who have let thelr own
moral fabrilae erdds through disuse., These may need lizile
nore than a reminder. For those who lack moral educ ol

consider moralilily secondary or unimportant, however,
staepr would be of little value.

Be that as it may, it is8 clear that military lead

DB are

espaeclial ly uncomforteble with the suggestion that th should




foster an open envivonment. And rightly so. That kind of
environment would seriously undermine a militery lesder’sa

v to fight

authoricy and, at the same time, his unit’s abili

affectively. The contexlt, then, presents an apparent

7w the services, if I am right, reguire norsal

oo :

@ in order to fight effectively vetl

ol

awvareness and disciplin
the authoritarian nature of the military vitliates these by
limiting the free exchange which would foster Lthem.

The most direct and efficacious solutlon toe ensesuring
noral awarenesa and diescipline, then, le to educate officers
in such matters at every opportunity. Thase officers will in

turn guarantee the necegsary moral leadership and

ot
ol

gnvironmant . It for this resason that there lig noe betbtter

’

alternative than the morsl education and developmnent of

taxr

ot

mil officers. The morally developed officer will be

M
G

hetter prepared to handle the difficulties he will face in
hig career and he will, for the mnost part, make scound moral
Judgnaents. He will also be better suited to face the

aextracrdinary demnands of military service in conflict. In

teaching ethics--and I do not resgtrict thils to formal

aducation alone--the services reinforce bthe ldeals of dutbty

and honor with atrength of cheracter achieved throug

4

bk i uidence, and perhape the Code of Conduch

EBEITV IO
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e

o gone extent, have basen usgeful;, the services would beneflt
from an ethical code which explicitly reflects the unigue

reguirenents of the military profession and delinestes the

10



expectations of senior military pfofe&gicnal@. This code
would consoclidate adllitary values and principles in a single
place for acfficers and serve ag a reference poinbt for then
throuwghout thelir caresra. Alrov e al%@it should be
lnextricably bound to the notions of duty and honor, notions
which have always been fundamental to Amervican servicemsan.
It should be filled with the splvit of a8ll thalt ils highest
and good in man. Admittedly this sounds idealistic, but
morality is not bound by what ig, but rather what gugbt to
be, Thiz does not mean that ethices ila concerned 20 much with
what ought to he that i1t has no practical value {for human
elings, The cught implies can, i.e., that men and womnen are
capable of conducting themselves in this way if they desire
toe do so.

In summary, I have argued that moral virtue strengthens
military leaders, reinforces unit discipline, and enhances
comnbatlt efficliency. I have also argued that military

ocrganlzations ere authoritarian, of necessity, that they

purposely create an environment wherein the pr@gumption is
that the superior hknows what he is doing and that onse ought
to obey his orders. Such organizationz are structured and
trained the way they will fight. Upen environments in which
one might freely or constantly gquestion a superior’s orders
would erode combat effectivensss and cause excessive

casualtless or even total defeakb. It is important, therefore,

to take other asteps which will ensure -&fat high moral
standarda--unlt discipling and success in conflict demaend 1t.

11




The milltary services must do all that tiwey can to
ancourage mnoral behavicr in officers. They must teach

officers about their duly and responsibility to be good and

faithful servants, which encompasses doing G

morally right
thing throughout thelir carveers. This means,. of couree, that
they mnuat understand thelr moral obligesticnas and

dms the

reaponsibilities, a fact which clearly jusiti

reguiremnent for ethical instruction.

i

HMoral values support our professional to fight and

Wwirn. € we adopt a code, we nust bteach it Dut more than
that, we mush live it. For we all know that actions spealk

louder than words and that, ultimately, Lo lLive a code is Lo

teach it best.
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ENDNOTES

17 would like to thank Jogseph Brennern, LtCol J. K.
Stewart, USHC, and Tonva Lewis for thelr kind assistance. I
greatly appreciate the many helpful suggesztions they have
meacle . Any difficulties contalned herein are entirely my own
and are attributable 1in no way to then,

2Philip Wheelwright, ed., Ari ew York: The

Odvasey Pregs, 1931, p. 170,

otle |

SIbid., p. 182

2These remarks are in no way intended Lo provide a
definitive account of sccial morallty. ey provide only a
reference point for understanding an ofdf 217 & pogition in
the soclal structure.

“This was pointed oubt to me by Joseph Brennan who i

s
Professor Emeritus at Barnard College, Columbla Universitv.
He is presently Elective Professor at al Command
College, Naval War College, Newport, RI land.
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