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When we look at military ethics programs in western armies, one thing is immediately striking: their difficulty in characterizing the ethics they want to teach. Each program has ideas on the way military ethics can be taught, but they do not actually succeed in answering this fundamental question: what exactly are these ethics we are talking about? Even when they do address this question, they eventually confess that they have reached an unsatisfactory result.


This conference deals with tough issues: the way a soldier behaves when he is confronted with modern conflicts that we call irregular warfare. In their book, Ethics education in the military
, Paul Robinson, Nigel de Lee and Don Carrick give voice to the leaders of the military ethics programs from different armies. Of all these important figures in military ethics training, none is able to claim a clear vision of the ethics he should teach. The French example is representative of the other programs. The French claim publicly that they want their soldiers to act according to a “virtue ethics”. Aristotelian ethics are indeed dominant in most military ethics programs. Virtue ethics is the idea that a soldier should be virtuous, displaying courage and loyalty, among other virtues. These ethics are partly derived from the heroic vision of the soldier in Homeric times, and this kind of behavior fits the ideal that most armies ascribe to their soldiers. The more courageous the solider, the more ready he is to fight with honor and loyalty, the more he will help them to win the war, the armies believe. The French colonel Ardant du Picq, in his classic book Battle Studies, brilliantly summarizes this idea
. The moral forces of the soldier must be taken into account. By developing his virtues of courage and loyalty, the soldier will not step back during the battle. Ardant du Picq makes references to different battles to explain that victory went to the army with the most audacious, virtuous soldiers.


Leaders of military ethics programs deal with the application of virtue ethics to their soldier, they insist on training them in a game of rewards and punishments, as Aristotle himself advises to do in his Nichomachean ethics
. However, in so doing they tend to forget an important component of ethics of virtue, which Aristotle calls the phronesis. This part of the training explains to the soldier the sense of each of his actions. According to Aristotle, soldiers should be able to understand the reason beyond each order given to them. In practice, of course, it is not the case. There are several reasons for this: first, many military ethics programs focus only on officer training, the unranked soldier is judged incapable of understanding the subtleties of military strategy. Second, those who formulate the programs in such terms do not want to weaken the discipline that is key to military hierarchy by allowing soldiers to oppose a given decision. Finally, military hierarchy uses platoons in certain very dangerous missions, and they do not want to frighten their soldiers by explaining the details of the operation, fearing that these soldiers might be reluctant to obey orders. Military ethics programs like those of The Netherlands and Israel admit that virtue ethics are an ideal, only good for an elite of the population (this is actually what Aristotle had in mind when describing his vision of ethics), and unsuitable for real soldier training. In practice, most of the military ethics training is more of a set of ethics rules. Soldiers have to respect certain rules, and are not supposed to think too much, and only to carry out their orders. Leaders of military ethics programs all warn of the limits of this approach. Indeed, what is a soldier supposed to do when he is confronted with an issue not described by the rules? Such situations happen very often during wars, and in particular during irregular warfare. The leaders of military ethics programs also reject utilitarianism, because none of them see a soldier’s mission as dictated by its outcomes. This idea unsettles them, because a soldier on a field does not only consider the political outcomes of his actions. Nor does he act with an obsession to kill his enemy. He acts mainly for other reasons, particularly for his desire to care for others, and this is what I wish to discuss today. Military ethics cannot be grounded in utilitarianism, deontological approaches and virtue ethics. Another general theory of ethics is far more relevant to this crucial occupation, and this is the ethics of care. Why is ethics of care able to deal effectively with the military profession?


I will address this question in three parts. First, the ethics of care places relationships between individuals at its core, rather than focusing exclusively on the individual; that stress is particularly well-suited to the ”esprit de corps” so important in the military. Second, the ethics of care gives us a better grasp of the importance of emotions in military behavior, which explains the frequency of irrational behavior among soldiers. Third, ethics of care gives soldiers a way to build specific relations, that can be developed into contracts with everyone they meet during a mission, allowing them to prioritize within their daily decision-making.

Ethics of care emphasizes and protects the individual, while having a strong collective dimension, placing the ties between individuals at the heart of its ethics.


Ethics of care comes from the idea of the mother caring for her child. A mother does not care because she expects any particular outcome. Apart from some rare exceptions, she doesn’t care for her child because she is forced to care for her child. She doesn’t care because it is virtuous to care. She cares for her child because of a very specific connection she has with this child. This relation is so specific, so particular that she wants to do everything she can to answer the needs of her child without expecting anything in return. Utilitarianism, deontological approaches or virtue ethics are unable to account for this kind of relationship in their framework.


Now, let’s turn to what makes the military profession so specific. When we look to describe a particular professional ethics, we can only do so by understanding the specificities of that profession. In the military profession, the power to kill is the first thing that comes into mind, and it is indeed one of the specificities that it shares with policemen, private militias (and their power raises an important debate) and also with the political leaders who can decide to start a war. However, not all the people in the military profession have this power. For example, the medical unit, the transportation, the technical agents are not invested with this power. Finally, few members of the military are in a situation where they need to push the trigger. In the military, one could say that discipline is primordial. That is true, but there is strong discipline in other professions as well. However discipline is part of the reason for explaining the real specificity of the military profession. 


When I interviewed American veterans, or when I read their stories about their war experiences, one thing everyone talks about is the special ties they have established with their peers. This might be why veterans clubs are so active. Some soldiers told me that after they had left the army, they could only trust and share with other former soldiers. These links are so strong that a soldier is ready to die for his comrade during a battle. The military profession is the only one where such solidarity is seen, maybe because it is also the only profession where you have to prove daily how much you care about your peers. Some soldiers could disobey some orders, others could refuse to kill someone, but nobody could say that he would not support his colleague during a mission, or even during training. The military is often seen as a place where individualism is less developed because of this specificity of caring. You care for your comrade as a mother would care for her child, being ready to do anything you can to help your buddy.

The ethics of care also clearly affirms its vision that the public sphere and the private sphere should not be separated. The care ethicists indeed reject this distinction between public space (where ethics would be necessary) and private space (where anybody could do whatever he likes). The care ethicist thinks that this distinction is artificial and they condemn the deontological approaches that support it. It happens that this is particularly adapted to the military profession, where the soldier renounces his right to this distinction. He is a soldier 24 hours a day and 7 days a week, and his ethics will be the same all this time, focusing on the protection and caring of his comrades.


After the Vietnam War, many soldiers were traumatized because they had seen the death of their friend on the field. Some could never get over this, and it is one of the main explanations of the many difficulties that Vietnam veterans face when they come back to a normal life after the war. How many movies are built around a story of a Vietnam Veteran who cannot forget that he fails to help his peer on the field? Of course,  civilian slaughters left also their marks on war history and they are certainly incompatible with an ethics of care! The example of My Lai comes immediately into mind. These kinds of exaction are particularly traumatic because they are totally unnatural for soldiers as what is at core in the military profession is to protect people, either their peers or the innocent civilians. This relationship with their peers is central to the military profession. It doesn’t aim to have particular outcomes, or to obey some deontological principles, or to be proof of a particular act of courage. This relationship is just a manifestation of the care you have for others, this particular feeling which is at the center of military ethics.

Those feelings, and the irrational behaviors that can come from them, have to be taken into account in a definition of military ethics, which is only possible within an ethics of care.


Despite their differences, deontological approaches and utilitarianism agree on the point that they consider morality to have something in common with rationality. The moral individual has to be rational or he cannot be moral because his behavior cannot be understood otherwise. Kant affirms several times
, that a human being has to get rid of his emotions and listen only to his reason in order to find the right thing to do. You cannot rely on emotions and irrational behavior to take a decision if you want to act as a free autonomous agent. This idea is still strong today, but it is a fact that people continue to act partly irrationally in their daily decisions. Every individual tries to rationalize once he has committed an act, but he often first reacts by following his mood or his feelings of the moment. A soldier is particularly affected by his emotions during a mission. One Iraqi war veteran that I interviewed told me that after a suicide bomber tried to kill his platoon, he could not prevent himself from reacting badly to the whole Iraqi population, even though he knew that he should only blame terrorists and not these people whom he was supposed to protect. This person is usually very tolerant and rationally, he knew that he was not acting according to his convictions. On the other hand, a soldier can try to save his peer who is being fired at, even if he knows that he has no chance of saving him. He does not want to do this in order to commit suicide but just because he is reacting according to his feelings of the moment. Should he be blamed for that? I don’t try to answer this question here; I only mean to say that it is a mistake to expect people to react only according to their reason because it is impossible and unrealistic. 


This is particularly true for a soldier involved in irregular warfare. When a soldier faces a conflict where he doesn’t know where the enemy is hiding, and he knows that he has to be cautious while being friendly with the local population, he acts under a stress that will have an influence on his decisions. To understand the way a soldier is reacting, it is clear that emotions should be considered. Some feelings could even help him to fulfill his mission, such as sympathy, empathy, or sensitivity, because they allow the soldier, involved in a mission in a country he doesn’t know, to feel concern for the local actors in this conflict. Modern wars require the development of a true cooperation between local actors and the foreign military power. The use of emotions is essential to establish connections that could be vital in a fight against terrorism. It is helpful to give place to emotions in our ethical reasoning. As Annette Baier points out
, Kant was wrong to try to ignore emotions. On the contrary, they need to be considered in order to understand the real reasoning of soldiers in the field. This is why they have to be part of the definition of the ethical behavior of the soldier.

The ethics of care allows the soldier to build specific contracts with each of the connections he has established on the field. 


We now see that the ethics of care gives us a good insight into military ethics. The next question is to see how a soldier involved in irregular warfare can use this approach to help him in his decision-making. Ethics are above all about practices. Care ethicists do not believe, contrary to deontological approaches, that ethics can be summarized into general principles. Each situation is particular, and ethics exist only by the way they are put into practice.


What is the mission of the soldier? We cannot focus, as in Napoleonic times, on strategies and warfare. The soldier, and it is particularly true in an irregular warfare, is also a policeman and an ambassador. As a policeman, he has to ensure that the law is respected in the area and he has to protect the local population and provide them with security. As an ambassador, he has to show the best side of his country in order to legitimize its involvement in the conflict. These two missions, quite recent for the soldier, are primordial for the modern military. In an asymmetric conflict, such a soldier will most often be a policeman; he will have to play the ambassador by seducing the local populations on a regular basis, and occasionally, he will have to make war. Another pattern of new conflicts is that there are many different actors involved. In Napoleonic times, only states were present in the operation theatre. Now, NGOs, mass media, private military companies are all playing their part. A soldier has to take into account the actions of all these people. He has to play the policeman and the ambassador towards these entities as well. Thus, a soldier will establish particular ties with each individual representing all these actors. He will care for them, depending on this relationship and on his mission. For example, he will have to protect NGOs and journalists, or to provide his help to private military companies, if the orders are to do so. A soldier is subjected to series of expectations from all the different actors in the conflict and he will answer these different needs according to the relationship he has established with these actors. My purpose is not to judge the way soldiers are reacting but to understand the way they behave. The more a soldier knows about a NGO, or a family, or a journalist, the harder he will try to help them. This shows how care is at the center of his ethics. The soldier needs to know his environment in order to be able to care for these people. It is the one condition that would most help him accomplish his mission.


Thus, each particular relationship could be understood as a particular contract, always evolving, that the soldier concludes with another. Although an ethics of care is not a contractualist ethics, the strong connection one has developed with another actor of the war, he will then be able to help him in a better way than a person he doesn’t know. This will be a very particular contract as there is not always a reciprocity in a relation. When he will consider all the individuals he cares about on a conflict theatre, the soldier should be able to establish a hierarchy of relationships in order to determine his priorities. This kind of reasoning should help him refuse unacceptable orders. For example, in the My Lai massacre, the soldiers could have refused to obey Second Lieutenant William Calley, who was denying the notion of care itself. This doesn’t mean that an ethics of care will weaken the rules of discipline of the military. These rules have to take into account the notion of care and should try to support the development of this feeling among soldiers in order to enable them to take moral decisions. 

Aristotle said philia (that could be translated into friendship) is the most praiseworthy feeling on earth. This notion of care gives us a way to fully understand this idea. It shows that what is beautiful in mankind is the ability of humans to establish these particular relationships between each other. A soldier has the ability to kill another human being. The only way to handle this violent situation  is to consider every actor on the field to be someone he could possibly care for. Sometimes, he might have to kill in order to defend the persons he already cares about. That is the fatality of his profession, but by developing a relation of care with his environment, the soldier might avoid many blunders. Of course, it might seem strange to talk about care for a profession where you need to define an enmy. It is true that a soldier needs to have someone he wants to fight if he wants to be efficient on a battlefield. However, the definition of an enemy is not enough for soldiers involved in irregular warfare. It is when US military forces succeeded in establishing true connections with Iraqi people that they succeeded in weakening terrorist actions. Caring for others could be our only answer to letting regular armies have a chance at not losing irregular wars.
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