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Foreword

Since the Soviet Union’s fall in 1989, the specter of large-scale combat 
against a peer adversary was remote. During the years following, the US 
Army found itself increasingly called upon to lead multinational operations 
in the lower to middle tiers of the range of military operations and conflict 
continuum. The events of 11 September 2001 led to more than fifteen years 
of intense focus on counterterrorism, counterinsurgency, and stability op-
erations in Iraq and Afghanistan. An entire generation of Army leaders and 
soldiers was culturally imprinted by this experience. We emerged as an 
Army more capable in limited contingency operations than at any time in 
our nation’s history, but the geopolitical landscape continues to shift and 
the risk of great power conflict is no longer a remote possibility.

While our Army focused on limited contingency operations in the 
Middle East and Southwest Asia, other regional and peer adversaries scru-
tinized US military processes and methods and adapted their own accord-
ingly. As technology has proliferated and become accessible in even the 
most remote corners of the world, the US military’s competitive advantage 
is being challenged across all of the warfighting domains. In the last de-
cade, we have witnessed an emergent China, a revanchist and aggressive 
Russia, a menacing North Korea, and a cavalier Iranian regime. Each of 
these adversaries seeks to change the world order in their favor and contest 
US strategic interests abroad. The chance for war against a peer or region-
al near-peer adversary has increased exponentially, and we must rapidly 
shift our focus to successfully compete in all domains and across the full 
range of military operations. 

Over the last two years, the US Army has rapidly shifted the focus of 
its doctrine, training, education, and leader development to increase readi-
ness and capabilities to prevail in large-scale combat operations against 
peer and near-peer threats. Our new doctrine, Field Manual (FM) 3-0, Op-
erations, dictates that the Army provide the joint force four unique strate-
gic roles: shaping the security environment, preventing conflict, prevailing 
in large-scale combat operations, and consolidating gains to make tempo-
rary success permanent.

To enable this shift of focus, the Army is now attempting to change its 
culture shaped by more than fifteen years of persistent limited-contingency 
operations. Leaders must recognize that the hard-won wisdom of the Iraq 
and Afghanistan wars is important to retain but does not fully square with 
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the exponential lethality, hyperactive chaos, and accelerated tempo of the 
multi-domain battlefield when facing a peer or near-peer adversary.

To emphasize the importance of the Army’s continued preparation for 
large-scale combat operations, the US Army Combined Arms Center has 
published these volumes of The US Army Large-Scale Combat Operations 
Series book set. The intent is to expand the knowledge and understand-
ing of the contemporary issues the US Army faces by tapping our orga-
nizational memory to illuminate the future. The reader should reflect on 
these case studies to analyze each situation, identify the doctrines at play, 
evaluate leaders’ actions, and determine what differentiated success from 
failure. Use them as a mechanism for discussion, debate, and intellectual 
examination of lessons of the past and their application to today’s doctrine, 
organization, and training to best prepare the Army for large-scale combat. 
Relevant answers and tangible reminders of what makes us the world’s 
greatest land power await in the stories of these volumes.

Prepared for War!

Michael D. Lundy
Lieutenant General, US Army
Commanding General 
US Army Combined Arms Center
October 2018
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Preface: The Role of the Army’s Professional Military Ethics  
in Large-Scale Combat Operations

Historically, the US Army has only episodically studied itself as a mil-
itary profession, often with those episodes being decades apart. So, why 
this book on the Army profession and its ethic, and why now?

The answer is the confluence of events in which the Army is now im-
mersed. There are three influences that are most salient, influences which 
undergird the importance, and urgency, of this volume.

First, the Army is operating in a different set of threat circumstances at 
the strategic level than ever before. Throughout most of its history, the Unit-
ed States has faced one major adversary, or adversarial coalition, at a time. 
In all eras, there were lesser threats and contingencies for which to prepare, 
but the major focus was on one enemy. In his March 2021 “Interim National 
Security Strategy Guidance,” President Joseph R. Biden Jr. commented:

We must also contend with the reality that the distribution of pow-
er across the world is changing, creating new threats. China, in 
particular, has rapidly become more assertive. It is the only com-
petitor potentially capable of combining its economic, diplomatic, 
military, and technological power to mount a sustained challenge 
to a stable and open international system. Russia remains deter-
mined to enhance its global influence and play a disruptive role on 
the world stage. Both Beijing and Moscow have invested heavily 
in efforts meant to check US strengths and prevent us from de-
fending our interests and allies around the world.1

The Army’s response to this daunting situation of renewed great-
power competition is a new operational doctrine for multi-domain opera-
tions (MDO). This doctrine envisions highly complex, layered operations 
simultaneously in all domains of war—land, maritime, air, space, and 
cyberspace. Obviously, new demands on Army leaders at all levels are 
immense, as are new demands on their professional development.

Second, the Army adopted a renewed command and control philoso-
phy—mission command—almost a decade ago in the latter stages of Mid-
dle East operations. This philosophy now applies throughout the Army, re-
gardless of the type of operations being undertaken by various commands 
and units, including the new MDO. Army Doctrine Publication (ADP) 6-0, 
Mission Command, described “the exercise of authority and direction by 
the commander using mission orders to enable disciplined initiative within 
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the commander’s intent to empower agile and adaptive leaders in the con-
duct of unified land operations.”2 The intent is to empower subordinate de-
cision-making and decentralized execution appropriate to the teams/units 
completing the mission in the battlespace. Effective execution requires 
high levels of trust between leaders and followers, and among the various 
levels of Army operations. Trust is the glue that creates cohesive teams and 
effective decentralized operations. Those unit climates have to be built and 
maintained by Army leaders, or they simply will not exist.

Of note to the content and timing of this volume, the Army is continu-
ing to struggle to embed mission command. The Fiscal Year 2016 Center 
of Army Leadership Annual Survey of Army Leadership (CASAL) noted 
that a majority of respondents rated their immediate superior favorably 
across the six mission command behaviors—short of the preferred three-
fourths favorable threshold.3 The lowest rating was for building effective 
teams, 67 percent.4 Obviously, Army leaders need to recognize and deal 
with this opportunity to improve.

Third, the Army’s status as a profession is once again in serious jeop-
ardy, as it was in the early 1970s. The Army has always been an institu-
tion of dual character, creating inherent tensions within its organizational 
culture. Organized as a governmental bureaucracy since 1775, it has been 
accorded the status of profession by its client—the American people—
since roughly the 1880s. Leaders, both local and institutional, determine 
how Army commands and individual units behave each day—as a bu-
reaucracy or a profession.

 Since becoming a profession, the Army’s degree of professionaliza-
tion has ebbed and flowed; the most recent period of de-professionalization 
occurred during and right after the Vietnam War, resulting in immense loss 
of trust by the American people. Internal and external trust is the currency 
that establishes the legitimacy of all professions, and it is perishable. In 
Western democracies, the client—in this case the American people—deter-
mines if an institution is a venerated profession that merits the autonomy to 
do its expert work. Thus, when the American public lost trust in the Army 
near the end of the Vietnam War, the Army lost its status as a military pro-
fession and much of its autonomy.

The role that ethics plays for a profession cannot be overstated. The 
American people expect conflicts fought on their behalf to be both effec-
tive and ethical. Failure in either area means loss of trust and professional 
status for the Army, similar to the experience after Vietnam. Ethics estab-
lish a profession’s moral dimensions and culture, such as the professional 
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standards and norms that the American people demand of their Army. 
Those standards and norms are grounded in specific moral principles that 
guide individual and institutional decisions and actions as the Army fulfils 
its purpose to defend the Republic and our way of life. That purpose is, 
after all, the only reason even to have a US Army.

The logic should now be clear as to why this volume is so important 
at this particular juncture in the Army’s history. In great-power competi-
tions against Russia and China, the Army faces daunting strategic chal-
lenges focused on returning to large-scale combat operations. The Army 
has responded with its new MDO operational doctrine executed by Army 
leaders at all decentralized levels of command. The execution of mission 
command doctrine, however, almost totally depends on Army leaders who 
can build and maintain climates of trust and lead as trustworthy soldiers 
themselves. And in this regard, its own research indicates the Army has 
much work to do.

In sum, a bureaucratic Army cannot build climates of trust; only a 
professional Army can do so, and then only through individual leaders at 
all levels building cohesive teams. Bureaucratic armies, such as the Iraqi 
Army in the First Gulf War, operate with transactional leadership and are 
seldom militarily effective; they rely on massed formations and fires rath-
er than professional practice by smaller units. In contrast, the US Army 
was highly effective in large-scale combat operations during the first Gulf 
War—motivated and led by leaders deeply imbued with the Army Ethic.

The case studies in this volume highlight the ethical principles that are 
the foundation to develop Army professionals who will be both effective 
and ethical as the US Army re-enters an era of large-scale combat opera-
tions. The American people will continue to demand no less.

Col. (Retired) Don M. Snider
Professor Emeritus, West Point
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Introduction
C. Anthony Pfaff and Keith R. Beurskens

With the apparent return of “great power politics,” the US Army focus-
es its attention toward fighting and winning large-scale combat operations 
(LSCO). However, unlike in the aftermath of the Vietnam War, where the 
Army turned away from irregular conflict, the current movement seems to 
understand that LSCO does not represent a fundamentally different way of 
war. Rather, LSCO can incorporate a range of conflict, including irregular 
war, and what the new multi-domain operations (MDO) doctrine refers to 
as “competition below the threshold of war.”1

This changing environment poses ethical challenges for the Army Pro-
fession. As the US Army transformed from citizen militias to an all-vol-
unteer force, it undertook a range of insurgent, counterinsurgent, constab-
ulary, and conventional missions. These operations demanded not just a 
larger army, but a more skilled one—a professional class of leaders and 
an ethic that went beyond that of civil society, much like the professions 
of law and medicine. The result was an expansion of professional military 
education (PME) after the American Civil War, culminating when Elihu 
Root established the US Army War College in 1901. By the end of World 
War I, the US Army met the standards of a profession: specialized exper-
tise along with the jurisdiction and responsibility to employ and expand 
that expertise in service to some social good, in this case, security. As the 
proliferation of PME institutions since World War I has shown, that exper-
tise continues to grow in depth and complexity.

Professions, when they are healthy and functional, exercise jurisdic-
tion over a certain body of expert knowledge that they employ, as well as 
build on, to serve some social good. In doing so, they build trust not only 
among professionals but also with the client, creating the autonomy nec-
essary to keep the profession effective. For the Army, that jurisdiction is 
the application of landpower and its client is the US government and the 
American public it serves.

Maintaining that trust requires adherence to a professional ethic that 
treats both the service the profession provides and the harms it should 
avoid as moral obligations. Moreover, this ethic should provide resources 
to help professionals face problems and dilemmas as well as make the 
trade-offs that those often-competing obligations require. In the Army 
context, the moral imperative of defense must connect with the just war 
tradition obligations associated with the justice of going to war (jus ad 
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bellum). Jus ad bellum includes the right reasons for fighting and the jus-
tice of fighting wars (jus in bello), which includes the rules for fighting 
morally well.

The US Army ethic, doctrinally, draws from three sources: the func-
tional imperative of the profession, cultural norms, and law, which in-
cludes treaties and customary international law. Those sources, of course, 
have a long history. An ethic for declaring and waging war has featured 
in nearly every society and culture. Current norms associated with war-
fighting can be traced to ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, China, India, 
Greece, and the Roman Empire, among others. Early Christian thinkers, 
such as Saint Augustine and Saint Thomas Aquinas, formed the basis of 
the Western just war tradition. More recent just war scholars have incor-
porated additional categories such as justice after war (jus post bellum), 
which covers moral obligations of both sides after war’s end, and justice 
below the threshold of war (jus ad vim), which governs the use of force 
below the threshold of war.

This professional ethic accounts for the soldier as a moral agent; the 
actions soldiers may take; and what the Army, as a collection of soldiers, 
should achieve. This ethic takes the form of ten principles that describe 
duties, outcomes, and character traits associated with good soldiering. As 
such, the Army Ethic is not a passive ethic. It is not sufficient to avoid 
wrong; the soldier must also proactively seek to do good.

Maintaining the High Ground focuses on the conduct of large-scale 
combat operations, which are primarily governed by jus in bello. These 
historical case studies draw from lessons over the past seventy-five years. 
Different from other books in The US Army Large-Scale Combat Opera-
tion Series, this work is organized into three sections representing char-
acteristics of the Army Profession and ten principles of the Army’s pro-
fessional ethic. Each section and principle includes a brief introduction 
followed by case studies that demonstrate the ten Army Ethic principles. 
Readers are encouraged to reflect on these lessons learned for warfighting; 
analyze the cause, effect, and outcome of each situation; then apply these 
lessons to their own lives, times, and experiences.

Section I Honorable Service discusses how trust is the essence of honor-
able service. Through their professional altruism, Army professionals earn 
and must retain the trust of their superiors, subordinates, and peers—and 
the trust of the society they serve. Army Ethic Principle 1 focuses on the 
fact that Army professionals serve honorably, obeying the laws and reg-
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ulations as well as rejecting and reporting illegal, unethical, or immoral 
orders or actions.

In Chapter 1, Chaplain (Maj.) Jonathan D. Bailey and Chaplain (Lt. 
Col.) John L. Morales explore honorable service examples from the 
Black Lives Matter movement to cultural missteps during the Vietnam 
War. They propose an integrated and interdisciplinary approach to moral 
reasoning, decision-making, and ethical action to help commanders and 
other soldiers do the right thing at the right place, at the right time, and 
most importantly, in the right way.

As noted in Army Ethic Principle 2, Army professionals act with in-
tegrity, demonstrating character in all aspects of their lives. In Chapter 2, 
C. Anthony Pfaff discusses the ethics of being, the ethics of knowing, and 
the ethics of doing. He argues that being a certain kind of person is just as 
important to moral leadership as knowing consequences, rules, and princi-
ples and applying them in ways that serve the profession and the Nation.

Army Ethic Principle 3 about respecting others is reinforced in Chap-
ters 3 and 4. In Chapter 3, Joel N. Brown reviews ethics related to civil-
ians in warfare during World War II. Lessons drawn from firebombing 
raids show that apparent expedience can have high strategic, political, and, 
chiefly, ethical costs. In Chapter 4, Col. Paul E. Berg and Col. (Retired) 
Kenneth A. Hawley discuss the thousands of Iraqi soldiers who surren-
dered to American and Coalition troops during Operations Desert Storm 
and Desert Shield. The surrenders without bloodshed were directly attrib-
utable to the US Army’s international reputation for respecting prisoners 
of war and treating them with fairness.

Army Ethic Principle 4 reminds leaders that they must set an example 
for morale courage—doing what is right despite risk, uncertainty, and fear. 
In Chapter 5, Lt. Col. Matthew R. Thom examines a mass surrender of 
Chinese soldiers during the Korean War and how the US soldiers—out-
numbered by the Chinese and despite heavy unit losses in prior battles—
displayed morale courage by safely delivering their prisoners of war to a 
military police unit.

Section II addresses the concept of Army experts and the importance 
of their professional expertise to defend the American people. In keeping 
with that concept, Army Ethic Principle 5 stresses to put the needs of others 
above our own and accomplish the mission as a team. In Chapter 6, Col. 
Paul E. Berg and Lt. Col. (Retired) Robert J. Rielly use the My Lai mas-
sacre in Vietnam as a reminder that leaders must continually assess their 



4

units and determine if intervention and/or training is needed to ensure the 
mission is accomplished in an ethical manner.

Army Ethic Principle 6 is about Army professionals courageously 
risking our lives and justly taking the lives of others. Capt. (Canadian 
Army) Arthur W. Gullachsen presents the only case study from an ally in 
Chapter 7. He recounts how Canadian soldiers during World War II did 
not retaliate against Waffen-SS prisoners of war (POWs) even though they 
were well aware that German soldiers had executed Canadian POWs. This 
humane treatment appeared to be a factor during later fighting near Fal-
aise when large numbers of German soldiers surrendered. Also in keeping 
with Principle 6, Maj. (US Air Force) Daniel J. Sieben writes in Chapter 
8 about ethical and moral injury risks prompted by new combat technol-
ogies such as remotely piloted aircraft used in Afghanistan. Though far 
from the combat zone, such work directly impacts the psychological and 
emotional state of operators and ground commanders, affecting the moral 
decision-making process.

Army Ethic Principle 7 reinforces the Army professional’s need for 
life-long learning and continuing professional development. In Chapter 9, 
W. Sanders Marble discusses additional ethics challenges for Army physi-
cians like Brig. Gen. Frederick A. Blesse, who must balance the individual 
patient’s well-being with the military’s need to keep soldiers healthy and 
return them to duty as soon as possible.

Section III addresses stewardship and how Army professionals are 
responsible to the society they serve. As noted in Army Ethic Principle 
8, Army professionals are accountable to each other and the American 
people for their decisions and actions. In Chapter 10, Corruption of Con-
science: George Patton and the Biscari Massacres by Maj. Mark J. Balboni 
examines a WWII ethical dilemma related to the Biscari Massacres and 
other crucial events. Examples of commanders and soldiers who failed 
to serve honorably are contrasted against courage demonstrated by oth-
ers who stuck to their principles—all with potential far-reaching strategic 
consequences during large-scale combat operations.

As noted in Army Ethic Principle 9, Army professionals must wise-
ly use resources entrusted to them and help strengthen the profession. In 
Chapter 12, Capt. (US Air Force Reserve) David F. Bonner recounts the 
work of the Monuments Men during and after WWII and their mission to 
locate, safeguard, and repatriate works of art that were stolen by the Third 
Reich. This is a unique example of the ethical importance of fostering a 
sense of goodwill in civil-military relations. Their mission helped estab-
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lish the legitimacy of the Allied liberation of Europe and earn the trust of 
its people during the subsequent occupation and rebuilding efforts.

Army Ethic Principle 10 stresses the need for Army professionals to re-
inforce trust between each other and with the American people. In Chapter 
13, Maj. Charles M. “Chase” Spears explores ethics through a professional 
lens, the history of military communications. Recent case studies demon-
strate that military operations lose credibility and receive negative press 
coverage when they fail to communicate honestly during times of crisis.

Lt. Gen. James E. Rainey, the commander of the US Army Combined 
Arms Center, provides the book’s Conclusion. He discusses future ethical 
challenges and how Army professionals will need to adapt to and even 
shape that future. Soldiers must be vigilant to ensure that bureaucracy’s 
demands do not undermine the profession, its expert knowledge, or its 
ethical practices.

This book would not have been possible without the voluntary time 
and work of the authors; they are the experts. Several authors are current 
or past Army historians with significant expertise. Some are scholars who 
have devoted a lifetime to mastering sources, understanding context, pon-
dering details, and developing a skill for narrative. The balance of the au-
thors are experienced practitioners who have devised innovative solutions 
to the inevitable surprises that arise during the fog of war.

We also owe thanks to Army University Press for putting this book into 
physical and electronic form as part of the Large-Scale Combat Operations 
Series (available at https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Books/Large-Scale-
Combat-Operations-Book-Set/). Lt. Gen. Michael D. Lundy, now retired, 
initiated the series in October 2018 to emphasize the importance of the 
Army’s continued preparation for large-scale combat operations. Special 
thanks to Donald P. Wright and Katharine S. Dahlstrand for production; 
Robin D. Kern and Dale E. Cordes for graphics; and Diane R. Walker for 
copy editing and layout. As the general editors of this project, we alone are 
responsible for the errors, omissions, or limitations of this work.
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SECTION I
HONORABLE SERVICE
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Honorable Service Introduction
C. Anthony Pfaff

War is a moral activity. Moreover, it has always been so. Aristotle, 
who first coined the term “just war,” at least in the Western tradition, in-
sisted that fighting, at a minimum, served a greater good beyond greed. 
The Romans also had a strong sense of honor and even a collective pro-
cess to ensure that a war was, in fact just, at least by their standards. Over 
time, institutions like the Catholic church, famously beginning with Au-
gustine, sought to reconcile Christ’s pacifism with the demands of national 
security. In response to the endless fighting between rival fiefdoms and 
kingdoms during the Middle Ages, the church established a number of 
restraints on warfare that have endured today, particularly those associated 
with proportionality, discrimination, and prohibited means. With Grotius, 
these principles began to be secularized and applied as international law. In 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, many of these sentiments became 
codified in international law and treaty.1 Moreover, imposing such rules on 
warfare was not simply a uniquely Western phenomenon. In China, 700 
years before Augustine, Confucian philosophers like Mencius were also 
advocating for just war notions such as just cause, legitimate authority, 
and noncombatant immunity.2 

That evolution continues as the armies consider how to regulate new 
means and domains of warfighting. However, as warfighting became 
more destructive, norms protecting civilians and civilian property had to 
be strengthened to limit the horrors total war could now impose. More-
over, as warfare became more complex, it was also no longer practical-
ly or morally sensible to leave the fighting to amateurs, no matter how 
“elite.” Armies had to professionalize if they were to successfully defend 
their respective societies. 

The modern US, if not Western, view of the military as a profession is 
heavily influenced by the views of political scientist Samuel Huntington. 
In The Soldier and the State, he argued that professions are character-
ized by three features: expertise, responsibility, and corporateness. To be 
a professional in his view, one must first possess “specialized knowledge 
and skill in a significant field of human endeavor;” accept an obligation 
to apply that knowledge in service to society; and possess a sense of cor-
porate identity that sets the professional apart from the non-profession-
al.3 In the military context, Huntington characterized that expertise as the 
“management of violence,” which includes “(1) organizing, training, and 
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equipping the force; (2) the planning of its activities; and (3) the direc-
tion of its operation in and out of combat.”4 Of course, “management of 
violence” may not be the only way to conceive of the Army’s role, even 
in the context of large-scale combat operations (LSCO). The “tool kit” 
for winning twenty-first century battles contains a number of non-lethal 
tools, such as cyber and information operations, that Army professionals 
will have to master to win. 

Unlike professions such as medicine and law whose clients are typi-
cally individuals, the Army’s client is the state, to which it is responsible 
for providing expert advice regarding the application of landpower.5 In 
this view, society, as the client, gives the profession the autonomy to re-
cruit and certify its members and regulate their professional activities by 
a code of ethics as well as, most importantly, a monopoly on how to apply 
their respective expert knowledge in the service of human progress.6 

Because professionals possess expert knowledge not found outside the 
profession, competency is not judged by the client, but by other profession-
als. Thus, this autonomy gives the profession jurisdiction over the provi-
sion of a specific social good.7 This jurisdiction makes sense, as historian 
Alan R. Millett noted, because the “profession, serving the vital interests 
of man, considers its first ethical imperative to be altruistic service to the 
client.”8 As long as professionals retain that sense of professional altruism, 
they should have the trust of their superiors, subordinates, and peers and 
the profession should consequently have the trust of the society it serves. 

Ensuring this trust is the essence of honorable service. However, as the 
following principles will illustrate, gaining and maintaining that trust is not 
merely a function of obedience or effectiveness. As mentioned in the intro-
duction, the moral commitments of the Army professional extend beyond 
that of the Army’s functional imperative. Maintaining those commitments 
entails knowing when to dissent, when to say no to illegal and immoral 
orders, and how to treat all persons—even the enemy—with the kind of 
respect that recognizes the intrinsic dignity and worth of all human beings.
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Army Ethic Principle 1
C. Anthony Pfaff

We serve honorably—according to the Army Ethic—under civil-
ian authority while obeying the laws of the Nation and all legal 
orders; further, we reject and report illegal, unethical, or immoral 
orders or actions.1

This principle incorporates two related aspects of honorable service: 
subordination to civil authority and obedience to legal orders. Samuel 
Huntington argued that political and military professionals had their own 
“sphere” of responsibility and each should respect the others’; political 
leaders determine when to go to war and why and military leaders deter-
mine how best to fight. The justification for observing these boundaries 
was a judgment about expertise; in Huntington’s view, neither had the 
expertise to effectively evaluate (and thus intervene with) the judgments 
of the other.2 Unfortunately, the actual practices of defense and politics 
make holding that line difficult, if not impossible, as the subject of the next 
chapter will illustrate.3 

Recognizing the difficulty of maintaining separate spheres, sociologist 
Morris Janowitz argued for a more pragmatic approach, acknowledging that 
in some cases civilian leaders will have relevant military expertise and mili-
tary leaders will have relevant political expertise. What is necessary, then, is 
a shared understanding of what works in the pursuit of national security ob-
jectives and a moral commitment on all parties to make decisions based on 
that understanding, rather than a parochial institution or political interests.4 

That shared understanding and commitment, however, is often elusive. 
In fact, Eliot Cohen argued that civil-military relations are best facilitated 
by an “uneven dialogue” where both civilian and military leadership re-
peatedly exchange candid, blunt, and even offensive views regarding mat-
ters of national security.5 This dialogue is “unequal” because, in the end, 
the civilian leader is the final authority.6 What is important here, however, 
is not the shared understanding as much as it is the process for achieving 
it. Lt. Gen. (Retired) James Dubik put it this way: 

The reality is that good-war waging decisions are most likely to 
emerge from a set of political and military leaders bluntly and 
continuously arguing with one another in an attempt to identify 
strategy, policy, campaign, and organizational solutions to the 
complex and dynamic problems they face.7
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While Dubik’s comment is undoubtedly right about the importance of 
such a dialogue, it does not help senior military leaders answer the ques-
tion regarding what to do when the civilian leadership’s decision is one 
they think is wrong. Under such contentious circumstances, how does one 
serve honorably? 

This principle is not only about the appropriate submission to civil 
authority; it is also about the duty of Army professionals to reject illegal 
and immoral orders and actions. The Army professional ethic is not simply 
informed by the functional imperative of the profession. It is also informed 
by broader moral norms associated with serving a greater good. As such, 
military necessity is not the only consideration when determining a moral-
ly appropriate course of action; rather, Army professionals have to account 
for human dignity, rights, and well-being that are reflected, but not always 
fully articulated, in domestic or international norms and law.8 We will ex-
plore these concepts, and how they apply to the profession, throughout the 
following chapters. 

In Chapter 1, Chaplain (Maj.) Jonathan D. Bailey and Chaplain (Lt. 
Col.) John L. Morales emphasize the importance of the ethical not only as 
a complement to the law but as a check on potential abuses the law may 
allow.
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Chapter 1
Beyond Legality: Ethics in the Profession of Arms

Chaplain (Maj.) Jonathan D. Bailey and  
Chaplain (Lt. Col.) John L. Morales

This chapter explores the viability of shifting away from pure legal 
constructs for approaching sound ethical decision-making and moral ac-
tion within the profession of arms. By analyzing legality and the tenuous 
nature of domestic and international law, especially concerning armed 
conflict, military decision-makers might leverage ethical and moral ex-
pertise already available to commanders and leaders at all levels. Such an 
interdisciplinary approach to ethical decision-making would be far more 
beneficial in the long run. By exploring variables that serve as barriers to 
moral action (both on and off the battlefield), leaders can enhance resident 
expertise, involve outside experts, encourage professional development, 
and develop historical and cultural understanding to help maintain the 
highest ethical standards across the profession of arms.

Addressing moral action through the lens of law and policy is woe-
fully insufficient. Such an approach is morally hazardous, particularly as 
the Defense Department continues to struggle with the problem of mor-
al injury. Without significant critical professional self-reflection, leaders 
cannot fully understand the moral decision-making and action obligations 
set down in the Army’s profession of arms. As a profession, soldiers risk 
failing to address other vital ethical considerations as the profession limits 
itself to one mode of ethical reasoning and decision-making in isolation. 
Consequently, intentionally or unintentionally, leaders blind themselves 
toward other avenues to explore a broad range of ethical possibilities be-
yond the legal parameters for ethical decision-making and action. Leaders 
need tools for broader and deeper analysis of ethical challenges, and that 
provide thoughtful options to address complex ethical challenges.

Legality or Ethicality
While legal professionals assuredly do their best to ensure that com-

manders and leaders make sound legal decisions, as a profession there are 
temptations to reduce ethical decision-making and action to purely legal 
processes. Such reductionism can ultimately lead to tragic consequences 
for warfighters in complex military operations, and potentially affect stra-
tegic interests and partnerships. This is particularly true with the dispirit-
ing increase in moral challenges facing warfighters across the globe. For 
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our profession, legality is an essential criterion for ethicality. However, 
fixating on laws or legality can obscure other approaches to ethical rea-
soning and activity.

At the heart of this criticism is the principle that the law provides 
constraints for military action, but it is not helpful to focus on legal opin-
ion or precedent alone to identify good moral action. Brian Orend aptly 
stated, “Law merely stipulates, or declares, certain rules of conduct. The 
law simply declares the consensus agreement of what national state gov-
ernments are willing to abide by and acknowledge.”11 The law, in a sense, 
speaks to what is legally allowed when conducting military operations but 
rarely, if ever, describes or proffers what one ought to do. Furthermore, 
approaching military action primarily through the lens of legality changes 
the calculus of action. It can lead the actor to simply ask whether an action 
complies with the law rather than considering the ethical situation. What 
may be permissible by law may not be moral, and what may be moral may 
not be permitted by law. As noted in the Army ethic, certain moral values, 
virtues, and principles undergird and are inextricably linked to what is le-
gal; members of our profession must access these as well. In doing so, the 
profession develops a greater capacity to adhere to the “spirit of the law” 
and not just the letter of the law, especially when the letter of the law may 
be inadequate for the task.2

Judge Advocate General’s Corps (JAG Corps) officers across the 
profession of arms are some of our nation’s most exceptional attorneys. 
As staff officers, they deserve respect and gratitude for their work for the 
American people. They ensure that leaders receive crucial insight on how 
to apply governing laws, policies, and regulations as they make day-to-day 
decisions. The JAG Corps’ professional advice is shaped by an enduring 
respect for the rule of law.3 They offer it with openness, moral courage, 
and dedication. In instances when the law is silent, these officers enjoy 
the latitude to provide guidance so that Army leaders make informed de-
cisions. Still, their voices should be part of a chorus that explores ethical 
possibilities and not the sole nor the designated ethics advisor.

Another complicating factor when discussing legality and ethicality is 
variations in legal theory and ethics. Neither method is uniform, and many 
different interpretive perspectives are possible, just as there are many dif-
ferent interpretive methods within any discipline of philosophy or theolo-
gy. Understanding and applying religious texts is similar to understanding 
and applying legal documents. Some attorneys and ethicists lean on moral 
traditions (e.g., religious and philosophical teachings), while others favor 
an approach rooted in evolutionary psychology.4
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Richard Posner, former US Court of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit 
judge, argued that many essential rules of social cooperation are embodied 
in a society’s moral code because those rules have proved useful over time 
as opposed to representing what some thinkers interpret as the good.5 For 
Posner and others who share his legal positivism, the law is not a mono-
lithic reality that requires finding or identifying moral grounding to be 
legitimate. Rather, the law is a practical tool that continuously adapts to 
serve modern human communities better without the additional baggage 
of academic moralism.

German sociologist and philosopher Jürgen Habermas did not share 
Posner’s legal positivism, which followed the ideas of law identified by 
Max Weber; Weber was among the most important theorists on the de-
velopment of modern Western society. In a sense, the utility of the law 
provides a mechanism to exert control over society and govern social 
interactions. As society changes, however, the law also changes. While 
Posner’s claims may be helpful for legal professionals in the courtroom, 
an understanding of the law does not motivate the common person to be a 
better citizen, or more compliant for that matter. Legal positivism lacks the 
aspirational power to grasp, or live, the good life. The motivating power 
for changing laws typically begins with appealing to moral sensibilities 
that provide a framework for changing laws or legal constructs. Individ-
uals who fail to understand these complex relationships between society, 
morality, and the law, risk delegitimizing the law. This is precisely why 
Habermas claimed:

Legitimacy is possible on the basis of legality insofar as the pro-
cedures for the production and application of legal norms are also 
conducted reasonably, in the moral-practical sense of procedural 
rationality. The legitimacy of legality is due to the interlocking of 
two types of procedures, namely, of legal processes with process-
es of moral argumentation that obey a procedural rationality of 
their own.6

Similar to Habermas, Russian novelist and historian Aleksandyr Solz-
henitsyn observed, in his commencement address to the Harvard class of 
1978, that a society lacking objective legal standards will surely expe-
rience corrosion, but so will the society which claims nothing but a le-
gal scale for guiding human behavior.7 While living in the former Soviet 
Union, Solzhenitsyn observed that the use and abuse of the law stunted 
human decision-making and adversely affected human flourishing. This 
stultification of moral action comes when human laws set forth what some 
view as a minimally necessary set of codified boundaries which, like a 
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road, provides the only viable path for an activity to be deemed ethical or 
right. He further argued that a higher approach to moral action, authored 
in the human spirit, is required to foster coherence and stability. Such an 
approach stimulates moral and legal imagination and challenges laws and 
systems that fail to truly administer justice.

One example of a hybrid approach is the American Civil Rights Move-
ment, which was both a moral and legal activity. The moral movement 
highlighted the immoral, unjust treatment of black Americans particular-
ly in, but not isolated to, the American South. Segregation dehumanized 
black Americans and represented an affront to the equality enshrined in 
the US Constitution. The legal movement centered on voting rights—edu-
cating black Americans on their rights while challenging segregation laws 
inside and outside of the courts. The Civil Rights Movement embodied the 
kind of moral and legal imagination that makes laws more legitimate by 
grounding them in moral principles.

The approach taken in this paper is more similar to Habermas and 
Solzhenitsyn. As noted by Solzhenitsyn, “The letter of the law is too cold 
and formal to have a beneficial effect on society.”8 The law ought to pro-
vide boundaries for certain activities, but it should not prevent using moral 
imagination to come up with better solutions to complex human problems.

Laws and Codes of Ethics
The military profession must look beyond legal structures—whether 

US Constitutional Law, the Uniform Code of Military Justice, the laws of 
armed conflict, or international law—to make better decisions about what 
actions ought to be deemed ethical and moral for military operations. The 
profession needs to develop and use moral and legal imagination to ensure 
sound ethical decision-making.

At critical points in our national and professional history, federal leg-
islation and policy (e.g. Black Codes, Jim Crow Laws, anti-miscegena-
tion laws, and laws allowing forced sterilization for mental illness or other 
offenses) birthed in dubious, but legal, reasoning led to moral misconduct 
from which the nation still reels even after the achievements of the Civil 
Rights Movement.9 This study of barriers to ethicality begins with legality 
as a critical barrier to a more nuanced understanding and application of 
ethical reasoning and moral decision-making. Legality has been a barrier 
to ethical awareness, and past actions need to be addressed at the forefront. 
A legalist approach has detrimental effects: the reduction of moral percep-
tion, a disastrous loss of moral language, and a reduction of human moral 
agency through overreliance on legal rulings as the law and lawmaker.10 
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Together, these effects lead to a significant loss of moral consciousness, 
which results in compliance absent moral reasoning, symbolized by the 
familiar “I was just following orders” excuse used in post-World War II 
criminal trials.

In Blind Spots, Max H. Bazerman and Ann E. Tenbrunsel identified how 
compliance-based laws and programs can increase unethical behaviors that 
such laws and programs were created to address. The authors described a 
study where businesses needed to use scrubbers to reduce emissions:

When no compliance system was in place, most saw the decision 
as an ethical one. In this case, individuals appeared to be search-
ing for an answer to the question, “What is the right thing to do?” 
By contrast, when a compliance system was in place, most partic-
ipants believed they were making a business decision. In this case, 
they appeared to ask themselves this question instead: “What is 
the likelihood I will get caught, and how much will it cost me?” 
The imposition of a compliance system led to ethical fading, such 
that participants were less likely to see the decision as an ethical 
one and therefore more likely to renege on the promise.11

Beyond the Civil Rights Movement of the 50s and 60s, another way 
of understanding our premise is through an assessment of the Black Lives 
Matter (BLM) Movement. This chapter addresses BLM as a social jus-
tice movement rather than a political activity. As a watershed movement, 
BLM exemplified legal-moral conflict. At the risk of over-simplification, 
one discernible and key frustration which the BLM movement expressed 
was the failure of policing organizations to act morally while executing 
the laws of the land. Their leaders rightfully observed that while members 
of the policing profession acted according to the law, from a moral per-
spective some professionals violated the spirit of the law and abused the 
trust of their communities through excessive force. One often-repeated 
comment attributed to British novelist G. K. Chesterton is that having a 
right to do something is not the same as being right in doing it. While force 
may be necessary, not every event on the street or battlefield will require it. 
Moral reasoning, not just legal precedence, must accompany moral action.

The fact that blacks continue to have very different experiences of life 
from their white neighbors in America is indisputable. The American legal 
system is complicated by the way the law was written and how it has been 
enforced, historically disenfranchising black citizens.12 Americans need to 
understand that the law has not been neutral with reference to black Ameri-
cans, and historical criminalization of black citizens has coincided with the 
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desire and need for cheap labor.13 These issues were not resolved with pas-
sage of the Civil Rights Act and granting black citizens the right to vote—a 
right that can be taken away by felony conviction in most states. When the 
law is designed or used to oppress certain groups of people, it becomes a 
convenient tool for social control with little regard for the good.14

The profession of arms is a microcosm of society and, as such, is not 
impervious to societal travails. Breaking trust with the national commu-
nity and allies can have lasting consequences which can thwart the mis-
sion, harm civilian-military relationships, and undermine the profession of 
arms. Civil rights icon Martin Luther King Jr. presented, in a time of racial 
and social upheaval, a philosophical ideal which he called “transformed 
nonconformity.” In a sermon titled “Transformed Nonconformist,” he ar-
ticulated principles gleaned from the Christian tradition that still has rel-
evance for military professionals and society writ large. He argued, “And 
so the Christian is called upon not to be like a thermometer conforming 
to the temperature of his society, but he must be like a thermostat serving 
to transform the temperature of his society.”15 King was keenly aware of 
how the power of conformity compels individual human beings and their 
institutions. He averred that “slavery, segregation, war, and economic ex-
ploitation have . . . too often conformed to the authority of the world.”16 

How this works is crucial to this thesis, which is that while the law is 
necessary for constraining harmful human behavior and ordering certain 
interactions at various levels, it cannot serve as the only method for dis-
cerning moral action.

In many cases, conformity becomes a natural and, at the same time, 
seductive inclination. Human agents can behave in ways that run counter 
to the espoused norms of an institution, organization, or society itself. In 
this vein, French historian and philosopher Rene Girard discussed the idea 
of mimetic desire and mimetic violence. His idea of mimesis is that one 
has a significant desire to identify with another and model that person; 
when taken to certain extremes, this leads to the loss of moral safeguards, 
and ultimately, mimetic violence. This, he argued, becomes a moral conta-
gion as the desire to identify with the role model—the desire to belong—
leads to action that is negatively transformative for the individual, the or-
ganization, and ultimately, the profession of arms.17 What this means for 
the profession of arms is that laws in and of themselves are incapable of 
providing critical safeguards for human emotions and desires. When these 
safeguards are compromised or non-existent, the human agent will give 
into behaviors to satisfy the desire to belong or conform to the group iden-
tity. Initially, this desire will not be manifested in large moral acts, for good 
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or ill. Conformity begins in small acts, but left unchecked can increase 
in significance to broader and more catastrophic acts. For the profession 
of arms, the moral debacles of Abu Ghraib, Mahmudiyah and the Black 
Hearts incident, and the Kill Platoon quickly demonstrate the limitations 
of laws and the power of conformity in certain scenarios. These types of 
failures are linked to a culture’s power and conformity, also attested to in 
the famed Stanford Prison experiment conducted by Philip Zombardo.18 
Here laws, regulations, and policies designed to enforce compliance failed 
to prevent unethical and illegal behavior.

Simply framed, one conforms to preexisting structures of power ei-
ther out of a sense of opportunity to gain power and influence or because 
one fears punitive retribution for disobedience. However, compliance in 
certain circumstances destroys the human spirit and its attendant ability 
to reason correctly and morally. British author and theologian C. S. Lew-
is called this the urge of yearning for “the inner ring,” meaning that the 
desire to belong becomes so great that one acts in a manner that is both 
counter to moral good and is in uncritical compliance with laws—whether 
written or unwritten. Both King and Lewis described an excessive desire 
that distorts good human beings and gives rise to immoral and unethical 
behavior.19 Professor Walter Earl Fluker wrote about King’s transformed 
nonconformity: “The ‘transformed nonconformist’ refuses to cooperate 
with evil systems that exploit and destroy human personality, and willing-
ly suffers the penalty of law for nonconformity. For the person who suffers 
redemptively for the sake of others . . . working for universal wholeness.”20

Rejecting the notions of nonconformity which revel in anarchy and 
chaos, King saw transformed nonconformity as an essential part of reli-
gion, but also of society, law, and democracy. King also knew there was no 
virtue in simply being a nonconformist. One had to be thoroughly trans-
formed and wholly committed to embodying a new way of being that not 
only transformed the self but also transformed others. Fluker wrote:

Important for King was the pragmatic thrust of law as an active, dy-
namic article that is renewed through conflict and struggle, through 
negation, preservation, and transformation. Democracy at its best, 
for King, is a squabble, a contentious exchange of ideas, opinions, 
values, and practice within the context of civil relations.21

For King and those who acknowledged his principle, this realization 
was deeply connected to moral and theological tradition. Conceptually, 
this principle granted King access to moral language in the context of re-
sisting oppressive power structures in a way that elucidated the immorality 
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of the system. Part of the problem with legalism is how easily it devolves 
to rigid compliance without transformation of the inner mechanism re-
quired for moral reasoning and inspired moral action.22 Thus, Habermas 
located the legitimacy of human law in the realm of cooperation between 
legal and moral reasoning. Rather than seeing legal opinions and analysis 
as ethical, such legal considerations must be used as part of a multidisci-
plinary approach to ethical and moral decision-making and action. Indi-
viduals also need to grow much more comfortable with questions when 
grappling with complex ethical challenges, and allow those questions to 
create an openness that leads to greater understanding and more flexible 
solutions. As writer and political activist Elie Wiesel commented: “I be-
lieve that evil may be found in answers, not in questions.”23 A broad and 
multidisciplinary approach helps ensure a more reasoned and objective 
process for engaging challenging problems and dilemmas. It also allows 
members of the profession to live the Army ethic, which calls for a holis-
tic approach to ethical and moral foundations. Such a multidisciplinary 
approach must include legal, theological, biological, psychological, and 
technical insights and principles when dealing with critical characteristics 
and complex problems of the human condition.

Leveraging Ethical Expertise
Army Doctrine Publication (ADP) 6-22, Army Leadership and the 

Profession, identified the moral-ethical field as a key element of military 
expertise. Army professionals are required to not only understand and live 
the Army ethic, but to apply ethical and moral reasoning to complex bat-
tlefield situations:

The moral-ethical field addresses the application of landpower 
as informed by the Army ethic and in compliance with legal and 
regulatory requirements. This field encompasses ethical reasoning 
in decisions and actions at all levels of leadership. Army profes-
sionals anticipate and address the implications of present and fu-
ture ethical challenges resulting from cultural and social change, 
advancing technology, and changes in the cyberspace domain.24

To assist in managing the complexities of this moral-ethical field, mil-
itary scholar Jack Kem provided a helpful construct through his adaption 
of scholar James H. Svara’s ethics triangle in “Ethical Decision Making: 
Using the ‘Ethical Triangle.’”25 According to Kem, the ethical triangle rep-
resents three distinctive ethical perspectives—principles, virtues, and con-
sequences—and is designed to address ethical dilemmas that arise from 
“competing virtues that we consider important but which we cannot simul-
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taneously honor.”26 The ethical triangle is a tool to help discern how best to 
process data pertaining to ethical challenges and, in processing this data, 
to develop reasoned and reasonable courses of action in order to act as a 
moral agent in a responsible manner. This is critical to ethical reasoning 
since no one perspective provides a singular set of data from which to ad-
duce the good and righteous act. In theory, the ethical triangle aids individ-
ual recognition of various ethical interpretive perspectives for effectively 
responding to corresponding ethical dilemmas. Svara wrote: “The use of 
all three approaches also balances different ways of thinking about ethi-
cal issues. The virtue-based approach relies on feeling and reflection, the 
principle-based approach uses reason, and the consequentialist approach 
stresses analysis.”27 By analyzing ethical problems through the various 
ethical reasoning lenses proffered by Kem, professionals in the profession 
of arms can potentially construct a more appropriate moral response to 
dilemmas by creating mental space for reflection and deliberation.

When creating such a space for ethical reflection, Svara’s ethics tri-
angle can be quite useful; yet significant problems remain that must be 
considered. For example, one can easily overlook the associated com-
plexities of the ethical triangle when it is utilized in isolation, either by 
the institution or the individual, from other resources. While the Army 
ethic posits to draw from legal and moral traditions, individuals tend to be 
much more informed by legal traditions because they are binding. They 
also tend to be more concerned with results since results often coincide 
with promotion in an up or out culture. Pressures to succeed in a complex 
environment can distort how individuals justify their actions, even uneth-
ical actions, using the ethical triangle. In the end, they often balance what 
they think might be achieved with the laws that govern activities in case 
calculations prove faulty.

Using the ethical triangle, however, is not sufficient to resolve an ac-
tual ethical dilemma. While bringing other perspectives to bear on a prob-
lem can be helpful, individuals often lack the tools to consider so many 
possibilities. They have unconscious processes and biases and thus tend 
to make assumptions about presenting problems and possible solutions. 
Individuals also see the world from their own moral traditions and can 
fail to recognize other competing moral traditions and lack the internal 
resources to address competing claims. While the ethical triangle can cre-
ate space for ethical reflection, using it will not necessarily lead to more 
ethical outcomes, especially when one component has more concrete force 
than other components.
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Leaders at all levels of the profession of arms need to be trained in 
moral reasoning, moral decision-making, and moral action. Further, they 
must have access to a multidisciplinary set of skilled advisors attuned 
to the differing lenses represented by the ethical triangle. Leaders also 
must be aware of the practical and moral environment with every ethi-
cal dilemma, as well as how individual lenses fragment as a result of a 
lack of experience or holistic understanding. Human beings come from 
varied backgrounds and have divergent histories, which poses significant 
challenges to ethical decision-making in general. Rather than relying on 
intuition, using an inclusive process will assist in assessing ethical chal-
lenges, developing moral courses of action, and executing the necessary 
moral act.

One of the challenges we face is defining what an ethical leader ac-
tually is. In Ethical Leadership, Fluker defined ethical leaders as “those 
whose characters have been shaped by the wisdom, habits, and practices 
of particular traditions—often more than one—yet they tend to be iden-
tified with a specific cultural ethos and narrative.”28 In a sense, he as-
serted that ethical leaders need to possess authenticity that is inexorably 
linked to integrity. Fluker did not equate integrity with honesty; rather, he 
described it as “a sense of wholeness and self-worth” that accompanies 
leaders who critically examine their activities and their relations with oth-
ers.29 Ethical leaders understand that character is not fashioned in a vac-
uum but in community and lived out “at the intersections where worlds 
collide,” according to Fluker.30 They are “apostles of sensitiveness, trans-
figured and transforming actors who present themselves to the world as 
symbols and for instances of what is possible and hopeful.”31 Through 
their character and dynamic engagement of lifeworlds and systemworlds, 
ethical leaders identify critical resources, practices, and communities to 
overcome ethical challenges.32

Anticipating and addressing the ethical and moral challenges of mil-
itary operations across the range of military operations is truly daunting. 
For an individual to be sufficiently self-aware and aware of the variables 
and numerous domains involved is never an individual problem. Powers 
of reflection are simply too limited, and individuals need assistance from 
a variety of voices. They must learn how to listen to others and utilize 
other perspectives to gain insight into unfamiliar areas. Younger service 
members may appreciate cyberspace and the technological world more 
than some older service members. Leaders in the profession of arms need 
to look to available resources to gain the robust analysis and feedback 
needed to make truly informed decisions.
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Barriers to Ethical Activity
This is not to suggest or call for minimizing legal opinions when it 

comes to ethical decision-making and reasoning. On the contrary, leaders 
in the profession of arms have legal obligations. Yet, too much reliance on 
legal opinion at the expense of other disciplines can directly impact ethical 
actions. When any phase of warfighting is governed by law alone, critical 
components of fighting in the right way for the right reasons are not ad-
dressed. Leaders need crucial tools in their kit bag to address and shape 
moral and ethical challenges while reflecting American values and virtues.

As Sweeney and Hannah wrote, the Army leader must continue to 
hone and develop the full personal and professional repertoire.33 Moral 
leaders create moral followers.34 A legal approach in and of itself cannot 
create moral leaders and the trust that follows moral leadership. Girard 
noted that if a person desires to imitate someone in doing evil as a means 
to belong, then another person—with the right role model—will converse-
ly imitate them for the good. Thus, the law shapes behaviors toward the 
good but never activates intrinsic motivation for pursuing the good. Orga-
nizations looking to be ethical and moral need something else.35

A next step is to look at barriers to ethical activity that the law was 
not fully capable of preventing. In The Fog of War, former Secretary of 
Defense Robert S. McNamara recounted an incident from his 1995 trip 
to Vietnam. While meeting with the former foreign minister of Vietnam, 
McNamara was rebuked for misunderstanding the situation in Vietnam:

Mr. McNamara, you must never have read a history book. If you 
had, you’d know we weren’t pawns of the Chinese or the Rus-
sians. McNamara, didn’t you know that? Don’t you understand 
that we have been fighting the Chinese for 1,000 years? We were 
fighting for our independence. And we would fight to the last man. 
And we were determined to do so. And no amount of bombing, no 
amount of US pressure would ever have stopped us.36

The first barrier was cultural understanding. Blinded by national inter-
est or culturally inappropriate assumptions steeped in a Eurocentric world-
view, McNamara and others failed to grasp the real issues. Engaging those 
issues would reveal deep historical challenges birthed from America’s 
national narrative that would need to be confronted. They remained bliss-
fully ignorant rather than confronting the demons of America’s checkered 
past. Choosing to remain unaware of historical activities, attempting to 
discount involvement, or searching for some other “evil” (e.g., Commu-
nism) to justify unsavory actions are all forms of deflection. Actions and 
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operations will never be truly ethical until complex and complicated his-
tories are addressed and acknowledged. As historians Will and Ariel Du-
rant argued, “a little knowledge of history stresses the variability of moral 
codes, and concludes that they are negligible because they differ in time 
and place, and sometimes contradict each other.”37 Each nation, and each 
epoch of national history, brings both sin and goodness; cultural and his-
torical blindness creates moral superiority, radically altering moral reason-
ing to view oneself as a savior and the other as the devil.

Just as US leaders used the law to enslave and later subjugate black 
Americans, those in power can shape the law for nefarious purposes. Cul-
tural competency and sensitivity allow practitioners to challenge injustice 
and expand legitimacy and influence, cultivating a deep humility that is 
open to outside perspectives and responsive to concerns and correction. As 
one international legal scholar questioned:

How can a developing state use international law to its advantage, 
considering that much of the rules of international law have been 
adopted, interpreted, and enforced for the benefit of advanced 
Western nations?38

A second barrier to ethical reasoning and ethical action is bias of both 
individuals and organizations. While bias is not intrinsically bad, it can 
obscure or hide facts necessary for ethical reasoning and moral action. In 
these situations, bias often leads to negative actions; resultant second- and 
third-order effects can cripple military missions and the moral agents who 
act on those decisions. In a 2015 NeuroLeadership Journal article, Mat-
thew D. Lieberman and fellow authors posited that so much discussion 
concerning bias has been on the individual. They wrote: “People are no-
toriously bad at knowing their thoughts, beliefs, interactions, judgments, 
and decisions are affected by unconscious drivers.”39 To combat this prob-
lem, they proposed a model for organizations that guides movement from 
accepting bias to labeling bias, and then developing strategies to mitigate 
bias. Beyond accepting that humans have bias and are prone to take mental 
shortcuts, it’s important to understand that systems also have bias. Teams 
need to accept then label bias and create unique approaches to deal with 
it. In essence, the only way to actually address bias is by creating diverse, 
inclusive teams to address difficult problems.40

Media, and particularly social media, complicates the nature of bias. 
They create space for people to voice opinions that may have previously 
been latent or unstated, but do not ensure accuracy or offer corrections. 
The rapid spread of misinformation creates a climate of mistrust, which is 
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a crucial barrier for professions rooted in the currency of trust. According 
to ADP 6-22:

Trust is the foundation of the Army’s relationship with the Amer-
ican people, who rely on the Army to ethically, effectively, and 
efficiently serve the Nation. Within the Army profession, trust is 
shared confidence among commanders, subordinates, and part-
ners in that all can be relied on and all are competent in perform-
ing their assigned tasks.41

Every Facebook or Twitter post poses some level of threat to individ-
uals and organizations. In some cases, the threat is from the algorithm that 
highlights content that the reader is more likely to want based on previous 
activities; this can create an echo chamber where the individual only reads 
or hears stories that mirror existing perceptions of the world. Another re-
ality is that social media sites are public; users are unaware of how much 
privacy they give up routinely on such sites that can be exploited by bad 
actors. Some sites and online communities have become bastions for up-
and-coming hate groups and can make certain abhorrent behaviors and 
practices look attractive or normal to targeted users. For example, an Ohio 
National Guard member was recently removed from duty after posting 
white supremacist material.42 Using social media is not the problem, but it 
can create and pose unanticipated ethical challenges.

A third barrier is what Bazerman called motivated blindness: “the sys-
tematic failure to notice others’ unethical behavior when it is not in our 
best interest to do so. Simply put, if you have an incentive to view some-
one positively, it will be difficult to accurately assess the ethicality of that 
person’s behavior.”43 Human beings want to be liked, accepted, and feel 
good about the organizations of which they are a part. They are also moti-
vated by very real fears of losing resources, being prosecuted for potential 
crimes, and facing public resentment or ridicule. Similarly, Lewis noted 
that desiring to belong to the inner ring can shape us to turn a blind eye to 
moral misconduct, or rationalize it as a consequence of war or some other 
human activity. Bazerman pointed to the reality that bad actors far too of-
ten go unnoticed because there are significant factors that play on whether 
someone sees—much less reports—inappropriate or illegal activity. This 
is a crucial component of the Blackhearts and Abu Ghraib debacles, as 
well as others. Many knew and yet failed to report, either out of fear or 
because they did not care how the mission was accomplished. Loyalty to 
the team outweighed loyalty to the nation or moral good. Bad traits un-
fortunately are learned from leaders, military and civilian, and—if we are 
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honest—the profession of arms because it emphasizes mission completion 
without equal emphasis on moral responsibility to complete it ethically.

The fourth barrier relates to questions—specifically asking the wrong 
questions. Questions are crucial for discerning context, ethical challenges, 
biases that individuals bring to the reasoning process, and, last but not 
least, the ultimate moral good being sought. In the current social and mil-
itary environment, service members jokingly ask: “Will this decision land 
me in jail?” A better question might be, “Is this something I am willing to 
go to jail for?” However, as Fluker pointed out, the fundamental ethical 
question is perhaps “What’s going on?”44

If, in response to situations that demand solutions, leaders are not 
aware of what is actually taking place, or what the end state should resem-
ble, they should pack up and go home. The use of questions is not always 
an accepted practice. Many leaders do not accept questions, regardless 
of the reason. This not only creates a toxic environment; it undermines 
a climate for discerning and acting on the good. Furthermore, unwilling-
ness to ask questions—of oneself, others, or of the mission—fosters bias, 
motivates blindness, and creates a leadership echo chamber in which only 
one way is considered. How many leaders in our profession have fallen 
because they would not allow themselves to be challenged or questioned? 
They shut down anyone who asked questions that made them uncomfort-
able, or their hubris became a barrier to ethical reasoning and action.

Questions force us to think about what we are undertaking and why. 
In addition, questions help us cut through the cacophonous demands for 
our attention so that we can use ethical reasoning, rightly and effectively. 
If trust is the bedrock of our profession, questions allow us to shape the 
moral battlefield—building and solidifying trust by engaging our moral 
imagination. Without trust, we fail our institution, the souls entrusted to 
her stewardship, and ultimately the American people. We will be unable 
to figure out what went wrong and why the goal seems so unachievable. 
However, when we begin with an understanding of what is actually taking 
place, we can ask pertinent questions about professional and moral chal-
lenges to be addressed or solved in the most ethical manner possible. Un-
derstanding what is going on also provides much-needed cultural context 
to develop partnerships that sustain ethical outcomes.

Recommendations
First, military organizations need to develop multidisciplinary ethics 

working groups to encourage thoughtful ethical analysis (not just legal) 
of complex situations. Such an approach to ethical reasoning and deci-
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sion-making will provide leaders in the profession of arms with a more 
nuanced set of moral and ethical principles. Such groups will also encour-
age broader recognition of operational complexities that affect actions in 
moments of operational stress and conflict. A multidisciplinary approach, 
as opposed to a strict legalistic approach, supports the profession of arms 
in developing efficiently accessible principles to aid moral reasoning 
and moral decision-making. These should be diverse groups that include 
a wide array of counselors and advisors so military and civilian leaders 
can fully address ethical issues rather than relying on mental shortcuts 
to decide the best moral course of action; an ethical red team could be 
leveraged to prevent groupthink. These working groups should also use a 
model that helps identify, label, and effectively respond to biases. Leaders 
should encourage ethics education for service members in their organiza-
tion. Organizations that take a multidisciplinary approach to ethics coun-
seling and ethics education by utilizing tools like the ethical triangle will 
be much better equipped to handle complex ethical dilemmas.

The second recommendation concerns access to external resources for 
ethical reasoning and action, be they academic, religious, philosophical, 
or medical. The profession of arms and its leaders must access resourc-
es outside the profession because of their neutrality and expertise. Us-
ing external reviewers to provide insight and counsel can help institutions 
and organizations avoid reasoning pitfalls such as groupthink, motivated 
blindness, and bias confirmation. As a profession, military organizations 
rightly police themselves; however, these organizations should not scorn 
opportunities for other agencies or proper civilian institutions to help them 
gain better insight on issues that might be unaddressed or overlooked. 
Accountability reinforces trust. An organization that actively engages in 
healthy accountability practices will be more responsive and resilient—
identifying areas that might be susceptible to exploitation and developing 
meaningful ways to address such concerns.

The third recommendation relates to ethical and moral leader devel-
opment. Leaders exist at all levels, whether or not they are in official posi-
tions to lead; each one can direct human actions toward good or ill. Judg-
ing from the number of ethical lapses and sexual assault incidents within 
the profession of arms, commanders do not sufficiently emphasize moral 
leadership development programs. Military leaders must prioritize train-
ing and education on ethical reasoning and decision-making that aligns 
with the Army ethic, the Army as a profession, and moral good—not just 
legal compliance.
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While moral leadership development is a commander’s responsibil-
ity, commanders can only accomplish so much. They need to leverage 
staff officers to develop their subordinates. Each commander also has a 
personal staff officer with relevant expertise and training regarding moral 
leadership—the chaplain.

Chaplains often have significant experience in moral reasoning, a 
background in theological-philosophical studies, and the capacity to serve 
as the commander’s lead program executor for moral leader development 
and education. As noted in Army Regulation (AR) 165-1, Army Chaplain 
Corps Activities, commanders should leverage their chaplains to proac-
tively develop moral and ethical leaders across their organizations:

The chaplain, as the commander’s advisor in matters of morals 
and morale as affected by religion, is the principal staff officer 
for [the moral leadership training (MLT)] program. In MLT, the 
chaplain and religious affairs specialist utilize values integral to 
the Profession of Arms, tools from a variety of human dimension 
disciplines, religious and spiritual factors related to ethical deci-
sion-making, and character development.45

The final recommendation is that the profession of arms refocus on 
reinforcing historical and cultural understanding at every echelon of pro-
fessional military education. This includes combat training centers, field 
training exercises, and small unit training events where historical-cultural 
understanding can be reinforced, particularly as it pertains to ethical world 
views, decision-making, and moral action in diverse settings. Tools to help 
better understand our world can be invaluable if used properly and rein-
forced regularly. Military leaders should not afford to be as uneducated 
or uninformed as Secretary McNamara regarding the historical situation 
of Vietnam. Members and leaders in the profession of arms owe it to the 
American people to be informed about the culture, as well as religious 
beliefs and practices, laws, and histories of the places where they deploy 
operationally. In this era of great power competition, all must learn and 
understand these rich pasts and prepare for critical reflection.

Conclusion
Service members are charged with the most moral of human activities, 

waging war. The profession of arms is entrusted to use violence to se-
cure objectives and further national interests. The American people expect 
military professionals to demonstrate ethical understanding and exercise 
positive moral action in times of complexity and rapidly changing mores. 
Emphasizing and training moral and ethical reasoning is a must to ensure 
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moral and just military actions and prevent fissures in the trust bonds with 
the American people, within the profession of arms, and with allies and 
partner forces. Military professionals must see ethical challenges through 
a broader lens than national or international legal constructs. Laws are 
insufficient to orient human actions toward the good. While the law can 
coerce behavior if authorities have sufficient resources and power, such 
compliance may actually lead to more unethical behavior.

Furthermore, leaders need to recognize that many institutions lack a 
vocabulary for ethical decision-making, hence the profession of arms’ re-
liance on the law. A moral vocabulary allows an organization to move 
beyond the law by providing a language that deepens moral awareness and 
a sense of moral responsibility. Without such language, an organization is 
bound to a legally based programmatic response to ethical problems. Re-
sponses to moral failure will continue to elicit policy changes and Univer-
sal Code of Military Justice action without necessarily affecting the prime 
motivators for moral action: the heart and mind. Ethical transformation 
will never be accomplished without transforming the heart and mind. A 
multidisciplinary approach is the best means to cultivate such transforma-
tive possibilities.

The profession of arms must acknowledge that sources of critical mor-
al value often lie well outside the boundaries of traditional legal structures 
and, in some cases, actively oppose certain aspects of that very system. 
In a complex world, one particular ethical perspective is not sufficient to 
effectively lead to ethical outcomes. It is farcical to place too much trust 
in individual agents to act ethically in a variety of situations given what 
we know of bias and human self-interest. Members of the military need to 
see those on their left and right as critical resources to mitigate bias, and 
increase capacity for ethical reasoning and moral action. One strength of 
our organization is intellectual diversity embodied in our ranks; failing to 
leverage that diversity would be a tragic mistake, as evidenced by cata-
strophic moral failures over the last two decades. By incorporating varied 
voices with particular expertise, the profession of arms can increase eth-
icality and achieve more ethical outcomes in challenging environments.
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Army Ethic Principle 2
C. Anthony Pfaff

We take pride in honorably serving the Nation with integrity, 
demonstrating character in all aspects of our lives.1

If the Army’s professional status is contingent upon the trust of senior 
US civilian leaders, and by extension the American people they represent, 
then acting with integrity is the means to that end. Trust, in this context, 
of course, has multiple senses. First is the sense that one will tell the truth. 
Second, is that one is reliable. Integrity is putting that truth-telling and 
reliability into action.

Personal integrity demands one’s public actions be consistent with 
one’s inner beliefs. Achieving this consistency is easier said than done. 
The person’s personal and professional commitments form a network of 
roles and promises held together by a “web” of values. Moreover, as J. 
Patrick Dobel observed in Public Integrity, those roles, promises, values, 
and the commitments they entail can come into tension that cannot be re-
solved simply by prioritizing them.2

Such tension is commonplace in Army life. Soldiers often must choose 
between what is necessary to fulfill professional duties and duties associ-
ated with other roles, such as spouse, parent, or friend. Saying one is more 
important than the other does not make such choices any easier or more 
moral. Sometimes an individual should prioritize being a parent over being 
a soldier. There is no one way to determine what those priorities should be 
or under what circumstances they should change. Still, at a minimum, in-
tegrity requires a certain transparency when Army professionals are forced 
to make the kind of tradeoffs that are an inherent part of national security.

In Lying to Ourselves: Dishonesty in the Army Profession, Leonard 
Wong and Stephen J. Gerras described the damage that can be done when 
professionals disregard matters of integrity. To meet what they character-
ized as excessive training and certification demands, Army leaders report-
ed certain requirements complete when they were not. Their rationale, 
generalized, was that completing all the requirements placed an undue 
and unnecessary burden on soldiers. Something had to give, and these 
leaders chose the well-being of their soldiers over meeting the require-
ments. While certainly a worthy cause, the lack of transparency over the 
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tradeoff had negative consequences for the profession. As Wong and Ger-
ras observed:

Tolerating a level of dishonesty in areas deemed trivial or unim-
portant also results in the degradation of the trust that is vital to the 
military profession. Once the bar of ethical standards is lowered, 
the malleability of those standards becomes a rationale for other 
unethical decisions.3

This example highlights the risks of moral compromise in service to 
necessity, whatever that necessity entails. German philosopher Immanuel 
Kant held that lying was always wrong; if one justified lies and deception 
by claiming necessity, then there would be no reason to believe anything 
one said, especially in times of crisis where necessity was at its most ex-
treme and the demand for trust at its highest.4

Ultimately, however, there is no one way to resolve this tension; Army 
professionals will continually find themselves in positions where they 
must make tradeoffs not only with conflicting professional demands, but 
personal ones as well. What matters is not just how the individual balances 
their roles, values, and commitments but what that looks like in practice. 
As Dobel further stated:

For a public official, these central values would include respect 
for self and others, commitment to truthfulness and public good, 
care, fairness, and honor. In maintaining integrity across their 
lives, individuals use reflection, will, character, to assess their 
various roles and commitments. Each role can be lived with 
different amounts of empathy, conscientiousness, courage, opti-
mism, or respect.5

Being trustworthy and having integrity, then, is a matter of character. 
Kant argued: “A liar is a coward; he is a man who has a recourse to ly-
ing because he is unable to help himself and gain his ends by any other 
means.”6 Rather, a stout-hearted person loves truth and does not sacrifice 
it for reasons of necessity. Kant saw good character as efficacious for good 
behavior. Character traits are habits and by doing the “right thing” habit-
ually, an individual will take on the character (habits) of a “good” person 
and do the right thing. Someone who habitually tells the truth and avoids 
lying is, obviously, honest. In this view, the principles of the Army ethic 
determine right action. Character is the motivation to uphold them.

This is not the only view on the relationship between principle and 
character. The following chapter addresses dilemmas that can arise when 
duties conflict and how character can help resolve them.
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Chapter 2
Officership: Character, Leadership, and  

Ethical Decision-Making
C. Anthony Pfaff

Gen. Sir John Winthrop Hackett once said, “What the bad man cannot 
be is a good sailor, or soldier, or airman.”1 His comment underscored the 
danger of giving the right to kill to someone who might give little care to 
its cause or effects. What he did not address was what the good soldier 
would do when confronted with a situation where there is no apparent 
“good” way out.

In the fall of 2003, a great deal of controversy arose over whether 
to prosecute Lt. Col. Allen West, a 4th Infantry Division Battalion com-
mander who—by his own admission—allowed his men to beat an Iraqi 
policeman they detained in order to obtain information about future at-
tacks against his unit. When his men failed to obtain the information, he 
threatened to kill the Iraqi and fired shots around the Iraqi’s head. The 
policeman eventually gave them the needed information and lives report-
edly were saved.2 Though the Iraqi was not seriously harmed, beating a 
detainee and threatening him with death are violations of international hu-
manitarian law (IHL), which West had an obligation to uphold. When the 
Army prosecuted him, however, a loud chorus that included congressional 
representatives arose claiming that the prosecution was immoral and that 
West had, in fact, done the right thing.3

Officership and Inspiration
Officership is about inspiration, but good officers do more than inspire 

subordinates to do extraordinary things. They also set goals and convince 
people to spend time, effort, and other resources to achieve them. Doing 
this well involves making practical as well as ethical decisions. Some-
times, situations will create a tension that is not easy to resolve. When 
tension arises, officers must attempt to balance the demands of morality 
with the demands of the profession; to do so, they must consider the con-
sequences of their decisions and the rules and principles that govern the 
profession. These ethical considerations by themselves, however, do not 

This is a revised version of C. Anthony Pfaff, “Officership: Character, Leadership, 
and Ethical Decision-Making,” in The Future of the Army Profession, ed. Don M. 
Snider and Lloyd J. Matthews, 2nd ed. (New York: McGraw Hill, 2005), 153–61.
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provide a complete approach sufficient to answer all of the moral ques-
tions that officers may confront.

US Army doctrine defines the traits of good officership within the 
framework of “be, know, do,” which incorporates ethical as well as practi-
cal aspects.4 Because of this, we can discuss an ethics of being, an ethics of 
knowing, and an ethics of doing. This explains why approaches based on 
consequences and rules are inadequate: they focus on the ethics of know-
ing and doing but exclude the ethics of being. Yet, being a certain kind of 
person is just as important to moral leadership as knowing consequences, 
rules, and principles. Being able to apply them serves the profession and the 
nation. Still, consequences and rules can come into conflict. When conflict 
happens, ethical algorithms based on measuring consequences and applying 
rules will be insufficient to effectively guide action or resolve the tension 
between them in a morally appropriate way. In such instances, an officer’s 
character will help resolve conflicts in a consistent, coherent manner.5

Officership and Character
Colonel West had a choice, one that pitted two important obligations 

against each other. He could permit the beating and the threats to coerce 
the detainee into cooperating, or he could decide not to and leave his men 
at risk. Unfortunately, this decision is not a simple one. If he chose to 
threaten, much less torture the policeman, he would violate the law of 
war. If he chose to let his soldiers walk into an ambush, he would have 
contributed to their deaths. There is no clear way to choose one over the 
other. Preserving the lives of his men and accomplishing his mission were 
moral imperatives of considerable force. Resolving this problem did not 
depend on clever rationalizations or skillful manipulation of rules. Suc-
cessfully resolving situations like this depends on the kind of person one 
is. To demonstrate the role character plays here, it is necessary to examine 
why appealing to consequences—like accomplishing missions and pre-
serving lives—and simple conformity to principles and rules is inadequate 
to account for all moral considerations.

The ethics of consequences seek to determine whether a particular 
action maximizes some non-moral good, such as happiness or pleasure, or 
minimizes some non-moral harm, such as misery or pain. In the context of 
combat, the consequentialist imperative is expressed in terms of military 
necessity. The logic here is simple: if one is fighting for a just cause, then 
one maximizes the good by winning. Since maximizing the good—how-
ever one defines it—is obligated under utility theory, then those actions 
that maximize chances for winning are also morally obligated. Necessity 
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is not just about achieving military objectives; it also concerns itself with 
the expenditure of time, life, and money. Thus, something can only be 
necessary in relation to the available alternatives, including the alterna-
tive to do nothing.6 It is not enough that something works; it must work 
at the lowest cost.7

So while choosing any particular objective may not be in itself a moral 
choice, soldiers still have a prima facie moral obligation to accomplish 
their assigned missions. In fact, if military necessity were the only consid-
eration, those missions—and any actions necessary to accomplish them—
would be morally obligatory, regardless of what they entailed. If this were 
true, Army leaders would be free to disregard the laws of war as long as 
it was necessary to preserving the lives of one’s personnel. In fact, one 
would never have to consider the laws of war in the first place. In this con-
text, Colonel West’s actions were not just permitted, but required.

Army leaders, however, are obligated to take such laws seriously. By 
virtue of the oath of office, they promise to abide by treaties to which the 
United States is a party; the United States does recognize international 
humanitarian law (IHL) as binding. Perhaps more to the point, Just War 
Theory provides a deontological, or principle-based, framework for most 
IHL requirements when it grants a right not to be harmed to noncomba-
tants. Because of that right, IHL requires soldiers to discriminate between 
legitimate and illegitimate targets, employ even legitimate force propor-
tionally, and limit the harm they cause relative to the value of their intend-
ed military objective. Given this basis in human rights, the constraints can 
be thought of as moral, not just legal, obligations.8

To claim that in such situations a good officer always abides by IHL or 
other well-founded principles would be easy. Simply asserting this, howev-
er, will not help resolve moral difficulties that arise when military necessity 
and the laws of war come into conflict. There are a number of problems 
with any principle or rule-based approach to ethics, which we will discuss 
in the next section. Questioning why rules-following should take prece-
dence over the lives of the personnel under one’s charge is reasonable. It 
is reasonable for officers to ask if they want to be the kind of officer who 
allows people to die or to fail in their mission just to conform to a rule.9 
Sometimes the answer to that question will be “yes,” but not always. De-
ciding when that is the answer is one of the primary tasks of officership.

Character, Leadership, and Ethical Decision-Making
There is a gap between the kinds of ethical questions officers confront 

and the kinds of answers that consequence- and rule-based approaches 
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can give. When considerations of military necessity are insufficient and 
principle, laws, and rules fail, officers ultimately depend on their charac-
ter. Thus, it is important to develop officers of character who understand 
what it means to be good officers—not just what it means to follow rules, 
perform duties, or reason well, although these are important to being ethi-
cal. If officers are to have the resources necessary to make ethically sound 
decisions, they need an approach to ethics that articulates what good char-
acter is and how it can be developed. Moral philosophers usually refer to 
the ethics of character as virtue ethics.

This approach to ethics seeks to determine systematically the traits 
that good people (or in this case, good Army leaders, which would include 
officers, noncommissioned officers, and civilians) should possess, what it 
means to possess them, and how people can acquire them. In this context, 
virtues are the traits of good character. An officer of character is more 
concerned with being the kind of person who does the right thing, at the 
right time, in the right way, and is not as concerned with the act itself. The 
ethics of character avoids most dilemmas because the focus is no longer on 
deciding between two unfortunate outcomes or two conflicting rules but 
on being a certain kind of person. Virtuous officers do not assign values to 
outcomes or preferences to duties. Virtuous officers have habituated dispo-
sitions that make them the kind of people who do the right thing, even in 
the complicated and dynamic environment of modern military operations.

The Virtues of Good Officership
In virtue ethics, the virtues are determined by understanding the pur-

pose something serves.10 Knowing something’s purpose reveals if some-
thing is functioning well or poorly. For example, if the purpose of pack 
animals such as mules is to bear burdens, their actions reveal which mules 
do better and which do worse. Further, we can tell what qualities a mule 
must possess, such as strength, surefootedness, and endurance, to do its 
task well. The more a mule possesses these traits, the better the mule is.

A human being must also have certain characteristics to be a good 
human being. Aristotle claimed that the virtues of the excellent person 
included courage, temperance, liberality, proper pride, good temper, ready 
wit, modesty, and justice.11 Plato listed prudence, courage, temperance, 
and justice.12 Thomas Aquinas added faith, hope, and love.13 The philos-
opher Phillipa Foot, who famously brought virtue back into mainstream 
philosophical ethics, pointed out that whatever the full list of virtues may 
be, any particular virtue had to have three features: 1) be a disposition of 
the will; 2) be beneficial to others; and 3) correct a bad human disposi-
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tion.14 Thus, persons must not only intend to do the right thing; they must 
intend to do the right thing for the right reasons, in the right way.

Because what it means to function well for a human is much more 
complex than what it means to function well for a mule, defining “func-
tioning well” is difficult. Part of the problem is that functioning well for 
humans is determined by a complex combination of biology, environment, 
culture, and tradition. What this complex combination is and how its com-
ponents relate to each other are not always well understood and, therefore, 
are subjects of much debate.

The function, environment, culture, and traditions of the Army, how-
ever, are well understood. Put simply, the Army’s function is to defend the 
nation. This function is itself a moral imperative of the State. Officers have 
the additional functions of setting goals and inspiring others to achieve them 
to serve this purpose. Not only does this function allow us to determine the 
virtues of the good military leader; it provides a way to morally justify them 
as well. Given this function, one can determine some of the virtues that are 
associated with officership, including prudence, selflessness, courage, car-
ing, and integrity. If officers must establish goals and methods of defending 
the nation, they will need to be prudent and selfless.15 The former is neces-
sary to discern the proper ends, and the latter is necessary to mediate when 
proper ends conflict with self-interest. Officers require courage, caring, and 
integrity to inspire and direct others to achieve these goals.

Having decided what the virtues of good officership are, it is neces-
sary to discuss what it means to act virtuously. Virtues are excellences of 
character; that is, they are dispositions toward certain behaviors that result 
in habitual acts.16 Aristotle viewed each virtue as a mean between the two 
extremes (vices) of excess and deficiency in regard to certain human ca-
pacities. For example, with regard to feelings of fear, courage is the mean. 
A person can feel too much fear and be cowardly or feel too little fear and 
be foolhardy. A person who runs in the face of danger when the proper 
thing to do would be to stand his ground is a coward. But the person who 
does not comprehend the danger he is in is also not courageous.

This works the same way for other virtues as well. With regard to self-
lessness, one extreme is careerism, where officers are too concerned with 
personal advancement and fail to place the needs of the organization above 
their own. An officer can also be too selfless. Officers who never take care of 
personal interests might impede their ability to lead. For example, officers 
who deny themselves sleep, so as to demonstrate their commitment to the 
mission, quickly become incapable of making good decisions.17 Neither is 
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the mean an average. For instance, ten pounds of food might be too much, 
and two pounds might be too little, but this does not mean that the average 
of six pounds is the right amount. Instead, the mean is relative to our nature.

It is worth emphasizing that for Aristotle the mean is aimed at only 
because it is beneficial; the mean between two extremes enables the indi-
vidual to live well. To discern the mean, an officer must develop the ability 
to reason well, which is itself a virtue that Aristotle called prudence or 
practical wisdom. This virtue is necessary to resolve the tension between 
the feelings that emerge from natural appetites, concerns of self-interest, 
and the requirements of virtue.18 The conflict between reason, feeling, and 
self-interest lies at the heart of the excellences or virtues. What drags us 
to extremes detrimental to our long-term happiness are passions and feel-
ings, such as excessive (or defective) fear or excessive love of pleasure. 
Reason is required to control behavior, passions, and feelings. Excellences 
are applications of reason to behavior and emotion. These excellences can 
be developed with proper training.

Virtue ethics allows one to take into account consequences as well 
as obligations associated with rules, laws, and principles in a way that 
resolves the tension inherent among them. As in consequence-based eth-
ical theories, one must be concerned with consequences of an action to 
determine its normative value. In virtue ethics, one must be sensitive to 
the conditions that frame moral choices. Acting on the principle of always 
telling the truth is good; however, ignoring how that truth might affect oth-
ers risks doing moral harm. Caring spouses, for example, should bring to 
their partners’ attention matters negatively affecting their health. Vicious 
(or at least stupid) spouses will simply announce that their partners are fat.

Determining how to embody a particular virtue requires an element of 
compassion. Failure to recognize this can result in disastrous consequenc-
es. Deontological, or duty-based, ethics evaluate actions in terms of how 
these actions correspond to certain principles or rules. In deontological 
ethics, one has an obligation to perform certain duties conscientiously. 
In virtue ethics, persons must habituate and virtue conscientiously—that 
is they must routinely perform acts that reflect the relevant virtue if they 
are to say they possess that virtue.19 As such, the habituation of virtue can 
take on the qualities of a duty. To develop integrity, for example, one must 
always tell the truth and always avoid lying.

Developing the Virtues of Good Character
A virtue ethics approach to officership can help resolve certain dilem-

mas that consequence and rule-based theories cannot. Instead of doing 
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good things, the virtuous person focuses on being good. One becomes 
good by acquiring certain virtues or character traits that lead to doing vir-
tuous things. This is, however, where rule-based approaches can play a 
key role. Virtues do not develop overnight. One cannot wake up one day 
and decide to be courageous, for example, and immediately be so. Being 
virtuous means knowing the right time, place, circumstance, and manner 
in which to be courageous. One acquires these traits by habituation.

According to Aristotle, whose writings greatly influenced modern vir-
tue theory, one becomes virtuous only by performing virtuous actions until 
doing so becomes habitual. In other words, experience is necessary. Aris-
totle made this point by contrasting virtues with natural capacities:

Of all the things that come to us by nature, we first acquire the 
potentiality and later exhibit the activity (this is plain in the case 
of senses; for it was not by often seeing or often hearing that we 
got these senses, but on the contrary we had them before we used 
them, and did not come to have them by using them); but the vir-
tues we get by first exercising them, as also happens in the case 
of the arts as well. For the things we have to learn before we can 
do them, we learn by doing them, e.g., men become builders by 
building and lyre players by playing the lyre; so too we become 
just by doing just acts, temperate by doing temperate acts, brave 
by doing brave acts.20

Just as one becomes a good musician only by practicing an instru-
ment, one becomes a good officer only by practicing the profession. But, 
how does one who has no experience in such matters develop experience? 
When we try to describe a virtue, we tend to list things we must do to 
instantiate the virtue. Listing these things is just like listing rules and prin-
ciples. This is, in fact, one of the major critiques of the virtue approach. 
When we try to put rules and principles into practice, we end up with es-
sentially a rule-based system. When this happens, the importance of char-
acter is not obvious.

To get a deeper understanding of what character is as well as how 
virtues are best cultivated, consider the following example. To shape his 
subordinates into caring officers, a brigade commander made the rule that 
officers should remain near the front of the mess line to ensure that their 
entire unit was fed; then they would eat last. When the commander found 
one lieutenant at the end of the line, he immediately corrected the situ-
ation.21 When the lieutenant moved to the head of a line, he was simply 
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following a rule. If rules were the sole determinants of right and wrong, 
then the lieutenant was doing what was right.

Directing the lieutenant to stand at the front of the line while his sol-
diers were fed was good, but this would not make him a better lieutenant. 
If he understood why he should stand at the front of the line—to better 
care for his soldiers—he would be more likely to become a more caring 
person. If he had the right disposition, he should begin to notice anything 
that was not being done correctly. For example, the cooks might be giving 
out unusually small portions, the food might not be cooked as well as it 
should or could be, or the food might lack variety from day to day. Noth-
ing in the rule required him to do anything about these issues. His only 
requirements were to stand at the head of the line and make sure everyone 
was fed. But since he knew this rule was supposed to make him a more 
caring person, he should be motivated to act to correct any issues.

This example might seem simple and inconsequential; however, this 
same dynamic works in many situations. At first, junior officers are fol-
lowing rules; later, after following rules long enough with a properly crit-
ical and creative attitude, they transition and are actually disposed to be 
caring. Once this happens, they are no longer simply following rules. They 
have developed the capacity to make them, especially in response to novel 
situations. What motivates leaders to adopt this attitude is an understand-
ing that it is not enough to do good; it is just as important to be good.

Aristotle also pointed out that one cannot develop virtue by accident 
or by doing the right thing for the wrong reasons. The lieutenant in the 
above example might have been motivated by self-interest because he 
knew the brigade commander would give him high marks for being so 
conscientious. This is why intent is important. One cannot become caring 
or wise or honest unless one is trying to become so. For an action to be tru-
ly virtuous, a person must be in the right state of mind. He must know that 
his action is virtuous, and he must decide on it for the sake of his soldiers. 
He must act in a caring manner because being caring is good, not because 
it will benefit his career.

The Role of Mentorship
If rules have a role in habituating virtue, the person making the rules 

must possess that virtue. In this way, the rules are not arbitrary but, in-
stead, become a path to becoming a good officer. As noted earlier, Aristotle 
likened the acquiring of virtues to playing an instrument, which requires a 
teacher and habitual practice. Unless one is a savant, one does not pick up 
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an instrument and by fooling around with it, play it well. One might, after 
a fashion, be able to make pleasant sounds with it; but without someone 
to provide training, developing true proficiency will be a long and ardu-
ous process—fraught with mistakes and certainly not efficient. One might 
even pick up a book and learn the principles of good guitar playing. While 
that method might make them better to an extent, it takes a good teacher to 
really train them to achieve excellence.

For junior officers to become good officers, they must acquire the nec-
essary virtues. Junior officers can learn from seeing how virtues are instan-
tiated by those who are effective at moral officership. Only then can they 
instantiate virtues into their own lives. Virtues involve a delicate balance 
between general rules and an awareness of particulars. In this process, the 
perception of the particular takes priority, in the sense that a good principle 
or rule is a good summary of wise particular choices and not a court of last 
resort. The rules of ethics, like rules of medicine, should be open to modi-
fication in light of new circumstances. The good officer must cultivate the 
ability to perceive, then correctly and accurately describe his situation and 
include in this perceptual grasp even those features of the situation that 
are not covered under the existing rule. The virtues provide a framework 
around which officers might engage in this process.

Resolving the Conflict
In resolving problems like the ones that confronted Colonel West, we 

must understand that one cannot instantiate one virtue, such as caring, 
by failing to instantiate another virtue, such as integrity. In any situation, 
virtuous people act in such a way that they instantiate all relevant virtues. 
We could decide that Colonel West should save his men at the expense 
of fulfilling his duty to obey lawful orders, but he cannot be caring at the 
expense of his integrity.

Somehow, he must maintain or restore one or the other. To be fully 
virtuous whatever his choice, he must publicly take responsibility for his 
actions and the bad consequences those actions might have. To prevent or 
mitigate the bad consequences, he might turn himself over to his superiors 
or resign from his position. This would send the message to his subordi-
nates that what he did might have been necessary, but it was not good. If 
he were only obligated to consider military necessity, he would be able to 
conclude that beating and threatening the detainee was a morally obligated 
act if he concluded that it maximized military necessity by limiting the risk 
to his men. Virtue ethics allows him to conclude that while this might not 
be the morally best course of action, the results of the action are morally 
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good. In fact, many of these considerations seemed to have influenced 
West’s thinking, as he immediately turned himself in to his chain of com-
mand following the incident. In a CNN interview, West said:

But I think that as a commander, I had, as I felt, a moral obligation 
. . . and responsibility to the safety and welfare of my soldiers. . . 
. I can’t, you know, recommend that decision to be made. That’s 
something that each and every person has to do within their own 
selves and within their own heart. . . . Well, I think that there’s 
honor and integrity in things that you do and also I understand that 
there are two parts to the Army. The Army as an institution has to 
have good order and discipline, and that needed to be evaluated, 
as to whether or not I stepped outside the lines and allowed my 
commanding officers to make a decision as far as what should be 
done with me.22

In a separate CNN interview, West’s attorney, Lt. Col. (Retired) Neal 
Puckett, summed up the issue this way:

A commander has many responsibilities. One of those is to follow 
rules and enforce rules himself. Another is to protect his men and 
women in combat. Those came into sharp contrast in this particu-
lar situation. Lieutenant Colonel West chose to err on the side of 
protecting his men, and assumed the risk that it would cause his 
career and has always been willing to stand up, accept responsi-
bility for that, and whatever punishment the Army felt necessary.23

Virtue ethics is inherently anti-careerist. Military professionals must 
accept that they may be placed in difficult circumstances where lives will 
be at stake and the morally appropriate way to resolve conflicts may not 
be obvious. This should not preclude action, but one must be prepared to 
accept the moral, as well as legal, consequences. Failure to recognize this 
represents the worst kind of careerism as it places one’s career over the 
needs of the profession and the nation it serves.

Could Colonel West have been virtuous and left his men at risk? Only 
if there were a way to embody the virtue of caring—or at least be held ac-
countable for it—if he did so. Even if he had chosen to conform to the law, 
it still may have made sense to resign his position if it was the only way he 
could restore his integrity after having failed in the commitments he made 
to his men. He could have also considered the harm he could cause to the 
detainee’s family if the enemy discovered his cooperation or the increased 
resistance that may have arisen once word of his abuse of the detainee was 
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made public. While these were essentially consequentialist considerations, 
it would be impossible to calculate their relative worth.

What is left is to ask about the kinds of things good leaders consider 
and weigh. But what things an officer should consider and how he should 
consider them depend on the virtues relevant to the situation. If he were 
simply following the rules, he would conclude that leaving his men at risk 
was the right thing to do, regardless of extenuating circumstances.

Offering a definitive virtuous solution is difficult because there really 
is none, at least not in the same sense that consequence- or rule-based 
systems offer. Such approaches attempt to determine the right action in 
a particular situation. They are intended to be formulas that when all of 
the relevant variables are put into the equation, the right answer pops out. 
They are not always up to the challenge, however. While virtue ethics does 
not offer a formula, it offers a way of developing officers and subordinates 
in a manner that will provide the widest possible variety of resources to 
draw on to make the best ethical decisions in the moral crucible of the 
modern battlefield. Such a process may not yield a unique ethical solution; 
however, it can identify those solutions that optimize moral outcomes.

In identifying morally optimal outcomes, virtue ethics accepts the pos-
sibility of moral residue. West’s dilemma, as described here, is what the 
philosopher Rosalind Hursthouse would describe as “tragic,” where not 
only is there a conflict of norms, there is no possible action to avoid feel-
ings of guilt or remorse. Those feelings, in fact, are signatures of virtu-
ous persons. Leading a virtuous life does not preclude situations where no 
matter how one acts, there will be moral residue and injury.24 What it does 
entail is that virtuous persons will be in the best position to realize the best 
(or at least better) outcome, however that outcome is measured. In this way, 
the virtuous agent can maintain the profession’s commitment to the imper-
atives of necessity, noncombatant immunity, and force protection as well as 
the larger humanitarian commitments that inform these imperatives.

Conclusion: The Potential to Do Good or Evil
In the complex, dynamic, and dangerous environment of the modern 

battlefield, there is great potential to do evil and little time to apply rules or 
calculate consequences to avoid doing evil. Even if there were rules or cal-
culations, one-dimensional approaches to ethics are not always up to the 
challenge. Rules, duties, and principles can conflict. Sincere, well-inten-
tioned compliance can sometimes lead to the most disastrous outcomes. 
But acting in such situations does not necessarily make someone a bad 
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person. Actions might be evidence of the presence or the absence of vir-
tue, but they are not in themselves virtuous. Acting virtuously might not 
spare one from the moral costs of leadership; however, doing so provides 
a framework in which one can maintain personal integrity as well as the 
integrity of the profession.

This is why developing the virtues of good officership is so import-
ant for the military officer. In situations where any action can lead to a 
morally impermissible outcome, officers of character will be best able to 
resolve the tension and maintain personal integrity and the integrity of the 
profession as well. Character is an essential part of an ethical framework 
for officership. When officers face the kind of situation the lieutenant did, 
their habituated character will guide their actions. This does not mean that 
virtuous officers never consider consequences or rules to determine where 
their duties lie. The point is that the virtuous officer has developed the dis-
position to know how and when to do so in the best way possible.
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Army Ethic Principle 3
C. Anthony Pfaff

In war and peace, we recognize the intrinsic dignity and worth of 
all people, treating them with respect.1

Respect is a core feature of almost any ethics, professional or other-
wise. German philosopher Immanuel Kant saw respect for the intrinsic 
dignity and worth of all people as a bright line for placing limits on how 
persons should treat each other. As he expressed it: “Act in such a way that 
you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of 
another, never simply as a means, but always at the same time as an end.”2 
Treating someone as an end entails, among other things, caring about that 
person’s interests in the same way one cares about one’s own. Put another 
way, showing respect means helping others realize their potential, at least 
within the professional context, and not limiting the roles they can play for 
reasons not related to their professional status and capabilities.

Respect is a critical condition for building the kind of trust necessary 
for success in combat. Unfortunately, this is an area where soldiers and 
their leaders need to do better. In its fiscal year 2019 summary on sexual 
assault in the military, the Department of Defense indicated there were 
7,825 sexual assault reports, representing a 3-percent increase from 2018.3 
The summary also showed a 17-percent increase in restricted reports, sug-
gesting a lack of faith in the chain of command to adequately investigate.4 
These disturbing numbers suggest Army leaders at all levels need to do 
more to establish a climate of respect in their organizations. More to the 
point, Army leaders need to understand that sexual assault, harassment, 
and discrimination is a critical readiness issue that should be given the 
same priority as any critical shortcoming.

Respect, however, does not just apply to friends, but to the enemy—
combatant and noncombatant—as well. Demonstrating respect requires 
keeping in mind that the purpose of war is to establish a better state of 
peace. In this context, such peace improves on relations between warring 
states from what they were before fighting broke out. If things simply 
returned to the status quo, the potential for conflict would still exist. Ful-
filling that purpose means fighting in a way that avoids brutality and rec-
ognizes the humanity of those doing the fighting. As military historian B. 
H. Liddle-Hart observed: “The enemy of today is the customer of the mor-
row and the ally of the future.”5 Even in war, it’s critical to consider some 
type of future relationship and treat the enemy accordingly. At a minimum, 
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recognize the enemy’s humanity by observing the law of armed conflict 
(LOAC), which requires soldiers to discriminate between combatants and 
noncombatants and avoid causing collateral harm that is disproportionate 
to the value of the military objective.6

American political theorist Michael Walzer believed almost all sol-
diers, in some sense, are coerced to fight and thus are moral equals. For 
soldiers defending against an act of aggression, the enemy coerces them 
to fight by attacking. However, even soldiers on the aggressor side can be 
coerced by fear of punishment if they refuse to participate or by govern-
ment lies and deceit that motivate citizens to fight. Because they are moral 
equals, neither can be held accountable for the crime of war; moreover, the 
killing they do on either side, as long as it conforms to international law, 
is permissible.7

Not everyone is satisfied with this view. Some like American philoso-
pher Jeff McMahan noted that if soldiers were moral equals, killing done 
by the aggressing side would be somehow justified. He argued, however, 
that it would make no sense to say, for example, that a German soldier jus-
tifiably killed a French soldier during the 1940 invasion of France. Rather, 
it would make more sense to say the German soldier participated in an 
act of aggression and murdered a French soldier. One might excuse the 
German soldier for the reasons Walzer cited; however, there is an intui-
tive judgment that for soldiering to be a moral enterprise, cause matters.8 
More to the point, the principle of respect entails that Army professionals 
cannot easily disentangle the ends of war from the means. This fact places 
a burden, especially on senior Army leadership, not to commit US forces 
toward immoral ends.

The fact that soldiers may not be moral equals does not permit them to 
treat soldiers on the aggressing side as criminals. Any soldier can doubt or 
be uncertain regarding their cause and still feel compelled to fight. In a pow-
erful expression of this compulsion, novelist Tim O’Brien explained why he 
answered the draft and fought in the Vietnam War, a war which he opposed:

I feared the war, yes, but I also feared exile. I was afraid of walk-
ing away from my own life, my friends and my family, my whole 
history, everything that mattered to me. I feared losing the respect 
of my parents. I feared the law. I feared ridicule and censure.9

The point here is not to evaluate the justice of the Vietnam War, or any 
war for that matter. Nor is it to suggest that each combatant’s moral equal-
ity rests on a kind of tribalism; even if soldiers, in the end, are motivated 
simply by communal bonds, that does not diminish the justice or injustice 
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of the cause for which they fight. Rather, the point here is to suggest that 
community has a powerful effect on the choices that an individual makes. 
Thus, it makes sense to extend some empathy, and by extension, respect 
to all soldiers.

Regarding noncombatants, soldiers are not only obligated to avoid 
targeting them, they are also required to take extra measures to minimize 
harm to them, even if that means taking on some additional risks.10 By 
virtue of their equipment and training, soldiers are better able to handle the 
risks of war and, for that reason, are obligated to take on those risks rather 
than placing them on noncombatants. However, the imperative of winning 
and due care obligations toward soldiers limits that risk. Soldiers are not 
obligated to assume so much risk that an operation will fail or they will not 
be able, as a unit, to continue to prosecute the war effort.11

In the following chapter, Col. Joel N. Brown analyzes what can hap-
pen when the principle of respect is forgotten, or at least subordinated, to 
military necessity. Brown details the history behind decisions to directly 
target Japanese civilians with incendiary bombs, which eventually gave 
way to the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Brown’s point 
is not to settle the question of whether these activities could be justified. 
Rather, he addresses whether the moral taint that arises from victories 
achieved at the expense of values is worth the cost. Thus, he leaves the 
reader to ask, was there a better way?

Balancing Brown’s discussion of what happens when professionals ig-
nore broader ethical obligations, Col. Paul E. Berg and Col. (Retired) Ken-
neth A. Hawley discuss in Chapter 4 about US Army operations during the 
1991 Gulf War. The army’s reputation as an ethical fighting force encour-
aged Iraqis to surrender in large numbers rather than fight, thus limiting 
the human cost of that war; as previously discussed, surrender can be a 
critical part of establishing a better state of peace.



58

Notes
1. Department of the Army, Army Doctrine Reference Publication (ADRP) 

1, The Army Profession (Washington, DC: 2015), 2-6.
2. Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. H. J. 

Patton (New York: Harper and Row, 1964), 96.
3. Caitlin M. Kenney, “Pentagon: Reports of Sexual Assault, Harassment 

in the Military Have Increased,” Stars and Stripes, 30 April 2020, https://www.
stripes.com/news/us/pentagon-reports-of-sexual-assault-harassment-in-the-mili-
tary-have-increased-1.627966. 

4. Kenney. 
5. B. H. Liddle Hart, Strategy, 2nd ed. (New York: Meridian, 1991), 338. 
6. International Committee of the Red Cross, “What is International Human-

itarian Law?,” Advisory Service on International Humanitarian Law, accessed 24 
June 2020, https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/other/what_is_ihl.pdf.

7. Michael Walzer, Just and Unjust Wars: A Moral Argument with Histori-
cal Illustrations, 5th ed. (New York: Basic Books, 2015), 34–41. 

8. Jeff McMahan, Killing in War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 
131–54.

9. Tim O’Brien, The Things They Carried (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 
1990), 45. 

10. Walzer, Just and Unjust Wars, 156.
11. Walzer, 158.

https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/other/what_is_ihl.pdf


59

Chapter 3
Lessons from the Firebombing  

in World War II’s Pacific Theatre
Joel N. Brown

As the winds of war churned in the early 1940s, America looked to 
redeem promissory notes issued twenty years earlier by airpower theo-
rists. These advocates held that airpower could decisively, more quickly, 
and more efficiently deliver victory by crippling a nation’s morale and 
war-fighting capacity. Airpower occupied a different domain and these 
new instruments of war could forego tactical engagements—ensuring the 
war would be won through strategic bombardment, destroying a nation’s 
ability and will to fight. Anxious to prove the thesis, its theorists began to 
devise a strategy featuring airpower. Orchestrated with aid from the newly 
formed Air War Plans Division, blueprints began to emerge which aimed 
to vindicate its visionaries’ claims, blueprints that would cost thousands 
of innocent lives and flout accepted ethical boundaries.1 The air campaign 
over Japan raised crucial questions while revealing perennial lessons for 
those intent on honoring ethical guidelines during war. It demanded that 
we remain aware of factors beyond national interests which drive opera-
tional decisions, that we affirm the due care civilians ought to be afforded 
during war, and that we commit to preserving our moral identity even 
during the grimmest of times.

The atomic weapons used in Japan eclipsed the strategic air campaign 
waged in the preceding months. But even before the devastation of Hiro-
shima and Nagasaki, an estimated 500,000 civilians either suffocated or 
were burned to death when American B-29 Superfortresses firebombed 
sixty-seven Japanese cities. Searing flames consumed noncombatants, in-
fants and aged, their homes and memories. The strategic and ethical ar-
guments which allowed the campaign to unfold still persist in pockets of 
our nation and its military. To draw lessons from the incendiary bombing 
campaign, these arguments require scrutiny. Decades before becoming 
the Secretary of Defense, then-Lt. Col. Robert McNamara served as an 
operations research analyst for the Pacific Theatre bombing effort. Look-
ing back on the campaign, McNamara raised a pointed question for fu-
ture commanders to wrestle with: “In order to win a war, should you kill 
100,000 people in one night, by firebombing or any other way?”2 Curtis 
LeMay, the commander of the incendiary missions, addressed the question 
thirty years after the war by saying he probably would have been tried as a 
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war criminal if the Allies had lost. McNamara later asked another probing 
question: “LeMay recognized that what he was doing would be thought 
immoral if his side had lost. But what makes it immoral if you lose and not 
immoral if you win?”3 Failing to grapple with the principle that noncom-
batants deserve special protection leaves them in the potential crosshairs 
of future campaigns. The firebombing raids over Japan offered a forum 
to face this issue head-on. Lessons learned there substantiate a continued 
deference afforded to the principle of civilian immunity. 

Lesson 1: A Gory Campaign Left Planners Susceptible  
to Unethical Suggestion

Tens of thousands of Americans were dying in the World War II is-
land-hopping campaign. In February 1945 alone, a month before the To-
kyo firebombing, 6,000 American troops died on the island of Iwo Jima. 
Leapfrogging island-to-island to invade Japan would cost thousands of 
American lives. This prospect was not lost on Maj. Gen. Curtis LeMay, 
head of the 21st Bomber Command headquartered in the Mariana Islands. 
It would be LeMay who ultimately decided to commence the firebomb-
ings. He eagerly considered how airpower could contribute to the war 
effort, hoping to avoid the need for a ground invasion. LeMay chose to 
depart from what aviation authority Barrett Tillman called the Army Air 
Force’s most cherished dogma—daylight, high-altitude, strategic bomb-
ing, but that departure would raise many professional, political, and eth-
ical questions.4 Using bombers to destroy infrastructure from a high alti-
tude proved only marginally successful, and attrition rates for the planes 
and their crews were high. 

Overturning traditional dogmas opened a new menu to the quiet but 
ambitious young trailblazer. In his biography, LeMay recalled the prodding 
he received from his handlers in Washington. If he failed to find a solution 
to the impending Pacific carnage, he would not only be fired; he would 
also leave the promises of strategic airpower in default. The commanding 
general of Army Air Forces, Henry “Hap” Arnold, would watch LeMay’s 
every move, appointing his deputy chief, Brig. Gen. Laurus Norstad, to 
double as LeMay’s chief of staff in the Pacific. Like Arnold, Norstad was 
what historian Michael Sherry called an eager advocate of incendiaries.5 
Arnold ensured his preferred course would be clearly imprinted on his dis-
tant commander. LeMay felt the weight; the possibility of an independent 
air force rested on his shoulders.6 Decades later, LeMay was asked about 
the pressure from Washington to prove airpower’s value. David Burchi-
nal, one of his wing commanders also being interviewed, quickly jumped 
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in: “No,” he said. “The pressure wasn’t in Washington; it was right here 
[pointing to LeMay].”7 In reality, the pressure on the command had been 
mounting for some time. Three months earlier, Washington—likely orig-
inating with General Arnold himself—had directed LeMay’s predecessor 
to XXI Bomber Command, Haywood S. Hansell, to conduct incendiary 
attacks on Nagoya. Hansell protested directly to Arnold, but instead of 
using incendiaries, Hansell conducted a January 1945 attack against Na-
goya with a conventional payload of bombs.8 That mission would be his 
last as the XXI’s commander. He was replaced. A month and a half later, 
LeMay would turn Tokyo into a cauldron. Still, another pressure loomed. 
Many analysts had calculated that an invasion of Japan would cost at least 
a half-million American lives and perhaps even more Japanese lives. If 
no other option presented itself and an invasion of the Japanese mainland 
occurred, many lives would inevitably be lost. 

LeMay decided to commence a new kind of campaign, raining incen-
diaries over heavily populated areas. In his autobiographical account of the 
Tokyo firebombing, a stoic LeMay sounded dispassionate, even indifferent:

We scorched and boiled and baked to death more people on that 
night of March 9–10 than went up in the vapor at Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki combined. . . . [Even] if those bombs shortened the war 
only by days, they rendered an inestimable service.9 

The choice to burn an entire city did not reveal itself to LeMay in a flash. 
Contrary to the long-standing belief that civilians ought to be afforded as 
much protection as possible during war, many theorists and a few practi-
tioners preferred its opposite, a more morally repugnant route. The corro-
sion which leads to such breaches of ethical integrity often begins years 
before its collapse. In the decades prior to the incendiary 1945 campaign, 
pressure had been building for some time against the in bello levee, the 
principle that those not engaged in the war effort are not legitimate mili-
tary targets. 

LeMay’s plan drew from theory, and he gained inspiration from an 
array of experiences and hypotheses, from military strategists and pop-
ular trends as well as the latent ethical thought of its theorists. Theory is 
necessary. Constantly changing societal norms, different geography, new 
technology, and the persistent fog and friction of war all work to obscure 
the outcome of even the most tried and true checklists. Ever-changing cir-
cumstances push commanders to find new applications for long-held theo-
retical principles. For millennia, one hypothesis had become dogma in the-
ory: the idea that degrading a military’s capability moves a side closer to 
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victory. But with the advent of airpower, another theory emerged—a novel 
and tempting hypothesis which begged for attention and action. Airpower 
shared its formative years with a young LeMay. Its technology offered 
an alluring path to attentive ears. Strategic airpower could hasten victory 
even without concentrating on an enemy’s military. How this would occur 
was less clear. Many auxiliary hypotheses were nominated. It might arise 
by destroying transportation networks, the military-industrial complex, or 
even government itself. But Italian airpower enthusiast Giulio Douhet pro-
posed a grislier approach: targeting civilians. His ideas eventually found 
their way to the minds of Pacific Theater planners.

Douhet gave the first systematic treatment of airpower in his text, 
Command of the Air, published shortly after the conclusion of the first 
World War. His text was as prophetic as it was alarming: “We dare not 
wait for the enemy to use inhuman weapons banned by treaties before 
we feel justified in doing the same. . . . All contenders must use all means 
without hesitation.”10 Douhet, the former head of aviation for Mussolini, 
proposed inhumane means that involved gas and incendiary attacks on 
civilian centers. The tactics were intended to spread terror and cause a 
state to sue for peace. Perhaps he drew inspiration from H .G. Wells’s 
1908 The War in the Air, in which New York City quickly capitulates after 
being terrorized from airship bombings; Douhet imagined that the com-
bination of gassing cities and using incendiaries would make the ensuing 
fires impossible to fight.11 He envisioned that such use of airpower on one 
city could be repeated to “ten, twenty, fifty cities.” But how would civilian 
deaths, terror, and panic lead to victory? Douhet might have assumed that 
leaders would prioritize their people’s well-being over all other concerns, 
as though ruthless attacks would compel a sovereign to concede to a brutal 
enemy.12 The historic context casts doubt on this possibility. Douhet wrote 
Command of the Air the same year that Italy’s Fascist Party, not known 
for its compassion and benevolence, was in full bloom. For Douhet, wide-
spread bombing would not lead to victory because of humanitarian consid-
erations. Rather, he hypothesized that bombing cities would force leaders 
to concede the war in order to preserve their own power: “The people 
themselves, driven by the instinct of self-preservation, would rise up and 
demand an end to the war,” he wrote.13 Sovereigns would sue for peace 
out of fear of rather than love for the people. Douhet would not be the last 
one to express this logic.

Considered the champion of American airpower, Billy Mitchell stud-
ied Douhet’s theories with great interest, even traveling to Italy to gain 
an audience. Mitchell’s 1923 manual on bombardment repeated the idea 
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that bombing population centers might dissipate an enemy’s war effort.14 
Mitchell’s report on the US strategy for a possible conflict against Japan 
reflected this as well. Decades before WWII, Mitchell wrote: “Japan of-
fers an ideal target for air operations. Her towns are built of wood and 
paper.”15 The aviator was not alone in perpetuating airpower’s ability to 
win by attacking civilian centers. Britain’s Air Marshal Hugh Trenchard, 
strategist B. H. Liddell Hart, and Italian aircraft builder Gianni Caproni 
were also part of the chorus. Skyways, Mitchell’s 1930 book, kept the idea 
of gas attacks and incendiary bombing relevant for another generation of 
American airmen.16 Mitchell himself spent time building the curriculum 
and planning exercises for young lieutenants and captains at Army Air 
Corps training sites; he also trained young talent directly, talent like Major 
Carl Spaatz, who would later order preparations to indiscriminately bomb 
German cities.17 The consequences of these lingering ideas emerged in 
1941 through the US Air Core Tactical School War Plan:

If the morale of the people is already low because of sustained suf-
fering and deprivation and because the people are losing faith in the 
ability of the armed forces to win a favorable decision, then heavy 
and sustained bombing of cities may crush that morale entirely.18

Theory began to take shape in plans, but a popular appetite to conduct that 
kind of warfare remained in question. 

That question received an answer in the early 1940s. Mitchell’s aco-
lyte, Alexander P. de Seversky, popularized long-range bombardment as 
a strategy to destroy Japan in his 1942 New York Times bestseller, Vic-
tory Through Air Power.19 But it was none other than Walt Disney who 
became the next disciple. His contribution pressed airpower’s case to all 
corners of society. Disney saw the text as so important that, a year after 
releasing the movie “Bambi,” he funded and rushed to produce an ani-
mated, orchestrated documentary movie mirroring de Seversky’s book.20 
The film was dedicated to Billy Mitchell, referred to as the visionary who 
prophesied an entirely new way of defeating the enemy. With appearances 
by de Seversky, a narrator bluntly informed the audience that in the new 
age of airpower, “the distinction between soldiers and civilians will be 
erased.”21 Douhet’s ideas percolated. Airpower had gained the backing of 
Hollywood. The trusted figure who gave the world Dumbo had now given 
the masses Douhet.

Airpower theorists never proposed to exclusively target civilians or 
even say they would be the preferred target of bombardment. Recogni-
tion and respect for innocent civilian life were clearly present through-
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out this period; planners consistently affirmed that bombing city centers 
would be an inferior alternative to destroy the industrial web. Without the 
industrial complex, war making could not persist. But this line would not 
prevail. Theoretical literature never fully disavowed the idea of creating 
a firestorm to encompass the civilian populace; as such, it persisted as a 
live, viable, and increasingly superior option for airpower’s proponents in 
the Pacific Theater. 

The crescendo of voices built until culminating a decade and a half 
later in LeMay’s trial of airpower’s central theses. Even if he alone made 
the decision to commence incendiary attacks, as he claimed, he was sur-
rounded by a chorus of theorists suggesting a dreadful alternative.22 Le-
May himself may have chosen the words printed on the leaflets dropped 
over Japan, but echoes of Douhet, Mitchell, and Spaatz could be heard in 
them. “We want you to see how powerless the military is to protect you,” 
one shouted. “Systematic destruction of city after city will continue as 
long as you blindly follow your military leaders,” read another.23 The leaf-
lets failed to achieve their objective. While they told Japanese citizens that 
the Allies valued innocent lives, actions would speak louder than words. 
By the time the incendiary campaign ended, allied airpower killed an es-
timated 900,000 Japanese civilians in more than sixty cities and damaged 
the homes of more than two million citizens.24 

Have the levees that hold back forces from targeting civilians been 
built any higher since the mid-1940s? Are today’s leaders and planners as 
likely to follow in the footsteps of LeMay should the right circumstances 
emerge? Do we see the humanity, see something of ourselves, even in 
the fiercest adversary? Are there red lines painted as brightly as LeMay’s 
shifting utilitarian calculus? In some respects, Douhet’s impact on Amer-
ican airpower theory is unmistakable. In the nuclear age, it persists in de-
terrence theory’s counter-value targeting doctrine. But much of Douhet’s 
thesis appears to have been disproven. Evidence suggests that populations 
deepen their dependency on their governments when attacked; they do not 
overthrow the government.25 They would sooner turn to a third-party, per-
haps no ally to the attacking force, than to the one terrorizing them. What 
is more, US culture has come to expect, even demand, that its military go 
to great lengths to avoid civilian casualties. On the whole, the world has 
become more egalitarian, seeing all people as having some inherent dig-
nity. But though deeply etched in US and global sentiment, this remains 
only theory. Until the fork in the road presents itself, taking one or one 
million civilian lives with a twitch of the finger remains a possibility. Until 
planners resolutely commit to proceed ethically before they become mired 
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in the thick of a campaign, has the possibility of again succumbing to un-
ethical suggestion really been smothered?

Lesson 2: Ignoring Civilian Immunity Gives Up the Moral 
High Ground

The idea that there is a moral high ground may sound pompous, but 
noncombatant immunity springs from two basic and universally accept-
ed moral intuitions. First, innocent people do not deserve punishment or 
harm.26 If we discover an innocent person was declared guilty, we call it 
unjust. Innocents are released from prison and given financial compensa-
tion for their unlawful imprisonment. Innocents who are intentionally and 
violently pursued are called victims, and perpetrators are held blamewor-
thy and culpable for their offenses. 

This intuition, that innocent persons do not deserve to be harmed, 
holds in war as well. Targeting innocent parties unjustly subjects them 
to harm. They do not engage in conducting the war effort, do not assist 
combatants, do not give orders or influence those giving the orders, are 
not responsible for the war or how it is conducted. Why should they be 
intentionally subjected to its travesties? They are not guilty by association 
any more than a building’s tenants are responsible for what goes on in an 
adjacent building.

Not everyone in the country is responsible for the conduct or commis-
sioning of a war. Some groups of citizens disagree with or even actively 
resist their government’s actions. During World War II, organized pock-
ets of resistance existed in both Germany and Japan. Millions who were 
interned and executed did not support their governments’ actions. These 
groups deserved different treatment. Ignoring the differences in a popu-
lace makes everyone equally guilty by virtue of their residency. But why 
should sharing a patch of land, heritage, or skin color pre-dispose someone 
to intentional harm? None of these factors are a suitable basis for the col-
lective guilt of a country’s citizens. If the status of enemy noncombatants 
does not pivotally change the decision calculus of military leaders, the 
moral high ground is relinquished.

A skeptic might retort here that because civilians of a warring country 
pay taxes, they support the war effort and are negligent too. They have a 
duty to stand against their government. The Declaration of Independence 
contains fragments of this thinking, as do the writings of renowned essay-
ist Henry David Thoreau, who argued that citizens have a duty to actively 
resist unjust governments, and the flyers dropped over Japan.27 “Warning,” 
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reads leaflet 150-J-1 dropped by LeMay’s forces over Japanese cities; “it 
is your responsibility to overthrow the military government.”28 But are 
normal citizens ethically required to endanger themselves because others 
have done wrong? This line of thought fails to recognize the difference 
between actions which are ethically permissible and those which are eth-
ically required, those which people have a positive responsibility to per-
form.29 Yes, in some situations individuals are ethically permitted to resist 
the superior force of the government; however, the idea that everyone is 
required to voluntarily put themselves at risk because of another’s unjust 
actions strains credulity. It does not follow that people who do not rise up 
against a government may be targeted by opposing forces. 

A second intuition bolsters the idea of civilian immunity. Concisely 
stated, innocent persons should not be held hostage, used as leverage, or 
attacked to achieve some goal. Innocent persons are categorically different 
than material objectives. People have dignity; things do not. People should 
not be used as disposable pawns or hostages in a political chess match. 
This belief becomes stifled when civilians are thought of as collateral—
things that have value only to their own governments, value that is always 
beneath the goals of the attacking force. A fragmented logic connects the 
prospect of an attack or even a threat of being attacked to a country’s 
acquiescing to the demands of the attacking force. Why should a coun-
try comply with the demands of those attacking its citizens? The basis 
of this logic is found in comments of thinkers like Carl von Clausewitz, 
who called the will of the people a center of gravity and referred to pop-
ulation centers as military targets. Attacking a center of gravity might be 
viewed as hastening victory. Clausewitz’s doctrines were prevalent, and 
prevailing military doctrine pushes planners to acquiesce to tactics like 
the World War II incendiary bombings over Japan and can silence ethical 
tenets which are otherwise resilient. 

It is not the aim here to reopen Clausewitz’s complex and in-depth the-
ses. What can be observed is the tenuousness of the logic opposing non-
combatant immunity; targeting civilians as collateral makes them morally 
irrelevant, dehumanizing them, and accepts that they are mere things—no 
different than supply lines, seaports, or soldiers. Even calling the popula-
tion a center of gravity presents ethical problems about whether people are 
liable for their country’s war effort and assumptions about how a govern-
ment will respond to a populace being targeted. Austrian military strategist 
Stefan Possony observed that bombing a populace may very well lead to 
increased numbers of volunteers and strengthening of a nation’s resolve 
and resistance, not a reduction of it.30 Citizens are more apt to turn to their 
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own government when being bombed, not turn to the nation killing them. 
The highly debatable and often-cited thesis that the incendiary campaign 
may have saved hundreds of thousands of American lives will be dealt 
with below. The lesson emerging here is that when militaries attack inno-
cent civilians, they replace solid moral convictions with questionable and 
often faulty assumptions designed to justify their baser actions.

Similar to clearly unethical terrorism practices, incendiary bombing 
gives up the moral high ground. In the epilogue to Bombing the People, 
Thomas Hippler suggested that some strategic concepts employed in ae-
rial warfare looked strangely similar to these practices.31 The sentiment is 
easy to understand. Since Douhet, one goal of city center bombings has 
been to induce terror—a term that regularly shows up in early airpower 
theory. Drafting a World War II letter to Arthur Harris, head of Britain’s 
Bomber Command, Winston Churchill conceded that operations like his 
decision to firebomb Dresden were conducted “simply for the sake of in-
creasing terror.”32 American political theorist Michael Walzer spoke of 
bombing civilian centers in equally stark terms. Terrorism, he pointed out, 
intentionally avoids engagement with the enemy army, instead carrying 
out a war by political means.33

Beyond simply inducing terror, terrorists attempt to demonstrate that a 
government is unable to fulfill its principal function of providing security 
to its people, thereby implying that the governing structure is illegitimate. 
If the government cannot satisfy its end of a social contract, that con-
tract is void. Indiscriminately bombing a population becomes a war by 
other means. It is telling the people, “Watch how powerless they are to 
protect you,” a message that LeMay had printed on leaflets released over 
Japan.34 But the agents of such tactics are also known as war criminals. 
The firebombing raids over Japan, which required aircrews to incinerate 
city centers rather than targeting the industrial complex, did more than just 
drop the B-29s bomb-runs from an altitude of 23,000 feet to an incendi-
ary-bombing altitude of 5,000 feet. They also dropped from the moral high 
ground by turning a blind eye to the ethical demands that exist during war. 

Lesson 3: Neglecting Civilian Immunity Occurs in the Wake  
of a Conflicted Moral Identity 

Airpower arrived at a moral crossroads in the early months of 1945. 
For some, the seemingly unending devastation of WWII shrouded the 
ethical path. A number of leaders wanted to explore options that might 
end the war without hundreds of thousands more Americans dying. That 
more sordid road could perhaps bypass a land invasion; for the champions 
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of airpower, the alternative might secure an independent air force in a 
quicker-victory proof of concept. The road would come with a heavy toll 
that many wanted to avoid. Opting against traditional warfare demand-
ed bombing a populace. Noncombatant lives would be exchanged for the 
lives of American warfighters. 

Evidence that moral fog had been rolling in for some time can be seen 
in the decision to sack Hansell in favor of LeMay, in the forced intern-
ment of thousands of Japanese-American citizens, and in dehumanizing 
portrayals of the Japanese in popular media. By the time the 38-year-old 
Major General LeMay was handed the reins of XXI Bomber Command 
in 1945, he was prepared to use hundreds of B-29s to incinerate Japan’s 
industry, infrastructure, and population. Still, the ethical status of civilians 
in warfare was not completely lost on the young commander. His leaflets 
dropped over Japanese cities spoke of US humanitarian policies, repeat-
edly urged civilians to evacuate the cities, and told civilians that the US 
did not want to harm innocent people. Decision-makers knew of the de-
mands of justice, and the language of justice had strategic value. Beyond 
mere messaging, weapons like mustard gas were never considered for use 
against civilians even if they were kept in the realm of possibilities for use 
against military strongholds. 

LeMay’s internal conflict served as a microcosm of the country’s dilem-
ma at large. While leaflets recognized innocent civilians, LeMay believed, 
“There are no innocent civilians,” to which he would add, “It doesn’t both-
er me much to be killing the so-called innocent bystanders.”35 LeMay re-
peated this apparent lack of empathy in his autobiographical account: “We 
just weren’t bothered about the morality of the question;” worrying about 
the morality of razing Japan’s cities would have been “nuts.”36 At other 
points, hints of moral awareness and even moral justifications emerged. 

LeMay had his public relations officer refer to the rain of fire over To-
kyo with the seemingly contradictory phrase, “pinpoint, incendiary, bomb-
ing”—depicting the intentional aim to produce widespread conflagration 
with more ethically acceptable language of precision bombing.37 Years lat-
er, LeMay’s ethical rationalizing became more apparent. He confessed his 
actions were those of a war criminal. He had lost the moral high ground. 
Still, LeMay justified them. In a lesson to Air Force Academy cadets, he 
declared: “All war is immoral, and if you let it bother you, you’re not a 
good soldier.”38 But seconds later he walked this back: “Ethical problems 
weren’t of primary concern to me, although I didn’t discard them com-
pletely.”39 LeMay applied a broadly utilitarian approach. “Actually,” he 
wrote, “I think it’s more immoral to use less force than necessary, than 
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it is to use more.”40 To his staff, he offered this justification for the immi-
nent attack on Japanese population centers: “Do you want to kill Japanese, 
or would you rather have Americans killed?”41 Combatant or noncomba-
tant apparently didn’t matter to LeMay. Japan’s atrocities and aggression 
evoked passion and patriotism. The importance of civilian immunity fell 
prey to the prolonged war, the devaluation of Japanese life, and the appeal 
of exonerating airpower itself.

The decision to torch cities scarred America’s moral fiber as well. 
Guilt and unease about past decisions registered in McNamara’s retro-
spective question about how it could be okay to kill 100,000 civilians in a 
single day in order to win a war. In the years following the war, Adm. Ar-
thur W. Radford, who became chairman of the Joint Chiefs, summarized 
the ethical issue to a Congressional budget committee: “This country has 
to consider. I mean, are we for or against mass bombing of noncomba-
tants? . . . The American people, if they were well informed on all factors, 
would consider such a war morally reprehensible.”42 But Radford seems 
to have overstated American convictions; value and counter-value nuclear 
warfare theory became the accepted staple of America’s National Security 
Strategy for decades after WWII. For a lesson to be learned, not just iden-
tified, there must be a clear change in policy, a definitive change in course. 
To think that America definitively renounced as immoral the thoughts that 
enabled the firebombing of Japan would be to go too far. Discussions con-
tinue about nuclear weapons. LeMay recognized the moral equivalency of 
firebombing and nuclear war:

Incidentally, everybody bemoans the fact that we dropped the 
atomic bomb and killed a lot of people at Hiroshima and Naga-
saki. I guess that is immoral; but nobody says anything about the 
incendiary attacks on every industrial city in Japan, and the first 
attack on Tokyo killed more people than the atomic bomb did. 
Apparently, that was all right.43

The military conflict ended days after the atomic bombs were dropped, but 
the moral conflict endures. Signs that the conflict may be tipping in one 
direction provide hope. In a May 2016 speech in the city of Hiroshima, 
President Barack Obama spoke of a possible future, “a future in which 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki are known not as the dawn of atomic warfare but 
as the start of our own moral awakening.”44 Acknowledging that US op-
erations conducted in the Pacific Theatre were morally inferior was a first 
step. To rid itself of its conflicted past completely, future US leaders must 
continue to opt for a nobler ethical route in future conflicts.
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Lesson 4: Bombs with Eyes Are Ethically Superior Weapons
After World War II, the Air Force became the independent branch it 

wanted to be, but its legitimacy and legacy had been tarnished. Justifica-
tion for its independence rested on being more than long-range artillery for 
ground forces, so any claim that airpower brought about Japan’s surrender 
disputed the legitimate provenance of the Air Force itself. While airpower 
played a role in Japan’s surrender, other factors weighed heavily in Japan’s 
defeat. The Soviet Union’s entrance into the war, the naval blockade that 
jammed Japan’s supply lines, and Germany’s surrender played significant 
causal roles. Airpower could not be singularly credited with securing the 
victory. The director of the WWII Strategic Bombing Survey, Adm. Ralph 
A. Ofstie, summarized the report’s findings: “The statistics contained in 
these reports clearly show that the strategic bombing campaign against es-
sential war production did not have a decisive effect on the outcome of the 
war.”45 The incendiary campaign followed by the use of atomic weapons 
did not indisputably validate the thesis that airpower’s bombing of city 
centers would shorten wars. The question remained: could the Allies have 
achieved victory without the firebombings? 

Of the countless leaflets that fell over Japanese cities portending im-
pending destruction, #2106 stood out. It declared that although America 
did not wish to injure innocent people, “unfortunately, bombs have no 
eyes.” That is no longer the case. Smart weapons now allow precision 
attacks against war industries and specific military targets, opening a new 
chapter in airpower’s history. Having bombs “with eyes,” precision-guid-
ed weapons, has allowed the Air Force to achieve many promises of its 
original theorists and to begin removing the lingering tarnish from its 
moral identity. 

Conclusion
The Army ethic aspires to progress beyond the mistakes of the twen-

tieth century by learning from previous large-scale military operations. It 
captures the notion that the lives of others may only be taken when done so 
justly; taking innocent life is to be avoided. This may, it turns out, increase 
the risk to American soldiers. Competent professionals accept that risk and 
make every effort to avoid the pitfalls that ensnared previous generations. 
Studying the lessons of past operations teaches us that we are influenced 
by and can fall prey to pressures to preserve certain institutional dogmas 
or to fatigue that draws our minds into considering unethical modes of 
warfare. Unchecked, those pressures obscured the ethical judgment of 
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many in WWII’s Pacific Theatre. Charting a different course begins with 
honestly assessing the ethical strengths and shortcomings of previous de-
cision-makers. The crosshairs of tomorrow’s fights begin to take aim when 
today’s leaders grapple with the idea that innocent noncombatants deserve 
special protection.
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Chapter 4
The Success of World View Morality: Why So Many  

Iraqi Soldiers Deserted to the Coalition in 1990
Col. Paul E. Berg and Col. (Retired) Kenneth A. Hawley

The Army is a profession because it creates expert soldiers developed 
through specialty technical training, continuing professional military edu-
cation, and experience. These professionals are proficient in defending our 
nation and protecting human rights. Military professional development 
through education and training results in a military culture that is applied 
through ethics, leadership, and loyalty to the nation. This development is 
reinforced through continuous training and education that every soldier 
must complete in preparation for combat. It is because of that professional 
development and ethical cultural development that the US Army has a 
positive reputation respected throughout the world.

During Operation Desert Storm, thousands of Iraqi soldiers surren-
dered to American and Coalition troops. Upon the sight of Coalition armor 
and mechanized troops, the Iraqi 51st Infantry Division, which was one of 
the better-equipped and -supplied divisions, surrendered in its entirety to 
Coalition troops.1 As the war began in earnest, Iraqi soldiers chose a fate 
as a prisoner over certain death as they faced the Coalition onslaught. This 
was quite the opposite of what the Iraqi forces experienced in the Iran and 
Iraq war years prior.

Most Iraqi soldiers surrendered in droves to American and Coalition 
forces, expecting that they would be treated fairly and within the provi-
sions of the Geneva Conventions. Americans and their Coalition partners 
had many issues regarding enemy prisoners of war from previous wars 
and subsequent conflicts. The comprehensive war planning and prepara-
tion that went into the prisoner of war contingency guaranteed humane 
treatment of Iraqi enemy prisoners of war more so than any force it had 
fought against in the previous twenty years.

 The US Army gained its professional reputation since World War I 
through the practical application of disciplined combat skills in hard-
fought wars. Because of this reputation for being professionals, the Army’s 
partners and adversaries—and Americans as a whole—recognize and trust 
the US Army will generally behave ethically. Every US soldier is entrusted 
with the ethical design, generation, support, and application of landpower 
and expected to defend not only the US Constitution and the rights and 
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interests of the American people but those of all nations.2 One foundational 
aspect of being a professional is having an ethical framework that underpins 
the profession. Army Doctrinal Publication (ADP) 6-22, Army Leadership 
and the Profession, defines the Army ethic as “the set of enduring moral 
principles, values, beliefs, and laws that guide the Army profession and 
create the culture of trust essential to Army professionals in the conduct of 
missions, performance of duty, and all aspects of life.”3 These principles, 
codified in the Army ethic, are based on the nation’s founding documents, 
laws, and signed treaties; they guide the American way of war.

Desert Storm Victory
On a Sunday morning, 3 March 1991, General H. Norman Schwarz-

kopf (the CENTCOM commander) and Lt. Gen. Prince Khalid of Saudi 
Arabia met with top Iraqi commanders to dictate the terms for a temporary 
ceasefire in Iraq after just 100 hours of ground combat. Schwarzkopf and 
Khalid then flew to Safwan, an airbase in Southern Iraq, to accept the 
ceasefire. The remains of the Iraqi Army military leadership—Lt. Gen. 
Mohammed Abdez Rahman al-Dagitistani, Lt. Gen. Sabin Abdel-Aziz 
al-Douri, and other senior Iraqi officers—arrived in vehicles with a strong 
US security escort.4 The two military leader groups met in a small tent to 
settle the terms for the final ceasefire and full Iraqi surrender. After the 
Iraqi generals agreed to Coalition demands concerning the time and rules 
of the ceasefire, the discussion turned to negotiating an enemy prisoner 
of war exchange. The senior Iraqi general informed Schwarzkopf that the 
Iraqi Army held forty-one US and Coalition prisoners and asked how 
many Iraqi prisoners were held by Coalition forces. Schwarzkopf con-
ferred with an aide and responded that Coalition forces did not yet have a 
full accounting but estimated the total as 58,000 prisoners or more.5

The Iraqi generals negotiating the surrender were shocked by that 
number. They had not anticipated the Coalition’s complete and utter vic-
tory over their Iraqi Army, including the full liberation of Kuwait. The 
Coalition delivered one of the largest demonstrations of military power 
and technology in recent military history.6 The Coalition forces ultimately 
captured and cared for 86,743 Iraqi prisoners—a tremendous undertaking 
to account for, transport, feed, and secure so many prisoners.7 In those 
short 100 hours, all of the Iraqi prisoners were fully processed, fed with 
proper religious accommodations, provided proper and full medical care, 
and treated in accordance with the Geneva Conventions and international 
law. For the 69,822 prisoners captured and interned by US forces, this 
massive logistical job was done entirely by US Army National Guard and 
the US Army Reserve units.8
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In the last 150 years, the treatment of enemy prisoners of war was an 
extremely sensitive subject because of past inhumane treatment of ene-
my prisoners of war—especially by Japan in World War II and the Viet 
Cong in the Vietnam War.9 Since the end of World War I, international 
agreements have established guidelines and rules to ensure the humane 
treatment of enemy prisoners of war. One of the most far-reaching and 
impactful treaties was the Geneva Convention relating to the Treatment of 
Prisoners of War signed in 1929.

Since the American Revolution, US strategic, political, and military 
leaders have generally been concerned with providing protection and hu-
mane treatment for enemy prisoners of war in our custody.10 Desert Storm 
was no different. Prior to and during Desert Storm, US and Coalition 
forces were responsible for enforcing the provisions of the four Geneva 
Conventions of 12 August 1949 for the Protection of War Victims.11 The 
Geneva Convention Relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War requires 
the capturing power to provide proper and humane treatment and account-
ability of all persons captured, interned, or otherwise held in custody from 
the initial moment of capture until final release or repatriation. Under the 
Geneva Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded 
and Sick in Armed Forces in the Field, 12 August 1949, the capturing pow-
er is responsible to search for and collect enemy wounded and sick; protect 
them against pillage and ill-treatment; provide them adequate medical and 
dental care; and bury the dead, if applicable.12 The other two Geneva Con-
ventions afford similar rights to civilians found in the theater of war and 
enemy armed forces at sea.13

During World War II, the Allies generally treated Axis Power prison-
ers within 1929 Geneva Convention guidelines, with some notable excep-
tions. Allied prisoners, however, were not as fortunate; Japan and Germa-
ny did not comply as closely with the humane standards. In August 1949, 
the international community in Geneva adopted further requirements that 
mandated humane treatment and full accountability for all prisoners of 
war from the point of capture until release, repatriation, or death. During 
the Korean and Vietnam wars, American and Allied prisoners were severe-
ly mistreated by their captors, while the US Army abided in accordance 
with the Geneva Conventions. In contrast, Korean Communist prisoners 
of war were managed well by Coalition forces during the Korean War 
despite some issues with revolts by communist enemy prisoners of war. 
Prisoners captured by US forces during the Vietnam War were turned over 
to the Government of Vietnam.14 With this history in mind, the Coalition 
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forces planned for and executed the massive effort to deal with tens of 
thousands of Iraqi soldiers who surrendered.

During the Desert Shield/Desert Storm time period, all US military 
specialized enemy prisoner of war capability existed in the Army Nation-
al Guard and US Army Reserve due to their required skillsets and certifi-
cations.15 This decision was made by the Secretary of the Army, who was 
acting as the Department of Defense Executive Agent for administrating 
the Department of Defense Enemy Prisoner of War and Detainee Program 
and tasked those forces within the Department of the Army.16 These Re-
serve and National Guard military police units trained to accomplish their 
mission for multiple years throughout the 1980s. When war broke out in 
1990, these units that had been properly trained and mostly consisted of 
civilian police and law enforcement personnel; they were more than ready 
to accomplish their mission with precision and professionalism despite the 
massive numbers of Iraqi enemy prisoners of war.

Desert Shield and Desert Storm 1990/1991
On 2 August 1990, Iraqi President Saddam Hussein and elements from 

three Iraqi Republican Guard divisions invaded the small southern border 
country of Kuwait. Four days later, the first US Army and Coalition sol-
diers arrived in Saudi Arabia to begin planning Operation Desert Shield 
to deter further Iraqi aggression beyond the Kuwaiti border, fully defend 
Saudi Arabia, enforce the approved United Nations (UN) sanctions, and 
develop a future offensive capability to liberate the country of Kuwait.17

Almost five months later, after numerous UN diplomatic envoy pleas 
for Saddam Hussein to peacefully withdraw from Kuwait and abide by 
UN Security Council’s Resolutions without condition, the United States 
and its other thirty-five Arab and non-Arab Coalition allies attacked to 
liberate Kuwait.18

At 0230 Baghdad time on 17 January 1991, Coalition allies began 
Operation Desert Storm by conducting allied airstrikes on major enemy 
military targets in Iraq and Kuwait.19 Coalition air forces gained complete 
air supremacy then turned their attention to preparing the battlefield for the 
ground campaign. This preparation included attacking Iraqi ground forces 
established in prepared defenses, logistical assets, and any ground com-
mand and control assets identified by intelligence forces. While this air 
campaign continued, Coalition forces were postured to begin the Desert 
Storm ground campaign.20 In thirty-nine days, thousands of allied and Co-
alition airstrikes overwhelmed the Iraqi air defense systems and pounded 
Iraqi airfields, command control centers, missile sites, and chemical stor-
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age plants. Many of Saddam Hussein’s key communication and economic 
systems were demolished.21

While these kinetic strikes continued, the Coalition forces launched 
significant psychological operations (PSYOP) led by the 8th Psychologi-
cal Operations Task Force (POTF). The 8th POTF developed the “Burning 
Hawk” PSYOP campaign plan.22 Initial Desert Storm PSYOP products 
included air-dropped pamphlets with messages such as “peace not war,” 
“time is running out,” and even “Saddam has betrayed you.” Following 
those initial efforts, the focus turned to enticing Iraqi forces to desert or 
defect. At the same time, deception efforts created the impression that the 
Coalition’s main attack would come from the Gulf.23

Meanwhile, the US and Coalition decisive strategic air campaign com-
pletely paralyzed the Iraqi Army by attacking targets that severed Saddam’s 
control over his regime and all of his armed forces. Iraqi soldiers and leaders 
were encouraged to rebel against Saddam’s regime and overthrow his dic-
tatorship or completely surrender.24 PSYOP efforts supported this campaign 
with continued leaflet and loudspeaker operations led by the 8th POTF.

Coalition airpower hammered Iraqi forces in the Kuwait Theater of 
Operations from the beginning of the war, destroying whatever willing-
ness Iraqi soldiers might have had to fight a ground battle with the kind of 
tenacity they had displayed during the Iran-Iraq War.25 The combination of 
massive airpower, leaflets, and loudspeaker operations created a PSYOP 
environment that resulted in large numbers of Iraqi soldiers deserting and 
defecting before the beginning of the ground campaign, to include the ca-
pitulation of an entire battalion-sized unit before G-Day.26

On 24 February 1991, US and Coalition land forces launched a 100-
hour offensive that destroyed Iraqi Forces at every turn. The air war ef-
fectiveness substantially enhanced the success of the short-duration land 
campaign.27 The 1st and 2nd Marine Divisions and the Arabic-Islamic Joint 
Forces Command attacked toward Kuwait City. Meanwhile, the XVIII Air-
borne Corps and VII Armored Corps conducted a left hook deep into Iraqi 
territory to cut off and destroy Iraqi forces on the western flank as well as 
forces attempting to flee Kuwait. At 0800 on 28 February 1991, exactly 100 
hours from the time the ground operations began and six weeks after the start 
of Operation Desert Storm, all US and Coalition forces suspended combat 
operations, bringing the war with Iraq to an end. During the ground phase of 
Operation Desert Storm, Coalition troops destroyed 3,700 Iraqi tanks, 2,600 
artillery pieces, and 2,400 other armored vehicles.28 The fourth-largest army 
in the world had been driven out of Kuwait and completely defeated.29 Iraqi 
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divisions were either destroyed, captured, or rendered combat-ineffective; 
69,822 enemy prisoners of war (EPWs), the largest number of prisoners 
taken and interned by the United States since World War II, were captured 
by US forces and turned over to Saudi control.30

How the Americans Treated Iraqi Enemy Prisoners of War
The Coalition’s relentless air campaign was coupled with PSYOP leaf-

lets and loudspeaker messages reinforcing that Iraqis would be treated hu-
manely if they surrendered instead of fighting.31 In contrast, Iraqi military 
leaders formed discipline squads to kill any soldier who chose to desert as 
opposed to fighting.32 To reinforce the PSYOP messages, Coalition troops 

Figure 4.1. This leaflet, which was part of the Coalition’s Desert Storm psychological 
operations campaign, shows the Joint Forces seal and twenty-seven Coalition flags with 
a drawing showing an Iraqi soldier thinking of himself dead on the battlefield with the 
message: “To stay here means death.” Created by US Central Command.
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built model enemy prisoner of war camps to demonstrate that the Saudis 
planned to treat Iraqi soldiers as guests.33

As noted previously, the Coalition captured more than 80,000 Iraqi 
soldiers within just 100 hours because of the combined efforts. Fortunately 
for the enemy prisoners of war, Coalition forces had planned and prepared 
for expeditious processing at facilities in the rear; Saudi troops were re-
sponsible for running and managing the camps. The Geneva Conventions 
require enemy prisoners of war to be housed in facilities similar to those 
provided to the capturing nation’s soldiers; as a result, many Iraqis lived 
in better conditions while imprisoned than while serving in the Iraqi Ar-
my.34 Even with the large volume of captured soldiers coupled with the 
speed of the advance, there were no reported or known instances of pris-
oner maltreatment or misconduct by Coalition forces.35 The International 
Committee of the Red Cross noted in April 1991: “The treatment of Iraqi 
prisoners of war by US forces was the best compliance with the Geneva 
Convention by any nation in any conflict in history.”36 On more than one 
occasion, captured Iraqis were so eager to reach the holding facilities that 
they volunteered to drive, supporting the backhaul mission.37

 Figure 4.2. Map showing opening situation for G-Day, 24 February 1991. From Brig 
Gen. Robert Scales et al., Certain Victory: The US Army in the Gulf War (Washington, 
DC: Office of the Chief of Staff. 1993).
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Conclusion
The mass Iraqi Army surrenders demonstrated that the US Army pro-

fession of 1990 was built on expertise, comprehensive training, continuous 
professional military education, and a professional ethic, underpinning the 
highly respected reputation that US soldiers enjoy today. That reputation 
from Operation Desert Storm was hard-won; the American soldier was ex-
pected to treat every enemy prisoner with dignity and respect. The CENT-
COM planning coupled with whole of government agreements established 
with the Saudi Arabian government set the standard for the world on how 
to handle potential enemy prisoners of war.

The integrated campaign plan set the conditions for enemy prisoner of 
war procedures and infrastructure. While PSYOP efforts encouraged Iraqi 
soldiers to desert, the air campaign destroyed Iraqi forces, logistical sup-
port, and ultimately soldier morale. Iraqi soldiers surrendered in droves 
expecting that Coalition forces would treat them fairly and humanely—an 
expectation that was met from the time of capture to repatriation, which 
was completed on 23 August 1991. In the end, 13,418 of the 86,743 enemy 
prisoners of war refused repatriation; the Saudi government managed their 
and integration within other Arab nations.38

Figure 4.3. This Desert Storm leaflet shows prisoners eating together after surrendering 
to Coalition troops. Printed in Arabic on the back was a message from the Command-
er, Joint Forces in the Theater of Operations: “You are invited to join the Joint Forces 
and enjoy full Arab hospitality, security, safety, and medical care. . . . My brother Iraqi 
soldier . . . this invitation is open to you and your comrade soldiers. We hope you will 
accept this invitation as soon as you have an opportunity.” From Center of Military 
History (CMH) Publication 70-30-1, The Whirlwind War: The United States Army in 
Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm (Washington, DC: US Army Center of 
Military History, 1995).
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Army Ethic Principle 4
C. Anthony Pfaff

We lead by example in being competent and demonstrating cour-
age by doing what is right despite risk, uncertainty, and fear; 
we candidly express our professional judgment to subordinates, 
peers, and superiors.1

Army professionals always lead by example. That is why it is import-
ant for them to ensure their example is a good one. To lead by good ex-
ample, they must maintain the personal attributes of physical, intellectual, 
and spiritual fitness requisite to the demands of the profession and which, 
when emulated, build trust in the organization. To understand what those 
attributes are and how they are acquired, one must start with the moral 
purpose that the profession serves. 

The kind of professional who is best able to protect the Army’s pro-
fessional status is well expressed in the Army Officer Manual of 1917, 
written just as the Army was establishing its professional status. Under the 
heading of the “How to Make Yourself Useful,” the manual characterized 
that an effective Army officer “through zeal, energy, enthusiasm, patience, 
and persistence, stamps everything he does with his personality, making 
it individual and distinct” and “is the one who, in the Army like in every 
other field of human endeavor, will succeed.”2 

As discussed, part of setting a good example as a professional is the 
candid expression of one’s expert judgment, even when such comments 
are unwelcome. This obligation, however, cannot be satisfied by simply 
providing what one believes is the best advice. Because the stakes are 
high in war, professionalism also requires cultivating and maintaining 
trust relationships so that advice is at least taken seriously, if not heeded. 
Those trust relationships did not exist between the Johnson Administration 
and the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) during the Vietnam War. Much of that 
mistrust developed because the JCS often could not, as a group, agree on 
courses of action. Even when they did agree, individuals often offered 
courses of action that were not politically acceptable, given internation-
al as well as domestic constraints.3 Managing civil-military relations is 
a critical skill for the professional more so than the civilian leadership, 
because civilian leadership is the client whom the military professional 
serves. Thus, blame for the failure of the civil-military dialogue lies just as 
much, if not more, with the JCS than the administration. 
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Of course, maintaining trust relationships is never as simple as having 
the good intention to serve. Military operations, even in peacetime, are 
often conducted in complex, competitive, and high-stake environments. 
Such environments give rise to uncertainty; superiors, subordinates, and 
peers will not always share the same professional judgments about what 
to do and how to act under particular circumstances. Making things more 
complicated, civilian leadership is not always receptive to the advice, as 
was the case for the Johnson Administration. Offering advice or making a 
decision under such circumstances can require a great deal of courage—
both moral and physical—as well as expertise. Maintaining the Army’s 
jurisdiction—and the autonomy that goes with it—under such circum-
stances requires the kind of trust that enables the candid expression of 
professional judgment. 

In Chapter 5, Lt. Col. Matthew R. Thom provides a portrayal of Col. 
David Hughes, who repeatedly led by example during combat operations 
in the Korean War. What makes Hughes’ story powerful, and instructive, 
is that he took command of a unit that previously suffered from poor man-
agement at the Army level, including an annual rotation policy that en-
couraged a reluctance to fight. How he overcame the dual challenges of 
poor readiness and bad policy is an apt example for today’s US Army, 
which also faces a number of difficult budget and other challenges that 
will impact its readiness to fight large-scale combat operations.
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Chapter 5
The Peak of Morality: Guiding Our Principles in Combat

Lt. Col. Matthew R. Thom

The Korean War was a large-scale combat operation that came on the 
heels of World War II—after the US Army had significantly reduced its 
combat force. Readiness and training were issues for Eighth Army troops 
who deployed from their mission in Japan to help the Koreans as they 
were being attacked by North Korean People’s Army (NKPA) and Chinese 
forces. Leaders straight out of school were sent to fill the gaps without the 
benefit of the follow-on training and education that molds young lead-
ers into their military specialties. US forces suffered tremendous losses 
fighting in rugged terrain against a numerically superior enemy. Leaders 
at every level were put to the test physically, mentally, and morally. For 
example, David Hughes of Denver, Colorado, emerged as a leader who ad-
opted, lived by, and upheld the moral principles of the Army ethic. The de-
cisions he made while serving in Korea, and specifically while on Hill 347, 
were not only what produced the greatest good for the greatest number; he 
demonstrated courage by doing what was right despite risk, uncertainty, 
and fear. Oftentimes, the instances that make the headlines are the ones 
where leaders do not make the right decision. This operation was different 
and highlighted what right looks like morally and ethically.

Korean War and Readiness
In June 1950, the United States entered a war on the Korean Peninsu-

la. The Korean War came less than five years after the end of World War II, 
and post-war demobilization had significant impacts on US Army training 
and readiness. The Army had reduced in size from more than eight mil-
lion soldiers in 1945 to just over half a million by the start of the Korean 
War, half of them stationed overseas. US troops were focused primarily 
in Europe against the threat of Soviet Union expansion, with other troops 
postured in Asia to deter potential attacks on strategic strongpoints within 
Soviet Union reach. This put the already limited number of US forces fur-
ther away from the Korean Peninsula. The National Security Act of 1947 
dramatically changed the US Armed Forces, separating the Air Force from 
the Army, codifying the service chiefs as the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and cre-
ating the position known as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.1 By 
June 1950, the active Army had an authorized strength of 630,201, with an 
actual strength of about 591,000 and ten combat divisions.2
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On 25 June 1950, without any warning, the NKPA attacked Republic 
of Korea (ROK) forces along the 38th Parallel. North Korea intended to 
seize Seoul, the capital of South Korea, as quickly as possible to capital-
ize on an ill-prepared South Korean defense. Responding to the sudden 
attack, the United Nations sent aid to the ROK Army, which was numeri-
cally inferior to the NKPA. While a significant number of United Nations 
countries participated, almost all the support came from US forces. Naval 
and air support were immediately shifted to provide aid, and by the end of 
June, US Eighth Army ground forces began arriving on the Korean Pen-
insula. The first division was the 24th Infantry Division followed shortly 
by the 1st Cavalry Division. As the initial division called upon to help, 
the 24th Infantry Division was augmented with 15 officers and 732 en-
listed men from 1st Cavalry Division; this further reduced 1st Cavalry 
Division’s total combat power, which was already a third understrength 
because they lacked third battalions in each of their infantry regiments 
and third batteries in their artillery battalions.3 By late 1950, Communist 
China entered the war to support the NKPA against US and United Nations 
forces on the ground.

The 1st Cavalry Division includes Custer’s 7th US Cavalry Regiment 
“GARRYOWEN.” The 7th US Cavalry Regiment suffered like many oth-
er units across the US Army during the post-World War II demobilization. 
They performed their post-war occupation duties effectively but had dif-
ficulty maintaining combat readiness and capability; in June 1950, they 
were thrown into South Korea as an American infantry unit to temporarily 
halt the Communist tide.4 A few months later, West Point graduate David 
Hughes joined the 7th Cavalry Regiment, beginning his career as an infan-
try officer . . . by fire.

Lieutenant Hughes and Company K, 3rd Battalion, 7th Cavalry
Col. David Hughes of Denver, Colorado, graduated from West Point 

as part of the class of 1950. Like many graduates from 1949 to 1951, he 
was commissioned as a 2nd Lieutenant infantry officer and immediately 
went to Korea to join the fight. The Korean terrain was an expanse of hills, 
streams, and mountains that restricted vehicles to roads and required boots 
on the ground, primarily infantrymen, for most of the fighting. Because 
of the need for infantry officers, Hughes did not have access to follow-on 
training available to many prior infantry officers, such as the Infantry 
Branch Basic Course, Airborne School, and specialty schools designed to 
help prepare them for combat overseas. When the Korean War broke out, 
the US Army was ill-prepared; West Point’s 1950 graduates were called 
off their leave to join deploying units in Japan and South Korea without 



91

the benefit of any additional schooling.5 In his legacy memoirs, Hughes 
wrote how he would “soak up” the valuable tactical lessons from his com-
pany commander in his early days in Korea and apply instruction from his 
West Point history courses in what became his “Real Infantry School.”6 
One lesson was on marching fire, a technique in which volume of fire was 
more significant than accuracy; everyone fires in mass at the area where 
the enemy is likely to be, preventing them from returning well-aimed fire.7 
This mass of fire suppresses the enemy, preventing them from having ef-
fective fire and allowing effective maneuver against them to seize terrain. 
Hughes’s remembered lessons on marching fire would certainly be used in 
future battles during the Korean conflict, accentuated by the terrain as well 
as the need to fight a dug-in enemy.

When he arrived in Korea, Hughes was assigned to the 3rd Battalion, 
7th Cavalry, Company K, which was the lead company during the break-
out of the Pusan Perimeter.8 He filled an empty position as platoon leader. 
Hughes quickly became familiar with the platoon history and learned two 
things: his predecessor had been fired, and his platoon was not well-re-
garded. About half the members were “jailbirds,” soldiers who had been 
released from jails around Fort Benning, Georgia, if they agreed to deploy 
to Korea.9 Fresh out of West Point and in charge of the “Jailbird” platoon, 
Hughes leaned heavily on his knowledge and understanding of leader-
ship as he developed in infantry combat. His leadership skills and morals 
would help him be successful during the campaign.

Hughes’s first real combat leadership test was in the early winter of 
1951. North of Seoul, offensive operations were ongoing. Company K was 
charged with clearing ridgelines, pushing forward to determine what Chi-
nese defenses looked like both in strength and location along the ridges. 
The platoons would move through each other along the ridges under the 
overwatch and mortar cover fire of the company headquarters. Hughes and 
his platoon passed through the 3rd Platoon and moved along the ridgeline 
as best they could, with steep slopes on both sides. Because of the steep 
slopes and heavy equipment each infantryman carried, formations usually 
traveled in a column, or single file. Movement was very slow, especially 
when passing through another unit. Soon after passing through, Hughes 
and his soldiers received fire from further up the ridgeline. He developed 
a plan to attack the position but immediately had problems because two 
of his squads were not firing and maneuvering on the enemy position. 
Hughes was frustrated because he couldn’t get his platoon to move and 
the Chinese could develop an advantage over them at any moment.10 Peter 
Kindsvatter, author of American Soldier: Ground Combat in the World 
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Wars, Korea, & Vietnam, noted that Korean War GIs saw personal survival 
as the only goal of any importance.11 Soldiers in the Korean War, many of 
whom were fighting for the first time, had seen fellow soldiers severely 
wounded and killed in similar attacks. To help overcome their reluctance, 
Hughes personally charged up the hill under the cover of 3rd squad fire 
and neutralized the three-man Chinese machine gun position below a par-
apet; other enemy in the area ran away to the next ridge without firing 
back.12 Hughes showed his platoon the type of leader he was and earned 
the respect of his company commander and first sergeant. He was later 
awarded a Silver Star for his actions on the ridge that day.

Figure 5.1. The Korean War, 24 January to 8 July 1951. From “The Korean 
War: Phase 4,” US Army Center of Military History.
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Hughes led numerous more assaults over the next few months, con-
tinually building trust in his platoon and his leadership. His soldiers be-
gan seeing him as a leader who leads from the front and would not ask 
others to do anything he would not be willing to do himself. As platoon 
members gained confidence in their leader, the unit became much more 
cohesive in future assaults. Hughes suffered losses, and not all of his pla-
toon’s missions were successful. As with long conflicts, experienced offi-
cers were promoted and moved to positions of greater responsibility, and 
other soldiers and leaders rotated back stateside for a year. This caused 
some gaps with the amount of combat experience at any given time in 
the combat units; young leaders had to build trust with the men in their 
unit. When Hughes arrived as a brand-new platoon leader, he had no com-
bat experience; in contrast, his platoon was already in country and had 
been in combat for some time. This was not dissimilar to when company 
commanders changed out in country. Through their time in combat under 
the same company commander, Hughes’s platoon had become a cohesive 
unit, understanding how its leaders thought and fought. When a new 1st 
Cavalry assistant division commander arrived, Hughes was tapped to be 
his aide-de-camp; although Hughes had less than a year of commissioned 
service in the Army, he had gained a significant amount of combat expe-
rience.13 Hughes did not like being away from the line but did his job as 
an aide, helping to familiarize the brigadier general with the unit and what 
was going on in country. Hughes spent about a month as the aide then 
found his way back to the line.14

After less than a year in Korea and a few days rest and recuperation, 
Hughes returned to Company K, but this time as the company commander. 
He commanded up to 200 men, some with combat experience and oth-
ers as new fillers.15 As commander, Hughes directed numerous combat 
operations prior to his and his company’s biggest test, Hill 339.16 On 28 
September 1951, Hughes’s company was attacked by an enemy battalion. 
The enemy overran the company defensive position, severing all lines of 
communication and splitting the company into three groups, resulting in 
complete disruption.17 Hughes commanded through the night, reorganiz-
ing as necessary and leading small groups of men to attack enemy strong-
points and repel the enemy until daylight. As a result of his courageous 
actions, the company defensive perimeter was maintained. Lieutenant 
Hughes earned a second Silver Star for his gallantry.18

Hill 347 “Bloody Baldy”
Less than a week after the defense of Hill 339, with a company suf-

fering from casualties, Hughes received orders to attack and seize Hill 
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347, named “Bloody Baldy.” This hill was the final objective of Objective 
Commando, planned by the Eighth Army; the efforts would complete a 
line of defense, push the Chinese armies back, and put pressure on the 
North Korean Truce delegation.19 Already short on manpower, Hughes 
and Company K made three attempts to take Hill 347 against a dug-in 
Chinese enemy, each time losing more soldiers and eventually all of his 
officers. Then Hughes recognized a flaw in their efforts: the men were not 
charging past the trenches then turning and working down from above; 
this allowed the enemy to fight from their four-foot trenches with what 
seemed to be an unlimited supply of grenades, while protected from the 
direct fire coming from below.20 The men were becoming suppressed by 
the enemy direct fire, pinning them to the ground and preventing any sort 
of progress in assaulting up the hill. Not maneuvering was putting them 
at additional risk to indirect fire and grenades being thrown from the hill 
above resulting in more casualties.

In the fourth and final attempt, Hughes took the last of Company K 
and some attached South Korean soldiers, and assaulted the hill using 
the marching fire approach he had learned early on in his Korean War 
experience. On 7 October 1951, he ordered the remaining thirty-seven 
men to get above the trench lines by using marching fire—firing at every-
thing that moved and throwing grenades into the tunnels and trenches.21 
Hughes charged up the hill, advancing toward the enemy positions, firing 
his weapon until he was out of ammunition and then throwing grenades. 
Seeing the effectiveness of his assault and the effects it was having on the 
enemy, his men charged up the hill after him, engaging the enemy. Imbued 
with Hughes’s fearlessness, the friendly troops fought their way over the 
crest of the hill, inflicting heavy casualties on the foe and securing the ob-
jective.22 Hughes had no idea why his unit and the others before them had 
so much trouble seizing Hill 347 and why the Chinese had held out so long 
defending it. The reason: his troops had captured a Chinese division and 
regimental artillery headquarters, their supplies, and a reinforced battalion 
of Chinese defending it.23 Hughes was later awarded a Distinguished Ser-
vice Cross for his assault on Hill 347.

The psychological effect of the relentless attack by Hughes and the 
men of Company K eventually caused the Chinese fighters to surrender. 
When the fighting died down, one of Hughes’s soldiers who spoke some 
Chinese called for their surrender. The Chinese eventually came out of 
their tunnels and trenches; 192 enemy soldiers were squatting in a circle 
on the top of the hill, with only fifteen armed men from Company K left 
to guard them.24 Emotions after the hard assault up the hill and the loss of 
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so many men started to take a toll on Hughes’s soldiers. Some of the men 
were concerned as to how they could guard so many enemy troops. At one 
point a sergeant suggested they would be better off to just kill the Chinese 
prisoners than guard them for the long walk back down to the military po-
lice; soon after, one of Hughes’s soldiers shouted, “Let’s kill them all!”25

Hughes, a leader with an embedded sense of right and wrong, admon-
ished the sergeant and immediately told his men they would not shoot the 
prisoners. He did not say it was because of the Geneva Convention or be-
cause a manual told him not to; Hughes said shooting them would be wrong 
and went against what he believed morally and what he was entrusted to do 
by the commander in chief.26 Hughes understood the moral rules to prevent 
physical harm and protect the vulnerable, do unto others what you would 
have done to you, and respect authority. Hughes and his meager troops 
successfully marched the 192 Chinese prisoners down that hill to waiting 
trucks that were two miles away. They walked in the dark, with no further 
incident, adhering to the other rules of being loyal and respecting sanctity. 
On the hill that day, Hughes displayed the moral principles expected of him 
as a leader. Despite all his unit had been through, Hughes had the courage 
and a strong enough moral compass to adhere to all five of the main moral 
rules laid out by US psychologist Jonathan Haidt:

• Prevent physical harm; we protect the vulnerable and restrain our 
violent impulses—and those of others.

• Do unto others what you would have done to you—the universal 
moral principle.

• Respect authority; we defer to those who hold social power—and 
protect those who depend on us.

• Be loyal, which leads us to protect the interests of our family or the 
groups we identify with most strongly.

• Respect sanctity; follow shared rituals and rules for living properly.27

Moral Principles in Large-Scale Combat Operations
Army leaders serve as role models through strong intellect, physical 

presence, professional competence, and moral character.28 Hughes was a 
role model on the hill that day by setting an example through his moral 
and ethical behavior. Had he allowed the sergeant to incite the unit to act 
on their emotions and kill the prisoners, Hughes could have set back the 
operation, potentially eliminating the unit’s success by capturing the hill. 
In this type of large-scale combat operation, killing prisoners would create 
an anticipation regarding how Americans treat prisoners of war (POWs), 
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resulting in adverse effects in future conflicts as well as in the Korean War. 
Additionally, his small unit’s actions would have resonated across the home 
front, creating a negative public opinion of the Army. In addition to setting 
an example for his US soldiers, Hughes demonstrated moral and ethical 
behavior to the South Korean soldiers with them on the hill that day. 

As trusted Army professionals, soldiers must serve the nation honor-
ably and with character. According to Army Doctrine Publication (ADP) 
6-22, Army Leadership and the Profession: “In war and peace, we rec-
ognize the intrinsic dignity and worth of all people, treating them with 
respect.”29 Hughes recognized the value of ethical behavior and demon-
strated consideration of all people. He did not tolerate the mistreatment 
of the prisoners. ADP 6-22 also explains that the Army ethic is the “Heart 
of the Army” and includes the moral principles that guide Army decisions 
and actions as soldiers support and defend the Constitution and the Amer-
ican way of life.30 

Across the conflict continuum from peace to war, military operations 
change to achieve or contribute to national objectives. Large-scale com-
bat operations are major operations and campaigns aimed at defeating an 
enemy’s armed forces and military capabilities in support of national ob-
jectives.31 During the period after World War II, operations changed from 
large-scale combat operations to more security cooperation and crisis re-
sponse operations. With the onset of the Korean War, the United States 
once again found itself in another large-scale combat operation, but with 
significantly less boots on the ground. Field Manual (FM) 3-0, Opera-
tions, notes that Army forces must be organized, trained, and equipped to 
meet worldwide challenges against a full range of threats.32 The assault 
on Hill 347 was a huge undertaking; though Hughes’s men may not have 
been the best organized, trained, or equipped, their fight was part of a 
larger campaign being executed. Hughes and his company had two large 
assaults within a week of each other in support of this campaign, resulting 
in massive attrition due to injuries and death. With the seizure of Hill 347, 
and the decision to prevent his men from killing the prisoners, Hughes 
had no negative impact on the Army’s larger national objectives. The 7th 
Cavalry Division’s campaign went on to be successful; one bad decision 
might have had a severe adverse effect on that end result.

Large-scale combat operations are complex, and future battlefields 
will be more complex than anything the United States has seen thus far. 
The flow of information during the Korean War was nothing compared 
to recent conflicts, and that challenge will only increase in conflicts to 
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come. In future large-scale combat operations across multiple domains, 
leader decisions will be judged in near real time. David D. Van Fleet and 
Gary A. Yukl, respected authors on leadership and management, sum-
marized that leadership in the future battlefield “will not be the same as 
before, and the optimal pattern of behaviors and skills is likely to change 
to some extent.”33 As noted in FM 3-0, Army operations take place in the 
most complex of environments; propaganda, deception, disinformation, 
and the ability of individuals and groups to influence disparate popula-
tions through social technologies reflect the increased speed of human 
interaction.34 Technology reinforces the importance of moral and ethical 
principles. Today’s conflicts include social media, imbedded journalists, 
and unmanned autonomous systems. Future conflicts will be dominated 
in the cyber and space domains, with real-time recording and transmis-
sion of decisions that soldiers and leaders with boots on the ground are 
making. Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) Pamphlet 525-3-1, 
The US Army in Multi-Domain Operations 2028, projects that the emerg-
ing operational environment will be a contested information environment 
in which US dominance is not assured.35 Shots will be heard around the 
world as they happen. 

Future large-scale combat operations across multiple domains will in-
volve even more risk and uncertainty, and inherently more fear because 
of it. Technology and information flow will change over time—requiring 
Army leaders to develop knowledge, skills, and behaviors to adapt ac-
cordingly. Leaders of the future will be required to embrace and uphold 
the Army ethic, and the Army profession. By developing a strong moral 
foundation, leaders will drive the decisions they are faced with, regardless 
of how complex the future battlefield looks.
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Army Experts Introduction
C. Anthony Pfaff

Effective warfare has always required skill. However, for much of the 
US Army’s history, what mattered most was individual fighting skills. This 
point was true even for leaders, whose effectiveness was more often a 
matter of personality than specialized knowledge of tactics, operations, 
or strategy. As political scientist Samuel Huntington observed, it was not 
until the Napoleonic Wars that military leaders acquired a technique to dis-
tinguish themselves from laymen.1 As a result, up until the Civil War, the 
US military saw little need for specialized military education beyond what 
was offered at West Point. In fact, the curriculum at West Point—which 
until the Naval Academy was founded in 1845 was the only professional 
military education institution in the United States—was dominated by civ-
il engineering more than military science.2 

Moreover, soldiers were expected—at least to some extent—to devel-
op individual fighting skills on their own.3 Leadership, on the other hand, 
was typically restricted to members of a certain class. As discussed previ-
ously, the class preference has been increasingly less the case since Napo-
leon.4 This is not to say that individual military skills were not important 
or did not require significant commitment to master. However, as Europe 
learned from its seventeenth century reliance on mercenaries, effective 
warfighting requires more than just highly skilled fighters.5 

As author Sarah Percy observed, the disconnect between military ca-
pability and political cause undermined civic unity even as it preserved the 
community. This disconnect arose for two reasons. First, profit motivated 
bad behavior, such as extortion and robbery; undermined trust; and built 
genuine resentment for the mercenary forces among those they were paid 
to defend. Second, their existence displaced citizen support for the state. 
Using mercenaries not only undermined the legitimacy of particular wars, 
it also undermined the legitimacy of the state that employed them.6 

This does not mean that professional militaries should not rely on out-
side expertise when appropriate. However, professional militaries must 
maintain connection with the societies they defend. Otherwise, they will 
lack the moral legitimacy necessary to gain the social commitment neces-
sary for successful warfighting. According to Army Doctrinal Reference 
Publication (ADRP) 1, The Army Profession, professional expertise is “the 
ethical design, generation, support, and application of landpower, primari-
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ly in unified land operations, and all supporting capabilities essential to ac-
complish the mission in defense of the American people.”7 Thus, any out-
side expertise should complement, but not replace, that of professionals. 

The inclusion of the word “ethical” here is important. In the “just war” 
tradition, military necessity is often treated as a practical matter that war-
fighting norms are meant to restrain. As Walzer observed: “Belligerent 
armies are entitled to try to win their wars, but they are not entitled to do 
anything that is or seems to them necessary to win.”8 Viewed this way, 
military necessity, as well as the underlying competency that gives rise to 
particular applications, is a permission, not an obligation. This view fails, 
however, to fully account for the fact that fighting for a just cause requires 
a moral imperative to defeat the enemy. This imperative morally compels 
military commanders to try something. They do not have the option of 
walking away because of the moral risk that warfare entails.
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Army Ethic Principle 5
C. Anthony Pfaff

We do our duty, leading and following with discipline, sacrific-
ing when necessary, striving for excellence, putting the needs of 
others above our own, and accomplishing the mission as a team.1

Duty is what persons have a right to expect from each other. More-
over, duties are universal: anyone in similar circumstances would have 
recognizable obligations, regardless of other considerations.2 Of course, 
having a right to expect from another can stem from the roles the indi-
viduals choose to assume. For example, if a man or woman is drowning 
in dangerous waters, I am not expected to risk my life to save that person 
unless I had the requisite lifeguard training.3 I may try; however, that act 
would be supererogatory and not a matter of duty.

German philosopher Immanuel Kant identified two kinds of basic 
moral duties from which other obligations originate. The first is to pro-
mote, where possible, the happiness of others. The second is to cultivate 
personal capacities to better identify and act on one’s obligations. These 
duties apply to all persons; however, as noted above, different contexts 
give rise to specific expressions. For the Army professional, the obligation 
to promote the happiness of others is expressed in the obligation to support 
and defend the Constitution, which includes an obligation to risk one’s 
life and sacrifice well-being when necessary.4 Volunteering to be a soldier 
may be heroic; however, soldiers are expected to act in ways that would be 
heroic for most anyone outside the profession.

By cultivating warfighting competencies, soldiers fulfill a profession-
al, if not moral, imperative. More to the point, Army leaders do this not 
just for themselves, but for the institution as well. These competencies 
involve balancing the imperative to accomplish the mission with the due 
care owed to noncombatants and fellow soldiers as well. Military neces-
sity must not only be in service to a just cause; it also must be balanced 
against noncombatant immunity and force protection. More than simply 
defeating the enemy, a military action must conform to the principles of 
discrimination and proportionality, ensuring the lowest cost in blood and 
treasure. Lt. Gen. (Retired) James Dubik commented that commanders are 
“bound not to waste their [soldiers’] lives, that is not to persist in battles 
whose cost overwhelm their military values.”5

Duty, however, should not be confused with obedience. In Moral Is-
sues in Military Decision Making, author Anthony E. Hartle referred to 
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this confusion as a “serious failing” for Army professionals. While their 
prima facie duty is to fulfill the functional imperative of the profession, as 
stated earlier, the soldier’s professional ethic is informed by more than just 
the requirements of military effectiveness. So when orders, whatever their 
source, conflict with those broader norms and values, the soldier is re-
quired to question them. As Hartle stated: “Such questioning is itself based 
on the requirements of the duty principle, because duty for the American 
military professional is not simply a commitment to subordinate personal 
and other interests to those of national security.”6 Rather, military pro-
fessionals must maintain a particular value structure, as expressed in the 
Constitution, not just for the Army but for the society they serve.7

In Chapter 6, Col. Paul E. Berg and Lt. Col. (Retired) Robert J. Rielly 
analyze the “Peers Report,” which investigated the My Lai massacre during 
the Vietnam War. The report reviewed whether soldiers fulfilled their duties 
and the conditions that facilitated this mass murder of unarmed children, 
women, and elderly men. Every leader is responsible to address similar 
conditions in their units; failure to do so entails complicity in any resulting 
crimes. More recent abuse of detainees at Abu Ghraib and the killing of 
unarmed civilians at Haditha demonstrated that some Army leaders still fail 
to grasp this concept.
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Chapter 6
The Moral Courage Paradox: The Peers Report and My Lai

Col. Paul E. Berg and Lt. Col. (Retired) Robert J. Rielly

The Army Profession is unique because of its responsibilities re-
lated to the ethical application of violence on a large scale on 
behalf of the Nation.1

According to Army Doctrine Publication (ADP) 6-22, Army Leader-
ship and the Profession, all members of the Army “aspire to achieve the 
Army Values professionally and personally . . . This is an enormous re-
sponsibility and the people of the United States require the Army to adhere 
to its values and represent their interests across the range of military oper-
ations.”2 These values are embedded in the US Army’s oath of enlistment 
and oath of office for all soldiers who volunteer to support and defend 
the constitution of the United States of America. In today’s Army, leaders 
must study and reflect on inappropriate past actions in order to uphold 
their moral responsibility and be proactive to prevent atrocities and im-
moral violence against both the enemy and civilians.

War crimes are combat actions that violate international humanitarian 
laws (like the Geneva Convention) or known treaties—incurring individual 
criminal responsibility for actions against soldiers, detainees, or civilians. 
While commanders believe their organization could never be involved in a 
war crime, they would be wise to study the findings of one inquiry conduct-
ed more than fifty years ago into a regrettable and tragic event in American 
military history: The My Lai Massacre.3 The results of the Peers Report in-
quiry into My Lai are critically important to understand both combat today 
and in the future. The report offers commanders and leaders suggestions 
on how to monitor and assess units to identify potential for a future war 
crime.4 During World War II, the American public was aware that Japanese 
soldiers committed atrocities, as did German and Russian soldiers. US sol-
diers certainly have the potential to commit war crimes in future wars if 
preemptive measures are not taken to prevent such actions.5

My Lai Massacre Overview
On 16 March 1968, an American infantry platoon murdered more 

than 500 unarmed women, children, and old men.6 The Americal Divi-
sion covered up the massacre and might have been successful hiding it 
from the American people had it not been for Chief Warrant Officer Hugh 
Thompson, who first witnessed the actions while flying over My Lai, and 
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Specialist Ron Ridenhour, who heard details from friends who participat-
ed in the event.

The 16 March 1968 My Lai Massacre represents a professional and 
leadership failure. Fifty years later, this scar on the US Army’s profession 
still requires examination. While multiple factors contributed to this mass 
murder, the most important factors were shortcomings in values, leader-
ship, and unit cohesion. Most Army professional military education cours-
es wrongly conclude that the fault belongs with the poor performance of 
a rogue platoon and, ultimately, the platoon leader, Lt. William Calley. 
That interpretation misses critical factors concerning the organization, its 
leadership, and the war—factors that require further review.

Thompson, the pilot of an OH-23 Raven helicopter that flew over My 
Lai, was the first officer to file a formal report on the day of the massacre. 
Thompson made several attempts to save unarmed villagers by landing 
his helicopter between the US soldiers and their captives.7 He coordinat-
ed several cargo helicopters to ferry villagers to safety. His report and 
the internal investigation results, however, never made it to the division 
commander or out of Vietnam; they did not come to light until two years 
after the event.8

Specialist Ridenhour, a helicopter crewman assigned to the brigade 
during My Lai, reported the events in letters to President Richard Nixon, 
US senators and representatives, and senior Pentagon officials—a year af-
ter the massacre and following his discharge from the Army.9 Though Rid-
enhour’s letters prompted a short investigation almost a year after the mas-
sacre, there was little movement until Life and Time magazines published 
graphic color photographs in December 1969—catapulting the massacre 
to national attention.10

My Lai and C/1-20th Infantry
Charlie Company, 1st Battalion, 20th Infantry, was by all accounts a 

normal unit before the March 1968 My Lai incident. Formed in 1966 in 
Hawaii, the battalion trained for nine months before deploying to Vietnam. 
The soldiers had conducted jungle search and destroy combat operations 
against the Viet Cong’s guerrilla warfare for three months prior to My Lai.11 
In January 1967, Charlie Company was selected as one of the best com-
panies in the brigade and became part of an ad hoc battalion called Task 
Force Barker.12 After their training in Hawaii and three months of success-
ful combat missions, Charlie Company had become a cohesive unit.13

The company commander, Capt. Ernest Medina, was perceived as 
a strong, effective leader who took care of his men.14 A disciplinarian, 
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he was respected by his men and built his company into a disciplined, 
combat-effective, well-trained unit with the will to fight and withstand the 
stress of combat.15 Over their three months of jungle combat search and 
destroy missions before My Lai, the company’s soldiers had become high-
ly stressed and frustrated due to mounting casualties and an elusive enemy.

On 15 March, the day before My Lai, the company held a memorial 
service for a sergeant recently killed in action. Captain Medina provid-
ed a motivating pep talk to his troops regarding their mission the next 
day, telling the company they would have the chance to fight the enemy 
and avenge their lost friends. Intelligence reported a high concentration 
of enemy in the village, and the local area was heavily populated with 
Viet Cong.16 The battalion commander, Lt. Col. Frank Barker, ordered the 
company to attack My Lai; after a fifteen-minute artillery barrage, heli-
copters dropped Company C northwest of the village. The landing zone 
was “cold” and quiet, with no enemy fire. The village was filled with local 
villagers; no enemy was present.

Shortly after they arrived, the soldiers started shooting any villagers 
who fled then grouping others together. The first platoon leader, Lt. Wil-
liam Calley, gave an order for his men to shoot all the villagers; if they 
refused, Calley did it for them.17 The soldiers threw grenades into bunkers 
where villagers were hiding, set fire to huts, shot villagers as they tried to 
flee, killed any animals, and even raped women before killing them. Spe-
cialist Vernado Simpson reported: “From shooting them, to cutting their 
throats, to scalping them, to cutting off their hands and cutting out their 
tongues.”18 The American public was horrified by the reported atrocities.

Sgt. Ron Haeberle, an Army reporter assigned to cover the My Lai 
operation for the division, used two cameras to document the deaths, a 
military-issued black and white camera and his personal camera to shoot 
color photos.19 Then a week before his tour ended, Haeberle turned in the 
Army-issued camera with all the film but did not divulge to his supervisors 
that he had taken photos with his personal camera. The black and white 
photos were never published, but his personal photographs were the ones 
featured in Life and Time magazines.

In the end, four US Army officers and nine enlisted men were charged 
for their participation in the My Lai massacre and twelve additional offi-
cers for covering up what happened. Of the twenty-five charged, only five 
were tried, and four were acquitted.20 On 29 March 1971, Calley was con-
victed of the premeditated murder of twenty-two Vietnamese civilians and 
sentenced to life imprisonment. President Nixon later changed the sen-
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tence from prison to house arrest; then in 1974, the Secretary of the Army 
pardoned Calley after he had served three-and-a-half years.21

The Peers Inquiry and the Legal Investigation
After the first photos hit the mainstream news, the Secretary of the 

Army launched a formal inquiry into the events of 16 March 1968. In ad-
dition to a criminal investigation, the Army investigated additional areas 
associated with the operations that day.22 In November 1969, Army Chief 
of Staff General William C. Westmoreland selected Lt. Gen. William Peers 
to conduct an inquiry into My Lai to determine: 1) what had gone wrong 
with the reporting system, 2) why the commander of US forces in Vietnam 
had not been fully informed when the events occurred, and 3) whether the 
operation had been investigated.23 General Westmoreland selected Peers 
because he was the chief of the Office of Reserve Components, had a rep-
utation for objectivity and fairness, and had served in Vietnam as the 4th 
Infantry Division commander and the I Field Force commander. Addition-
ally, Peers did not graduate from West Point; Westmoreland recognized 
that no one could accuse Peers of loyalty or favoritism to fellow West 
Point graduates.24

In what became known as the Peers Inquiry, the Army was essentially 
investigating itself, its leadership, and how it conducted the war. Army 
leaders were opening themselves up to severe criticism from the public if 
the investigation was not handled properly. Peers initially explained to the 
members of the inquiry board:

No matter what any of us might feel, it [is] our job only to ascer-
tain and report the facts, to let the chips fall where they may. It [is] 
not our job to determine innocence or guilt of individuals, nor be 
concerned about what effects the inquiry might have on the Army’s 
image, or about the press or public’s reaction to our proceedings.25

Their investigation was under an abbreviated timeline from the start; the 
team had to finish within four months because many of the military of-
fenses had a two-year statute of limitations.26 Under Peers’s leadership, the 
inquiry board completed its investigation in just under fourteen weeks— 
interviewing more than 400 witnesses, many of whom had separated from 
the service.27

In the final report, the team compiled a “list of thirty people who had 
known of the killing of noncombatants and other serious offenses com-
mitted during the My Lai operation but had not made official reports, had 
suppressed relevant information, had failed to order an investigation, or 
had not followed up on the investigations that were made.”28 They also 
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determined that only three Viet Cong were killed by helicopter gunners as 
they fled the village early in the operation, the Americans were never fired 
on, and the only US casualty was a soldier who shot himself in the foot so 
he would be evacuated because he could not stand the killing.29

As the report was being finalized and the conclusions became evident, 
Peers asked inquiry board members to draw some conclusions as to why 
My Lai occurred.30 Peers believed it was critically important to include 
findings explaining why and how the combat operation developed into a 
massacre. Peers believed this assessment was needed “to not only high-
light the deficiencies in the My Lai operation but also to indicate some of 
the differences between this operation and those of other units in South 
Vietnam.”31 Peers also wanted to “point out problems of command and 
control that existed within the Army’s Americal Division, problems that 
would require vigorous corrective action by the Army in order to prevent 
repetition of such an incident in the future.”32

In the recommendations chapter of its March 1970 report, the inquiry 
board identified thirteen factors that contributed to My Lai. This list pro-
vides today’s Army with a tool to help commanders assess their organiza-
tions and determine if soldiers or small units in their command might be in-
clined to commit war crimes. Peers subsequently narrowed the list to nine 
factors in his 1979 book, The My Lai Inquiry: 1) lack of proper training, 
2) attitude toward the Vietnamese, 3) permissive attitude, 4) psychological 
factors, 5) organizational problems, 6) nature of the enemy, 7) plans and 
orders, 8) attitude of government officials and leaders, and 9) leadership.33 
These nine elements are explained in detail here.

Regarding Factor #1, lack of proper training, the Peers inquiry de-
termined that “neither units nor individual members of Task Force Bark-
er and the 11th Brigade received the proper training in the Law of War, 
the safeguarding of noncombatants, or the rules of engagement.”34 The 
team determined the lack of training was due to an accelerated movement 
schedule, large turnover of personnel prior to deployment, and the contin-
ual arrival of soldiers who were new to the unit.35 According to the report, 
training was conducted in a “lackadaisical” manner; while higher head-
quarters passed out pocket cards and memoranda, they never explained or 
reinforced the information.36 Peers stated: “Some panel members thought 
the MACV (Military Assistance Command, Vietnam) policy of requiring 
soldiers to carry a variety of cards was nothing short of ludicrous. They 
might have served as reminders, but they were no substitute for instruc-
tion.”37 Personal classroom instruction regarding the rules of warfare and 
conduct in combat were noticeably absent.
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The inquiry report also concluded the unit did not complete ethics and 
morality training; training that was done was not as frequent as it should 
have been. Senior Army officers indicated that most training time was de-
voted to “hands on training, such as vehicles, communications and weap-
ons, and advised that little time remained to teach morality and ethics, so 
they were pieced in. . . . Peers advised that ethics and morality training 
be given a higher priority.”38 Army leaders cannot assume that soldiers in 
small units will develop appropriate values, beliefs, attitudes, and norms 
without specific ethical and values training. While training time is similar-
ly limited in today’s Army, commanders must consistently conduct, inte-
grate, and reinforce values and ethics training; keeping such key lessons 
current for soldiers requires constant regeneration.39

On Factor #2, attitude toward the Vietnamese, the Peers report indicat-
ed soldiers had a poor attitude toward the local population. During opera-
tions, commanders should take notice if soldiers make racial or derogatory 
comments toward the local population and seem to treat the locals and en-
emy combatants as lower human beings.40 To prevent this type of behavior, 
commanders must assess their organization’s beliefs, attitudes, and operat-
ing norms toward the enemy and the local population and prevent junior 
leaders from condoning a negative attitude toward the local population.41

Regarding Factor #3, permissive attitude, the Peers report included 
this comment: “The Americal Division and the 11th Brigade had strong, 
well-designed policies covering the handling of prisoners, the treatment 
of Vietnamese civilians, and the protection of their property. However, it 
was clear that there had been breakdowns in communicating and enforc-
ing those policies.”42 The inquiry concluded that mishandling and rough 
treatment of prisoners did not start at My Lai but were present for months 
prior to the operation. In addition, commanders either allowed the un-
lawful treatment of prisoners and local populace or failed to discover it 
was occurring in their units; therefore, they tacitly approved the actions 
by not stopping them. The result was that such behavior quickly became 
part of the way the units operated, like a standard operating procedure.43 
Commanders at all levels must role model and, most importantly, set the 
proper climate for the organization by constantly assessing how their 
units are treating detainees, prisoners, and unarmed innocent civilians. In 
addition, commanders and leaders at all levels must clearly articulate ac-
ceptable behavior and continually reinforce that guidance to subordinates 
on a daily basis.

In addressing Factor #4, psychological factors, the report indicated 
Charlie Company soldiers frequently used the words “fear,” “apprehen-
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sion,” and “keyed up” to describe their emotions during the massacre.44 In 
addition, they were frustrated by the number of deaths and injuries from 
mines and booby traps, as well as their inability to establish any contact 
with the enemy. Because of this mounting frustration, commanders pres-
sured units to “be more aggressive and close rapidly with the enemy.”45 
In an attempt to vindicate the high number of casualties, they enabled ag-
gressive action toward the populace that was against the code of warfare or 
American ethics. Leaders must set a command climate that promotes open 
communication and monitors soldier attitudes to identify unhealthy levels 
of pressure and frustration.

The Peers inquiry also identified Factor #5, organizational problems, 
“at every level, from company through task force and brigade up to the 
Americal Division headquarters;” these problems could be found in every 
major unit in Vietnam.46 Task Force Barker was an ad hoc battalion orga-
nization consisting of one company from each of the battalions assigned 
to the brigade; however, none of the companies had ever trained together 
or with the commander. The task force commander was actually the 11th 
Brigade operations officer (S3), who took his staff “out of hide” by pull-
ing a minimum number of personnel out of the brigade. Peers opined that 
although organizational problems contributed, they could not be “cited as 
the principal cause.”47 To alleviate potential problems associated with an 
ad hoc organizational unit structure, commanders should assess the cli-
mate and culture of any newly assigned organization and inculcate them 
into the new climate and culture.48

In the Vietnam War, it was always difficult to distinguish combatants 
from noncombatants, contributing to Factor #6, nature of the enemy. Peers 
stated: “It could be fairly well assumed that every male of military age was a 
VC [Viet Cong] of some form or another.”49 In future combat, commanders 
must consider the nature of the enemy when assessing their unit’s com-
bat actions; some enemies will not respect the Law of Land Warfare and 
will not conduct combat operations within “the rules.” They will constantly 
test and push a unit’s morality commitment to the limits, to where it be-
comes tempting for stressed troops to respond in kind. Commanders must 
acknowledge, assess, and appreciate the effect that enemy tactics are having 
on the organizations and continuously evaluate the strategic and tactical 
impact on a unit’s organizational climate and small-unit operating norms.50

Regarding Factor #7, plans and orders, Peers discovered that “as Bark-
er’s orders were passed down the chain of command, they were amplified 
and expanded upon, with the result that a large number of soldiers gained 
the impression that only the enemy would be left in My Lai and that ev-
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eryone encountered was to be killed.”51 The command climate in Charlie 
Company exacerbated the problem because subordinates were afraid to 
question orders or to ask for clarification.52 To combat this, commanders 
should establish a command climate in which subordinates and others at-
tached to their organization will feel comfortable approaching supervisors 
with any kind of issues or questions. In ambiguous, confusing, and fluid 
combat situations, leaders must issue clear and concise orders that units at 
all levels will understand.

Factor #8 in the My Lai assault was the attitude of government offi-
cials. Peers noted that local Vietnamese officials believed anyone living 
in the My Lai area was either Viet Cong or a Viet Cong sympathizer and 
viewed the area as a free-fire zone, automatically approving any request to 
fire in the area.53 The attitude of these South Vietnamese officials rubbed 
off on some American soldiers, who soon began to view the population 
as expendable. Leaders in future combat operations could encounter lo-
cal governments that do not value the lives of citizens. In such cases, US 
forces cannot fall into the trap of becoming nonchalant and careless about 
avoiding noncombatant casualties.54

The Peers inquiry concluded that, above all, a lack of leadership was 
the main cause of the massacre—Factor #9.55 The report cited that lead-
ers failed to follow policies, did not enforce policies, failed to control 
the situation, failed to check, failed to conduct an investigation, and did 
not follow up. In addition, the panel members determined that although 
Lieutenant Colonel Barker used mission-type orders, he failed to check to 
determine if his subordinates carried out his orders properly and legally 
without violating any policy for preventing civilian deaths. In addition, 
the organization’s command climate did not foster open communication.56 
Lieutenant Colonel Barker did not have “a close working relationship 
with his subordinates;” therefore, no one believed they could question 
his orders.57 It was much the same situation with the Charlie Company 
commander, Captain Medina. The inquiry concluded, “Nobody ques-
tioned his authority or his judgment.”58 Finally, the Americal Division 
commander, Maj. Gen. Samuel Koster, had created a command climate 
in which his primary staff were afraid to approach him with any sort of 
bad news or a problem with the division.59 Thus, when damaging infor-
mation began to surface about the possible events during My Lai, not one 
division staff officer had the courage to relay details to the commanding 
general. Subsequently, the staff and entire chain of command made every 
effort to ignore the information.60
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The inquiry further concluded that Charlie Company platoon leaders 
identified more with their men than their commanders; the lieutenants 
wanted to fit in with the men of their platoons and be one of the boys. 
Also, because they were young and inexperienced, they did not take action 
to immediately correct wrongdoings.61

In terms of leadership, one major cause of My Lai was that according 
to the unit’s values and norms, it was acceptable to commit war crimes. 
The members of Charlie Company were loyal to their fellow soldiers and 
the unit rather than to the Army and its chain of command; by failing to 
act, leaders condoned a climate that supported these actions and forced 
silence. In the case of My Lai, only individuals outside of Charlie Com-
pany and Task Force Barker had the moral courage to fully report what 
happened; absolutely no one in the unit would or did.62

Peers Inquiry Conclusions
In his later book, Peers acknowledged that atrocities like My Lai could 

happen again.63 He commented: “Lack of leadership at platoon and squad 
levels cannot be accepted as an excuse. Every other US Forces unit in 
South Vietnam had to make do with inexperienced junior officers and 
NCOs [noncommissioned officers], yet they did not engage in manifestly 
illegal operations.”64 Peers eluded that the leadership problems were much 
higher than platoon and company levels.

The inquiry concluded that although Captain Medina was a strong 
leader, his platoon leaders were not. As noted earlier, Medina failed to take 
immediate and corrective action against wrongdoings.65 The result was a 
climate where subordinates couldn’t address problems and Medina and 
his subordinate leaders did not recognize how the platoon’s values were 
changing. One Charlie Company soldier commented:

When you are in an infantry company, in an isolated environ-
ment like this, the rules of that company are foremost. They are 
the things that really count. The laws back home do not make 
any difference. What people think of you does not matter. What 
matters is what people here and now think about what you are 
doing. What matters is how the people around you are going to 
see you. Killing a bunch of civilians in this way, babies, women, 
old men, people who were unarmed, helpless was wrong. Every 
American would know that. And yet this company, sitting out here 
isolated in this one place, did not see it that way. I am sure they 
did not. This group of people was all that mattered. It was the 
whole world. What they thought was right was right. And what 
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they thought was wrong was wrong. The definitions for things 
were turned around. Courage was seen as stupidity. Cowardice 
was cunning and wariness, and cruelty and brutality were seen 
sometimes as heroic. That is what it eventually turned into.66

Building cohesive units is one of the most important things junior lead-
ers do. Charlie Company exhibited a negative side of cohesion because the 
company developed beliefs, values, attitudes, and operating norms that 
were contrary to and conflicted with the ethical standards of other units 
and American society.67 This explains how good, honest, and moral men 
can commit or condone war crimes without recognizing that their actions 
were wrong; in their minds, the Charlie Company soldiers were defending 
their unit and protecting their fellow soldiers.

Building a Values-Based Military
New Army recruits come with individual values and morals developed 

over time through personal experiences, as well as individual preferences 
or judgments.68 Values form the moral groundwork for the individual’s 
belief system and determine attitudes and behaviors toward another per-
son, group, or thing.69 A unit’s behavioral norms are based on attitudes and 
beliefs that are rooted in the developed group values, and each platoon 
could possibly develop its own specific behavioral norms based on its spe-
cific group beliefs, attitudes, and values.70 A commander’s assumption and 
hope is that soldiers will fully embrace Army values so they can conform 
to the military ethos and act morally and ethically in combat operations.

While commanders understand that effective unit cohesion is the glue 
that strengthens the unit bond, they also must realize that certain cohe-
sive traits can lead to negative and immoral unit actions. Unit cohesion 
is difficult to measure and assess—especially as companies and platoons 
become effective and strong in combat operations, developing norms for 
future combat behavior.71 Commanders and leaders should never assume 
that subordinate officers and soldiers will share Army values, attitudes, 
beliefs, and norms to the degree desired and expected under the Army 
ethos. Developing appropriate values requires continuous, recurring, and 
specific training. The company, platoon, or squad is that young soldier’s 
family in combat and offers essential life-saving responsibilities, including 
unit security and personal survival. Soldiers fight for their buddies on their 
left and right who are fighting to keep them alive also. When faced with 
a moral or ethical choice, soldiers are more likely to remain loyal to their 
company, platoon, or squad above everything else.72
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Commanders and leaders have a critical responsibility to ensure that 
company or platoon norms and moral values are aligned with those of the 
Army, especially during combat operations.73 If commanders fail to pro-
vide necessary guidance and set an appropriate example, the company or 
platoon will develop its own values and norms based on what it thinks will 
best align with higher headquarters values and norms.74 For commanders 
to create a cohesive, combat-capable small unit that will perform in accor-
dance with Army values, leaders must inculcate the desirable values and 
develop norms so soldiers adopt these values as their own. Commanders 
and leaders should never ignore or take this responsibility lightly; as mil-
itary ethicist James Toner warned: “Good ethics must be taught by good 
leaders.”75 Leaders at My Lai failed because they did not provide a role 
model for Army values. Commanders and leaders failed to ensure that ev-
ery soldier in their unit, from the lowest private to the highest commander, 
understood regulations, policies, and expectations.76 Every commander 
must ensure this is part of their command climate.

Setting a Positive Example
Chief Warrant Officer Hugh Thompson was one of the few American 

soldiers involved with the My Lai incident who acted with morality and 
compassion. Flying a reconnaissance helicopter over the village, he and 
his door gunners Specialists Glenn Andreotta and Lawrence Colburn saw 
the piles of dead bodies and soldiers killing unarmed villagers; they decid-
ed to do something about it. Thompson landed his helicopter between the 
villagers and Lieutenant Calley’s soldiers. Thompson asked Calley if he 
could help the villagers and Lieutenant Calley answered “with a grenade;” 
taking action, Thompson ordered Colburn to point his machine gun at the 
American soldiers.77 Thompson then helped the villagers out of a bunker 
then ordered a larger helicopter to ferry the villagers to safety.

Immediately after the events of My Lai, Thompson reported the mas-
sacre to his aviation battalion chain of command who did assist in stop-
ping the hostilities in My Lai.78 The Task Force Barker chain of command 
and the Americal Division immediately tried to cover up the events. To 
keep Thompson quiet, they awarded him the Distinguished Flying Cross 
for his heroism; he threw away the award because it was a complete lie.79 
In late 1969, Thompson was called to Washington, DC, to appear before 
a closed hearing of the House Armed Services Committee.80 Many con-
gressmen were anxious to play down the massacre by American troops, 
including committee chairman Mendel Rivers (D-SC), who tried unsuc-
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cessfully to get Thompson court-martialed.81 Thompson testified about 
the My Lai events:

It was probably one of the saddest days of my life. I just could not 
believe that people could totally lose control and I’ve heard people 
say this happened all the time. I don’t believe it. I’m not naïve to 
understand that innocent civilians did get killed in Vietnam. I truly 
pray to God that My Lai was not an everyday occurrence. I don’t 
know anybody could keep their sanity if something like that hap-
pened all the time. I can see where four or five people get killed, 
something like that. But that was nothing like that, it was no acci-
dent whatsoever. Pure meditated murder. And we are trained better 
than that and it’s not something you would like to do.82

After his testimony, Thompson received hate mail, death threats, and 
mutilated animals on his doorstep. Following Vietnam, Thompson was 
assigned to Fort Rucker, Alabama, as an instructor pilot. He eventually 
finished his Army career at the rank of major and retired in 1983.

In 1998, almost thirty years after the massacre, Thompson, Andreotta, 
and Colburn were awarded the Soldier’s Medal (Andreotta posthumous-
ly), which is the highest award for bravery not involving direct contact 
with the enemy. Major General Ackerman said in the presentation cer-
emony, “It was the ability to do the right thing even at the risk of their 
personal safety that guided these soldiers to do what they did.”83 Whenever 
Thompson lectured at service academies, his message was always clear: 
“Common people can act with uncommon courage when necessary, and 
doing so can make a difference in the lives of many.”84 A memorial erected 
at My Lai lists 504 total victims, including 182 women, of whom 17 were 
pregnant; 173 children, of whom 56 were infants; and 60 men who were 
more than 60 years old.85 The total would have been even higher without 
the intervention by Thompson, Andreotta, and Colburn.

Implications for the Future
Commanders and leaders need to assess their organizations and build a 

command climate which supports open communication and where subor-
dinates feel they can question ambiguous or unclear instructions and take 
bad news to higher headquarters. Most importantly, commanders must 
assess their company and platoon climates to recognize if values change 
due to significant combat or emotional events. They will also need to as-
sess small unit cohesiveness to determine underlying values. Commanders 
should never assume that their units will forever retain good organization-
al values; even in combat, values need constant reinforcement to assure 
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they meet the standards of their institution.86 The nine factors of the Peers 
Inquiry offer indicators for commanders to use in this assessment.

The most significant lesson from My Lai is that war crimes can still 
happen—even in a professional, disciplined military. Commanders must 
remain vigilant. Lt. Gen. William Peers and his commission did the nation 
and the Army a great service by identifying areas that military command-
ers should monitor and assess.87 Army values are critically important, and 
every soldier should adhere to the ethos framework. Army leaders must 
deliberately build a command climate by serving as role models, teaching 
values, and enforcing them so every soldier will succeed and preserve 
honor.88 To prevent another My Lai massacre, lessons of the past must be 
taught and inculcated into every soldier. My Lai should serve as a warning 
for all future Army leaders.89
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Army Ethic Principle 6
C. Anthony Praff

We accomplish the mission and understand it may demand cou-
rageously risking our lives and justly taking the lives of others.1

Risk-taking is the essence of the Army profession. Moreover, manag-
ing risk is essential to the Army ethic. As noted above, warfare is generally 
governed by three competing imperatives: (1) defeating the enemy, (2) 
avoiding harm to noncombatants and their property, and (3) protecting 
the force. These imperatives force trade-offs, because soldiers must de-
cide where to place risk. Defeating the enemy puts both combatants and 
noncombatants at risk as soldiers must expose themselves to engage the 
enemy. They can reduce the personal risk by increasing the range and de-
structive capabilities of the weapons they use. However, this reduces their 
ability to discriminate, displacing the risk to noncombatants. Of course, 
combatants can avoid operations where noncombatants are likely to be 
harmed; however, such avoidance limits their ability to attack the enemy 
and impedes opportunities to defeat the enemy.2 These trade-offs mean 
that sometimes leaders will have to risk soldiers, civilians, or the mission. 
Thus, a further challenge for leaders is knowing where, when, and how 
to accept or displace risk. Determining those risks as well as taking them 
demands courage.

Like respect, courage is a core virtue of the Army profession. Aristo-
tle believed courage was found in the mean between extremes of fear. A 
person who experiences too much fear is a coward; if too little, then the 
individual is rash. Courage is recognizing the fear and acting anyway. To 
be courageous in the virtuous sense, Aristotle also felt that it mattered 
why a person acted. To risk one’s life for trivial ends or to accrue personal 
reward is not praiseworthy. More to the point, ordering others to do so is 
blameworthy. The right amount of honor is found in setting worthwhile 
ends to serve a just cause. Thus, a courageous leader must not only over-
come fear but overcome fear for the right reasons and then inspire others 
to do so as well.3

Aristotle’s conception of courage explicitly applied to physical cour-
age, specifically courage in battle. Moral courage is as important, if not 
more so, for the Army professional as physical courage. Moral courage is 
overcoming the fear of humiliation, shame, or loss of status (as opposed 
to physical harm) when confronting mistakes or wrongdoing by oneself 
or others.4 Understood this way, moral courage relates to integrity, which 
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requires discerning right acts from wrong ones and doing what is right, 
regardless of the cost. Conditions conducive to acts of physical courage 
can sometimes undermine conditions conducive to moral courage. When 
that reputational cost negatively affects membership in a highly cohesive 
group, many will perceive that cost as too high, especially if there is a sense 
that the group serves a moral purpose.5 Thus, unethical behavior in highly 
cohesive organizations is often a function of things going right; the cohe-
sion that drives acts of physical bravery is often a barrier to moral bravery.

Further complicating views of moral and physical courage is the role 
that technology plays in re-distributing risk, or at least the experience of 
risk. Moreover, this redistribution will be complex. Artificial intelligence 
may allow soldiers to avoid physical risk, but still open the possibility 
of mental and moral injuries. This point suggests a third kind of courage 
that one might label “mental courage.” This courage applies to soldiers 
who fight remotely, utilizing unmanned vehicles as well as autonomous 
or semi-autonomous systems. While these soldiers do not put their bod-
ies at risk, they put themselves at risk of mental trauma and moral injury 
given the demands of remote operations.6 Thus, how leaders manage the 
acquisition and employment of these technologies will have a profound 
impact not just on how soldiers experience courage but, by extension, on 
the soldier’s personal identity.

In Chapter 7, Capt. (Canadian Army) Arthur W. Gullachsen describes 
the Canadian 3rd Infantry Division and its experiences with intense combat 
against Waffen SS units. The SS units not only inflicted terrible casualties 
but were also known to execute captured soldiers. Despite cruelty by Ger-
man units, the Canadians fought courageously throughout the war and main-
tained their integrity as individuals and as a fighting organization, though 
sometimes not without struggle. In short, this is a story of war’s brutalizing 
effects and the importance of leadership at every level to prevent atrocity.

Then in Chapter 8, Maj. (US Air Force) Daniel J. Sieben offers a com-
pelling example of mental courage as his story encourages the reader to 
consider how the service should understand and reward the risks that sol-
diers take when they fight remotely.
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Chapter 7
Retaining the Moral High Ground: The Canadian Army  
and Waffen-SS Prisoners of War, Normandy, July 1944

Capt. (Canadian Army) Arthur W. Gullachsen 

Of all the war crimes that emerged from the Second World War’s Nor-
mandy Campaign of June–August 1944, the murder of Canadian prisoners 
of war (POWs) is one of the most well-known. This series of June 1944 
murders was overseen by officers of the 12. SS-Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend 
(Hitler Youth); the unit was an armored division of the Waffen-SS, the mili-
tary wing of the German Nazi Party. According to Canadian military histo-
rian Howard Margolian, the 12. SS-Panzerdivision murdered 156 Canadian 
prisoners.1 The majority of these executions committed in the month of June 
were in cold blood; most of the prisoners were killed a significant period of 
time after their capture.2

Infantry officers, senior noncommissioned officers (NCOs), and bat-
talion intelligence officers of the Canadian Army’s 3rd Canadian Infantry 
Division successfully maintained a standard of discipline that resulted in 
humane treatment of German POWs in operations in early July 1944. This 
firm control of combined arms teams under their command prevented re-
taliatory measures on the part of Canadian troops. This accomplishment is 
noteworthy; by late June 1944, the 12. SS-Panzerdivision’s modus operan-
di was known to Canadian rank and file, and this formation was referred to 
as the “Murder Division.”3 In response, Canadian infantry soldiers became 
determined to obliterate the Waffen-SS, fueled by outright hatred and a de-
sire for revenge. The impact of the Waffen-SS murders of Canadian troops 
was such that by 1 August 1944, Canadian First Army commander Lt. Gen. 
H. D. G. Crerar issued a written order that revenge “must not under any 
circumstances take the form of retaliation in kind” but that “Canadian an-
ger must be converted into a steel-hard determination to destroy in battle.”4 
While some treatment of captured Waffen-SS prisoners was very rough, 
none were killed or tortured in an organized manner. Despite roughly one 
in five Canadian battlefield deaths being a result of prisoner execution, 
Canadian leaders—put adherence to articles 5 and 6 of the 1929 Gene-
va Convention above their own desire for retribution. Instead, Canadian 
troops accomplished their military objectives as a team on the battlefield, 
partially destroying the 12. SS-Panzerdivision in early July 1944’s opera-
tions Windsor and Charnwood and taking many prisoners in the process.5 
Prisoners were routinely processed to the rear, where intelligence-hungry 
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groups of interrogators were waiting. These interrogations were the basis 
for the vast majority of regularly produced Canadian Army intelligence 
summaries. Whatever the front-line troops felt toward the enemy, the in-
telligence generating machine in the rear needed prisoners—alive. Waffen-
SS prisoner interrogations were important because these enemy divisions 
were amongst the most effective ground forces of the Wehrmacht. Prop-
er handling of prisoners was the result of military disciple instilled in the 
all-volunteer Canadian Army (Active Service Force) during its training in 
southern England in 1940 through 1944.6 This high level of discipline and 
training turned the ex-civilian volunteers into professional soldiers.

Canadian military historian Terry Copp asserted: “The reality is that 
there is no evidence, anecdotal or otherwise, pointing to the killing of (Ger-
man) prisoners behind Allied lines in response to orders.”7 In doing so, the 
Canadian Army in North West Europe maintained its identity as a fighting 
force that observed the laws of armed conflict. The 3rd Canadian Infantry 
Division’s response to enemy war crimes in the field provides a historical 
example of Army Ethic 5: “We do our duty, leading and following with dis-
cipline, sacrifice when necessary, striving for excellence, putting the needs 
of others above our own, and accomplishing the mission as a team.”8

Combat with the Waffen-SS after 7 June 1944
The Canadian Army was remarkably successful with its assault on 

Juno Beach in Normandy. The two assault brigades of the 3rd Canadian 
Infantry Division and supporting forces pushed roughly two kilometers 
deep in some places after clearing the linear beach defenses.9 The first 
well-equipped German armored division which the 3rd Canadian Infantry 
Division encountered in Normandy was the 12. SS-Panzerdivision. Most 
of its other ranks were panzergrenadier (mechanized infantry) combat ele-
ments comprised of youths born in 1926; by summer 1944, most averaged 
eighteen years old and were former members of the Nazi Party’s youth 
organization. The Hitlerjugend leadership had indoctrinated the youths 
from the age of ten with the Nazi philosophy that Germany must survive 
and all must sacrifice to attain this goal. This mentality was epitomized 
by their organizational motto:“Blud und ehre” (Blood and Honor). This 
philosophy further espoused the supremacy of the Aryan race, a need for 
ruthlessness in battle, and the Hitlerjugend’s premier role in the surviv-
al of the Third Reich.10 During the previous two years, the Hitlerjugend 
members had also observed firsthand the impact of the Allied Strategic 
Bombing Offensive in Germany as teenage helpers on Luftwaffe (German 
Air Force) searchlight and flak (anti-aircraft) crews. By spring 1944, these 
indoctrinated youths were extremely motivated to see combat.11
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Following the disastrous Battle of Stalingrad in February 1943, Nazi 
leaders adopted a total war footing, raising many new formations and total-
ly devoting Germany’s economy to war production.12 The Waffen-SS Pan-
zergrenadier Division Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler, which initially began 
as Adolf Hitler’s personal body guard, was split in two; half its personnel 
were sent to Belgium to build a new formation. This new division eventu-
ally took the form of a full-fledged panzer (armored) division, one based 
on available Hitlerjugend personnel. The officer and senior NCO cadre 
within the division was entirely from the Leibstandarte; in the period 1941 
to 1943, these soldiers had seen some of the most intense combat that the 
Eastern Front had to offer in the Ukraine. Hitler expressly ordered the Ger-
man Heer (Army) and Waffen-SS to pursue a war of “annihilation” in the 
east, in which no quarter was to be given; as an example, the Commissar 
Order of 8 June 1941 decreed that all Red Army political commissars were 
to be shot on sight.13 This ruthlessness and barbarity was soon practiced by 
both sides, and little mercy was given or expected on the Steppes. It was 
under these veteran NCOs and officer cadre that the 12. SS-Panzerdivision 
Hitlerjugend trained in Belgium and France in the years 1943–44.

Canadian Prisoner of War Killings 7 June–3 July 1944
Following first contact with 12. SS-Panzerdivision forces on 7 June 

1944, multiple battles occurred during which prisoners were taken by both 
sides. The fighting was ferocious; although Canadian forces successful-
ly prevented German forces from eliminating the bridgehead, occasional 
reverses saw Canadian forces defeated. By 12 June, Canadian troops had 
prevented all of the Waffen-SS attempts and the Allied bridgehead was 
largely secure.14

While the Canadian soldiers stopped the German advance, they paid 
a high price for that success. Estimates vary for number of prisoners mur-
dered by the 12. SS-Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend in the time period 7 June 
to 8 July 1944; the figure put forward by Margolian in his work Conduct 
Unbecoming and accepted by most scholars is 156.15 Taking the figure of 
677 Canadian fatalities between 7 and 11 June 1944 the execution total 
equals roughly one in five Canadian battlefield deaths, the majority of the 
executions taking place in this period.16 This number illustrates the level 
of atrocity committed during a small period of time by groups of Waffen-
SS panzergrenadiers and more prominently their officers, within multiple 
units of the division.17 The criminality was not limited to a specific group, 
unit or officer; it was spread out evenly within the division’s combat ele-
ments. Some of the POWs were killed immediately after combat and oth-
ers a significant amount of time after combat had ended, with the timing 
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based on the whim of the executioners. Most occurred 7–11 June 1944, 
during the time when the 12. SS-Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend attempted to 
rout Canadian forces and capture the battlefield initiative.

Why did the 12. SS-Panzerdivision personnel act this way? The an-
swer to this most certainly lies with the level of criminality among the 
12. SS-Panzerdivision officers and their inability to control their soldiers. 
Members of the veteran officer corps within the SS-Panzergrenadierreg-
iments were inured to murdering POWs due to their involvement in the 
1941 to 1943 campaigns on the Eastern Front. They very likely commit-
ted, encouraged, witnessed, or turned a blind eye to the murder of POWs 
or civilians during or after combat engagements.18 Officers who failed to 
observe the 1929 Geneva Convention included Hitlerjugend battalion and 
regimental commanders SS-Sturmbannfuhrer Gerd Bremer, SS-Standar-
tenfuhrer Kurt Meyer and SS-Obersturmbannfuhrer Wilhelm Monke.19 In 
addition to these men, the worst Leibstandarte officers were taken from 
the Ukraine and training units to establish the new division in Belgium.

Carpiquet: Operation Windsor 4 July 1944
Early July 1944 saw the Canadian 3rd Infantry Division and the sup-

porting armored and artillery forces resume large-scale offensive opera-
tions. During a relative period of static warfare that occurred 12 June–3 
July 1944, reports of German atrocities against surrendered Canadian per-
sonnel began filtering through Canadian formations, and Canadian soldiers 
were cognizant of the crimes of the enemy.20 Canadian Army mail censors 
were monitoring outgoing letters of 3rd Canadian Infantry Division troops 
in field for classified or unsuitable information. They detected frequent 
statements like this one from a wounded Canadian sergeant in hospital:

I am in bed next to a lad who was taken prisoner by the Germans 
and then shot. He told me all about it and it makes me wonder how 
our boys keep their heads when they get the Jerries as prisoners. 
This lad and his chum were taken prisoner when the Huns over-
ran the forward positions. After the Germans had taken them 400 
yards back, the officer in charge filled his chum with lead. Then he 
turned on this lad and shot him—luckily the first shot hit the lad 
in the leg and he went down. The officer fired several more shots 
but missed. The lad said the Jerries seemed all out of their minds 
and jumpy all the time.21

Following the 26–30 June 1944’s Operation Epsom—the British 8th 
Corps offensive that pushed its way to the Odon River and destroyed parts 
of the 12. SS-Panzerdivision—Anglo-Canadian operations temporarily 
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halted. This battle, referred to by German military historians as the Third 
Battle of Caen, was intended to facilitate further attacks to the south and 
west, encircling Caen. In response to its early gains, the Germans launched 
the newly arrived II. SS-Panzerkorps and other formations at the British 
bulge’s flanks. A massive British defensive effort repulsed multiple Ger-
man panzer counterattacks, which delayed further exploitation operations 
that the British Second Army planned for the later stages of Epsom.22

Originally one of these supporting exploitations operations for Epsom, 
early July’s Canadian Operation Windsor called for an attack from Marce-
let to clear the German-held village of Carpiquet and its now-abandoned 
Luftwaffe airbase nearby. This was to be accomplished by the reinforced 
8th Canadian Infantry Brigade and attached supporting armored and artil-
lery forces. Following an intense naval and field artillery bombardment, 
three Canadian infantry regiments with armored support attacked. The 
North Shore Regiment and Regiment de la Chaudiere attacked the north-
ern and southern sections of the village and the Royal Winnipeg Rifles 
assaulted the southern hangars of the airfield. Following this phase of the 
assault, it was planned that the Queens Own Rifles of Canada would push 
through Carpiquet village to attack the airfield control buildings at the 
northern tip of the airfield.

Control
Buildings

Airfield

MARCELET
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0                             1/2                            1

Elevation: 50‒100 meters

CARIPIQUET

1

2

3

4

1 Objective: North Shore Regiment
Objective: Queen’s Own Rifles of Canada
Objective: Régiment de la Chaudière
Objective: Royal Winnipeg Rifles

2
3
4

Wooded Area

Figure 7.1. The Attack on Carpiquet, 4 July 1944. Created by Army University Press.
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The ferocity of the naval artillery fire neutralized and, in some cases, 
destroyed the Waffen-SS zug (platoon) positions of the remnants of I. Btl./
SS-Panzergrenadierregiment 26, the HitlerJugend panzergrenadier bat-
talion that was charged with defending both the village and the airfield. 
Only an armored counterattack by German armor of the 12. SS-Panzerdi-
vision and fire support from indirect artillery assets prevented all German 
infantry positions from being immediately overrun. 

In Carpiquet itself, the 3. Kompanie of I. Btl./SS-Panzergrenadier-
regiment 26 was charged with the hopeless task of holding the village.23 
Squad leader SS-Sturmann (SS Corporal) Karl-Heinz Wambach of 3. 
Kompanie who had been directed to fire flares to summon direct mortar 
and artillery support if needed, had his position hit with intense artillery 
fire of all types. Then Sherman tanks of the Fort Garry Horse (10th Ca-
nadian Armored Regiment) rolled over his position and rotated on their 
tracks, partially burying Wambach alive and wounding him in the pro-
cess. Wambach described being captured by accompanying infantry of the 
North Shore Regiment after a long period of time during which he could 
not free himself:

Suddenly, a voice yelled behind me “SS Bastard, Hands Up!” Two 
Canadians pulled me from my prison, tied my hands and then hit 
me in the face with full force. I could hardly move my legs since 
I was wounded in the back, but they drove me to the rear without 
any regard, hitting me with their rifle butts. Then, I was tied to 
a fence post in the immediate area of exploding 8.8 cm shells. I 
must have stood there for a good three hours before they brought 
me further to the rear.24

This account, while ugly, reflects the true nature of infantry combat in 
Normandy during the summer of 1944. Treatment of prisoners in the com-
bat zone was rough, and rifles were used to corral and move POWs. The 
war diary of the North Shore Regiment mentioned a mere four German 
POWs taken by the lead companies in the 4 July assault on the northern 
portion of Carpiquet.25 It appears the artillery bombardment and accom-
panying tanks simply annihilated the remainder, as this Windsor objec-
tive was captured in a short period of time. The assaulting Regiment de 
la Chaudiere, after seizing its portion of the village, began to fortify its 
positions. A war diary entry recorded a large number of enemy dead in 
the area of the village due to the intensity of the artillery barrage.26 The 
Royal Winnipeg Rifles, charged with attacking the southern hangars of the 
airfields, were driven back twice by stubborn defenders. No mention of 
POWs exists in either unit’s war diary entries for 4 July 1944.27
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The I. Btl./SS-Panzergrenadierregiment 26 divisional history record-
ed 32 killed, 48 wounded, and 75 missing, for a total of 155 casualties in 
the 4 July 1944 fighting. The 12. SS-Panzerdivision divisional historian, 
Hubert Meyer, stated that most of the missing were killed by artillery or in 
the combat that followed in the village.28 No post-war writing or firsthand 
accounts suggested that assaulting Canadian infantry killed surrendered or 
wounded Waffen-SS members.

Operation Charnwood: Authie, Buron and the Abbey  
Ardennes, 8 July 1944

In the Fourth Battle of Caen, the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division at-
tacked with overwhelming force against German defensive positions north 
of Caen on 8 July 1944. Part of the Anglo-Canadian Operation Charnwood 
assault to capture the city, the Canadian troops assaulted their way through 
successive German positions, throwing infantry regiment after infantry 
regiment into battle to capture successive objectives.

The assault on the remaining northern German salient north of Caen 
began on the night of 7–8 June 1944 with a massive preliminary bom-
bardment from Allied naval vessels, field and medium artillery regiments, 
and a large force of four-engine strategic bombers operating in a tactical 
role. The British 3rd Infantry Division was to assault the eastern side of 
the German salient to the north of Caen; the Canadian 3rd Infantry Divi-
sion was to overwhelm the northwestern portion. The northwestern front 
was defended by the weakened SS-Panzergrenadierregiment 25, while the 
eastern and northeastern frontage was covered by the inexperienced and 
lower quality 16. Luftwaffefeld Division, a Luftwaffe infantry formation.

The Hitlerjugend positions that were the responsibility of assaulting 
Canadian forces had been fortified over the previous month and were cen-
tered around the villages of Authie, Buron, Gruchy, and Cussy as well as 
the Abbey D’Ardenne to the south. They were defended mainly by the III. 
Btl./SS-Panzergrenadierregiment 25, independent regimental companies, 
and SS flak (anti-aircraft) units of the Hitlerjugend, backed up by the pan-
zer kompanies of the SS-Panzerregiment 12.

In the first phase of the Operation Charnwood assault, the 9th Canadi-
an Infantry Brigade’s infantry regiments, supported by armor and a mas-
sive artillery bombardment, succeeded in taking their objectives and cap-
turing a significant number of prisoners. In the Highland Light Infantry’s 
(HLI) attack on the village of Buron, the regiment’s war diary entry re-
corded that the first two assaulting companies took twenty POWs and ob-
served a large number of enemy killed in action (KIA) in the area after the 
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successful assault on the village.29 Attacking alongside the HLI were the 
Stormont, Dundas, and Glengarry Highlanders (SDGH) and attached forc-
es; their objective was the village of Gruchy and the Chateau de St Louis, 
a large estate next to Buron. In this battle, twenty-five Waffen-SS POWs 
were taken near the village.30 The SDGH war diary also mentioned large 
numbers of enemy troops being mowed down by supporting Sherbrooke 
Fusilier (SFR, 27th Canadian Armored Regiment) Sherman tanks; another 
twenty-five POWs, most of whom were panzergrenadiers aged seventeen 
to eighteen years old, surrendered to the assaulting A and B infantry com-
panies later on the grounds of a nearby chateau.31

The second phase of Charnwood saw the 9th Canadian Infantry Bri-
gade’s North Nova Scotia Highlanders (NNSH) assault Authie; some mem-
bers of this regiment suffered cruel fates as POWs of the Waffen-SS. Many 
SS-Panzergrenadierregiment 25 officers “fought to the last;” no mentions 
of POWs were recorded.32 It appears that the Canadian Army confronted 
and utterly destroyed an enemy that was determined to keep resisting.

The 7th Canadian Infantry Brigade’s 1st Battalion, the Canadian Scot-
tish Regiment (The Can Scots), assaulted Cussy on 8 July 1944 in the third 
phase of the division’s assault. Their war diary records that thirty-seven 
POWs were taken, many of whom were wounded. The regimental stretch-
er bearers retrieved these wounded enemy POWs.33 Attacking in the third 
phase, the 7th Canadian Infantry Brigade’s Regina Rifle Regiment took 
its objective, the Abbey D’Ardennes, after bitter resistance. The majority 
of the Waffen-SS defending this strongpoint had withdrawn by nightfall, 
but its war diary mentioned that D Company took three POWs late on 
8 July.34 According to its divisional history, the III. Btl/SS-Panzergrena-
dierregiment 25, the principal unit engaged in combat with the Canadian 
Army during Charnwood, recorded an estimated 76 killed, 100 wounded, 
and 90 missing.35 Many of the missing were KIA as their positions were 
overrun. Though the combat endured by the 7th and 9th Canadian Infantry 
Brigade’s had been intense, POWs were taken and no evidence exists of 
maltreatment or executions.

Following the successful first day of Charnwood and the hurried 8–9 
July 1944 Hitlerjugend withdrawal south through Caen and over the Orne 
River, 9 July saw 8th Canadian Infantry Brigade units attack in a final ef-
fort to clear Carpiquet airfield. The Regiment de la Chaudiere completed 
the capture of the airfield’s southern hangar complex with little contact 
from the enemy. Pushing farther south to Bretteville-sur-Odon to com-
plete the seizure of all territory up to the Orne, the North Shore Regiment 
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took the village to little or no resistance. The war diary mentioned no 
combat with the Germans north of the river or near the east-west rail line 
south of the village.36 Few POWs were taken as the Waffen-SS troops 
were withdrawing at this stage over the Orne River. 37 Little combat or 
contact with the enemy occurred and as in other instances, there was no 
evidence of Waffen-SS POWs being mistreated during the last Canadian 
advances during Charnwood.

Canadian infantry regiments and their supporting armor attacked the 
enemy relentlessly 4–9 July 1944 and destroyed German defense lines 
northwest and west of Caen during operations Charnwood and Windsor. 
The combined-arms fighting force achieved the vast majority of their 
operational objectives using the most modern weapons systems pro-

Figure 7.3. Private Leopold Marcoux with German prisoner of war taken during 
battle for Carpiquet Airport, 4 July 1944. Source: Library and Archives Canada/
Department of National Defence fonds/a167303.
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vided by the British Empire and teamwork. By accepting the surrender 
of Waffen-SS panzergrenadiers who chose to surrender, the disciplined 
Canadian Army officers and senior NCOs adhered to the articles of the 
Geneva Convention—in sharp contrast to the Waffen-SS officer-run 
practice of murder. By taking these prisoners, the Canadian Army as a 
force observed the laws of armed conflict.

Conclusion
Based on primary documents, war diaries, and secondary sources re-

searched for this chapter, 3rd Canadian Infantry Division forces and at-
tached supporting units did not execute or maltreat Waffen-SS POWs they 
captured in early July 1944. Nor is there any conclusive evidence that 
Waffen-SS or other enemy combatants were routinely killed when a Ger-
man defensive position fell and small numbers of POWs were taken.

Figure 7.4. Soldiers of the 12. SS-Panzerdivision in a temporary prisoner-of-war cage 
in Normandy, France, July 1944. Source: Library and Archives Canada/Department of 
National Defence fonds/a131397.
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In the chaos of intense infantry combat, surrendering German person-
nel in Normandy were at times shot when it was unclear if combat had 
ended. This was an unfortunate characteristic of Second World War infan-
try combat, and occurred on all fronts. Such incidents were disproportion-
ately few in comparison to the prodigious number of organized murders 
carried out by 12. SS-Panzerdivision personnel in June and July 1944. 
Waffen-SS prisoners taken during or immediately after combat were often 
bound, threatened, and hustled along to the rear with shoves, kicks, and 
rifle butts. Based on primary and secondary documents, the vast majority 
of Waffen-SS POWs taken to the rear of the immediate combat zone were 
treated humanely in accordance with the Geneva Convention.38 They, of 
course, were much more willing to talk to interrogators if treated well; as a 
result, intelligence reports on Waffen-SS in Normandy were almost exclu-
sively gathered from POWs who were captured or had deserted.39

The humane treatment of Waffen-SS POWs by the Canadian Army 
during operations Charnwood and Windsor illustrated the high level of 
discipline and control instilled by officers, senior NCOs and battalion in-
telligence officers within Canadian infantry regiments; this allowed Ca-
nadian infantry to work as a team in processing POWs and rapidly trans-
porting them to rear area POW cages to be interviewed by waiting military 
intelligence personnel.

For the most part, any Canadian “settling of accounts” occurred in 
combat, where the Canadian infantry’s main purpose was to kill, maim, 
or injure the Waffen-SS on the field of battle. That, of course, was the 
objective and remains the core mission of the Canadian Army’s Royal 
Canadian Infantry Corps: “To close with and destroy the enemy.”40 Under-
standing that they would be treated humanely, later in the Normandy cam-
paign many Waffen-SS panzergrenadiers surrendered rather than continue 
fighting and provided vital information on German strengths and unit dis-
positions to Allied military intelligence personnel.41 Killing, torturing, or 
seriously mistreating German POWs simply would not have made sense.
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Chapter 8
Shared Mission Goals: An Antidote to Combat Isolation

Maj. (US Air Force) Daniel J. Sieben

This story is based on actual events in the fall of 2012, with minor ad-
ditions for coherence and context. The story engages with numerous eth-
ical and decision-making elements. Command responsibility in the joint 
environment and justifiably taking life are prominently featured, as well as 
the unique relationships that exist between combat domains. 

The aircraft I had been flying for eight years had a great camera. That 
was before the public knew it carried missiles, and watched it evolve into 
the lethal weapon of choice for ground commanders who needed air sup-
port during Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan. As its operational 
use dramatically increased, the focus became to integrate this new aircraft 
into the battlespace, without much thought about how it might change the 
operators who flew it. When I took over as a squadron commander, one 
of my new pilots, a captain, found himself in a moral dilemma that was 
unique to our aircraft.

This mission began like many others; the pilot was tasked to observe 
a person-of-interest called Objective Miami. He had been watching the 
target area for a few days; from his working altitude, the video mostly 
distinguished a sandlot on the north end of a small village. Playing there 
were a dozen or so boys around ten years old, give or take. The pilot would 
later relay to me that he saw much of his own childhood in the way they 
played together—inventing games, best friends pairing up, and the occa-
sional pushing and finger-pointing when someone cheated. Reminiscing 
about his youth, the pilot commented that the only real difference he saw 
between himself and those boys was that he played on grass and they 
played on sand. Occasionally, the sensor operator sitting to his right would 
switch the camera to IR (infrared) and the children’s heat signature would 
glow progressively brighter as they continued to play. But in the standard 
mode, the camera showed puffs of dust rising as the kids ran. Before long, 
a light sandy fog hovered over the field.

It was incredible that the pilot could watch these kids at all, consider-
ing he was sitting in Missouri and the children were playing in a sandlot 
in Afghanistan. The ground control station (GCS) where he worked was a 
metal shipping container that connected via satellite to an RPA, or remote-
ly piloted aircraft, on the other side of the world. Inside, where he sat in 
the pilot seat, it was quiet, cold, and dark.
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The sensor operator was around twenty-four years old, about ten years 
younger than his pilot. There wasn’t much conversation; you can run out 
of stuff to talk about after years of flying with the same people for six 
to eight hours a day. So it was quiet, except for the low din of computer 
servers behind them and the air conditioner working hard to keep all the 
equipment from overheating. All that air conditioning made it very cold—
always cold. In front of them were fourteen computer screens providing 
flight data, systems status, communications, mission information, and, of 
course, video. The smell of coffee always lingered inside, combined with 
whatever food the previous aircrew had packed in their lunch.

The pilot and his sensor operator were glad to be watching the boys 
on the screen in front of them. The scene provided an oasis of humanity 
in a routine of bearing witness to much inhumanity—beheadings, kidnap-
pings, families being threatened and shot; while not a daily occurrence, 
these images tend to stick with you. And it was this kind of menace that 
brought their “unblinking eye” to this village where they spent days, and 
then weeks, watching these kids run around.

The sandlot was adjacent to the home of a bombmaker, and he was 
the real reason they were watching this particular village. Every day, Ob-
jective Miami would exit his home bordering the southern edge of the 
sandlot, load his motorcycle, and head to work. It was a short trip—north 
about two miles to the next village. Once there, he spent the day making 
IEDs, or improvised explosive devices, and other bombing components.

RPA operators spend weeks, and sometimes months, watching an 
individual’s pattern of life, as the crew did with Miami. Sometimes a 
strange relationship developed with the targets. After twenty-three days 
of watching him, Miami’s routine had revealed intimate details about both 
his home and work life. Some of these particularities were expected. For 
example, the lack of plumbing meant that restroom usage was outdoors 
and easily observable. It became obvious who was “regular” and who was 
not, how often they would go, and even when they were sick. The cycles 
of the women in the compound could be tracked as well, since they were 
expected to manage their hygiene needs at a distance from the home. Mi-
ami happened to be a harsh disciplinarian with his children, though never 
with his wife, at least from what the crew observed. The entire compound 
participated in the call to prayer and would immediately stop their activity 
to kneel. These elements were true for almost all objectives. The strange 
intimacy, however, developed because of the differences.
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Though Miami tended to be harsh with his children, there were also 
affectionate moments when he played with and embraced his kids. They 
didn’t seem wooden or fearful in his presence, and they eagerly helped out 
with chores like tending the animals and helping with food preparation. 
Some of these moments affronted expectations for a bombmaker, expec-
tations that pilots developed after months and months of daily reconnais-
sance flights. Miami’s wife would occasionally help load his motorcycle 
in the morning, and while he was gone all day, she would run the opera-
tions of the compound. Although less harsh than her husband, she ensured 
that the children understood her authority; she was unafraid to discipline 
them physically. After Miami returned in the evenings and the family ate 
dinner, he always spent about thirty minutes in the courtyard by himself, 
quietly and slowly pacing inside the walled compound.

Miami made an easy target since he was so predictable. His routine 
allowed the crew to brief their attack plan and position the aircraft early, 
before he emerged for his morning commute. Most Afghan villages were 
shrouded in trees, each an oasis dotting an otherwise desert landscape in 
the southern part of the country. But the unusually straight, barren stretch 
of road between his village and the one to the north provided an opening 
to strike Miami with a Hellfire missile. The team had been watching him 
for more than three weeks, setting up for the strike every morning and 
coordinating with the JTAC, or joint terminal attack controller.

Joint Publication (JP) 3-09.3, Close Air Support, describes a JTAC as 
a “qualified service member who . . . directs the action of combat aircraft 
engaged in close air support and other offensive air operations.”1 More 
simply, controllers coordinate the air domain of a ground commander’s 
mission, which in this situation meant striking Objective Miami with a 
Hellfire as soon as possible. The crew had been watching Miami for weeks, 
and they would have struck him on the very first day—if it wasn’t for one 
thing: he always brought one of those boys from the sandlot with him.

Miami knew a lot about bombs, but he also knew something about 
insurance. After loading his motorcycle each morning, he would walk to 
the playground and select one kid to ride with him on the back. They’d 
ride to the next village and a few moments later the boy would run down 
the open road to meet back up with his friends. Unfortunately, thick trees 
made it impossible to identify when Miami was returning home. With no 
visual identification and his inconsistent timing on the return leg, a strike 
was out of the question. So for twenty-three days, the RPA crew watched 
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his morning routine, prepared to shoot, but then aborted when he grabbed 
one of the kids.

Riding on Miami’s motorcycle probably seemed like a thrill for those 
boys. They clearly didn’t have much, though that never seemed to dampen 
their spirits. Usually, they played some variation of tag. There was one 
game involving a stick that seemed like Freeze Tag, where only the person 
holding the stick could “unfreeze” people who had been tagged. Or anoth-
er that was essentially Ultimate Frisbee but, again, with a stick. The crew 
had conversations about the similarities between the boys and themselves. 
They talked about how kids who were unspoiled and familiar with hard-
ship probably grew into stronger adults.

About a week into the mission, one of the boys brought a ball to the 
sandlot. The way the other kids crowded around him made it seem like it 
was his birthday. In any case, the ball appeared to be an incredible luxury. 
Another boy regularly spent most of his time standing on the side of the 
field listening to the others playing. He obviously couldn’t see very well 
and may have been blind. The crew found it admirable how often the other 
kids would try to include him. One boy, probably his brother, led the visu-
ally impaired boy out to the playground and walked him back home each 
day. To pass the time, the pilot and sensor operator had come up with nick-
names for the boys. There was Speedy Gonzales, who ran everywhere; 
Glasses, the blind kid; Charles, the kid who seemed “in charge” since he 
talked with his hands a lot and seemed to always tell the others what to do; 
and Tardy, the kid who always showed up last.

The RPA crew liked this mission, at least the time they spent watching 
kids play games. It provided entertainment in a typically rote routine, de-
spite the daily stress of preparing to shoot a Hellfire. Obviously, the crew 
was far from the danger area; yet every time the JTAC passed them a nine-
line, their nerves would tense and palms got sweaty. A nine-line was issued 
when the ground commander wanted to hit a target. These literally nine 
lines of information, described in the JP 3-09.3, authorized an airstrike. 
Once the crew verified the accuracy of those nine lines, they just had to 
call “in” and the JTAC would tell them they were “cleared hot,” which was 
the final approval to release weapons. After the first few days watching 
Miami, they knew the abort call was inevitable. Nevertheless, each daily 
nine-line was still just as stressful as the first one the pilot ever received.

The pilot’s first nine-line, only a few months earlier, had culminated 
in his first Hellfire strike. After swapping out with the previous crew, he 
had been tasked to follow a white four-door pickup driven by a “person of 
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interest.” So, the pilot and his sensor operator watched as the vehicle ap-
proached three men who appeared to be waiting for it. The truck stopped 
and the driver got out. All four men walked to the middle of a small grassy 
field and sat down; one of them was continually talking on his phone.

About ten minutes after the four men sat down, the RPA crew was in-
structed to call the JTAC via radio. The pilot tuned in the frequency, keyed 
the mic, checked in, and received a nine-line message from the JTAC. The 
JTAC sounded tense and hurried as he read off the information. The sensor 
operator, who had been in the Air Force about five years but was new to 
this job, looked at the pilot—confused. He wasn’t alone in his confusion. 
The four men didn’t seem to be doing anything nefarious; they were just 
sitting in a field. Near the end of the JTAC’s transmission, the crew heard 
what sounded like a loud explosion from the other end of the radio, and 
the JTAC’s voice quickly changed from calm professionalism to an impas-
sioned plea to attack immediately. The man’s panic was palpable.

As the pilot ran the missile release checklist with his sensor opera-
tor, his heartrate quickened and his palms began to sweat. The crew was 
working quickly as they had been trained, but the urgency intensified upon 
learning the reality of the situation. Through a chat room on one of their 
computer screens, they saw a message that the JTAC located at a Coali-
tion base, Camp Leatherneck, was under attack. The explosions they’d 
heard over the radio were mortar rounds impacting the base. And the four 
men sitting in the field, who were now under the pilot’s crosshairs? From 
their vantage point on a knoll north of Camp Leatherneck, these men were 
watching the mortars landing inside the base. The one on the phone was 
updating enemy mortar teams to correct their aim for better, and more 
deadly, accuracy. They were coordinating the attack.

During RPA training, the pilot and his sensor operated had repeated 
this quintessential strike scenario—a stationary enemy target that was ac-
tively attacking US and Coalition forces. The RPA team had no collateral 
damage concerns, were armed with a Hellfire, had a verified nine-line, and 
had completed their checklists.

After lining up the aircraft on a final attack course, the pilot keyed the 
radio and said, “In from the southeast.” The JTAC replied immediately, 
“Cleared hot!” The pilot lined up the crosshairs on the lower back of the 
man with the phone, squeezed the trigger, and simultaneously said “rifle” 
to advise his sensor operator that he had fired. The camera was briefly 
obscured by the missile’s rocket exhaust as it launched from under the 
aircraft wing. The crew felt and heard nothing but the still, quiet hum 
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inside the GCS. The four men on the screen remained perfectly still as 
trees swayed in the breeze, the wind making waves in the tall grass; they 
were entirely unaware that a rocket-powered missile was bearing down on 
them faster than the speed of sound. Suddenly, the screen erupted in a bril-
liant flash as the missile impacted. The massive heat signature obscured 
everything for a moment. Then as the plume began to fade, the screen 
slowly revealed the fury of the attack. The man with the crosshairs on his 
back had disappeared. The two men flanking him were slumped backward, 
motionless. The fourth man had been tossed about twenty feet into an ir-
rigation ditch. Incredibly, he rose thirty seconds after missile impact and 
began stumbling until someone rushed up, heaved him onto their shoulder, 
and hurriedly carried him away.

Staring at the scene, the pilot felt numb. It wasn’t shock or horror; he 
simply felt nothing. The lack of emotion perplexed him because, good or 
bad, he expected to feel something. Perhaps it was the sterility of it: no 
sound, no smell, no shockwave—nothing.

That’s when the radio crackled, and the JTAC said it looked like a 
good hit and the mortar attack on the base had ceased. Noticing that the 
JTAC’s voice was again calm, the pilot finally felt something—extraordi-
nary relief. He hadn’t screwed up but also because the enemy had stopped 
its attack against the JTAC and the base. The pilot would later relay that he 
felt his training had served him well in executing the strike. But soon after, 
the training felt inadequate; in the hours that followed the strike, the pilot 
didn’t know what to do next. He did have something to do: write the AAR, 
or after-action report. But on the other hand, a statement by General James 
Mattis echoed in his mind: “The first time you blow someone away is not 
an insignificant event.”2 Simple, understated, but exactly right.

After completing the AAR and his shift, the pilot re-watched the video 
of that strike multiple times. Through the replays, and using a software 
tool to measure the distance, he learned that the man on the phone who 
“disappeared” had actually been thrown 130 feet. Morbid curiosity wasn’t 
the reason for the replays. The pilot was in disbelief about what had hap-
pened, about what he had done. That day felt as routine as any other, yet 
the video showed otherwise. Then someone walked into the room and the 
pilot quickly closed the laptop, suddenly feeling guilty about watching the 
video so many times.

Perhaps that’s why he enjoyed watching the kids in the sandlot. They 
represented the furthest thing from guilt: innocence. And as long as Mi-
ami kept up his routine, the crew could continue theirs. Miami would 
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leave home, conduct his deadly business, and go home to his family each 
night—same as the crew, really.

But, on the crew’s twenty-third day of watching Miami and the sand-
lot boys, the JTAC sounded different, more serious. After stating that the 
aircraft was in position and the crew was ready for the nine-line as usual, 
the JTAC advised them to be ready for the strike today. The pilot won-
dered, “Why would he tell us to get ready after I just said that we were 
ready?” He looked at the sensor operator, whose face showed disbelief as 
well. The pilot pressed the radio button and replied, “Yeah, but you know 
he’s going to grab a kid like he always does and we’ll have to abort.”

“Negative, we will not be aborting the strike today,” the JTAC replied.
The RPA crew was stunned. Staring at the screens in front of them, 

where the kids were still running and playing, the pilot felt cold as he 
started to tremble. Time slowed as he quickly thought about options. 
Looking at the screen, he wondered which boy Miami would pick for his 
quick morning commute. The sensor operator interrupted his thoughts, 
“He can’t be fuckin’ serious.” Feeling similarly, the pilot decided to ask 
the JTAC a few questions.

He picked up the secure phone between him and the sensor operator 
and called the JTAC directly. “We’re going to strike Miami even if he 
has a kid with him?” “Yes.” “And we’re not going to abort this time even 
though that’s what we’ve been doing for three straight weeks?” “No abort 
this time.” “So, we’re going to knowingly kill a kid today?” “Yes.” Why?” 
“Because the ground commander can’t wait any longer.” Frustrated, the 
pilot asked the JTAC to put the ground commander on the phone.

Their conversation was stressed, but not angry. The pilot needed to 
know why other options were off the table. Why not a raid? Sniper? Spe-
cial Forces? The ground commander rebuffed them all. The pilot knew 
the region was dangerous, which made the other options nearly impos-
sible; however, he hadn’t expected the situation to come to this. Finally, 
he asked the ground commander: “Why today? Why was it okay to wait 
yesterday, but not today? Why not wait one more day? What changed in 
the last twenty-four hours that necessitates us killing a kid?” The ground 
commander simply said, “I’m not willing to wait any longer.”

As the aircraft commander, the pilot had the final say on whether to 
take the shot. But he had never encountered a scenario, training or opera-
tional, where he’d prioritized his own opinion over others on the ground 
and actually in harm’s way. Safely operating out of a base in Missou-
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ri, barely a mile from his home, he felt a moral obligation to defer to 
the JTAC and ground commander’s judgment. But profound trepidation 
caused him to search for a way out of this strike. The pilot turned to ask 
how his partner felt about this request. The pilot felt a little guilty asking, 
because it wasn’t the sensor operator’s place to make this decision; nor 
was it the pilot’s place to let him. The pilot knew it was his decision to 
make, but he thought maybe if they both didn’t want to take the shot, it 
could provide a wedge to pry their way out of the situation. Maybe if they 
presented a united front—power in numbers and all that. The sensor op-
erator’s reply was immediate, straightforward, and exactly what it should 
have been; “I’ll do whatever you tell me to, sir.”

The pilot thought to himself, “Damn.”
Suddenly, there was a knock on the GCS door. The sensor opera-

tor knocked back to signal it was okay to enter; when the door opened, 
I walked in. My presence surprised the crew. Normally, squadron com-
manders don’t drop in on a crew in the middle of a mission. But the oper-
ations director had notified me about the troubling nature of this situation, 
and I felt the need to personally inquire.

The pilot couldn’t have known yet what my experience and command 
authority had taught me. The ground commander was not blood-thirsty, 
frustrated, or flippantly deciding that he was “not willing to wait any 
longer.” The situation on the ground was dynamic, and every new detail 
affected the decision calculus. Intelligence data has varying degrees of 
importance; the rules of engagement (ROEs) work in concert with each 
other, meaning that one piece of information can become amplified and 
drastically increase the threat. Perhaps Miami’s IEDs were becoming 
more lethal, or he was gaining greater influence in the region, or he was 
teaching his skills to others. Whatever, new information had changed the 
calculus enough to necessitate an immediate strike. I was not concerned 
with the ground commander’s strike request. His chain-of-command made 
that recommendation after reviewing the ROE with military lawyers and 
evaluating new intelligence reports. No, my concern now was to support 
both the ground commander and my pilot.

I took a seat behind the crew and asked what was going on. The pilot 
spoke quickly, bringing me up to speed, and I nodded. I reminded him 
of our role in this fight: to support ground units by employing our full 
weapons system, which included reconnaissance and strike capabilities. 
Acknowledging that this was an unusually tough situation, I finished by 
telling him, “I’ll support you, whatever you decide.” Then, looking him 



153

in the eye, I said, “But, I need to know what you’re going to do. Are you 
gonna be able to take this shot?”

The pilot looked away for a moment, desperately trying to rectify his 
emotions and the facts to reach a decision. He didn’t look at the screen 
where the kids were playing, or at the sensor operator who was anxiously 
awaiting his reply. He stared down then after a few seconds that felt like 
an eternity to him, the pilot slowly shook his head and responded, “No, I 
can’t.” I patted him on the shoulder, nodded, and said, “Okay.” I picked 
up the phone and made a quick call to the squadron. About a minute later, 
there was a knock on the GCS door.

Another pilot entered—one who hadn’t given the children nicknames 
or watched the target spend time with his family. The new pilot slipped 
into the control chair, and I supported his decision as well.

Considerations for Future Combat Integration
As this story alludes, the RPA enterprise grew so quickly that little 

time was spent evaluating how use of remote aircraft would affect the re-
mote operators who controlled them. While new capabilities can enhance 
battlefield awareness via multi-domain operations, technology has the po-
tential to complicate execution in unexpected ways.

In uncontested airspace, RPAs have proved invaluable; loiter time and 
weapons capability make them a multirole asset. Nevertheless, the time 
spent watching an area and “getting to know” the people who live and 
work there has an effect on those watching, whether they want it to or 
not. It’s far easier to show up on short notice, employ weapons, and return 
to base. But when a crew spends time developing a target area, the unin-
tended effect is that the members relate to it; the longer a person observes, 
the deeper that sense of connection grows. Yet our focus must remain on 
mission accomplishment and role execution.

It is imperative that commanders, both ground and flight, establish and 
maintain open lines of communication and strong working relationships. 
This can be difficult in an environment where RPAs are tasked to a differ-
ent ground unit every day. A better paradigm would be working as a team 
with supported and supporting units that share longer-term mission goals 
beyond just one flight, one target, and one day. Building relationships be-
tween RPA pilots and ground units is essential to ensure proper prioritiza-
tion of combat support and mission execution.

Consider also that the ground commander is not in the pilot’s chain of 
command. As the story demonstrated, a pilot can refuse a request for an air 



154

strike. In this case, my intervention as squadron commander changed the 
dynamic. If I had told the pilot to take the shot, the pilot would have been 
obligated to do so; some may argue this would be the proper resolution. 
Clearly, I believed more deeply in my unit’s supportive role to the ground 
commander, despite any collateral damage concerns. This trust was de-
veloped through years of flying RPAs and my experience working with 
ground commanders during that time.

Developing trust between individuals or units does not require a spe-
cific number of years of working together. To ensure mission success in fu-
ture large-scale combat operations, commanders should reach out to units 
they work with, share their goals, and align everyone’s efforts. In this way, 
pilots flying RPAs will develop a stronger connection to their JTAC and 
ground forces—and the mission goals they are trying to accomplish—and 
trust that the ground commander’s decision to strike is the best one.
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Army Ethic Principle 7
C. Anthony Pfaff

We continuously advance the expertise of our chosen profession 
through lifelong learning, professional development, and our 
certifications.1

As discussed previously, competence is a moral imperative. Profes-
sions serve social needs that society cannot satisfy without them, so cli-
ents must go to the professional. This is especially true for the military. 
Unlike the medical and legal professions, where clients have some ability 
to change providers for professional services, the military is the sole pro-
vider for defense, at least in well-functioning states.2 Thus, members of 
the military professions have a special moral burden to ensure they have 
the expertise to effectively carry out tasks associated with that defense. 
To fulfill that moral burden, soldiers must possess and be certified in nec-
essary warfighting skills, skills that are integrated at the various levels of 
the enterprise. Individual skill is not sufficient; the Army must ensure its 
institutions are effective as well.

Moreover, this commitment to competence is a life-long, or at least ca-
reer-long, pursuit. As S. L. A. Marshall famously argued, “Just as a rough 
approximation, any officer’s work week should comprise about 50 percent 
execution and the other half study. . . . It is always worthwhile to ask a few 
very senior officers what they think of these jokers who refuse to study. 
They will say that the higher up you go, the more study you have to make 
up, because of what you missed somewhere along the line.”3

Current Army doctrine recognizes that expertise, in general, as the 
application of landpower “to prevent, shape, and win in the land domain.”4 
Army Doctrine Reference Publication (ADRP) 1, The Army Profession, 
identified four areas of competence that constitute this expertise: mili-
tary-technical, human development, moral-ethical, and political-cultural. 
The military-technical category describes how the Army applies land-
power to achieve military, and consequently, political objectives. Hu-
man development includes “creating, developing, and maintaining expert 
knowledge” among the population of soldiers, noncommissioned officers, 
officers, and civilians.5 The moral-ethical category aligns individual be-
havior with the profession to ensure that coercive force is used ethically 
and that Army professionals maintain trust and legitimacy with the Amer-
ican people. The political-cultural category addresses challenges associat-
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ed with managing the interaction between the “Army and the broader de-
fense community,” which includes the public, industry, and government.6

To be a professional means being certified in each of these areas. Cer-
tification across these categories should, if done well, enable professional 
success at both the institutional and individual levels. Sometimes, how-
ever, that is not the case. Gallup polls showed that trust in the military 
among the general population dropped from 80 percent in 2003 to around 
70 percent by 2007 and more recent years. 7 A more recent Ronald Reagan 
Presidential Foundation survey indicated public trust and confidence in 
the military had further fallen, from 70 percent in 2018 to 56 percent in 
2021.8 Ratings were even lower for the demographic from which the Army 
recruits. According to a 2019 Harvard poll, trust among Americans in the 
18- to 29-year-old range was around 50 percent. Within that same age 
group, trust varied significantly according to race: 55 percent of whites, 
34 percent of African-Americans, and 43 percent of Hispanics indicated 
they trust the military.9 In the Reagan Foundation poll cited above, only 38 
percent of Americans under the age of 30 had confidence in the military. 
These polls suggest two things: trust in the military is fragile and it matters 
who gives it. It is not enough for the Army, as a profession, to be obedient 
to civilian leadership. As evidenced by the polls, the US military must 
work to maintain the trust and respect of those it relies on for its future.

In Chapter 9, Sanders Marble describes the career of Brig. Gen. and 
Dr. Frederick Blesse, who navigated the ethical demands of two profes-
sions: medical and military. In doing so, Blesse was a model leader who 
continually innovated, developing innovative policies and procedures that 
saved soldiers’ lives. He spoke truth to power when that power put soldier 
well-being at risk.
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Chapter 9
Two Professions, Two Ethics: Brig. Gen. Frederick Blesse  

and Adapting Military Medicine in World War II
W. Sanders Marble

Army physicians must master two professions and two sets of ethics. 
Physicians owe a responsibility to their patients; Army officers, as noted 
in Army Doctrine Reference Publication (ADRP) 1, The Army Profession, 
also have responsibilities to the Army as an entity.1 A doctor’s roles change 
if the doctor shifts from simply patient care to staff and command; those 
who move into staff and command can influence medical practice across 
larger organizations, affecting the care provided to many patients and thus 
military operations as a whole. Every commander wants a medical sys-
tem that prevents sickness and promptly evacuates patients so the unit can 
focus on its mission. These elements also benefit individual soldiers, as 
prompt, high-quality medical care speeds them toward recovery and return 
to duty or discharge to civilian life.

Frederick A. Blesse was an Army doctor and dual professional. He 
spent less than five years of his thirty-three-year Army career seeing indi-
vidual patients but held positions of high responsibility and directed med-
ical care for millions of soldiers. Blesse kept the “Army” part of “Army 
medicine” in mind. More than simply treating individuals, he helped pro-
tect combat power and provide commanders with healthy soldiers able to 
perform their missions. Blesse certainly knew enough medicine to make 
clinical decisions, but his broad experience and substantial profession-
al military education gave him the expertise for effective staff work and 
pushing projects to completion. His military professionalism also gave 
him credibility in the Army, where the main focus is not medicine. Blesse 
dealt with other doctors—civilians in uniform for the war who had differ-
ent ethical priorities—and did his best to direct their focus on the patients 
to helping the Army as a whole. In WWII, Blesse integrated civilian medi-
cal advances into the military to keep soldiers healthy; return to duty those 
who were sick, injured, or wounded; and improve the system.

Early Career, 1917–30
Born in Elgin, Illinois, in 1888, Frederick Blesse graduated from 

Hahnemann Medical College in 1913. After two years of postgraduate 
training, he entered private practice near St. Louis, Missouri. In 1916 he 
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applied to join the Army Medical Corps and took the qualifying exams 
2–9 January 1917. As Blesse waited to hear about his Army commission, 
the United States declared war on Germany, and he registered for the 
draft, taking no chances of being left out of the fight altogether. Blesse 
entered active duty on 18 July, his first assignment a one-month abbrevi-
ated course at the Army Medical School.2 Expansion of the Army was so 
rapid that Blesse, inexperienced as he was, was assigned as an instructor 
at the Medical Officers Training Camp, Fort Benjamin Harrison, Indi-
ana.3 After three months as an instructor, he was reassigned to an ambu-
lance company, then to a field hospital. When the Army started demobi-
lizing after the 11 November 1918 armistice, Blesse was transferred to 
the post hospital at Fort Sam Houston and served as a ward surgeon and 
then as adjutant, all standard assignments for a junior medical officer.4 
For the next five years, he worked as post surgeon at small installations 
in Panama and Nebraska, where he had responsibility for both direct 
patient care and public health/sanitation.5 Unlike civilian physicians who 
typically treat patients individually, Army doctors considering a popula-
tion’s health and the finite resources available to effect improvements. 
This differing focus forces ethical considerations. Army doctors must 
consider the most effective ways to protect public health with available 
resources—and persuade the installation commander. Such efforts might 
involve funding or other support for swamp drainage, perhaps putting a 
restaurant out-of-bounds that did not keep its kitchen sanitary, or work-
ing with a neighboring city to close a red-light district. Such require-
ments force an Army doctor to be a staff officer, not just someone who 
treats patients.

Seven years after he joined the Army, Blesse finally completed nor-
mal officer training—first the Army Medical School, which he complet-
ed in 1925, then the Medical Field Service School, where was an hon-
or graduate in June 1925. After graduation, he remained at the Medical 
Field Service School in Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania, as an instructor, 
with a concurrent assignment in the 1st Medical Regiment (the school 
demonstration troops) as both adjutant and plans and training officer. In 
this new role, he demonstrated to officer and noncommissioned officer 
students how to run an infantry regiment medical detachment, including 
what platoon medics should do, directing litter-bearers, and running an 
aid station.6 Blesse apparently showed a strong aptitude as a field medi-
cal officer, training officers and helping to shape the troops into effective 
units; he certainly had many such assignments early in his career rather 
than traditional hospital assignments. 
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A Rising Star, 1930–40
In 1930, Blesse was the only Medical Department officer selected to 

attend the Command and General Staff School (CGSS) at Fort Leaven-
worth, Kansas. As was true throughout his career, Blesse’s focus there was 
a mix of medical and Army; he wrote papers on WWI combat operations 
and also compared US and German medical evacuation systems. His next 
assignment following graduation (1932–35) was as a staff officer, chief of 
the Training Division of the Office of the Surgeon General. There Blesse 
directed policies and plans for Regular and Reserve medical units and 
the medical reserve officer training corps programs; wrote training reg-
ulations; and oversaw the training program at the Medical Field Service 
School. While there were no short-term crises at the time, he and other 
officers dealt with cuts in Army strength and training budgets created by 
the Great Depression.7

Blesse was one of two Medical Department officers sent to the Army 
War College in 1935–36, a clear indication that the Army had identified 
him as a future senior leader. Following graduation, his next assignment 
was quite different: executive officer of the Philippine Army’s medical 
regiment, which was severely below strength, more of an organization 
on paper. A year later, however, America’s policy on Philippine defense 
changed; as part of a ten-year plan for Philippine independence, the United 
States would help the Philippine military expand and become more capa-
ble. More US officers were assigned to the small American Military Mis-
sion in the Philippines, directed by retired General Douglas MacArthur. 
From the autumn of 1937, now-Lieutenant Colonel Blesse split his time 
between the medical regiment and working part-time on MacArthur’s staff 
to help organize the Philippine Army Medical Service (PAMS).8 

At this point in his career, Blesse’s War College experience became 
far more relevant as he had to develop a medical service from (almost) 
scratch, making the case for resources and shaping the environment rath-
er than working within it. From 38 officers in the whole organization in 
1935, the PAMS grew dramatically; 333 reserve officers were called up 
for training in 1936, and 113 were on duty at the end of the year.9  Blesse 
described the work as “very interesting” and noted that it gave him “a 
good chance to use your own ideas and initiative” and made him grapple 
with issues such as force structure, personnel, finances, and supplies—far 
removed from working with individual patients.10 Blesse used his previous 
work at Carlisle and in the Surgeon General’s Office as a model for the 
PAMS development. He designed medical units to support the new Phil-
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ippine infantry divisions, established medical care for the training camps, 
won support to train adequate numbers of medical personnel (which came 
at the expense of training combat arms personnel), and sourced supplies 
and equipment in the Philippines to reduce costs. The Armed Forces of 
the Philippines awarded Blesse the Philippine Distinguished Service Star 
(equivalent to the US Distinguished Service Medal) for his work. When he 
returned to the United States in August 1939, Blesse also brought letters of 
appreciation from MacArthur and, more significant for his future career, 
Lt. Col. Dwight Eisenhower, who also served on MacArthur’s staff. 

In May 1940, Blesse was assigned as division surgeon of the 3rd In-
fantry Division, which was in the process of reorganizing, coming to full 
strength, and training for amphibious warfare at Fort Lewis, Washington. 
As there were only four divisions in the Army at the time, the appointment 
was prestigious. Blesse reorganized the divisional medical regiment, which 
was designed to support the “square” division of four infantry regiments, 
into a medical battalion for a three-regiment “triangular” division—and 
doubtless encountered now-Colonel Eisenhower, who commanded one of 
the infantry regiments.

What Blesse was not doing in the 1930s was developing his clinical ex-
pertise. He had no further medical training beyond self-study as a member 
of the American Medical Association. During the 1920s and 30s there was 
increasing specialization among civilian doctors; while most American 
physicians were still general practitioners, the increasing depth of medical 
knowledge led specialists to organize themselves into boards. Board certi-
fication recognized individuals who had special experience and expertise, 
but also established standards to be recognized as a specialist in, for exam-
ple, dermatology, pediatrics, or pathology. The Army had few such clinical 
specialists, due largely to its requirements. Most Army doctors provided 
general care at posts and units scattered around the world and thus had 
to be general practitioners; only a handful could be spared for the major 
hospitals where they could see enough patients with particular conditions 
to specialize in any type of medicine. For example, few military doctors 
saw enough dermatology patients to be considered a dermatologist. While 
some military physicians had distinguished clinical careers, most were 
clinical generalists. Rather than downgrading patient care, this deliberate 
decision was made to manage finite human resources. Surgeon General 
Merritte Ireland expected to use reservists to provide most patient care; 
Regular Army doctors would be senior staff, administrators, and medical 
unit commanders.11 An orthopedic specialist might train at Mass General, 
an internist at Penn, and an Army doc at an Army school. A senior doctor 
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commented that after WWI, an Army doctor who graduated from Leaven-
worth “specialized in sanitation, the care and discipline of the soldier, and 
more particularly, in transportation, administration, and the field tactics of 
the Medical Department.”12 Maj. Gen. Sam Seeley, whose service career 
included being chief of surgery at Walter Reed General Hospital, recalled: 
“We of the Medical Corps of the Army were not specializing.”13 Instead, 
most Army doctors thought of military medicine as their specialty; they 
knew how to keep troops healthy (through sanitation, public health, and 
offering diversions to alcohol and prostitution), enough about trauma to 
care for the wounded, and how to organize medical support from the unit 
level up to planning major operations.14 They kept their responsibility to 
the Army in mind, as well as their responsibility to individual patients.

Senior Leadership Positions, 1941–50
In January 1941, Blesse was called to Washington to serve as the med-

ical staff officer in the War Department General Staff G-4 office (analo-
gous to the Department of the Army Staff), where he advised on medi-
cal supplies and hospitalization. In July, he became chief surgeon at US 
Army General Headquarters (GHQ). GHQ was responsible for training 
all ground forces based in the Continental United States, drafting opera-
tions plans for future operational theaters, and commanding theaters and 
task forces as assigned by the Army chief of staff. Blesse’s responsibilities 
were broader than the current Forces Command surgeon, or any of the 
combatant command surgeons. As US forces took defensive positions on 
British Caribbean and Atlantic islands, those garrisons fell under GHQ; 
Blesse, who was responsible for their health, argued—unsuccessfully—to 
add a doctor to the Caribbean Defense Command staff.15 He also devel-
oped medical support plans for the US troops occupying Iceland, and for 
various operations that never took place.

In March 1942, GHQ was retitled Army Ground Forces (AGF) and 
lost responsibility for the overseas garrisons and operations. This allowed 
Blesse to focus on the health of troops in training—by far the largest part 
of the Army at the time, around two million men—and on designing new 
medical units. AGF could add little to disease-prevention policies or ep-
idemiological investigations; those were largely run from the Surgeon 
General’s Office even though it had only ‘dotted-line’ authority to AGF 
units and bases.16 Instead, Blesse’s team worked to make sure new units 
like airborne and armored divisions had adequate medical support. Exist-
ing units were organized to refight WWI, and thus AGF was reorganizing 
them based on new equipment and doctrine. Blesse was responsible for 
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designing medical support, including training, equipment, doctrine, and 
organization requirements, then overseeing the training so units would be 
ready to deploy. Unlike many headquarters at that time and today, AGF 
functioned as a military unit: personnel marched in formation to the head-
quarters building every morning and colors were carried and passed in 
review on Saturdays.17

Next, Blesse was sent to North Africa to be the chief surgeon of 5th 
Army when it was activated on 4 January 1943, a key assignment as 5th 
Army was the first army in action in WWII. Blesse was the personal se-
lection of the new army commander, Lt. Gen. Mark Clark; he knew Clark 
from Fort Lewis and GHQ. The 5th Army’s missions were manifold: pre-
paring to defend the rear areas if fascist Spain declared war; training US 
forces; helping organize Free French forces; and supporting II Corps as 
it advanced into Tunisia.18 Blesse supervised medical training and troop 
health and sanitation. Due to a shortage of experienced officers, he drew 
up operational medical plans for the advance into Tunisia for others to 
implement.19 Additionally, Blesse was a member of an Army-wide board 
that examined unit organization, equipment, and supplies and made rec-
ommendations back to AGF. He also visited hospitals operating in his 
area that answered to the joint British-American theater command, Al-
lied Forces Headquarters (AFHQ). Then on 31 January, Blesse learned he 
would move to AFHQ because Eisenhower—now Allied and US theater 
commander—wanted him there. Eisenhower preferred staff officers he 
personally knew, so Blesse’s years in the Philippines were probably more 
important than the fact he was already in North Africa.

In March 1943, Blesse became chief surgeon for North African The-
ater of Operations, US Army (NATOUSA), the US component of AFHQ, 
and AFHQ deputy surgeon (reporting to a British superior).20 During this 
time, Blesse was involved in activities large and small. At NATOUSA, 
he supported numerous operations and adapted many advances from ci-
vilian medicine for field use in the Army, part of his tremendous range 
of responsibilities. 

During Blesse’s years as theater surgeon, NATOUSA supported three 
invasions—Sicily, Italy, and Anzio—as well as troops in North Africa and 
continuing combat operations on the Italian mainland.21 Those operations 
all called for detailed planning and continuing care of casualties by NA-
TOUSA hospitals. For Sicily, where a corps headquarters had to plan an 
army-sized invasion, the NATOUSA surgeon’s office (Blesse and four oth-
er officers, with Blesse the only physician) actually did most of the medi-
cal planning for the US forces. Blesse’s staff assigned medical units to the 
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invasion forces, even coordinating their movement to embarkation ports; 
coordinated US Navy, British, and invasion task force evacuation plans; 
arranged with the Army Air Forces for air evacuation; and coordinated 
reception for and hospitalization of casualties in North Africa.22 For the 
Salerno invasion, Fifth Army’s staff was more robust, and Blesse’s staff 
helped select units and plan supplies.23

Blesse drew on still-developing clinical data about the safety of air 
evacuation and changed operational plans to include air evacuation of 
wounded from bridgeheads rather than relying on water evacuation. In-
stead of waiting days to be evacuated, patients could be moved in hours. 
This was good for patients since definitive care could start sooner, and 
for the whole medical system as well since fewer hospitals were needed. 
Blesse stayed abreast of operations by visiting hospitals and forward ar-
eas, including all three US amphibious invasions, and coming under fire.24 
As the theater matured and more US troops were in secure rear areas, a 
wide range of preventive medicine topics required more of his attention. 
Malaria and dysentery were still endemic, North Africa was experiencing 
a major bacillary dysentery epidemic, with rates peaking at 445 cases per 
thousand average strength in June 1943. Blesse was involved in both tra-
ditional methods to keep troops healthy such as sanitation and novel meth-
ods like new anti-malaria drugs and DDT to control both mosquitos and 
lice that spread disease.25 Venereal disease was also a major problem; pros-
titution was legal, and rife, and GI pay was ample for various recreations. 
Blesse repeatedly advised theater leadership to put brothels off-limits, but 
he did not win the argument as medical matters were only one part of 
the larger question of diplomatic relations with the French.26 Instead, the 
Army let soldiers get infected then treated them, perhaps easier to explain 
politically and diplomatically but an ethically questionable choice. The 
disease harmed individual soldiers and Army readiness. Blesse also estab-
lished the first US policy in WWII for medical care of prisoners of war. 
The 1929 Geneva Convention required captors to provide medical care 
for prisoners of war; Blesse had to turn that into reality, but also husband 
resources.27 His solution was to rely first on captured medical personnel 
and supplies then make US personnel, facilities, and supplies available 
when needed.28 The approach provided the required medical care, while 
conserving US resources.

Blesse used his significant experience in Army medicine to integrate 
recently developed patient care improvements into Army practice. When 
sulfa drugs proved to only pause bacterial growth rather than kill bacteria, 
he directed doctors to appropriately modify their reliance on these drugs.29 
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When plasma proved less effective than expected in treating physiologi-
cal shock, Blesse oversaw development of a whole-blood supply system 
that saved lives—though his civilian-in-uniform colleagues did not always 
agree. Identifying whole blood as clinically superior to plasma was much 
easier than getting the Army to create a rapid and refrigerated supply chain 
solely for whole blood. Lt. Col. Edward Churchill, a Harvard Medical 
School professor commissioned in 1942, thought the Army (and Blesse) 
was not moving fast enough, and worked outside the chain of command; 
he wrote letters to friends in Washington, DC, and was interviewed by 
the New York Times. Blesse, who was working on the issue himself, criti-
cized Churchill for his unorthodox methods; Churchill apparently viewed 
the criticism as a badge of honor. Instead, Blesse worked through proper 
channels and, within a few months, the Army had its whole blood supply 
and the relationship between Blesse and Churchill improved.30 During this 
same period, Blesse and his staff were planning support for the invasion 
of Sicily and reorganizing forward surgery. They were very effective at 
juggling multiple priorities.

About this time, the US Army was faced with an unexpected prob-
lem: combat fatigue. Previously the Army had believed pre-induction 
screening could weed out any recruits who might break down in combat. 
As a result, “organized psychiatric effort was nonexistent” in the theater.31 
That approach was not effective. Blesse quickly adopted a completely 
new conceptual model of psychiatric breakdown, including forward 
treatment of exhausted men, which remains the standard today.32 Blesse 
observed Capt. Frederick Hanson performing forward psychiatry with 
excellent results.33 Judging from Hanson’s results rather than his rank, 
Blesse supported the young doctor’s work, picking him as the theater 
consultant—essentially technical adviser—in psychiatry; he arranged for 
Hanson to make a training film.34 Based on Hanson’s research and other 
developments, the Army established the position of division psychiatrist 
to practice forward psychiatry. Hanson, who was the most combat-ex-
perienced psychiatrist in the Army at the time, became a lecturer for the 
initial mass training class of sixty. Though Blesse recommended Hanson 
for the lecturer role, he wrote to Surgeon General Norman Kirk: “I hope 
you will not find it necessary to keep [Hanson] there very long for I need 
him, and if you have no objection I would like to have him return here just 
as soon as possible.”35 Forward treatment for combat fatigue helped more 
patients recover, and those patients recovered more quickly, allowing the 
Army to retain trained, experienced soldiers in theater. The ethical choice 
for the organization, and the nation, had different nuances than what an 
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individual soldier might have preferred—especially as there was no rota-
tion policy; soldiers stayed in their unit until they were killed or medically 
evacuated, or the war ended. Returning to duty may not have been the 
best choice for the individual patient, but it was what the nation needed.

Blesse managed human resources effectively. To improve the quality 
of patient care, he shifted medical personnel to establish specialty hospi-
tals—concentrating patients with a particular condition, such as hepati-
tis, at one hospital so the staff would see larger numbers of patients with 
the condition; he also improvised reconditioning centers to maximize 
return-to-duty rates.36 

In these various examples, Blesse worked well with a range of em-
inent medical specialists, doctors with far more clinical experience than 
he had. He had a surgical consultant, Lt. Col. Edward Churchill, and a 
medical consultant, Lt. Col. Perrin Long, who came straight from Johns 
Hopkins. Blesse used their expertise to improve medical care across the 
theater. For instance, Long was an expert in antibiotics and advised against 
excessive reliance on sulfas instead of surgery; he also recommended in 
mid-1943 that most penicillin available for medical purposes be used to 
treat venereal disease patients.37 While the penicillin approach received 
mixed reviews from medical ethicists, Blesse agreed and implemented it 
to return soldiers to duty more quickly—clearly prioritizing Army inter-
ests over the individual.38 Later when more penicillin became available, 
Blesse worked to have an officer in each hospital trained to use the drug 
so patients at all hospitals could benefit.39 Blesse incorporated input from 
experts and research—as well as his own sense—to establish standards 
of practice across NATOUSA.40 His team created “circular letters” that 
applied purely to the Medical Department, and did not require staff co-
ordination. The messages were updated periodically, or customized for 
special circumstances such as forward surgery in amphibious operations. 
Other changes, such as adapting various units to provide effective forward 
surgery and hospitalization, required staffing. Blesse had solid credibility 
with non-medical officers to win arguments; he took the clinical expertise 
from others and transformed it into a workable Army solution.

In addition to medical decisions, Blesse had to deal with adminis-
trative matters in his role as NATOUSA chief surgeon. He worked well 
with the Army Air Forces medical staff, a capability that the Army Air 
Forces noted was unusual.41 He also dealt with political pressures to effi-
ciently use professional personnel, especially doctors and dentists. Blesse 
arranged for NATOUSA to survey doctors about their education and ex-
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perience then assigned specialists to be used to best effect; he even went 
to the press with the positive message about moving doctors from “desk 
jobs such as adjutant, registrar, and mess officer” and replacing them with 
Medical Administrative Corps officers.42 Blesse also disbanded some 
small hospitals and moved the personnel to larger hospitals, getting more 
treatment capacity from the same number of personnel.43 Finally, Blesse 
worked to move older doctors out of combat units and into rear-area ones, 
arranged for rear-area assignments for wounded or injured medical offi-
cers rather than a return to combat, and tried to rotate doctors after two 
years with combat units.44 

Blesse was well aware that North Africa and the Mediterranean were 
important combat theaters but also testing grounds for upcoming major 
battles in France and Germany. In October 1943, about a month after the 
fighting ended, he provided material for a report on lessons from Army 
medical support during the Sicilian Campaign.45 He also wrote to AGF 
colleagues on force structure topics, and encouraged consultants to visit 
from England to observe the latest developments.46 The European The-
ater’s surgical consultant visited, collected a range of the NATOUSA cir-
cular letters as well as his own observations, then returned to England to 
help adjust US policy and pass the information to the British.47 Blesse also 
approved a NATOUSA Medical Bulletin with articles of clinical use in the 
theater. He wrote an editorial in each issue, including one that reminded 
doctors of their collective responsibility to the Army and that they should 
return soldiers to duty as quickly as possible:

There appears to be a tendency . . . to concentrate on the more 
serious cases and to lose interest in those who are recovering. As 
a result, many convalescents are overlooked, and are not promptly 
returned to duty.48

Blesse’s credibility with his commander was important in handling 
one particularly sensitive moment. When Lt. Gen. George Patton slapped 
two soldiers in Sicily, Blesse received the information through medical 
channels. He faced an ethical dilemma: was the event sufficiently im-
portant to report to Eisenhower? If he did not, would Patton—unreported 
and unchecked—continue to endanger the health of soldiers in hospitals? 
Blesse took the report to Eisenhower, then personally delivered Eisenhow-
er’s hand-written reprimand to Patton. Eisenhower also instructed Blesse 
to fully investigate the matter but keep things quiet.49 Although no notes 
remain from any of the interviews, Eisenhower obviously trusted Blesse 
as an officer and gentleman and not just as a physician.
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While Blesse was respected, he was not perfect. When warned about 
a November 1943 typhus epidemic in Naples, he ignored offers of assis-
tance from both the United States of America Typhus Commission (a joint 
military-civilian organization) and the British Typhus Commission for six 
weeks. While there were only three cases among US military personnel, 
who had been vaccinated against typhus, the disease spread quickly among 
the civilian population—in part because of Blesse’s inaction; the epidemic 
eventually affected military logistic routes through Naples.50 It was clear 
that the Allies—primarily the United States—would need to provide med-
ical and sanitary supplies to help fight the epidemic, but the specific roles 
for the Civil Affairs and Military Government groups had not been estab-
lished at that point. It probably further muddied the waters that 5th Army’s 
head of Military Government, Col. (later Maj. Gen.) Edgar Hume, was a 
doctor with considerable public health experience and expertise. Blesse let 
events unfold instead of pushing for a solution.

In May 1944, Brigadier General Blesse returned to Army Ground 
Forces, a lateral move; his replacement in North Africa was a major gen-
eral, indirectly reflecting the level of responsibility with Blesse’s previous 
position. Back in Washington, Blesse continued to seek advisors, trying to 
add a dentist and veterinarian to his staff to gain expertise.51 He continued 
to monitor health conditions at training camps, and inspect medical units 
training for deployment. Blesse also reviewed suggestions from combat 
theaters for changes to standard unit organization and equipment to iden-
tify any with lasting value; to help, he tried to get experienced officers ro-
tated onto his staff.52 Thanks to his experience with Army staffing, Blesse 
received reports through staff channels that had been reviewed by com-
manders instead of just accepting what doctors said they wanted.53 One 
major concern was the need to recruit more physically fit men into combat 
units; the Army adopted a physical profile system in 1944 while he was 
ground surgeon. Blesse also stressed making individual soldiers responsi-
ble for their own health; troops going to Europe were instructed on how 
to prevent trench-foot and those bound for the Pacific received training on 
how to avoid tropical disease. Blesse retired for age in 1948 but the next 
day was recalled to duty and stayed until 1950. His input was still desired 
regarding new equipment, maximizing use of professional personnel, and 
efficient organization of units.54

In hindsight, Blesse’s highest-profile action may have been winning 
approval for the Mobile Army Surgical Hospital.55 Starting in early 1943, 
Blesse had worked on ways to push resuscitative surgery forward on the 
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battlefield. After efforts to mitigate surgery delays failed in Tunisia, he 
organized new methods that were implemented in Sicily, then arranged for 
a statistical study that identified where the wounded were dying, stratified 
by echelon of care.56 The results demonstrated the value of putting field 
hospital platoons and surgical teams at the division clearing station, and 
showed that pushing them farther forward would have very limited effects 
if it were possible. Blesse continued to monitor the function and attempted 
to improve battlefield surgery. Though one proposal failed in August 1944, 
he used his experience and effective staff work to implement improve-
ments in mid-June 1945—despite opposition from Army Service Forces 
and some Army Medical Department surgeons. 

Conclusion
Brigadier General Blesse had a successful career as an Army doc-

tor, with the emphasis on Army. Though knowledgeable about medicine, 
he seldom practiced it after 1924; instead, Blesse was a medical leader, 
leading as both a commander and a staff officer. He effectively integrated 
emerging medical practices and personnel into the Army, reorganized and 
equipped units to accommodate personnel and equipment shortages, and 
brought the best medical practices to soldiers. His effectiveness was due 
not to his clinical acumen but his understanding of medical support and 
the realization that preventive and curative medical requirements must be 
tailored to meet exigencies both in garrison and on campaign. Blesse bal-
anced military and medical ethical imperatives. He directed public health 
measures that kept soldiers healthy, but at times was overruled because 
of diplomatic priorities that required the Army to do as much as possible 
to protect the force. Blesse organized and reorganized medical support to 
benefit the individual soldier within the resource constraints of the overall 
force—and sought more resources to do more. He worked to provide the 
best medical care to troops, through improvements like whole blood and 
penicillin, but also prioritized some penicillin to maximize the number of 
troops who returned to duty. Where possible, Blesse rotated doctors from 
forward areas, reminding them to return patients to duty as quickly as 
possible. He took quick and unequivocal action when Lieutenant General 
Patton slapped soldiers, part of a range of ethical choices that Frederick 
Blesse had to make as both a doctor and an officer. Army doctors cannot 
focus solely on patients; they must ethically balance the needs of the Army 
and the needs of individual patients.
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SECTION III
STEWARDSHIP
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Stewardship Introduction
C. Anthony Pfaff

Stewardship is an expression of the fiduciary responsibility that Army 
professionals have to the society they serve. The core virtue associated 
with stewardship is prudence. As Aristotle observed, prudent leaders con-
sider the good not just for themselves, but all persons whom their deci-
sions will affect.1 Moreover, the “good” in this context is not simply the 
satisfaction of individual desire or interest. Aristotle understood it broadly 
and in terms of what is necessary for humans to flourish and thrive. Deter-
mining what those conditions are, much less how to promote them, is be-
yond the capabilities of the Army professional. What they can and should 
do, however, is understand how the profession contributes to that greater 
good and act within their means to promote it.

In pursuing this greater good, Dubik argued that prudence is a moral 
obligation of the Army professional, even in war. Prudence, in his view, 
is the exercise of sound judgment that avoids the extremes of taking too 
much or too little risk. It is synonymous with the Aristotelian notion of 
“practical wisdom,” which he indicated is the virtue that connects other 
virtues to action.2 It is not enough to act courageously; one must also have 
the prudence and practical wisdom to identify the right, courageous course 
of action. According to Dubik, prudence “lies at the very heart of jus in 
bello’s war-waging responsibilities.”3

In warfighting, prudence manifests itself in the obligation to protect 
the force. War requires soldiers to risk their lives but prohibits their com-
manders from doing so foolishly. There is a difference between taking 
prudent risks and gambling. The former is the result of a collaborative and 
rigorous process, given time and other constraints, while the latter relies 
more on individual instinct. Dubik pointed out that while some leaders 
have better instincts than others, there is no “Clausewitzian genius” able 
to handle the complexity of warfare alone.

As stated in Army Doctrine Reference Publication (ADRP) 1, The 
Army Profession, stewardship is a fundamental condition for trust.4 To 
gain that trust, Army professionals—as stewards of the profession—must 
actively prepare for the Army’s future vitality. At the individual level, 
good stewards promote the well-being of each person in the organization. 
At the organizational level, they work to build effective teams.5 Moreover, 
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promoting that individual and team well-being requires leaders to ensure 
all persons and organizations reflect the principles, values, and character 
of the Army profession.
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Army Ethic Principle 8
C. Anthony Pfaff

We embrace and uphold the Army Values and standards of the 
profession, always accountable to each other and the American 
people for our decisions and actions.1

Being competent requires expertise in discerning the ethical di-
mensions associated with professional practice. In doing so, an Army 
professional upholds the values of the profession. From an institutional 
perspective, fulfilling this moral imperative requires the ability to hold 
professionals accountable for their actions as professionals. The account-
ability requirement underscores why a sense of corporateness and an as-
sociated bureaucracy are necessary for the health of the Army profession, 
despite tension that can arise when bureaucratic requirements and profes-
sional demands conflict.

The Army, of course, uses a number of methods to hold its profession-
als accountable. The most obvious is the Uniform Code of Military Jus-
tice, which is a minimum standard that works coercively. An individual 
who failed to uphold the code in many circumstances would be removed 
from the profession.2 Much of professional life, however, involves striv-
ing for unattainable excellence. It makes sense, then, to invest in norms 
that express that ideal but do not come with the sanctions associated with 
a legal code. 

Army core values and the Soldiers’ Creed are examples of other such 
norms. They provide a means by which members of the profession—
whether superior, subordinate, or peer—can assess, question, and shape 
expectations for professional behavior. These values and creeds also un-
derscore that the best accountability comes from within. External concerns 
such as simple self-interest and fear of sanction are seldom sufficient to 
motivate the effort and sacrifice that soldiering requires. Such an external 
view of motivation is perfectly fine in a bureaucracy, but in a profession-
al context sets conditions for moral failure when the perceived threat of 
sanction is remote and the possibility of harm is great. Rather, members of 
the profession must have an internal view of their profession, the service it 
provides, and the values necessary to ethically provide that service. 

Professionals with an internal view see such values as their values 
and a failure to uphold those values as a compromise of their identity. It 
is not enough to know the difference between right and wrong, or to sim-
ply believe that something is valuable. As discussed previously, the Army 
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profession is a calling; that knowledge, and those values, must translate 
into a motive to act. For that action to be moral, an individual must also 
understand how the profession serves the greater good and shapes actions 
to serve that good, not simply the profession. 

In Chapter 10, Lt. Col. Mark J. Balboni describes instances when se-
nior military leaders failed to adequately hold soldiers accountable, with 
a resulting corrosive effect on discipline that eventually led to war crimes. 
Of particular interest is the effect of perhaps well-intentioned, but poorly 
conceived, guidance by General George S. Patton. His actions led to a fail-
ure to uphold “benevolent quarantine,” a soldier’s obligation to accept the 
surrender of enemy soldiers and, once in custody, feed, house, and protect 
them.3 This example suggests that leaders need to explicitly consider the 
Army ethic even when forming what appears to be practical guidance. 
Fortunately, other professionals took the initiative—at great personal 
risk—to ensure the story of these atrocities was told and at least some of 
those responsible were held accountable. So, while this story focuses on 
moral failure, it also demonstrates moral courage.
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Chapter 10
Corruption of Conscience:  

George Patton and the Biscari Massacres
Lt. Col. Mark J. Balboni

American soldiers are expected to serve honorably and uphold the com-
monly held values of the United States through their conduct on and off the 
battlefield. In representing the nation through their actions, they are held 
to highest levels of conduct. It is not enough to win on the battlefield; the 
American soldier is expected to win with honor and integrity by maintain-
ing the moral high ground. During the invasion of Sicily in 1943, some 
US soldiers disregarded that responsibility and instead followed what they 
believed was their senior commander’s guidance on how prisoners of war 
should be treated. The murders that occurred at Biscari demonstrated that, 
like the enemy, American soldiers were capable of conducting heinous acts 
on the battlefield. But these individuals chose to do something that was mor-
ally reprehensible for American soldiers. Even if some soldiers lose their 
moral virtue and conduct atrocities, the Army must respond appropriately 
to the crimes, ensuring that the values of the American soldier are upheld.

The Biscari massacres have remained relatively unknown compared 
to the more familiar Malmedy massacres or the Bataan Death March that 
involved the murder of American personnel.1 The United States launched 
concerted information campaigns to tell the world about wartime atroci-
ties committed by its enemies, but the US Army worked to conceal similar 
immoral actions by its soldiers. The Army hid these shameful acts from 
not only the enemy but from the American public back home. US military 
leaders feared national outrage if it became known that American soldiers 
were capable of such crimes. This lack of public information on these 
atrocities left the American people believing that only the enemy could 
commit such malfeasance.

The murder of prisoners of war and other war crimes go far beyond the 
local battlefield and have operational and strategic effects. These effects 
can change the course of an operation, a campaign, a war—or even affect 
future national strategy. This was especially true because the command-
er involved in the Biscari murders was arguably the most successful and 
well-known American operational commander of the war.

The story of the American Army during World War II cannot be told 
without recalling the charismatic George Patton. He was the hero of North 



188

Africa then an embarrassment for slapping soldiers with post-traumatic 
stress disorder in Sicily. His star rose once again with the employment of 
3rd Army across France, and his legendary status was cemented with his 
brilliant command performance during the Battle of the Bulge, followed 
quickly by his death shortly after the end of the war. Patton was representa-
tive of a wartime military leader: tough, decisive, and aggressive. The lore 
ignores his toxic behavior and remembers his battlefield glory. When ob-
jectively assessed against modern views of leadership, Patton was a dichot-
omy—excelling on the battlefield but clearly failing in ethical morality.

The story of the Biscari massacre is not only one of moral failure; the 
resulting reactions illustrate individual courage as well. While some US 
soldiers participated, others identified that immoral actions had occurred 
and rejected that behavior as unacceptable. They took a stand for their 
own moral beliefs of right and wrong, regardless of what their higher com-
mander thought. These soldiers knew that the murders were immoral and 
upheld their personal ethical values by reporting these crimes and ensuring 
they were investigated. They forced investigations regardless of how it 
might affect their own careers, because they knew right from wrong and 
stuck with their core moral beliefs.

Setting the Stage: The 45th Infantry Division
In 1940, the 45th Infantry Division participated in the largest ma-

neuvers in US Army history.2 Involving more than 400,000 soldiers, the 
Louisiana Maneuvers tested Army concepts and doctrine to validate the 
capabilities of a rapidly expanding Army after years of neglect. While 
many senior commanders involved in the maneuvers retired due to old 
age over the next year, other Army officers who shaped the Army during 
WWII earned their initial fame during the Louisiana Maneuvers. Using 
antiquated equipment, the poorly trained 45th Infantry Division soldiers 
did not inspire confidence through their execution of the maneuvers. They 
did, however, have a single bright spot during the initial exercise. They 
pushed back an attack by the 2nd Armored Division, then commanded by 
Maj. Gen. George Patton, in the decisive battle during the first phase of 
the exercise.3 Despite poor performance overall during the maneuvers, the 
division was called to active duty a month later as the Army continued its 
preparations to go to war. The 45th Infantry Division conducted combat 
training in Oklahoma, Texas, Massachusetts, and New York before mov-
ing to Virginia for final training and embarkation for North Africa.4

The division arrived in North Africa on 22 June 1943 and immediate-
ly began final rehearsals for Operation Husky, as the invasion of Sicily 
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would be known. The 45th Infantry Division was assigned to II Corps, 
part of the newly activated American 7th Army, and assigned the mission 
of guarding the British 8th Army’s left flank during the invasion. The 1st 
Infantry Division simultaneously landed to the west of the 45th Infantry 
Division while elements of the 82nd Airborne dropped behind the beach-
es to prevent Italian and German forces from counterattacking against the 
II Corps beachheads.5
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At the end of the 45th Infantry Division rehearsal exercise, now-Lieu-
tenant General Patton gave an inspirational speech to the 45th Infantry 
Division. Soldiers who were not in attendance were told Patton’s guidance 
by their chain of command. Although no written record of the speech ex-
ists, Capt. John Compton swore under oath at his trial that he remembered 
Patton’s speech verbatim:

When we land against the enemy, don’t forget to hit him and hit 
him hard. We will bring the fight home to him. We will show him 
no mercy. He has killed thousands of your comrades, and he must 
die. If you company officers in leading your men against the en-
emy find him shooting at you and, when you get within two hun-
dred yards of him and he wishes to surrender, oh no! That bastard 
will die! You will kill him. Stick him between the third and fourth 
ribs. You will tell your men that.
They must have the killer instinct. Tell them to stick him. He can 
do no good then. Stick them in the liver. We will get the name of 
killers and killers are immortal. When word reaches him that he is 
being faced by a killer battalion, a killer outfit, he will fight less. 
Particularly, we must build up that name as killers and you will get 
that down to your troops in time for the invasion.6

As the first joint Allied invasion, Operation Husky served as the ini-
tial building block for future invasions in regard to planning and exe-
cution and the necessity for thorough planning when conducting joint 
multi-domain operations. These lessons were learned in blood as Husky 
began to go awry from the very beginning. The plan was for airborne 
operations to prevent reinforcement of the Axis fortifications along the 
beaches by forces further inland so that Allied invasion forces would meet 
minimal resistance during the invasion. Instead, half of the airborne units 
missed their assigned targets because of high winds and coordination is-
sues with the Army Air Force; because of additional coordination issues 
between the maritime and air domains, twenty-three friendly transport 
aircraft were shot out of the sky by Allied naval forces.7 The paratroopers 
who did land were separated from each other and away from their intend-
ed land zones but were able to disrupt the Axis response; as small groups 
of paratroopers came together to attack any German and Italian units they 
found, regardless of whether they were the originally intended target. 
During these initial days of the Sicily campaign, Allied troops linking 
up with II Corps began hearing stories about heinous acts by Italians and 
Germans who murdered captured paratroopers. Additionally, the troops 
found bodies of paratroopers.



191

While most Allied seaborne landings hit their assigned landing objec-
tives, the 45th Infantry Division was widely spread out. Luckily the Axis 
defenders had planned to counterattack the Allies back into the sea instead 
of employing strong defenses along the entire coastline, so their initial 
resistance against the landings was minimal. This gave the Allies time to 
correct mistakes involving the 45th Infantry Division. Among the issues: 
overly efficient naval transport crews caused a landing battalion to circle 
back when the landing was delayed, the division paymaster accidently be-
ing part of the initial landing force—with all of the division’s pay, and a 
45th Infantry Division regimental commander accidentally dropped off by 
a landing craft on a 1st Infantry Division beach. 8 While the Allies consol-
idated their landing forces, Italian and German ground forces moved to-
ward the beach to counterattack the landing force, but the Axis units were 
having their own challenges.

To help minimize coordination issues for the combined-joint operation, 
British and American planners designated American and British sectors, 
but challenges still arose. Air support in the American sectors was severely 
limited in the first forty-eight hours until airfields could be seized for use by 
American fighters. Boundary coordination issues developed between the 
American 7th Army and British 8th Army, resulting in numerous challeng-
es to both field armies and lasting hard feelings toward both US and British 
commanders. While the Allies slowly worked through their problems, the 
Axis partnership achieved new levels of dysfunction and ineptness.

Due to previous poor performance of Italian forces during the war, 
German commanders had little confidence in Italian fighting capabilities. 
The mutual distrust often resulted in Italian and German units having no 
idea where nominally friendly units were located. Axis attacks were con-
ducted piecemeal as German armor and Italian infantry would be com-
mitted independently instead of as combined arms force. As a result, the 
Allies defeated these attacks by exploiting attacking force deficiencies of 
either armor or infantry then consolidated and reinforced their landing po-
sitions under outstanding fire support provided by Allied naval forces.

The German counterattack force consisted of elements of the 
Fallschirm-Panzerdivision 1 Hermann Göring. The Fallschirm-Panzerdi-
vision 1 was a Luftwaffe armored division that started the war as Göring’s 
personal bodyguards and grew into a larger combat role without losing 
any of its original fanaticism. The Hermann Göring Division replaced the 
15th Panzergrenadier Division as the southernmost German armored unit 
in Sicily. The Fallschirm-Panzerdivision 1 had plenty of tanks within its 
formation but minimal infantry support. This caused challenges during 11 
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July 1943 counterattacks near Gela to drive the Allies into the Mediterra-
nean, because the armor attacked with limited infantry support.

The 1st Battalion of the 180th Infantry Regiment under Lt. Col. Wil-
liam Schaefer fought a pair of violent actions against elements of the 
Fallschirm-Panzerdivision 1.9 The German armor forces deployed their 
heavy Tiger tanks, which could only operate on roads; dense local vege-
tation prevented the optimal use of armor. The 1st Battalion initially per-
formed well. The German armor failed to coordinate attacks with their 
supporting infantry or often even with other tanks. The fight turned into 
an unorganized melee. The local German commander pulled back, con-
solidated his forces, then hastily re-attacked the 1st Battalion. His troops 
captured Lieutenant Colonel Schaefer and some of his men while the re-
mainder of Schaefer’s force escaped toward the beach. The German armor 
attack was eventually defeated by 3rd Battalion, 180th Infantry Regiment, 
and the remaining elements of the Fallschirm-Panzerdivision 1 withdrew. 
Within the first forty hours of the invasion, 1st Battalion, 180th Infantry 
Regiment replaced key leaders at the battalion level—leaders who might 
have prevented the coming atrocities.

The 180th Infantry Regiment continued to engage with the 
Fallschirm-Panzerdivision 1 and Italian forces as they attacked toward 
the Biscari Airfield. Persistent ambushes and fighting withdrawals caused 
heavy casualties during company and battalion attacks as the Allied troops 
slogged toward their objective through challenging terrain. The constant 
enemy contact kept the soldiers of the 180th on edge as they had not yet 
learned the essential battlefield skill of when to sleep in combat. With 
each passing hour, stress and sleep deprivation continued to degrade both 
soldier and leader cognitive abilities. Their diminished mental cognition, 
combined with anger and frustration from watching friends being wound-
ed and killed, may have driven them toward choices they would not have 
made if better rested and mentally prepared.10

The Loss of Virtue: The Murder of Enemy Prisoners of War 
The fighting was initially intense then temporarily died down as el-

ements of the 1st Battalion, 180th Infantry Regiment secured their ob-
jective: control of Biscari Airfield. Securing the airfield helped improve 
close air support and fighter cover for American forces. American air el-
ements could fly from the closer captured airfields to assist the Allied ad-
vance through Sicily instead of flying sorties from North Africa across the 
Mediterranean Sea. Along with capturing key terrain near the airfield, the 
American forces captured forty-eight enemy soldiers.
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The battalion executive officer, Maj. Roger Denman, was the senior of-
ficer in the formation; he ordered forty-five Italian and three German pris-
oners moved to the rear for questioning. Major Denman’s guidance may 
have inadvertently encouraged the murders that followed. Denman ordered 
his soldiers to move the captured prisoners “to the rear, off the road, where 
they would not be conspicuous, and hold them for questioning.”11 By this 
point, the soldiers had already searched the prisoners and removed their 
weapons. Many of the prisoners had their shirts and shoes taken as well to 
identify that they had been captured and to discourage escape.

The detail had moved approximately a mile away from the point of 
capture when the noncommissioned officer in charge, Sgt. Horace T. West, 
ordered the soldiers and prisoners to halt. West ordered the prisoners to 
separate into two groups. He selected eight or nine of the youngest prison-
ers to be taken to the regimental intelligence officer for interrogation under 
the belief that younger soldiers would be more likely to provide informa-
tion. About forty remaining prisoners were taken off the road and lined up.

Sergeant West then asked First Sgt. Haskell Brown for his submachine 
gun. When Brown asked why he needed the weapon, West replied that he 
was going to “kill the sons of bitches.”12 Brown handed over the weapon 
despite the comment, and West began murdering the prisoners. He walked 
through the carnage as he reloaded the weapon, firing additional rounds 
into the chests of any gunned-down prisoners who were still moving. No 
one tried to stop West.

Approximately thirty minutes after the shooting, Lt. Col. William E. 
King, the 45th Infantry Division chaplain, discovered the bodies of the 
murdered prisoners. Finding dead Italian and German soldiers was not out 
of the ordinary in Sicily at the time, but these victims were clearly captured 
prisoners. King correctly identified that something horrific had occurred. 
At his earliest opportunity, he reported the murders to the division chain of 
command.13 The first Biscari Massacre executions were being discussed as 
more were about to occur.

 Capt. John Compton’s C Company, 1st Battalion, 180th Infantry Reg-
iment was engaged in heavy fighting with Italian forces on the other side 
of the airfield from Sergeant West. Captain Compton had stayed awake 
for the first three days of the invasion and had only slept for an hour the 
previous evening; the stress of commanding in combat had prevented him 
from sleeping longer. The company received heavy direct and indirect fire 
as they secured their objective. Italian snipers were targeting wounded 
Americans along with medical personnel working on the wounded—even 
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though the 1864, 1906, and 1929 Geneva Conventions prohibited attacks 
on medics and wounded soldiers. The enemy heavy fire resulted in twelve 
casualties from the 2nd Platoon alone.14

During the attack, Private Raymond Marlow surprised an Italian sol-
dier, who disappeared into a bunker and returned with thirty-five addition-
al Italian soldiers who surrendered to the Americans. Wearing a mixture 
of uniforms and civilian clothing, the Italians were tactically questioned 
by Sgt. Jim Hair, with Private John Gazzetti serving as the translator. The 
prisoners remained silent throughout, including when Hair asked if they 
had been involved in the sniping. Hair then took the prisoners to his pla-
toon leader, 1st Lt. Richard Blanks.15

Unsure how the prisoners should be handled, Blanks asked Captain 
Compton how he would like to proceed. Captain Compton asked if the 
captured prisoners had been the ones sniping his soldiers. When Blanks 
confirmed that they were, Captain Compton replied: “Tell Sergeant Hair 
to execute the prisoners.”16 Hair then organized a detail of eleven soldiers 
with Browning automatic rifles and Thompson submachine guns, who 
marched the prisoners to the edge of a nearby ridge. Compton gave the or-
der to commence firing and the soldiers continued shooting until thirty-six 
prisoners lay dead.

The 45th Infantry Division officers recognized the massacres as crimes 
and notified Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley to press charges. When Bradley in-
formed Patton about the atrocities, he brushed aside Bradley’s concerns. His 
only concern was how the story would be viewed back in the United States:

I told Bradley that it was probably an exaggeration, but in any 
case to tell the officer to certify that the dead men were snipers or 
had attempted to escape or something, as it would make a stink in 
the press and also would make the civilians mad. Anyhow, they 
are dead, so nothing can be done about it.17

Patton clearly knew American Army moral expectations but, instead of re-
inforcing those high standards and ordering an in-depth investigation into 
the matter, he attempted to subvert those values with his own. This was 
in stark contrast to Bradley, who learned about the massacres and imme-
diately went to talk to Captain Compton himself to understand what had 
happened. While Bradley chose to investigate, Patton viewed the incident 
as a minor distraction. When the 45th Division Inspector General’s report 
confirmed that the prisoners had been murdered, Patton finally allowed 
Maj. Gen. Troy Middleton, the 45th Infantry Division commander, to try 
the accused for their crimes.18
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The Trials
German and Italian forces retreated back to the Italian mainland, and 

Sicily was secured by the Allies on 17 August 1943. Captain Compton fell 
ill and returned temporarily to North Africa to be treated, so Sergeant West 
was the initial defendant to stand trial. Only Compton and West would be 
tried in courts-martial. The Army view was that the soldiers who conduct-
ed the second set of executions were following Compton’s orders and thus 
not culpable based on the doctrine and policies of the time. None of the 
personnel with West were tried either—not even First Sergeant Brown, 
who gave his submachine gun to West. Sergeant West’s court-martial be-
gan on 2 September 1943 and lasted all of two days, including witness 
testimonies and sentencing.

 West pled not guilty to the murder charges. His counsel initially at-
tempted a temporary insanity defense, indicating that West had been trau-
matized by combat and was likely suffering from what is now known as 
post-traumatic stress disorder. The attorneys claimed this was caused by 
having seen American prisoners of war murdered by Italian forces. De-
spite the possible logic of this defense, West had been medically assessed 
as understanding his actions and medically cleared as fit to stand trial. 
With the insanity defense denied because of his initial medical report eval-
uation, the defense brought up Patton’s speech as a possible cause for the 
killing, that Sergeant West was just following orders.

His attorneys only mentioned in passing that West was following 
Patton’s orders; that was not the focus of their client’s defense. This was 
likely because the defense team was comprised of members of the unit 
detailed to perform trial defense functions rather than lawyers. Members 
of West’s chain of command, including his regimental commander, Col. 
Forrest Cookson testified that the unit received aggressive guidance from 
Patton and that he had repeated the speech verbatim to the members of the 
regiment who did not hear it in person.

At the end of his short trial, West was found guilty of premeditated 
murder but only received a sentence of life imprisonment. Because of his 
previous good conduct and character, he was not given a dishonorable 
discharge or any disciplinary action beyond incarceration. West was sen-
tenced to serve his punishment at the US Army Disciplinary Barracks in 
Beekman, New York.19 To avoid possible operational and strategic conse-
quences if Italy and Germany learned about the massacres, West was held 
in the theater of operations in order to control information distribution.20 
As long as West stayed in the theater, the Army could limit who knew 
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about the killings. Once he returned stateside, the Army would have less 
influence over who had access to West.

After recovering in North Africa, Captain Compton returned to Sicily 
to stand trial. Due to language in the 1940 War Department Field Manual 
(FM) 27-10, Rules of Land Warfare, Compton’s soldiers were not charged; 
they were following Compton’s orders and not culpable for their actions.21 
Compton used the same defense, arguing that he was following Patton’s 
order to kill the enemy. FM 27-10 stated:

Individuals of the armed forces will not be punished for these of-
fenses in case they are committed under orders or sanction of their 
government or commanders. The commanders ordering the com-
mission of such acts, or under whose authority they are committed 
by their troops, may be punished by the belligerent into whose 
hands they may fall.22

The doctrine of the time seemed to give Compton a viable justification for 
the murders. Would the court-martial panel view that he was only follow-
ing Patton’s orders?

The court-martial members were all from the 45th Infantry Division, 
as were the prosecution and defense counsel. The prosecution consisted of 
two lieutenants who were clearly not aggressive in pursuing a conviction 
of Captain Compton. The prosecutors focused on validating already known 
information; they had members of Compton’s company testify about what 
they had been ordered to do. Everyone agreed that the prisoners had been 
murdered; the only question was who was culpable for the killings.

Compton’s defense team used the same FM 27-10 defense that kept 
Compton’s soldiers from being charged; he was only following orders. In 
his defense, Compton stated:

I ordered them shot because I thought it came directly under the 
General’s instructions. Right or wrong, a three-star general’s ad-
vice, who has had combat experience, is good enough for me and 
I took him at his word.23

Compton’s fellow officers within the 180th Infantry Regiment rallied 
around him. They testified on his behalf that they would have acted sim-
ilarly to follow Patton’s guidance for the division to be aggressive killers 
in combat.

While the prosecutors may have been modest in laying out their case, 
Capt. George Fisher, the defense consul, aggressively described the just 
nature of Compton’s actions. Since some of the victims were captured 
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in civilian clothing, he argued, they were not authorized the protections 
afforded to actual prisoners of war. Compton would have been authorized 
to consider combatants out of uniform to be irregular forces that were sub-
ject to be summarily punished as if they were captured as spies.24 During 
the war, US troops viewed snipers as even worse than irregular forces. In 
the mind of the trial witnesses, snipers were pure evil. More than simply 
executing individual soldiers, snipers fought until the last second and only 
surrendered when they had no options left. While there were no regula-
tions to support the murder of snipers, American soldiers commonly held 
the opinion that it was acceptable to kill snipers by any means.

The prosecution chose not to deliver a closing argument. After a short 
deliberation, the court-martial panel acquitted Compton of the charges. 
The members agreed that he was only following orders. At face value, 
the acquittal demonstrated that murdering captured enemy personnel was 
acceptable if it followed a senior commander’s guidance. The senior com-
mander who had theoretically ordered the murders was not charged. In the 
wake of the court-martials, the Army had multiple problems within the 
information domain to resolve regarding the massacres. Even though the 
court-martial panel chose not convict Compton, there would be repercus-
sions for his actions.

The 45th Infantry Division adjutant general, Lt. Col. William Cooks, 
conducted his own assessment and came to different conclusions.25 The 
immediate issue for the division was that a noncommissioned officer and 
a commissioned officer had both been accused of murder and had re-
ceived drastically different results despite similarity between the cases. 
It was a morale and trust issue that the sergeant would spend life in pris-
on while the captain was set free without any punishment. The 180th 
Infantry Regiment leadership was proactive in maintaining trust. The 
regimental commander, Colonel Cookson, spoke on West’s behalf to the 
court-martial panel. Colonel Cookson testified that West was following 
Patton’s orders and had been an outstanding soldier up until that point.26 
His support played a role in West receiving only a prison sentence, avoid-
ing any additional punishments that would normally accompany that type 
of prison sentence. The regiment’s soldiers needed to have their trust in 
leadership reaffirmed to ensure that the regiment would continue to ac-
complish its assigned missions. At the operational level, the transition of 
the 45th Infantry Division from 7th Army under Patton to 5th Army under 
Lt. Gen. Mark Clark helped ease concern about following the orders of se-
nior leaders. Quick action by tactical and operational leaders ensured that 
soldiers maintain trust in their leadership. A case of coincidental morbid 
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timing also assisted this process. After his trial, Compton was transferred 
to the 179th Infantry Regiment, also within the 45th Infantry Division. 
Within sixteen days of his acquittal, he was killed in action. While West 
was in prison, at least he was still breathing.

The most controllable, but also potentially the most catastrophic issue 
for the Army was fear that the American public would no longer trust in 
the Army as a moral institution. The Army had worked hard to cultivate 
the American peoples’ history of strong faith and confidence in its ser-
vice members. Most Americans wanted to believe that US soldiers fought 
with honor and righteousness. This allowed families to support their sons 
and daughters when they chose to serve and to believe that when their 
loved ones returned, they would be better people than when they left. If the 
American public had become aware of the massacres at Biscari, it could 
have tremendously hurt the war effort. In more recent times, America’s an 
all-volunteer fighting force requires even higher levels of public support. 
The massacres would have given an excuse to those looking to refuse to 
serve, refuse to ration, or even protest fighting the war itself. Large-scale 
combat operations are violent and costly in both human and financial cap-
ital, often requiring great sacrifices to ensure success. If the military asks 
citizens to lay down their lives or the lives of their loved ones for a cause, 
they must know it is a just cause and that those who serve will do so with 
honor and dignity.

The Army had simple, but effective, ways of controlling the release of 
the information to the public. Mail from the front lines, which was the pri-
mary means of communication, was already being censored. Court-mar-
tial documents were sealed and classified. Compton was dead so was not 
going to share his side of the story, which left only Sergeant West as a 
possible leak point. The Army had a simple solution: keep him locked up 
in an American detention facility in the theater of operations.

If no one could talk to Sergeant West, they could not hear his story. 
Other 45th Infantry Division who knew about the incident were too busy 
with the invasion of Italy and had limited ability to communicate with 
anyone in the states. Even when reporters were able to talk with West 
in the months after his parole, it was unlikely that they or even fellow 
soldiers in the new division would know about the crimes he had com-
mitted in Sicily.27 Sergeant West created his own story about why he was 
not with the 45th Infantry Division, and no one seemed interested in cor-
recting his fiction.28
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Limiting distribution of information to the American public also 
helped with a third issue: enemy reprisals against captured Americans. US 
Army leaders were concerned that captured American prisoners might be 
executed as retribution for the murders, but timely events prevented Italy 
and Germany from understanding what had happened to their captured 
soldiers. Command and control of Axis forces in Sicily was disjointed, the 
Benito Mussolini government collapsed, Italy surrendered to the Allies, 
and German forces were suddenly required to disarm their former part-
ners. Grappling with internal challenges, Axis leaders did not learn the 
secrets of what happened at Biscari held until the 1950s when the infor-
mation was finally unclassified by the Army.

There are few examples of US Army personnel being murdered in 
large groups following capture during World War II. With the offensive 

Figure 10.3. Lt. Col. Lyle Bernard from 30th Infantry Regiment (right) discusses 
military strategy with Lt. Gen. George S. Patton near Brolo, Sicily, in 1943. Courtesy 
of the National Archives and Records Administration.
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nature of US involvement during the majority of the war, there were few 
chances for mass captures of American prisoners; attacking forces tend 
to capture more prisoners. Most American mass captures occurred at the 
beginning of the war while most captures later in the war involved pilots 
captured after their planes were shot down. A rare exception occurred in 
December 1944 near Malmedy in Belgium during the Battle of the Bulge; 
German soldiers massacred eighty-four American prisoners of war. 

Similar to Biscari, the Malmedy massacres involved the surrender of 
American forces who were quickly overwhelmed by attacking German 
units, specifically Kampfgruppe Peiper, part of the 1st SS Panzerdivision 
“Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler.” The 1st SS Panzerdivision had already 
established a unit tradition of murder and mayhem. Part of the unit assisted 
with “factory actions” to remove Jews working in the German arms indus-
try. As a reward for their work, the soldiers were given watches and winter 
coats from the murdered Jews. Kampfgruppe Peiper, named after its com-
mander, Joachim Peiper, earned the nickname of the “Blowtorch Battalion” 
for burning the thatched roofs of Soviet villages.29 This included burning 
to death 250 civilians in a church near Yefremovka in February 1943. They 
carried that homicidal tradition into Italy, murdering fifty-six Italian and 
Greek Jews near Lake Maggiore in October 1943. In early July 1944, the 
1st SS Panzerdivision murdered civilians again, this time French citizens 
near Tavaux and Plomion as the division broke out of the Falaise pocket.30

The 1st SS Panzerdivision originally began as Hitler’s personal body-
guards and maintained a taste for hate and destruction as they lived and 
breathed Nazi fanaticism. Long before the Ardennes offensive, the divi-
sion’s culture was that murdering captured civilian and military person-
nel was not only acceptable but encouraged. Hitler issued an order that 
no prisoners were to be taken during the Ardennes offensive, which rein-
forced standing division policy.

On 17 December 1944, 120 American soldiers from the 285th Field 
Artillery Observation Battalion were captured by elements of Kampf-
gruppe Peiper near Baugnez. Analogous to Captain Compton’s case, the 
captured soldiers were moved to a field and executed with machine gun 
fire. This would be one of thirteen separate incidents that would make 
up the Malmedy massacre. There were striking differences between the 
Biscari and Malmedy events. The first was that Americans learned about 
the Malmedy massacres within hours and news of the murders spread 
among US soldiers like wildfire. The second was that the Americans un-
derstood that what had been done at Biscari was wrong and felt shame 
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for the actions while the Germans had been conditioned through their 
Eastern front experiences against the Soviets and thought nothing was 
wrong with the incidents at Malmedy. Following Malmedy, the unofficial 
rules of engagement regarding treatment of captured enemy personnel 
on the Western front changed immediately. Combatants learned a fun-
damental lesson: if you murder prisoners of war, US soldiers will have 
no clemency when they capture you. Retribution for Malmedy was swift 
and violent and—to some extent— justified America’s secrecy about the 
Biscari massacres.

Survivors from the Malmedy massacres made their way back to Allied 
lines within hours, and news of the butchery quickly spread through Allied 
lines. Kampfgruppe Peiper and the 1st SS Panzerdivision were quickly 
identified as the perpetrators of the crimes, and Allied leaders respond-
ed. In the 328th Infantry Regiment’s 21 December 1944 Fragmentary Or-
der 27, Col. Ben Jacobs of the 26th Infantry Division instructed soldiers: 
“No SS troops or paratroopers will be taken prisoners but will be shot 
on sight.”31 Then Allied troops discovered the mutilated bodies of elev-
en soldiers from Battery C, 333rd Field Artillery Battalion near Wereth, 
Belgium, six weeks after they had been murdered, reinforcing the verbal 
orders that German troops should be given no quarter.32

This wrongful conduct toward prisoners—by both Allied and Axis 
soldiers—continued on the Western front through the end of the war. Al-
lied soldiers from the 45th Infantry Division, this time the 157th Infantry 
Regiment, murdered SS guards at the Dachau concentration camp. Lt. Col. 
Joseph Whitaker, the Seventh Army’s assistant inspector general, investi-
gated the incident and determined that the American soldiers segregated 
SS guards from the Wehrmacht guards then executed the SS guards. The 
US military was considering court-martials for those involved until Gen-
eral George Patton, the newly appointed American military governor of 
Bavaria, intervened and dismissed all charges against the accused. Despite 
almost two years between the Biscari and Dachau events, Patton apparent-
ly maintained a consistent view of how enemy prisoners should be treated 
that did not align with American moral values.

Why It Matters
American officers are expected to be servant leaders: striving to un-

derstand, empathize, and persuade their soldiers to accomplish difficult 
tasks instead of coercing them through threats as many armies do.33 To 
separate commissioned officers into a distinct caste from noncommis-
sioned officers and enlisted troops cuts deep into developing that trust 
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within a unit. That trust was degraded when Captain Compton was acquit-
ted for murder while Sergeant West was found guilty of similar charges. 
How can soldiers trust their leadership if there are different rules depend-
ing on rank? How can leadership accomplish challenging missions with-
out the trust of their soldiers?

In many cases, leaders who directed soldiers involved in the Biscari 
massacres were equal or superior to those of other units that participated 
in Operation Husky. Senior leaders within the corps, division, and regi-
ment were respected by soldiers and had long-standing records of moral 
righteousness. These trained professionals had spent the majority of their 
military careers on active duty. Leaders at the platoon and company level 
had done well in training and shown promise as soldiers. The unit was as 
prepared to fight as any American infantry unit during the war. Despite this 
preparation, war crimes were committed. How such atrocities are dealt 
with shows the real character of the Army.

The challenge with using hyperbole in motivational speeches is that 
individuals may to take you seriously when you talk about extreme cours-
es of action. While this is less of an issue for business leaders who talk 
about killing the competition, such comments are a significant concern 
within an army with the capability and will to carry out aggressive guid-
ance. Commanders must be mindful of what they say to soldiers and, more 
importantly, how soldiers perceive what they hear. Leaders must be crystal 
clear with their intent or run the risk of catastrophic results.

Senior leader motivational speeches to soldiers are more than just 
feel-good moments; they are orders. Junior leaders in paternalistic orga-
nizations like the Army can lean toward blind obedience to orders instead 
of using their best judgment. Additionally, small groups of soldiers may 
interpret leader guidance to their own ends. While the commander may 
have one intention when sharing guidance, a soldier may hear something 
completely different. Patton intended to inspire his only division that had 
not yet been tested in battle, to get them ready for the Sicily invasion. In 
any case, Patton gave highly questionable guidance about shooting ene-
my personnel attempting to surrender. Interestingly, even Captain Comp-
ton did not recall that Patton ordered soldiers to execute prisoners of war. 
There is room to debate whether Patton intended for his soldiers to mur-
der the enemy or simply made a misguided attempt to motivate unproven 
soldiers. It is obvious that Patton’s conscience and ethics failed when it 
came time to investigate and punish crimes after the events were brought 
to his attention.
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Patton through a Modern Lens
The 2019 Army Doctrinal Publication (ADP) 6-22, Army Leadership 

and the Profession, identified three attributes and three competencies for 
an Army leader to be successful.34 The attributes are character, presence, 
and intellect, while the competencies are leads, develops, and achieves. 
Patton clearly had a dominant presence that could inspire excellence—
or outright fear. He had the battlefield intellect to see events before they 
occurred or as they were unfolding. This allowed him to take advantage 
of opportunities with short windows that many of his peers did not recog-
nize. Patton was a tactical and operational genius who was only concerned 
about the strategic ramifications after the fact.

Identifying Patton’s competencies is more difficult, dependent on the 
individuals involved and how they viewed him. While Patton enjoyed the 
trust of Generals George Marshall and Dwight Eisenhower, General Brad-
ley, his former subordinate, did not trust him. Marshall and Eisenhower 
often overlooked Patton’s character flaws, but Bradley had firsthand expe-
rience from working under Patton—watching him ignore war crimes and 
countermand Bradley’s battlefield orders to subordinates.35

Patton’s leader development of subordinates through the lens of ADP 
6-2 was also convoluted. He clearly prepared junior leaders for future 
command opportunities—as evidenced by Bradley as well as Lieutenant 
Generals Troy Middleton and Lucian Truscott, who were division com-
manders for Patton during Sicily. Patton always maintained high profes-
sional standards, ensuring that his soldiers looked like soldiers trained and 
prepared to carry out their missions. He failed, however to develop a posi-
tive environment. His counterproductive leadership led to an organization 
culture based on fear; Patton was clearly not the ethical standard-bearer 
that the Army expects senior leaders to be.36

If the United States had lost the war, George Patton would likely have 
been tried as a war criminal and executed for his role in the Biscari massa-
cres. His leadership style was the result of his aggressive nature and failure 
of moral reasoning. While he was a talented tactician and inspiring leader 
at times, Patton was selfish—behavior that could and did result in chal-
lenges for his soldiers and senior officers and had the potential to greatly 
affect mission outcome. If George Patton had been permanently relieved 
of command following the Biscari massacres and slapping incidents in 
Sicily in the fall of 1943, the US Army still would have been successfully 
in the European Theater.
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Even Patton’s peers at the time held him liable for the actions of West 
and Compton. Then-Brig. Gen. Albert Wedemeyer from the War Depart-
ment’s War Plans Division was conducting a US Army battlefield assess-
ment in North Africa in the summer of 1943. Wedemeyer, who had been 
present when Patton briefed the 45th Infantry Division, was later inter-
viewed by a War Department Inspector General’s Office investigator re-
garding Patton’s role in the Biscari massacres. Wedemeyer recalled that 
Patton had told the 45th Infantry Division soldiers that enemy soldiers had 
“shot our unsuspecting men” or had thrown hand grenades at them and 
“to watch out for this treachery and to kill the s.o.b.’s” unless they were 
certain that the soldiers really intended to surrender.37 Wedemeyer clearly 
blamed Patton: “I am sure that the captain and sergeant who are now un-
der investigation for shooting German prisoners misunderstood Patton’s 
instructions as well as his intentions.”38

Army leaders from team leaders to corps commanders need to be 
mindful in communications to subordinates. They must clearly spell out 
their vision and intentions to subordinates, especially during the chaos of 
large-scale combat operations. Even then, some soldiers may make the 
wrong moral and ethical choices. When that happens, leaders must deci-
sively investigate alleged war crimes and ensure that American values are 
upheld even during the rigors of combat.

The challenge that the Army may face in future large-scale combat 
operations is that soldiers like Patton—despite character flaws—get things 
done and accomplish the mission. They act aggressively, decreasing ca-
sualties by diminishing the length of the conflict through their battlefield 
success. Future leaders may be forced to choose between a morally flawed 
tactical and operational genius or a leader with more character but less 
coup d’oeil on the battlefield.39 Could saving soldier lives, or even possi-
bly winning a war, outweigh the moral failures of an individual; or does 
fighting with honor and living up to our American values mean more than 
battlefield genius no matter what the cost?



206

Notes
1. Biscari was renamed Acate in 1938 after the nearby Acate River. The 

maps used by the Americans were based on pre-war data that had not been up-
dated to reflect the town name change.

2. Composed of National Guard personnel from Oklahoma, Arizona, Colo-
rado, and New Mexico, the 45th Infantry Division was federally recognized on 
3 August 1923. The division’s geographic territory included some of the largest 
Native American reservations in the country. To embrace its regional heritage, 
the 45th Infantry Division initially chose the Navajo whirling log symbol as 
its shoulder sleeve insignia. The division conducted limited unit training and 
professional development during the depression era. It was called periodically 
to respond to labor strikes and natural disasters. With the rise of Nazi Germany 
and because the Navajo whirling log was similar to the Nazi swastika, the divi-
sion changed its unit insignia. Following an open contest, the Firebird insignia 
designed by Kiowa artist Woodrow Wilson Big Bow was chosen as the new 
division design.

3. Flint Whitlock, The Rock of Anzio: From Sicily to Dachau, a History of 
the U.S. 45th Infantry Division (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2005), 23–24.

4. Whitlock, 21–34.
5. Rick Atkinson, The Day of Battle, The War in Sicily and Italy, 1943–1944 

(New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2007), 74.
6. Compton Testimony, Trial Proper, Compton Court-Martial.
7. The naval crews understandably confused the twin-engine C-47s with 

the twin-engine Junkers Ju 88 bombers. The incident resulted in 318 American 
soldiers killed or wounded. It was one of the worst friendly fire incidents in 
American history. 

8. Center of Military History (CMH) Publication 6-2-1, Sicily and the 
Surrender of Italy (Washington, DC: US Army Center of Military History, 
1965), 142; and Whitlock, Rock of Anzio, 46. Lt. Col. Ross Routh was the 45th 
Infantry Division paymaster who assaulted the beach on the first day. Six safes 
with the division’s $2 million pay allotment, which were in a different landing 
craft, had been dumped into the water. Routh and his team spent the next week 
drying out the money.

9. Lieutenant Colonel Schaefer was unkindly remembered by one of his 
lieutenants as “the ugliest looking man in the US Army, maybe the Navy and 
Marines as well;” Atkinson, Day of Battle, 116.

10. Compton Testimony, Trial Proper, Compton Court-Martial. Compton 
testified that he was “too excited to sleep.”

11. Officer of the Inspector General Headquarters, 45th Infantry Division, 
“Report of Investigation of Shooting of Prisoners of War by Sgt. Horace T. 
West,” 5 August 1943.

12. Haskell Brown Testimony, West Court-Martial.
13. Officer of the Inspector General Headquarters, “Report of Investigation 

of Shooting of Prisoners of War.”



207

14. Compton Testimony, Trial Proper, Compton Court-Martial, 60–62.
15. Blanks, Gazzetti, Hair, and Marlow Testimonies, Trial Proper, Compton 

Court-Martial, 7–9, 15, 27–35.
16. Office of the Inspector General, 45th Infantry Division, “Report of 

Investigation of Shooting of Prisoners of War under Direction of Captain John T. 
Compton,” 5 August 1943.

17. Rick Atkinson, The Day of Battle, The War in Sicily and Italy, 1943–
1944 (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2007), 119.

18. Atkinson, 119.
19. Now known as Green Haven Correctional Facility. 
20. Atkinson, The Day of Battle, 119. 
21. The current equivalent is Field Manual (FM) 6-27, The Commander’s 

Handbook on the Law of Land Warfare.
22. War Department Field Manual (FM) 27-10, Rules of Land Warfare 

(Washington, DC: 1940), paragraph 347. 
23. Compton Testimony, Trial Proper, Compton Court-Martial, 63
24. Cassius Dowell, Military Aid to the Civil Power (Fort Leavenworth, KS: 

General Service Schools Press, 1925).
25. Office of the Inspector General, “Report of Investigation of Shooting of 

Prisoners of War under Direction of Captain John T. Compton.
26. Cookson Testimony, Trial Proper, West Court-Martial. 
27. Thomas Harper Kelly, “War Criminal Paroled: Horace T. West and the 

Final Chapter of the Biscari Massacre,” The Army Lawyer 5 (2020): 19–22.
28. Kelly.
29. Some defenders of the Waffen-SS believe that the unit insignia looked 

like a blowtorch and that was the origin of its name, not for burning thousands 
of homes and churches. 

30. Hugh Cole, The Ardennes: Battle of the Bulge (Washington, DC: US 
Army Center of Military History, 1965), 257–71, https://history.army.mil/books/
wwii/7-8/7-8_11.htm.

31. Cole, chap. XI.
32. The 1907 Hague Convention’s Article 23 made it illegal to “declare that 

no quarter will be given.” With his declaration of taking no prisoners, Colonel 
Jacobs from the 328th Infantry Regiment was in violation of the convention. 

33. Department of the Army, Field Manual (FM) 6-22, Leader Development 
(Washington, DC: 2015). 

34. Department of the Army, Army Doctrine Publication (ADP) 6-22, Army 
Leadership and the Profession (Washington, DC: 2019).

35. Citation for Patton overriding Bradley’s order to a division commander.
36. Department of the Army, ADP 6-22, page 6-5, paragraph 6-26; AR 6-22 

defines counterproductive leadership as the demonstration of leader behaviors 
that violate one or more of the Army’s core leader competencies or Army Values, 
preventing a climate conducive to mission accomplishment. Counterproductive 
leadership is also known as toxic leadership.

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/7-8/7-8_11.htm
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/7-8/7-8_11.htm


208

37. Albert C. Wedemeyer, Wedemeyer Reports! (1958; New York: Henry 
Holt and Company, 2019), 215.

38. Wedemeyer, 215.
39. From Carl von Clausewitz’s On War (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-

versity Press, 1976): “When all is said and done, it really is the commander’s 
coup d’œil, his ability to see things simply, to identify the whole business of 
war completely with himself, that is the essence of good generalship. Only if the 
mind works in this comprehensive fashion can it achieve the freedom it needs to 
dominate events and not be dominated by them.”



209

Army Ethic Principle 9
C. Anthony Pfaff

We wisely use the resources entrusted to us, ensuring our Army is 
well led and well prepared, while caring for soldiers, Army civil-
ians, and families.1

Stewardship is a unique form of leadership essential to the military 
profession not only because of the trust relationship between the service 
and the American people, but also because of the trust relationship be-
tween professionals. Stewardship is not simply about making responsible 
use of personnel and resources; it is about strengthening the profession so 
that it continually becomes more effective. In short, stewardship demands 
constant striving for excellence. It is not enough for professionals to fulfill 
their duties; they should fulfill their duties as well as they can and seek to 
do better next time. Meeting these requirements, however, sets up ethical 
tensions that professionals must negotiate to fulfill their obligations. 

The first tension is between the individual and the institution. The 
public entrusts Army professionals with a great deal of resources in terms 
of money, equipment, and people. It can sometimes be tempting to take 
advantage of those resources and that trust. In 2008, for example, an Army 
officer pled guilty to conspiracy, bribery, and money laundering in award-
ing base services contracts in Iraq in return for more than $9 million in 
bribes. That same year the United States charged a Pentagon contractor 
and a number of co-conspirators with defrauding the government for send-
ing faulty, out-of-date ammunition to the Afghan Security Forces.2 

The second tension arises not because of individual failures, but insti-
tutional ones. Modernizing the force often comes at the expense of readi-
ness. Given limited resources, Army leaders must decide whether to spend 
money, people, and other resources developing more advanced equipment 
or, instead, maintain current systems and train soldiers to use them. This 
tension is exacerbated when the Army acquisition process is cost ineffec-
tive and prone to failure. For example, taxpayers paid approximately $26 
billion for a string of Army acquisition failures that included the XM2001 
Crusader Howitzer, RAH-66 Comanche, and the Future Combat System; 
Senator John McCain commented that he was “embarrassed” to ask his 
constituents for more money for military budgets when so much had been 
wasted.3 Acquisition failures do more than just reduce the Army’s effec-
tiveness. They can erode public trust as well. 
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Chapter 11 indirectly addresses the stewardship of Army resourc-
es, encouraging Army professionals to take a broader view of what they 
should steward and remember that such obligations extend beyond war-
fighting. Capt. David F. Bonner discusses the importance of stewardship 
when applied to property of cultural significance. He shares the story of 
the “Monuments Men,” who provided the vital function by preserving 
history that was threatened by the enormous destructive power of armies 
fighting in both theaters. To underscore the importance of this effort—as 
well as the powerful example of stewardship it represents—it is worth 
quoting Eisenhower’s charge, as Bonner does in his chapter: “In the path 
of our advance will be found historical monuments and cultural centers 
which symbolize to the world all that we are fighting to preserve. It is the 
responsibility of every commander to protect and respect these symbols 
whenever possible.” The lesson here is that stewardship extends beyond 
those personnel and resources immediately under the commander’s charge 
to include the well-being of the society that Army professionals defend.
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Chapter 11
Fighting for Our History: The Strategic Importance of  

Protecting Cultural Property in Combat Operations
Capt. (US Air Force Reserve) David F. Bonner

Only days before the Allied Invasion of Normandy, General Dwight 
D. Eisenhower issued a memorandum to his subordinate commanders re-
garding the preservation of historical monuments. Eisenhower’s orders re-
flected a well-known, but unspoken, principle of Operation Overlord that 
it was not simply enough for the Allied Nations to liberate Europe, they 
had to save it:

Shortly we will be fighting our way across the continent of Europe 
in battles designed to preserve our civilization. . . . In the path 
of our advance will be found historical monuments and cultural 
centers which symbolize to the world all that we are fighting to 
preserve. It is the responsibility of every commander to protect 
and respect these symbols whenever possible.1

More than a principled statement of the Allies’ mission, Eisenhower’s 
message was a reminder to soldiers in uniform of what they had sworn to 
defend. Although US armed forces are strongly reinforced by the tradition 
of American democratic values, the Profession of Arms—often referred to 
as the Army Ethic—is in fact quite distinct and must be taught as a unique 
discipline. The men and women of America’s armed forces must under-
stand the ethical component of what they are asked to do on behalf of the 
state if they are to discharge their duties in a professional manner. Among 
the evolving set of laws, values, and beliefs that make up the Army Ethic, 
the notion of preserving life is paramount. Equally important, however, 
is preserving a people’s way of life, which includes defending their tradi-
tions, culture, and historical achievements.

All military commanders in large-scale combat operations face the 
challenge to protect cultural property, historic landmarks, and holy sites. 
When historic buildings stand in the way of military objectives, troops can 
destroy priceless works of art, thus robbing humanity of vital pieces of 
its cultural identity. Following the end of World War II, new international 
laws such as the 1949 Geneva Convention and 1954 Hague Convention 
were adopted to prevent such wanton destruction, but these laws have of-
ten been ineffective.2 That was especially true when the perpetrators were 
non-state actors such as terrorists or criminal organizations; such individ-
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uals are driven by ideological motivations or a complete disregard for the 
rule of law. Past issues reinforce the need for US military officers to be 
informed and take precautions when carrying out missions. More than 
simply protecting valuable works of art or revered monuments, they must 
maintain moral credibility and legitimacy in the eyes of the public.

The legacy of a community is reflected in its cultural heritage, history 
and, identity. Preserving that legacy helps to rebuild broken communi-
ties after armed conflicts and link their past with their present and future.3 
Cultural heritage can also play a vital role in promoting peace and recon-
ciliation, as it can often mitigate the sense of loss and frustration caused 
by armed conflicts. Unfortunately, culture has been placed at the center of 
many wars over the last few decades, both in terms of collateral damage 
and as a target for belligerents who seek to eradicate vulnerable societies 
and their way of life. The long-term effects of this destruction weaken the 
foundations for peace and hinder possibilities for reconciliation between 
opposing forces after a conflict ends. Because cultural sites are strategical-
ly important in modern conflicts, US armed forces must adapt tactics and 
battle plans to protect cultural heritage as an integral part of sustainable 
peacekeeping and security operations.

Commanders must also be aware that theft or destruction of antiqui-
ties is becoming part of a broader warfighting strategy; enemies can use it 
as a political tool. Seizing or destroying cultural property can demonstrate 
territorial dominance, even if the belligerents are not directly occupying 
the area; such deplorable actions demonstrate that the former regime or its 
allies are incapable of protecting these sites.4 Conventional military forces 
need to safeguard cultural property both to comply with international laws 
and as a tactic for achieving overall mission success. A policy of protec-
tion can be a force multiplier during peacekeeping operations by fostering 
goodwill and encouraging a host nation to accept a liberating force, in 
addition to impressing the media and general public.

Important lessons can be learned from US armed forces successes and 
failures with protecting cultural property. Army leaders have taken signifi-
cant steps in recent years, and new challenges lie ahead. Commanders and 
their subordinates must recognize the importance of protecting these sites 
and offer recommendations to strengthen and enhance existing programs.

The Occupation and Rebuilding of Japan
In his peacetime role as Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers 

(SCAP), General Douglas MacArthur faced the daunting task of rebuild-
ing a decimated post-war Japan. Maintaining public safety, restoring basic 
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utilities, providing food and medical services were paramount in the early 
days of the occupation, not to mention re-establishing political and social 
order.5 All military occupations require an enormous amount of manpower 
and resources, and commanders rarely have enough troops with requisite 
skills to carry out all reconstruction efforts. Support area forces, even field 
engineers and medical personnel, are trained primarily to support combat 
operations; plus, food and equipment supply chains might be broken for 
weeks or months because of a damaged or collapsed infrastructure. An 
occupation’s success, therefore, depends heavily on establishing a sense 
of goodwill with the civilian leadership, as well as earning the trust and 
cooperation of the citizenry. Commanders must develop a comprehensive 
strategy that emphasizes stability operations, while at the same time re-
specting local customs and traditions and protecting cultural sites.

MacArthur addressed the most urgent problems of food shortages and 
communicable diseases first. At the beginning of the occupation, people in 
Japan’s cities were starving, living on a mere 800 calories a day—less than 
half the caloric intake for a healthy diet.6 People were growing desperate, 
and small mobs were beginning to form in the streets. American diplomat 
John K. Emmerson, who served as MacArthur’s special adviser, notified 
Secretary of State James Byrnes: “Political parties, elections, democracy, 
the Emperor: all are of academic importance when the rice bowl is empty.”7 
MacArthur had to move quickly. By mid-1946, the American Famine Emer-
gency Committee led by former President Herbert Hoover finally delivered 
sufficient grain shipments to Japan.8 By the end of the year, the United States 
had provided 3.5 million tons of grain, enough to feed the people above sub-
sistence levels.9 Once MacArthur stabilized the humanitarian crisis, it was 
time to address rule of law and issues of governance.

During the March 1942 evacuation of the Philippines, rebels burned 
MacArthur’s headquarters building and personal residence, along with 
most of his 8,000-volume personal library, which included books inherited 
from his father.10 Although not a patron of the arts, MacArthur was an avid 
reader; the loss of his private collection, as well as the greater cultural loss 
of the city of Manila, left a lasting impression on him. This experience, in 
turn, motivated MacArthur to protect Japanese cultural property.11 Given 
the desperate levels of poverty in the country following the surrender, as 
well as the number of urban residents selling antiques to farmers, the risk 
of looting was a serious concern. To help protect historic sites as well as 
art and antiquities, MacArthur asked the Japanese to compile a list of the 
country’s most important temples and shrines. Ultimately, police success-
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fully guarded more than 150,000 sites identified by the government. In 
five years of occupation, not a single museum or temple was looted.12

In addition to historical sites, great masterpieces of Japanese artwork 
and cultural artifacts needed to be protected. For this critical assignment, 
MacArthur turned to the Monuments, Fine Arts, and Archives (MFAA) 
section of the Allied Military Government for Occupied Territories, more 
popularly known as the Monuments Men. Already famous for their he-
roic exploits during the Allied invasion of Europe, the MFAA consisted 
of roughly 350 Allied soldiers and civilians who were assigned to pro-
tect artwork and cultural treasures. Following the surrender of Germany, 
a handful of MFAA specialists deployed to Japan under the direction of 
Langdon Warner, the curator of the Harvard Fogg Museum; Warner and 
his team, in cooperation with the Japanese Ministry of Culture, conducted 
a thorough inventory of all Japanese arts and monuments.13 The specialists 
were to identify temples, buildings, gardens, and national parks; evaluate 
war damage; and prepare plans to restore these sites.

After completing their work in Japan in 1948, the MFAA specialists 
returned to the United States to resume careers as museum curators and 
academics. Though the project to safeguard Japan’s cultural property was 
over, the Department of the Army decided to extend the MFAA effort in a 
rather imaginative way. Unlike Europe and the United States, where art-
work is largely considered to be paintings and sculptures, Japan’s defini-
tion of artwork is much broader, including performing arts such as kabuki 
plays and bunraku as well as crafts such as pottery, papermaking, embroi-
dery, and metalwork.14 Given its struggling economy and the fact so many 
residents had been displaced during the war, Japan faced a very real dan-
ger that these skills would die out and a crucial piece of its culture would 
be lost forever.

MacArthur and his diplomatic advisors determined that art preserva-
tion meant more than simply protecting “works” of art; it also included 
supporting future art by providing assistance to living artists. At their urg-
ing, the Diet (Japanese Assembly) passed the Law for the Protection of 
Cultural Properties, which included a designation for artists as “Living 
National Treasures” and considered them “Keepers of Important Intan-
gible Cultural Properties.”15 Japanese artists received grants to continue 
their craft and, most importantly, to train apprentices. No country had ever 
developed such a comprehensive program to support the arts; as a result, 
traditional Japanese artistry and crafts flourished following the end of the 
war. Another lasting impact on Japanese culture was made by two MFAA 
advisors on MacArthur’s staff, Harold Henderson and Reginald Blyth, who 



217

assisted in drafting the “Humanity Declaration” speech in which Emperor 
Hirohito renounced his personal divinity as the sovereign.16 For his role 
in the occupation, MacArthur received the new Japanese government’s 
full support, and his efforts to safeguard their traditions solidified a lasting 
bond between Japan and the United States.

The Monuments Men in Europe
While preserving cultural property in post-war Japan stands as one 

of the most successful humanitarian missions in history, that project was 
dwarfed in scale by the original MFAA mission during the Allied invasion 
of Europe. Unlike MacArthur, who was only concerned with preserving 
and safeguarding of antiquities after combat operations ended, the MFAA 
in Europe took an active role in advising commanders on the battlefield. 
Even more challenging was the fact that there was no blueprint for this 
type of operation, as no unit had ever before performed preservation duties 
in an active combat zone. Although the methods for identifying and safe-
guarding cultural property and heritage sites were still being developed, 
the MFAA had two clear objectives that guided its mission.

The first and most obvious was to protect European society’s histor-
ical treasures. Perhaps less obvious at the time, the second reason was to 
protect the legitimacy of the Allies after the war. Both objectives were 
clearly expressed in a summer 1942 memo written by one of the founding 
members of the MFAA, George Stout:

To safeguard these things will not affect the course of battles, but 
it will affect the relations of invading armies with those peoples 
and [their] governments. . . . To safeguard these things will show 
respect for the beliefs and customs of all men and will bear wit-
ness that these things belong not only to a particular people but 
also to the heritage of mankind.17

Stout’s memo and other recommendations were delivered at an October 
1943 meeting at the War Department where senior administration officials 
voiced similar concerns. Robert L. Sherwood, director of overseas opera-
tions in the Office of War Information, recommended that MFAA efforts be 
publicized to counter Axis propaganda and “reassure the world that Amer-
icans were not vandals and ignorant of European culture.”18 At the time 
the MFAA commission made its appeal to Congress for funding, one point 
most emphasized by its members was the role they would play in protect-
ing the US Army from accusations of careless destruction.19 House Appro-
priations Committee Vice Chairman David Finlay recognized this point: 
“It is a record of which we shall all be proud as Americans, and that record 
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should be available for future historians.”20 Just as US contributions were 
absolutely essential to winning the war, MFAA efforts to preserve history 
and culture helped maintain America’s standing in the eyes of the world.

Throughout the war, the MFAA issued regular field reports to Allied 
Command. One consistent theme was to counter Axis propaganda about 
damage caused to cultural sites by Allied bombing campaigns. The Italian 
puppet government seized every opportunity to publicly denounce the Allies 
for damaging holy sites, most notably the destruction of the historic Abbey 
of Monte Cassino and subsequent loss of Mantegna frescoes in the Church 
of the Eremitani during the bombing of Padua. The Italians even issued a 
set of pamphlets titled “The War Against Art” and “The Stones Speak” in an 
attempt to sway public opinion.21 Axis propaganda described the MFAA as 
“an organization of thieves and Jews” looting artistic treasures on behalf of 
the Allies.22 The MFAA’s ongoing efforts fundamentally disproved claims 
that the Allies were indiscriminately targeting Europe’s historic sites, or that 
their arrival would lead to large-scale vandalism and looting. 

In addition to field reports, the MFAA issued handbooks to Army com-
manders; the very pragmatic language urged them to respect monuments 
and cultural sites. Above all, they emphasized, respecting cultural proper-
ty would positively affect the ability of Allied Forces to control occupied 
countries. The handbooks listed cultural sites in France, Holland, Greece, 
and Hungary, and clearly stated that preservation efforts would enhance 
“the morale of the population,” and aid the Army in “enlisting their cooper-
ation.”23 The MFAA mission was one of the finest examples of a concerted 
effort to “win the hearts-and-minds” of a people. MFAA’s final report at the 
end of the war included this assessment of its activities in France:

The most important general aspect of the MFA&A work in France 
is the most intangible, the exhibition of goodwill on the part of 
the military authority towards an aspect of French national life 
and sentiment of which the French themselves are especially con-
scious. The French have been given a feeling that their national 
possessions and sentiments are not a matter of indifference to us.24

Failures in Iraq follow Successes in Japan and Germany
The post-war lessons of Japan and Germany were tragically lost 

during the US-led occupation of Iraq beginning in 2003. However honor-
able America’s objectives may have been going into Iraq to free its people 
from an oppressive regime, the effort failed utterly due to massive incom-
petence, fraud, and a complete lack of planning. The hope that the Iraqi 
people would greet American forces as liberators did not come to fruition, 
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and the Coalition Provisional Authority’s failure to understand Iraq’s po-
litical infrastructure resulted in a complete breakdown of the civil society. 
Planners should have recognized that Iraq was fundamentally different 
from Japan and Germany; the normal process is to analyze the situation 
and develop a contingency plan for stability operations once the initial 
conflict has ended. Regrettably, US leaders failed to develop a contingen-
cy plan prior to the launch of combat operations.

One of the first challenges American forces failed to address after the 
fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime was the rampant looting that ensued. 
The Iraqi National Museum in Baghdad became a prime target for plun-
der; between 8 April 2003 when the museum was abandoned and 12 April 
2003 when many of the staff returned, thieves made off with an estimated 
15,000 items, many of them priceless Assyrian Empire relics including 
ritual vessels, amulets, ivories, and 5,000 cylinder seals.25 The looting had 
already taken place by the time US troops arrived to protect the museum 
on 16 April. Their failure to secure the antiquities, along with a number of 
ongoing archaeological excavations in the surrounding area, led to harsh 
criticism from city residents. A wildly inflated accusation circulated that 
American generals allowed 170,000 priceless artifacts to be looted while 
soldiers were protecting “corporate oil” interests.26 Officers on the scene 
made the case that a large contingent of soldiers was assigned to protect 
petroleum installations and refinery offices from further vandalism, but 
their indifference toward the museum looting did untold damage to the 

Figure 11.1. The Monuments Men at Neuschwanstein Castle, May 1945. Courtesy of the 
National Archives and Records Administration.
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American cause. In a separate incident, Coalition forces unintentionally 
damaged an archaeological dig in Babylon, Iraq, when they used the site 
for a large-scale military base and landing area for helicopters.27

Iraqi reactions to these events were far more negative than the Ameri-
can public realized at the time. The unintended perception was that the US 
government did not care or, perhaps worse in terms of security, was inca-
pable of safeguarding public property. To make matters worse, Secretary 
of Defense Donald Rumsfeld made these comments at an 11 April 2003 
Pentagon briefing:

Stuff happens! But in terms of what’s going on in that country, it 
is a fundamental misunderstanding to see those images over, and 
over, and over again of some boy walking out with a vase and say, 
“Oh my goodness, you didn’t have a plan.” That’s nonsense. . . . 
They know what they’re doing, and they’re doing a terrific job. 
And it’s untidy, and freedom’s untidy, and free people are free to 
make mistakes and commit crimes and do bad things. They’re also 
free to live their lives and do wonderful things, and that’s what’s 
going to happen here.28

Rumsfeld’s total misreading of the situation on the ground and the casual 
manner in which he brushed off any criticism did enormous damage to 
the legitimacy of the occupation, as well as the strategic standing of the 
United States.

New Threats in Syria
The Syrian civil war began as a nonviolent protest in 2011 then quick-

ly escalated into a full-scale conflict that devastated the entire country, 
resulting in the deaths of more than 470,000 people and the displacement 
of more than 1 million civilians. The ongoing conflict continues to pose 
a new kind of threat to cultural heritage sites because it involves the mil-
itaries of several nations, rebel militias, and terrorist groups; each has a 
different agenda and ideology. From 2012 to 2016, the historic city of 
Aleppo—which the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) lists as one of Syria’s six heritage locations—
became a battleground between government and rebel forces.29 Many his-
toric landmarks, such as the hammam (Turkish baths) inside of the Souk 
al-Medina, lay in ruins. Some of the earliest Islamic mosques and Crusad-
er-era fortifications were caught in the crossfire and destroyed, while other 
historical sites now resemble the surface of the moon, pocked by countless 
illicit excavations.30
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In this conflict, terrorist groups such as the Islamic State, or ISIS, pres-
ent a new kind of threat to monuments, antiquities, and historical sites. In 
May 2015, hundreds of ISIS fighters overran the ancient city of Palmyra, an-
other UNESCO heritage site renowned for its Roman-era ruins.31 Through-
out the Syrian civil war, the ISIS propaganda wing disseminated numerous 
online videos showing members rampaging through museum galleries and 
destroying priceless artifacts with jackhammers. The city of Palmyra and 
its artifacts served a different purpose for ISIS, according to Jason Lyall, a 
research fellow at Yale’s Jackson Institute for Global Affairs. “Palmyra is 
in the news a lot because it was destroyed—that’s the language that is used 
in the media,” he said. “It’s actually not true. About 80 percent of Palmyra 
remains undamaged.”32 Lyall noted that ISIS repurposed many cultural her-
itage sites throughout the region as a means for state-making.

ISIS, in fact, appropriated a number of sites in the city of Palmyra for 
its own purposes, such as using one ancient Roman amphitheater to hold 
show trials and executions as part of its court system. “It wasn’t destroyed, 
it was repurposed, as an instrument of war; as an instrument of state-mak-
ing,” commented Lyall.33 But as powerful as these images may have been 
for the ISIS propaganda campaign, they galvanized Russian-backed Syri-
an forces to reclaim the city in March 2017.

Figure 11.2. ISIS militants used the Roman amphitheater in Palmyra to conduct show 
trials and executions until Syrian forces recaptured the site in March 2017. Courtesy 
of Bernard Gagnon, Wikipedia.
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Another alarming reality that ISIS brought to light is that in addi-
tion to robbing countries of their cultural heritage, looting of antiquities 
can be a substantial revenue source for terrorist groups. According to a 
2018 RAND Corporation report, ISIS smuggled as much as $400 million 
of looted antiquities out of Iraq and Syria to sell on the black market in 
2015.34 Revenues were then used to invest in legitimate businesses, such 
as hotels, hospitals, farms, and auto dealerships in countries like Turkey.35 
After the United States destroyed the group’s oil and natural gas opera-
tions, looting and black-market trading became one of its largest sources 
of cash and enabled ISIS to recruit and pay foreign fighters for several 
more years. The inability of the United States and its NATO allies to curb 
black market trading presents a terrifying dilemma. Since groups like ISIS 
are not official government entities and, therefore, not subject to tradition-
al sanctions or embargoes, they will inevitably turn to alternative revenue 
sources such as smuggling antiquities, or worse, taking human lives.

Lessons for Today
Like their World War II predecessors, today’s field commanders face 

the challenge of accomplishing the mission and safeguarding the lives 
of the men and women under their command. While the preservation of 
life must never be compromised, commanders cannot lose sight of the 
long-term strategic implications of protecting cultural property. So then, 
what can US soldiers do to prepare for contingency operations involving 
heritage sites and antiquities? In 2011, the US Agency for International 
Development (USAID) established a task force to help protect cultural 
property and identify roles and responsibilities for six US agencies: the 
State Department, Department of Homeland Security, Department of Jus-
tice, the Treasury, Department of Defense, and the Smithsonian.36 The task 
force identified five protection activity categories; 1) awareness raising, 
2) information sharing, 3) law enforcement efforts, 4) overseas capacity 
building, and 5) preventing destruction.

To help raise awareness, the US Army announced in October 2019 
that US Army Reserve soldiers and historical preservationists would work 
together to protect cultural heritage sites during combat operations. The 
Smithsonian Cultural Rescue Initiative and the US Army Civil Affairs 
and Psychological Operations Command signed a memorandum of un-
derstanding to train and support soldiers “whose mission is to ensure cul-
tural property is not destroyed or damaged during armed conflict.”37 In the 
tradition of the Monuments Men of World War II, this cadre of officers 
and field experts trainings Army Reserve civil affairs soldiers and advises 
commanders on military government responsibilities related to protecting 
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cultural property and the rule of law. Commanders in the field need to 
take full advantage of the expertise of these new civil affairs officers, and 
ensure that all soldiers under their command understand the importance of 
protecting cultural property as a part of stability operations. Senior theater 
commanders also have a responsibility that is perhaps less straightforward.

The failures in Iraq, in large part, resulted from a colossal failure in 
planning. Senior officers seemed to believe that planning for the end of 
the war was the sole responsibility of civilian leadership and that their job 
ended once the initial fighting stopped. Whether deliberate or not, they 
appeared unwilling to accept their role in winning the peace. Post-war oc-
cupations require initiative and imagination on the part of senior officers. 
MacArthur and Eisenhower understood the vital importance of preserving 
the cultural heritage of allies as well as defeated foes in World War II. 
They recognized that to be seen as liberators and not conquerors, Ameri-
can forces needed a proactive approach to preserve a people’s way of life. 
By acting with restraint in combat and magnanimity in victory, the United 
States preserved the cultural achievements of Eastern and Western civili-
zation and upheld the highest standards of the Western military tradition.
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Army Ethic Principle 10
C. Anthony Pfaff

We continuously strengthen the essential characteristics of the 
Army Profession, reinforcing our bond of trust with each other 
and the American people.1

The Army’s professional jurisdiction—the application of landpow-
er—is never stable. Its professional character is always in tension with its 
bureaucratic structure. As a result, the Army sometimes abandons expert 
knowledge in favor of the bureaucratic status quo. As military scholar Don 
Snider observed, “Professions excel where bureaucracies cannot—in the 
creation and adaptation of abstract expert knowledge and its application 
to new situations.”2 

It is easy, especially in times of crisis or reduced resources, to let bu-
reaucratic tendencies win. When the consequences of taking risks are high, 
it is natural to be cautious. For example, the massive bureaucracy required 
to maintain forward deployed forces to face a potential Soviet attack re-
sisted the kind of unconventional warfare. As a result, the US military was 
often unprepared to effectively operate in unconventional environments 
like Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan—and even peacekeeping operations 
in Somalia and Bosnia.3 As British psychologist Norman F. Dixson argued 
in On the Psychology of Military Incompetence: 

The root cause of (military incompetence) is that since men are not 
by nature all that well-equipped for aggression on a grand scale, 
they have had to develop a complex of rules, conventions, and 
ways of thinking which, in the course of time, ossify into outmod-
ed tradition, curious ritual, inappropriate dogma, and that bane of 
some military organizations, irrelevant “bullshit.”4

When the Army cedes its professional status, the society it serves los-
es two benefits: 1) the development and adaptation of expert knowledge 
to solve problems associated with land combat and 2) soldier discipline, 
which could weaken if soldiers view themselves more as “employees.”5 
Army professionals need to improve their own competency and, in so do-
ing, improve the profession as well. The two are, of course, related. A 
healthy profession educates its members, and those individuals expand 
their knowledge as the profession encounters new challenges. That ex-
panded knowledge is then transmitted to other members systematically 
through a professional education system. 
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Maintaining the Army as a profession requires great effort and con-
stant vigilance; failure comes with a potentially higher cost. As scholars 
Guy B. Adams and Danny L. Balfour noted in Unmasking Administrative 
Evil, bureaucratic procedure can “mask” evil that results from collective 
administrative actions. They analyzed the 1985 Space Shuttle Challenger 
disaster, pointing to a series of apparently reasonable decisions by NASA 
centers involved with the launch. In each case, the decision was autho-
rized and validated by a legitimate authority. These decisions, however, 
took place in a competitive environment where no NASA center wanted 
to be responsible for a launch delay. The result was a series of proce-
durally correct decisions that obscured risks associated with launching at 
below-freezing temperatures—risks that were known and understood by 
many of the engineers.6 

To avoid such outcomes, an Army professional requires more than 
just technical expertise. A professional must understand the human dimen-
sion and be sensitive to the potential negative impact that environment can 
have on individual psychology. The moral-ethical dimension obviously 
requires prioritizing the good that the profession provides over procedure. 
Because of special challenges for the Army profession, soldiers must con-
sider broader moral concerns, including the rights and well-being of others 
affected by actions and decisions. Finally, because of the political-cultur-
al dimension of the Army profession, bureaucratic structures of varying 
character can create an environment that facilitates bad outcomes. 

The tension between the profession and the bureaucracy is, of course, 
unresolvable; the Army profession requires a functioning bureaucracy. Ac-
knowledging the authority of the bureaucratic hierarchy, however, often 
crowds out notions of personal and social responsibility, especially when 
those notions conflict with bureaucratic efficiency. But the point here is 
not that the Army professional should set aside or subordinate bureaucratic 
requirements, which are often critical for accountability and transparency. 
Rather, the Army professional needs to discern when those requirements 
undermine the cause and threaten the society it serves then take action. 

In Chapter 12, Chase Spears provides a good example of what it takes 
to strengthen one aspect of the Army profession: public affairs. He address-
es the need for commanders at all levels to contend with the challenges 
and demands of information warfare. More importantly, Spears chronicles 
successes and failures, underscoring the importance of doing so ethically.
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Chapter 12
Preserving Credibility through a Culture That Enables  

Ethics-Based Army Communication Practices
Maj. Charles M. “Chase” Spears

In early 2020, most of the world’s population was caught off guard 
by a pandemic that spread globally at the speed of jet aircraft. Though 
mitigating public illness is not a staple of the US Army’s trained capabili-
ties, the topic demanded tremendous attention from service leaders, as the 
military deployed forces to support civil medical response efforts around 
the nation. Those events crossed from discussions of science and medi-
cine into the political and military realms. Early news reporting included 
claims that the Department of Defense was developing plans for how to 
maintain order if the federal government was rendered incapable.1 This 
threatened to tarnish the US military’s image during an already turbulent 
time. This moment illustrated that commanders must continually work to 
preserve trust, as trust is never more needed than when a crisis strikes. 

According to polling data, America’s military services have enjoyed 
high levels of public trust, compared to other public or private institutions, 
on a consistent basis since the 1990s.2 This trust is critical to sustaining ef-
fectiveness at all times and must not be taken for granted. Credibility that is 
sacrificed for a short-term convenience could be lost for many years. If the 
United States again engages in large-scale combat operations, the number of 
casualties could exceed anything the nation has suffered since the Vietnam 
conflict. If that happens, military and political leaders must be prepared to 
justify why attaining the goals of warfare through the use of large-scale 
combat operations is worth the potential loss of life.3 The level of credibility 
that a military force brings to a humanitarian support, disaster response, or 
large-scale combat operations directly impacts the risk that commanders 
and military service members will face from the local population. 

Large-scale combat operational environments will be intense infor-
mation environments. In training for large-scale combat operations, com-
manders must prepare to compete across the information realm every bit 
as much as they prepare for operating in the physical realm. US Army 
culture invests significant time and resources in defining and enforcing 
the standards that classify fighting readiness within regulations, such as 
physical fitness and medical checks, as well as individual and collective 
training. How much time and priority are allocated for public engagement 
preparation, however, largely depends on the commander. For military 
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units to be effective in the courts of public opinion at home and abroad, 
they must operate and train accordingly as a matter of routine. 

History offers many examples when a collapse of public trust played 
a role in undermining an institution’s effectiveness, and sometimes even 
its existence. Commanders and public affairs officials must not count on 
receiving the benefit of the doubt from homeland and foreign publics in 
future wars. As former Defense Secretary James Mattis noted, “History 
makes clear that America has no preordained right to victory on the bat-
tlefield.”4 Military officials should embrace ethical communication prac-
tices that include communicating proactively, speaking authentically, and 
owning mistakes quickly. Many commanders and supporting military 
communicators already subscribe to this philosophy. US military history 
also includes commands that used communication postures based on con-
venience instead of policy. The US Army needs to inculcate a culture that 
reinforces communicating ethically in the same way it prioritizes rules 
pertaining to the physical attributes of soldiers. 

The Case for an Army Code of Communication Ethics
With the information domain’s growing relevance for national policy, 

the Army will likely rely as much on its reputational power as its fire-
power capabilities as an instrument of persuasion in the future. Whether 
US Army forces are considered trustworthy could be a significant factor 
in the level of cooperation and resistance that they encounter across lands 
where they are deployed, a lesson highlighted not long ago during combat 
operations in Iraq.5 An ethics-based perspective asks whether a mission 
accomplished through unethical methods is truly a victory. Col. Clark Bar-
rett noted in 2012 that unethical conduct in war could undermine efforts to 
win, preserve peace, and maintain the public’s trust.6 

Among commanders and military communicators, behavior that vio-
lates the spirit of the Department of Defense “Principles of Information” 
risks eroding trust.7 Pentagon correspondent Lara Seligman wrote of mili-
tary public affairs officers who openly lied.8 Author Tom Ricks commented 
about public affairs officials releasing potentially embarrassing or sensitive 
information over a weekend to obscure it from the news cycle.9 Other tech-
niques for avoiding transparency include over-classification, using an un-
necessarily passive communication stance, misleading through omission, 
releasing information after news production deadlines, or using vague lan-
guage.10 While Joint and US Army regulations set clear expectations for 
maximum disclosure and minimum delay, information engagement proce-
dures vary across the military institution. Matching actions to words is key 



233

to growing trust. If commanders across the military institution cannot or 
will not universally embrace a canon of transparency in public disclosure, 
it leaves open a door to theorize if there should be consequences for violat-
ing disclosure and engagement guidance, or if the services should revisit 
current defense public affairs policy. 

Prioritizing ethical communication practices across the force would 
help set a cultural tone for the Army’s accountability to the public. Enforc-
ing this requirement, which already exists in policy, into operating culture 
would further motivate commanders to comply with public expectations 
of honest, transparent disclosure in a uniform manner.11 If the military cul-
ture prioritized ethical public engagement practices, commanders could 
more effectively compete against hostile attempts to shape combat condi-
tions through misinformation campaigns.12 Beyond that, ethical practices 
enhance leader development and help to improve morale.13 Commanders 
set the tone for their organizations. Facilitating and enforcing an ethical 
culture is their responsibility.

Lessons from History
Since the end of the Second World War, the United States has engaged 

in military actions of limited means, rather than unlimited means, to de-
fend US interests. This limited nature of military engagements reflects a 
mindset that is attuned to the political ramifications of public perception.14 
American public opinion was divided over the American Revolution.15 
Many of the nation’s founding fathers disliked the concept of a standing 
army, concerned that it could do as much harm to the nation as good.16 
The United States experienced tremendous societal division during the 
Civil War, as its military forces fought against citizens who had once lived 
and served under the stars and stripes. Nearly a century later, public opin-
ion shifted from an isolationist approach to overwhelming support for the 
United States to enter the Second World War, a war in which more than 10 
percent of the American population served in uniform.17 Those who served 
approximately thirty years later did not enjoy the comparative national 
unity that was evident during the world wars. They instead suffered social 
fallout from the Johnson administration’s mismanagement of US military 
operations in the 1960s. Tactical successes in Vietnam could not overcome 
strategic perceptions. The resulting loss of public trust forced an end to 
that military campaign in a way that failed to achieve the desired political 
ends.18 The United States likely would have had a stronger chance of suc-
ceeding if national and military leaders had not withheld and manipulated 
information about progress toward US military objectives in Vietnam.19 It 
took two decades to begin restoring the American public’s trust.
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Military professionals must help advance the profession of arms.20 
Those who serve swear an oath to the US Constitution, not a cabinet agen-
cy or military service; they are obligated to be truthful with the public, as 
the military is owned by and accountable to the American people.21 Credi-
bility is a priceless resource. Public trust is earned over the long term, and 
can be destroyed quickly. Without it, the US military would not receive 
the resources that make it the most formidable force of arms on the global 
stage. Military commanders and public affairs officers are stewards of that 
trust. Some who served before did not bear that responsibility well. 

Keeping information from the public is a tradition that dates back 
far beyond the existence of the republic. Presidents and military officials 
throughout our nation’s history have withheld more information than nec-
essary in the belief that doing so protected operational security, and at 
times obfuscated information for political benefit. America’s experience 
in Vietnam offers a recent historical example of the dangers of such ac-
tions. The American public tended to trust wartime information from the 
government through the early 1960s.22 In 1962, the Chairman for the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff General Maxwell Taylor said: “Our strength anywhere in 
the world is our credibility.”23 Yet within the same decade, certain mili-
tary officials became complicit in keeping information from the public for 
the benefit of President Lyndon Johnson’s reelection bid.24 They placed a 
higher priority on saving face in the midst of tactical setbacks in Vietnam, 
over their duty to be honest to the American public.25 Journalists began re-
ferring to US military press briefings as the “five o’clock follies” and “the 
longest-playing tragicomedy in southeast Asia’s theatre of the absurd.”26 
The fallout caused reputational damage to the Army that lasted decades. 

The US military was last called on to fight large-scale combat oper-
ations during Operation Desert Storm. Through a proactive information 
stance, in conjunction with a military campaign that had a clear strategy, the 
US Army improved its public profile.27 Many Vietnam veterans, who bore 
visible and unseen scars from their service, received overdue apologies for 
the treatment they received from their country decades before.28 Many who 
served in uniform after the Vietnam War put great effort into reviving trust 
between the military and the public. That lesson in the value of honesty and 
active communication engagement was lost on some among the generation 
of military officials who prosecuted the Global War on Terrorism. 

The 2019 Afghanistan Papers revealed that military officials once 
again withheld information from the public, this time about the lack of 
progress toward securing Afghanistan.29 In a December 2019 Washington 
Post editorial, former Air Force public affairs officer Lauren Kay Johnson 
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acknowledged the practice at the time to direct “embedded reporters to 
only the sunniest stories, keeping them away from disgruntled troops who 
might not stick to tidy talking points. Our job wasn’t only to mislead the 
American public; our information campaign extended to the Afghan people 
and to higher-ups within the American military itself.”30 Regarding Afghan 
elections, Johnson wrote that command guidance was to highlight the legit-
imacy of the elections, in spite of indicators pointing to voter intimidation, 
ballot tampering, and fraud.31 Then-Lt. Gen. Michael Flynn, director of 
intelligence for the International Security Assistance Force, noted a posi-
tivity bias in the Afghanistan Papers, an institutional desire to report good 
news that overcame policy requirements to report accurately on the securi-
ty conditions in Afghanistan.32 Flynn noted that conditions were described 
in a “rosy” light, because painting a challenging picture was not necessarily 
well received.33 He added that every single commander who left Afghani-
stan reported that they accomplished the mission.34 A 2018 Special Inspec-
tor General for Afghanistan Reconstruction report echoed this assessment, 
documenting that projections for progress in Afghanistan reflected a more 
optimistic picture than conditions warranted.35 This harkened back to Viet-
nam-era military officials who were willing to bend the truth to protect 
America’s image and highlight their personal contributions to the fight.36 

During military action across Iraq and Afghanistan, unethical com-
munication practices resulted in headlines like “Pat Tillman: The Super-
star Cut Down by Friendly Fire then Used to Sell War,” “What the Army 
Doesn’t Want You to Know About Bowe Bergdahl,” and “5 Years Ago: 
When the Pentagon and Media Lied about Jessica Lynch.”37 In these ex-
amples, military officials either allowed a false narrative to take hold, or 
reported a false story. In the case of Bowe Bergdahl, military officials al-
lowed a rumor to endure that he might have been taken captive after fall-
ing behind on a patrol, when the facts of the case pointed to a deliberate 
decision to walk away from his base in 2009.38 Bergdahl’s case gained 
national attention after his captors returned him to American custody in 
2014; prominent political figures hailed the former prisoner of war as a 
victim until many of his former unit members accused him of deserting 
them in Afghanistan.39 In 2017, Bergdahl pled guilty to desertion and mis-
behavior before the enemy and received a dishonorable discharge, a sen-
tence he was challenging in a civil lawsuit as of the time of this writing. 

In 2004, military officials perpetuated a false narrative regarding the 
nature of former National Football League star Pat Tillman’s death during 
an enemy engagement in Afghanistan. The Arizona Cardinals drafted Till-
man after his successful college career at Arizona State University. Till-



236

man put his football career on hold after the terrorist attacks of September 
11th and enlisted in the Army with his brother Kevin in 2002. Tillman 
joined and deployed with the 75th Ranger Regiment. His unit engaged in 
a firefight with enemy forces on 22 April 2004 in Afghanistan, an engage-
ment during which he died as a result of friendly fire. Tillman’s command 
misrepresented the nature of his death, transforming it “into an inspira-
tional message that served instead to support the nation’s foreign policy 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan,” according to a 2008 congressional report.40 
A Department of Defense Inspector General report ultimately acknowl-
edged that military officials misrepresented the nature of Tillman’s death.41 

In 2003, the story of Army Private 1st Class Jessica Lynch made head-
lines. Military officials misrepresented the facts surrounding her capture 
and rescue.42 Lynch was a member of the 507th Maintenance Company, 
which came under attack on 23 March 2003 in An Nasiriyah, Iraq. She 
survived and was transported to a hospital by Iraqi forces. Military public 
affairs officials portrayed Lynch as “the little girl Rambo from the hills 
of West Virginia,” a brave soldier who shot at enemy troops until she ran 
out of ammunition, killed several enemy fighters, intent on fighting to the 
death, not wanting to be taken alive.43 The subsequent Special Forces op-
eration to recover Lynch was briefed as an event worthy of Hollywood 
treatment, with a US Central Command public affairs officer calling it “an 
awesome story.”44 Facts came to light that some Defense officials present-
ed Lynch’s story in a way that would bolster support for a war that was 
highly debated among the American public. Lynch described this portrayal 
of her as “not true,” adding, “I am still confused about why they chose to 
lie and try to make me a legend.”45 In each case, the Army accomplished 
no tactical or strategic gain by being anything other than forthright. While 
the fog of war can obscure initial information, the full reality regarding 
these soldier stories was known much sooner than was acknowledged offi-
cially. Allowing false information to take hold sets conditions for scandal 
when the facts ultimately become clear.

The Cultural Norm Clash
Unethical, or otherwise unprofessional behavior, among military lead-

ers is cause for attention because of the sense of honor and duty signaled 
by the military services. In spite of codified conduct rules, some choose a 
different path.46 Lt. Col. Jeffery Schwander noted in a 1988 US Army War 
College research project that in spite of regulations that demand ethical 
behavior, some soldiers cede the moral high ground, undermining military 
professionalism.47 This practice undermines trust, and creates perceptual 
risk that could prevent commanders from succeeding in future military op-
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erations.48 In 2014, Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel expressed concern for 
a number of high-profile ethical lapses across the Defense Department.49 
A 2015 War College report titled “Lying to Ourselves: Dishonesty in the 
Army Profession” echoed that concern, noting a cultural acceptance—
even necessity—for US Army leaders to bend the truth in routine process-
es despite documented ethical requirements.50 The Department of Defense 
“Principles of Information” clearly state that Department of Defense poli-
cy is “to make available timely and accurate information so that the public, 
the Congress, and the news media may assess and understand the facts 
about national security and defense strategy.”51 Yet, this guidance is not 
enforced consistently across military culture. 

Adhering to formalized service values is important because the mil-
itary is the only US institution trusted by the public to aggressively take 
life. Military dishonesty at any level could create a negative perception of 
the institution as a whole. Command communication practices that violate 
“Principles of Information” requirements can negatively impact the mili-
tary institution’s reputation. Yet, the US Army’s command-centric culture 
affords commanders tremendous flexibility in how, or whether, they fulfill 
public disclosure requirements. Unlike the US Army, most military forces 
that compete with US forces do not share a belief that honesty has a place 
in warfare. Our current social perspective on institutional transparency and 
honesty is rather a new addition to the practice of warfare in the historical 
sense. In times past, nations at war were more likely to send messages of 
impending victory to their populace, and the inevitability of defeat to their 
antagonists, regardless of actual conditions at the time. That is a harder 
sell among many audiences today, who have access to a prevalence of 
immediate information. To be deliberately deceitful risks destroying trust. 
Public trust, or lack thereof, is a factor that brings strategic consequence. 
Commanders and public affairs officials must work together to fulfill the 
US military’s unique policy of being honest with the public, in order to 
grow and maintain the public’s trust. 

When a major crisis happens in the US, state and national leaders fre-
quently call on military resources to assist with response efforts. In 2020 
and 2021, military units supported local law enforcement during periods 
of civil unrest, assisted with COVID-19 vaccination and testing efforts, 
and provided additional manpower to address border security challenges. 
The effects of these missions were amplified by social media activity, a 
factor that commanders of past eras did not have to consider. Whether in 
peacetime operations, or in large-scale combat operations, military leaders 
should expect public scrutiny—and associated misinformation—on levels 



238

previously unseen in warfare. Military efforts are more likely to be effec-
tive when the service, commands, and messengers are trusted. Keeping 
trust in this high-volume disinformation environment will be key to retain-
ing the support and resources needed to successfully achieve national stra-
tegic objectives, and for reducing non-military resistance to completing 
the mission. Command culture is critical to build and preserve that trust. 

Public Relations and Public Affairs: An Imperfect History
Public communicators wield tremendous influence over people, soci-

ety, and culture.52 The history of public relations is marked by those who 
used media influence solely for the good of clients, often to the public’s 
detriment.53 As some twentieth century public relations professionals used 
the social sciences to manipulate how people think, World War II-era 
military communicators employed mass communication to influence the 
American public to support the war effort.54 These practices helped shape 
the image of organizational communicators as spin doctors.55 Absent a 
sense of ethical responsibility, public communication practices can prove 
dangerous tools of influence for those who know how to wield them. 

Some military officials believe that accomplishing the military objec-
tive should be the primary consideration for military public engagement 
efforts; they view communication like a bullet, artillery shell, or missile 
that can be shot for a battlefield effect.56 In Parameters, Col. Kenneth 
Payne acknowledged that sometimes the interests of transparency and mil-
itary objectives do not align.57 Payne endorsed prioritizing public affairs 
efforts on operational objectives first, then honesty and accountability.58 
In Joint Forces Quarterly, Maj. Gen. (Retired) Paul D. Eaton stated that 
while military leaders are obligated to answer controversial policy ques-
tions from members of Congress, they have every right to avoid answering 
similar questions from the press.59 Capt. (Royal Canadian Navy-Retired) 
J. D. Scanlon warned that these kind of practices actually increase strate-
gic risk.60 Likewise, former Department of Defense Director of Press Op-
erations Capt. (US Navy-Retired) Jeff Davis cautioned that using public 
affairs as a weapon system runs counter to the basic values of the profes-
sion, and the values that the military seeks to defend.61 

Codes of Professional Communication Ethics
 Professions establish ethical codes that serve as a contract between 

the profession and society.62 Professor Patricia Parsons, who specializes 
in communication ethics and strategy, commented that the best way to 
change the negative view of public communicators is to self-impose a 
standard that values integrity above all else.63 The Hippocratic Oath is a 
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well-known pledge for medical professionals to first do no harm. Attor-
neys are expected to abide by legal codes for their accrediting state bar 
association. Likewise, public relations associations around the world have 
established ethics codes for their members. 

The Public Relations Society of America published a code of ethics for 
its members in 1950, followed by the International Association of Public 
Relations, which published the “Code of Athens,” in 1965.64 The European 
Confederation of Public Relations adopted the “Code of Lisbon,” in 1978.65 
The International Association of Business Communicators, the Arthur W. 
Page Society, and the National Association of Government Communicators 
all similarly codify expectations of their members based on honesty and 
accuracy.66 The US Department of Defense published the “Principles of In-
formation” in 2000.67 In 2012, the Department of the Navy became the first 
US military service to incorporate a canon of ethics in its public affairs reg-
ulation.68 The Army added a code of professional ethics in its 2020 update 
to Army Regulation (AR) 360-1, Public Affairs. This code includes a prin-
ciple-based vision dedicated to accuracy, public transparency, and courage, 
rather than a litany of overly detailed rules.69 This is a terrific move for 
policy. Yet it will take command priority across the force to inculcate this 
code consistently in an organization of the Army’s size.

Members of any organization need to commit to its standard of pro-
fessional ethics before crisis strikes. Ethical values help avoid crisis situ-
ations; then when a crisis develops, an ethical communication stance can 
help leaders manage the situation and retain the trust of stakeholders within 
and beyond the organization. To maintain the ethical high ground, princi-

1. Tell the truth.
2. Prove it with action.
3. Listen to stakeholders.
4. Manage for tomorrow.
5. Conduct public relations as if the whole  enterprise 

depends on it.
6. Realize an enterprise’s true character is expressed 

by its people.
7. Remain calm, patient, and good-humored.

Figure 12.1. Summary of the Page Principles. From Arthur W. Page Society.
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ples must be ingrained in an organization’s culture.70 Unlike commercial 
or non-profit entities, the US Army does not face a threat to its very ex-
istence when a crisis happens. The nation and military services take for 
granted that Congress and the president will continue to approve defense 
appropriations every year, as providing for the common defense is an ulti-
mate essential service of the federal government. For military commands, 
however, fallout from a crisis can cause severe repercussions that interfere 
with achieving military objectives. Oftentimes, crisis situations stem from 
practices that disregard ethical perspective and existing policies. 

Role of Professional Ethics in Army Communication
Organizational leadership sets the tone for how members perform.71 

Ethical codes within business and institutional policies are meaningless if 
leaders do not support and enforce them.72 To gain a credible information 
edge in large-scale combat operations, the US Army must back its public 
affairs capabilities as a force of ethical counsel, to the same level that 
commanders consider ethical advice from staff ministry and legal coun-
selors. The US Constitution, “National Security Strategy,” “Principles of 
Information,” and Joint and US Army policy emphasize honesty and trans-
parency not only as best practices, but requirements. Military communi-
cation practitioners sometimes encounter organizational resistance when 
implementing these practices based on unit culture, or the personality and 
experience of a commander. Though military doctrine teaches that ethical 
behavior is paramount in all things, no formal mechanism enforces those 
requirements in how commanders and their public affairs officers conduct 
communication activities. Every US service member receives annual train-
ing on behavior expectations. However, in 2018 the US Army eliminated 
the requirement for its members to receive annual public affairs training.73 
The Army’s prevailing culture prioritizes enforcing rules for personal con-
duct, physical fitness, and combat engagement. Yet enforcement of rules 
pertaining to some practices, which are not typically included in train-
ing and readiness briefings, is often based on local command preference. 
While being dishonest with superiors can be a punishable offense accord-
ing to Defense policy, dishonesty with the press or public is not. 

Because communicators work on behalf of their organizations and the 
public, ethical dilemmas are inevitable.74 One professionalism challenge 
is to manage competing loyalties between the organization and the profes-
sion.75 Loyalty to the organization can translate into a loyalty to the bu-
reaucracy, in which the priority is to defend the organization in its current 
state.76 Unchecked, individuals can use dishonest techniques to protect the 
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organization.77 In contrast, loyalty to a profession prioritizes socio-ethical 
imperatives that uphold the ethical commitments of a professional body to 
honor both the client organization and the public.78 Unlike the legal sys-
tem, not every issue or leader is entitled to a defense in the court of public 
opinion.79 The ethical communicator must know where to draw the line. 
Military commands must establish a culture in which service members are 
not forced to choose between the organization and the profession.

Ethics as Strategy
Using an ethics-based approach to command communication can help 

protect trust across the cognitive space, which can have tangible impacts 
in the physical space. An ethical communication posture does not simply 
mean the proactive release of all things at all times. Ethical strategy seeks 
to serve all members involved with the institution to the best extent possi-
ble. Different ethical lenses can offer different solutions. At times it might 
be ethical to temporarily limit disclosure, without deliberately misleading 
the public.80 For example, sometimes withholding information is neces-
sary to achieve a greater good, like the policy to withhold the identity of 
deceased service members until twenty-four hours after next of kin are 
notified, or protecting information that could be used by enemy forces.81 
The principles and policies for withholding information must be carefully 
defined before they are needed. Organizational values or rules of infor-
mation engagement should be identified well before an organization, or 
military command, faces a crisis.82 

Policy documents often spell out values-based communication prac-
tices. For example, the 2017 “National Security Strategy of the Unit-
ed States of America” instructed that direct communication campaigns 
should advance American influence, counter challenges from ideological 
threats, and “adhere to American values.”83 The Department of Defense 
“Principles of Information” directed departmental transparency within 
the confines of operations security.84 Army Doctrinal Reference Publica-
tion (ADRP) 1-0, The Army Profession, requires that US Army personnel 
act according to the Declaration of Independence and US Constitution, 
adhere to the nation’s values, and be fully accountable to their fellow cit-
izens.85 Army Regulation (AR) 360-1, Public Affairs, requires proactive 
release of accurate information to help facilitate informed perceptions 
about military operations, counter misinformation and disinformation, re-
inforce public support for the Army, and help achieve national, strategic, 
operational, and tactical objectives.86 These documents offer ample stra-
tegic guidance to nest unit-level ethical communication practices within.
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A New Concept of Public Affairs Mission, Professional Ethics
The American history of warfare suggests that public trust is one of 

the best predictors of which party will prevail in a military contest involv-
ing US forces. In adapting to the modern strategic environment, the US 
Army should put the same energy into a culture change effort to build trust 
through ethical communication practices that it does to redefine physical 
readiness parameters. During the COVID-19 outbreak, the military rapid-
ly adapted work processes, as well as non-essential grooming and fitness 
testing standards. Senior service leaders demonstrated that where there 
is a will, there is a way to immediately bring cultural change across the 
force. This same energy can be applied to defining and enforcing ethical 
communication practices across all commands. 

At the core, a communication officer is keeper of an organization’s 
soul and advocate between an organization and its publics.87 Though mil-
itary public affairs and public relations are not the same, both vocations 
share similar tools and methods to carry out closely related functions. In 
2019, then-Secretary of the Army Mark Esper referred to public affairs 
officers as communication professionals.88 The prevailing concept is that 
societies proffer profession status on a specialized field that functions as a 
community of self-policing workers who perform and innovate, providing 
benefits to society.89 Key to that designation is adherence to a code of eth-
ics.90 It is, however, not enough to create a code of professional commu-
nication ethics. Leaders must forcefully and frequently reinforce that code 
into their service and unit cultures.91 This will require training ethical com-
munication practices across all phases of professional military education 
for both enlisted and commissioned soldiers, and frequently reinforcing 
them during steady-state operations.

The ability to mass and coordinate force in large-scale combat opera-
tions will never cease to influence military contests. More important, the 
military force that proves trustworthy will have the advantage over the 
one regarded in a negative light, and this reality will be multiplied in the 
modern information environment. Military commanders who are trusted at 
home and abroad are more likely to enjoy long-term support and resourc-
ing to accomplish the mission, and face less resistance from civilians and 
other non-military actors on the battlefield. Ethical communicators within 
the ranks can, and should, influence command actions and communica-
tions to rightly earn and hold public trust. The time to enable communica-
tors to fulfill that calling is now—before the United States engages a peer 
threat in large-scale combat operations.
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Conclusion
The Ethics of Large-Scale Combat Operations

Lt. Gen. James E. Rainey

As this volume has illustrated, winning in a complex world will re-
quire a professional Army capable of generating new expert knowledge 
that addresses the demands of the evolving character of large-scale combat 
operations (LSCO) and, perhaps more importantly, the evolving society 
that the military serves. Critical to applying this expert knowledge will 
be doing so ethically, since demonstrating our moral commitments is the 
cornerstone of our trust with the American people. This trust will be es-
sential if the Army Profession is to navigate the uncertain and ambiguous 
environment associated with twenty-first century security challenges.

This volume has explored what it takes to gain and maintain that trust, 
as well as the costs of failing to do so. What has been clearly demonstrated 
throughout each application of the Army Ethic principles is that trust in 
the Army as a profession is earned by professionals who fully buy into the 
profession. Buying into the profession requires an understanding of what 
a profession is, who a professional is, and what a professional does. This 
understanding is not only critical to what the profession does now but, 
more importantly, how it will handle challenges in the future.

What a Profession Is
There are many ways to think about professions; however, not all those 

ways will lead to the kind of trust the Army requires to effectively serve 
the American people. The Army needs the kind of trust that motivates the 
government to resource it and the American people to join it. Because of 
this, Army leaders must ensure our status as a profession underpins ev-
erything we do. While unique specialized knowledge associated with the 
application of landpower is what distinguishes the Army as a profession, it 
takes much more than simply expertise to earn that trust. Army profession-
als must also be willing to serve selflessly and sacrificially and use their 
expertise for the public benefit.

That is why there are few true professions today: law, medicine, the 
clergy, and—as I argue here—the military. The expertise in each of these 
fields represents knowledge and skill that is not easily acquired; but with-
out it, you are not a professional nor should you engage in the activities 
of that profession. If you are not a lawyer, you should not defend a client; 
if you are not a doctor, you should not perform surgery or prescribe med-
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ication. And, certainly, if you are not a soldier, you should not engage in 
combat. In times of crisis, non-professionals may—out of necessity—per-
form some of these functions. These are exceptions, however, that prove 
the rule and underscore why professions are important to prevent crisis 
and, failing that, ensure a competent response.

Thus, it is important to understand what “specialized expert knowl-
edge” means in the Army’s professional context. This kind of knowledge 
is specialized in the sense that it serves a specific social need: in this case, 
security. It is expert in that you could not do the work in question with-
out the specialized knowledge. As such, knowledge is abstract—acquired 
through education, training, and discipline. For the Army, the permission 
to kill on behalf of the American people is a serious undertaking and re-
quires fully committed professionals who exercise that permission respon-
sibly. To ensure that permissions and commitment endure, professions 
also must be self-regulating and hold their members accountable when 
they act unethically.

Finally, this expertise can lead to great harm when exercised—or 
not exercised. Thus, professions also require an ethic to use the skill and 
knowledge for good, even if that exercise means taking risks, and prohib-
its its use for harm, even if that exercise benefits the profession. Of course, 
in the actual exercise of this knowledge it may not be possible to avoid 
certain harms, regardless of intent. In fact, the nature of warfighting as-
sures such unavoidable, even moral, harms. As also noted in this volume, 
warfighting requires balancing three imperatives: military necessity, non-
combatant immunity, and force protection. In accomplishing the mission, 
Army leaders put soldiers and sometimes civilians in harm’s way. Doing 
that well requires understanding that the ethics of the profession is its own 
kind of expertise that needs to be integrated and developed in the same 
way as knowledge of how to apply force.

The Army’s expert knowledge is diverse: the infantry soldier has dif-
ferent expertise than the logistician who has different knowledge than the 
communications technician. What unites this diverse expertise is their pur-
pose, which academic Samuel P. Huntington described as the “management 
of violence.” While I will say more later about what constitutes the Ar-
my’s expert knowledge, the ability and commitment to apply one’s specific 
knowledge to serve that purpose is what makes one an Army professional.

Harnessing that expertise, of course, requires some bureaucracy in our 
immense enterprise; however, that bureaucracy creates a further tension 
that professionals must manage. Put simply, professions privilege effec-
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tiveness whereas bureaucracies privilege efficiency. While both are nec-
essary, the Army leader with a professional mindset is in the best position 
to navigate that tension so that both values are optimized. The profession 
must control the bureaucracy.

Who Professionals Are
Early studies on the military as a profession, such as those by Hun-

tington and sociologist Morris Janowitz in the 1950s, only included of-
ficer corps with regular Army commissions. Huntington and Janowitz 
believed noncommissioned officers should not be included because their 
knowledge was not sufficiently expert to warrant professional status. 
Army civilians were excluded because they were not involved in what 
Huntington described as the purpose of the military profession: the man-
agement of violence.

Whatever may have been true about the Army when Huntington and 
Janowitz were writing, it should be clear from this volume that things 
have changed. Army operations on today’s battlefield require a great deal 
of expertise at every rank. Moreover, if the Army’s purpose is to win the 
nation’s wars and not simply manage violence, Army civilians play a crit-
ical role as well. Thus, excluding them from the profession does not make 
sense given their critical role in maintaining the strength of the Army pro-
fession, both in CONUS and when deployed.

Of course, not everyone in the Army is a professional. Profession-
als are experts who have committed themselves to an ethic of public ser-
vice and hold themselves and other members accountable to that ethical 
standard. Thus, the first standard for a professional is certification in that 
expert body of knowledge. In this context, expertise is a high bar which 
cannot be reduced to a simple test. Rather, it requires the acquisition of 
abstract knowledge, the skill to apply it, and experience that enables effec-
tive application in routine as well as unexpected situations.

Acquiring that kind of knowledge and experience takes time. Newly 
minted soldiers and Army civilians are not yet members of the profession. 
That does not diminish their achievement in graduating from entry-level 
training or being selected for their position. Rather, it underscores that 
professional status is aspirational and requires continual certification. 
Moreover, this view of professions requires Army leaders at all levels who 
fully buy in and not only see themselves as certified professionals but also 
understand that the professionalizing process never ends. There is always 
more to learn and more soldiers to develop.
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What Professionals Do
As stated above, the Army’s purpose is to win wars. More to the point, 

the purpose is to win wars in a way that is both sustainable and honors the 
sacrifices necessary to win them. That does not mean there are no other 
uses for the Army; however, this core purpose enables those other uses. 
For example, the Army plays an important role in strengthening relations 
with allies and partners through security cooperation activities. The Army 
also deters conflict by signaling to adversaries that the United States and 
its partners will defend their vital interests. The US Army is able to play 
these roles because partners see these activities as something to emulate 
and adversaries see them as something to avoid. Achieving that effect re-
quires an Army that is strong, committed, and professional.

So, if its purpose is to win wars, the Army needs warfighting expertise 
and leadership skills at all levels. These are two important and related, but 
different, fields. A soldier can be a good warfighter and a poor leader, or 
vice versa. As discussed above, being a good warfighter means recogniz-
ing how one’s core skill, whatever it is, contributes to mission accomplish-
ment. As demonstrated throughout this volume, that contribution requires 
sacrifice and courage. That’s where leadership comes in—the competency 
to motivate others to accept that sacrifice and exhibit courage as well.

Commensurate with leadership is responsibility. Army professionals 
have responsibilities to their superiors, their subordinates, and the Ameri-
can people. This responsibility is manifested in many ways. To superiors, 
Army professionals must perform their best and continually develop their 
abilities so they can perform better. Doing so entails both mastering what 
you already know as well as acquiring new skills and technology to keep 
up with the evolving character of war. Additionally, Army professionals 
must ensure that subordinates develop their own expertise and apply it 
toward legitimate ends; and, most importantly, they must guarantee that 
any sacrifice that a subordinate makes is not in vain. Further, Army profes-
sionals owe accountability to the American people, both for “getting the 
job done” and doing it ethically.

Acting ethically means not only abiding by the Law of Armed Conflict 
and other humanitarian concerns; it also means acting as stewards of the 
profession, effectively and responsibly using the resources they are given. 
In this regard, sexual assault and its many manifestations are probably 
the biggest current threat to the Army’s professional status. If we fail to 
address this problem effectively, the Army risks undermining the trust of 
all stakeholders: the soldiers who join, the families that send them, the 
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Congress that provides resources, and the executive branch that employs 
it. The Army needs the trust of all these constituencies to be a truly pro-
fessional force.

Why It Matters
The American people have not always desired a professional force. 

Before there was a United States, American colonists mistrusted the kind 
of occupational elitism they left in Europe and viewed the idea of expert 
mastery of systematic knowledge as “old world.”1 At a time when peo-
ple hunted with the same weapons they used in war, holding such a view 
did not place an individual or society at a disadvantage. Militaries needed 
charismatic leaders and courageous, dedicated soldiers. Any “specialized” 
knowledge was easily acquired. That view changed, however, as scientific 
knowledge increased and the weapons, tactics, and strategies of war be-
came more complex. Today, it would be unthinkable, much less unethical, 
to fight a war with an army of amateurs.

There are, of course, a number of reasons this is the case. First, the US 
Army is an all-volunteer force. We expect the American people not only to 
support the Army, but to join it. If the Army is not seen as a professional 
force, it will not attract the talented, committed, and dedicated individuals 
needed to fulfill its role effectively. Second, the principle of civilian con-
trol obligates civilian leaders, specifically the executive branch and Con-
gress, to both resource and wisely employ the Army. Maintaining an army 
capable of global deployment is both expensive and, even outside of war, 
dangerous. To commit those resources as well as the authority to use them, 
civilian leaders need to see the Army as a professional force accountable to 
them for the ethical application of force. Third, the Army demands much 
not only from soldiers, but from their families as well. Soldiers must view 
Army service as something bigger than themselves. They are following a 
calling, rather than just doing a job.

The Future of the Profession
With a solid understanding of the Army profession, soldiers will be 

in a better position to understand future ethical challenges. While the fo-
cus of this discussion has been LSCO, technological developments over 
the last several years have expanded the ways and means that states and 
non-state actors can compete, blurring the lines between war and peace. 
Developments in surveillance technologies as well as autonomous and 
semi-autonomous weapons have allowed a range of actors to strike ad-
versaries in more precise, prolific, and deniable ways. The spread of cyber 
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technologies and increasing global connectivity have exposed new vulner-
abilities—enabling a range of coercive, if non-violent, measures. Not only 
are critical infrastructure and critical services at risk of disruption by cyber 
operations, but the ability of adversaries to manipulate information in the 
public sphere threatens to undermine the legitimacy of governments and 
institutions that are necessary for a successful defense.

These types of changes enable weaker states and even non-state actors 
to take on global powers and win. The distinction between regular and 
irregular warfare, gray zone and hybrid conflicts, and peaceful and adver-
sarial competition will mean very little as the Army prepares to fulfill its 
purpose. Because of such changes, the lessons of LSCO will apply in a 
variety of other contexts.

From the normative perspective, the proliferation of these technolo-
gies will challenge legal and ethical norms either because current norms 
do not apply or, where they do, violators cannot be held accountable. The 
resulting vacuum will necessitate new norms governing the range of coer-
cive measures that characterize this competition. Otherwise, the interna-
tional community will likely see a continued drift toward the international 
lawlessness that characterized eras prior to World War II. Army profes-
sionals will need to shape how those norms evolve.

The kinds of risks that Army professionals must manage will be differ-
ent as well. These points, taken together, suggest that the twenty-first cen-
tury battlefield will not involve fewer risks, just different ones. Thus, how 
leaders manage technology acquisition and employment will profoundly 
impact not just on how soldiers experience courage but, by extension, the 
individual soldier’s identity.

While some soldiers will be physically harmed, that risk will decrease 
for many, especially those involved with remote platforms and technolo-
gies. At the same time, the risk of psychological harm may increase, and 
in unexpected ways. Studies indicate that mental trauma associated with 
the use of autonomous technologies range from desensitization and moral 
disengagement to trauma and moral injury. These effects will require rede-
fining ethical obligations to fellow soldiers and veterans.

Technology will also impact the civil-military relationship that is a 
cornerstone of the Army profession. For example, artificial intelligence 
(AI) may exercise specialized human knowledge that reduces the required 
expertise of the human user. While there will likely be genuine expertise 
required for a period, reliance on AI systems may enable the use of com-
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plex weapon systems with little training and no education. Reducing sol-
diering to “using an app” would diminish the Army’s professional status 
unless leaders start thinking about how to reconceive Army expert knowl-
edge for the future.

Human enhancement technologies could also impact how the Ameri-
can people regard the Army profession. Technology can make soldiers less 
vulnerable or less fearful. Such reductions diminish, if not eliminate, the 
need to demonstrate courage. This willingness to accept risk and danger is 
a key element of how civil society values, and rewards, soldiers and veter-
ans. If soldiering no longer requires much sacrifice, then it will be “just a 
job,” best filled by technicians.

Today’s US Army is a product of a complex history of expanding ex-
pert knowledge driven by new technologies, changing jurisdictions, and 
new threats. As operations demanded not just a larger army, but a more 
skilled one, the Army required a professional class of leaders and an ethic 
that went beyond that of civil society, much like the professions of law 
and medicine. Today, professional armies, rather than bureaucratic ones, 
win wars.

Healthy and functional professions develop and build expert knowl-
edge to serve the social good. The US Army has built trust not only among 
Army professionals but also with the government and American people, 
collectively providing the authority necessary to keep the profession effec-
tive. This jurisdiction and authority, however, are not stable. As the Army 
transformed from citizen militias to an all-volunteer force, it undertook a 
range of insurgent, counterinsurgent, constabulary, and conventional mis-
sions. Results were often mixed, because Army professionals failed to an-
ticipate the demands of these new jurisdictions.

The lesson to be learned from this volume is that professionals must 
be vigilant in ensuring that the bureaucracy’s demands do not undermine 
the profession, its expert knowledge, or its ethical practices. Conceiving 
the Army as a profession connects the moral imperative of defense with 
the Army’s functional imperative, which is to win wars. Just as impor-
tantly, the profession demands that soldiers not only perform their best in 
service to the greater good, but continually improve. Otherwise, they risk 
losing the trust of those they serve.
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1. Allan R. Millett, Military Professionalism and Officership in America 

(Columbus, OH: Mershon Center of the Ohio State University, 1979), 7.
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