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ON 7 JUNE 2010, Operation Enduring Freedom surpassed the Vietnam 
War as the longest war in American history.1 The last nine years of 

persistent conflict forced an unprecedented operational and cognitive adap-
tation on our Army in which we experienced both successes and setbacks. 
Yet, despite monumental demands and stresses, repeated separations, and 
hardships, our Army’s Soldiers and Families demonstrated both adaptability 
and resilience. 

In light of all of our collective experiences, we have to ask ourselves if 
we are a better Army today than we were nine years ago. Now is as good 
a time as any to reflect on the war’s influence on the Profession of Arms. 
Through this reflection, we hope to emerge with a renewed emphasis on and 
internalization of the Army Professional Ethic, to preserve its professional 
character, to improve the ethical decision making and actions of our lead-
ers and our Soldiers, and to maintain legitimacy and trust in the eyes of the 
society we serve. Doing so ensures we will remain a professional military 
force striving for unmatched capability, character, and values in the future.2 

The Army enjoys a strong ethical tradition, but as General Casey recently 
noted, “if you walked around the Army [today] and asked people what the 
Professional Military Ethic is, you would likely get a number of different 
answers” because a singular guiding professional ethic does not exist.3 While 
the lack of an articulated ethic has not prevented us from living up to the 
moral expectations incumbent upon military professionals in the past, the 
moral ambiguity in today’s prevailing complex operating environment is 
likely to persist well into the future.4 Therefore, we should reconnect with 
our roots today so as not to run adrift in the future. 

Articulating the Army’s Ethic
General Charles Krulak’s “strategic corporal” concept guided the last nine 

years of conflict and will continue to do so for the foreseeable future.5 Specifi-
cally, our Army will continue to see junior leaders, and even Soldiers, making 
strategic-level decisions or taking actions that have strategic ramifications. 
Broad area security mission sets and decentralized operations characterize 
counterinsurgency operating environments with small unit leaders making 
life and death decisions daily. 
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Soldiers, led in some cases by junior leaders with 
as few as 12 months of service, have significant 
independent decision making latitude with little 
more than their own situational understanding, their 
grasp of their commanders’ intent, and a limited list 
of rules of engagement.6 Operational and strategic 
success often depends on the value of decisions they 
make.7 In light of these circumstances, the Army as 
an institution needs to reflect on its organizational 
identity and the way it inculcates that identity.

The Army is part of a body of military profession-
als, the Profession of Arms, that serve this Nation.8 
As Colonel Sean Hannah of the Center for the Army 
Profession and Ethic, has said, “to be professional is 
to understand, embrace, and competently practice the 
specific ethos and expertise of the profession and to 
[abide by] the profession’s standards.”9  The Ameri-
can Profession of Arms is a vocation comprised of 
experts certified in the ethical application of land 
combat power, serving under civilian authority, 
entrusted to defend the Constitution and the rights 
and interests of the American people. We therefore 
define the Army’s Ethic as the collection of values, 
beliefs, ideals, principles and other moral-ethical 
knowledge held by the Profession of Arms and 
embedded in its culture that inspires and regulates 
ethical individual and organizational behavior in the 
application of land combat power in defense of and 
service to the Nation.10

Relevant Concerns for 
Reconnecting With Our Roots

Using those two definitions as benchmarks, opera-
tions over the last decade demonstrate that the major-
ity of our force acts consistent with our espoused 
cultural values “time and time again under intense 
pressure.”11 However, a number of recent high-profile 
events and emerging trends, if left unchecked, may 
jeopardize our future professional status in the eyes 
of the society we serve. 

Operational moral failures. The Army still labors 
under the cloud of actions like those that occurred 
at Abu Ghraib Detention Facility in 2003. From a 
moral perspective, such actions do not accord with 
objective traditions of right behavior, and they are 
corrosive to the integrity of the Army, the Nation, 
and the civilized world. In war, legitimate violence 
and killing occurs under carefully circumscribed 
moral norms. Violation of those norms is anathema 
to professional Soldiers.

Mental Health Advisory Team (MHAT) reports 
from Operation Iraqi Freedom show a disturbing 
trend. The 2006 MHAT IV report notes that only “47 
percent of the Soldiers and 38 percent of the Marines 
[surveyed] agreed that non-combatants should be 
treated with dignity and respect . . . Well over one 
third reported that torture should be allowed to save 
the life of a fellow Soldier or Marine. And less than 
half would report a team member for unethical 
behavior.”12 Further, only 71 percent of Soldiers 
and 67 percent of Marines stated that “NCOs and 
Officers in [their] unit made it clear not to mistreat 
non-combatants” and only 25 percent were willing 
to risk their own safety to help a noncombatant in 
danger.13 

The 2008 MHAT V report did not specifically 
report statistics regarding battlefield ethics, but it 
did state that Soldiers expressed disdain regarding 
rules of engagement application and skepticism 
about pre-deployment ethics training effectiveness. 
One Soldier’s remarks seem indicative of many: “A 
30-minute [ethics] class won’t change my opinion.”14 
Clearly, the survey responses indicate a negative 
attitude toward indigenous noncombatants specifi-
cally and ethical battlefield conduct in general. Such 
attitudes reflect an ignorance and disrespect for pro-
fessional moral obligations that define the profession. 
These attitudes are not consistent with the Army 
values and the international laws and conventions 
we are sworn to uphold by our oath.

From a practical perspective, the abusive tactics 
of Army interrogators and the beliefs expressed by 
Soldiers and Marines created a moral wedge between 
the Army, the Iraqi leaders, and the Iraqi people we 
vowed to protect. That wedge resulted in lost cred-
ibility, lost support, and eroded trust between the 
United States and other Arab nations. It also pro-
voked Islamic moderates caught between supporting 
other moderates and giving tacit support to violent 

…the Army as an institution 
needs to reflect on its organi-
zational identity and the way it 
inculcates that identity.
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extremists. It served as the impetus for many to join 
the “jihad” against American efforts. 

Domestically, abuses like those at the prison or 
portrayed in the MHAT assessments caused the 
American people to question our Army’s values and 
moral legitimacy. A handful of leaders and Soldiers 
failed our institution, and what is worse is that these 
Soldiers disrespected the moral traditions behind the 
laws of armed conflict. 

Command climate and decentralized opera-
tions. The attacks on Combat Outpost (COP) Wanat, 
Afghanistan, on 13 July 2008, by a Taliban force of 
over 200 fighters resulted in the deaths of nine U.S. 
Soldiers. A similar attack on COP Keating occurred 
on 3 October 2009, killing eight Soldiers. These 
firefights demonstrate the high operational risk 
posed to decentralized operations that small units 
prosecute in the counterinsurgency (COIN) fight. 
The operational environment certainly requires these 
dispersed operations. However, we must be careful 
that we do not inadvertently decentralize the risk 
along with the operations. 

The professional ethic under review here does not 
necessarily concern risk decentralization and where 

to mitigate it. Rather, the reflection needed centers 
on establishing a multi-echelon command climate 
that enables a frank discussion between senior and 
subordinate commanders to occur. As leaders, we 
have an inherent responsibility to set the proper 
conditions to allow an open and honest dialogue 
between senior and subordinate to discuss risk and 
how to mitigate it. 

Risk mitigation does not mean becoming risk 
averse. On the contrary, such action runs counter to 
our professional obligation for mission accomplish-
ment.15 Disregard of Soldiers’ lives in the pursuit of 
mission accomplishment is equally morally corrupt. 
While such disregard did not occur during either of 
the battles mentioned above, the inherent nature of 
the Profession of Arms recognizes that “in war, battle 
is the mechanism by which we defeat the enemy. In 
battle, casualties are inevitable.”16	

Civilian authority of the military. The disparag-
ing remarks about civilian leaders and policy makers 
attributed to General McChrystal and members of his 
staff published in Rolling Stone magazine spotlight 
one of the core tenets defining the Profession of Arms 
and the Army Ethic: the profession serves its society.17 

Defense Secretary Robert M. Gates awards the Distinguished Service Medal to GEN Stanley McChrystal with his wife Annie 
as he is honored at his retirement ceremony at Fort McNair in Washington, DC, 23 July 2010.
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As professionals, we take an oath to support and 
defend the Constitution, which clearly establishes 
civilian authority over the military. We take an oath  
to support and defend a set of moral beliefs, political 
ideals, and specific laws and rights. The founding 
fathers recognized the need for a standing army to 
defend their newly won freedom from outside powers 
and internal ambitions. To avoid the dishonorable 
historical pattern of military takeovers, they dis-
persed power over the Army between the Executive 
and Legislative branches of government.18 If society 
perceives a breach of this principle, the military loses 
societal trust and popular support.

Maintaining popular support is not unique to the 
American 20th- and 21st-century experience. Mid-
19th century Prussian military theorist Carl von 
Clausewitz highlights that the population’s passion 
is directly related to the political decision to remain 
engaged in a protracted conflict: “as the [people’s] 
incentive fades away [over time], the active element 
gradually becomes passive. Less and less happens…
and the half-hearted war does not become a real 
war [to achieve a political objective] at all.”19 Once 
people perceive “that the expenditure of effort 
exceeds the value of the political object, the object 
must be renounced and peace must follow.”20 

Released in July 2010, the Afghanistan war docu-
mentary Restrepo offers a modern example on how 
a population’s resolve can weaken. Soldiers from 
2d Platoon, B Company, 2-503 INF (ABN), 173d 
BCT, created Outpost (OP) Restrepo overnight to 
extend the company’s firepower up a ridgeline in 
Kunar Province’s Korengal valley.21 Those familiar 
with and understanding COIN doctrine recognize 
the importance of the platoon’s position. Yet despite 
the Soldiers’ daily heroic, disciplined behavior, the 
film leads viewers to question B Company’s mis-
sion, why their leaders put the unit there in the first 
place, and if the effort was worth it. When a popular 
documentary produces such influence on American 

public opinion and support, as professionals we 
should examine its effects on the Profession of Arms 
and to the trust relationship we have with our client, 
the American people. We only have to look back 
40 years to America’s last protracted conflict to see 
the impact a breach of trust has on the social trustee 
civil–military relationship.

Media relations. The Rolling Stone article high-
lights another area directly related to maintaining 
trust between the military and the society it serves. 
While “strained at best” is a conservative description 
of the media-military relationship since the 1968 Tet 
Offensive, at times it could also be characterized as 
“openly hostile.” Such a relationship breeds a feel-
ing of mistrust, not only between the media and the 
military, but also among the American people, the 
U.S. government, and the military. 

Information proliferation increasingly character-
izes 21st-century military operations.22 Our adver-
saries easily compete with us in the information 
domain, but the realm is more than merely another 
battleground. It provides us an avenue to promote 
transparency to the American public regarding opera-
tions and intentions. If the Army acts in good faith, 
the information domain can promote trust between 
it and the rest of the world. However, that opportu-
nity only occurs if we maintain an open and honest 
relationship. Negative fallout based upon skewed 
perceptions from the Rolling Stone article has the 
potential to reverse significant progress made in 
media-military relations over the last decade.23 Nev-
ertheless, the Army has an obligation to work openly 
and in good faith with the media. The existence of a 
free press represents an aspect of the Constitutional 
guarantees and values we are charged to protect.

Education and leader development. Leader 
development is also a matter worthy of reflection. 
Trends indicate that today fewer leaders opt for 
developmental experiences outside the operational 
domain. While operational demands rightfully have 
priority, increasingly leaders forgo professional 
educational opportunities believing that operational 
assignments provide the best benefit to their develop-
ment and career advancement.24 As such, they lack 
the time or the education needed to make sense of 
their experiences. The current trend is disturbing 
because not pursuing broadening educational oppor-
tunities leads to a proportionately less reflective and 
less mentally agile leadership corps, one that’s ill 

We take an oath to support-
and defend a set of moral 
beliefs, political ideals, and 
specific laws and rights.
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suited for handling the complex and novel problems 
of unforeseen contingencies. To paraphrase Frederick 
the Great’s chiding of his own officer corps, a mule 
after twenty campaigns is no better tactician for all 
that experience.25 For the best moral outcomes, we 
need educated, imaginative, well-developed leaders.

Implications for the Army Ethic
As an Army, a failure in education and leader 

development means we will lose the “bench” of 
leaders we will need after our current operations 
conclude. While today’s Army arguably has more 
collective operational experience than at any other 
time in history, that experience only encompasses a 
partial component of the Army’s need for expertise 
across the full operational spectrum. 

Further, we must recognize that education 
prepares leaders not just for today’s fight, but 
for tomorrow’s, which may have a very different 
character. Education entails a learning process 
focused on gaining knowledge, intellectual skill, 
and cognitive development. Training involves 
physical action and demonstration of acquired 
skills in varied situations.26 Development entails 

human transformation that must occur as part 
of a leader’s overall growth. Development also 
includes changes in identity, values, resilience, 
and—significantly, for this discussion—ethical 
outlook.27 These changes occur simultaneously 
with the growth of expertise.

Lieutenant General Caslen recalls a particular 
experience:

I recall assuming responsibilities as an 
Infantry platoon leader 34 years ago in a 
unit that returned from Vietnam just 18 
months or so earlier. At the time, we had 
two noncommissioned officers (NCOs) in 
my platoon, my sergeant first class platoon 
sergeant and an E-5 sergeant. After leading 
the platoon for about six weeks, my platoon 
sergeant was arrested and court-martialed, 
leaving me with only one other recognized 
legitimate leader to fall back on. We made 
our E-4 specialist squad leaders acting 
corporals to provide some positional 
legitimacy and authority (as junior NCOs). 
However, based on our limited experience, 
we all lacked requisite expertise.28 

A Soldier reacts to an attack during the Warrior Tasks and Battle Drills, part of the Department of the Army Best Warrior 
Competition held 28 September - 2 October 2009 at Fort Lee, VA. 
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Such was the condition of our NCO corps after 
Vietnam, our last protracted conflict. The profes-
sion as a whole suffered too, as Don Snider notes,  
“from an evident malaise, particularly within the 
officer corps.”29 From an ethical perspective, the 
Army hit rock bottom.

Today we find our NCOs serving admirably. These 
remarkable first-line leaders are as technically and 
tactically competent as ever before. Our ranks are 
filled to 100 percent strength, while we re-enlist our 
Soldiers to meet 100 percent of our mission before 
the year is over, and our accessions remain at 100 
percent. However, given all the positive trends in 
the NCO corps in the last 40 years, the realities of 
continued operational commitments and a force 
generation cycle that rotates leaders out at the end of 
a deployment (rather than throughout), leave inexpe-
rienced junior leaders responsible to rebuild the unit 
during the next reset phase. During this critical period 
great units lay the foundation of a command climate 
grounded on the Army Ethic that serves as a moral 
baseline for actions and decision making in combat.

One could easily discount the information pre-
sented in this paper as outliers, anomalies given the 
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