
Ethics Education 
of Military Leaders

A Edward Major, Esq

E XPANDING THE ETHICS EDUCATION of senior military leaders is critical to 
meeting the demands of current hostilities and the challenge of preserving the trust 

of the public and allies.1 To maintain this elusive trust, leaders must keenly understand the 
tension inherent in completing martial missions both adroitly and ethically. Understanding 
of the subtlety of these issues reminds us of the pervasive relevance of ethics education. 
Neither the offi cer corps nor the public will tolerate a military that does not successfully re-
solve this tension, and neither will accept a lower standard of conduct. This article explores 
why the senior service colleges (SSCs), the command and staff colleges, and associated 
military colleges of the United States must provide ethics education to senior leaders so 
they may lead effectively at the strategic level. Planning expansion of their ethics curricula 
must be a priority as the Department of Defense is poised to refi ne common course content.

A civilian lawyer for 27 years, A Edward Major, Esq, is a leading proponent for the ethics educa-
tion of senior military leadership. He has published several articles on national security. Major 
has been admitted to practice law in New York, New Jersey, and Florida as well as England and 
Wales. He has a son on active duty as an Army engineer offi cer.

To educate a man in mind and not in morals is to educate a menace to society.
—Theodore Roosevelt

Gen. Martin E. Dempsey, chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, speaks to military students and 
interagency partners at the U.S. Army War Col-
lege, 21 September 2012. (DOD, Air Force Master 
Sgt. Chuck Marsh)
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If any curriculum should include ethics, it is 
that of the senior U.S. and partner-nation military 
leaders at the SSCs for reasons of the foundational 
importance of ethics itself, as well as the following 
specifi c grounds: 

 ●  First, the current environment of persistent 
confl ict of ever-increasing lethality and the security 
forces deployed to defend against it.

 ● Second, the unique reach of SSC programs to 
senior military leaders of the United States and its 
international partners, the ability of those leaders to 
communicate with the policy makers of their home 
countries, and their ability to build trust through 
mutual understanding of ethical conduct.2

Foundational Arguments
Tension exists between the effi cient accomplish-

ment of missions and conformity with fundamental 
social values, and between personal morality and 
that of the military profession. What is the “right” 
thing to do? Ethics mediates this constant tension; 
choices often must be made between imperfect 
solutions when there is no time for the luxury of 
refl ection. Ethics education edifi es soldiers (soldier, 
in this discussion, refers to all military personnel) 
who are not ethics specialists, inducing them to 
develop professionalism, self-control, and “moral 
intuition.”3 

Individual leaders exercise discretionary judg-
ment many times a day, making decisions requiring 
high moral distinction. Overcoming the fear to act, 
making ethical decisions, and having the internal 
fortitude to take action decisively count when the 
everyday activity of the military profession wields 
the power of life and death. It follows that the moral 
character of individual students requires advance-
ment during their professional development at the 
SSCs so they develop the capability to act ethically 
when events demand.4 Moving moral sensitivity to 
the point where the individual leader possesses the 
courage to act upon it is peremptory.5 This calls for 
the enhancement of the leader’s “self-sustaining 
capacity to be a moral actor [even] in the absence of 
social sanctions or reinforcements.”6 The objective 
of the SSCs is to infl uence students to internalize 
ethics so they wield their ordained power in a legal 
and ethical manner. 

British statesman and writer John Morley said, 
“No man can climb out beyond the limitations of 

his own character.”7 The demand therefore follows 
for forearming students with a predisposition for 
ethical decision making by enhancing their abil-
ity to recognize and process ethical dilemmas and 
execute prudent behavior in response to them.8 The 
development of ethical habits of mind is essential to 
equip the individual leader to react professionally 
to rapidly changing technology and tactics and to 
foster trust within military organizations and alli-
ances with partner forces.9 Ethics is a cornerstone of 
honorable service and esprit de corps, and a defense 
against brutalization.10

Ethics Educates the “Why”
Ethics provides the essential “why,” the sense, to 

our rules. Understanding why provides the motiva-
tion to adopt rules, including those that guide ethi-
cal direction. Ethics education introduces students 
to potential issues, alerts them to issues they may 
not have considered, and provides direction as to 
how issues should be confronted. While it cannot  
present all possibilities, ethics education offers a 
methodology for dealing with ethical challenges 
when encountered. The more leaders understand, 
the more they integrate teachings into their own 
self-guidance system and avoid the mistakes of 
others. An ethical foundation supports risk man-
agement, so critical to both the exercise of foreign 
policy and effective prosecution of missions. 

To provide ethics education is to appreciate that 
the behavior of soldiers begins with the environ-
ment created by their leaders. There is no better way 
to inculcate ethics in organizations than through the 
education of their leaders. Even their minor deci-
sions are closely observed and treated as precedent, 
reverberating down the chain of command. In mili-
tary organizations in particular, the more senior the 
commander, the wider the infl uence exerted and 
its resulting perversion, should the infl uence be 
fl awed. Military authority exerts tremendous power 
on an individual’s ethical perception, which often 
propagates the lure of being close to power. There 
is the tendency to get into lock-step with what the 
inner circle, the focus of power, is doing, for the 
psychological need to become part of the in-group 
and also for career advancement.11 This is not just 
the action of a young offi cer scrambling for recog-
nition, but also senior military offi cers who seek 
the recognition of national politicians or simply 
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become overly impressed with the power that they 
wield. This very human condition must be addressed 
at the SSCs to alert students to these lures and how 
they may skew their judgment. 

While the best combat planning in ideal circum-
stances is susceptible to miscalculation, escalation, 
mission creep, and unintended consequences, the 
irregular warfare typical of the current fi ght com-
pounds the amorphous challenges for leaders, chal-
lenges which cannot be fully foreseen.12 Compound-
ing the challenge to the military is the demand to do 
more with less due to shrinking budgets—that is, to 
be more effi cient while remaining effective. How 
does the leader cope with these increasing complexi-
ties while maintaining the trust of both soldiers and 
the public? Such challenges call for a strong moral 
compass, understood by leaders in cooperation with 
allies to help maintain the balance between complet-
ing missions effi ciently and ethically.13 

There is good reason for leaders to impose an 
ethical working environment on their commands. 

Several recent surveys reveal that a vast majority of 
business employees preferred working for compa-
nies with ethical business practices and were even 
prepared to accept less compensation. Further, it 
was decisively found that the most effective work-
ers are those who feel they are not just doing a job 
but are performing something that refl ects who they 
are. They work harder and stay longer in their posi-
tions.14 It is the objective of leaders to attract and 
retain this kind of motivated and dedicated soldier 
to their command. An effective ethical platform for 
a leader’s command will attract those that identify 
with it. 

The speed of Internet news capabilities also creates 
its challenges. Decisions must be made with new 
immediacy. Moreover, much so-called news is not 
fi ltered through responsible editorial authority but 
is immediately broadcast over the Internet, not fact-
checked, possibly misleading, or even staged. An 
effective ethical environment discourages soldiers 
from paying attention to such sources.

The National Defense University 2011-2012 academic year kicked off with a convocation ceremony for students and faculty. The ceremony 
took place on the front steps of Roosevelt Hall, home of the National War College. (DOD, Katie Lewis, James Lewis, and Mark Meleski)
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Professional Education Sought by 
Students

Conversely, from the students’ perspective, serving 
in the profession of arms connotes commitment to the 
ethical standards of their profession and a striving 
for their mastery.15 Professions, by defi nition, license 
and continually train their members, especially their 
senior offi cers and members, and sanction behavior 
determined unprofessional or illegal. By this method, 
professions enable and motivate their members to 
serve appropriately in the discharge of their duty. In 
the leaders’ perceiving themselves responsible to the 
larger community and duly conforming their actions 
to this responsibility, they retain societal trust. 

The military is a profession that trains, educates, 
and licenses its members. Officers have much 
required pre- and post-commissioning training and 
education, interim training and studies, and profes-
sional military education throughout their careers. 
Promotions, awards, oaths, assignments, and periodic 
evaluations also award soldiers and certify them as 
qualifi ed within their profession. The educational 
piece includes the SSCs, charged with senior leader 
education and is necessary to maintain expertise of 
the military profession. The SSCs infl uence policy 
and education at institutions well beyond their walls. 

DOD Direction
The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen. 

Martin E. Dempsey, recently stated at The National 
Defense University, “For the fi rst time, our competence 
and character are being evaluated by experts and pun-
dits while we fi ght . . . . There will be an ever-increasing 
expectation of servicewomen and men to achieve that 
intricate balance of high character and high compe-
tence.”16 His words were more than aspirational: Sec-
retary of Defense Chuck Hagel had previously directed 
Gen. Dempsey to review ethics education to better 
inculcate “a culture of value-based decision making 
and stewardship of general and fl ag offi cers and their 
staffs.”17 Recently, the Joint Chiefs duly reviewed some 
of the ethical violations of senior leaders. They are 
drafting recommendations to avoid lapses in critical 
judgment.18 Their preliminary fi ndings included that 
“we need to . . .  reinforce that [ethics] training more 
frequently in an offi cer’s career.” The chairman was 
charged with a long-term effort to make and implement 
recommendations in consultation with the secretary of 
defense.19 These efforts remain ongoing. 

Providing ethics education is to accept the burden 
imposed by Gen. Dempsey and echoed by the direc-
tives of the Strategic Landpower Task Force, to 
develop ethical senior leaders who “exercise moral 
nerve and restraint” and to “develop mutual trust 
and understanding.” The responsibility of provid-
ing ethics education falls on the SSCs because they 
possess the expertise. Ethics education is a thor-
oughfare for SSCs to infl uence leaders’ character 
around the globe with reverberating effect. 

In stewardship, the SSCs can either prepare their 
own curriculum now or await the imposition of a 
system designed elsewhere.20 It is best to be ahead 
of the curve by anticipating change, actively infl u-
encing the debate, and guiding policy development 
and implementation. 

Ever-Increasing Lethality Alters 
the Ethical Equation

The ever-increasing lethality of terrorism and the 
force deployed to combat it commands our urgent 
attention. These permutations drive modifi cations to 
U.S. and international security policies and changes 
to ethical analysis. Ethical violations mean that 
people die, and the resulting effects of bad press, 
including lawfare (referring to using international 
law and litigation to achieve a military advantage), 
entail long-term consequences.21 Even after the U.S. 
Army condemned its soldiers’ actions at Abu Ghraib 
prison, there was no way to prevent the public 
shame. It became an instant public spectacle, sul-
lying the efforts of the U.S. and allied governments 
throughout much of the Near East. The sudden loss 
of the trust, so diligently constructed, was regained 
only at great expense and after much time. The 
very integrity and independence of the profession 
of arms was shaken.

Such incidents point out why ethics should be 
proactively taught. The offending officers and 
soldiers were all considered thoroughly trained 
and knew better, yet their training was insuffi cient. 
Some deeper thinking can prevent such violations 
in the future and, together with broader training, 
the SSCs may devise better educational systems for 
doing so. Post-disaster efforts are reactive and inef-
fective, even after the expenditure of vast amounts 
of money, changes of procedure, and the healing 
passage of time, yet further attention to ethics may 
subvert these problems before they occur. 
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Professional Ethics
Effective professions police and hold their mem-

bers accountable, and there is good reason for doing 
so. When a profession hangs its own violators 
from the yardarm, the punishment is almost always 
regarded as just propitiation. It serves as suffi cient 
retribution and satisfi es public demands for corrective 
measures. Further, if a profession effectively polices 
itself, it controls much of the criteria by which its 
members are judged and punished. As long as this 
authority is not abused, the profession is trusted to 
self-regulate. Professions must labor to maintain 
this trust, as it is earned every day, and even 99% on 
that test is a failure! The misconduct of a few paints 
the entire profession. A public press and jury cannot 
be expected to fully understand context, nor will it 
take the time to discover the facts before pointing an 
accusing fi nger. 

the modeling of their ethical leadership. If ethics 
programs are effective, the SSCs can build trust 
through mutual understanding of ethical conduct 
within the United States and between the United 
States and its partners throughout the world. To be 
effective, government and military relations require 
a high level of trust. The call to shared ethical stan-
dards seeks effective understanding and trust in our 
own civil-military relations as well as those of the 
partner nations’ military and security forces with 
which we serve. A common understanding will 
assist in overcoming disparate and often contradic-
tory moral structures and laws. While it is absurd to 
believe worldwide agreement may be constructed 
during our lifetimes, the SSCs, more than any other 
institution, may exert a powerful infl uence. SSC 
students possess the ability to think independently 
and the authority to infl uence policy and change 
behavior, with infl uence over large geographic areas. 
Their professional identity, enhanced through ethics 
instruction, has wide-reaching utility. SSCs present 
the opportunity to engender a common vocabulary 
and trust among partners that is so essential to build-
ing effective alliances.

If the SSCs do their jobs well, their graduates 
will effect change within their nations and assist 
in the building of reliable alliances among nations. 
Their international students will go forth as models 
of behavior, with trust in America’s commitment to 
ethical action. Recent confl icts have required broad 
alliances to effectively counter security threats. With 
the diminishing defense budgets of most nations 
around the world, alliances have more than ever 
become necessities, fi scal as well as political. 

Conclusion
Ethics is not mere abstraction, but rather an integral 

component of a leader’s character. Leaders do not 
serve either their profession or country without ethics 
as their guiding light. 

To equip an expanded ethics program at the SSCs 
will require careful planning to avoid offering a 
course that distracts from other more didactic courses 
(as did my ethics course in law school). To be effec-
tive, it must walk the line between philosophy and 
anecdotes and avoid the perils of irrelevance. It must 
develop critical thinking. It is not enough just to teach 
principles and rules; ethics education must delve 
into soldiers’ service careers to fi nd the challenges 

The United States does not espouse any particular 
religion, but powerfully manifests an ethical ethos 
to be a merciful peacemaker through its military 
action.22 We seek peace through positive action and 
reconciliation for the oppressed. It is our national 
ethical premise to have abandoned the effort to meet 
our needs through the destruction of our enemies; this 
promise imparts great ethical power to our actions.

Reach of SSC Programs to Senior 
Leaders

The second basis for teaching ethics at the SSCs 
highlights their unique reach to U.S. and international 
partner senior military leaders and SSC students’ 
access to the senior policy makers of their coun-
tries. This represents a powerful infl uence through 

 … the SSCs can build trust 
through mutual understanding 
of ethical conduct within the 
United States and between the 
United States and its partners 
throughout the world. 
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they face. Students, for example, may personalize 
their teaching to place it into a context where they 
see issues as they relate to themselves. They may be 
encouraged to discuss or write about ethical violations 
they have witnessed and describe how they may have 
been better handled. 

Teaching must stress the importance of context and 
circumstances. To illustrate the complexity of deci-
sions, the SSCs should look to the challenges actually 
confronted by soldiers and security personnel. Such 
study would avoid the dreamy philosophizing inimical 
to many students. Challenges provided must be realistic 
and have applicability to the students’ experiences so 
that the lessons may be internalized.23 The professors 
must guard against treatment of their examples as anec-
dotal personal stories and thus inapplicable. My own 
reaction to most law school ethics course examples was, 
“Oh, I would never do that,” or “How could he do that?” 
Only convincing, real-world experience brought appre-
ciation that the examples really can and do happen!

An ethical character requires nurture and incubation. 
A story attributed to President James A. Garfi eld, when 

he was a university president, is illustrative: A young 
entering student reviews the curriculum and decides that 
he wishes to get through in less than the prescribed four-
year program and requests the abbreviated program. 
President Garfi eld replies, “You may take the short course; 
it all depends on what you wish to make of yourself. When 
God makes an oak, it takes 100 years, but He only takes 
two months to make a squash.” 

The point in teaching senior leaders is to inform them 
of issues and build ethical instincts that serve in the 
many amorphous situations they may encounter. The 
desired end state of teaching at the SSCs is to develop 
capacity in its students to apply their ethics education in 
an operational environment. Ethical actions build self-
confi dence in leaders, and their self-confi dence helps 
generate trust in both their soldiers and the partners that 
work with them. The appreciation of ethical action is 
an inspiration for the building of trust because actions 
speak louder than words. There is already a richness 
of ethical issues to correct and, as Theodore Roosevelt 
warned, we must avoid educating social menaces, 
especially in the military profession. MR
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