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ABSTRACT
The development of the moral element of leadership
is very often ignored in the training and education of
military officers²non-commissioned, staff noncommissioned, and commissioned. This is partly due to the
lack of understanding of the developmental stages in the
career of a service member.
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Of the three dimensions of leadership²moral, physical and intellectual²the most
difficult to harvest is moral development. The physical attributes of leadership²
courage, bearing, endurance, and even appearance, can be cultivated through disciplined
training. The intellectual aspect of leadership can be cultivated through intensive study
of human nature, crisis management, leadership and managerial technique, philosophy,
logic, and so on.
The moral aspect of leadership²personally understanding, embracing, and
inculcating ethical conduct in others is far more difficult to develop in leaders and can be
far more time consuming. In spite of decades of highly publicized moral/ethical failures
on the part of its military members, the DoD has not achieved a satisfactory method for
addressing the moral development of service men and women.
Pronouncements from DoD leadership have been common. Then-Secretary of the
1DY\*RUGRQ(QJODQGSXEOLVKHGDQ³$OO1DY\$OO0DULQH&RUSV´PHVVDge entitled
³([SHFWDWLRQRI(WKLFDO&RQGXFW´LQZKLFKKHVWDWHGWKDW³LWLVHVVHQWLDOWKDWDOO
Department of the Navy personnel adhere to the highest standards of integrity and ethical
conduct. The American people put their trust in us and none of us can betray that trust.
The standards of conduct are designed to ensure that we retain the trust of the American
SHRSOH´ii Secretary England limited the scope of his comments to matters of personal
monetary gain, such as use of government resources, the acceptance of gifts, financial
interests, and the seeking of future employment. However, ethics regarding personal
financial gain are but one issue in the far broader category of military ethics.
If ethics is a system of moral values and morals are principles of right and wrong
in behavior, then moral development is the quest to learn right from wrong. This quest is
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not simple, yet there are some who grasp its lessons intuitively. This quest is not brief,
yet there are those who negotiate it quickly. This quest can be broken down into four
GLVFHUQDEOH³VWDJHV´iii
The four stages of moral development in leaders are compliance, moral
understanding, moral maturity, and moral ambition. These stages are not new. The
Roman Centurian moved along a similar path from obsequium (obedience to orders,
compliance with directives) to fides (faith in the organizations and institutions that
generate those orders and directives) to integritas (wholeness, completeness, integrity).
To accomplish this they worked hard to develop their leaders through a variety of means
designed to create prudentia (knowledge gleaned from experience) and sapientia
(knowledge gleaned from focused, scientific study).iv
Compliance
Compliance is more about simple behavior modification than it is about some
deeper, existential understanding of the role of the leader and the meaning of life. Every
moral development program, whether it is associated with acculturating an individual to
the military service, a religious order, or a new family, begins with an expectation that
behavior may indeed have to be modified. Because the regimented demands of military
life are so drastically different from life in the civilian world, this first step²fashioning a
soldier, sailor or Marine capable of complying with critical orders quickly and
unfailingly²is typically quite harsh. The more demanding and exacting the
organization, the more demanding and exacting this introduction. Thucydides words of
404 BCE apply equally today, "We must remember that one man is much the same as
another, and that he is best who is trained in the severest school."v
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For those with a background and preparation suited to the new calling, achieving
compliance may be a minimally intrusive process. For those requiring serious behavior
modification, the paradigm shift may be long and painful. Some willingly comply with a
new set of rules, standards, and beliefs. Some fight the process and are incapable of ever
OLYLQJ³ZLWKLQWKHV\VWHP´6RPHDYRLGFRPSOHWHFRPSOLDQFHDQGVWLOOPDQDJe to
succeed within the organization²with both negative and positive results.vi
Certain military cultures such as that of the Spartans prized compliance above
nearly every other attribute. The Spartan child was reared with extreme measures to
ensure his compliance to standards of martial expectations. In fact the life of a male
Spartan, with few exceptions, revolved around the spoken and unspoken beliefs of his
military culture.vii
Obedience at its pinnacle guarantees order, function, and accomplishment, but as
an end-state it is dangerous. Those who stop developing at the obedience level run a risk
of becoming unthinking, blind followers. The next level, moral understanding, is a
healthy outgrowth from compliance in that it is assertive rather than passive. It requires
the individual to think and reason.
Moral Understanding
The leap between compliance and understanding is never made by some
individuals. For reasons of attitude or intellect, some are incapable of reflection on the
purpose of rules, standards, and beliefs. Others simply reject the concepts underlying
those organizational rules and standards. The most important transitory step from the
role of follower to that of leader is the step from compliance to moral understanding.viii
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$PHULFD¶VFXOWXral pluralism compounds this challenge. The contemporary
popularity of relativism²the belief there is no right or wrong, only a variety of ways to
³ORRNDW´WKLQJV²has created a generation unwilling to make value judgments, a process
demanded of military leaders. Moral understanding implies that we make numerous and
complex value judgments about the foundational principles that underlie established rules
and standards. These judgments precede ethical decisions which in turn precede ethical
conduct, which itself precedes ethical leadership.
Moral understanding at its pinnacle ensures cohesion and clarity. The greatest
challenge to leaders is clarifying their expectations to their subordinates. The second
challenge is to ensure that those expectations are in constant agreement with the mission
and overall organizational principles. Thus, moral leadership is the unending quest to
establish understanding²on the part of the leader and his or her subordinates. This
understanding is revisited and refreshed regularly and through this process matures into a
thorough and more complete understanding.
Moral M aturity
Prussian soldiers distinguished between loyalty, compliance, and faith in
superiors and loyalty to and faith in their country. Soldiers who failed their loyalty or
compliance with the directives of their immediate superiors were guilty of hochverrat²a
form of treasonous disobedience punished with a beating. While soldiers who failed the
very concepts and principles their country was based upon were guilty of Landesverrat²
a very serious form of treason punishable by death. Their moral development demanded
not only a disciplined response to immediate superiors, but also their implicit belief in,
and conformity to, the expectations of their nation.ix
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Compliance was simply assumed in the highly disciplined world of the military
class. Understanding was guaranteed in the militaristic culture of Prussia and reinforced
by the rigorous training of the kriegsacademie. Moral maturity was pursued by leaders
who discussed, revised, debated, and revisited their own moral beliefs. They weighed
these beliefs against the needs and beliefs of their country at large. It was only when the
morality of the Prussian officer corps began to diverge from the needs and beliefs of their
nation that problems emerged. The militaristic culture that became an end in itself, rather
than a tool to serve the Prussian, later German, people failed to mature.x
Moral maturity assumes that officers remain grounded in a paradigm that
regulaUO\UHWXUQVWKHPWRWKHVRXUFHRIWKHLUGXW\,QWKH$PHULFDQFRQWH[WLW¶VWKH
Constitutional Paradigm beginning with the US Constitution and moving through the
mission, the service, the unit (or ship), the fellow-serviceman (or shipmate) and finally
self. Moral maturity is not an end-state, rather, it is the product of continuous evaluation.
A moral leader assesses his own beliefs, how those beliefs are manifest in his actions and
the actions of his unit, and how closely aligned those actions are with the expectations of
his nation, service, and mission.xi
Moral A mbition
Moral ambition is the final and ultimate stage of moral development. It represents
the pinnacle of self-actualization. Moral ambition is the active rather than passive pursuit
of YLUWXRXVEHKDYLRUQRWRQO\LQVHOIEXWLQDOOPHPEHUVZLWKLQWKHLQGLYLGXDO¶VVSKHUHRI
influence. It is a quality that few are capable of achieving, for it demands reflection,
willingness, courage, and constancy of purpose. In matters of day-to-day life, moral
ambition may cause an individual to impact situations that are little known to others
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(returning a lost wallet, aiding a stranded motorist, etc.). In certain situations, moral
ambition, on the part of influential people, can change the world. In the military context,
morally ambitious officers have not only determined outcomes on the battlefield, but they
have changed civilization.
From the day-to-day moral stands that many take without being recognized or
given credit to a Warrant Officer placing his helicopter between innocent civilians and
soldiers gone out of control, to military members who have truly shaped Western
Civilization, moral ambition makes day-to-day leadership an agent of profound change.
Examples of moral ambition in a leader as commander-in-chief can be found in
Themistocles, Cincinatus, Churchill, or Lincoln. Biography may be the most effective
method for introducing the concept of moral ambition. Examples of morally ambitious
American military leaders who have changed civilization can be found in Washington,
Lee, and Marshall.
W ashington at Newburgh
During the winter of 1782-1783 the Continental Army was on the verge of
insurrection. Soldiers and officers had not been paid by Congress, creditors and
supportive politicians encouraged them to forcefully demand that all back-pay be
SURYLGHGLPPHGLDWHO\RU³GUDVWLFPHDVXUHV´ZRXOGEHWDNHQ,WDSSHDUHGWKDWDPLOLWDU\
coup was in the offing. The conspirators assembled at Newburgh, NY (the town for
which the conspiracy was named) and invited George Washington to address their
assembly²PDQ\ZLWKWKHLQWHQWLRQRIRIIHULQJKLPWKHSRVLWLRQRI³HPSHURU´RUHYHQ
king. Washington saw the peril to the new Republic for what it was, a direct threat to the
QDWLRQ¶VQHZO\IRXQGHGOLEHUWies. He diffused the situation in typical dramatic fashion.
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In the process of addressing the assembled officers and promising to appeal to
Congress for all that was owed, he slowly pulled a pair of spectacles from his pocket.
The room fell deadly silent, for no one knew the great general required eye glasses. Even
such a simple device to aid the aging Washington was treated with disbelief. As he
IXPEOHGWRDGMXVWKLVJODVVHVKHVWDWHGDSRORJHWLFDOO\³*HQWOHPHQ\RXZLOOSHUPLWPHWR
put on my spectacles, for I have not only grown gray but nearly blind in the service of my
FRXQWU\´xii 7KH$UP\¶VGLIIHUHQFHVZLWKWKHLUFLYLOLDQPDVWHUVZHUHUHVROYHG
immediately. Many in the room welled up with tears. A clear, important message had
been sent by the natiRQ¶VJUHDWHVWVROGLHU²the Army was the servant protector of the
people, and the people were directly represented by their elected officials. The precedent
and message set by Washington assured that the country would never again come so
perilously close to a military coup. American representative democracy was ensured;
civilization, as we know it, was preserved.xiii
L ee at Richmond
Fast forward 82 years to 6W3DXO¶V Episcopal Church in Richmond, Virginia. The
nation had been recently and nearly completely destroyed by the cataclysm of civil war.
The social fabric, particularly of the South, had been torn. People resented change and
the agents of change. A recently-freed African American man observed the service from
the rear of the church. When it was time for communion, he walked to the rail to receive
DORQJVLGHWKHFKXUFK¶VZKLWHSDULVKLRQHUV7KHFRQJUHJDWLRQZDVDJKDVW7KLVVHHPLQJO\
small matter ran completely counter to anything almost anyone in that church had
experienced²or would even tolerate. The minister and other communicants were
VWXQQHGDQGGLGQ¶WPRYHxiv
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Just then, a grandfatherly yet ramrod straight gentleman rose from a pew near the
IURQW5REHUW(/HHWKHPDQFDOOHG³WKHJUHDWHVWVROGLHULQWKHKLVWRU\RIWKH(QJOLVKspeaking peoSOHV´E\:LQVWRQ&KXUFKLOOXQGHUVWRRGWKHVLWXDWLRQLPPHGLDWHO\+HNQHOW
beside the man and both received communion. In an instant a situation was diffused, and
more importantly, a message was sent to the congregation, the community, and entire
region that change, positive change, was inevitable.xv
:KLOH/HH¶VDFWLRQVRQWKDW6XQGD\PRUQLQJGLGQRWWKHPVHOYHVHQGWKHVWUXJJOH
for the civil rights of African Americans, for that struggle continues today, but that
message and the message of rapprochement with the laws and ideals of former enemies
became the starting point for healing a nation. Lee would continue to urge his former
soldiers to put away their arms and ill will toward the United States. He was, in many
regards, singularly responsible for thRXVDQGVRIIRUPHU&RQIHGHUDWHVROGLHUV¶ DQGWKH
generations that followed) willingness to reintegrate fully into American life.
M arshall at C ambridge
Fast forward another 82 years to a podium on the campus of Harvard University,
ZKHUH$PHULFD¶VVHQLor and arguably, most distinguished soldier was addressing an
DXGLHQFHRQ$PHULFD¶V³SURSHUFRXUVH´DWWKHFRQFOXVLRQRIWKHEORRGLHVWZDUWKHZRUOG
had ever seen. GEN George C. Marshall, former Army Chief of Staff and current
Secretary of State, did not rally the nation behind punitive measures for its recently
defeated enemies. He instinctively realized that punishing and exacting revenge on
Germany and Japan would only deepen political rifts and worsen human suffering.
Marshall recognized an opportunity to lift former enemies and allies alike from poverty,
and by so doing preserve democratic principles and free-market economies that would
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stand together with the United States against the dreaded rise of yet another form of
despotism and subjugation²communism.xvi
0DUVKDOO¶VLGHDVZHUHQRWXQSUHFHGHQWHGEXWWRVXFFHHGLQDZRUOGSRLVRQHGE\
such a great cataclysm would demand every persuasive skill that could be mustered by
the widely admired soldier-statesman. Marshall remained above the partisan political
fray and appealed to a Congress hostile to the idea of further spending in Europe or Asia
DQGWRDQ$PHULFDQSHRSOHZHDU\RI³IRUHLJQHQWDQJOHPHQWV´*HRUJH0DUVKDOO
beseeched his countrymen to moral world leadership. He believed that by helping others,
we would better guarantee our own security and well-being. His prescient ideas laid the
groundwork for not just the policy of containment, but reinforced the American
predilection for helping those in need.xvii
The product of these actions was nothing less than the salvaging of democracy,
free-market capitalism, and universal respect for human rights as the bedrock of Western
Civilization. Bold, timely action, deftly taken, preserved a way of life for millions.
Marshall, like his predecessors Lee and Washington, had left an invaluable legacy well
beyond narrow military service. The moral ambition of military leaders can have an
impact well beyond the immediate.
These great leaders, and many others among the generations who followed them
in the service of the nation all seized opportunities. They were able to do so only through
an advanced understanding of the morality underlying their duty. This moral ambition
was the product of their development as leaders from a stage of simple compliance to one
of moral understanding and moral maturity. Not all leaders have the opportunity or even
ability to exercise moral ambition, but all military officers should be afforded a thorough
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education in the moral aspect of leadership. The quest for moral development should be
undertaken by those cognizant of its stages, aware of its implications, and respectful of
our collective inherited legacy.
With GHIHUHQFHWR.RKOEHUJ¶VODWHVHDUO\VVWXGLHVRQFRJQLWLYHdevelopmental models and moral development as it relates to individual
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(New York: Harper and Row, 1984).
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