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Is Character Still an Issue?
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Character is the bedrock on which the edifice of leadership rests. . . .
Without [character], particularly in the military profession, failure
in peace, disaster in war or, at best, mediocrity in both will result. 

	—Gen Matthew Ridgway


THE INTENT OF the current Air Force core values initiative is both noble and vitally important. The initiative consists of the publication United States Air Force Core Values (also known as the Little Blue Book)1 and three major strategies: a schoolhouse “weave” (education), a field weave (leadership element), and a continuation phase. It also includes The Guru’s Guide and a four-day course that prepares gurus to help with this program.2 Unlike the core values initiative of 1993, the current program does not seem to be in danger of drifting away due to neglect. 

*My Special thanks to friends, scholars, and colleagues who provided the encouragement and editorial assistance that made this article possible. 

Global Engagement: A Vision for the 21st Century Air Force highlights the importance of our core values and sets the stage for the future Air Force.3 With its comprehensive and cohesive architecture, the current program may be one of the best designed ones from an overall policy perspective.4 It also includes some innovative teaching methods and techniques. 

Overall, the people involved in the initiative should be commended for their efforts. However, we need to analyze and address several troubling paradigm shifts in order to improve this program, which is so critical to the future of the Air Force. 

Historically, character education has always been integral to the military profession in Western culture. Aristotle, the teacher of Alexander the Great, developed a theory of philosophy in terms of excellent character traits or virtues. Aristotle believed that one can become an excellent person by performing excellent actions until doing so becomes habitual. “Over the centuries the profession of arms has developed a number of principles, traits, rituals and codes that have served soldiers, in peace and war, very well.”5 In this country, we have combined the great wisdom of the sages and have encouraged the religious and spiritual aspects of life, dating from our first commander in chief.6 

In a thesis recently completed at the Air Force Institute of Technology, Gregory J. Dierker identifies significant changes to the most recent Air Force values initiative.  On the positive side, changes have occurred that include more commander involvement and a focus on the ethical environment. On the negative side, changes include “a reduced emphasis on character development and the greatly reduced role that the chaplain plays in these values-related initiatives”7 (see table 1). 
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Table 1
A Comparison of USAF Values Initiatives

	
	Emphasis on
Character
Development
	Level of
Chaplain
Involvement
	Spiritual
Emphasis
	Ethical
Environmenta
Major Emphasis
	
	

	1997 Core Values
Initiative
	
No
	
Very Little
	
Very Little
	
Yes
	
	

	1993 Core Values
Initiative
	
Yes
	
Involved
	Indirect: More
than 1997
	
No
	
	

	Adult Values
Education (1974)
	
Yes
	
High
	Relatively
High
	
No
	
	

	Moral Leadership
Program (1961)
	
Yes
	
High
	
Very High
	
No
	
	

	Dynamics of
Moral Leadership (1957)
	

Yes
	

High
	

Very High
	

No
	
	

	Character
Guidance Program
(1948)
	

Yes
	

Very High
	

Very High
	

No
	
	


Source: Adapted from Gregory J. Dierker, “Core Values: A History of Values-Related Initiatives in the Air Force” (thesis, Air Force Institute of Technology, September 1997), 154–55. 

a The ethical environment includes policies, processes (systems), and procedures.

A Paradigm Shift
from Character?
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Our first task is to fix organizations; individual
character development is possible, but it is not a goal.

	—Little Blue Book


With this bold statement, the Little Blue Book declares a decided shift in emphasis. It also notes that “long before we seek to implement a character development program, we must thoroughly evaluate and, where necessary, fix our policies, processes and procedures.”8 The Guru’s Guide dismisses and muddies the character9 issue even further: “Character development will probably take place . . . but that will be a happy byproduct and not a strategic goal.”10 This is confusing at best, a paradigm shift at worst. 

Throughout history, people who have served in the military have always known that effectiveness and success rest far more on the moral quality of officers and other personnel than on technical expertise.11 Gen Nathan Twining, former Air Force chief of staff, wrote that “technical proficiency alone is not enough.”12  The best weapons money can buy are literally worthless unless one has people who can think critically and use them properly. One also needs military leaders who are worthy of honor and trust. As Col Anthony E. Hartle of West Point writes, “Persons of strong character are the ultimate resource for any military organization.”13  Historically, character and competence have been foundations of professionalism and leadership. “The essence of professionalism,” writes Lewis Sorely, “is character.”14 “In over 500 interviews with military general officers, Dr. Edgar Puryear found that the most important quality in leadership without exception was character.”15 


Historically, all the service academies have emphasized character development, and the Air Force Academy and the Naval Academy have formed departments to address this topic. Ironically, the overall Air Force appears to be moving in another direction. 


Personal and professional character development is essential because the organization consists of the characters of its individual members. Interestingly, the two nationally known experts in this area, Dr. W. Edwards Deming and Dr. Stephen Covey, believe that both organizations and people need to be changed. Further, Dr. Covey states that people should be changed first: “Not only must personal change precede organizational change, but personal quality must precede organizational quality.”16 

Title 10, US Code Armed Forces, underscores the importance of individual character development: “All commanding officers and others in authority in the Air Force are required to show in themselves a good example of virtue, honor, patriotism, and subordination; to be vigilant in inspecting the conduct of all persons who are placed under their command; to guard against and suppress all dissolute and immoral practices.”17 

What has changed so that character development is no longer important? Air Force Manual (AFM) 50-21, Living for Leadership, notes that its purpose is “to assist you in developing your character in terms of that ideal which is proper to the American tradition.”18 

One also sees a possible paradigm shift in the demand for “faith in the system.” Surely faith is the wrong term to use here: our faith can be placed in a high principle or a Supreme Being but not a “system.” One can abuse and undermine a system; moreover, a system (e.g., a bureaucracy) allows one to maintain appearances, all the while permitting personal failings and abuses. Shouldn’t we return to an emphasis on personal and professional character? We can place our trust in individuals of strong and honorable character but not in a system. People who think we have bypassed the need for character because we are in a revolution in military affairs (RMA) should think again. 

Minimizing Chaplain
Involvement?

In the section of the Little Blue Book entitled “The Core Values Strategy,” the very first assumption puts a fence around chapel programs: “The Core Values Strategy exists independently of and does not compete with Chapel programs.”19 Shouldn’t chaplains work in concert with the core values strategy rather than remain separated from it? Chaplains were originally chartered to work in areas concerning character. Early on, the Air Force defined the function of the chaplain as follows: “primarily a minister of religion, and as such is the advisor to the commanding general or commanding officer on all matters pertaining to the religious life, morals and character-building factors within a given command.”20 By ignoring the spiritual dimension,21 we may be adopting what Yale law professor Stephen L. Carter calls a “culture of disbelief” similar to the rest of society that ridicules, disdains, and mocks people who are serious about spiritual matters.22 

Clearly, the spiritual dimension can provide positive motivation to do what is right. Spiritual roots can provide a solid foundation, a motivation, and a sense of meaning and purpose to do what is right. “Character education can be hollow and misleading when taught within a curriculum that is silent about religion.”23 There are consequences when radical secularism or a “culture of disbelief” reigns. According to William Bennett, “Whatever your faith—or even if you have none at all—it is a fact that when millions of people stop believing in God, or when their belief is so attenuated as to be belief in name only, enormous public consequences follow. And when this is accompanied by an aversion to spiritual language by the political and intellectual class the public consequences are even greater.”24 

The Little Blue Book and the Guru’s Guide say nothing positive about spirituality or religion, although they clearly set a tone in several areas of what religion is not to do. For example, “Military professionals must remember that religious choice is a matter of individual conscience.”25 Why not include a balancing statement such as, “Commanders should support and encourage their subordinates to develop their spirituality.” This is a matter of free exercise of religion and a recognition of the positive role played by religion among an overwhelming number of military personnel. Although this document is not blatantly bigoted or antireligious, it seems ignorant of the spiritual domain. 

The Little Blue Book and the Guru’s Guide ignore how spiritual aspects can be a positive part of this whole process. We can look to the USAF Academy for an example.26 Specifically, the academy’s Character Development Manual states that “the founders of the Academy clearly recognized the significance of healthy spiritual life in the formation of balanced officers. That is why we have the Spiritual/Ethical Domain. Although the spiritual aspect is not mandatory, it provides many cadets with a strong motivation for character development.”27 

In a recent article in Airpower Journal, Col Charles R. Myers does an admirable job of defending core values from some unwarranted attacks.28 By framing the structure of morality in the context of moral reasoning, he marginalizes the importance of the affective domain that gives one purpose and motivation to do the right thing. Doing the right thing when we would rather not may be the $64 question in ethics. How do we have the motivation to do the right thing? How do we have a change of disposition or a change of heart? According to Plato, this “spirited element” should not be ignored.29 

The Little Blue Book’s functionalism seems hollow and cries out for a deeper philosophy. It presents the core values as purely functional, without any attention to foundations or deeper motivations that are essential to ethical understanding and practice. Given the postmodernist movement that is sweeping the academic and intellectual circles of this country, foundations are critically important.30 

Military Character Education:
More than Core Values

Without a doubt, core values are vital to tomorrow’s Air Force. Character education has always involved values. Core values and the ethical environment are only a part of character development. According to Air Force Academy Instruction 36-158, Supporting Cadet Character Development, “character development encompasses more than just the Honor Code; it also includes the Air Force and Academy Core Values, Academy Character Development Outcomes, human relations, ethics, and moral and spiritual development.”31 Additionally, military academies were founded on the concept of developing virtues. 


“Good people aren’t always good soldiers, but good soldiers are always good people.” 


Over the last five or six years, public schools have started to return to character education. Historically, all the service academies have emphasized character development, and the Air Force Academy and the Naval Academy have formed departments to address this topic. Ironically, the overall Air Force appears to be moving in another direction. “A much larger than expected number of U.S. schools have introduced character education during the 1993–1995 period or are preparing to do so soon. . . . The rapid spread of character education currently underway represents a return to the traditional role of schools as one of society’s most important institutions for developing good character in young people.”32 

The point is that core values are important, but they are not sufficient. They cannot take the place of comprehensive character development. Character education is a comprehensive, multifaceted approach to moral development.33 

The Core Values Program is a good first step in one area of character development. If we are truly concerned about the Air Force of the twenty-first century, we can and must do much more. First, we should make character development a primary focus—not merely a strategic goal or just another program.34 Second, the Air Force should start with its number-one criterion for selection and promotion: strong and honorable character.35 “Good people aren’t always good soldiers, but good soldiers are always good people.”36 Third, we must adopt comprehensive character-development architecture that includes teaching virtues and ethics—especially the cardinal virtues37 and the development of conscience, ethical reasoning, and decision making.38 Fourth, we should work together with chaplains, acknowledge the importance of the spiritual dimension, and use the Chaplain Corps in a positive manner.39  Fifth, we need a follow-on document to the Little Blue Book that delineates our leadership and character philosophies in the same way the Marine Corps does it in its Fleet Marine Forces Manuals. Sixth, we need to encourage and support the return to character education in public schools, which has strong bipartisan support. Seventh, we should initiate a comprehensive study similar to Ethics in the US Air Force: 1988 to assess our strengths and weaknesses.40 

A return to character development with more chaplain involvement as a strategic goal and a primary focus will be neither an easy task nor a panacea—but it is the right thing to do. Character is more than a program. It must be as important as the weapons we build and even our budget total obligation authority. It is the cornerstone of our most important asset—people! We must be faithful to the ideals of Honor, Duty, Country41 because the truth does matter, and character has been (and must remain) an issue in the Air Force now, and as we enter the twenty-first century. 
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Here in America we are descended in blood and in spirit
from revolutionists and rebels—men and women who dare
to dissent from accepted doctrine. As their heirs, may we
never confuse honest dissent with disloyal subversion.

	—Gen Dwight D. Eisenhower 



Contributor 

Maj Carl D. Rehberg (BS, California State University, Los Angeles; MA, University of South Dakota; PhD, University of Colorado at Denver) is a programmer for bombers, tankers, and airborne warning and control system (AWACS) aircraft at Headquarters USAF, Washington, D.C. Previous assignments include several positions at the US Air Force Academy, most recently with the academy’s Center for Character Development, and various flying positions with the B-1B and KC-135A aircraft at Ellsworth AFB, South Dakota, and Grand Forks AFB, North Dakota, respectively. Major Rehberg is a graduate of Squadron Officer School, Marine Corps Command and Staff Course, and Air Command and Staff College. 

Disclaimer 

The conclusions and opinions expressed in this document are those of the author cultivated in the freedom of expression, academic environment of Air University. They do not reflect the official position of the U.S. Government, Department of Defense, the United States Air Force or the Air University. 


Air Chronicles Home Page | Feedback? Email to editor@max1.au.af.mil
