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Purpose.  The purpose of this paper is to lay the foundation of what it means for a Soldier to live and 
serve honorably and why leading a life of honor is critical to building trust within our military profession.  
The United States Military Academy’s (USMA) mission is to develop commissioned leaders of character, 
and this paper will serve to define honorable living and lay the foundation of West Point’s Character 
Development strategy for cadets to become “leaders of character”.  With this foundation, we hope to 
generate discussion, share ideas, and create knowledge on this critical topic.   

 

Why is Honorable Living and Building Trust Important?  As a leadership institution with the mission to 
educate, train and inspire leaders of character, it is imperative that we reflect on the experiences of the 
last twelve years of war, and assess the impact we are having on the development of our Nation’s next 
generation of Army leaders.  Our Army is undergoing profound transition as it pulls back from two 
theaters of war, is impacted by budget and fiscal constraints, and implements new programs such as the 
repeal of the combat exclusion law.  But the one thing that has not changed is that we continue to build 
leaders of character.  So as our Army remains postured to defend our Nation now and in the future, we 
must understand the environment of the last 12 years of conflict and the environment in which our 
cadets will have to lead in the future, and through leadership of impeccable integrity and character, 
enhance the trust of those with whom we serve and the American people.  Despite periods of intense 
transition, this mandate has remained steadfast throughout the history of our profession. 

In General Douglas MacArthur’s 1962 farewell speech to the Corps, he said, “Yours is the profession of 
arms, the will to win, the sure knowledge that in war there is no substitute for victory, that if you lose, 
the Nation will be destroyed, that the very obsession of your public service must be Duty, Honor, 
Country”.  Our profession is unique in that it is a calling to fulfill our collective responsibility to the 
American people, and to “provide for the common defense and secure the blessings of liberty”.  Our 
oath of Commission requires us “to support and defend the Constitution of the United States of 
America.”   

We distinguish ourselves from other professions because of the moral and legal lethal application of 
military force coupled with our willingness to sacrifice our lives in its application.  British General Sir 
John Hackett argued that in other walks of life our values are admirable qualities, but in the Army 
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profession, they are absolutely necessary for mission accomplishment0F

1.  This imperative screams for 
incredible levels of trust – trust between those whom we will lead, trust between those whom we 
follow, and trust between those whom we serve – the American people.  This trust is defined by living 
up to our values and ethics and standards and skills and attributes.   Regardless of rank or position, we 
all share these common attributes of character, competence, and commitment, which define us as 
professionals within the profession of arms. 

During preparations for the U.S. led coalition’s attack into Iraq in February 1991, an NCO said to then 
LTG Fred Franks, VII Corps Commander, after an explanation of the Corps’ attack plan, “Don’t worry 
General, we trust you.”  In an instant that NCO captured as NCO’s frequently do when we listen to them, 
the very essence of command and what we are always trying to do to earn and sustain that trust 
through our character, competence, and commitment.   This Soldier placed unwavering confidence in 
his commander due to the essential trust built and fostered over time. 

Our Army derives its moral and legal foundation from our American values now embodied in our 
Constitution and Title 10 statutes.  We are cadets at West Point.  We are America’s Army.  We are 
Soldiers, and that uniqueness shapes our soul, both institutionally and individually!  Thus our ethics, 
regulations, and standards are based on these larger moral and legal foundations.  Our Oaths of 
enlistment and service, the Soldier and NCO Creeds, the Warrior Ethos and the Soldier’s Rules of 
Engagement among other expressions of our moral underpinnings, all express the will of the American 
people for their Army.1F

2 

 

Problem.  As military professionals act and render discretionary judgments, they make these crucial 
decisions with a high degree of moral content, where decisions directly impact the lives of others, 
whether Soldier and family, the enemy, or an innocent on the battlefield.  Such judgments must 
therefore be rendered by Army professionals of well-developed moral character and who possess the 
ability to reason effectively in moral frameworks while operating in complex environments and faced 
with ambiguous situations.2F

3 

Nevertheless, Army leaders can live according to the twelve words in the Honor Code that we will not 
lie, cheat or steal nor tolerate those who do, yet still lose the trust and confidence of their subordinates 
and their leaders through incompetent, or unethical, and immoral behavior.  During our Nation’s recent 
wars, many deployed units while performing admirably on the battlefield, battled through the 
consequences of leaders who committed or allowed unethical and immoral acts of behavior both inside 
and outside the Forward Operating Bases.  The offenses included hostile command climates, adulterous 
relationships, sexual harassment and assault, prisoner abuse, and violations of General Order #1 among 
others.  In almost each of these found cases, the senior leader’s career was terminated, the leadership 

                                                           
1 General Sir John Hackett’s comments on the profession were put in a pamphlet called the “Profession of Arms” 
by Gen Carl Vuono and other chiefs. 
2 An Army White Paper; The Profession of Arms; 8 Dec 2010; p. 6 
3 Ibid; p. 8 
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was removed, the unit morale suffered, and in almost every case, the unit’s effectiveness on the 
battlefield was degraded or in some cases, the unit was removed from the fight altogether.   

Even within our own Academy’s history, we had previously subscribed to an ethos that enacted an 
unfair and immoral code of silence against others because of their ethnicity.  Fortunately we have 
moved past this, but it is important that living honorably encompass a much broader ethos than the 
strict confines of our Honor Code.   

The foundation of honorable living is integrity, and for cadets at West Point, it is the obedience of our 
Honor Code – “A cadet will not lie, cheat, or steal, nor tolerate those who do.”  But in addition to 
previous historical Academy failures, we have found over the last twelve years of war that obedience to 
this time-honored ethos alone is insufficient.  We can have officers who do not lie, cheat or steal, yet are 
incompetent or immoral leaders, and therefore lack the trust and confidence of their subordinates and 
bosses.  Likewise, we can have officers who strictly adhere to our Honor Code, yet mistreat and abuse 
their subordinates creating climates of hostility, abuse, and ultimately distrust.  Integrity is the basis for 
honorable living, but it alone does not capture the entirety of an honorable way of life. 

So the principle questions this study will attempt to answer is how do we define honorable living, and 
what should be our character development strategy for cadets to become “leaders of character.”  To 
help frame the discussion, this paper will introduce terms, concepts, a creed, and some proposed 
definitions.  This is the beginning, not the end, of what should be a season of rigorous analysis and 
vigorous debate on what it means to embrace honorable living in the Profession of Arms. 

 

Definition of “Honorable Living”:  Our best and most effective leaders have earned the trust of not 
only their subordinates, but also their peers, commanders, and other leaders.  Trust is a function of a 
number of variables.  Stephen Covey argues in his book The Speed of Trust, that trust results from 
integrity and competence.  The Army’s recent study on the Profession of Arms concluded that “an Army 
professional is a member of the Army Profession who meets the army’s certification criteria 
(competence, character, commitment).”3F

4   

Thus, trust is the bedrock of the Army profession and is built through character, competence, and 
commitment.  Its foundation is character, a dedication to the values of West Point and the Army as 
consistently demonstrated in decisions and actions both on and off duty, and both within one’s private 
as well as public lives.  Competence is the ability to perform one’s duty successfully including academic 
work, military training, and athletic excellence.  And commitment is the resolve to perform with 
discipline and to standard, pursuing excellence especially when faced with adversity, obstacles and 
challenges.   

One of the purposes of this study is to define “honorable living”; to begin the discussion, this paper 
offers the following strawman definition: 

                                                           
4 ADRP-1, The Army Profession; TRUST para 2-3 
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“Honorable living is the daily commitment to adhere to and live by the United States Military Academy’s 
and the Army’s values, to be a competent professional dedicated to building like minded aspiring 
professionals dedicated to honorable living, with a character committed to ethical and honorable service 
to the profession and our Nation, in order to build trust within our leaders and teammates now and in 
the future”. 

 

Inspiration, Internalization and Ownership.  Cadet candidates enter West Point from communities 
across the Nation, and each candidate enters with his or her own personal set of values.   These values 
are derived from their hometown community, including their school, church, teams, neighborhood 
friends, teachers, classmates, and parents.  Many cadets have fully embraced these values before their 
arrival at West Point, while others still struggle to define their own value system.  Some of these values 
are consistent with West Point’s and the Army’s values and some are not.  But in every case, West Point 
inculcates these values with the expectation that if our cadets will become commissioned leaders of 
character, that they will fully embrace and live by these values.   

This education process teaches what is right and wrong, and what is acceptable and unacceptable 
behavior.  The implication is that if taught, then cadets know what is right and what is wrong.  They may 
not have internalized it, or taken ownership of it, but if confronted with a potential compromising 
decision, they know what is right and what is not.  The expectation of course is that they will choose 
what is right, even if it is “the harder right,” and have the courage to act on that choice always. 

However, we argue that honorable living goes beyond the knowledge of right or wrong.  Honorable 
living involves the internalization of our shared values, so that if confronted with a potential 
compromising situation, one would not even have to think about what is correct or incorrect behavior; it 
is instinctual.  Honorable behavior that is congruent with our values will emerge despite potential 
consequences.  Think of holding a glass of water filled to the very top.  And if someone bumped into 
your elbow while you were holding the glass, the water would spill out whether you wanted it to or not.  
Now, instead of water, think that what is in your glass is your true character.  Then when you are 
“bumped,” or you react to a potential compromising situation, your reaction and the words you say will 
emerge whether you want to say those words or not.  Perhaps in hindsight you will be proud of how you 
reacted.  But perhaps also, you will regret what you said or how you reacted.  We argue that regardless 
of what that reaction is, what emerged was your true character.   

The objective of honorable living is to have a character that is internalized, that emerges with a reaction 
that you will be proud of, and one that honors you as a leader and our Profession of Arms, throughout a 
lifetime of service to our Nation. 

 

Toleration.  One of the issues we are finding at West Point and are having difficulty coming to grips 
with is “toleration.”  Without a doubt, the non-toleration clause in the Honor Code is the hardest part 
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for cadets to uphold.  Anonymous surveys indicate a majority of cadets have observed or personally 
tolerated potential dishonorable acts.   

In an honor study done for Superintendent LTG Hagenbeck in 2007-2008, the most troubling finding was 
the increased levels of toleration within the Corps.  Even then, it was not a new issue with this 
generation of Cadets, but a continuing troubling and potentially hugely damaging one.  Through 
toleration, cadets would tend to be their own honor hearing and make their own judgment for each 
detected violation that by law and regulation, the Cadet Honor Committee, Commandant, and 
Superintendent should be making.   

Toleration is not only a concern while living by the Honor Code, but we also see it emerge when 
“bystanders” tolerate illicit, harassing, or immoral behavior.  We have seen sub-cultures that have 
emerged and persisted for extended periods of time with values contrary to our institution’s values.  
Sub-cultures in themselves are not wrong, but when their values conflict with the institution’s values, 
then they must be identified and corrected.  Traversing down a path of contrary values normally 
indicates some degree of bystander toleration in it.  Some will tolerate because they’ve become 
desensitized to the changing values system.  Others who tolerate are motivated from a desire to be part 
of the culture and peer pressures cloud confrontation and knowing what right looks like.  And some 
tolerate because they feel a conflict between their concept of honorable living and their loyalty to their 
fellow Soldier.  

Regardless of tolerating a potential honor violation, or tolerating a breach of ethics, or looking the other 
way when a regulation is violated, toleration allows substandard behavior to become the new norm.   It 
enters into the unit and now defines how cadets (or Soldiers) will perform.  Discipline degrades, and the 
very fabric of the organization begins to unravel.4F

5   

This is a leadership issue, because it is our responsibility as leaders to preserve the standards of our unit, 
to ensure the health and morale of the organization, and to hold each other accountable to perform at 
the highest of standards.  Top performing units in the Army do not tolerate those who fail to meet 
standards, and one would expect the same within the Corps of Cadets.  As Cadet Matt Rowe, Class of 
2014, expressed in his column “It’s My Honor”: “If I call myself a leader, then it’s my responsibility to 
maintain ethical standards.  We need to know when to step in and have the moral courage to do so.  
The conflict that we face in toleration, then, is not a matter (of) conflicting loyalties, but a question of 
leadership”.   Moral courage is the key to possessing that necessary strength to stop immoral and illegal 
acts, especially when that act is done by those closest to you. 

The Army’s NCO Creed exhibits a non-toleration ethos:  “I am proud of the Corps of noncommissioned 
officers and will at all times conduct myself so as to bring credit upon the Corps, the military service, and 
my country regardless of the situation in which I find myself”.  It demands not only individual adherence 
to the NCO Creed, but a collective responsibility to see to it that others do as well. 

                                                           
5 One of the objectives of this study is to develop a simple, hard-hitting narrative on why toleration harms units 
and organizations.  The italicized is a draft narrative, and we hope the follow-on discussions will help better define 
the narrative we need. 
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The Superintendent’s Honor Review Committee (SHRC) has published a separate White Paper on 
toleration, with recommended ways to generate discussion, interest, introspection and ownership of 
why this issue is important.  The paper also includes some recommendations to facilitate this ownership.   

Addressing toleration is important and as we organize ourselves to address this fundamental issue from 
both the cadet and staff and faculty perspectives, it is our intent to make the case on why this is critical 
to leaders who live and serve honorably, but also to build trust and confidence in our systems so cadets 
and staff and faculty will demonstrate honorable living in every facet of their professional and personal 
lives.   

 

Cadet Creed.  In order to help internalize the ethic of “Honorable Living,” it is said a creed can help 
capture and recall key ideas and principles.  Another purpose of this study is to develop a creed that 
helps cadets to “live honorably.”  Various creeds have been studied, to include the “Cadet Prayer” which 
has a number of key ethical concepts imbedded into it, such as “choosing the harder right over the 
easier wrong” and “… to live above the common level of life”5F

6.   

Nevertheless, the following is a strawman and draft creed that will serve as a starting point for 
discussion in the pursuit of adopting one that the cadets identify with, accept and take ownership of. 

 

Cadet Creed 

I am a Cadet at the United States Military Academy. 
As a future Army leader, I am committed to the values of Duty, Honor, and Country and the values of the 
United States Army. 
As a cadet, I am an aspiring member of the Profession of Arms,  
dedicated to serve and earn the trust of the American people. 
It is my duty to maintain the honor of the Corps. 
I will live above the common level of life,  
and have the courage to choose the harder right over the easier wrong,  
regardless of time or place. 
I will live with honor and integrity, 
scorn injustice, 
and have the candor to care enough to confront substandard behavior. 
 I will embrace the warrior ethos,  
and pursue excellence in everything I do. 
I am a West Point cadet and a member of the Long Grey Line. 
 

                                                           
6 Cadet Prayer; written in 1918 by COL Clayton E. Wheat while Chaplain of USMA 
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Way Ahead; Advancing “Honorable Living.”  As stated above, the purpose of this White Paper is to 
energize discussion among cadets and staff and faculty on what it means to “Live and Serve Honorably 
and to Build Trust” in order to advise and influence the on-going Character Development Strategy 
writing effort.   

This White Paper addresses three key topics:  the definition of “Honorable Living”; strategies to best 
engage the issue of toleration not only within our Honor Code, but within our profession; and the 
development of a Cadet Creed, which will serve as a rallying point for cadets toward the values and 
ethos of honorable living, building trust, and our Profession of Arms.   

There are other related topics that are part of “honorable living,” which include the elimination of sexual 
harassment/assault, and developing a winning ethos.  This paper focuses on the overarching behavior of 
honorable living with the intent that its practice will impact and shape our on-going SHARP program and 
pursuit of excellence in our honorable winning efforts. 

We should organize our efforts principally through cadet and staff and faculty discussion forums, 
organized and led by SCPME and the cadet Honor and Respect Committees.  Our recent National 
Conference on Ethics in America (NCEA) served us well in creating a forum for rich discussion and dialog 
leading to introspection by participants and members of the Corps and Staff and Faculty.  We must pick 
up this level of discussion and introspection in future forums so that we can help shape what our 
Character Development strategy outcomes need to be, and the ways and means to achieve them.   

Therefore, the specific questions with which we will start are as follows: 

• What are our current strengths as a Corps of Cadets and as individual cadets with living 
honorably? 

• What are our current weaknesses as a Corps and as individuals with living honorably? 
• Have we identified the right key attributes of living honorably, the Cadet Creed, and in making a 

non-toleration case? 
• Is the draft definition of “honorable living” adequate? 
• Are we making a clear and convincing case on why toleration is detrimental to the good order, 

morale and discipline of a unit?  Is the draft narrative adequate? 
• Are we adequately developing those attributes in our professional military education, in our 

companies, teams, and clubs, and in our self-development?  Do organizational systems and 
processes reinforce these attributes? 

• Are roles and responsibilities in sustaining honorable living different for cadets, and military staff 
and faculty? 

• What are the roles and responsibilities of Title 10 Civilians in sustaining honorable living and are 
we adequately preparing instructors for these sustaining roles? 
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This paper is designed to be distributed within the Cadet and staff and faculty communities in order to 
solicit feedback and input into its contents.  There is no ownership of virtue here, and candid feedback is 
welcomed.  The POC for feedback is SCPME.   

 


