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T
HE CORE VAL UES of the United

States Air Force—integ rity first, serv­

ice before self, and excel lence in all

we do—are aston ish ingly simple and

force ful. But are they too simple and 


too forceful? Are they so simple, so general,

they can mean anything to anyone? If so,


will they turn out to be only this year’s slo­
gan? Are they so forceful, so demand ing, 
they are unre al is tic?  If so, will they lead to 
hy poc risy or cynicism? 

Ques tions like these are not unrea son­
able—but they have good answers, and it is 
worth spelling them out. There are many 
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good approaches to these questions, but I 
think distinc tions and methods of moral 
phi loso phy offer an espe cially promis ing 
way to explain the tremen dous appeal and 
power of the Air Force core values. That is 
what I attempt here—an expla na tion of the 
Air Force core values based on strategies of 
moral reason ing.  I first describe possi ble
mis un der stand ings about the core values. 
Then I claim that airmen can use the core 
val ues to frame and resolve ethical issues 
be cause the core values can repre sent all di­
men sions of the structure and purpose of 
mo ral ity. Under stood in terms of the struc­
ture of moral ity, the core values repre sent 
the core concepts airmen need to frame 
ethi cal issues. Under stood in terms of the 
pur pose of moral ity, they repre sent the val­
ues airmen need to resolve those issues.1 

Misunderstandings about 
the Core Values 

There are several reasons to doubt the 
core values. None of them is sound, but it is 
im pera tive to confront them head-on.  One 
rea son for skepti cism is that the core values 
may not last. They could be a fad. Organi za­
tions of all kinds—businesses, service organi­
za tions, and federal, state, and local 
gov ern ment agencies—have “bought into” 
the notion of core values.2 Man age ment 
tools change, however, and core values may 
sooner or later go out of style.3  If core val­
ues become tired formu las, leaders will need 
new devices to promote ethical behav ior. 
But even if the core values fashion lasts a 
while, will the Air Force’s current core val­
ues last? Will another secre tary or chief of 
staff name new core values or restore the six 
the Air Force had before the current three 
were announced in 1995? 

Ask ing whether a new admini stra tion 
might name new core values raises a more 
gen eral question: On what basis does any
ad mini stra tion pick the Air Force’s core val­

ues? How do we explain why integ rity, serv­
ice, and excel lence—and only these 
three—are the Air Force’s core values? There 
is no doubt these values are vitally impor­
tant to any ethical organi za tion. But for that 
very reason, airmen may ask themselves 
how these values distin guish the Air Force 
from other organi za tions. Why are military
vir tues like courage and obedi ence not 
among the airman’s core values?  Then, too, 
how should the Air Force coor di nate its core 
val ues with the other armed services and the 
rest of the federal govern ment?  Each of the 
armed services has a differ ent list of core 
val ues.4  The Joint Ethics Regula tion, which 
de scribes itself as “the single source of stan­
dards of ethical conduct and ethics guid­
ance” (empha sis added)5 for all of the
De part ment of Defense (DOD), has its own 
list of ethical values.6  This vari ety of values 
just within DOD could lead some to con­
clude that any set of values is as good as the 
next. 

Un der stood in terms of the 
struc ture of moral ity, the core 
val ues repre sent the core concepts
air men need to frame ethical issues. 

A more troubling question about the core 
val ues is whether they are unre al is tic—so un­
re al is tic that they are irrele vant in practice 
or, even worse, will result in hypoc risy. It is 
not just that the values could seem too ab­
stract to be meaning ful or too diffi cult to at­
tain in the real world. Rather, taken liter ally, 
they seem impos si ble to attain. Integ rity, at 
least if under stood as simple honesty, may 
seem easy—just tell the truth. But if we un­
der stand anything about human falli bil ity, 
it is that no one can be completely guileless 
with self and others all the time. Similarly, 
no one can be completely selfless all the 
time. In fact, it usually happens that the less 
mili tary members think of themselves, the 
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more likely they are to succeed; and so 
service before self could even become a kind 
of selfish ness. And no one can excel at eve­
ry thing. Given human limita tions, we 
achieve excel lence in some areas by concen­
trat ing on them while accept ing medi oc rity 
in others. Thus, it seems every one will 
sooner or later fail to meet the “zero de­
fects” standard that integ rity, service, and 
ex cel lence appear to require.  If it seems in­
evi ta ble that airmen, includ ing Air Force 
lead ers, will fall short of these impos si bly 
high princi ples, is it not just as inevi ta ble 
that cynicism and hypoc risy will result? 
Claiming that the Air Force holds indi vidu­
als account able for breaches of these appar­
ently unre al is tic values can only exac er bate 
the cynicism and hypoc risy. 

The most seri ous question about the core 
val ues is whether they can permit or even 
pro mote immor al ity. A person can be forth-
rightly honest, forget about self, and achieve 
ex cel lent results—all for the sake of an evil 
pur pose. Nazi leaders expected their offi cers 
to report truthfully the details of their 
crimes against human ity. In obedi ence to 
or ders to commit these crimes, Nazis will­
ingly put service before self. Indeed, they
sac ri ficed their souls doing so. And Nazis 
con stantly sought more effi cient ways to ex­
cel in carry ing out their atrocities.7  Integ­
rity, service, and excel lence by themselves 
do not appear to guaran tee moral ity. On the 
con trary, if they reduce moral ity to truthful 
re port ing, working selflessly, and obtain ing
ex cel lent results, the core values will mask 
fun da men tal ethical problems. An airman 
single- mindedly embrac ing honesty, selfless 
work, and excel lent results might fail to ask 
what these values are for. They could as eas­
ily be for a lawless, immoral regime as for a 
law- abiding, moral democ racy.  Airmen 
whose values are simply to tell the truth, to 
fol low orders at any cost, to perform well, 
and nothing more, could not draw an ethi­
cal distinc tion between the two. Taken this 

way, the core values could become means to 
an evil end.8 But all these doubts are mis­
takes, and lining the core values up with the 
struc ture and purpose of moral ity shows 
why. 

The Structure of Morality 
and the Core Values 

The structure of moral ity, as I under stand 
it, has three dimen sions—agent, act, and out-
come. Strategies for framing ethical issues 
line up along these three dimen sions. This 
sec tion first sketches the structure of moral­
ity and then describes a strategy of moral 
rea son ing based on each of its dimen sions 
and shows how that strategy refers directly 
to one of the Air Force core values. The re­
sult is to show that the core values point out 
for airmen all the kinds of strategies there 
are for framing moral issues—and that this 
ac counts for the core values’ compre hen­
sive ness.9 Finally, I use this analysis to an­
swer the objec tions that the core values 
could be only a transi tory slogan and that 
they are not particu larly appro pri ate for the 
Air Force. 

Agent, Act, and Outcome in Morality 

Moral expe ri ence is often dense and com­
plex, but its structure is simple.  All of mo­
ral ity concerns persons doing things that
af fect others. The structure of moral ity is 
sim ply someone doing something to some-
one. The three dimen sions of any ethical is-
sue are thus: (1) the someone who does 
some thing, (2) the something that person 
does, and (3) the outcome of that act for 
some one.  In particu lar cases the lines divid­
ing these dimen sions will be blurred be-
cause the three dimen sions are inex tri ca bly 
linked together. A person performs acts, but 
those acts in turn help define who the per-
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son is. Acts produce outcomes, but acts are 
in part defined by their outcomes.  And out-
comes affect persons, but it is those persons 
who say what the outcomes mean for them-
selves and others. Still, one can discern 
these three dimen sions—agent, act, and out­
come—in every ethical issue. They are the 
logic or grammar of moral reason ing—the 
sub ject, verb, and object. 

Be cause they can be lined up with these
di men sions, the core values provide a force­
ful framework for moral reason ing. As the 
analy sis below shows, each of the core val­
ues matches one of these dimen sions. Integ­
rity is about the person who acts—the agent. 
Serv ice is about what the person does—the 
per son’s acts. And excel lence is about what 
the acts produce—the outcome.  In this way, 
the core values can completely describe any 
moral situation and so can provide a com­
plete plan for framing ethical issues. 

In teg rity: Agent.  In morality’s structure 
as “someone doing something to someone,” 
the first dimen sion is the someone who acts. 
Theo ries of moral ity refer to this someone 
as “the moral agent.” The moral agent may 
be an indi vid ual—for exam ple, an airman 
car ry ing out orders. Or the moral agent may 
be a group—for exam ple, the staff of an Air 
Force organiza tion working together as a 
team. The moral agent may be directly re­
spon si ble—the aircrew who puts the weapon 
on target.  Or the moral agent may act by
sup port ing others—the ground crew who 
launches the mission. 

The moral agent is the focus for one 
strategy for framing ethical issues.  Agent-
focused theo ries map signifi cant features of 
the moral terrain by requir ing us to ask what 
the moral agent should be like. These theories 
em pha size that in ethics, as in law, much de­
pends on the agent’s motives and inten­
tions. For this strat egy of moral reason ing, 
it matters, for ex am ple, whether an air-
man’s motive for truthfully report ing the 
re sults of a mission is a sense of duty or a 
fear of punish ment if caught lying.  For 
these theories, in fact, the agent’s in ten­

tions would typically matter more than 
what the agent in fact accomplishes.10 

Moral value would depend, for exam ple, 
more on the fact that a crew struggled to 
res cue a downed airman than on whether 
they actu ally succeeded in doing so. The 
agent’s inten tions can also be called on to 
jus tify other wise troubling results. For ex-
am ple, under “the princi ple of double 
effect” and subject to certain stringent 
conditions, airmen who kill or injure 
noncom bat ants in striking a target would be 
mor ally justi fied provided they did not intend 
to harm the non com bat ants—even if they 
could foresee the harm. 

Agent- focused theories also ask about 
the agent’s moral charac ter.  Indeed, these 
theories of ten take the posi tion that motive 
and intent must be wrapped into more gen­
eral questions about the kind of person the 
agent should be. They ask what makes a
per son morally good or bad. For exam ple,
ly ing and slavehold ing are wrong because 
they neces sar ily corrupt the moral charac ter 
of the liar and slave holder. Agent-focused 
theo ries study charac ter in general and par­
ticu lar charac ter traits called “virtues” and 
“vices.” Charac ter and virtue theories ask 
what the virtues are and how we learn and 
teach them. West ern philoso phy has its ori­
gins in such questions. Socra tes practiced 
his belief that “the unex am ined life is not 
worth living” by asking probing questions 
about courage, jus tice, and other virtues.11 

Aris tot le’s ethics also focused on virtues, 
claim ing that moral virtues are habits ac­
quired through practice by find ing the mean 
be tween extremes.12  The Beati tudes too 
rep re sent this approach. And it is an ap­
proach that has an influ en tial place in con­
tem po rary academic and popular moral 
phi loso phy—that is clear from the best-seller 
suc cess of The Book of Virtues.13  The agent-
focused approach to moral reason ing is in­
dis pen sa ble to airmen in framing moral is­
sues—and it is one with which they are very
com fort able because of their strong sense of 
per sonal honor. 
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A person can be forthrightly
hon est, forget about self, and 
achieve excel lent results—all for 
the sake of an evil purpose. 

The core value of “integ rity first” points
di rectly to the moral agent—to the airman’s 
char ac ter. Integ rity charac ter izes the moral 
agent. We talk about integ rity as something 
an airman has, as a charac ter trait the moral 
agent possesses to some degree or another. 
When we speak of the moral agent’s integ rity, 
we refer not merely to his or her procliv ity 
for honesty, but more gener ally to the kind 
of person he or she is and the motives and 
in ten tions that matter to the agent. Indeed, 
in teg rity is not just one more charac ter trait. 
In teg rity defines the agent. As the etymol ogy 
of the word shows, integ rity is “inte gral” to the 
moral agent. It is integ rity that “inte grates” 
all of a person’s moral traits. An airman’s 
in teg rity is his or her charac ter.  Staking out 
in teg rity as a core value makes charac ter cru­
cial to moral reason ing in the Air Force.  In 
fram ing moral issues, it is not enough for
air men to ask about acts and outcomes. 
They must also consid er their charac ter, the 
kind of persons they ought to be. They 
must ask what their integ rity requires and 
how their acts will affect their integ rity. 

Serv ice: The Act.  In morality’s structure 
as “someone doing something to someone,” 
the second dimen sion is the “doing 
something.” We can refer to this dimen­
sion as “the moral act.” It may be active or 
pas sive, an act or an omission.  It may cause 
something to happen—for exam ple, an 
air man strikes and destroys a target.  Or 
the moral act may al low something to hap­
pen—for exam ple, leaders allow an acci dent 
to occur by failing to restrain a pilot known 
for unsafe flying. 

Un der stood in terms of morality’s
“some one doing something to 

some one” structure, the core values 
are a compre hen sive frame work 

for moral reason ing. 

Like the moral agent, the moral act also 
pro vides focus for a strategy for framing 
ethi cal issues.  And like agent-focused theories, 
act- focused moral theories outline signifi cant 
fea tures of the moral terrain.  They require 
us to ask what acts ought to be done or what 
acts ought not to be done. Act-focused 
theo ries ask, that is, whether the act itself is 
right or wrong. These theories hold that 
certain acts are morally right or wrong regard-
less of the agent’s inten tions, the act’s 
consequences, or any other circum stances. For 
such theo ries, lying and slavehold ing are in-
her ently wrong regard less of motives or con­
se quences. On this approach, a morally
re quired act is required even if no particu lar 
bene fit will result, and a morally prohib ited 
act is prohib ited even if little harm would re­
sult. Accord ing to this way of moral reason­
ing, it is simply wrong for an airman not to 
com plete an item on a checklist—even if the 
air man knows the derelic tion would not re­
sult in an acci dent or any other bad conse­
quence. Thus, act- focused moral theories 
are usually “de on to logi cal” because they 
evalu ate acts, as well as persons and results, 
in terms of duty. The moral agent has a 
duty to perform mor ally required acts and 
a duty not to com mit morally prohib ited 
acts. This famil iar and forceful way of think­
ing about moral ity is as old as the Ten Com­
mand ments.  Immanuel Kant’s “categori cal 
im pera tive” is the best known and most 
pow er ful philoso phy of duty.14  Because of 
their strong sense of duty for duty’s sake, 
air men under stand that the act-focused ap­
proach to moral reason ing is just as in-
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dispen sa ble in framing moral issues as the 
agent-f ocused approach. 

The core value of “service before self” 
points di rectly to the moral act—to the air-
man’s duty. Service describes what the 
moral agent does. Service is an act done at 
the direc tion of and for a supe rior.  It is an 
act done out of a duty owed to a supe rior 
and without regard for the agent’s personal 
in ter ests. The su pe rior for whom an airman 
per forms a duty is someone in the chain of 
com mand to whom the airman owes obedi­
ence. In more general terms, however, the 
su pe rior whom the airman serves is also the 
air man’s organi za tion, the Air Force as a 
whole, and the nation. Still more gener ally, 
the supe rior is simply duty itself. Service is 
per form ing a moral act for the sake of duty. 
In this way, service is not just a feature the 
moral act might have. It is the defin ing fea­
ture of the moral act under stood as duty. 
Iden ti fy ing service as a core value makes the 
moral act—the moral agent’s duty—crucial to 
moral reasoning in the Air Force. In framing 
moral issues, it is not enough for airmen to 
con sid er their own integ rity or their acts’ 
out comes.  They must also ask what their 
moral duties are under the circum stances, 
what acts are morally right or wrong. They 
must ask, that is, what service requires of 
them. 

Ex cel lence:  The Outcome. In morality’s
struc ture as “someone doing something to 
some one,” the third dimen sion is the some-
one affected by the moral agent’s act. This
some one may be a person or a group of per-
sons, and it may be or include the moral 

15agent himself or herself. We can refer to 
the effects of the moral agent’s act as “the 
moral outcome.”  The moral outcome includes 
the imme di ate and the long-term conse­
quences of an act, the direct and indi rect 
con se quences, and the intended and the un­
in tended conse quences. It is, for exam ple, 
the neutrali za tion of a target struck by an 
air man, the contri bu tion of that sortie to 
the over all strategy, and the unin tended col­
lat eral damage caused by the strike. The 

moral outcome is simply what happens to 
per sons because of the moral agent’s act. 

Like the moral agent and the moral act, 
the moral outcome also focuses a strategy 
for framing ethical issues.  Outcome-
focused moral theories chart signifi cant fea­
tures of the moral terrain by asking what re­
sults ought to be attained and what results 
ought to be avoided.  These theories con­
sid er whether or not the conse quences of an 
act are morally desir able, and so these theo­
ries gauge moral worth on the basis of what 
an act achieves in actual benefits and harms 
to persons. Accord ing to these theories, cer­
tain outcomes—over all human happi ness, 
for exam ple—are morally more desir able 
than oth ers. Moral worth depends more on 
achieving those outcomes than on the 
agent’s inten tions or the moral ity of the 
means taken to produce the outcome. On 
this approach, lying and slavehold ing are 
wrong because the harm they cause out-
weighs any benefits they produce. Outcome-
focused theories are typically “utilitarian” be-
cause they evaluate charac ter and acts by ref­
er ence to their utility for achieving morally
de sir able outcomes. Some variants of this 
ap proach hold that what really matters is 
not the outcome of a particu lar act, but 
rather the outcome of follow ing the rule 
pre scrib ing that act. In either case, however, 
it is still the “bottom line” that counts. This 
is a persua sive way of thinking about moral­
ity, and many find it hard to imagine how to 
evalu ate charac ter traits or acts except in 
terms of the real-world conse quences of those 
traits and acts. John Stuart Mill’s “greatest 
hap pi ness princi ple”—that acts are right to 
the extent they maximize happi ness—is the 
clas sic outcome-focused theory.16 Because 
of their strong sense of mission and getting 
the job done, the outcome-focused approach 
to moral reason ing is as attrac tive to airmen 
and as effec tive for them in framing moral is-
sues as the act- focused and agent-focused 
ap proaches.  The core value of “excel lence 
in all we do” points directly to the moral 
out come—to the airman’s mission. Just as in­
teg rity charac ter izes the moral agent and 
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serv ice charac ter izes the moral act, excel­
lence charac ter izes the moral outcome. To 
the extent that a person’s moral respon si bil­
ity is to opti mize morally desir able results, 
ex cel lence is the morally required outcome. 
In this way, excel lence is not just one more 
fea ture of what a person does. It is the de-
fin ing feature of the morally expected out-
come. It describes the level of success 
ex pected of the moral agent in produc ing an 
out come—and for the airman the outcome 
that matters is the mission. Excel lence is 
pro duc ing excel lent results in carry ing out 
the mission. Identi fy ing excel lence as a core 
value makes the moral outcome—the results 
the airman achieves—crucial to moral rea­
son ing in the Air Force. In framing moral is-
sues, it is not enough for airmen to consid er 
their integ rity or their duties.  They must 
also consid er the results they are morally ex­
pected to achieve in getting the job done. 
They must ask, that is, how to accom plish 
their mission with excel lence. 

The Core Values as a Framework 
for Moral Reasoning 

Un der stood in terms of morality’s “some-
one doing something to someone” struc­
ture, the core values are a compre hen sive
frame work  for moral reason ing.  All of the 
core values, and only these three, are 
needed to frame moral issues. They are a 
map to any situation in which airmen plan 
what to do, carry out an opera tion, or draw 
“les sons learned.” Integ rity, service, and ex­
cel lence name and link together all dimen­
sions of the structure of moral ity—agent, act, 
and duty. And so they in ef fect acti vate all 
strate gies for moral reason ing. 

This explains why airmen must keep all 
three core values in sight. Agent, act, and 
out come are inex tri ca bly tied together. 
Many mistakes in ethical theories and in 
prac ti cal moral reason ing result from reduc­
ing all of moral ity to a single dimen sion 
and claiming that dimen sion is the “founda­
tion” of all moral ity.17 Some agent-focused 

theo ries attempt to reduce act and outcome 
to aspects of charac ter.  A narcis sis tic focus 
on charac ter will, however, invite some to 
ex cuse themselves from moral rules. They 
might reason:  “I am a person of integ rity, 
and so, by defini tion, I am right and rules
oth ers need to dis tin guish right and wrong 
don’t apply to me.” Some act-focused theories 
de value charac ter and conse quences by in­
sist ing that there is moral worth only in do­
ing the right thing. But a sense of duty that 
is limited to unthink ing obedi ence to Air 
Force instruc tions will too readily divert air-
men from charac ter devel op ment and from 
find ing ways to improve Air Force practices. 
Simi larly, some outcome-focused theories 
see little value in charac ter or in moral acts 
ex cept to the extent that they produce re­
sults. There is some rea son to worry that the 
Air Force offi cer and en listed evaluation sys­
tems may contrib ute to this mistake. By fo­
cus ing almost exclu sively on “mission 
im pact” and “perform ance,” perfor mance re-
ports may cause airmen to under value char­
ac ter and to think too little about the means 
they use to achieve mission impact. The core 
val ues can prevent all these mis takes. The 
frame work of integ rity, service, and excel­
lence allows—in deed requires—the airman to 
keep in balance the entire structure of mo­
ral ity—agent, act, and outcome. 

It is for this reason that the Air Force’s core 
val ues, under stood as a framework for 
moral reason ing, cannot be a short-lived 
man agement program. Any plan for moral
rea soning—in or out of the Air Force—will 
look something like the Air Force core val­
ues if it takes all of moral ity into account. 
Man age ment styles (and ethical theories, for 
that mat ter) come and go. But the structure 
of moral ity and the strategies for moral rea­
son ing based on it will not. The Air Force 
could call the framework’s parts something 
other than “core values.” The Air Force 
could use differ ent labels for its core val­
ues—“honor,” “duty,” and “country,” for ex-
am ple, come close to the same thing.18 

What ever labels the Air Force uses, however, 
there will be this three-part framework of 
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“val ues” that are “core” for thinking 
through ethical issues. Some airmen may
ques tion whether organ i za tional core values 
are a fashion able manage ment gimmick, but 
be cause the Air Force core values express the 
en tire structure of moral ity, they have every
rea son to commit themselves to them. 

Tak ing the core values as a framework for 
moral reason ing also answers the doubt that 
the core values are not particu larly appro pri­
ate to the Air Force or to military profes sion­
als. As a framework reflect ing morality’s 
struc ture, the core values are not unique to 
the Air Force—nor are they intended to be. 
Anyone could profita bly take them as a 
plan for moral reason ing. It is the Air Force’s 
“core com pe ten cies” that describe its sin ­
gu lar strengths.  The core values show air-
men how to develop and employ those 
com pe ten cies ethically. Reflect ing the entire 
do main of moral ity, the core values are alto­
gether appro pri ate for airmen of a nation 
com mit ted to prepar ing for, waging, and 
win ning its wars lawfully and ethically. 

An other way of putting this is to say that 
it is airmen who make the core values ap­
pro pri ate to the Air Force. The Air Force’s 
core values define airmen. Integ rity defines 
who airmen should be, service defines what 
they should do, and excel lence defines what 
they should achieve. But that is only half 
the story: airmen also define the core val­
ues. The core values do not themselves 
frame ethi cal issues. Airmen do that—using 
the core values.  In many cases, airmen face 
mul ti ple ethical demands. The toughest 
ethi cal choice airmen face is not telling 
right from wrong. Air men know the differ­
ence between right and wrong. The toughest 
ethi cal challenges are balanc ing comple­
men tary and sometimes compet ing values.19 

It is often a challenge to balance the de­
mands of being a morally good person do­
ing morally right acts to achieve morally
de sir able outcomes. This is so for anyone, 
but espe cially true for airmen in the “fog” 
and “friction” of prepar ing for and waging 
war. Airmen must use the core values to put 
these comple men tary demands into balance 

for themselves and the Air Force. In that 
sense, airmen execut ing the Air Force mis­
sion for the nation fill in the defini tions of 
the core values and make them military val­
ues and Air Force values. They do so by dis­
cuss ing the core values, by using the core 
val ues to guide their deci sion making, and 
by putting the core values into action. In 
the end, it is airmen who show what integ­
rity, service, and excel lence actu ally mean in 
the Air Force. 

But how exactly can airmen use the core 
val ues not only to frame ethical issues, but 
also to resolve them and put their deci sions 
into action? Tak ing the core values as a 
frame work for moral reason ing dispels 
doubts that the core values are only an 
ephem eral slogan not espe cially appro pri ate 
to the military. This analysis, however, does 
not yet address the doubt that the core val­
ues are unre al is tic and will not work in the 
real world. Nor does it show that the core 
val ues cannot in practice become good means 
for an evil end. To do that, it is neces sary to 
show how the core values resolve ethical is-
sues. And to do that, it is neces sary to distin­
guish not only the dimen sions of morality’s
struc ture, but also the dimen sions of its pur­
pose. While the structure of moral ity is the 
core of moral reason ing, the purpose of mo­
ral ity provides values for moral reason ing. 

The Purpose of Morality 
and the Core Values 

The purpose of moral ity, as I under stand 
it, has two dimen sions—regu la tion and in­
spi ra tion. Values for resolv ing ethical ques­
tions line up along these two dimen sions. 
This section outlines these two dimen sions 
and then shows how each of the Air Force 
core values repre sents both regula tion and 
in spi ra tion. The result is to show that the 
core values point out for airmen standards 
and ideals—and that this accounts for their 
co her ence.20  This answers objec tions that the 
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core values are unre al is tic and that they 
could become a good means to an evil end. 

Morality as Regulation and Inspiration 

The purpose of moral ity is to show us how 
to attain the goals of a moral life. Every 
human enter prise, includ ing moral ity, has 
means and ends. Often the line between the 
two is blurred, and the end of one activ ity is 
usu ally the means for another. But the basic 
pat tern is that every activ ity provides its 
means to reach its ends.21  The purpose of 
any human enter prise thus has two dimen­
sions: (1) the tools or means it provides for 
reach ing goals and (2) those goals or ends. 
The athlete reaches for the goals of playing 
the game well and win ning by using the 
sport’s tools—by following the rules of the 
game and exploit ing its tech niques and tac­
tics. The military strategist reaches for the 
goals of military victory and peace by using 
the instru ments of war—by follow ing rules 
gov ern ing the technol ogy, princi ples, law, 
and moral ity of war. In every human activ­
ity, practi tio ners follow the activity’s 
rules—not just for the sake of follow ing the 
rules, but for reaching the activity’s goals. 
The enter prise of leading a moral life has 
these same two dimen sions. Moral ity has 
vari ous and complex roles, but its purpose is 
just to provide the means and ends for a 
moral life. If morality’s structure is 
someone- doing- something- to- someone, its 
pur pose is to provide the means and ends 
for doing so morally. 

Serv ice means duty, and duty 
means respect and dignity. 

Morali ty’s means are moral standards 
that regulate us, and its ends are moral ide ­
als that in spire us. Moral ity is a system of ob­
li ga tions and also a source of aspi ra tions, 
and the Air Force core values are best under-

stood as repre sent ing both. Just as the core 
val ues require airmen to take into account 
all three dimen sions of morality’s structure, 
they should also be under stood to point air-
men toward both dimen sions of morality’s 
pur pose. 

The first dimen sion of morality’s purpose 
is regula tion. Moral ity does this through 
standards that impose moral obli ga tions. 
Moral standards prescribe morally prohib­
ited, permit ted, or required charac ter traits, 
acts, and outcomes. Airmen find these stan­
dards expressed in their law, regula tions, poli­
cies, and customs—and in their core values. 
Ob ligatory standards maintain the military 
ef fi ciency and the good order and disci pline
re quired to carry out the military’s role. Be-
cause of the mili tary’s crucial role in na­
tional secu rity, standards for airmen are 
more demand ing than those outside the 
mili tary.  For exam ple, it may be improper 
for others to be late for work or rude, but it 
is both a breach of moral ity and a criminal 
of fense for a military member to be late or 
dis re spect ful. Moral stan dards are typically 
ex pressed in rules, and many of the rules im­
pose a penalty for their vio la tion.  But 
whether or not a moral stan dard is formal­
ized in a puni tive rule, its vio la tion is im­
moral, and the airman is account able for 
the viola tion. When serving morali ty’s regu­
la tory function, the core values repre sent 
stan dards airmen must meet and answer for. 

The second dimen sion of morality’s 
purpose is inspi ra tion.  Moral ity does this 
through ideals that give us moral aspi ra­
tions. If moral standards are “rules of the 
game” we must follow, moral ideals are the 
goals of “playing the game well and win­
ning.” Moral ide als portray charac ter 
traits, acts, and achieve ments we should as­
pire to. For airmen, these ideals are implicit 
in their law, regula tions, policies, and cus­
toms. They find them too in the exam ples 
set by their moral heroes and mentors.  And 
they find them in their core values. These 
ide als show airmen how to use military effi­
ciency and good order and disci pline to tri­
umph deci sively and morally in carry ing out 
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the military function. Just as military stan­
dards are more demand ing than civil ian
stan dards, military ideals also demand ex­
traor di nary dedica tion and sacri fice. Persons 
out side the military who do not constantly 
strive for moral ideals usually do not imperil
oth ers. But airmen who do not constantly
ex ert themselves to reach for the ideals of 
the military profes sion put national inter­
ests and even national survival at risk. While 
moral standards are usually expressed in 
rules, moral ideals are often expressed in 
sto ries of extraor di nary virtue, acts, or ac­
com plish ments. Moral standards demand 
com pli ance, and we hold viola tors account-
able. Moral ideals, however, inspire striving, 
and we admire those who thrive on their 
ide als. Reflect ing morality’s inspi ra tional di­
men sion, the core values are ideals airmen 
must constantly strive for. 

In any particu lar case, the line between 
stan dard and ideal may be blurred. Indeed, 
the ideal in some circum stances may be the 
stan dard in others. In ethics, as elsewhere, 
“the nice to have” at one time and place 
may be “the bare minimum” at another.  Still, 
one can distin guish standard and ideal in 
every ethical situation, and it is impor tant 
to do so because confus ing them will con-
fuse moral reason ing.  When airmen use the 
core values for moral reason ing, it is impor­
tant they see that each of the core values ex-
presses both ob li ga tions and aspi ra tions. 
Al though it is by no means a complete ac­
count of all the stan dards and ideals the core 
val ues repre sent, the follow ing analysis indi­
cates how the core values can both regulate 
and inspire. 

Integrity: Forthright Honesty and 
the Good Person 

As a moral standard, integ rity ordi nar ily 
means forthright honesty. It means being 
the kind of person others can rely on for ac­
cu rate, complete, and timely disclo sure of 
facts. Leaders at every level in any organi za­
tion require truthful report ing from subor­

di nates to make effec tive deci sions. This is 
es pe cially so for military leaders prepar ing 
for and waging war. Deci sions about the pro-
cure ment and employ ment of weapon sys­
tems, for exam ple, must be based on full 
and exact reports about the systems’ per-
form ance. Deci sions taken “in the fog of 
war” are espe cially depend ent on honest re-
port ing about capa bili ties and opera tions. 
And if leaders at every level require truthful 
re port ing from subor di nates, subor di nates 
also require honesty from their leaders. 
Good order and disci pline and a high state 
of morale require complete confi dence in 
lead ers’ words. 

As a moral ideal, however, integ rity de­
mands more than being the kind of person 
who can be counted on to tell the truth. In­
teg rity also demands that airmen be persons 
of good charac ter.  This, in fact, is the origi­
nal sense of the word “integ rity” as “inte­
grat ed ness,” “wholeness,” or 
“whole some ness.”  It is a wholeness Plato 
de scribed as a kind of harmony within a per-
son among reason, spirit, and desire—a har­
mony possi ble only if reason is in 
com mand.22  Airmen find this sense of in­
teg rity in the Air Force’s “whole person con­
cept.” This does not mean “checking 
blocks” by obtain ing academic degrees and 
do ing volun teer work in the commu nity. It 
means a continu ing ethical respon si bil ity to 
im prove oneself.  Integ rity is an ethical re­
spon si bil ity to develop not just the virtue of 
truth ful ness, but all the virtues. Carry ing 
out the military role well requires not only 
that military profes sion als do their duty and 
have an impact on the mission, but also that 
they strive to be persons of good charac ter. 
In teg rity as honesty is “a rule of the game” 
from which airmen cannot devi ate.  Integ­
rity as the whole person, on the other hand, 
is the goal of “playing well and winning” for 
which airmen must reach. They reach for 
this ideal not merely for the sake of playing 
well, but for the sake of being the air and 
space force needed to win the nation’s wars. 
For the Air Force to perform its function 
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well, it is not enough that airmen be truth­
ful. They must also be good persons. 

Service: Obedience and Respect 
for Human Dignity 

As a moral standard, service before self ordi­
nar ily means always doing one’s duties 
what ever the cost to self. Service is uncon­
di tional obedi ence to lawful orders. In this 
sense, military service is unlike any other
call ing.  Persons in other profes sions, in or­
di nary jobs, can opt out. They can quit. Do­
ing their jobs is condi tioned on their 
con tin ued inter est in doing so. Military
pro fes sion als, however, cannot quit. It is a 
crimi nal offense for them to disobey orders 
or absent themselves without authority. Be­
yond this legal obli ga tion, however, they are
un der an ethical obli ga tion always to place
mili tary duties before all other inter ests. 
They must avoid even the appear ance of a 
con flict between personal inter ests and 
mili tary duties. National secu rity requires 
this. Their promise to defend the nation 
im poses an ethical obli ga tion to put mili­
tary duties first. 

As a moral ideal, however, service before 
self demands more than obedi ence. Service 
also demands that airmen always serve out 
of respect for human dignity.  Service 
means duty, and duty means respect and 
dig nity. The entire meaning of moral duty 
is respect for human dignity.23  The only ba­
sis for any moral duty—the only basis for 
claim ing that some acts are right and others 
are wrong regard less of their conse­
quences—is protect ing and promot ing the 
moral worth of each indi vid ual. Or, as Kant 
put it, we must never use persons only as a 
means for achieving some end. Airmen must 
treat each other not only as instru ments for 
get ting the job done, but also as indi vidu als
un ques tiona bly worthy of respect. And air-
men may not limit their respect for human 
dig nity to other airmen. Their respect for 
hu man ity must extend to all persons—to the 
peo ple they defend, to their allies, and even 

to their adver sar ies. Two axioms of the law 
and ethics of war—that we must discrimi nate
be tween combat ants and noncom bat ants 
when we apply military force and that our 
ap pli ca tion of military force must be pro­
por tional to the military objec tive—are 
based on respect for human dignity. It is be-
cause of our respect for their dignity that 
our use of military force against inno cents 
and noncom bat ants, as well as against com­
bat ants, is subject to the sever est constraints. 
Even in war—or espe cially in war— airmen 
can not lose sight of the moral worth of hu­
man ity. Many Air Force standards—tar get ing 
rules and rules pro hib it ing sexual harass­
ment, for exam ple—re flect respect for hu­
man dignity. Service as a moral ideal, 
how ever, requires not only that airmen com­
ply with these specific standards, but also 
that they strive constantly to show respect 
for each indi vidu al’s dignity. Service as obe­
di ence is “a rule of the game” from which 
air men cannot devi ate. Service as respect 
and dignity, on the other hand, is the goal of
“play ing well and winning” for which air-
men must always strive. They strive for this 
ideal for the sake of serving as the air and 
space force needed to prepare for and to win 
the nation’s wars lawfully and ethically. For 
the Air Force to perform its function well, it 
is not enough that airmen be duti ful. They 
must also act out of respect for human dig­
nity. 

Excellence: Mission Accomplishment and 
Constant Improvement 

As a moral standard, excel lence ordi nar ily 
means accom plish ing the mission well. It 
means a deter mined focus on results—on 
get ting the job done right the first time and 
on time. The military function is so impor­
tant and so exact ing that getting the job 
done demands more in the military than it 
does elsewhere. Mission failure in the mili­
tary endan gers national survival, and per-
form ing the military role requires 
ca pa bili ties and entails risks not found in 
other callings.  For this reason, a standard of 
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ex cel lence is needed merely to get the job 
done in the military. Getting by with a
mini mal level of effort often suffices outside 
the military, but excel lence is the only stan­
dard for accom plish ing the military mission. 
The airman’s promise to defend the nation 
im poses an ethical obli ga tion to use every
ef fort to accom plish the mission. 

As a moral ideal, however, excel lence de­
mands more than mission accom plish ment. 
Ex cel lence also demands that airmen con­
stantly produce more and better results. 
This is the meaning of “excel”—to surpass, 
to go beyond what is expected.  As an ideal, 
ex cel lence means exceed ing the demands of 
duty to achieve results in excess of “getting 
the job done.” To remain the world’s most 
re spected air and space force, the Air Force 
must constantly improve, must constantly 
in no vate. Merely maintain ing today’s stan­
dard, merely achieving today’s mission re-
quire ments, puts the Air Force in danger of 
fal ling behind.  Airmen must be adven tur­
ous in “rein vent ing” the Air Force to protect 
and promote the nation’s inter ests.  They 
must take risks, and must encour age others 
to take risks, to improve every thing about 
the Air Force—its organi za tion, its processes, 
its doctrine. Excel lence as mission accom­
plish ment is “a rule of the game” airmen 
must observe.  Excel lence as constant im­
prove ment, on the other hand, is the goal of 
“play ing well and winning” for which air-
men must continu ously strive. They strive 
for this ideal for the sake of produc ing the 
air and space force needed to fight and win 
the nation’s wars. For the Air Force to de-
fend the nation, it is not enough that air-
men accom plish the mission. They must 
also constantly find ways to excel, to go be­
yond mission accom plish ment. 

The Core Values as Standards 
and Ideals 

Looked at in terms of morality’s 
purpose, the Air Force core values are moral 

stan dards and also moral ideals.  They point 
out obli ga tions and aspi ra tions as airmen 
think through any situation in which they 
make a deci sion, execute the deci sion, or 
learn lessons from an opera tion.  They point 
out both forthright honesty and the whole 
per son, both obedi ence and respect for hu­
man dignity, and both mission accom plish­
ment and constant inno va tion. 

This explains why airmen must under-
stand their core values as both standards 
and ideals. Of course, the labels hon esty, 
whole person, and so on do not capture all 
the obli ga tions and aspi ra tions the core val­
ues contain for airmen.  They do, however, 
show that the distinc tion between obli ga­
tions and aspi ra tions is a tool airmen can 
use to resolve ethical issues.  It is a tool air-
men can use together with the distinc tions 
the core values draw among agent, act, and
out come to frame ethical issues.  In meeting 
the challenge to be a morally good person 
do ing the morally right act and achieving 
the morally desir able outcome, airmen must 
con sid er the varying weights that the core 
val ues have as standards and ideals in any
par ticu lar situation. 

Many mistakes in ethics and in practi cal 
moral reason ing result from confus ing obli­
ga tion and aspi ra tion.  Both are neces sary: 
with out moral standards it is not possi ble to 
main tain order, and without moral ideals it 
is not possi ble to direct that order toward 
moral victo ries.  But we should not confuse 
them by making compli ance with standards 
op tional or by making achieving ideals com­
pul sory.  We admire and praise persons who 
em body moral ideals.  We do not, however, 
praise them for observ ing standards.  Truth­
ful ness, obedi ence, and mission accom plish­
ment are just what the Air Force expects. 
On the other hand, while we blame persons 
for their viola tions of standards, we don’t 
blame them for their shortfalls in reaching 
for ideals. This explains some of the confu­
sion about “the one-mistake Air Force.” Air-
men must be held to account for violat ing 
the Air Force standards expressed in the core 
val ues. But “account abil ity” misses the 



50 AIRPOWER JOURNAL SPRING 1997 

point in talking about the ideals expressed 
in the core values. Viola tions of Air Force 
stan dards are a kind of mistake, often a 
crimi nal mistake.  Falling short of Air Force 
ide als may also be a kind of mistake, but a 
very differ ent kind. For exam ple, mistakes 
made in seeking to improve the Air Force are 
of ten the results of risks airmen should take 
in striving for the ideal of excel lence.  A fear 
of “account abil ity” should not deter airmen 
from searching for better ways to perform. 
But neither can the Air Force’s willing ness 
to accept such mistakes lead airmen to 
suppose that the Air Force condones viola­
tions of its standards. 

If they [Air Force leaders] toler ate 
breaches of Air Force standards or if 
they selec tively enforce them under 
a “double standard,” there will be 
cyni cism about the core values. 

It is for this reason that the Air Force’s 
core values, under stood as obli ga tion and 
as pi ra tion, should not lead to hypoc risy or 
cyni cism. The core values require airmen to 
meet Air Force standards, but they do not re-
quire airmen to be perfect.  Air Force leaders 
must hold themselves and others account-
able for failing to meet the Air Force stan­
dards expressed in the core values. If they
tol er ate breaches of Air Force standards or if 
they selec tively enforce them under a “dou­
ble standard,” there will be cynicism about 
the core values.  There is no reason, how-
ever, for cynicism about toler at ing, learning 
from, and even encour ag ing those who 
strive for but fall short of the ideals ex-
pressed in the core values.  It confuses the 
means and ends of moral ity to claim that 
the core values set unre al is ti cally high stan­
dards that cannot be enforced.  As standards 
of honesty, obedi ence, and mission accom­
plish ment, the core values are not impos si­

bly high. Air Force standards are indeed ex­
traor di nar ily high because the military mis­
sion is crucial to soci ety.  But airmen can 
and do meet these standards every day, and 
Air Force leaders can and do enforce the 
stan dards.  As moral ideals, however, the 
core values are, in a sense, impos si bly high. 
The whole person concept, unwav er ing re­
spect for human dignity, and constant im­
prove ment are high ideals—even impos si bly 
high ideals in the sense that they always ask 
more of airmen.  Ideals that did not always 
ask more would be worth little to the Air 
Force. Air Force ideals ask airmen to go 
“above and be yond” throughout their ca­
reers. Without the distinc tion between stan­
dards and ideals, airmen could mislead 
them selves into cynicism about the core val­
ues. With the distinc tion, however, they will 
hold themselves to the Air Force’s high stan­
dards and drive themselves toward the Air 
For ce’s high ideals. 

The most seri ous mistake about the core 
val ues—that they could become a good 
means to an evil end—also gives way when 
we see that the core values are both stan­
dards and ideals.  The core values cannot be 
a good means to an evil end simply because 
they are not mere means. As standards and 
ide als, they are both means and ends. It is 
true that a person can be truthful, put duty
bef ore self, and achieve excel lent results—all 
for the sake of aggres sion, genocide, or some 
other immoral purpose. Criminals, includ­
ing war criminals, may observe an “honor 
among thieves” with standards of honest re-
port ing, putting the organi za tion ahead of 
self, and achieving results.  No one, how-
ever, can pervert the standards of integ rity, 
serv ice, and excel lence toward an evil end 
when these standards are linked to their cor­
re spond ing moral ideals. Integ rity under-
stood as the good charac ter of the whole 
per son is entirely irrec on cil able with honest 
re port ing in support of an evil goal. Service 
un der stood as respect for the dignity of all 
per sons in and out of the Air Force is com­
pletely incon sis tent with wrongfully harm­
ing the inno cent. Excel lent but evil results 
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are not possi ble when excel lence is under-
stood as constant improve ment of the air 
and space force needed to defend the nation 
mor ally and lawfully in pursuit of moral 
and lawful inter ests.  A person of good char­
ac ter acting out of respect for human dig­
nity to achieve the greatest benefits for the 
great est number simply cannot serve an evil 
end. Under stood as standards solidly linked 
to ideals, the core values do not limit the 
air man’s ethical hori zon to truthful report­
ing, working selflessly, and obtain ing excel-
lent results.  On the contrary, they expand 
the ethical hori zon to en com pass inspir ing 
and demand ing ideals that enno ble airmen. 

Conclusion 
The Air Force core values are wonder fully

sim ple and forceful. Their signifi cance is 
self- evident.  Still, in order to prevent mis­
un der stand ing and misuse of the core val­
ues, it is impor tant to explain the 
tre men dous poten tial they hold for the Air 
Force. I have attempted to do that in terms 
of the structure and purpose of moral ity.  By 
no means is this the only way to account for 
the core values. There are other philosophi­
cal accounts of the core values, and it would 
be instruc tive also to exam ine the core val­
ues from perspec tives offered by law, his-
tory, behav ioral sciences, manage ment 
the ory, politi cal science, relig ion, and so on. 
In addi tion, showing one role for the core 
val ues in framing and resolv ing ethical is-
sues is, of course, only a first step toward ac­
tu ally framing and resolv ing those issues. 
Nev er the less, an analysis driven by the 

Notes 

1. Two notes on termi nol ogy: (a) Although in some con-
texts it is useful to distin guish “ethics” and “moral ity” (and 
“ethi cal” and “moral”), I make no such distinc tion here. (b) 
The term air men means every one in the Air Force—offi cer, en-
listed, and civil ian at all levels.  The roles of these three groups 
dif fer, as do the rules govern ing them; and so the detailed appli­

struc ture and the purpose of moral ity does 
turn out, I think, to be particu larly useful 
for explain ing the power of the core values. 

Un der stood in terms of morality’s struc­
ture and purpose, the core values are a com­
pre hen sive plan for framing ethical issues 
and also a coher ent source of standards and 
ide als for resolv ing them. The core values 
en com pass each dimen sion of morality’s
struc ture—agent, act, and outcome—and so 
map out the entire domain of moral reason­
ing. In this way, they repre sent core ele­
ments for framing ethical issues.  Airmen 
frame ethical issues by asking how a person 
of integ rity puts service before self to 
achieve excel lent results in the Air Force. 
The core values also encom pass both di­
men sions of morality’s purpose—ob li ga tion 
and aspi ra tion—and so stand for standards 
and ideals. They stand for integ rity as both 
forth right honesty and the good person, for 
serv ice as both obedi ence to duty and re­
spect for human dignity, and for excel lence 
as both mission accom plish ment and con­
stant inno va tion.  In this way, they repre sent
val ues for resolv ing ethical issues.  Airmen 
re solve ethical issues by adher ing to the 
high standards for which they hold each 
other account able in order to carry out the 
mili tary role and also by striving for the de­
mand ing ideals that propel them to build 
the most respected air and space force. It 
must seem fantas tic to claim that the Air 
Force core values can somehow contain all 
di men sions of moral ity.  But the three 
phrases the Air Force uses to name its core 
val ues are meaning ful enough for airmen to 
un der stand them just that way. 

ca tion of the core values to them may also differ.  But gener ally, 
there is no need to distin guish among them in explain ing the 
core values. 

2. One has only to search for “core values” on the Internet 
to raise the question of whether there is an organi za tion that 
hasn’t identi fied its core values. 
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3. “All good ideas eventu ally get oversold. The impor tance 
of a corpo rate vision and values is no excep tion. . . . The idea 
was—and is—right. . . . But we must acknowl edge how quickly 
val ues can age, becom ing hopelessly narrow, ludicrously rami­
fied—and at odds with a shifting market place. Ironically, the 
more virtu ous the value (service, people), the greater the 
chance of long-term perver sion. Why? Because the ‘better’ the 
value, the more ‘the estab lish ment’ tries to make sure that you 
ad here to it ex actly (empha sis added).” Tom Peters, Lib era tion 
Man age ment: Nec es sary Disor gani za tion for the Nanosec ond Nine-
ties (New York: Knopf, 1992), 616 . 

4. For the Navy and the Marine Corps, the core values are 
honor, courage, and commit ment.  Until recently, the Army de-
scribed its “ethos” as based on the values of duty, integ rity, and 
self less service; these values were in turn supported by the 
“pro fes sional qualities” of commit ment, compe tence, candor, 
com pas sion, and courage. But in 1996, the Army identi fied 
seven core values: duty, integ rity, loyalty, selfless service, honor, 
cour age, and respect. 

5. DOD Direc tive 5500.7-R, Joint Ethics Regula tion, August 
1993, paragraph 1-100. 

6. DOD’s 10 “primary ethical values” are: hon esty, integ­
rity, loyalty, account abil ity, fairness, caring, respect, promise keep­
ing, re spon si ble citizen ship, and pursuit of excel lence. DODD 
5500.7-R, August 1993, paragraph 12-501. The Joint Ethics Regu­
la tion defines these values in terms of publi c service with no 
ref er ence to war fighting. The Joint Ethics Regu la tion also pro­
vides a 10-step “ethical decision-making plan” (par. 12-601). 

7. Himm ler identi fied four “virtues of the SS-man”; he 
called them “the basis of this organi za tion” and said they were 
of “deci sive signifi cance and impor tance.” The four virtues 
were loyalty, obedi ence, bravery, and truthful ness. “Speech of 
the Reichsfuehrer—SS at the meeting of SS Major-Generals at 
Posen, Octo ber 4th, 1943,” Document 1919-PS, Nazi Conspir acy 
and Aggres sion , vol. 4 (Washing ton, D.C.: Office of United States 
Chief of Counsel for Prosecu tion of Axis Criminal ity, 1946), 
558–72. 

8. “None of this should surprise us. After all, most mass 
kill ing has been in the service of rigid virtu ous values . . . .” Pe­
ters, 616. 

9. Numer ous works in applied ethics put strategies of 
moral reason ing in three groups that approxi mate the three di­
men sions I identify here. For exam ple, Abraham Edel, Elizabeth 
Flower, and Finbarr W. O’Connor describe three “families of 
con cepts” we use to formu late ethical issues.  They are “virtues and 
vices and the moral atmos phere,” the “moral law: the straight 
and narrow path,” and “the good: ends and means.” Cri tique of 
Ap plied Ethics:  Reflec tions and Recom menda tions (Phila del­
phia: Temple Univer sity Press, 1994),136–68. Rushworth M. Kidder 
de scribes “three princi ples for resolv ing” ethical dilem mas. They 
are: care-based thinking, rule-based thinking, and ends-based 
think ing. How Good People Make Tough Choices (New York: 
Mor row, 1995), 151–76. Christo pher D. Stone finds in “the lo­
gics of moral discourse” a dis tinc tion between “moral grad­
ing” and “moral prescrip tion.” Grading concerns the evalua tion 
of agents (per sons and insti tu tions) while prescrip tion concerns 
their conduct. Within the logic of prescrip tion, he finds a  fur­
ther distinc tion between systems that prescribe a single 
“maxi mand” (e.g., classic utilitari an ism) and other systems 
(e.g., Kanti an ism).  Earth and Other Eth ics:  The Case for Moral 
Plu ral ism (New York: Harper & Row, 1987), 153–99. 

10. “It is impos si ble to conceive anything at all in the world, 
or even out of it, which can be taken as good without qualifi ca­
tion, except a good will. . . . A good will is not good because of 
what it effects or accom plishes—be cause of its fitness for attain­
ing some proposed end: it is good through its willing alone, 
that is, good in itself” (empha sis added). Immanuel Kant, 

Ground work of the Metaphysic of Morals, trans. H. J. Paton (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1964), 61–62. 

11. In the Apol ogy, Plato has Socra tes explain why the un­
ex am ined life is not worthy of a human.  The Laches is about 
cour age, and the Re pub lic is about justice in the indi vid ual and 
the state. A. E. Taylor, Plato: The Man and His Work (New York: 
The Humani ties Press, 1937), passim. 

12. Nichomachean Ethics, trans. Martin Ostwald (Indi an apo­
lis: Bobbs-Merrill Pub lish ing, 1962), II.2 and 6. 

13. William J. Bennett, ed., The Book of Virtues: A Treasury 
of Great Moral Stories (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1993). 

14. “A categori cal impera tive would be one which repre­
sented an action as objec tively neces sary in itself apart from its 
re la tion to a further end. . . . There is therefore only a single 
cate gori cal impera tive and it is this: ‘Act only on that maxim 
through which you can at the same time will that it should be-
come a univer sal law’.” Kant, 82, 88. 

15. It is one of the more inter est ing tasks of moral philoso­
phy to say which persons are morally relevant in assess ing the 
out come of an act. Do the “persons” we must take into account 
in clude future genera tions? Past genera tions?  God? Nonhu­
man living  things? The envi ron ment? 

16. “The creed which accepts as the founda tion of morals 
‘uti lity’ or the ‘greatest happi ness princi ple’ holds that actions 
are right in propor tion as they tend to promote happi ness; 
wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happi ness.” John 
Stu art Mill, Utili tari an ism (New York: Bobbs-Merrill Company, 
Inc., 1957), 10. 

17. It is when this happens that “the structures known as 
ethi cal theories are more threats to moral sanity and balance 
than instru ments for their attain ment. They have these malign 
char ac ter is tics princi pally because they are, by nature, reduc tive. 
They restrict and warp moral reflec tion by their insis tence that 
moral consid era tions are related in some hier ar chi cal order.” 
Edmund L. Pincoffs, Quan da ries and Virtues:  Against Reduc tiv ism 
in Ethics (Lawrence, Kans.: Univer sity Press of Kansas, 1986), 2. 

18. Some other well-known triads of values also come 
close to the same thing. For exam ple, it does not seem too 
much of a stretch to suggest that “faith” describes the kind of 
per son the moral agent should be, “charity” describes what 
the moral agent should do, and “hope” refers to the outcomes 
the moral agent strives to achieve. 

19. “When good people encoun ter tough choices, it is rarely 
be cause they’re facing a moral tempta tion. . . . The really tough 
choices . . . don’t center upon right versus wrong. They involve 
right versus right. They are genuine dilem mas precisely because 
each side is firmly rooted in one of our basic, core values.” Kid­
der, 17–18. This is the theme too of W. D. Ross’s theory “that 
there are these various and often conflict ing types of prima fa­
cie duty.” The Right and the Good (Oxford: Oxford Univer sity 
Press, 1930), 16–47. 

20. Most moral theories rely to some degree on a distinc­
tion approxi mat ing the one drawn here between standards and 
ide als. Kant’s distinc tion between “perfect” and “imper fect” du­
ties is one exam ple. Kant, 89–91. Other exam ples include Lon 
Fuller, who distin guishes “the moral ity of duty” and “the mo­
ral ity of aspi ra tion.” The Moral ity of Law, rev. ed. (New Haven: 
Yale Univer sity Press, 1969), 5–32. Bernard Gert points out: “Al­
though the moral rules are the most impor tant part of moral ity, 
they are not all of it. Moral ity consists not only of rules, but also 
of ideals.” Mo ral ity: A New Justi fi ca tion of the Moral Rules (New 
York: Oxford Univer sity Press, 1989), 160. 

21. “Every art or applied science and every system atic in­
ves ti ga tion, and similarly every action and choice, seem to aim 
at some good.” Nichomachean Ethics, 3, I.1, 1094a. 

22. “And justice was in truth, it appears, something like 
this. It does not lie in a man’s exter nal actions, but in the way 
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he acts within himself, really concerned with himself and his in- unity.” Plato’s Re pub lic, trans. G. M. A. Grube (Indi an apo lis:

ner parts. He does not allow each part of himself to perform Hack ett Publish ing Co., 1974), 107 (443d–e).

the work of another, or the sections of his soul to meddle with 23. That is what Kant showed in formu lat ing the categori cal

one another.  He orders what are in the true sense of the word im pera tive first in terms of “univer sal law” and then in terms

his own affairs well; he is master of himself, puts things in or- of the “end in itself.”  The second formu la tion of the categori­

der, is his own friend, harmo nizes the three parts . . . . He binds cal impera tive is: “Act in such a way that you always treat human-

them all together, and himself from a plural ity becomes  a ity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other,


never sim ply as a means, but always at the same time as an end.” 
Kant, 96. 

Offi cial manuals, by the nature of their compi la tion, are 
merely regis ters of prevail ing practice, not the log-books of 
a scien tific study of war. 

—B. H. Liddell Hart, 1944 
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