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Ethics I, II, & III 
 

 

In This 
Lesson 

These lessons will define ethics and examine those things that guide our 
actions in and out of combat.  We will explore why we study ethics in the 
military and the particular relevance that study has for officership. 
 
This lesson covers the following topics: 
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Learning 
Objectives 

Terminal Learning Objective 
 
MCCS-CORE-1006 Without aid of reference, define ethics without error 

 
 
 
 

Enabling Learning Objectives 
 

MCCS-CORE-1006a Without the aid of references, describe the Marine 
Corps' Core Values without omission. 

 
MCCS-CORE-1006b Without the aid of references, make ethical 
decisions to uphold the Core Values of the Marine Corps. 

 
 
 
 

 

Definition of Ethics 
 

 

Ethics A set of standards or a value system by which free, human 
actions are ultimately determined as right or wrong, good or 
evil. 
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Marine Corps Core Values 
 

 

Marines are a special breed, feared by enemies, respected by allies, and beloved by the 
American people.  This reputation was gained and is maintained by a set of enduring 
Core Values which form the cornerstone, the bedrock, and the heart of our character. 
The standards of our Corps run the spectrum of ideals, from not showing cowardice by 
leaving our dead on the battlefield, to not going without a haircut even while on leave. 
But the Code of Ethics for Marines can be summed up in three words:  honor, courage, 
and commitment.  These values are the guiding beliefs and principles that give us 
strength, influence our attitudes, and regulate our behavior. 

 

 
 

Honor To live your life with integrity, responsibility, honesty, and 
respect. 

 
• Integrity: To do what is right legally and morally. 

• Responsibility: To be accountable for all actions and 
inactions. 

• Honesty:  To be trustworthy: to never lie, cheat, or 
steal; nor tolerate those who do. 

• Respect: To value human life and dignity, our 
customs and courtesies, and our proud heritage. 

 

Courage The mental, moral and physical strength to do what is right 
in the face of fear, uncertainty, or intimidation. 

 
• Mental Strength:  A disciplined mind committed to 

personal and professional excellence. 

• Moral Strength:  A warrior spirit guided by our 
values, leadership traits and principles. 

• Physical Strength: A body conditioned to succeed in 
combat and withstand hardships in any clime or 
place. 

 
Commitment Unwavering, selfless dedication to mission 

accomplishment, and personal and professional 
responsibilities. 

 

 

• Unwavering:  Firm resolution and unbendable 
perseverance. 

• Selfless: Place duty and others before self. 

• Dedication: Bound to an ideal:  God, Country, Corps 
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Ethics I 
 
Ethics I represents the first class of three in the Ethics package.  The intent of the class 
and discussion group is to introduce professional military ethics to new officers; critical 
thought about good and bad, right and wrong.  The class and discussion group focus on 
the influences of moral friction and command authority in the battlespace.  If the 
discussion is successful, officers will appreciate that despite their backgrounds, they are 
all vulnerable to committing, ordering, or allowing atrocities.  Future success will depend 
on their ability to value ethical training as much as they do the study of tactics and 
techniques. 

 

 

Rules Vs Character 
 
Rules or laws are humanity’s attempt to interpret the ethics of the society.  Laws and 
regulations often define ethical behavior; what is good or bad, right or wrong. 

 
Specific Rules that govern a military member’s behavior are Title X of the U.S. Code, 
the Law of Land Warfare, Code of Conduct, Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ), 
Marine Corps orders, commander’s intent, rules of engagement, promotion warrants, 
and the Oath of Office to name a few. 

 
Unfortunately, no regulation can cover every human situation.  Therefore, conflicts 
develop between the law and ethical behavior.  For example, the law says it’s wrong to 
target civilians in combat.  However, the enemy’s decision to hide and fight amongst the 
population often leads to civilian deaths in the name of self defense or military 
necessity. In these cases there are often no specific rules to guide an officer’s 
actions.  He or she must, therefore, rely on character to select the most 
appropriate course of action. 

 

 
 
 
 

Command Climate in and out of Combat 
 
Officers are naturally expected to behave responsibly, both personally and 
professionally.  Officers promote just behavior in their subordinates by setting, 
enforcing, and publicizing high standards.  Good training and leadership will prevent 
irresponsible actions in peacetime or combat. If you have done your job in creating an 
appropriate command climate where discipline, responsibility, and good judgment 
define your unit, the Marines and Sailors will weather the morally corrosive effects of 
combat and continue to fight with success and pride. 
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The Milgram Experiment 
 
In response to a newspaper ad offering $4.50 for one hour's work, an individual was 
asked to take part in a Psychology experiment investigating memory and learning. He 
was introduced to a stern looking experimenter in a white coat and a rather pleasant 
and friendly co-subject. The experimenter explained that the experiment will look into 
the role of punishment in learning, and that one will be the "teacher" and one will be the 
"learner" (or "student"). Lots were drawn to determine roles, and it was decided that the 
individual who answered the ad will become the "teacher." 

 
The "learner" (student) was then taken to a room where he was strapped in a chair to 
prevent movement and an electrode was placed on his arm. Next, the "teacher" was 
taken to an adjoining room which contains a generator. The "teacher" was instructed to 
read a list of two word pairs and ask the "learner" to read them back. If the "learner" got 
the answer correct, then they moved on to the next word. If the answer was incorrect, 
the "teacher" was supposed to shock the "learner" starting at 15 volts. 

 
The generator has 30 switches in 15 volt increments; each was labeled with a voltage 
ranging from 15 up to 450 volts. Each switch also has a rating, ranging from "slight 
shock" to "danger: severe shock". The final two switches were labeled "XXX". The 
"teacher" was supposed to increase the shock each time the "learner" missed a word in 
the list. Although the "teacher" thought that he/she was administering shocks to the 
"learner", the "learner" was actually an actor who never experienced the shocks. (The 
drawing of lots was rigged, so that the actor would always end up as the "learner.") 

 
After a number of voltage level increases, the actor started to bang on the wall that 
separated him from the subject. After several times banging on the wall and 
complaining about a heart condition, all responses by the "learner" ceased. At times, the 
worried "teacher" questioned the "experimenter," asking who was responsible for any 
harmful effects resulting from shocking the learner at such a high level. Upon receiving 
the answer that the "experimenter" assumed full responsibility, the "teacher" seemed to 
accept the response and continue shocking, even though some were obviously 
extremely uncomfortable in doing so. 

 
Results 

 
Today the field of psychology would deem this study highly unethical but, it revealed 
some extremely important findings. The theory that only the most severe monsters on 
the sadistic fringe of society would inflict cruelty is disproven. Findings showed that, 
"two-thirds of this study's participants fall into the category of "obedient" subjects, and 
that they represent ordinary people drawn from the working, managerial, and 
professional classes (Obedience to Authority: An Experimental View)." Ultimately 65% 
of all of the "teachers" punished the "learners" to the maximum 450 volts. No subject 
stopped before reaching 300 volts! 
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The My Lai Case Study 
 

 

On March 16, 1968 the men of Charlie Company, 1st Battalion/20th Infantry Regiment, 23rd 

Infantry Division entered the Vietnamese village of My Lai. The Company represented the 
average army unit in Vietnam; perhaps even a cut above. They had enjoyed a lengthy pre- 
deployment work-up in Hawaii and were by all accounts a technically proficient and cohesive 
unit. My Lai, however, was to be their first real test of combat, and after months of petty 
casualties lost to an elusive enemy, they were eager to fight. 

 
3-Months of Frustration 

My Lai lay in the South Vietnamese district of Son My, a heavily mined area where the Vietcong 
were deeply entrenched. In their first 3 months in country, Charlie Company had lost 4 KIA and 
32 WIA to IEDs and snipers in the area. The agitated troops were told by higher that My Lai 
would be hot and all inhabitants were to be considered enemy. Charlie entered the village with 
clear intent to destroy it. 

 
Massacre 

In the early morning of March 16th, Charlie air assaulted the village with open guns. After facing 
no resistance and finding no military aged male combatants, the mission soon degenerated into 
the massacre of over 400 unarmed women, children, and elderly. According to eyewitness 
reports offered after the event, several old men were bayoneted, praying women and children 
were shot in the back of the head, and at least one girl was raped and then killed. One of the 
Platoon Commanders, Lt William Calley, himself rounded up groups of villagers into a ditch, and 
ordered his men to execute them. 

 
Call for Investigation 

Word of the atrocities did not reach the American public until November 1969, when journalist 
Seymour Hersh published a story detailing conversations with veterans who had been at My 
Lai. The military investigation that followed resulted in an international media frenzy and Lt 
Calley being charged with murder. 

 
Questions about Soldiers' Conduct 

As the gruesome details of My Lai reached the American public, serious questions arose 
concerning the conduct of American soldiers in Vietnam. A military commission investigating the 
massacre found widespread failures of leadership, discipline, and morale among the Army's 
fighting units. As the war progressed, many "career" soldiers had either been rotated out or 
retired. Many more had died. In their place were scores of draftees whose fitness for leadership 
in the field of battle was questionable at best. Military officials blamed inequities in the draft 
policy for the often slim talent pool from which they were forced to choose leaders. Many 
maintained that if the educated middle class ("the Harvards," as they were called) had joined in 
the fight, a man of Lt. William Calley's emotional and intellectual stature would never have been 
issuing orders. 

 
Orders from Above? 

Calley, an unemployed college dropout, had managed to graduate from Officer's Candidate 
School at Fort Benning, Georgia, in 1967. At his trial, Calley testified that he was ordered by his 
company commander, Captain Ernest Medina to kill everyone in the village of My Lai. Still, there 
was only enough photographic and recorded evidence to convict Calley, alone, of murder. He 
was sentenced to life in prison, but was pardoned by President Nixon after serving just two 
days. Calley remains the only officer in the chain of command to be held responsible for the 
institutional failure of My Lai. 
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Ethics II 
 
"All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing.” 

President Dwight D. Eisenhower, General USA 

In Ethics I, we highlighted the evil that good men are capable of by their actions.  Ethics 
II examines the evil that good men are capable of by their inability to act.  Focusing on a 
case study of the Rwandan Genocide, the class and discussion group look at moral 
pitfalls that await officers who have failed prior to deployment to prepare themselves 
and their units - mind, body, and spirit.  The focus is not to identify a perfect 
solution…there isn’t one.  Officers simply need to appreciate that the modern 
battlespace is as complex as ever.  Complicated situations like the one presented in the 
class await new officers and their units, and the time to study and train for these 
dilemmas is prior to deployment, not after the shooting starts.  Officers must continue to 
train and lead Marines who deploy to any mission with an equal capacity for peaceful 
support and lethal aggression. The transition should be a matter of circumstance, not of 
time. Don’t let this be you: 

 
"My men were horrified because they thought it should have been an easy 
mission and suddenly discovered it was a nightmare“ 

 
Capt Luc Lamaire, Rwanda Peacekeeper 

 

 

Rwandan Genocide 
 
 

Ethnic tension in Rwanda is nothing new. There have been always been disagreements 

between the majority Hutus and minority Tutsis, but the animosity between them has 

grown substantially since the colonial period. The two ethnic groups are actually very 

similar - they speak the same language, inhabit the same areas and follow the same 

traditions. However, Tutsis are often taller and thinner than Hutus, with some saying 

their origins lie in Ethiopia. During the genocide, the bodies of Tutsis were thrown into 

rivers, with their killers saying they were being sent back to Ethiopia. 

When the Belgian colonists arrived in 1916, they produced identity cards classifying 

people according to their ethnicity. The Belgians considered the Tutsis to be superior to 

the Hutus. Not surprisingly, the Tutsis welcomed this idea, and in the decades that 

followed they enjoyed better jobs and educational opportunities than their neighbors. 

Resentment among the Hutus gradually built up, culminating in a series of riots in 1959. 

More than 20,000 Tutsis were killed, and many more fled to the neighboring countries of 

Zaire, Burundi, Tanzania, and Uganda.  When Belgium relinquished power and granted 

Rwanda independence in 1962, the Hutus took their place. Over subsequent decades, 

the Tutsis were conveniently blamed for every crisis and failed policy of the Hutu 

dominated government. 
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Building up to genocide 

This was still the case in the years before the genocide. The economic situation 

worsened and the incumbent president, Juvenal Habyarimana, began losing popularity. 

At the same time, Tutsi refugees in Uganda - supported by some moderate Hutus - 

were forming the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), led by Mr Kagame. Their aim was to 

overthrow Habyarimana and secure their right to return to their homeland. 

Habyarimana chose to exploit this threat as a way to bring dissident Hutus back to his 

side, and Tutsis inside Rwanda were accused of being RPF collaborators. 

In August 1993, after several attacks and months of negotiation, a peace accord was 

signed between Habyarimana and the RPF, but it did little to stop the continued unrest. 

When Habyarimana's plane was shot down at the beginning of April 1994, it was the 

final nail in the coffin. 

Exactly who killed the president - and with him the president of Burundi and many chief 

members of staff - has not been established. 

Whoever was behind the killing its effect was both instantaneous and catastrophic. 
 
 

Mass murder 

In Kigali, the presidential guard immediately initiated a campaign of retribution. Leaders 

of the political opposition were murdered, and almost immediately, the slaughter of 

Tutsis and moderate Hutus began. 

Within hours, recruits were dispatched all over the country to carry out a wave of 

slaughter. 

The early organizers included military officials, politicians 

and businessmen, but soon many others joined in the 

mayhem. 

Encouraged by the presidential guard and radio 

propaganda, an unofficial militia group called the 

Interahamwe (meaning those who attack together) was 

mobilized. At its peak, this group was 30,000-strong. 

Soldiers and police officers encouraged ordinary citizens to 

take part. In some cases, Hutu civilians were forced to 

murder their Tutsi neighbors by military personnel. 

 

Some Tutsis managed to 

escape to refugee camps 

Participants were often given incentives, such as money or food, and some were even 

told they could appropriate the land of the Tutsis they killed. 

On the ground at least, the Rwandans were largely left alone by the international 

community. Many UN troops withdrew after the murder of 10 Belgian peacekeepers. 

The day after Habyarimana's death, the RPF renewed their assault on government 

forces, and numerous attempts by the UN to negotiate a ceasefire came to nothing. 

In the end, the peacekeeping missions failed on all levels, but no more dramatically than 

at the tactical level, where soldiers simply could not decide, communicate, or act. 
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ETHICS III 
 
Ethics III is a lecture/guided discussion conducted by former Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff, General Peter Pace, United States Marine Corps (Ret).  His Biography: 
 

 

General Peter Pace retired from the United States Marine Corps on 1 October 2008 after 40 
years of service to our nation. Sworn in as the sixteenth Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff on 
Sep. 30, 2005, he served as the principal military advisor to the President, the Secretary of 
Defense, the National Security Council, and the Homeland Security Council. Prior to becoming 
Chairman, he served as Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. General Pace holds the 
distinction of being the first Marine to have served in either of these positions. 

 
General Pace was born in Brooklyn, NY and grew up in Teaneck, NJ. A 1967 graduate of the 
United States Naval Academy, he holds a Master's Degree in Business Administration from 
George Washington University and attended Harvard University for the Senior Executives in 
National and International Security program. The General is also a graduate of the Infantry 
Officers' Advanced Course at Fort Benning, Ga.; the Marine Corps Command and Staff College, 
in Quantico, VA; and the National War College, at Ft. McNair, Washington, DC. 

 
In 1968, upon completion of The Basic School, Quantico, Va., General Pace was assigned to 
the 2d Battalion, 5th Marines, 1st Marine Division in the Republic of Vietnam, serving first as a 
Rifle Platoon Leader and subsequently as Assistant Operations Officer. He was later assigned 
to Marine Barracks, Washington, DC, where he served in a number of billets, to include Security 
Detachment Commander, Camp David; White House Social Aide; and Platoon Leader, Special 
Ceremonial Platoon. 

 
General Pace has held command at virtually every level, and served in overseas billets in Nam 
Phong, Thailand; Seoul, Korea; and Yokota, Japan. While serving as President, Marine Corps 
University, then Brigadier General Pace also served as Deputy Commander, Marine Forces, 
Somalia, from December 1992 - February 1993, and as the Deputy Commander, Joint Task 
Force - Somalia from October 1993 - March 1994. 

 
After an assignment as the Director for Operations (J-3), Joint Staff, Washington DC, then 
Lieutenant General Pace served as the Commander, U. S. Marine Corps Forces, 
Atlantic/Europe/South. He was promoted to General and assumed duties as the Commander in 
Chief, United States Southern Command in September 2000. 

 
As the Vice Chairman from October 2001 to August 2005, General Pace served as the 
Chairman of the Joint Requirements Oversight Council, Vice Chairman of the Defense 
Acquisition Board, and as a member of the National Security Council Deputies Committee and 
the Nuclear Weapons Council. 

 
General Pace's personal decorations include: Defense Distinguished Service Medal, with two 
oak leaf clusters; Defense Superior Service Medal; the Legion of Merit; Bronze Star Medal with 
Combat V; the Defense Meritorious Service Medal; Meritorious Service Medal with gold star; 
Navy Commendation Medal with Combat "V"; Navy Achievement Medal with gold star; and the 
Combat Action Ribbon. 

 
General Pace and his wife, Lynne, have a son, Peter, a daughter, Tiffany Marie, and a 
daughter-in-law, Lynsey Olczak Pace. 
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Summary 
 
Through the combined actions of those who have gone before us, Marines have earned 
the special trust and confidence of the American people.  Any breach in this special 
trust can have devastating effects on the individual unit, our Corps, and our Country.  It 
is your responsibility to ensure that you and your Marines embrace our Core values and 
Horizontal themes, and live them as a matter of habit. 

 
The battlefield is a wicked, uncertain, and unforgiving place, which can twist the 
sturdiest of souls. It rewards casual attitudes and professional incompetence with 
death…or a future of anguish.  However, through focused ethical training, good officers 
recognize these pitfalls and effectively insulate themselves and their units from the 
corrosive effects of the battlefield.  Pride or guilt is the officer’s only lasting reward. 
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