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Character is the bedrock on which 

the edifice of leadership rests. . . . 

Without [character], particularly in 

the military profession, failure in 

peace, disaster in war or, at best, 

mediocrity in both will result. 

—Gen Matthew Ridgway 

THE INTENT OF the current Air Force 
core values initia tive is both noble 
and vitally impor tant. The initia tive 
con sists of the publi ca tion United 

States Air Force Core Values (also known as the
Lit tle Blue Book )1 and three major strategies:  a 
school house “weave” (educa tion), a field 

weave (leader ship element), and a continua­
tion phase. It also includes The Guru’s Guide 
and a four-day course that prepares gurus to 
help with this program.2 Unlike the core val­
ues initia tive of 1993, the current program 
does not seem to be in dan ger of drift ing away 
due to neglect. 

*My Special thanks to friends, scholars, and colleagues who provided the encouragement and editorial assistance that made this 
article possible. 
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Table 1 

A Comparison of USAF Values Initiatives 

Emphasis on 
Character 

Development 

Level of 
Chaplain 

Involvement 

Spiritual 
Emphasis 

Ethical 
Environmenta 

Major Emphasis 

1997 Core Values 
Initiative No Very Little Very Little Yes 

1993 Core Values 
Initiative Yes Involved 

Indirect: More 
than 1997 No 

Adult Values 
Education (1974) Yes High 

Relatively 
High No 

Moral Leadership 
Program (1961) Yes High Very High No 

Dynamics of 
Moral Leadership 
(1957) Yes High Very High No 

Character 
Guidance Program 
(1948) Yes Very High Very High No 

Source: Adapted from Gregory J. Dierker, “Core Values: A History of Values-Related Initiatives in the Air Force” (thesis, Air Force 
Institute of Technology, September 1997), 154–55. 
a The ethical environment includes policies, processes (systems), and procedures. 

Global Engage ment: A Vision for the 21st 
Cen tury Air Forcehigh lights the im por tance of 
our core values and sets the stage for the fu­
ture Air Force.3 With its compre hen sive and 
co he sive archi tec ture, the current program 
may be one of the best de signed ones from an 
over all policy perspec tive.4 It also includes 
some inno va tive teach ing methods and tech­
niques. 

Over all, the people involved in the initia­
tive should be commended for their efforts. 
How ever, we need to ana lyze and ad dress sev­
eral troubling paradigm shifts in or der to im­
prove this pro gram, which is so criti cal to the 
fu ture of the Air Force. 

His tori cally, charac ter educa tion has al -
ways been inte gral to the military profes sion 
in Western culture. Aris totle, the teacher of 
Al ex an der the Great, devel oped a theory of 

phi loso phy in terms of excel lent charac ter 
traits or virtues. Aris totle believed that one 
can become an excel lent person by perform­
ing excel lent actions until doing so becomes 
ha bit ual. “Over the centu ries the profes sion 
of arms has de vel oped a number of prin ci ples, 
traits, rituals and codes that have served sol­
diers, in peace and war, very well.”5 In this 
coun try, we have com bined the great wis dom 
of the sages and have encour aged the relig­
ious and spiritual aspects of life, dating from 
our first commander in chief.6 

In a thesis recently completed at the Air 
Force Insti tute of Technol ogy, Gregory J. 
Dierker identi fies signifi cant changes to the 
most re cent Air Force val ues ini tia tive. On the 
posi tive side, changes have occurred that in­
clude more commander involve ment and a 
fo cus on the ethical envi ron ment. On the 
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The chapel at the US Air Force Academy. The founders of the Academy clearly recognized the significance of healthy 
spiritual life in the formation of balanced officers. 

nega tive side, changes include “a reduced 
em pha sis on charac ter devel op ment and the 
greatly re duced role that the chap lain plays in 
these values- related ini tia tives”7 (see ta ble 1). 

A Paradigm Shift 
from Character? 

Our first task is to fix organizations; individual 
character development is possible, but it is not a 
goal. 

—Little Blue Book 

With this bold statement, the Little Blue 
Book de clares a decided shift in empha sis. It 
also notes that “long be fore we seek to im ple­
ment a charac ter devel op ment program, we 
must thoroughly evaluate and, where neces­
sary, fix our policies, processes and proce­
dures.” 8 The Gu ru’s Guide  dis misses and mud-

dies the charac ter9 issue even further: 
“Char ac ter devel op ment will probably take 
place . . . but that will be a happy byprod uct 
and not a stra te gic goal.”10 This is con fus ing at 
best, a paradigm shift at worst. 

Through out history, people who have 
served in the mili tary have al ways known that
ef fec tive ness and success rest far more on the 
moral quality of offi cers and other person nel 
than on techni cal exper tise.11 Gen Nathan 
Twin ing, former Air Force chief of staff, wrote 
that “techni cal profi ciency alone is not 
enough.”12  The best weap ons money can buy 
are liter ally worthless unless one has people 
who can think critically and use them prop­
erly. One also needs military leaders who are 
wor thy of honor and trust. As Col Anthony E. 
Har tle of West Point writes, “Persons of 
strong charac ter are the ulti mate resource for 
any military organi za tion.” 13  Histori cally, 
char ac ter and com pe tence have been foun da­
tions of pro fes sion al ism and lead er ship. “The 
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es sence of profes sion al ism,” writes Lewis 
Sorely, “is charac ter.”14 “In over 500 inter-
views with mili tary gen eral of fi cers, Dr. Ed gar 
Puryear found that the most impor tant qual­
ity in leader ship without ex cep tion was char­
ac ter.”15 

Historically, all the service 
academies have emphasized 

character development, and the Air 
Force Academy and the Naval 

Academy have formed departments 
to address this topic. Ironically, the 

overall Air Force appears to be 
moving in another direction. 

Per sonal and profes sional charac ter devel­
op ment is essen tial because the organi za tion
con sists of the charac ters of its indi vid ual 
mem bers. Inter est ingly, the two nation ally 
known experts in this area, Dr. W. Edwards 
Dem ing and Dr. Stephen Covey, believe that 
both organi za tions and people need to be 
changed. Further, Dr. Covey states that peo­
ple should be changed first: “Not only must
per sonal change precede organ iza tional 
change, but per sonal qual ity must pre cede or­
gan iza tional quality.”1 6  

Ti tle 10, US Code Armed Forces, under-
scores the im por tance of in di vid ual char ac ter 
de vel op ment: “All command ing offi cers and 
oth ers in authority in the Air Force are re­
quired to show in them selves a good ex am ple 
of virtue, honor, patri ot ism, and subor di na­
tion; to be vigilant in inspect ing the conduct 
of all persons who are placed under their 
com mand; to guard against and suppress all 
dis so lute and immoral practices.” 17 

What has changed so that charac ter devel­
op ment is no longer impor tant? Air Force 
Man ual (AFM) 50-21, Liv ing for Leader ship, 
notes that its purpose is “to assist you in de­
vel op ing your charac ter in terms of that ideal 
which is proper to the Ameri can tra di tion.”18 

One also sees a possi ble paradigm shift in 
the demand for “faith in the system.” Surely 
faith is the wrong term to use here: our faith 
can be placed in a high prin ci ple or a Su preme
Be ing but not a “system.” One can abuse and 
un der mine a system; moreover, a system 
(e.g., a bureauc racy) allows one to maintain 
ap pear ances, all the while permit ting per­
sonal fail ings and abuses. Shouldn’t we re turn 
to an empha sis on personal and profes sional 
char ac ter? We can place our trust in in di vidu­
als of strong and honor able charac ter but not 
in a system. People who think we have by-
passed the need for charac ter because we are 
in a revolu tion in military affairs (RMA) 
should think again. 

Minimizing Chaplain 
Involvement? 

In the section of the Lit tle Blue Book en ti­
tled “The Core Values Strategy,” the very first 
as sump tion puts a fence around chapel pro -
grams: “The Core Values Strategy exists inde­
pend ently of and does not compete with 
Chapel programs.”19 Shouldn’t chaplains 
work in concert with the core values strategy 
rather than remain separated from it? Chap­
lains were originally chartered to work in ar­
eas concern ing charac ter. Early on, the Air 
Force defined the function of the chaplain as 
fol lows: “pri mar ily a min is ter of re lig ion, and 
as such is the ad vi sor to the com mand ing gen­
eral or command ing offi cer on all matters 
per tain ing to the relig ious life, morals and 
character- building factors within a given
com mand.” 20 By ignor ing the spiritual di -
men sion,21 we may be adopt ing what Yale law 
pro fes sor Ste phen L. Car ter calls a “cul ture of
dis be lief” similar to the rest of soci ety that 
ridi cules, dis dains, and mocks peo ple who are
se ri ous about spiritual matters.2 2  

Clearly, the spiritual dimen sion can pro-
vide positive moti va tion to do what is right. 
Spiri tual roots can provide a solid founda­
tion, a moti va tion, and a sense of meaning 
and purpose to do what is right. “Charac ter
edu ca tion can be hollow and mislead ing 
when taught within a cur ricu lum that is si lent 



about relig ion.” 23 There are conse quences 
when radical secular ism or a “culture of dis­
be lief” reigns. Ac cord ing to Wil liam Ben nett,
“What ever your faith—or even if you have 
none at all—it is a fact that when millions of 
peo ple stop believ ing in God, or when their 
be lief is so attenu ated as to be be lief in name 
only, enor mous pub lic con se quences fol low. 
And when this is ac com pa nied by an aver sion 
to spiritual language by the politi cal and in­
tel lec tual class the public conse quences are 
even greater.”2 4  

The Little Blue Book and the Guru’s Guide 
say nothing positive about spiritu al ity or re­
lig ion, al though they clearly set a tone in sev­
eral ar eas of what re lig ion is not to do. For ex-
am ple, “Mili tary pro fes sion als must  
re mem ber that re lig ious choice is a mat ter of
in di vid ual conscience.”25 Why not include a 
bal anc ing statement such as, “Command ers 
should sup port and en cour age their sub or di­
nates to develop their spiritu al ity.” This is a 
mat ter of free exer cise of relig ion and a rec­
og ni tion of the positive role played by relig­
ion among an over whelm ing number of mili­
tary person nel. Although this document is 
not blatantly bigoted or antire lig ious, it 
seems igno rant of the spiritual domain. 

The Little Blue Book and the Guru’s Guide 
ig nore how spiri tual as pects can be a posi tive 
part of this whole pro cess. We can look to the 
USAF Acad emy for an ex am ple.2 6 Specifi cally, 
the acade my’s Char ac ter Devel op ment Man ual 
states that “the founders of the Academy 
clearly recog nized the signifi cance of healthy
spiri tual life in the forma tion of balanced of­
fi cers. That is why we have the Spiri tual/Ethi­
cal Domain. Although the spiritual aspect is 
not manda tory, it provides many cadets with 
a strong moti va tion for charac ter devel op­
ment.”2 7  

In a recent arti cle in Air power Journal, Col 
Char les R. My ers does an ad mi ra ble job of de-
fend ing core values from some unwar ranted
at tacks.28 By fram ing the struc ture of mo ral ity 
in the context of moral reason ing, he mar­
ginal izes the impor tance of the affec tive do-
main that gives one purpose and moti va tion 
to do the right thing. Doing the right thing 
when we would rather not may be the $64 
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Honor, Duty, Country—we must be faithful to these ideals 
because the truth does matter, and character has been 
(and must remain) an issue in the Air Force now, and as 
we enter the twenty-first century. 

ques tion in ethics. How do we have the moti­
va tion to do the right thing? How do we have 
a change of dispo si tion or a change of heart?
Ac cord ing to Plato, this “spirited element” 
should not be ignored.29 

The Little Blue Book’s func tion al ism seems 
hol low and cries out for a deeper philoso phy. 
It presents the core values as purely func­
tional, without any atten tion to founda tions 
or deeper moti va tions that are essen tial to 
ethi cal un der stand ing and prac tice. Given the
post mod ern ist movement that is sweeping 
the academic and intel lec tual circles of this 
coun try, founda tions are critically impor-
tant.3 0  

Military Character Education: 
More than Core Values 

With out a doubt, core val ues are vi tal to to­
mor row’s Air Force. Charac ter educa tion has 
al ways involved values. Core values and the 
ethi cal en vi ron ment are only a part of char ac-
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ter devel op ment. Accord ing to Air Force 
Acad emy Instruc tion 36-158, Sup port ing Ca­
det Charac ter Devel op ment, “charac ter devel­

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

always good people.” 

op ment encom passes more than just the 
Honor Code; it also in cludes the Air Force and 
Acad emy Core Values, Academy Charac ter
De vel op ment Outcomes, human rela tions, 
eth ics, and moral and spiritual devel op­
ment.”3 1 Addi tion ally, military academies 
were founded on the concept of devel op ing
vir tues. 

Over the last five or six years, public 
schools have started to return to charac ter 
edu ca tion. Histori cally, all the service acade­
mies have empha sized charac ter devel op­
ment, and the Air Force Academy and the Na­
val Academy have formed depart ments to 
ad dress this topic. Ironically, the overall Air 
Force appears to be moving in another direc­
tion. “A much larger than expected number 
of U.S. schools have intro duced charac ter
edu ca tion during the 1993–1995 period or 
are prepar ing to do so soon. . . . The rapid 
spread of charac ter educa tion currently un­
der way repre sents a return to the tradi tional 
role of schools as one of socie ty’s most im por­
tant insti tu tions for devel op ing good charac­
ter in young people.” 3 2  

The point is that core val ues are im por tant, 
but they are not suffi cient. They cannot take 
the place of compre hen sive charac ter devel­
op ment. Charac ter educa tion is a compre­
hen sive, multi fac eted approach to moral de­
vel op ment.3 3  

The Core Values Program is a good first 
step in one area of charac ter devel op ment. If 
we are truly concerned about the Air Force of 
the twenty-first century, we can and must do 
much more. First, we should make charac ter 
de vel op ment a primary focus—not merely a
stra te gic goal or just another program.34 Sec­
ond, the Air Force should start with its 
number- one crite rion for selec tion and pro­
mo tion: strong and honor able charac ter.35 

“Good peo ple ar en’t al ways good sol diers, but 
good soldiers are always good people.”36 

Third, we must adopt compre hen sive
character- development archi tec ture that in­
cludes teaching virtues and ethics—es pe cially 
the cardi nal vir tues37 and the devel op ment of 
con science, ethical reason ing, and deci sion 
mak ing.3 8 Fourth, we should work together 
with chaplains, acknowl edge the impor tance 
of the spiri tual di men sion, and use the Chap-
lain Corps in a positive manner.3 9  Fifth, we 
need a follow-on document to the Little Blue 
Book that deline ates our leader ship and char­
ac ter philoso phies in the same way the Ma­
rine Corps does it in its Fleet Marine Forces 
Manu als. Sixth, we need to encour age and 
sup port the return to charac ter educa tion in 
pub lic schools, which has strong bipar ti san
sup port. Seventh, we should initi ate a com­
pre hen sive study simi lar toEth ics in the US Air 
Force:1988  to assess our strengths and weak-
nesses.4 0  

A return to charac ter devel op ment with 
more chap lain in volve ment as a stra te gic goal 
and a primary focus will be neither an easy 
task nor a panacea—but it is the right thing to 
do. Char ac ter is more than a pro gram. It must 
be as impor tant as the weapons we build and 
even our budget total obli ga tion authority. It 
is the corner stone of our most impor tant as­
set—peo ple! We must be faithful to the ideals 
of Honor, Duty, Country41 because the truth 
does matter, and charac ter has been (and 
must remain) an issue in the Air Force now, 
and as we en ter the twenty- first cen tury. 
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