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My Lai and Vietnam spell the end of an era for the 
United States Army. The old order is as dead as the 
horse cavalry, as dated as the prewar military of 
James Jones’s From Here to  Eternity. Visible things 
may not have changed much, but the meaning and 
spirit of military life have already been altered be- 
yond repair. We will never look at the uniform in 
the same way, and soldiers will never again feel the 
same things about themselves. 

A new and better Army might emerge from the 
crisis. But that event is far from certain. For civilian 
America cannot “solve” the problem of the Army 
until it recognizes that it is part of it. The murders 
at My Lai are horrifying, but the ability of civilians 
to make the murderer into a hero or martyr is at 
least as disgusting; victim and victimizer are united 
by American public “morality” in a grisly embrace. 
As Lt. Col. John H. Johns is quoted as saying in 
Ward Just’s Military Men, the decay of morality in 
the Army cannot be separated from its collapse in 
civilian life. 

Ward Just, Military Men, Knopf. 272 pp. $6.95 

Of course, professional soldiers would like to be- 
lieve that the Army alone is exempt from the moral 
crisis, that only in the service can one find a de- 
votion to duty and to the country. Ward Just heard 
that notion voiced again and again. But scandal 
succeeds scandal and official voices become louder 
in a vain attempt to drown out the intrusive murmur 
of doubt, This is nothing new to civilians; it lies 
behind the growing stridency of our own assertions, 
and there is a screech in recent accusations which 
parallels the rumblings of the Colonel Blimps, a 
need to find someone else who is guilty enough to 
allow us to acquit ourselves. 

In neither law nor morals, however, is one inno- 
cent because someone else is more guilty: Civilian 
and military America are involved in the same crisis, 
and their different guilts have a common root. As 
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Just makes clear, the Army has not seen itself in 
* recent years as separate from society. Quite the con- 

trary, it has gloried in the role of suffering servant, 
in its selfless love of country. America might “vic- 
timize” the Army by being hesitant to fight and 
failing to prepare for war, neglecting or even sneer- 
ing at the soldier in time of peace. But unprepared- 
ness, pacific inclinations and indifference contributed 
to the heroism of the soldier (in the eyes of the 
Army and society alike). Unpreparedness gave him 
the chance for those early battles against the odds 
so dear to the American heart. The country’s de- 
votion to peace was a proof of the righteousness of 
the Army’s cause. And the fact that America spumed 
the Army’s love in peacetime only made it sweeter 
when, in a time of crisis, she turned from her false 
seducers. The Army and America were engaged in 
a classic melodrama, the soldier constantly rescuing 
the damsel from the buzzsaw. 

Today, the Army feels a new kind of victimization. 
Sacrifice in Vietnam goes without reward. A great 
number of Americans do not care at all and place 
no value on that ‘last, full measure of devotion.” 
No soldier can miss the truth that, of the thousands 
of peace advocates who sanctimoniously read the 
names of the dead in Vietnam, not a few would be 
unhappy if the list were shorter-one does not build 
a peace movement on a mere thousand deaths. The 
damsel in distress has become la belle dame sans 
merci; but if glory is “out of date,” did cruelly in- 
different scorn have to replace it? The professionals 
sense that they have become “outsiders” to much of 
America, sometimes even enemies. And for an Army 
which has drawn its honor from society, such a 
change destroys all the bases of self-esteem. 

In democratic America, as Just’s book makes clear, 
the. Army could never develop an autonomous 
standard of military virtue. From the beginning, 
military leaders justified their power and their right 
to command in terms of their status as “experts.” 
West Point was always technocratic, and its gestures 
in the direction of the liberal arts have been, as Just 
comments, designed to produce officers who were 
interchungeabk parts of a great machine, “well- 
rounded only in the sense that the sharp comers of 
personality were worn down to reduce friction. 

It is the same today. The safe path to success in 

4 worldview 



a military career is to avoid animosity; the Army 
tends to prefer the “safe” officer who has no defects 
to commanders of uncertain brilliance. Playing “the 
Army game” still means sticking to the book and 
blending with the crowd, relying on personal charm 
and acquaintence to get the breaks. Dwight Eisen- 
hower, as G a r y  Wills argues in Niron Agonistes, 
demonstrated a sure instinct for power within the 
rules of the military bureaucracy. Just points out 
that the “managerial” officer is steadily replacing the 
combat man; even war is reduced to a “stage” in the 
regular path of a bureaucratic career. Of course, 
war also provided the chance to skip a few steps: 
There is always the chance of more rapid advance- 
ment, a medal won or a superior eliminated. But, 
as Just observes, the Army distrusts too rapid an 
advancement. Even in war, it is important not to 
be too successful. 

The tendency to level out differences of personal- 
ity is built into the system by the technique of 
“efficiency ratings.” One superior rates, his superior 
reviews; the key to “good’ ratings is always to 
demonstrate the attitudes and skills valued by one’s 
immediate superiors, and sensitivity and adaptability 
to the style and values of a commander become an 
indispensable quality. This is true in every bureau- 
cracy, of course. But as Just indicates, the military 
is comparatively unique in being a bureaucracy 
without competitors. Even a civil servant can join 
an international corporation; but the military man’s 
skills tend to be irrelevant outside the Army and 
pleasing his Superiors is thus a desperate need. At the 
head of the bureaucracy are the generals, objects of 
a cult of veneration-for surely one’s very life could 
not be in the hands of men marred by human 
failings. 

Through it all, the Army attempts to prove its 
usefulness to society, its “rational-legal” title to 
power and authority. The military, it is saying im- 
plicitly, is safe, a reliable body of men with techni- 
cal skills which the citizenry lacks, subservient to 
the rules and the law, a predictable tool in the 
hands of society. Even the current emphasis on 
higher education and advanced degrees is onIy an 
attempt to restate in contemporary terms the claim 
to expertise. Likewise, the attempt by officers to insist 
that projects have not “failed,” to deny that weapons 
are outdated, the need of each officer in Vietnam to 
give his superiors a satisfactory “body count”-all 
reflect the importance of being able to claim that 
one’s skills are ‘‘scientific” and contain the prere- 
quisites for “success.” As for brilliant generalship, 
the Army reminds us of James Madison’s claim, that 
“enlightened statesmen will not always be at the 

helm,” that the government of laws is safer than 
dependence on the virtue of men. 

But in the Army, as in the nation at large, secular 
rationalism and technocratic ideas always had com- 
petition from religious belief. The church, at the 
Academy and in the Army generally, was not the 
agent responsible for this. In fact, the “military 
church’’ was primarily responsible for reconciling 
religion and war, for finding arguments that could 
assuage doubt and weaken scruples. There is no need 
to point out that such action can be criticized. It is 
more important to recognize, however, that the need 
to draw religion into the service of the Army, or at 
least to reconcile the two, presumed that religion 
mattered, that it was a living force in officers and 

Traditionally, the Army could take for granteh 
that its soldiers possessed a moral creed which was 
at odds with brutality and inhumanity, one which 
imposed at least a kind of reticence in the conduct 
of war. Its credibility was strong enough that the 
Army’s concern was to make sure that that creed 
did not stand in the way of military duty. But like 
America, the Army can no longer assume that the 
old beliefs are there. 

As Just points out, the church continues to play a 
role at West Point-but largely because the empirical 
conservatism of high-ranking officers makes them 
unwilling to discard any part of the old pattern. 
Secularism, however, has won in the Army because 
it has triumphed in society. When war removes the 
ordinary restraints of law and social prudence, the 
Army too can no longer rely on the extraordinary 
restraints of faith and conviction. All America has 
the same problem: The “moral center” can no longer 
be taken for granted, especially since change and 
confusion make normal restraints, like normal times, 
more a reflection of nostalgia than of reality. 
Morality, in military or civilian society, can no 
longer be a premise; it requires explicit concern and 
inculcation. 

The Army has always faced that problem in one 
sense, though. Military virtues are something quite 
different from American civilian morals, Battle 
makes trust mandatory: The words and promises, 
the responsibility and reliability of one’s fellows are 
the necessities of life. The imperatives of battle 
counter some of the normal tendencies of bureau- 
cracy, and so a staff officer who panders to the 
illusions of his superior (as General Charteris did to 
Field Marshal Haig in World War I )  courts mili- 
tary disaster. It is also at odds with the normal rules 
of civilian society in America. Trust, for most of US, 
is a risk and a luxury in an individualistic society 

men alike. ! 
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where most personal relationships are feeble and the 
rule of life is “let tlie buyer beware.” 

The Army, in other words, has always had to 
tench a creed which had little support in civilian 
ethics, one which was at odds with its own bureau- 
cratic technocracy. More has been involved than the 
moralism which blazons slogans about truthfulness 
across buildings at the Point. Military law, in prac- 
tice, has always treated barracks larceny as a more 
serious offense than major theft or assault. Training 
based on the “buddy system” aims to strengthen and 
use the bonds between men, and the effort to instill 
uni t  pride aims at the same result. ( I t  is notable that 
in mass, equalitarian America, measures to develop 
unit spirit are far more limited than in Britain; 
de Tocqueville would not have been surprised. ) 
Similarly, staff officers discover that their own repu- 
tation and fortune tend to be inseparable from that 
of their superiors; when Eisenhower invoked tlie 
“team concept,” he applied a rule that works well 
enough in the military but very uncertainly in 
civilian politics. And in the traditional precepts and 
practices of the Army, there was always the insist- 
ence on honor, on the responsibility of officers for 
their subordinates and to their superiors, the knowl- 
edge that the duties of obedience are inseparable 
from tlie obligations of command. 

In all of this, the Army was not simply imposing 
iron rules and a stem, quasi-aristocratic creed on 
unwilling men. To be sure, it almost always began 
that way. But it could hardly have been otherwise, 
given men who had learned the very different lessons 
of civilian life. Sometimes, it is true, the Army’s code 
remained external, especially for those outside the 
combat arena or tliose who were trapped in the 
soporific routines of many military bases. But the 
code and conduct within it also had a liberating side: 
It freed men from the fear of one another and allowed 
them a species of community. Obviously, this was es- 
pecially true in combat situations, where the fear 
of the enemy and of death helped was11 away the 
fear of the other. I am not praising the fraternity of 
battle without qualification; no soldier ever needed 
to be told that the sad cost of what Just calls the 
“secret bond” between military men was the death 
of too many of one’s brothers with all the horror 
and guilt that such a price entails. I am arguing 
that, eoet1 with tliesc costs, the need for community 
and fraternity is so strong in human beings that the 
Army’s code has helped to “force men to be free.” 
It renders a verdict on civilian society for having 
provided no better satisfaction.of the need and for 
requiring such a price for its attainment. Certainly, 
the Left should feel some sympathy for the soldier. 

Radicals ought to know that, in their cause as well, 
confrontation and combat have been necessary to 
break down the walls that American swiety erects 
between citizens. 

For all these reasons-the utilitarian requirement 
of trust and the emotional response to community- 
professional soldiers were horrified at the revelations 
from My Lai (and even if their response was a re- 
fusal to believe them). My Lai was a “stain on their 
honor,” not simply because of what civilians might 
think of the Army but because of what they would 
have to think about themselves. The lies and the 
deceits, the frightened scurrying of the Kosters and 
the Hendersons to avoid blame, the betrayal of the 
trust which enlisted men must place in commanders 
-all of these strike at the foundations of military 
virtue and ,even the possibility of military com- 
munity. (See General Ridgeway’s comments in “The 
Ordeal of the Army,” New York Times, April 2.) 

The possibility that haunts officers and which 
they do not really want to face is that the isolating, 
demoralizing and dehumanizing effects of mass in- 
dustrial society-combined with its relativistic and 
individualistic doctrines-have finally gone so far 
that the Army’s training and institutions can no 
longer counter-balance them. That is why the officers 
with whom Just spoke retumed over and over again 
to the idea that Americans no longer had any 
sense of obligation. They would, of course, love to 
blame it all on Leftists and agitators, but, as Just 
observes, they really know better. The Left, after 
all, has a sense of obligation, and the Army knows 
it. Thus, they lament that alienation from the mili- 
tary, especially the decline of ROTC on leading 
campuses, is responsible for My Lai and events like 
it, an argument which just notes has “hypnotic 
appeal” to professional soldiers. There is a similar 
basis for the almost uniform hostility to a volunteer 
army, though that antagonism is also based on the 
Army’s old need to see itself as society’s servant, 

There is more than an element of truth in that 
area of “hypnotic appeal.” The Army fears that it 
will be forced to turn to officers and men who have 
been the most victimized by society-the angry, 
embittered world of Americans so convinced of their 
own worthlessness, so fearful of being hurt despite 
their need for the reassurance of admiration and 
affection, that only “toughness” and the infliction of 
injury seem a safe course. 

Notably, the Army’s senior officers do not seem as 
disturbed by racial conflicts within the Army, even 
though, as Just observes, these crises appear ob- 
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jectively more serious. Some element of racism may 
be involved, but officers sense equally that there is 
less moral distance between blacks and the old code 
than there is between that creed and much of white 
America. Blacks know the meaning of obligntion and 
the value of group pride, and while eliminating 
racist practice is far from easy, it will be much 
simpler for the Army than crossing a “moral gap” 
where moral feelings do not exist. 

The really hypnotic quality of the argument that 
the loss of the best and most talented civilians- 
especially as officers-“caused My I,ai is that it 
provides a way for officers to believe that society 
is not morally hopeless but only estranged from the 
Army. And the moral crisis of the Army, if the 
argument is correct, may be subject to solution by 
some sort of public relations campaign to refurbish 
the “image” of the military. 

But society may indeed be hopeless. As one officer 
after another told Drew Middleton of the New York 
Times (April 10, 1971), the eagerness of civilians to 
excuse or exculpate Calley is an insult to the 
thousands of officers and men who have fought with- 
out My Lai’s; it is also a direct threat to morality 
in the military. The argument that Galley’s actions 
were the result of the stress and brutalization of 
war is doubly defective-first, because others man- 
aged to resist such tendencies, but second, and more 
important, because the theory provides a ration a 1’ iza- 
tion for any inhumanity in war. Compassion for 
Calley is gentler than the stern doctrine of command 
responsibility. I t  is also less moral. Command re- 
sponsibility is something of a myth: No commander 
knows enough or is so perfectly rational as to be 
thoroughly responsible. But human morality is the 
same kind of myth. The doctrine that men are re- 
sponsible for their actions-those who accept posi- 
tions of leadership more than most-is essential if 
trust is to exist at all and if we are to avoid justifying 
every horror that war makes possible. If civilians are 
reluctant to insist on the responsibility of the soldier, 
it is partly because they know or suspect how severe 
the verdict would be if that standard were applied 
to themselves. 

And the guilt of others, however extreme-be they 
soldiers in a similar position or civilian and military 
superiors-does not make Calley’s ‘guilt less. If the 
repetition of horror, or the escalation of enormity, 
makes us treat each case as less horrible or lesser 
enormities as excusable, we have allowed our moral 
perceptions to be dulled. Worse, we become ac- 
complices in atrocity. The arguments made to de- 
fend Calley might have served to acquit Eichmann; 
he too, after all, had more guilty superiors. 

This is not an endorsement of a War Crimes 
Tribunal, a much broader question. I am only con- 
tending that the compassionate understanding of 
liberal society-whatever its other faults and merits 
-is based on an unwillingness to find others guilty, 
thereby denying the human dignity of those who 
are “understood.” Such dehumanizing compassion 
is hardly the result of genuine concern for another; 
its secret message is the selfs plea of “innocent,” the 
desire to avoid judgment on the same terms. 

Military men (who certainly have defects of their 
own) will find it increasingly difficult to ret?’ , in a 
faith in civilian decency. They know that obligation 
is little taught and less valued in civilian life, that 
even those who are sacrificed admire-sometimes 
openly-the ability of others to ‘beat the system” at 
their expense. Nor are they unaware that the in- 
tellectuality in fashion finds honor hopelessly atavis- 
tic if it does not deny altogether the validity of 
moral standards. It goes without saying that such 
alienation of the military from amoral society is 
dangerous. As Just points out, the Army, with some 
reason (and as much rationalization), will almost 
certainly refuse to acknowledge failure in Vietnam 
and civilians will remain ideal targets for blame. 

Yet the old love affair with America has great 
powers of endurance. The Army may simply adapt 
to American society, turning to the “automatic 
battlefield” both as a means to reaffirm its tech- 
nological mastery and as a way to reduce the de- 
mands for civilian sacrifice to a minimum. It is also 
possible that, while retaining its faith in American 
society, the Army will blame the “politicians.” Just 
quotes Col. Louis Waple as asserting-rightly-that 
no “purely military decision” exists, that the Army 
is tired of being the victim of a lack of political di- 
rection, and that it must demand a voice in its own 
political destiny (p. 206) .  Those who are intrigued 
by an expanded “civilian role” for the military are 
thinking in the same terms. The politicos have failed; 
society and Army alike have been betrayed in their 
trust. It is no great step to the belief that the Army 
must provide what civilian politicians have failed to 
give: efficient leadership and moral direction for a 
confused society. 

There is enough truth in this argument to make it 
frightening. As Just argues, political leadership and 
direction have been lacking, despite the fact that the 
mechanisms for control exist. This may be the result, 
as Just seems to think, of civilian “timidity” in the 
face of the “experts.” It is more likely to have de- 
veloped out of the kind of moral uncertainty and 
self-concern that needs to believe in experts and that 
insists that they take the burdens and responsibili- 
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ties-and pay the costs of failure. Certainly, Just is 
riglit in saying that when civilian leadership fails, 
the military will provide its own direction, if only 
by following the patii of least resistance. 

Just seems to be arguing that all America needs is 
more active civilian control, a contention that is 
very suspect. Given tlie Army’s continuing effort to 
w-in the admiration of America, what we need is a 
civilian society capable of creating new standards 
of honor, new terms on which we can respect our 
soldiers and they can respect themselves. The old 
certainties no longer have real force; they will not 
serve the Army nor can they be relied upon in 
civilian society. One element of a new code of honor 
might be to free the Army from the modern obses- 
sion with technology and with success. We might 

say, in eaect, that “fighting well” has no necessary 
relationship to victory, that the honor of America 
and its Army demand that there be things we will 
not do to win, even if the price is defeat. (Nobility 
is always easy when one is sure to win anyway.) 
Certainly, I have provided no set of techniques by 
which such a moral revolution-it would be nothing 
less-might be wrought in civilian society. But per- 
haps that may be excused; our demand for methods 
is often only the reflection of our desire to avoid 
facing questions of substance. Yet face them we 
must, given the military crisis of tlie time. Civilian 
society is the source of most of the military’s prob- 
lems-as it is of their possible solutions. It cannot 
be otherwise as long as soldiers and civilians are 
still alike in being citizens of a republic. 

THE AMERICAN STYLE OF WAR 
Williani Pjaff 

The Cnlley case has laid bare a neglected fact: Of 
all the major nations and their armies, the United 
States and its army have been, in moral terms, the 
least able to deal with the type of situation Vietnam 
has presented. 

The American style of war has always been the 
engineer’s style-for West Point is, traditionally, a 
school for engineers. IVe apply technology to grossly 
defined problems. IVe seek our military solutions in 
logistics, sheer manpower and firepower, thus over- 
powering all discrimination and subtlety. We have 
no military caste; since the permanent expansion of 
our standing army in the 1940’s, the influence of 
the old American military families and schools has 
been submerged, and with it the last vestige of the 
aristocratic military ethos. The day of Marshall and 
MacArthur, of Lee, of the Grant who told a defeated 
‘enemy to keep its sidearms, and its horses and mules 
for the spring ploughing, is finished. The military 
ethos, for all that was wrong with it, provided some 
degree of internal safeguard against the barbarian 
extremities of war. 

Since Vietnam has been a professionals’ war, with- 
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out a sustaining popular mandate, the career officer 
corps has contained none of the leavening it had in 
past American wars. Armies are never very congenial 
to intellect and original talent. It is their nature to 
prize obedience, duty, conformity. Without an in- 
flux of highly motivated civilians to take over staffs 
and the junior and middle levels of command, de- 
prived of tradition, the American army in Vietnam 
has relied wholly upon its career officers-and they 
have not been very good. Compare their success, in 
purely professional terms, with the tactical com- 
petence of the French in Algeria, even-with their 
slender resources-the French in Indochina in the 
1950’s. Compare the British operations in Malaya, 
Kenyn, Aden-and the skill of the British army in 
maintaining civil order in Ulster today. 

The accomplishment of the professional American 
army in Vietnam has been wholly technological, and 
corrupting. It is precisely this national valuation of 
machine violence over the human value and political 
subtlety of the enemy which has morally devastated 
our conduct in Vietnam. We have never come to 
terms with the enemy as men, as individual humans 
to be confronted as persons. We have, as a nation, 
seen them only from bombing altitudes. Thus the 
peculiar shock of the Calley affair, where the 
Vietnamese were dealt with as individuals, but in 
the moral framework of technological man. 
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