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A change of command cere-
mony is a military tradition 
which transfers authority 
between commanders and 

announces to all the authority of the incoming 
commander. 

Doyle came to the 180FW from the 122nd 
Fighter Wing in Fort Wayne, Indiana. Doyle’s 
career spans 33 years and includes service as 
both an enlisted U.S. Marine and a U.S. Air 
Force officer. He is a graduate of the U.S. 
Air Force Fighter Weapons School Instructor 
Course, and he has logged more than 3,900 
flight hours, including more than 100 combat 
missions.

“I look forward to the challenges and 
taskings we’re going to face in the future, 
and expect the same level of success you 
have achieved over the last two years with 
Col. Baker,” Doyle said. “I know Col. Bak-
er has set the bar high for me to meet and 
exceed those standards. We’re going to keep 
on that path.” 

Maj. General Mark E. Bartman, the ad-
jutant general of the Ohio National Guard, 
presided over the ceremony and spoke about 
Baker’s leadership and dedication to the 
180FW Airmen. 

“He always wanted to take care of the 
Airmen,” Bartman said of Baker during his 
remarks. “He wanted to make sure the Air-
men had the most opportunity to be the best 
fighter wing in the United States Air Force.”

Wendy Gramza, president of the Toledo 
Regional Chamber of Commerce, spoke 
about Baker’s contributions to the local com-
munity. She said Baker lead the effort to cre-
ate a memorial for the community honoring 
the lives lost in the attacks on Sept. 11, 2001. 
He established a partnership with community 
leaders to maximize cooperation between the 
base and surrounding organizations, such as 
the Chamber of Commerce, and his leader-
ship and vision made the Toledo air show 
a reality after more than a decade since the 
last air show.

“He has left a lasting impression on the 
community,” Gramza said of Baker during 
her speech. “He stands tall, and he makes all 
the rest of us stand a little taller too.”

While other speakers focused on Bak-
er’s accomplishments during his tour as the 
180FW commander, Baker focused on the 
Airmen.

“In a few short moments I will have to 
utter the words every commander dreads: I 
relinquish command.” Baker said during his 
farewell speech to his Airmen. “However, 
what I will never relinquish, what I will never 
forget is the extreme respect, gratitude and 
complete awe I have for all of you.”

Baker was the first active duty officer to 
serve as a commander of an Air National 
Guard wing as part of the total force initiative 
to integrate the active, guard and reserve 
components. Baker leaves the 180FW to 
begin his career at the Pentagon, where he 
will serve as the Director, Chief of Staff of 
the Air Force’s Strategic Studies Group.

Story by 
Staff Sgt. Shane Hughes

180th Fighter Wing Holds Change of 
Command Ceremony

Col. Kevin V. Doyle (left), assumes command of the 180th Fighter Wing in, during the change of command 
ceremony Swanton, Ohio on Aug. 7, 2016. (Photo by Staff Sgt. John Wilkes)
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TOLEDO AIR SHOW 
RETURNS AFTER 

DECADE-LONG ABSENCE

THUNDER IN THE SKY
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The Toledo Air Show, absent 
from the Toledo skies since 
before Keeping up with the 
Kardashian’s inundated tele-
vision, Pluto was removed 

as a planet and Apple released the iPhone, 
returned for the first time in more than a 
decade for a two-day spectacle of aerial per-
formances July 16-17, 2016, at the Toledo 
Express Airport. 

Aircraft of all variation glistened under the 
morning sun as dawn broke on Saturday, July 
16, awaiting the arrival of tens of thousands of 
people eager to witness thunder returning to 
the sky as the 2016 Toledo Air Show opened 
its gates after more than a 12-year drought. 

From classic and modern aircraft to 
fire-propelled trucks and even the “World’s 
Strongest Man,” the air show offered some-
thing for everyone. Over the two-day show, 
more than 52,000 spectators delighted at 
this historic event showcasing 15 perform-
ers and 20 static displays with two featured 
military acts, the U.S. Air Force Thunder-
birds, America’s Ambassador’s in Blue, and 
the U.S. Army  Golden Knights Parachute 
Demonstration Team.

In addition to the Thunderbirds and Gold-
en Knights, acts included aerial performances 
from the Ohio Air National Guard 180th 
Fighter Wing F-16s, U.S. Navy F/A-18 Super 
Hornet, P-51 Mustang “Quicksilver,” F-4U 
Corsair, Rob Holland, Mike Wiskus, Jacquie 
B, T-51 Titan and Flashfire Jet Truck. 

“The impact of this show was significant,” 
said Joe Zerbey, president of the Toledo Blade 
and one of three co-hosts for the air show. 
“It reinvigorated the importance of the 180th 
Fighter Wing, the U.S. Air Force, the Air 
National Guard and our military in general 
to the local community and the nation as a 
whole.”

Community organizations and corpora-
tions came together with assistance from the 
military to bring the people of the northwest 
region an air show to remember, but it wasn’t 

Story by 
1st. Lt. Jordyn Sadowski

“The looks on the faces of the 
public as the performers did 
their thing and the unbelievable 
extent the military showed up, 
the static displays and the air-
manship, every little piece was 
unbeatable.”

http://www.180fw.ang.af.mil/
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the easiest of tasks with the learning curve 
between varying military and civilian require-
ments. A significant amount of pre-planning 
and coordination was essential, starting more 
than six months before the gates opened, a 
feat that normally takes 12-24 months to plan.  

“Over several months before the air show 
we had about 55 planning meetings, each 
lasting approximately two hours, along with 
countless phone calls and additional time 
spent planning and coordinating,” said John 
Barnes, Assistant Fire Chief at the 180FW 
and air show public safety co-chair. “Overall, 
having the support of so many personnel 
and agencies come together showed that 
public safety units, in and around the Lucas 
County, can come together and work together 
successfully with minimal issues.” 

In planning the air show, a civilian board 
was created, with more than 11 different de-
partments, all with a military liaison to help 
the communication flow between civilian 
and military partners. 

There was no roadmap for hosting an Air 
Show, no step-by-step guide, and only few 
people on the board had previously worked 
on the 2004 Meijer Toledo Air Show, the last 
one to be hosted in Toledo.

“The fact that we pulled it off with all 
of the initial challenges seemed at times to 
be a miracle,” Zerbey said. “The looks on 
the faces of the public as the performers 
did their thing and the unbelievable extent 
the military showed up, the static displays 
and the airmanship, every little piece was 
unbeatable.”

The 2016 Toledo Air Show was by many 
definitions, a huge success, with plans already 
in the works for the next air show.  The return 
of the event was an exceptional opportunity 
for the community to see the power of the 
nation’s Air Force while also working with 
members in uniform to coordinate a great 
show for the public. 

 “I am unbelievably excited to be joining a 
community that rallies together to host an Air 
Show like the one we saw this summer,” said 
Col. Kevin V. Doyle, new wing commander 
at the 180FW. “I look forward to the future 
knowing that our community and military 
bond is stronger than ever.”

“The show was a win-win for everyone. 
We are at war. Not many of those in atten-
dance even think about that. But it gave us all 
a chance to say thank you to so many young 
people in uniform.” Zerbey said. “It made 
you feel safe and proud to see how smart 
they are, how impressive the equipment is 
and how dedicated a military we have in the 
defense of our country.”

“I look forward to the future 
knowing that our community 
and military bond is stronger 
than ever.”

http://www.180fw.ang.af.mil/
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Story by 
Staff Sgt. Shane Hughes

Midwest Roots to 
Commander Boots
180th Fighter Wing Welcomes a New Leader

A new leader has assumed command 
the 180th Fighter Wing and a new 
set of expressions can be heard 
around the base; phrases ranging 

from describing Airmen as “bright-eyed and 
bushy-tailed” to “it’s like a pig staring at a 
wristwatch” to describe when you don’t know 
what you’re looking at, or “long in the tooth” 
to describe someone’s age.

One of six children, Col. Kevin V. Doyle 
grew up in Oldenburg, Indiana, a small town 
with a strong German heritage. He grew up 
playing football, baseball and wrestling. On 
Sundays, he would watch old World War II 
movies with his father, who served in the 
U.S. Navy. 

Doyle said those movies played a role in 
his decision to enlist in the military, specif-

ically the U.S. Marine Corps, which he saw 
as a challenge and test of physical and mental 
endurance. His childhood and early experi-
ences impacted the rest of his choices in life.

“If it wasn’t for that type of upbringing 
and the small-town work ethic, plus what I 
learned I could achieve by making it through 
Marine training, then I might not have made 
the choices or taken the chances I did later 
on. It taught me that you can accomplish 
almost anything you want to with just a lot 
of effort.”

Doyle spent five of his 33 years in the 
military as an enlisted Marine in the infantry. 
He began as active duty, but transferred to 
the reserves to attend Vincennes University, 
where he met his wife and earned his certifi-
cation as a flight instructor. After graduating 
with an Associate of Science in Aviation 
Flight Technology, he attended the Marine 
officer training at Quantico, Virginia.

He crossed over to the Air National Guard 

in 1991 because he dreamed of flying, but at 
the time, pilots required 20/20 vision, so while 
studying aerospace technology and aviation 
administration at Indiana State University, 

he applied to be a weapons systems officer 
with the Indiana ANG. He was selected two 
weeks later.

“It was one of the toughest decisions I 
ever made,” Doyle said of his decision to 
switch services. “The difference between the 
Marines and the Air National Guard wasn’t 
as drastic as I thought it was going to be, 
because a lot of the guys I was flying with 
had active-duty experience. It was very much 
a mix of different cultures, but there were 
some great benefits to it. It was very family 
oriented and the guard really takes care of 
their people.”

Doyle began his career in the ANG as a 
weapons systems officer for the F-4 Phantom 
II. When the F-4 was phased out, he went 
back for pilot training. His previous experi-

ence as a navigator exempt-
ed him from the 20/20 vision 
requirement for pilots. His 
career as a pilot began with 
the F-16 Fighting Falcon, 
but he’s also piloted the 
A-10 Thunderbolt II.

During his career as a 
pilot, Doyle has flown over 
100 combat missions. Most 
of his deployments overseas 
were in the F-16, but he also 
had one deployment in the 
A-10 to Kandahar in 2011. 
He said the most important 
part of flying combat mis-
sions for him was to pro-
vide close air support to the 
troops on the ground.

“A lot of people think it’s about dropping 
bombs and shooting the guns, but what I re-
alized is, it’s about being there and providing 
support,” Doyle said. “Some of my more 

fulfilling sorties were just showing up and 
listening to the guy on the radio who’s very 
excited and tense, because they’re getting shot 
at, and you start talking to them and reassur-
ing them in a slow, steady voice and you can 
hear them regaining their 
composure. Sometimes, 
the jet noise from a show 
of force is enough to make 
the bad guys stop, or it gives 
our guys a chance to break 
contact and get away. That’s 
what I signed up for. If I can 
go out and help somebody 
make it home, that’s what 
made it all worth it.”

Taking care of the troops 
is a value Doyle cares deeply 
about and he makes it his 
priority as a leader.

“Your first reaction can’t 
be to think about yourself 
first,” he said. “It’s always about somebody 
else, as you move up in leadership, your 
job is always about somebody else. My job 
as the commander is to provide programs, 
or support programs to help our Airmen. If 
we can do that, we can address most of the 
issues that lead to losing people, short of 
retirement.”

Taking care of Airmen is only one of his 
many leadership principles. He also believes 
in leading by example and leading from the 
front.

“As an officer, as a supervisor, as a senior 
non-commissioned officer, we need to lead 
from the front,” he said. “It’s hard to direct 
people when they have to keep looking back 
over their shoulder.”

Doyle spent 10 years at the 122nd Fighter 
Wing in Fort Wayne, Indiana prior to taking 

“Your first reaction can’t be to think 
about yourself first. It’s always about 
somebody else, as you move up in 
leadership, your job is always about 
somebody else. My job as the commander 
is to provide programs, or support 
programs to help our Airmen.”

his position as the 180FW commander. Doyle 
said he wanted to come to the 180FW because 
of its stellar reputation and because of the 
Midwest culture and work ethic.

Doyle believes the 180FW leadership 

team has the unit set up for success. His first 
goal as the new commander is to take care 
of the Airmen. He said one of the ways to 
accomplish that is to make sure we focus on 
training more during unit training weekends 
and spend less time on the things that take 
Airmen away from their primary duties and 
responsibilities.

“I’m watching, listening and learning how 
the wing is currently operating,” Doyle said. 
“As we go forward, we’ll see how we can 
focus our efforts on critical areas. My goal is 
to set our priorities where they need to be.”

He also said the F-35 Lightning II is going 
to remain a priority for the wing, but even if 
the wing isn’t selected for the F-35 mission 
there are other options that he intends to 
pursue. 

“Even if we aren’t selected as one of the 

next F-35 units, it’s not a loss,” Doyle said. 
“I see positive things across the board. I 
have no concerns for our future here in the 
near-term, or even in the long-term. If we 
aren’t selected this round, it doesn’t mean 

we’re done. This is going to be an ongoing 
process. We’re looking at multiple paths to 
make us viable, and our key to success is our 
history, our record and our Airmen.”

While confident the 180FW is the best 
choice for F-35 because of our stellar track 
record, outstanding Airmen and unparalleled 
community support, he said he doesn’t fore-
see the wing losing the ACA mission, and 
it’s likely more F-35 units will be established 
around 2024 or 2026, so even if the wing isn’t 
selected for this next round of F-35 basing, 
there will be more opportunities in the future.

Aside from the new expressions, the thing 
that stands out most about Doyle is his ded-
ication to his Airmen.

“I’m excited and happy to be here at the 
180th,” he said.  “I’m honored to be the new 
commander.”

“As an officer, as a supervisor, as a 
senior non-commissioned officer, we 
need to lead from the front,” he said. 
“It’s hard to direct people when they 
have to keep looking back over their 
shoulder.”

http://www.180fw.ang.af.mil/
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A Triumph of 
Human Dignity
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Story by 
Staff Sgt. John Wilkes“This 

memorial 
honors those 

American 
lives lost that 
day on which 

American 
freedom came 
under attack...
the lives that 
have been lost 
since in the 

fight against 
terror.”

“Today, our fellow citizens, our way of life, our very 
freedom came under attack in a series of deliberate 
and deadly terrorist acts,” said President George W. 

Bush following the attacks on 9/11. “The victims were in airplanes or 
in their offices: secretaries, business men and women, military and 
federal workers, moms and dads, friends and neighbors. Thousands 
of lives were suddenly ended by evil, despicable acts of terror.”

The Northwest Ohio 9/11 Memorial, located at the 180th Fighter 
Wing in Swanton, Ohio, was unveiled following the completion of 
construction phase 1 on Sept. 11, 2016. Airmen with the 180FW, 
service members and civilians across the country marked the 15th 
anniversary of 9/11, when nearly 3,000 innocent lives were lost 
during the attacks.

“This memorial represents a day in American history that every 
American remembers to the minute of what they were doing at that 
time,” said Col. Kevin Doyle, commander of the 180FW. “That day 
changed American lives forever.”

During the ceremony, the Springfield High School Marching 
Band played the national anthem and the flag was lowered to half-
staff for the first time at the new memorial in honor or those who 
lost their lives. 

The memorial consists of beams from the World Trade Center, 
limestone from the Pentagon and soil from the Pennsylvania field 
where Flight 93 crashed. Nearly 3,000 glass ingots, one for each 
life lost, will be incorporated into the display as well. The memorial 
is encompassed by a clock face with podiums which mark the time 
of each significant event. 

Every year at 8:46 a.m. on Sept. 11, the flag pole will cast a 
shadow through the steel beams of the World Trade Center, marking 
the time of the first plane’s impact.

The memorial will be open to the public following a dedication 
ceremony when construction is complete in 2017. 

 “This memorial honors those American lives lost that day on 
which American freedom came under attack,” said Doyle. “[It 
also honors] the lives that have been lost since [9/11] in the fight 
against terror.” 

 “The pictures of airplanes flying into buildings, fires burn-
ing, huge -- huge structures collapsing have filled us with disbelief, 
terrible sadness and a quiet, unyielding anger,” said Bush. “These 
acts of mass murder were intended to frighten our nation into chaos 
and retreat. But they have failed. Our country is strong. A great 
people has been moved to defend a great nation.” 

http://www.180fw.ang.af.mil/
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of each significant event.
“It is important to have a memorial because we need to honor 

these people whose lives were ended suddenly,” said Wishner. “They 
were taken away from their families and loved ones. We need to 
teach our kids to value the lives of every person in this country and 
every person in the world.” 

2,977 people lost their lives in the attacks on 9/11. More than 
6,800 U.S. service members have been killed and more than 52,000 
were wounded in the aftermath.

“The acts of terror of Sept. 11, 2001, sought 
to do more than hurt our people and bring down 
buildings: They sought to break our spirit and 
destroy the enduring values that unite us as Amer-
icans,” said President Barack Obama during 
his presidential proclamation declaring Sept. 
11 as Patriot Day and National Day of Service 
and Remembrance. “In the years that followed, 
our capacity to love and to hope has guided us 
forward as we worked to rebuild, more sound 
and resilient than ever before.”

For Wishner, the events she experienced will 
have a lasting impact for the rest of her life.

 “Never forget is something that unifies ev-
eryone, even around the world,” said Wishner. 
“We should never let this go or forget those 
moments. Never forget that there were innocent 
people and their lives were taken away. The 
memorial will hopefully bring out the good 
inside of people.”

Never forget. These are the words often used to convey 
the importance of Sept. 11, 2001, in our country’s 
history. Fifteen years ago, nearly 3,000 innocent 
lives were lost. They were parents, children, friends, 

family and loved ones.
Service members and civilians alike will mark the 15th anni-

versary of Sept. 11.
For U.S. Air Force Col. Scott Reed, vice wing commander of the 

180th Fighter Wing in Swanton, Ohio, it started out as a normal day. 
“I was preparing for my afternoon sortie and 

I heard down the hall that the TV was very loud, 
which was unusual,” said Reed. “I went down 
the hall to check what was happening and CNN 
was on. One of the World Trade Centers was on 
fire. I saw an airplane had hit the World Trade 
Center and I thought it had to be a mistake from 
a small airplane. Shortly after that there was 
another aircraft impact and that’s when we knew 
it was intentional.”

Not long after, the 180FW received a call 
from the Eastern Air Defense Sector, the unit 
responsible for countering air threats in the East-
ern United States, directing the wing to get two 
planes airborne immediately. 

“At the time, we weren’t exactly sure why 
[we were flying] but we got out to the airplanes, 
taxied out and were cleared for takeoff,” said 
Reed. “We headed toward Cleveland and were 
ordered to do intercepts, or get all other aircraft 

landed. We were flying for so long we had to do an aerial refueling. 
We intercepted a few more aircraft and got them to land. At this point 
there are no aircraft in the sky, no one is moving at the Cleveland 
Airport. We called back to the operations desk at the 180FW and 
were told to go to Selfridge Air National Guard Base and pick up 
live missiles and take them back to the 180FW to get more aircraft 
ready to fly.”

After landing back at the 180FW, Reed saw fellow Airmen setting 
up tents, sand bag battle positions and communication points on the 

flight line. At this point, it wasn’t clear whether 
the attacks would last hours, days, weeks or 
months. A few days later service members with 
the 180FW resumed mission operations, though 
many lives would never be the same.

“I was in New York City on 9/11,” said Capt. 
Carolina Wishner, public health officer at the 
180FW. “I lived in a building and in the apartment 
I was hearing a lot of noises, a lot of ambulances 
and I knew something was wrong. I turned on 
the TV and saw that the first plane hit the tower.”

“Instantly, I took my camera and went to the 
hospital close to us and told them that I am a 
[doctor] from Panama City,” continued Wishner. 
“I am trained in triage and I can help. They said 
we will put you on a team and send you very 
close to the World Trade Center. My English 
was not very good but luckily a person on my 
team spoke Spanish. We got a car, filled it with 
the supplies we needed and drove close to the 

Story by 
Staff Sgt. John Wilkes

“I
am

trained
in

triage.
I

can
help.”

“We
should
never

let this go
or

forget
those

moments. 

World Trade Center. We made a triage area for nurses, doctors and 
people helping and it was amazing how we worked together to help 
people. I worked in that area for nine consecutive days.”

 “One month before Sept. 11, 2001, I was visiting the towers and 
I remember the people working that day,” she said. “After 9/11, I 
always remember and can’t believe it happened to them. You are 
more appreciative of everything you have, your family, your job 
and every day you have.”

Immediately after, Wishner, who was not yet a U.S. citizen, had 
to return to Panama City as part of her Green 
Card application process through the U.S. Citi-
zenship and Immigration Services Department, 
but Wishner’s passion to serve was ignited by 
the events she experienced on 9/11.

“I wanted to join the military before that but 
I didn’t have my citizenship,” she said. “After 
9/11, I was convinced that I would join.”

In remembrance of these tragic events, mem-
bers of the 180FW envisioned a tribute to those 
who lost their lives on 9/11 and the aftermath 
that followed.

The Northwest Ohio 9/11 Memorial, currently 
under construction at the 180FW, will consist of 
beams from the World Trade Centers, limestone 
from the Pentagon and soil from the Pennsylvania 
field where Flight 93 crashed. Glass ingots, one 
for each life lost, will be incorporated into the 
display as well. The memorial is encompassed 
by a clock face with podiums marking the time 
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Developing Character at the 
Frontier of Human Knowledge

Essay by Joseph O. Chapa & Bradley R. DeWees
Originally published in the Journal of Character & Leadership Integration - Volume 3, Issue 1

“Say when ready to copy 9-line,” the joint terminal 
attack controller (JTAC) transmitted to the Air 
Force pilot on a secure frequency.1 The 9-line 
attack briefing serves as the contract between the 

ground force commander and the aircrew for when, where, and how 
weapons are to be employed (US DoD Joint Publication , 2009, p. 
V-39). It is not a clearance to release weapons, but if a pilot receives 
a 9-line, weapons release clearance is often not far behind.

Second Lieutenant Dave Brown watched the video generated 
by his infrared targeting pod closely. He saw the target, Objective 
Santa Fe, standing in a field just north of his home. He was a tall 
man with an even taller shadow in the early morning sun. Lt Brown 
knew that the personhours that had gone into finding this al Qaeda 
leader were too many to count. He and a number of other aircrew, 
intelligence analysts and ground personnel had been watching him 
for weeks to confirm his identity and enable a strike. There Santa 
Fe stood—in the open—90 meters from the nearest building. If 
the crew was unable to strike this target today they may never get 
another chance; and Lt Brown knew it.

The 23-year old lieutenant keyed the mic. “Standby 9-line. 
Standby. There are kids in the field of view. Confirm you copy kids?”

Lt Brown and his crew watched as Objective Santa Fe’s children 
fluttered around him on the silent video monitor. The presence of 
the children was unmistakable. Aside from the height difference, 
which was pronounced in the long morning shadows, Afghan adults 
do not typically run. Children do.

The radio was silent for a few moments while the JTAC undoubtedly 
conferred with the ground force commander. The JTAC responded, 
“I copy kids. I see the kids. But when I tell you to shoot, you’re 
gonna shoot.”

Introduction

Lt Brown’s true story is a reminder that future officers must be 
equipped not only with the technical training to act proficiently, but 
with the character to act ethically. The service academies’ mandate 
to develop leaders of character, and certainly the mission of the Air 

Force Academy’s Center for Character and Leadership Development, 
are derived from the fact that officers will face moral dilemmas like 
the one Lt Brown faced. What Lt Brown needs, the resource to which 
officers will turn in situations like these, is character.

This paper offers a framework for developing the character 
of future Lt Browns, along with a novel pedagogical concept for 
motivating students to pursue the rigors of character education. A 
precise definition of character may be difficult to find, and unanimity 
on such a definition would be nearly impossible. Instead of defining 
the term, we ask what its function must be in contexts like Lt 
Brown’s. To this end, we consider character to be the combination 
of virtue cultivation and ethics education. Further, we offer the 
concept of “awe” as a means of instilling the internal drive necessary 
for students to develop their character. Ethics education, indeed all 
forms of education, are propelled by a sense of “awe” at the frontier 
of knowledge, the threshold between what we know and what we 
do not know.

This concept of the frontier of knowledge is especially relevant 
to future officers. War creates the space in which ethical dilemmas 
are more frequent, and often more severe, than in civilian life. When 
a military officer is faced with an ethical dilemma, he or she may 

not be able to fall back on 
the collective learning of 
a community of ethicists. 
Every Lt Brown dilemma 
is not quite like any that 
has come before. It is 
because of the nature of 
the work of a military 
officer, and the possibility 
that such an officer is 
the first to navigate a 
particular circumstance 

in the field of applied military ethics, that character development 
must include training in navigating frontiers of knowledge.

Character

Though there are a few dissenters, many philosophers divide 
the history of normative ethical theories into three broad categories 
(Honderich, Ed., 1995, p. 941). Deontological views, associated 
most closely with Immanuel Kant, suggest that the primary concern 
in ethical thought is duty. One faces moral duties to act in certain 
ways regardless of the consequences. Teleological views hold that 
the ends which one pursues are paramount. The most popular of 
these is utilitarianism, attributed to Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart 
Mill. It defines the proper end as happiness and suggests that an 
action is right insofar as it produces the greatest happiness for the 
greatest number of people.

Producing military leaders of character relies on 
an approach like Aristotle’s because war is hell…
not simply because of the physical dangers… 
[but] because our typical conceptions of ethical 
behavior are stressed.

Many contemporary military ethicists suggest that both of these 
systems, whatever their merits for the populace at large, are insufficient 
in the military context precisely because no pre-planned ethical 
system of acts can anticipate the nuances and difficulties that 
arise in the contemporary military environment and that therefore 
a third way, a virtue-centric approach, is best suited to military 
members. While asking how ought we to act, as both deontology and 
consequentialism demand, may be sufficient for many, those training 
to be military officers (and military members more broadly) must 
instead ask what kind of people ought we to be? One immediately 
sees how closely this question posed by virtue ethics is connected 
with character development. For such a system we must look beyond 
Kant, Bentham, and Mill, back to Aristotle.

Aristotle builds his system of ethics around excellences of human 
character—around virtues. The virtues are cultivated by the habituation 
of right action in our desires, emotional reactions, and modes of 
thinking. The intellectual virtue that governs action most supremely, 
on Aristotle’s account, is a particular kind of wisdom. Phronēsis 
(usually translated ‘prudence’ or ‘practical wisdom’, Aristotle, 
1999, p. 345) informs 
the agent’s actions such 
that he or she acts “to the 
right person, in the right 
amount, at the right time, 
for the right end, and in 
the right way” (Aristotle, 
1999, p. 29).

If one cultivates the 
virtuous states of being 
courageous, and honest, 
and kind, and generous, 
and magnanimous, and 
wise, Aristotle supposes, then when faced with a troublesome dilemma, 
one will act well. Aristotle, against his intellectual descendants, 
Kant, Bentham, and Mill, is primarily concerned, not with whether 
a person chooses the right act, but with whether the person is of 
the right character. These virtues do not necessarily come easily, 
argues Aristotle, but they are a necessary for a properly functioning 
human being. Thus, with the proper training, our nature is conducive 
to character.

Here we return to the service academies’ missions. Producing 
military leaders of character relies on an approach like Aristotle’s 
because war is hell. It is not hell simply because of the physical 
dangers, the bloody battles, and loss of life—though surely these 
are terrible corollaries. It is hell because our typical conceptions of 
ethical behavior are stressed. War generates some circumstances 
that leave us with no readily available moral determination—no 
moral out—not unlike Lt Brown’s circumstances in the opening 
paragraphs. Philosopher of war Brian Orend admits that such a 
circumstance is “a wretched moral tragedy and, no matter what you 
do, you’re wrong” (Orend, 2013, p. 168).

If we, as military members and civilians entrusted with the character 
development of future officers, could predict the ethical dilemmas 
that will plague the next war, we could give our students either a 
rulebook for utilitarian calculations or a means of deconflicting 
deontic principles. For most of society such guides already exist. 
One may appeal to the state’s laws or to societal norms in order to 
make ethical decisions; but these standards are insufficient in war. 
Though the law often conforms to ethical principles, war takes place 
at the fringes of posited law where what is ethically obligatory may 

be legally prohibited and where what is legal may nevertheless be 
unethical. Societal norms that otherwise govern our interpersonal 
relationships are of little value when two societies, each with its own 
set of norms, clash in lethal conflict. Such norms are insufficient to 
guide military personnel—and especially military leaders— to the 
“right” answer. So instead we cultivate character. We habituate virtue. 
We do not produce people who know right answers to predetermined 
questions. Instead we seek to produce the kinds of people who will 
answer well the difficult questions we cannot possibly foresee.

The role of virtue cultivation in military training has already 
received significant scholarly attention. What we add here is a 
conception of character development that requires both virtue 
cultivation and ethics education. Virtue then, while a necessary 
condition, is insufficient to develop the character of future officers. 
Aristotle himself recognizes that if virtues are to produce the “right 
action,” they must be in accord with “correct reason” (Aristotle, 
1999, p. 86). What, then, is “correct reason” and how can our future 
officers come to possess it? To address this requirement we turn to 
the second component of character development: ethics education; in 

particular, an ethics education that emphasizes struggling with ethical 
dilemmas rather than merely achieving a “textbook” answer. This 
two-fold representation of character is recognizable in Lt Brown’s 
story. If Lt Brown is to act well in the deeply troubling circumstance 
with which he is presented, he needs not only the virtues of courage, 
honor, phronēsis, etc., but also the capacity to work through difficult 
ethical dilemmas that comes only from practice and forethought. 
Before addressing ethics education itself, we must spend some time 
discussing the proper motivation for such education.

Awe

We recommend that a sense of awe should motivate ethics 
education. Our challenge in preparing future military officers is to 
instill in them the drive to continually seek the unknown in the domain 
of ethics, both now as cadets and on their own after commissioning. 
If our students are motivated, not merely by external sanctions, but 
by an internal desire for greater understanding, they will be more 
likely to wrestle with difficult ethical problems in training, which 
will better prepare them for the difficult ethical problems they will 
face as officers.

We define awe as the sensation that fills the human mind when it 
is confronted with a rare and vast unknown. This sense of vastness 
provokes a desire to accommodate the unknown (Keltner & Haidt, 
2003, pp. 297-314). Research into the effects of awe has shown that 
students who were primed to feel awe felt less of a need for “mental 
closure,” and were more open to concepts that were “bigger than 
themselves” (Shiota & Kelter, 2007, p. 944). In other words, the 

Each time the student reaches some new “ known,” 
he or she better appreciates how much is left 
unknown. The internal motivation of awe, not 
the external sanctions of grades, professional 
success, or graduation, ought to motivate us and 
our students to investigate ethics.
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desire to accommodate the vast unknown is the root of an internal 
motivation to continue learning more, to seek more and more vastness. 
Each time the student reaches some new “known,” he or she better 
appreciates how much is left unknown. The internal motivation of 
awe, not the external sanctions of grades, professional success, or 
graduation, ought to motivate us and our students to investigate ethics. 
And the success or failure of this motivation, that is, the degree to 
which our students practice working through the most difficult of 
ethical dilemmas, will determine whether they are prepared for the 
ethical dilemmas like Lt Brown’s that await them as military officers.

Ethics Education – The Universal Frontier

It is because learning takes place between what is known and 
what is unknown that we have characterized learning as a process 
of interacting with a frontier. The learning to which we refer is 
not merely the act of hearing and remembering bits of data. We 
instead have in mind a genuine learning during which the subject 
adopts as truth what may have been previously known only as 
fact. There is a difference between being able to mimic the math 
teacher’s movements on a particular problem and understanding the 
principles well enough to operate on other problems. It is this kind 
of understanding that is achieved at the frontier. Properly framed, 
to learn something new—that is, to try to understand something 
previously not understood—is to face at once both the intrepid 
aspiration to venture out and the paralyzing fear of the immense 
vastness of our own ignorance.

Learning understood as confronting the frontier is most recognizable 
in the natural sciences. Researchers devote their professional lives 
to discovering the unknown, motivated by awe and wonder at the 
vastness, not of what we know about the universe, but of what we 
do not (Firestein, 2012, p. 2 & 7). A physicist is not initially inspired 
by the promise of wealth or rank, but by the sense of wonder drawn 
from observing the night sky. This frontier is easily recognized in the 
physical sciences, but the vastness of the material universe is only one 
frontier among many. A similar— and equally compelling—frontier 

is found in the study of ethics. After all, “philosophy, according to 
its three greatest inventors, Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, begins 
in wonder and ends in wisdom” (Kreeft, 2015, p. 9). As such, the 
history of ethical thought has been a pursuit of the unknown every 
bit as much as the history of science has been—and neither has been 
without its missteps and mistakes.

For example, no one holds Democritus’s view on the structure 
of atoms anymore; but how right he was close to 400 B.C. to claim 
that the whole perceptible world is made up of imperceptibly small 
particles of various sizes and shapes (Curd, 1996, p. 79). The theory 
was not much altered for 2,200 years until John Dalton added that 
atoms can only combine in whole number ratios (Rex, 2002, p. 14). 
Albert Einstein predicted the mass and sizes of atoms and molecules 

and J. J. Thompson added electrons (Rex, 2002, pp. 16 & 18).
Niels Bohr added electron orbits, though he put them in the 

wrong places and Werner Heisenberg discovered the limits of our 
knowledge of such small elements (Rex, 2002, pp. 137 & 181). Each 
iteration was a venture into the frontier of that which is unknown. 
Each development was right about some things and wrong about 
others. Renowned physicist Marie Curie captured this iterative 
progression of science further into the frontier of ignorance when 
she said, “one never notices what has been done; one can only see 
what remains to be done” (Chiu & Wang, 2011, pp. 9-40). Kant 
too recognized the iterative nature of scientific study when he said 
that “every answer given on principles of experience begets a fresh 
question, which likewise requires its answer” (Kant, 2001, p. 86).

Though the history of ethical study is not identical to the history 
of scientific study, it has also been a search for truth. Socrates and 
Plato introduced the study of virtue (Kreeft, 2015, p. 80) and justice 
(Kreeft, 2015, p. 89) in the Fourth and Fifth Centuries BC, but it was 
Aristotle, a generation later, who proposed the first system of ethics 
(Deigh, 1995, p. 245). In the 13th Century AD, Thomas Aquinas 
undertook to reconcile Aristotle’s system with the Christian one 
(Foot, 1978, p. 1), producing a system of ethics that acknowledged 
the value of humans as image-bearers of God (Auguas, 2009, p. 
55). It was not until the enlightenment period when philosophy 
distanced itself both from theology and from science that Immanuel 
Kant produced a system of ethics centered on human dignity and 
grounded in secular terms, and specifically, in the will (Kant, 1993, 
p. 35). But where Kant grounded the whole of human morality in the 
will, in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries, Jeremy Bentham 
and John Stuart Mill grounded the will in happiness (Mill, 1993, p. 
140), producing a seismic shift in ethical thought that one can still 
feel in popular contemporary conceptions of “the greater good.”

Some will say that the fact that these philosophers disagree with one 
another is evidence that there can be no right answers to the spurious 
questions philosophy asks (or at our institution, that philosophy is 
“too fuzzy” to produce any legitimate truth claims). But this criticism 
can just as easily be leveled against the physical sciences. Why 

are we willing to accept 
that a new principle 
about the universe in the 
physical sciences that is 
only partially right is a 
step toward truth, but in 
ethics is an indication 
of the absence of truth? 
Einstein’s discoveries 
did not prove Newton’s 
wrong, his discoveries 

retained Newton and made the whole of science, inclusive of both 
Newton and Einstein, “applicable to a wider range of phenomena” 
(Rosenberg, 2005, p. 99). The same is true of Socrates, Aristotle, 
Aquinas, Kant, Mill, and the rest. The most robust picture of the 
workings of the universe is only available if we take Newton and 
Einstein together as answering two different questions. Likewise, 
the fullest picture of ethical truths is only available to us when we 
accept the discrete truths produced from each ethical system.

Just as the history of science has led us to the knowledge we now 
possess about the material universe, though it has made mistakes 
along the way, the collected work of these ethicists has brought us to 
a world in which we take for granted certain ethical truths. Though 
it may seem obvious to us that humans have inherent dignity and 

In the act of genuine learning, the teacher 
creates an environment in which students are 
self-motivated, not merely to retain data, but to 
construct understanding on the one metaphor, or 
to explore the frontier on the other.

rights simply because they are human, it only seems so because we 
stand on the shoulders of such giants as Immanuel Kant. Likewise, 
though it may seem obvious to us that military strikes must be 
proportionate, the ethical principle that an act must produce more 
good than harm is only obvious to us because we have inherited the 
work of Bentham and Mill. In this way the history of ethical thought 
has been a venture into, 
and an investigation of, 
the frontier of human 
thought every bit as much 
as the study of science 
has been.

Ethics Education 
– The Individual 

Frontier

To this point, we have 
described the frontier of 
human knowledge—the “universal” frontier—between what we as 
collective humanity know and what we do not. There is another kind 
of frontier, though, that is more relevant to undergraduate students. 
This second frontier is between that which the individual knows and 
that which she does not. When introduced to a field of study for the 
first time, students live, for the moment at least, at this individual 
frontier. We have seen the sense of awe that such a frontier generates 
in our students. One student will find it when she discovers Kant’s 
compelling claims about the limits of reason. Another will find it 
when he sees how compelling Plato’s account of recollection really 
is. Students find it when they confront Aristotle’s assertion that man 
is a political animal; or when they read Madison’s and Tocqueville’s 
claims that man is by nature ambitious, yet at the same time deeply 
desiring of equality with others.

There may be an impulse to ignore this individual frontier entirely. 
In teaching undergraduates, one who has worked at the universal 
frontier of human understanding as an expert in the field may be 
tempted to say that there once was a frontier in this area, but experts 
in the field have traversed it, collected data, and written down the 
results. The frontier is now closed. The student’s task is to memorize 
the discoveries those experts have made. The result is neither awe 
nor understanding, but passive receptivity.

The alternative, more motivational method, is quite different. 
Rather than describing the universal frontier that has already been 
traversed, the teacher invites students to discover their own individual 
frontier; the boundary between that which they know as individuals, 
and that which they do not. Students engage in their own journey 
into ignorance. This is not an invitation to ethical relativism, rather 
it is an acknowledgement that when the frontier is explored, there 
is, in fact, something out there to be discovered, though different 
students will approach the frontier from different angles. The role of 
the teacher is not to tell them that it has already been discovered, but 
to set the conditions under which students may themselves discover it.

Our claims in this section conform to the education literature. 
One study found that the best teachers “don’t think of [learning] 
as just getting students to ‘absorb some knowledge.’ … Because 
they believe that students must use their existing mental models 
to interpret what they encounter, they think about what they do as 
stimulating construction, not ‘transmitting knowledge’” (Bain, 2004, 
p. 27). Though the metaphoric language is different, the fundamental 
assertion is the same. In the act of genuine learning, the teacher 

creates an environment in which students are self-motivated, not 
merely to retain data, but to construct understanding on the one 
metaphor, or to explore the frontier on the other.

To use a different picture, in the first method, the teacher walks 
a path she has walked many times before. She says to her students 
“here, walk behind me. I will point out to you the things that we 

(the experts) have determined are important.” In the second method, 
the teacher walks the same familiar path, but instead she says to the 
students “you lead the way. Every twist and turn is an adventure. 
Point out to me what you discover and what you find important, and 
if you get too far off course, I will help to correct you.”

This, too, is present in the literature. Ken Bain quotes one educator 
who says, “when we can successfully stimulate our students to ask 
their own questions, we are laying the foundation for learning.” 
Another says, “we define the questions that our course will help 
them to answer, … but we want [our students], along the way, to 
develop their own set of rich and important questions about our 
discipline and our subject matter” (Bain, 2004, p. 31).

In ethical study, each student brings his or her conceptions, or 
preconceptions, to the question at hand. Philosophical inquiry—
discovery at the frontier of their own personal threshold of new 
knowledge—challenges some of these conceptions and affirms 
others. In either case, we are working at the individual, personal 
frontier between what an individual person knows about moral 
facts and what she does not know. This is an exciting journey into 
the unknown—it is every bit as exciting (and can be every bit as 
terrifying) as its scientific counterparts.

Frontiers and The Military Officer

Up to this point we have described the act of learning as the 
confrontation with a frontier, and we have described the role of awe 
in motivating the student to venture into that frontier. So far, though, 
the discussion has been equally applicable to all disciplines and to 
all students. In this section we will show why approaching ethics 
education as a contact with the frontier is particularly important in 
the character development of military officers.

If the sense of awe at the frontier is that by which students are 
spurred into a lifelong love of learning, then we should expect to 
find such a result regardless of the field of study; and so we do 
(Shiota & Kelter, 2007, p. 944). Students who are overwhelmed 
with the vastness of space may go on to push that frontier forward 
by discovering a new heavenly body. Students who are overtaken by 
the depths of the sea may go on to discover the migratory patterns of 
the great white shark. But most of our students will not. Though the 

The deepest split in ethics since the Middle Ages 
has been between consequentialism, in which 
important ends can justify any means, and Kantian 
deontology, in which the primacy of one’s moral 
duty stands fast against even the most severe 
of contingent circumstances.

Continued on pg. 25
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180th Fighter Wing Public Affairs section brought home five awards in 
annual Air Force media contests, recognizing excellence and profession-
alism in the print, graphics, photography, broadcast and musician career 
fields. The accolades include four top-three finishes from the National 
Guard Bureau Public Affairs Media Contest and a third-place finish in the 
overall 2015 Air Force Media Contest. 

“Recognition at this level is fuel for pride, and pride leads to even higher 
performance,” said U.S. Air Force Col. Scott Reed, Vice Commander for the 
180FW. “Our Airmen and this wing are in a virtuous cycle of excellence, 
with an impressive track record and an even more impressive future.”

The wing’s quarterly publication, “Stinger” won two awards, first 
earning “Best Digital Publication” in the National Guard contest and then 
taking third place at the 60th iteration of the Air Force-level competition.  

The 180FW also earned “Best Graphics Layout & Design” for “The 
180FW Annual Report Cover” completed by Staff Sgt. Amber Williams. 
In the “Feature Article” category, “Chaplain on Ice” by Technical Sgt. Nic 
Kuetemeyer took home the second-place prize and the 180FW notched a 
third-place award for “Portrait/Personality” taken by Staff Sgt. Williams. 

The 180FW submitted 14 entries in the 44-category contest winning four 
honorable mentions in the National Guard Media Contest. Those winning 
entries were then submitted to the Air Force Media Contest to compete 
against the active duty, reserve and the Department of the Air Force civilians. 

The awards are sponsored by the Secretary of the Air Force Office of 
Public Affairs and are given for outstanding achievements in furthering Air 
Force and Department of Defense communications objectives. 

service academies place a heavy emphasis on science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) courses, few of our graduates 
will go on to work at the frontier of human knowledge in these 
fields. Some will make careers in the Defense Advanced Research 
Projects Agency or in the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, but most service 
academy graduates with STEM degrees will not spend their lives 
doing STEM work. They will spend their lives doing officer work. 
And military officers, regardless of their academic upbringing, will 
likely spend some time at the frontier of human knowledge in ethics.

It is not merely the case that we cannot tell our students which 
moral dilemmas they will face. The ethical demands war places on 
its practitioners are so numerous, vast, and unpredictable that we 

cannot even know what kinds of moral dilemmas they will face. 
In order to train like we fight and fight like we train we must teach 
our students to venture out into the frontier of individual ignorance 
now because when they find themselves in the fight, facing moral 
dilemmas whose nuances have never been covered in any ethics 
textbook, they will be asked to take the journey into the frontier 
of universal ignorance. For these future officers, the distinction 
between individual ignorance and human ignorance in the field of 
applied ethics will collapse.

Recall Lieutenant Brown’s story from the opening paragraphs. 
As an Air Force second lieutenant, he had less than two years of 
military experience.2 Nevertheless, this junior officer was faced 
with a terrible choice. In the short pause that followed the JTAC’s 
radio call, Lieutenant Brown asked himself one of the most difficult 
questions of his life. Does he have an unrestricted duty to defend 
the lives of innocent children, no matter the consequences? Or does 
he have the responsibility to measure the consequences of firing 
against those of not firing? Objective Santa Fe has killed before, 
and would kill again. He had orchestrated multiple complex attacks 
against the US Marines in Southern Afghanistan, and Brown knew 
that unless he and his crew prosecuted the attack, Santa Fe would 
kill more Americans and more Afghans tomorrow.

In that brief moment, Lieutenant Brown grappled with hundreds 
of years’ worth of normative ethical theory. The deepest split in ethics 
since the Middle Ages has been between consequentialism, in which 
important ends can justify any means, and Kantian deontology, in 
which the primacy of one’s moral duty stands fast against even the 
most severe of contingent circumstances. The philosophic debate 
between Kant, Bentham, Mill, and all the others came to rest on that 
mid-June night, in that cockpit, on the gold bar-laden shoulders of 
an Air Force Second Lieutenant. 

Brown’s voice broke the brief silence on the aircrew’s intercom. 
“What do you think, guys? You OK with this?” After a brief discussion 
among the crewmembers, Brown made a plan. In the end, Lieutenant 
Brown told the JTAC that he would wait a few more minutes, hoping 
that the children would depart the local area. A few minutes later 
they did, yielding a clean shot against Santa Fe alone in the field. 
The JTAC called “cleared hot,” and the crew released the weapon. 
Objective Santa Fe was killed and there was no collateral damage.

Lieutenant Brown, with less than 24 months of Air Force service, 

handled that situation with the poise, responsibility, and command 
presence of a far more experienced officer. In this case, what was at 
stake was nothing less than the taking of innocent life. International 
Humanitarian Law (IHL) and the Just War Tradition upon which that 
law is based assert that any collateral damage, and especially civilian 
casualties, are permissible only if the military value of the target 
exceeds the magnitude of collateral damage. Both the philosophical 
and legal normative standards available, however, offer no more 
precision than this (Orend, 2013, pp. 125-126).

When conducting close air support (CAS) operations with a joint 
terminal attack controller (JTAC), joint US military doctrine directs 
that the “target priority, effects, and timing of CAS fires within an 

operational area” are the 
purview of the ground 
force commander, not the 
aircrew (US DoD Joint 
Publication , 2009, p. 
I-3). Thus, it is the ground 
force commander who 
best knows the situation 

on the ground, the enemy, and the expected collateral damage from 
a given strike. In Lieutenant Brown’s case, when the JTAC and 
the ground force commander deliberated, the subject matter of 
their conversation was undoubtedly the proportionality demanded 
by the laws of war. When the JTAC returned to the aircrew and 
directed them to continue the attack, he was acknowledging that 
the ground force commander had weighed and considered all the 
salient variables—some of which were simply beyond the scope of 
the aircrew’s situational awareness—and decided that the attack, 
even with the presence of the children, was proportional.

It is for this reason that Lieutenant Brown’s story is so illustrative 
of the claims in this paper. War is so challenging a venue precisely 
because in wartime contexts the law often fails to adequately 
capture the ethical principles involved. The attack, if prosecuted 
as the JTAC requested, would have been legal. And yet, would it 
have been right? In spite of the legality, many of us are left with a 
deeply troubling intuition that such things ought not be done, that 
children ought not be killed, even collaterally, simply for standing 
in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Further, Lieutenant Brown’s internal struggle to determine 
whether he faces an inalienable duty to defend innocent children, 
or whether that duty can be overcome when such significant ends 
justify terrible means, is precisely the historical conversation that 
students encounter when they study the history of normative ethics. 
Deontology, on the one hand, suggests that we have moral duties 
that stand against the heaviest of consequences. Utilitarianism, on 
the other hand, suggests that if the ends are extreme, any means 
are admissible, even those that appear to violate our other duties. 
This paper does not intend to settle the centuries-long dispute. The 
presence of the dispute, and the illustration Lieutenant Brown’s story 
has offered, point us back to the previous discussion of virtue. It is, 
in part, because deontology and utilitarianism come into unexpected 
and seemingly insoluble conflict with one another in military life 
that we must train our warriors to be virtuous. This is what it is to 
be a leader of character. Though Lieutenant Brown could not have 
properly labeled utilitarianism and deontology in his analysis of 
his mission, he had nevertheless spent his life cultivating the virtue 
of phronēsis, or practical wisdom, such that he could, despite the 
terrible circumstances, act “to the right person, in the right amount, 
at the right time, for the right end, and in the right way” (Aristotle, 

…military officers, regardless of their academic 
upbringing, will likely spend some time at the 
frontier of human knowledge in ethics.
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1999, p. 29).
Character cultivation, as demonstrated in Lieutenant Brown’s 

story, is a combination of virtue cultivation and ethics education. 
He had the capacity to work through the difficult dilemma set before 
him; a capacity that comes only from practice. He also had the virtue 
of practical wisdom, cultivated in part during his military training, 
to act well. We must teach our students to take journeys into the 
frontiers of both ethics education and virtue cultivation now so that 
they are practiced, trained, and equipped to navigate unforeseeable 
frontiers when they are sitting in Lieutenant Brown’s chair in just 
a few short years.

Conclusion, Examples, and Questions for Further 
Discussion

Developing the character of future Lieutenant Browns is a mission 
that encompasses all aspects of the service academies. The framework 
that we have provided here, namely that virtue cultivation and ethics 
education are equal parts of character development, can apply (in 
varying degrees) to academic, military, and physical training. At 
our first encounter with these terms, our intuition may suggest that 
virtue cultivation ought to take place in the cadets’ leadership and 
physical training and that ethics education ought to take place in the 
academic environment. In practice, this is the case at the Air Force 
Academy, where virtue cultivation falls under the Commandant of 
Cadets’ military training, and ethics education falls under the Dean 
of Faculty’s Philosophy Department. We suggest, instead, that the 
line between virtue cultivation and ethics education is too blurry 
to allow for a clean distinction between who “owns” one or the 
other. The ideal of dual ownership of virtue cultivation and ethics 
education points out a pair of shortfalls in our current approach. 
First, a virtue training seminar cannot adequately build character 
without the motivation to pursue the frontier that is ethics education. 
Second, a single core philosophy course, as is currently required at 
the Air Force Academy, while necessary, is insufficient exposure 
to the ethics frontier.

Regardless of the “mission element,” we should embrace a sense of 
awe as a pedagogical tool for motivating cadets to make the difficult 
journey toward the ethical frontier. In practice, this means showing 
students the vastness of knowledge that remains to be explored—
challenging their sense of mastery of a subject—and then giving 
them tools to start accommodating that vastness. This is an iterative 
process: each attempt at accommodation yields new questions that 
inspire awe, propelling 
the journey onward. This 
kind of learning can (and 
should) take place in any 
academic discipline. As 
we have shown, though, 
there is a special role in 
character development 
for the exploration of the frontier in ethics.

A pair of examples from the Air Force Academy—the Cadet 
Honor System and Character Education programs— can serve as 
case studies for how to instill a sense of awe at the frontier of the 
unknown.

A distinguishing factor of the Air Force Academy’s Cadet Honor 
System is that it is operated by cadets themselves. Its decisions, the 
most severe of which result from Honor Board hearings, can be the 
difference between expulsion and commissioning as an officer. These 

stakes are among the highest possible in a training environment. 
The Honor System provides an example of a mentor pointing out 
an ethical frontier and giving cadets the freedom to investigate it 
without a predetermined destination. The frontier in this case is 
applied justice, the nuance of which implies that the frontier will 
never be completely mastered; the freedom to investigate comes 
from the responsibility that the cadets alone have to make a decision. 
Those familiar with the program will recognize that each board has 
an active duty officer mentor. This officer holds the same role as 
the teacher in the classroom. His or her function is not to tell the 
cadets how to vote, or to tell the cadets what the answer is, but to 
facilitate the cadet board’s journey into the frontier. It is possible that 
the circumstances of the case are new and different, that the cadets 
who must decide the fate of the accused have never grappled with 
these kinds of questions in quite this way before. The officer, then, 
stands off to one side, both inviting the cadet board to investigate the 
frontier for themselves, and making him- or herself available in any 
cases of concern or confusion. For the cadet who stops to consider 
the situation, the result is awe and a yearning to learn more. From 
personal experience, one of the authors can attest that serving on 
a Cadet Wing Honor Board is a profoundly formative experience.

Though the Cadet Honor System provides an example of the 
Academy teaching ethics as a frontier even outside academic 
classes, there are negative examples as well. In their first year of 
commissioning education, for example, cadets are presented with a 
list of nine virtues.3 The virtues are defined by the Air Force, and no 
ethical reasoning is given for why these nine virtues were chosen. 
There is no sense of a frontier remaining to be explored, much less 
any discussion about why it should be explored. As presented, this is 
information not to be understood as truth, but merely retained as fact.

In this case, we recommend a slight change to the order of this 
education: character education should point out an ethical frontier 
by asking “why are these virtues important in the first place?” Or 
even by asking cadets “which virtues are important and why?” In 
our experience, much of ethics training in the Air Force begins with 
a scripted training module in which the proctor holds the instructor 
sheet containing “the right answers.” When students, or military 
members, are brought into this kind of training environment, they 
are offered, not a frontier, but courses already charted. All one has to 
do in such environments is recite the right answer. This work is easy 
when the ethical questions at stake are about My Lai, Haditha, or Abu 
Ghraib. But, as we have shown with Lieutenant Brown’s story, not 
all scenarios in the real world include such obvious ethical lapses.

One improvement to character development, then, may be to begin 
the character training by presenting extraordinarily difficult ethical 
dilemmas, followed by a discussion during which the moderator is 
not pre-loaded with the “right” answer. The moderators, like the 
honor board officer mentor, like the teacher in the classroom, would 
only point out a frontier, inviting cadets to engage in the difficult 
work of investigation. The group may, indeed, come to an answer, 
and it may indeed be the right one. But character cultivation takes 
place, not in the rote memorization of right answers, but in this act 

…the line between virtue cultivation and ethics 
education is too blurry to allow for a clean 
distinction between who “owns” one or the other.

of discovery.
Rather than closing with a fixed set of proposals for the way 

forward, we instead propose that readers within and across service 
academies consider viewing character development through the lens 
we have presented. Some questions open for discussion are these: 
How can those responsible for military training contribute to the 
ethics education of the cadets? How can academies better incorporate 
virtue cultivation in the classroom? How can those of us responsible 
for cadet training and education increase the cadets’ exposure to 
moral dilemmas given the time restraints that are already in place? 
How can we better identify and propagate to cadets the real-world 
moral dilemmas officers are facing in the fight right now?

In a very short time, our graduates will be the ones caught up in 
those moral dilemmas. Whether they navigate them “for the right 
end, and in the right way” will depend on the challenges we ask them 
to face in their time of preparation, and whether those challenges 
imbue them with a sense of awe at what remains to be discovered 
at the ethical frontier.
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Notes

1) This account is a true story that took place in the recent past. 
The names and operational details have been changed to protect 
anonymity and operational security.
2) Lieutenant Brown was not prior enlisted.
3) The virtues are honesty, courage, accountability, duty, loyalty, 
respect, mission, discipline, and teamwork.
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