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  For Luke and his Brothers


  


   
All things are ready if our minds be so.


 —Henry V, IV, iii, 71


 We are but warriors for the working day.


 Our gayness and our gilt are all besmirch’


 With rainy marching in the painful field.


 There’s not a piece of feather in our host—


 Good argument, I hope, we will not fly—


 And time hath worn us into slovenry.


 But, by the mass, our hearts are in the trim.


 —Henry V, IV, iii, 109–15


 There is one right even more important than the right to send men to their deaths: the right to think twice before you send men to their deaths.


 —Vasily Grossman, Life and Fate
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 I’ve got [x] years [or months] to get you thinking like an officer.


 I would sometimes use this line talking to midshipmen during my years in the Commandant’s Department at the US Merchant Marine Academy. The academy, also known as Kings Point, trains and educates officers for the merchant marine. About 25 percent of all graduates accept active-duty commissions in the armed forces. The rest are required to take a commission in some reserve component. The school is run on military lines with the students ranked as midshipmen, in uniform, and organized into units. My duties as company tactical officer and later as director of Ethics and Character Development put me into contact with the midshipmen in a variety of settings. I taught academic classes, often with a focus on leadership. I participated in the summer training of the new plebes and the military instruction of midshipmen that took place during the academic year. For several years, I was the adviser to the midshipman Honor Board, and I started an ethics club that met weekly and competed in collegiate and military ethics bowls. I sometimes told myself that the thread connecting all of these disparate activities was that I was trying to get the midshipmen to think like officers. Sometimes we would discuss what this meant. My notes and recollections from these discussions comprised the very early beginnings of this book. In a sense, the fact that my institution and all maritime colleges in the United States are run as military schools is one indication of the broad value of officer education. I would sometimes tell my students that if they wanted to blame someone for the fact that Kings Point is a military school, they might go back to Plato, who may be credited in The Republic with originating the idea in the West that there was something uniquely edifying about military training. All the guardians of the Platonic state first had to train and serve as auxiliaries, as soldiers and officers. This experience would give them an idea of what it means to serve, of the sharp end of policy and state decisions. It would also (for the more intelligent especially, those fit to pass on to the ranks of the guardians) introduce them to thinking and acting under stress and in matters of great and immediate importance.


 I also remember an encounter I had with a member of the faculty (a good friend). She had acted in a way I thought inconsistent with her role as a servant of the academy. In frustration (and affection) I told her, as someone who had never served in uniform, that she “needed to start thinking like an officer!” So this book is also an effort to articulate why I believe that thinking like an officer may be useful to non-officers as well.


 When I was speaking to students on this subject, I generally meant that I wanted them to try to think like warfighters, like tacticians and strategists. I sometimes saw in them what I thought was a lack of the killer or predatory instinct needed in a tactician, although sometimes also a lack of knowledge and respect for the laws and conventions of war, for the serious ethical and human consequences of decisions that they might be making in matter of months. I also wanted them to at least start developing a strategic sense, to realize that mere “problem-solving” might not be enough if they were solving the wrong problem, like trying to fix the palace plumbing while Rome burned. When in contact with my fellow faculty members, what I usually meant was thinking like a committed member of an organization, a kind of principled rendering unto Caesar. Finally, I would sometimes remind them of “the day.” This was the day, with a big hole in the side of the ship or bad guys in the wire and no comms, when officers have to earn the better pay, bigger cabin, shiny brass, perks, and prestige of the commissioned person. How, I sometimes asked my fellow teachers and officers, do we get them ready for that day? Really, the goal of getting midshipmen to think like officers in time for graduation was at once too limited and overly ambitious, since learning to think is an activity that officers must continue all of their professional lives and even beyond. Otherwise, they will find themselves frequently incapable of meeting the diverse demands of their profession, and of fulfilling their opportunities for continued service once they assume the role of veteran. I came to realize that these opportunities and demands are too large and complex for simple rules or easy formulas, and this book is the result. The multiple cognitive challenges of warfighter, member of an organization, and crisis manager will inform this book, although, in the last chapters especially, I will not stop there.


 An early inspiration was hearing Dr. Gregory Reichberg lecture on the nature of military prudence, which led me to read his published writings on the subject.1 I had touched on the subject of officer thought in a previous book, Soldiers and Civilization: How the Profession of Arms Thought and Fought the Modern World into Existence, and after Reichberg and some more research, I felt ready to take on the subject more directly. How to Think Like an Officer is in some ways also the product of Soldiers and Civilization. Both books combine the descriptive and prescriptive. In Soldiers and Civilization, I argued that soldiers had made a broad contribution to the practice of civilization, and that they should continue to do so, rather than narrowly define their role as mere “managers of violence.”2 In that book, I also made the claim that, considered most comprehensively, the profession of arms should be thought of as a subset of the humanities. This theme of both a broad conception and contribution of the military profession is one that I will pursue in the current work. In How to Think Like an Officer, I write about how officers think, but also how they ought to think.


 In addition to the midshipmen and faculty of Kings Point, many people have contributed to this book. The cadets, officers, and faculty of the Virginia Military Institute started my education in thinking like an officer. This was continued for many years by the thousands of Marines with whom I came into contact during my service, and by the Marine Corps as an institution with its centuries-long traditions of leadership and innovation. I should not omit the officers of the sibling services with whom I also served, since they sometimes introduced me to a broader strain of officer thought. Throughout my career as an officer, teacher, and writer, S. L. A. Marshall’s classic The Armed Forces Officer (1950/1975) has been a source of instruction and inspiration. It remains the best book on what it means to be an officer in the service of a democracy.


 Edited versions of the sections in this book on military prudence and strategy appeared on the website “The Strategy Bridge,” and “War on the Rocks” published online a short article on how to think like an officer. I must thank the editors of these publications, perhaps especially Eric Murphy and Usha Sahay, respectively, for their corrections and suggestions, many of which have made it into this work. The Marine Corps Gazette published a review of Leo Murray’s War Games that became the basis for my discussion of the book in my chapter on warfighting.


 Some people may be put off by my switches in gender pronouns, either because they find it distracting or because they believe I am trying too hard to be trendy. I can only say that this was my solution to the matter of personal pronouns and I found it strangely liberating.


 Finally, I think that being a father made me a better officer (and being an officer made me a better father), so even more than most authors I need to thank my wife and children: Sue, Luke, Devon, and Erik. I named only Luke on the dedication page because, maybe like all last children, he has sometimes felt neglected, and in case there is any merit to this feeling, I’d like to try to even the score.




  Introduction


 A s I said in the acknowledgments, I used to tell my students at Kings Point that I was trying to teach them how to think like officers. Of course, I was challenged on this. “What do you mean by that exactly, sir?” This book represents an extended effort to answer that quite reasonable question. What is it to think like an armed forces officer? Is there some distinctive mental pattern of officer cognition that can be identified and improved upon? Are there best, most exemplary instances of officer thought? What are the inherent and contingent obstacles and impediments? Can civilians and other non-officers benefit from a greater understanding of how officers think, and can officers benefit from becoming more self-conscious about how they think? I will contend that thinking like an officer is the most defining aspect of military professionalism, more than values, character, or knowledge, and that it has been neglected in officer education. There are many books on military tactics, strategy, and leadership, but few if any treat these subjects as matters of thinking, as cognitive challenges that are distinct but also related in that they take place in the officer’s mind and within the context of the military culture and profession.


 CHALLENGES TO THINKING


 The challenges of officer thought are great. Officers fill many roles. They lead, command, advise, and instruct. They operate at various levels, from the rarefied atmosphere of a service headquarters to a “muddy boots” assignment with a small combatant unit. Officers are expected to think clearly under extremely stressful conditions. War is a protean activity that makes enormous and ever-changing cognitive demands. The officer may have to adapt to changing tactical situations and a shifting strategic context. He may have to change roles from organizer to warfighter to diplomat and back again as quickly as a harried plebe dressing for parade amid changes in the uniform. These roles may call for combinations of discipline and creativity, of belligerence and empathy. The breadth (if not always the depth) of cognitive demands that officers can be called upon to meet is perhaps unique among the professions. To attempt to think like an officer is to expand one’s mind, and likely in multiple directions at once. The unpredictable nature of military operations also means that the officer, no matter how experienced or educated, must be willing to enter a realm of uncertainty, of nearly imponderable and unprecedented factors brought on by the enemy will, by the uncertain impact of technological change, and by unfamiliar histories and cultures. Officers today are learning about the unfamiliar cultures of the Middle East, with their impact on the motives and actions of combatants and others in the region. They are also absorbing the impact of new technologies, perhaps most significantly of the cybertechnology that is arguably creating a new domain of warfare as significant as those of land, sea, and sky. These cognitive challenges and the officer’s way of meeting them define his professional identity more than oaths, or uniforms, or even knowledge.


 Along with (and to a degree contrary to) officers’ extreme focus and discipline is their need for a wide lens encompassing history, language, psychology, and culture. The military culture of discipline and obedience can be the enemy of clear thinking. History offers many examples of officers who expanded their range of capabilities through broad reading and reflection on their own. While serving as commandant of the US Army Infantry school, George C. Marshall hosted an after-hours discussion group. J. Lawton Collins (like Marshall, a future Army Chief of Staff), recalls the group addressing subjects that “ranged from geopolitics to economics, psychology, or sociology.”1 During my tour as a field historian in Iraq, I interviewed a company commander who was holding discussions with local leaders about establishing democracy in the town that was occupied by his company in the weeks following the invasion. He told me that he had been reading a biography of John Adams on the ship prior to the invasion, and that his reading had given him both inspiration and practical advice about building a new democracy.


 THE PROBLEM NOW


 There is evidence to suggest that the current caliber of officer thought is inadequate to the demands of the times. The failures of the armed forces to achieve policy goals over the recent past is an indication that officers have not completely mastered the intellectual demands of their profession in this century, though, to be fair, there is blame to go around for military leadership, civilian leadership, and more. In the case of Iraq, unrealistic expectations, short-sightedness, and poor planning contributed to a bloody and protracted conflict, despite the efforts of dedicated professionals like the company commander mentioned previously. Set, inflexible procedures, an emphasis on tactical solutions, and unrealistic theorizing in too many cases ruled out creative thought and solutions, compounding the failures of the civilian leadership.2


 Concern for improvement in the caliber of officer thought is not limited to the armed forces of the United States. The British Royal Military Academy Sandhurst has been trying out different models for officer thought, adding the word “Reflective” to its model for problem-solving and thinking skills in a 2013 “Occasional Paper.”3 An article co-authored by professors at the Netherlands Defense Academy, “What Sets the Officer Apart?” calls for a redefinition of military professionalism based on thinking skills inculcated through a fusion or dialectic of the abilities of the scholar and soldier.4


 I am making the assumption that, adequate or not, officer thought can be improved upon by a focused attention that makes use of the historical record, of contemporary events, of some venerable philosophical ideas, and of modern concepts from the cognitive sciences. Officers, as individuals and in groups, have been capable of much distinguished thinking across a wide spectrum. Despite the undeniable room for improvement among officers, being able to think like an officer would benefit many non-officers. This includes aspiring officers, noncommissioned officers and other enlisted members, and some civilians, perhaps especially (although not exclusively) those who work with military officers in the areas of defense, foreign policy, and peace operations. More than this, the breadth of cognitive demands that officers can be called upon to meet is such that few (and I will discuss those few) have been completely equal to the challenge. In addition to thinking about difficult subjects under very demanding conditions, the military profession requires learning that is unceasing and often urgent. The tragic trope of anagnorisis, of a sudden recognition of a hitherto hidden reality, may be part of the officer’s experience.


 One reason that the caliber of officer thought is inadequate is that the subject per se is generally neglected in military culture and education. There is little encouragement in officer education for thought to become self-conscious, and thereby subject to development. To make an analogy, the service academies used to assume that cadets were absorbing leadership abilities and ethical awareness through the example of the commissioned officers with whom they came into contact, but over the past few decades leadership and ethics have become subjects for formal instruction, discussion, and critique. The same direct attention should be given to cognition as is now given to leadership. Without this attention, a vital component of officership is left to chance and osmosis, to a vague hope that the study of history, strategy, and other subjects will indirectly cultivate officer thought. Distinguished American combat leader and writer Glover Johns would enjoin his eager and active young subordinates to sometimes just put their feet up and think. The culture, environment, and tight schedule of military organizations can make this an elusive practice, and even time permitting, thinking is a demanding art that must be understood and practiced.


 In Soldiers and Civilization, I traced the historical evolution of the profession of arms, its contributions, and indebtedness to the broader evolving idea and practice of civilization. I focused on those who not only bore arms but who also exercised authority and leadership: officers and proto-officers, the Greek strategos, Roman centurions, and medieval knights. The soldier, I said, is both the least civilized and the most civilized of persons. Warfare, the soldier’s defining activity, is destructive of civilized works and attitudes. Soldiers often inhabit a lawless landscape in which force seems to be the only rule, and they run the risk of becoming what they behold. On the other hand, soldiers guard and build as well as destroy. They exercise whatever restraint exists in war. Their professed willingness to serve their societies even at the risk and sacrifice of their lives is perhaps the ultimate mark of the civilized person.


 Running through this argument was the theme that the military profession should be considered a subset of the humanities. In its dependence on and contributions to language, its inevitable confrontation with questions of ethics, of community, and even of existence, the military profession both needs and nurtures the humanities. In fact, on reflection, the profession of arms represents not just a subset of the humanities, but its origins. The coming together of organized human societies, as Socrates and others have noted, is inseparable from the origins of armed conflict and of a genus of humanity who bear arms as a profession. The origins of storytelling, of questions of value, of language itself are bound up with those of organized armed conflict and a professional warrior class. Much of this narrative, discourse, and language formation has been undertaken by the soldiers themselves, to include some of the best of them, from Socrates and Aeschylus, to Tolstoy, Grant, and Eisenhower. The soldier may acquire a special knowledge that goes beyond the technical aspects of warfighting, an insight into the human heart. No wonder that the soldier, and perhaps even more often the veteran, is often a philosopher. The officer/veteran has been witness to waste and suffering, to people at their best and worst. Some may return from service isolated and embittered, their sympathies limited to their compatriot veterans, and even with feelings of anger or complicity toward those with whom they served. With greater understanding, and maybe better fortune, they can return home with a heightened sense of human solidarity, tempered by realism concerning the possible, with the moral courage to face unpleasant facts undeterred, and the willingness to take responsibility for past actions and for the shaping of the future.


 In this work, although I will address the more mundane aspects of soldier and officer thought, I will steer on this compass bearing: that the officer must think in broadly humanist and far-reaching terms, often as scholar, teacher, writer, scientist, and artist. The officer must overcome institutional, environmental, and psychological impediments to clear thought, some of them particular to military organizations and the practice of warfare, while also cultivating multiple intelligences to meet the demands of military professionalism and to expand them.


 Along with this, she should have a proper self-respect based on the long history of her distinguished calling and on the potential for growth and greater understanding that military service can provide. Writing of the British army of Marlborough’s time, historian Stephen Saunders Webb calls it, “the greatest school of the age.”5 Although the competition among learning institutions is keener in the modern era than it was in the early eighteenth century, the armed forces remain a great school, especially if the experience of military service is approached in that spirit. The military officer must be open to instruction and critique from outside but not overly deferential to civil expertise from academe, the commercial sector, even from government. As George C. Marshall remarked to President Franklin D. Roosevelt at a meeting when one-star Marshall was Deputy Army Chief of Staff, “I am sorry, Mr. President, but I don’t agree with that at all.”6


 Thinking is not all that officers do, but it is an important and neglected activity. My own experience of training future officers as a service academy director of Ethics and Character Development gave me a sense of the importance of ethics and character and also of their limitations absent cognitive abilities. Lieutenant General Harold Moore once noted that officers are expected to display good judgment, which no amount of character or even intelligence will guarantee.7 A person’s character, morals, and even emotions are to a degree dependent on the intellect. Our feelings and character shape our thinking, but thought can also provide a tool to shape character, enabling us to interpret, guide, and control our feelings, and to navigate difficult ethical matters. Teaching at an academy and enjoying a close working relationship with representatives of the other service academies also taught me that the intellectual development of future officers was left largely to the academic departments, mostly leaving aside the question of what might be distinctive about officer thought. The trainers and disciplinarians at the academies sometimes doubted the relevance of the academic instruction, and not entirely without reason, because many of the professors were reluctant, and often unequipped, to connect what they did in the classroom with the preparation of cadets to be officers. The uniformed officers were sometimes impatient and even suspicious of the academic experience and of intellectual development in general, fearing its “liberalizing” influence and tendency to promote doubt and skepticism.8 Not all soldiers are afraid of thinking, or of too much thinking, but thinking is a demanding art that must be understood and practiced. The art of thinking requires command attention.


 Because of the officer’s need to engage in thought at many levels and under many difficulties (not all of them obvious), a consideration of officer thought could also be useful to the members of other professions, for whom some of the challenge and versatility involved in thinking like an officer could be very useful. In fact, the professions may learn how to think from each other. One example is How Doctors Think by Jerome Groopman, MD.9 As Dr. Groopman demonstrates, a consideration of professional thought can benefit from reference to some of the recent work in cognitive science. It can also shed light on some claims and theories of cognitive scientists. Indeed, Dr. Groopman (and I) may be heading a new subfield of professionally oriented cognitive studies. This development could enable a wide spectrum of people to do their jobs better.


 As I have already said, this book is intended to be both descriptive and prescriptive. Officers have exercised brilliantly clear and creative thinking, but as a group there is room for improvement. The importance of this project has been borne in me over the course of a long career. I remember a young lieutenant outside An Nasiriya, Iraq, the site of the first bitter, at times disorganized, battle of the invasion, asking me why, “after 225 years” we hadn’t learned to do things better. This book arrives too late to have an impact on my own service, but I hope that it will help a rising generation of officers avoid the mistakes of their elders, those I have made, those I have witnessed and borne, and those that make more than somber the record of history and the parade of events in our own time.


 DO OFFICERS THINK?


 Despite some of the foregoing claims, it might be best to acknowledge early on some not-entirely-specious objections to the underlying premise of this work. Civilians, enlisted members, and some officers might well ask, “Really? You mean officers think?” Officers have variously been depicted as upper-class twits, as poseurs and mountebanks, as more physique than brain, more uniform than imagination, more doctrine than original idea. Officers are sometimes seen as directed by custom, habits, training, and orders from above rather than by thought or reason. Officers at entry level do not have the same lengthy postgraduate education as some other professional groups (like physicians and lawyers), and such advanced education as junior officers do receive is perhaps more in the nature of training than of education, and it may even have the effect of undoing some of the curiosity and creativity that they had acquired as undergraduates.10 Philip Caputo’s experience of the “trade school” pedagogy of the Marine Corps Basic School for second lieutenants may be typical in some ways.11 There is an undeniably anti-intellectual strain in military culture, and even some intelligent officers catch this early on. It is practically a point of honor among officers to be self-deprecating about their intellectual abilities. I was found with a copy of Peter Matthiessen’s Far Tortuga during a vehicle movement while at Officer’s Candidate School, and I remember a gunnery sergeant’s scorn at my reading such “weird civilian bullshit.” I came to share (or at least imitate) some of the military contempt for anything smacking of the artistic or literary. Although as a junior officer I sometimes felt too busy or too tired for reading, the reading habit crept back on me after a year or two of service, as it did for some of my fellow lieutenants. We also acquired the habit of “professional reading,” which the Marine Corps was just beginning to officially endorse in the 1980s, and about which I will have more to say later.


 Considered historically and internationally, military officers constitute a large and very diverse group, and almost inevitably they will include examples of incompetence, stupidity, and even wickedness. A 1935 article in Fortune magazine captured nicely a precocious paradox in the officer persona, the author describing the army officers he met as “a queer mixture of the clergy, the college professor, and the small boy playing Indian”!12 Despite their deficiencies and peculiarities, military officers are generally held in high regard in the United States and much of the world. Their prestige and privileges along with their uniforms and ranks set them apart, and it may seem sometimes that they are above criticism, both from within and outside the armed forces. As an officer advances in rank, and given the very rank-conscious culture of the military, she comes into contact with fewer and fewer people whom she views and who view themselves as qualified to offer real criticism or register serious disagreement. Outside the military, the deference accorded to service members and to officers in particular may be excessive and harmful, as argued by James Fallows in his much-circulated article, “The Tragedy of the American Military.”13 Absence perhaps makes the deference greater. The American military concentration in a few southern and western states, its sequestration on large bases, and its frequent deployments mean that fewer Americans (and even fewer Europeans, whose military establishments are proportionately much smaller) have as a neighbor someone who is in the armed forces or is even a veteran. In the officer ranks especially, there is a tendency for certain families to send their sons and daughters into the service, while large segments of the society have seen no recent military experience.


 WHAT ARE OFFICERS?


 Especially given the common deficit in knowledge of the military, it might be useful to define the term “officer,” to delineate the officer’s historical origins, significance, and societal role. The term “officer” has a common root with the words “office” and “official.” As such, it connotes a person who holds a public position, usually within a hierarchy, and involving a degree of authority. The term “officership” has been coined to encompass the condition and defining traits of being an officer.14 Two aspects of officership are central. These are leadership and the status of the officer as a member of a profession. The theory and practice of leadership on the part of officers will be discussed at length throughout this work. The idea of officership as a profession will occupy us next.


 The idea of a profession has been explicated by sociologists and other scholars over the past century. In the years after World War II, writers like Morris Janowitz and Samuel Huntington discussed the senses in which military officers were members of a profession.15 Members of a profession are distinguished from those in other types of occupation by certain factors. They are generally the products of a combination of higher education and advanced professional education and training. They combine expertise with a humane appreciation of the nature and import of their work and are ideally motivated by an ethos of service. In return for their demonstrable expertise and professional ethos, members of a profession are granted a high degree of respect and autonomy by their societies. Although they may work within an organization, individual members of a profession are thought to possess “portable” capabilities that free them from complete reliance on a bureaucracy. Professional communities are generally permitted to set their own standards for entry and advancement. Medicine is perhaps the “poster child” of professions, with physicians in the lead. The law and lawyers occupy a somewhat disreputable place in the professional pantheon. Other members include the clergy, educators, scientists, engineers, architects, and some highly qualified business and government workers. A profession, and membership in a profession, ultimately resides in a combination of knowledge, belief, and the means used to generate
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