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A senior officer once told me this trne
story: While serving in Vietnam as a cap-
1ain it command of a rifle company, he
faced the ultimate test of loyalty, He was
given orders by his battalion commander
that would soon take his unit into com-
bat. But after hearing the operations
order, he perceived tactical flaws in his
boss’s plan and emphatically told him
why. The battalion commander chose to
discount his objections and ordered him
to comply. When the combat operation
had been executed, many of the soldiers
within the captain’s command were
either dead or wounded.

The captain in this story did what many
of us would do: After voicing his honest
objections to what he felt was a flawed
plan, he loyally executed his orders. But
was he right? And can “‘right’”’ be meas-
ured in terms of lives alone?

These questions beg for answers, but
no meaningful answers are possible, We
can only make subjective judgments.
Another question comes immediately to
mind. Was the battalion commander’s
judgment really wrong or as Carl von
Clausewitz might have asked, ““Was he
caught in the fog of war?’' After all, the
conduct of war is calculated risk in which
not all possibilities can be foreseen. Or
was the battalion commander, in this in-
stance, just unlucky?

There is another question here that
must be examined: To whom does a
subordinate commander owe his greater
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loyalty in the situation described? To his
commander or to the soldiers he com-
mands? These questions strike at the very
heart of command, and yet they are
rarely examined in contemporary
military literature. And since the discus-
sion of loyalty is-often a5 emotional and
personal as it is professional, most of us
have deep feelings concerning the subject.

Loyalty to those of us who share the
profession of arms is the most important,
most often misunderstood, and without
question the most enigmatic of the traits
considered essential in a good soldier.
No military leader can hope to train an
effective unit in peacetime or wartime
without the loyalty of his subordinates.
But what is this quality and why is it so
important?

TIE THAT BINDS

A working definition of loyalty for the
purposes of this article is the following!
The patriotic, professional, and emotion-
al tie that binds a person (a soldier) to
something (the United States) or some-
one (a soldier’s leaders). Loyalty is
demanded of soldiers of all ranks. But
loyalty to whom or what?

First, as soliders we all swear an cath
to *‘support and defend the Constitution
of the United States.'* Therefore, let us
start with the Constitution.

We as soldiers owe our first loyaity to

the ideals embodied in this document.
These ideals are often summed up by the
single word ““liberty.”” We elect politi- -
cians to govern us and to “‘protect and
preserve’ the liberty that we consider so
precious. The Congress, with the author-
ity vested in it by the Tonstitution, raises
armed forces as the instrument best suit-
ed for protecting and preserving that
liberty. The Constitution also appoints
the President as the Commander in Chief
of those armed forces. And so begins the
chain of command,

But the thread that binds us all is the
thread of loyalty that is best represented
in the first three words of the Constitu-
tion, ““We the people.” A soldier’s loy-
alty starts here. We as soldiers are the
instruments of that decument and of the
collective will of our people. On the basis
of the ideals set forth in the Constitution,
then, we risk our lives and subordinate
our wills to the execution of the military
means that are deemed appropriate to the
ultimate preservation of the republic.

But since all human beings are flawed,
so is all human endeavor, especially in
the conduct of war. As a result, there are
no perfect documents. The Constitution
has been modified {clarified) many times
by the Bill of Rights and by the decisions
handed down over the years by the
Supreme Court. And there are no per-
fect commanders. Yet our profession
demands that we strive for perfection
because lives hang in the balance.
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Like a surgeon, a combat leader can
ill afford to make mistakes. But unlike
the surgeon, who has a quiet operating
room, years of training and experience,
and generous resources, the combat
loader often conducts his operations
under the most adverse conditions, in
many cases without significant experi-
ence, and never with the resources he
would like to have at his disposal.

Aside from those who have served in
the position, nobody can truly understand
the awesome responsibilities .of a com-
bat leader. Even in peacetime, leadership
places enormous burdens on a soldier.
Attempting to train a unit for combat—
given the ime-CORSIRAIALS, TESQUICE £Car-
cities, and persoane! limitations—is a
24-hour-a-day and seven-day-a-week
job.

Where does loyalty fit into this equa-
tion? In fact, it doesn’t, because toyalty
cannot be quantified. Tt can’t be slipped
in neatly between operations and mainte-
nance. But loyalty is, without question,

the single most important Auman quality
that makes a unit work,

Two things seem to influence loyalty
more than others—competence and car-
ing. Competence is something that can
be learned. Since we have what many
consider the best-educated officers and
NTOs in the world today, let us assume
that most of those who lead our Army to-
day are competent. But what about car-
ing? Can one truly learn to care about
what is essentially a group of strangers,
at least initially?

Caring about subordinates is, without
question, essential in building that intan-
gible bond of loyalty. Caring too littte for
his subordinates will have a devastating
effect on a unit's command climate—that
intangible feeling of well being that a
soldier develops as a member of 2 high-
quality military organization. At the tac-
tical level, it is not only loyalty to the
Constitution that makes a unit run but
loyalty to one’s comrades and leaders.

A leader who does not care about his

subordinates, or who cares too little, can-
not build that intangible bridge that is so
important. Instead, he must walk the
tightrope between mission and men. The
responsibility borne by a leader in this
context is without equal in any other pro-
fession; the cost of 2 wrong decision must
sometimes be measured in terms of lives
and mauled bodies.

At the other end of the tightrope is mis-
sion accomplishment, which is no less
important. In combat, a leader’s deci-
stons are generally judged correct by his
superiors if, in the end, the mission is ac-
complished. The cost in terms of lives is
subordinated to the greater good of the
whole—meaning the larger organization’s
mission and ultimately that of the nation.

On the other hand, it is possible for a
leader to care too much, and this is equat-
ly dangerous. A leader who cares too
deeply for his soldiers tuns the risk of
becoming emotionally involved with the
people he may, in turn, have to expose
to their potential deaths. The emotional
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traumi that leader expericnces, broughi
aboit by feelings of ultimate responsibil-
ity. cun be crushing and can make him
neftective as u leader.

Watking this ughtrepe saccesstully
depends upon the individual leader’s

" human as well as professional qualitics.
Aside from developing his own compe-
tenee. lus most important goal shuuld be
the establishment of the tes of Joyaly
upon which trust grows. [t is almost ax-
wmatic that o leader who s not Jrusted
wiil not hold thut position ot respon-
sibility for long or function elfectively i
it while he docs.

Some of us may have known leaders
who seemed to equate heing loyal subor-
dinutes with being ““yes men.™ Percep-
tien. of course, 1s not always reality, but
it must be understood that what superiors
and subordinates alike perceive is often
reality for e, Therefore, just as he
must establish 2 good retationship with
fis subordinates, he must also estublish
a relatonship with his superiors that is
loyal yet wholly professional.

A loyal subordinate can be defined as
one who states his opinion candidly but
who loyally executes his superiors’
orders as though they were his own. Any
soldier who strives to live up to the pre-
cepts of this definition knows the pit-
falls—in some cases, his own subordi-
aates will view him as a “*yes man™ or
worse,

To keep such perceptions from becom-
mg the reality for his subordinates. a
leader must loyally support his subordi-

nates. [ fus Joyvai support w thens that
CNCOUTRZCS mitiate, fargives honest er-
rors, and noturn develops loyalty in
them Loyalty 15 never given, thoughs it
isearned A leader whe demands the sup-
port of his subordinates but fajls 1o
support thent s a fool This may mean
supporting them i some cases even i he
believes they are wiong. Leaders should
cncourage their sebordinates and avoid
being negative at all costs

Counseling 1 a key to developing loyal
relationships  Unfornunaely,  though,
counseling has come to have a negative
connotation i the Army. But counseling
sessons, formal and informal, that con-
centrate on the positive aspects of a
subordinate leader's performance culti-
vate the tie that binds

In the best mterests of both the indi-
vidual and the orgunization, those who,
m the teader’s view, will never make the
grade have to be relieved of the respon-
sibilities of leadership. Any ofticer or
nonconnissioned officer who has had to
“fire™" a subordinate leader knows how
difficult it can be Yet the officer or
NCO’s first loyulty within his organiza-
tion must be to the unit as a whele and
not to individuals, Again, lives may hang
in the balance.

In summary, there are few more emo-
tionally chaiged subjects in our service
than loyalty. But the essential truths are
these:

¢ Genuine foyalty cannot be bought or
sofd. Tt can only be given freely, and
therein lies its greatest value,

* Loyalty 15 a two-way street. Leaders
who went their subordintes” loyaity have
o cwn it

¢ The only way to carn their loyaity is
by first bemg loyal 1o them. An officer
nr NCO must stand up fer his
subordinates.

* The loyalty that a lcader owes to his
superiars s directly related to his toyal-
ty to the nation and his oath.

Despite all of the issues that have been
raised. though, and regardless of person-
al feedings, undess a directive 1 illegal or
tnmoral, a superior’s orders must be loy-
ally obeyed. A leader can take issue with
his boss and. if time allows, even go over
his head. But for a feader in combat. time
will be a tuxury. Ultimately, the oath he
takes must take precedence over his per-
sonal feclings or professional opinions.
In the final analysis, loyalty to his nation
outweighs all other considerations,

Finally, returning to the captain who
told me about his test of loyalty with his
battalion commander and his decision to
folluw orders that he did not agree with,
it is difficult to see how he could have
done otherwise.

Major Robert B. Adoiph, Jr,, recently
volunteered for United Nations Military
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previously Deputy Chief, Special Operations
Proponency Ofiice, John F. Kennedy Special
Warfarg Center and School at Forl Bragg. His
articles and book reviews have appeared in
numerous publications.

Map Course Distances

Setting up a good map-reading course
is tough work. If you're lucky, you hyve
one nearby that has been checked for ac-
caracy and guarantced correct. But you
may not be that lucky. especially it you
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arc in an Army Reserve or National
Guard unit. And even if there 1s a course
nearby, you may not he able o use it
when you want lo- another unit may
have paonty. the schedaling may not

work with your unit's training plan, or
the course just isn’t suitable for the kind
of map-reading training you want to
conduct,

Whatever the reason, one day you may




