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 NOVEMBER 2022

Editorial: Happy 247th Birthday!
 The approach of 10 November, the date we Marines mark as the anniversary 
of the founding of our Corps, always provides an opportunity for refl ection. We 
refl ect on the storied history and long legacy of “Marines grown gray in war.” We 
refl ect on our brothers and sisters-in-arms who made the ultimate sacrifi ce in the 
service of Corps and country. We refl ect on those still serving and the challenges 
they will face in the future. The content in this month’s Gazette is intended to 
inform and promote critical thinking and refl ection in all three of these areas.
 In addition to the Commandant’s 247th birthday message on page 4 and 
the articles highlighted on our cover, including the winners of this year’s LtGen 
Bernard E. “Mick” Trainor Writing Award, we off er a broad range of writing on 
today’s most salient topics. Refl ecting back on the history of the Corps and how it 
may be used to educate Marines and leaders going forward, you will fi nd “It’s Not 
Either/Or but How” on page 8 by Dr. Paul Gelpi and Dr. Bradford Wineman of the 
Marine Corps University faculty. Other articles in this combined area of history 
informing PME include “Trained to Go on Liberty” by Mr. Peter S. D’Arpa on 
page 14 and “Providing Your Own AI” by Dr. Matthew J. Flynn on page 20. 
 Sections dedicated to leadership, talent management and the spiritual health 
and resilience of the Marines who make up our Corps form the majority of this 
month’s articles. Highlights covering the fi rst areas include on page 36 “Social 
Media and the Fragility of Public Perception” by 1stLt Cameron Edinburgh, 
“Creating a Pathway for Lateral Entry” by Capt Kevin N. Byington on page 42, 
and “The Accidental Marine Corps Commander” by frequent contributor Maj 
Brian Kerg on page 44. Spiritual fi tness insights are highlighted in “Neglecting 
the Spiritual and Mental Fitness of the Force” by Maj Shawn F. Carian on page 70 
and “Spiritual Readiness in the Age of EABO” by CDR David A. Daigle, et al. on 
page 72. The manpower management policies and practices that make ideas like 
leadership and talent management manifest in the lives of Marines fall under the 
functional area of personnel administration. Rounding out this material we off er 
“Administration in the Reserves” by LtCol Adam Bonifant on page 88 and “Fixing 
Correspondence” by Capt Charles Borinstein on page 91.
 Refl ecting on the challenges and opportunities facing Marines in the future, we 
continue the ongoing discourse on Future Force Design and Modernization and 
the related area of Naval Integration. Highlights here include on page 55 “Force 
Design and Operational-Level Logistics” by LtCol Kevin Chunn and on page 63 
“Integrating into the Naval Fight” by 1stLt Jonathan Dennler.  
 On behalf of your Professional Association and the staff  of the Gazette, we wish 
all Marines and friends of the Corps a Happy 247th Birthday. Semper Fidelis!
    Christopher Woodbridge
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MESSAGE FROM THE COMMANDANT

10 November 2022

A MESSAGE FROM THE COMMANDANT OF THE MARINE CORPS

70 years ago, Army Major General Frank E. Lowe was quoted as saying, “The safest place 
in Korea was right behind a platoon of Marines. Lord, how they could fi ght.” That testimonial rings 
as true now as it did then, and will remain so tomorrow. As we celebrate the 247th anniversary of 
our Corps’ founding, we refl ect on nearly two and a half centuries of exceptional prowess, while also 
taking objective stock of where we are today and how we will prepare for future battlefi elds. Our 
birthday provides us a chance to focus on the one thing common to our success in the past, present, 
and future: the individual Marine. Victories are not won because of technology or equipment, but 
because of our Marines. 

Since 1775, Marines have fought courageously and tenaciously in every confl ict our country 
has faced. Through the Revolution, the Spanish-American War, World Wars in Europe and the 
Pacifi c, confl icts in Korea and Vietnam, and operations in the Middle East, Marines consistently 
earned a reputation as the world’s elite fi ghting force. We inherit and take pride in this reputation, 
evolved over time by Marines acquitting themselves with honor and distinction on every battlefi eld 
in every clime and place. Battlefi elds change, and Marines have always adapted to the environment 
and the changing character of war—but the reason we fi ght and win is immutable. It’s the individual 
warfi ghters, and their love for each other, that makes our Corps as formidable a force today as it has 
been for the past 247 years. It’s our ethos and our unapologetic resolve to be the most capable and 
lethal fi ghting force that sets us apart from the rest.

Current events around the world remind us that peace is not guaranteed. While we are 
justifi ably proud of our past and pay tribute to the remarkable warfi ghters who came before us, we 
understand that the stories of yesterday cannot secure our freedom tomorrow. We must be ready 
to respond when our Nation calls. It falls on Marines who are in uniform today to write the next 
chapter of our Corps. The solemn responsibility of maintaining our illustrious warfi ghting legacy 
rests upon your shoulders. I know that you are up to that task. The battlefi elds of tomorrow are 
uncertain. The future characteristics of warfare are uncertain. But one thing is certain—wherever 
Marines are called, they will fi ght and win—today, tomorrow, and into the future 

Happy 247th Birthday, Marines! 
                                                                         Semper Fidelis,

   David H. Berger
                                                                General, U.S. Marine Corps
                                                                      Commandant of the Marine Corps
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Letters

“The MSSLG, A Hybrid LCE for 
the Future”
2 Maj Parker does an excellent job pro-
viding a template for the MLG reorga-
nization, addressing concerns related to 
both personnel and equipment readi-
ness shortfalls. However, the proposal 
fails to identify how the organization is 
tailored to support the Commandant’s 
Planning Guidance and Force Design 
objectives. Developing an improved 
organizational construct must first and 
foremost consider the operational units 
being supported, the missions assigned, 
the command relationships, and once 
this baseline is determined, then and only 
then, developing the construct of those 
individual units. I argue that Maj Parker’s 
position changes based on additional 
strategic guidance received from the time 
the article was written. Focusing on sus-
taining a 3.0 Marine Littoral Regiment 
and 3.0 MEU presence while achieving a 
1:3 deployment to dwell pushes the reader 
toward a different solution.  
 The proposed 1st and 2d MLG (at-
tached) construct, created as a result of the 
CMC-directed Force Design Integrated 
Planning Teams, answers many of the 
concerns outlined by Maj Parker. This 
alternative includes a headquarters bat-
talion to provide internal support to the 
MLG, allowing the other battalions to 
focus outward on support to the Marine 
Littoral Regiment and MEU missions. 
This recommended approach focuses 
on the primary unit of employment, the 
2030 Combat Logistics Battalion (CLB). 
The CLB has an increased capability 
providing for all six functions of tactical 
logistics. It is a more senior, second-term 
Marine heavy battalion with intermediate 
maintenance and supply capabilities. Ad-
ditionally, the CLB has a significant EOD 
component and a larger, more capable 
health services element. Understanding 
this construct is necessary to then develop 
the MLG that supports this primary unit 
of employment. There are eight CLBs in 
both 1st and 2d MLG, four designated 
as MLR CLBs and four as MEU CLBs. 
Each of these groups falls under an O-6 
CLR command, allowing adequate span 
of control and focus on their specific roles.  

 The Distribution Support Battalion, 
a combination of the existing Transpor-
tation Battalion and Landing Support 
Battalion, provides the building blocks 
for future distribution capabilities within 
the CLB. Additionally, the Material 
Readiness Battalion, combining Supply 
and Maintenance Battalions, fills the 
same function allowing for a training 
ground to build the more experienced 
force, assigned to the CLB in subsequent 
tours. The Engineer Support Battalion 
construct is under development, pending 
outputs from the upcoming Naval Expe-
ditionary Force Engineering Integrated 
Planning Team. The Integrated Planning 
Team will consider how the Engineer 
Support Battalion supports the Pioneer 
Battalion and other engineering require-
ments for the MAGTF.  
 The success or failure of any future 
MLG construct is dependent on imple-
mentation of Logistics MOS Talent 
Management initiatives, ensuring a 
minimized footprint without sacrificing 
capability. Furthermore, the realization 
of a 100 percent manning for FMF units 
with a managed staffing process executed 
by Manpower and Reserve Affairs is 
required. It will become necessary for 
logisticians to serve initial tours in the re-
imagined functional battalions, gaining 
the experience necessary to fulfill future 
assignments within the primary unit of 
employment, the CLB. Failure to employ 
in this manner will relegate the MLG to 
continued task organization rather than 
units achieving unity of effort and conti-
nuity through all phases of their employ-
ment: pre-deployment, deployment, and 
post-deployment.

Marc J. Godfrey

More on Armenia and Azerbaijan
2 I visited Armenia ten years ago. This 
area was and remains a complex region 
having complicated regional and inter-
national ties and underlying cultural 
divides. Fghting in this environment is 
difficult. Drone warfare is a linch-pin 
capability. Azerbaijan has leveraged new 
technology and training. Armenia, on the 
other hand, has relied on legacy systems 

and training. The Armeniam Govern-
ment needs to invest in emergent technol-
ogy and training capabilities if they are 
going to continue to compete and contest 
recent Azeri gains in what will inevitably 
be an ongoing conflict.

Mike Janay

Dissent
2 I am impressed with 2ndLt Daly’s 
piece in the September 2022 edition on 
Dissent Done Right. I’m not aware of 
any large institution organization that 
not only allows but encourages the newly 
hired (private or 2nd lieutenant) to offer 
opinions, recommendations, or thoughts 
on how better the company could run 
and operate. COL Yingling USA (Ret) 
had sobering writing about not to chal-
lenge authority. It worked both ways in 
my career. The very sad thing here is that 
it effects our politicians, mainly Sena-
tor Lindsey Graham. He stated recently 
that he had “to try to be relevant.” This 
regarding his switch from having noth-
ing to do with the former president to 
fawning over him. The troubling part 
here is that he, and all Marines, take the 
required, very similar oaths. Sometimes 
you know the price you might pay, some-
times you don’t. Col Gordon Batcheller 
(Ret) wrote years ago in this magazine 
that we should not worry about doing 
what’s right if assigned to HQMC just as 
we would not worry about doing what’s 
right in a firefight. That stayed with me all 
these years.

Maj John H Thompson, USMC(Ret)
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In 2004, then Professor of National 
Security at Command and Staff 
College, Janeen Klinger published 
an article entitled, “Academics and 

Professional Military Education,” in 
which she advocated for “the renewed ur-
gency for broader liberal arts education 
at professional military schools (PME) 
for mid-level officers.”2 This broadening 
should include an extended variety of 
disciplines to include political science, 
history, as well as anthropology to better 
comprehend the context in which war 
is fought. The faculties of PME institu-
tions should also be recruited from an 
equally broad intellectual background 
to overcome the rigidity of “disciplin-
ary boundaries” for the overall educa-
tional experience.3 Providing students 
with different lenses through which to 
view issues, therefore, should facilitate 
learning, and with-it critical thinking 
and creative problem solving while 
educating students on the complexity 
of modern war.
 Almost two decades later, in May 
2020, the Joint Staff released Developing 
Today’s Joint Officers for Tomorrow’s Ways 
of War: The Joint Chiefs of Staff Vision 
and Guidance for Professional Military 
Education & Talent Management and 
a revised Officer Professional Military 
Education Policy. Along with MCDP 7, 

Learning, issued in February 2020, these 
documents renewed the conversation on 
the appropriate curricula for and role of 
history in professional military educa-
tion. The liveliness of the conversation 
suggested an eagerness within PME to 
take up the task identified by the Joint 
Chiefs in their conclusion that, “the pro-
found and rapidly changing character 
of war in the 21st century compels us 
to transform our leader development to 
maintain our competitive advantage and 
successfully prepare for the emerging 
ways of war our Nation could face.”4

 Yet much of the discussion focused 
on the role of history within PME with 
commentators suggesting that PME 
needed both less and more history as 
well as weighing in on how history is 
taught.5 Irrespective of the arguments 
made and conclusions reached, the 
discussion underscored the centrality 
of history to PME curricula and high-
lighted the importance of finding an 
intellectually responsible approach to 
how it is taught. We propose that fram-
ing discussions of PME curricula in an 
either/or dichotomy of history or social 
science is counterproductive, as both are 
needed to develop the well-informed, 
continually inquisitive, critically think-
ing professionals the Nation requires to 
win its wars in an ever-changing, com-
plex national security environment. 
The discussion, instead, should focus 
on how history and the social sciences 
are most effectively and appropriately 

incorporated into PME curricula. As an 
interdisciplinary approach with a foun-
dation in history, War Studies offers a 
way forward.
 Central to War Studies is an exami-
nation of the socio-cultural, economic, 
and political contexts for conflict from 
insurgencies and terrorism to limited 
and total wars, whether they be those 
of great powers or the more common 
ones between lesser powers. In this re-
gard, a War Studies approach reflects the 
intellectual premise of Command and 
Staff College, and the Marine Corps writ 
large, that while the nature of war is im-
mutable, the character of war evolves.6 
War Studies, in turn, considers conflict 
within an interdisciplinary framework 
that incorporates the humanities and 
social sciences.
 All too often military history is 
equated with the study of battles and 
campaigns in an intellectual vacuum 
outside the surrounding social and po-
litical context. And any history without 
context is incomplete. The “new mili-
tary history” of the 1980s shifted the 
intellectual focus away from battles and 
campaigns to the larger socio-cultural 
and political context for conflict and 
war.7 Yet such an intellectual shift did 
not occur concurrently in PME.
 Likewise, military history is used 
often to validate a contemporary ar-
gument, concept, or doctrine. In an 
educational environment in which the 
primary focus is the preparation of mili-

It’s Not Either/Or but How
A “war studies” approach to history in PME

by Dr. Paul Gelpi & Dr. Bradford Wineman

>Dr. Gelpi is a Professor of Military History, the War Studies Department Head, 
Communications Program Coordinator, and former Operational Art Course Direc-
tor at Command and Staff College, Marine Corps University. 

>>Dr. Wineman is a Professor of Military History and former War Studies Depart-
ment Head and Operational Art Course Director at Command and Staff College, 
Marine Corps University. 

“Wisdom in war comes 
from experience, and 
the greatest source of 
experience for an officer 
is military history.” 1

—LtGen Paul K.
Van Riper (Ret)
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tary professionals to fight and, hopefully, 
win the Nation’s wars, the temptation is 
ever present to focus on specific events 
that offer analogies to the present. Do-
ing so, it is argued, suggests solutions 
to contemporary problems and demon-
strates the relevance of history. Yet the 
knowledge of the intricacies of a single 
battle or campaign in a war without a 
corresponding knowledge of the socio-
political and cultural context of the war 
will do little to facilitate the student’s 
understanding either of that war or war 
and conflict more broadly. 
 As war is inherently a personal and 
political endeavor, the value of history 
to the military professional is in under-
standing the cultural, economic, politi-
cal, and social context in which military 
operations are conducted and wars are 
fought, as absent that understanding vic-
tory may prove elusive. The importance 
of history, therefore, is in facilitating an 
individual’s acquisition of a historical 
mind for as Eliot Cohen, in his 2005 
Orbis article, “The Historical Mind and 
Military Strategy,” offered, “it is a well-
traveled mind that appreciates the vari-
ability of people and places, conditions 
and problems; it avoids overreliance on 
‘lessons learned.’” Cohen, moreover, cor-
rectly argued that “the historical educa-
tion of civilian and military strategists 
is more, not less, important in an age of 
rapid change.”8

 When Command and Staff College 
began a zero-based curriculum review 
in 2012, the conversation evolved into 
an intellectual discussion among faculty 
on the utility and application of history 
within PME that led to the establish-
ment of the War Studies Department.9 
A foundational concept for a War Stud-
ies curriculum is the idea of the histori-
cal mind or “thinking historically.” In 
his Orbis article, Cohen observed, “as 
important as the study of history for 
military strategists is the acquisition 
of the historical mind—that is, a way 
of thinking that uses history as a mode 
of inquiry.” For Cohen, “the historical 
mind will detect differences as much as 
similarities between cases, avoiding false 
analogies, and look for the key questions 
to be asking. It will look for continuity 
but also for more important discontinui-
ties; it will look for linkages between data 

points, but not be too quick to attribute 
causation.”10 A holistic consideration of 
war, therefore, is necessary to develop a 
military professional’s historical mind. 
 A historical mind should not be con-
fused with George Santayana’s oft-quot-
ed observation from The Life of Reason: 
Reason in Common Sense (1905), “those 
who cannot remember the past are con-
demned to repeat it.”11 History does not 
repeat. The past and present may have 
similarities, but those similarities mask 
greater differences and a historically 
minded military professional thinks 
critically and, in doing so, will see past 
the similarities to the differences, and 
avoid false analogies. Most importantly, 
they will seek solutions appropriate, as 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) Vision 
emphasized, to the problems faced as 
they “fight under conditions of disrup-
tive change.”12

 In his landmark 1961 lecture, “The 
Use and Abuse of Military History,” 
Michael Howard assessed the pitfalls 
that may accompany the study of mili-
tary history within professional military 
education. More than sixty years later, 
Howard’s assessment continues to ring 
true. He noted that academic historians 
may have a skeptical view of military 
history due to the perception of it as a 
tool of mythmaking, “the creation of 
an image of the past, through careful 
selection and interpretation” either to, 
“to create or sustain certain emotions or 
beliefs.”13 With its propensity to look to 
the past for answers to the present and 
future through the study of battles and 
campaigns, all too often military his-
tory in PME reinforces myths—positive 
and negative—rather than develop a stu-
dent’s historical mind. Howard reminds 
us that it is a historian’s duty “to discover 
and record what those complicated and 
disagreeable realities are” through the 
“critical examination of the ‘myth,’ as-
sessing and discarding its patriotic basis 

and probing deeply into the things it 
leaves unsaid.”14 He warns us that “the 
lessons of history are never clear. Clio 
is like the Delphic oracle: it is only in 
retrospect, and usually too late, that we 
can understand what she was trying to 
say.” To avoid perpetuating myths and 
facilitate a necessary acceptance of un-
certainty, Howard offers “three rules 
of study” for military professionals in 
advising them to study military history 
in width, depth, and context.15 A War 
Studies curriculum, within PME, en-
deavors to do so within the parameters 
of a time-constrained academic program 
of which history is a component rather 
than the focus of students’ professional 
education. In this framework, War Stud-
ies curricula should focus on the first 
and third of Howard’s “three rules of 
study” with an emphasis on the latter: 
context. 
 To do this, within a PME school, 
a War Studies approach should focus 
temporally on the rise of the nation-state 
from the wars of the sixteenth century 
onward. Such an approach is pedagogi-
cally premised in history as a mode of 
inquiry. History does not provide an-
swers to problems whether simple or 
complex. The study of history offers 
an understanding of the trends and 
forces that influence the present, but it 
does not offer readymade solutions to 
the problems that arise from the influ-
ence of those trends and forces. Through 
the study of history, the military pro-
fessional may develop the intellectual 
framework to enhance their cognitive 
capacity to “defeat competitors in con-
tests we have not yet imagined” in ac-
cordance with the JCS Vision.16 War 
Studies does not present history as an 
ex post facto validation of doctrine and 
viewpoints for history’s value is not in 
providing timeless answers to timeless 
questions or validating contemporary 
doctrine. The value of history is in the 
context for the present and future it may 
provide. B.H. Liddell Hart observed in 
his unfinished manuscript, Why Don’t 
We Learn from History? that, “there is 
no excuse for anyone who is not illiterate 
if he is less than three thousand years 
old in mind.”17 The study of history, 
therefore, should develop an individual’s 
historical mind. As Gen James N. Mattis 

... all too often military 
history in PME reinforc-
es myths ...



SEMPER FI

Camp 
Lejeune 
Justice Act

MARINES 
HELPING 
MARINES
Former Sec. Larry D. Hall

Attorney at Law
Wallace & Graham, P.A.

USMC Veteran based at Camp Lejeune

Former Secretary of the North Carolina 
Department of Military and Veterans A�airs
(NCDMVA)

Wallace & Graham, P.A.
Salisbury, North Carolina
1-800-849-5291
www.justiceforcamplejeune.com

https://www.justiceforcamplejeune.com/


12 www.mca-marines.org/gazette Marine Corps Gazette • November 2022

Ideas & Issues (PMe/HIstory)

(Ret) remarked, “thanks to my reading, 
I have never been caught flat-footed by 
any situation, never at a loss for how 
any problem has been addressed (suc-
cessfully or unsuccessfully) before. It 
doesn’t give me all the answers, but it 
lights what is often a dark path ahead.”18 
The objective of a War Studies approach 
is to provide the light to which Mattis 
referred.
 The utility of history in the military 
profession is not to reinforce “how to 
fight.” Analyzing military campaigns 
of the past, especially successful ones, 
without their broader context will only 
light the darkness partially. Often case 
studies and campaign analyses devolve 
into binary assessments of right versus 
wrong, and its many variations. Using 
military history in this way may rein-
force a proclivity to a programmatic 
approach to warfighting in which an 
attempt is made to replicate the successes 
of the past and its nostalgic judgment of 
the present by past standards and the 
desire for the character of war to remain 
unchanging. This is manifest in looking 
to history for lessons to be learned or 
guidance for how to be like Napoleon 
at Jena but not at Waterloo, as well as in 
if only we declared war formally like in 
World War II with its implicit assess-
ment that there is a timeless recipe for 
success.

 Moreover, there is a potential misdi-
agnosis of the ailment in the military 
profession. Despite recent failures, the 
U.S. military remains the gold standard 
for tactical and operational prowess in 
the modern world and continues to be 
the envy and model for all military forces 
in this regard. The U.S. military knows 
and excels at “how to fight” and “how 
to plan.” The ailment, consequently, 
may be whether it can connect the use 
of military force to broader strategies 
and non-military contexts. 

 This is where history writ large comes 
in. In a War Studies curriculum, stu-
dents analyze both the evolution of 
war and warfare over time and, more 
importantly, the integration of both 
into the social, political, cultural, and 
economic context of where and when 
military force is used. Instead of focus-
ing on battles or campaigns, the cur-
riculum utilizes history to examine 

how nations and militaries reacted to 
uncertainty about war in the future and 
how it connected to national aims and 
how was military shaped by national 
priorities, politics, and even cultural 
imperatives. History demonstrates that 
war is not confined to the battlefield or 
the operational planning team. It is a 
broader human experience that the mili-
tary professional needs to comprehend 
and appreciate in how the use of their 
violence fits into the wider dynamic of 
this human experience.

 A War Studies framework, there-
fore, seeks to demonstrate that wars 
are not necessarily won by the smartest 
generals or the most technologically 
advanced militaries, but by those na-
tions and militaries who grasp the 
more holistic changes occurring in the 
world and shape their use of violence 
to these new realities more quickly 
than their adversaries. Consequently, 
it is imperative that faculty, as part of 
a continual assessment process, evalu-
ate, revise, and refine the curriculum 
to reflect changes in the character of 
war and the scholarship. As Michael 
Howard observed in his 1973 lecture 
“Military Science in the Age of Peace,” 
“I am tempted indeed to declare dog-
matically that whatever doctrine the 
Armed Forces are working on now, they 
have got it wrong. I am also tempted 
to declare that it does not matter that 
they have got it wrong, so long as it 
can be corrected quickly.”19 Within a 
time-constrained curriculum, spend-
ing time on a lesson analyzing how 
Napoleon recognized and leveraged 
the phenomena of the French Revo-
lution that could permanently change 
the reality of war itself is more valuable 
to a military professional today than 
analyzing Napoleon’s decision making 
at the Battle of Austerlitz.

It is imperative that all PME faculty and even the most senior visiting lecturers and seminar 
leaders continually assess and revise the insights they share on the changing character of war. 
(Photo by Cpl Demetrius Morgan.)

... wars are not necessarily won by the ... most tech-
nologically advanced militaries, but by those ... who 
grasp the more holistic changes occurring in the world 
... more quickly than their adversaries.
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	 The	JCS	Vision	offers	that	“the	21st	
century	demands	American	officers	be	
far	better	educated	and	more	capable	of	
directing	and	integrating	the	Nation’s	
military	instrument.”20	History	is	an	
invaluable	tool	for	developing	the	in-
tellect	needed	to	answer	the	question	
of	how	military	professionals	may	con-
nect	their	decisions	to	macro-level	op-
erational	and	strategic	concerns	within	
the	social,	political,	cultural,	and	eco-
nomic	environment	in	which	they	are	
operating.	Indeed,	the	study	of	history	
in	a	War	Studies	framework	highlights	
the	differences	rather	than	the	similari-
ties	between	eras	and,	as	such,	facilitates	
military	professionals	in	thinking	criti-
cally	about	the	past,	present,	and	future.	
In	doing	so,	War	Studies	enable	the	de-
velopment	of	the	“strategically	minded,	
critically	 thinking,	and	creative	 joint	
warfighters	skilled	in	the	art	of	war	and	
the	practical	and	ethical	application	of	
lethal	military	power”	that	the	JCS	and	
Nation	demand.21
	 As	the	former	Chief	of	Staff	of	the	
Army,	GEN	Erik	K.	 Shinseki	 (Ret),	
once	 observed,	 “if	 you	 don’t	 like	
change,	you’re	going	to	like	irrelevance	
even	less.”22	To	be	sure,	PME	needs	to	
change	to	meet	the	challenges	of	the	21st	
century	and	the	role	of	history	in	its	var-
ied	curricula	should	be	evaluated	lest	
either	or	both	become	irrelevant.	The	
JCS	Vision	reminds	the	Nation	that	“we	
cannot	afford	to	be	complacent,	nor	can	
we	afford	to	shortchange	PME	institu-
tions.”23
	 Importantly,	there	is	not	a	one-size	
fits	all	method	to	incorporate	history	
into	PME	curricula.	What	is	needed	in	
a	staff	college	is	different	from	what	is	
needed	in	a	war	college	or	in	enlisted	pro-
fessional	military	education;	likewise,	
each	Service	has	its	own	unique	require-
ments	across	the	PME	continuum.	What	
is	certain,	nonetheless,	is	that	military	
history	is	essential	to	PME	and	that	the	
broader	historical	context	for	that	mili-
tary	history	must	be	incorporated	into	
curricula	to	best	prepare	military	profes-
sionals	to	“discern	the	military	dimen-
sions	of	a	challenge”	while	anticipating	
and	leading,	as	the	JCS	Vision	calls	for,	
“rapid	adaptation	and	innovation	dur-
ing	a	dynamic	period	of	acceleration	in	
the	rate	of	change	in	warfare	under	the	

conditions	of	great	power	competition	
and	disruptive	technology.”24
	 A	War	Studies	approach	to	military	
history	in	PME	facilitates	the	matura-
tion	of	historically	minded	military	pro-
fessionals	who	may	understand	best	the	
trends	and	forces	that	drive	change	from	
the	battlefield	to	the	National	Security	
Council	to	the	boardroom	and,	in	so	
doing,	prepare	them	to	meet	the	complex	
and	interconnected	challenges	their	na-
tions’	face.
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T he Marine Corps prizes 
numerous characteristics, 
chief among these are the 
role of leadership, esprit de 

corps, and every Marine a rifleman. 
While these characteristics are present 
in many of the Marine Corps’ brightest 
moments, one wonders what happens 
when Marines lack these characteristics. 
The experience of the 4th Marine Regi-
ment in the Philippines from 1941–1942 
is a strong example of this.
 The 4th Marine Regiment sailed 
for the Philippines in late November 
1941.1 Prior to serving in the Philip-
pines, the 4th Mar was stationed in 
China at Shanghai, Peking, and Tien-
tsin. Their service here earned them 
the nickname of “China Marines.” By 
1940, the Marine garrisons in Peking 
and Tientsin were eliminated, leaving 
only the Shanghai group. ADM Thomas 
C. Hart, Commander in Chief, U.S. Asi-
atic Fleet, fearing Japanese aggression 
ordered the removal of the remaining 
China Marines to Manila in the Phil-
ippines on 27 and 28 November 1941. 
They served in Manila peacefully for one 
week. From 24 to 26 December 1941, the 
Marines were transported to the island 
of Corregidor where they would make 
their last stand.2 The island fell on 5 May 
1942, Marines became prisoners of war 
(POWs), and the 4th Marine Regiment 
ceased to exist.3
 It is important to note here that 29 
Marines who served during that time 
were interviewed between 1983 and 
1996 at the reunions of the American 
Defenders of Bataan and Corregidor. 
The men involved doubtlessly knew 
each other. Their familiarity likely led 
to the creation of informal agreements 
of their collective experience. Whether 
these Marines had an agenda, or whether 
they were simply trying to fill in their 
own memories, does not make their testi-

mony useless. Instead, this acknowledg-
ment allows one to give both credence 
and healthy skepticism to their words. 
This balance, a hallmark of oral history, 
is completely necessary in order to re-
spect both the veterans and the profes-
sion. Thus, this study did not take the 
accounts literally and the analysis and 
synthesis that follows are better for it.
 The overseas experience of the China 
Marines was often characterized as a 
“good duty.”4 Despite the abundance of 
stories recounting their experiences out 
on liberty, many Marines said they were 
not prepared for combat. On the surface, 
this can be attributed to America’s gen-
eral lack of military readiness on the eve 
of World War II. Some of these Marines 
certainly hoped to record the reality of 
their plight for posterity. However, this 
obscures the fact that in 21 interviews, 
every Marine felt let down by the 4th 
Marine Regiment. Thus, their experi-
ences are powerful given the weight 
contemporary Marines place on their 
training, leadership, esprit de corps, and 
readiness.
 Marines reported that they received 
little to no weapons training in Shang-
hai. 1stSgt Robert E. Costello of Baker 
Company, 1st Battalion (B/1/4) remem-
bered that “[our] training consisted of 
little shooting practice, but lots of parade 
marching.”5 Other Marines remembered 
that their most recent rifle firing exercises 
occurred in boot camp. For all the Ma-
rines interviewed, their most recent boot 
camp experience was in the summer of 
1940. This meant that many members 

of 4th Mar had not fired their weapons 
in at least a year. In response to a ques-
tion about weapons training, Fred E. 
Koenig of F/2/4 bluntly stated that the 
4th Marine Regiment was “trained to 
go on liberty.”6

 Not only did the 4th Mar feel they 
lacked sufficient rifle training but they 
also felt they lacked clear and consistent 
communications with their superiors. 
Michael Sofranoff and Charles C. 
Sweatman, of B/1/4 stated that a “caste 
system” existed within the 4th Marine 
Regiment stationed in Shanghai, sug-
gesting a hierarchy that existed outside 
the Marines’ chain of command.7 This 
was problematic because enlisted Ma-
rines perceived themselves as being iso-
lated from their officers and non–com-
missioned officers. Sgt Wendell Garden 
of Headquarters Company, 2d Battalion 
blamed this caste system on the “class 
division between officers and enlisted 
[Marines]” outside of what could be ex-
pected. Enlisted Marines expected their 
officers to be present, to physically lead 
their men in their daily tasks, whether it 
was physical training, informative brief-
ings, or simply being seen around base. 
Enlisted men also expected the respect 
of their officers. Despite military hier-
archies, they were all still Marines. The 
officers of 4th Mar did not seem to live 
up to the expectations of their men. The 
interviewees often described officers as 
“booze hounds,” disdainful of enlist-
ed Marines, and generally negligent in 
their various leadership responsibilities.8 
While some of these statements depict 

Trained to Go on Liberty
Leadership, survival, and the 4th Marine Regiment in the Philippines

by Mr. Peter S. D’Arpa

>Mr. D’Arpa is a PhD candidate at West Virginia University where he studies 19th 
century and 20th century U.S. History, American Empire, Memory, and War and So-
ciety. His current research is on the experience of Black soldiers during the Spanish-
American War and Philippine Insurrection. Coming from a family of Marines, he is 
excited and humbled that the Marine Corps Gazette is the site of his first publication.



 www.mca-marines.org/gazette 15Marine Corps Gazette • November 2022

typical enlisted grumblings, later expe-
riences in the Philippines and as POWs 
reinforce the notion that the enlisted 
men of 4th Mar felt isolated and unpre-
pared for combat. 
 Upon their arrival in the Philippines, 
the 4th Marine Regiment was dispersed 
between Olongapo Naval Yard, Cavite 
Naval Yard, the city of Manila, and the 
Maquinaya Rifle Range. Despite being 
stationed at a rifle range, none of the Ma-
rines interviewed recalled practicing on 
it. These positions required little work 
prior to the outbreak of war. Many Ma-
rines recalled a daily routine of guard 
duty followed by idleness.9 They only 
had a week to acclimate to their new 
surroundings before the war began.
 Around 0400 on 8 December 1941, 
the men of 4th Mar woke to air raid si-
rens, though on this morning no bomb-
ing followed for the Marines. Many 
simply ignored the puzzling sound and 
rolled over.10 Others asked, “what the 
hell is that?” To which Michael Sofranoff 
replied, “it’s the general alarm.”11 Upon 
staggering out of their makeshift bar-
racks, the Marines formed up in front of 
their battalion commander. They wore 
half-put-on uniforms, undershirts, or 
no shirts. Their ranks were staggered 
and lazy. Their commanding officers 
kept the meetings short. They spoke 
long enough to tell their men that the 
Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor and war 
was declared. Arthur Beale, a sailor at-
tached to 4th Mar at that time, noted 
that after the formation everyone “went 
about [their] business as though nothing 
was happening.”12 
 Starting on 10 December, flights of 
Japanese bombers began attacking Ma-
rine Corps positions. The bombers flew 
in three large v-shaped formations of eigh-
teen planes each. The bombers circled 
the island of Luzon once, then moved 
in to hit their targets.13 Marines on the 
ground remembered looking up and 
seeing “sticks of bombs” fall noiselessly 
through the air.14 Initially, the American 
forces were caught by surprise. Paul Gra-
ham remembered a sailor who asked him 
what the Japanese planes dropped. Upon 
seeing several explosions at the naval yard, 
Graham remarked, “they aren’t pennies 
from heaven!” and dragged the sailor into 
the nearest slit trench.15 

 In that first strike, both naval bases at 
Cavite and Olongapo were hit. In addi-
tion, a squadron of PBY Catalina flying 
boats stationed in Manila Bay was swift-
ly annihilated.16 Ammunition bunkers 
detonated, and fuel reserves burned 
bright into the night. Marines tried to 
fire back with rifles and machineguns 
to no avail. Even the four anti-aircraft 
batteries of 4th Mar were ineffective. 

These guns were obsolete and unable 
to hit the Japanese aircraft.17 PFC Je-
rome Perlman remembered manning 
the range finder for Battery C, 4th Mar. 
Perlman’s anti-aircraft gun could fire 
shells out to a maximum range of 14,000 
feet, but Japanese aircraft flew well above 
that.18 On occasion, Japanese fighters 
came down to lower altitudes to con-
duct what Wilfred Mensching of Battery 
C (M/3/4) referred to as “glide bomb-
ing.” Glide bombing, as Mensching 
explained, was when a Japanese fighter 
made a shallow dive toward an American 

position. This stood in stark contrast to 
the higher, steep angled dives, common 
to dive bombers of the period.19 Men-
shing remembered one instance where 
his gun in Battery C scored a direct hit 
on a “glide bombing Zero.” The plane 
turned into “a literal ball of flame” and 
crashed. That was the last of the Japanese 
glide bombing.20 Despite achieving mi-
nor victories across the island of Luzon, 
the Marines knew their efforts were fu-
tile. On 24 December, as GEN Douglas 
MacArthur invoked War Plan Orange 
3, the commanders of 4th Mar gathered 
their forces at Manila Bay and shipped 
their men to the port of Mariveles on 
the Bataan Peninsula or to the fortress 
island of Corregidor known commonly 
as “the Rock.”
 The island of Corregidor is shaped 
like a tadpole with the tail facing east, 
toward Manila, and the head facing west 
toward the open ocean. Between the 
head and the tail runs a small mountain 
with two tunnels. The larger of the two 
tunnels, the Malinta Tunnel, became 
headquarters for the remainder of the 
U.S. Forces in the Philippines. West of 
Malinta Tunnel, the island had three 
plateaus referred to as Topside, Middle-
side, and Bottomside. The men of 4th 
Mar were garrisoned at the Middleside 
Barracks. The Marines were promised 

An aerial photograph of the rocky island of Corregidor in 1941, home to the underground 
headquarters of Fort Mills. This view from the east shows the narrow peninsula on which Japa-
nese invasion forces landed. (Photo: U.S. Army DVIDS.)

Initially, the American 
forces were caught by 
surprise.
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by their offi  cers that these barracks were 
“bomb proof,” though few Marines 
believed them. Many Marines instead 
chose to sleep in their foxholes.21

 While the Marines were idle in their 
positions on Luzon and Bataan, things 
were not so on Corregidor. Through-
out March and April 1942, Marines 
maintained a fl urry of activity to pre-
pare defenses. Despite their work ethic 
many Marines perceived themselves to 
be leaderless.22 PFC Ernest J. Bales of 
H/2/4 stated that 4th Mar leadership 
“hid in Malinta Tunnel.”23 Paul Gra-
ham reinforced Bales’ statement saying 
“we didn’t see very much of the offi  -
cers at all.” Graham added that it was a 
common sight to see groups of offi  cers 
standing just outside Malinta Tunnel 
smoking. Marines would take bets as 
to which offi  cer would be the fi rst to 
run inside the tunnel upon hearing a 
Japanese plane. This performance was 
not unique to Marine offi  cers. Several 
Marines remembered seeing GEN Mac-
Arthur’s car leave Malinta Tunnel at 
the fi rst sign of an air raid. MacArthur 
would pick up his wife and child then 
return to the tunnel in a cloud of smoke. 
It seemed all military leadership on Cor-
regidor was negligent and selfi sh.24

 Robert W. Ehrhart of M/3/4 stated 
that while the Malinta Tunnel was sup-
posed to protect general offi  cers like Mac-
Arthur and his senior commanders, 
company and platoon commanders also 
preferred the protection of the tunnel to 
their command posts.25 Moreover Eh-
rhart and other Marines remembered the 
demoralizing eff ect of passing by vacant 
command posts which were prepared for 
their offi  cers by enlisted Marines. In ad-
dition, Ehrhart stated that not only did 
the offi  cers hide in Malinta Tunnel, but 
they did not give out any orders to the 
Marines in their charge. As a result “they 
[the Marines] were pretty much on our 
own” in constructing beach defenses.26

 In the absence of offi  cers Marines 
acted on their own, laid out barbed wire, 
dug fox holes, set up machineguns, and 
created ammo caches. In spite of this, 
some Marines, like Leland H. Mont-
gomery of the 4th Mar Band, felt that 
“a troop of Girl Scouts could beat their 
way through something like that” when 
referring to the beach defenses.27 1stSgt 

Costello noted that several positions, 
notably Denver Battery on the eastern 
end of the island, were positions in name 
only.28 They lacked equipment, man-
power, and ammunition well before the 
Japanese invasion. In Shanghai and the 
Philippines, the men of 4th Mar felt iso-
lated from their command structure; on 
Corregidor, they saw the manifestation 
of their isolation fi rsthand. 
 Isolation from their commanders was 
not the only issue aff ecting the men of 
4th Mar. The island of Corregidor was 
under constant bombardment from 27 
January to 5 March 1942. The shelling 
destroyed many of the island’s fortifi -
cations, buildings, and communica-
tions networks. The bombardment 
also destroyed Marines’ foxholes. This 
is signifi cant given the commentary of 
LtCol Orval J. Corriveau who stated, 
“You’ve lost everything when you lose 
your foxhole. You fi gure that’s your safe 
place and you go there and it’s not there 
anymore.”29 The reference to the foxhole 
as a “safe place” is important because it 
suggests that the foxhole provided Ma-
rines a sense of security and purpose at 
a time when their commanders were not 
doing so. In losing the foxhole, Marines 
began to lose what little security they 
had left. Thus, the breakdown experi-
enced by 4th Mar was not solely driven 
by poor leadership. Men at all regimental 
levels contributed to the regiment’s lack 
of combat eff ectiveness. Despite all of 
this pressure and isolation, the men of 
4th Mar attempted to fi ght on.
 On 5 May 1942, Japanese forces con-
ducted a night landing on the eastern 
end of Corregidor. Fighting was fi erce, 
yet brief. The defenders of Corregidor 
were preparing for a full day of combat 
when, on the morning of 6 May, they 
received a simple order: “Execute Pon-
tiac.”30

 Execute Pontiac meant that the is-
land had surrendered to the Japanese. 
The order itself told the Marines to 
dismantle or destroy their weapons 
and wait for surrender. In the ensuing 
minutes and hours, the Marines became 
depressed by their situation.31 “In the 
aftermath we blamed everyone,” Er-
nest Bales said. Upon their surrender, 
the Marines became POWs. They were 
marched to a central holding area before 

being shipped off  to the city of Manila. 
In Manila, the Marines endured a 90-
mile march to their prison camps in 
the northern end of Luzon. Unlike the 
Bataan Death March, which occurred 
simultaneously, the Marines encoun-
tered what George Burlage of (L/3/4) 
referred to as “sporadic violence.”32

This is interesting given the volumes 
of studies that reveal Japanese atroci-
ties. The Marines tried to explain the 
lack of violence in their interviews. PFC 
Truman Dickeson said that “the guards 
treated us accordingly” and that “you 
were treated based on your actions.”33 If 
a Marine chose to escape, attack a guard, 
or refuse orders, they could expect se-
vere punishment. However, if a Marine 
did as he was told, the Japanese guards 
seem to have left them alone. Paul Gra-
ham believed that “the Japs were under 
orders to deliver us someplace. I don’t 
think they deliberately killed people for 
the joy of it.”34 George Fox took a more 
neutral position, stating that “sometimes 
the Japanese were loose with you and 
other times they were apparently just 
the opposite.”35 While this experience is 
notably diff erent from the Bataan Death 
March, there are also numerous similari-
ties. Marines were not fed, given water, 
or taken care of in any way by their cap-
tors. Marines were expected to scrounge 
for food and water. Robert Costello re-
membered that scrounging was in fact 
“a standing order” from the Japanese 
high command.36 In addition, there 
was little attempt at organization from 
Marine offi  cers. Leland Montgomery 
remembered that the march was really 
“a mob–like column” with men, en-
listed and offi  cers alike, strewn about 
the road.37 Ernest Bales, Bobby Bacon, 
Joseph Romanelli, and Melvin Routh, 
a sailor attached to the 4/4, remembered 
that Marines gathered in small groups 
to survive. Offi  cers and non commis-
sioned offi  cers tended to be “disheveled, 
detached, and lonely” despite their prox-
imity to fellow Marines.38 Romanelli 
remarked that many offi  cers were “ob-
jects of ridicule” in prison camps. “Pity,” 
Romanelli noted, “was saved for yourself 
or your buddies.”39 Bobby Bacon stated 
the reason for the prison camp division 
between offi  cers and enlisted stemmed 
from the offi  cers’ “lack of showing up” 
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on Luzon, Bataan, and Corregidor.40 For 
Bacon, the offi  cer’s prior ineff ectiveness 
did not endear them to other Marines 
during their time as POWs. 
 Without traditional leadership, the 
Marines looked after themselves in pairs 
or small groups of three to four Marines. 
Together they worked to create mind-
sets for survival. According to Melvin 
Routh, a sailor attached to 4th Mar on 
Corregidor, one could not spend time 
worrying about the present. Routh’s 
mindset was that of living for tomorrow 
“because today, you know what you’ve 
got.”41 Other Marines, like Bales, sur-
vived on “guts and luck” alone.42 Re-
gardless of one’s mindset, many Marines 
noted that “to get through of it, you’ve 
got to have the will to live.”43

 Ultimately, many of the men of 
4th Mar survived their experience as 
POWs in spite of the fact that they felt 
isolated from their regiment due to a 
lack of training, lack of leadership, low 
morale, and a lack of readiness. What 
their experience shows us is that while 
an individual Marine is strong, a Marine 
unit needs leadership. While strong non 
commissioned offi  cers are a hallmark of 
the Marine Corps, commissioned offi  -
cers are also necessary to a unit’s survival. 
As seen through the experience of 4th 
Mar, a unit without leadership is not a 
unit at all.
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A rtificial Intelligence (AI) 
pulls all those weighing the 
value and pitfalls of this new 
technology in the direction 

of foreboding but fictional reckonings 
to come. The main task is determin-
ing when such calamity will reach the 
battlefield based on developments in 
computer programing. When this oc-
curs, and it surely will according to most 
observers, the machines will out-think a 
human counterpart, and further, chart 
a computer-based intelligence and rev-
olutionize war in its wake.1 Always a 
promise that disappoints, the thesis 
of this article is that any looming AI 
”revolution” impacting military realities 
meets a reality check when wargaming 
historical scenarios quickly show the 
limits of the technology. AI will not 
emerge as a dominant feature anytime 
soon, perhaps never if the aim is to 
overcome or outpace human decision-
making on the battlefield. To impart 
this insight to students participating 
in professional military education helps 
reinforce the effort of the Command 
and Staff College (CSC), Marine Corps 
University, to render sobering judgment 
of AI’s potential and, in so doing, help 
better anticipate warfighting in ‘future’ 
war.2 Avoiding exaggeration and wild 
conjecture, particularly in the realm of 
technology, reminds one of the oldest 
lessons of war and perhaps the most 
important: war remains a human en-
deavor. 
 CSC implements wargames to help 
meet the CMC’s intent and direction 
to test student skills against a thinking 
and reacting enemy.3 This curriculum-
wide effort got a first look in academic 
year 2020–2021 and soon registered the 
fact that human ability matters most on 
a battlefield. Students played a host of 
wargames over the academic year, peak-
ing in mid-year with a game conducted 

during the elective period of instruc-
tion, “Assassin’s Mace,” that looked at 
possible U.S.-Chinese confrontation 
in the Pacific area of operations.4 This 
very current application of wargames to 
net lessons that may carry forward into 
tomorrow found deep roots in the past: 
during the Age of Sail. CSC launched its 
first wargame for the academic year as 
one that captured a strategic confronta-
tion between France and Britain during 
the Napoleonic era, 1789–1815. Here 
the Age of Sail came into focus as a 
means to test assumptions that past war-
fare remained less complex compared to 
current operations: fewer domains—
clear evidence of past simplicity. The 
logic followed that surely a wargame 
relying on AI could capture the likely 
moves and options given the narrow 
parameters of such a time in the past. 
In this way, the evolution of war—and 
of warfare—could confirm the growing 
impact of AI. 
 AI never got a chance. To construct 
such a confrontation of human versus 
machine during the Napoleonic era 
warped the game to such absurd pro-
portions that a demonstration of human 
aptitude, particularly when acting in cri-
sis, became of foremost importance. A 
game of human versus human subsumed 
any value from human versus machine, 
rendering AI an outmoded concept 
forced to bow to the paramount role 

of humans waging war. That a technol-
ogy can be obsolete before fully matured 
arrests much of the polarized conjecture 
over AI and its future impact on war 
as either dire or overblown.5 Whatever 
comes next in war will defy many pre-
dictions, as always, thereby reaffirming 
the need to treat war as a bane of hu-
man existence but not a preordained, 
always present reality. Humanity has a 
duty to eradicate this practice, without 
looking to machines to either save them 
or damn them to continued war and 
therefore excuse humanity from ask-
ing why they believe the sum of their 
activities on earth amount to a shared 
misery from conflict.

The Scenario
 The first scenario presented in The 
Age of Sail, “The Eastern Mediterra-
nean 1798,” puts one team in charge of 
French naval forces massing in the west-
ern Mediterranean Sea. The opponent 
controls a British screening detachment 
under the command of famed ADM 
Horatio Nelson (rear admiral at this 
time), and a second British naval force 
at Gibraltar ready to reinforce Nelson 
once that forward-deployed admiral lo-
cates and discerns French movements. 
The hoped-to-be combined British fleet 
would muster thirteen ships of the line, 
or warships, and three frigates. These 
smaller ships were crucial to scout, 
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mask, and coordinate action among 
disparate fleets. In this case, the Brit-
ish were deficient with but three of these 
vessels; at least two more would have 
better served the British cause. Such as 
things were, Nelson stood watch just 
off the French port of Toulon, ready 
to intercept any French fleet to emerge 
from that large station, that location 
more than likely dictating the size of 

the force the French could muster.
 The opening disposition of the op-
posing sides (fleets) looks as follows: (See 
Map).
 The French order of battle also con-
sists of thirteen ships of the line protect-
ing a large number of transports holding 
35,000 troops under the command of 
Gen Napoleon Bonaparte; the fleet, ob-
viously, answered to an admiral, VADM 

François-Paul Brueys d’Aigailliers. This 
force represented a maximum French 
effort at the time, the combined force 
destined to strike Alexandria, Egypt, 
and so threaten British trade with In-
dia by promising an overland advance 
toward India or possibly by striking the 
Ottoman Empire. It was a threat the 
British could not ignore, but to coun-
ter it required a presence in the eastern 
Mediterranean, something the empire 
lacked given a paucity of bases in the 
region. Nelson’s primary purpose was 
to keep French naval forces in the Medi-
terranean from uniting with other ships 
from other ports, particularly near the 
English Channel at Brest but also from 
Bordeaux on France’s western coastline. 
Such a concentration could possibly 
challenge British mastery of the sea. 
 This is the historical situation defin-
ing 1798. For the purposes of the game, 
the French can strike in any direction, 
toward Egypt, toward Constantinople, 
the capital of the Ottoman Empire, to-
ward the islands of Malta or Minorca 
in the Mediterranean to create a base 
and expand French naval reach in this 
area, toward moving on Spain, possibly 
Gibraltar, and finally, of course, toward 
the Atlantic Ocean to enjoy complete 
freedom of movement: from there, a 
move on the channel, the West Indies 
(Caribbean Sea), or another destina-
tion—all merit consideration. 
 The possible French moves justify 
British force dispositions in the Medi-
terranean—Nelson forward-deployed 
to intercept the French, determine their 
movement, and bring them to battle as 
soon as possible to simplify the Brit-
ish decision-making process. Nelson, 
already having proven himself a leader 
preferring combat to all other actions, 
assumed command for that very reason: 
the necessity of destroying the French 
fleet sooner rather than later. 
 The map captures the variety of 
choices but does so with very few play-
ing pieces. In this scenario, simplicity 
of action is at a premium. A player can 
add some more units to the fray: the 
French transport fleet can be broken 
into two, three, or four sections, and 
both sides can add one additional in-
dependent commander (ship captain). 
But even with such additions, there are 

The Age of Sail 
Scenario 1: The Eastern Mediterranean, 1798 

 

 

May 1798:  Britain and Revolutionary France are at war and battling for control of the 
Mediterranean.   

A French fleet has sortie from Toulon and neighboring ports.  It totals some 400 transports with 
40,000 troops.  General Bonaparte, having just conquered northern Italy, is onboard and in 
command of the expedition.  The convoy is escorted by 13 warships and 3 frigates under the 
command of Admiral Brueys.  Destination is unknown. 

In this theater of operations, the British admiralty has assigned Lord Nelson to command a fleet 
totaling 13 ships of the line.  Nelson stands off Toulon near Minorca with 3 of these battleships.  
The additional 10 battleships are under the command of Admiral Troubridge at Gibraltar to 
safeguard access to the Atlantic.  Only 3 frigates are available, all under Nelson’s command.    

The French win a decisive victory if their fleet and convoy make it past Gibraltar.  If the French 
land their troops in Egypt and Turkey allies with France, and Naples also capitulates to French 
authority, AND if 8 of the 13 warships remain intact after completing both landings, the French 
also win a decisive victory.  Should France only force one neutral power to its side, and still 
possess 8 of 13 warships at the end of the scenario, the French player wins a marginal victory.   

The British win a decisive victory by destroying the convoy.  If the British force the French back 
into Toulon, OR if they destroy a large portion of the French warships (9 ships) even after the 
French have completed a landing, they win a decisive victory. 

The game continues until one side achieves their victory conditions. 

 

 

 

The Age of Sail Scenario 1. (Image provided by author.)

A simple setup can turn into a complex operation from the onset. (Map provided by author.)
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few pieces to move. However, there is 
much to weigh. The wide-ranging op-
tions stemming from possible French 
actions, and a corresponding British re-
action, bring us to our first deficiency of 
AI when looking to computer thinking 
to carry the day in this scenario. The 
programmer could well list a number of 
actions, allowing a computer selection. 
But the creativity of doing something 
else, something not so confining intel-
lectually, is completely lost. 
 The actual course of events under-
scores the limits of such AI. As the 
French emerged from Toulon and several 
other ports, a storm arose and crippled 
Nelson’s flagship and his frigates failed 
in their chief function—scouting to lo-
cate the enemy. In part because of this 
development, the French escaped his de-
tection while portions of the fleet from 
Toulon and ports in Italy united at sea 
and set sail for Alexandria. It had been a 
fortuitous escape, one largely stemming 
from the weather. The game captures 
this element of weather, a random die 
roll at the start of each turn to declare 
weather conditions. While uncertainty 
is captured, the chance of repeating a 
weather event is unlikely. This diver-
gence from history, in turn, means the 
British could well intercept the French 
at the very opening of the game. 
 What this potential change also 
means is that the historical baseline 
accompanying this scenario immedi-
ately collapses. From there, the players 
are forced to make a strategic decision 
for their respective sides, something AI 
cannot possibly fathom. To contest the 
Mediterranean can be accounted for, 
to reach the Atlantic and seek other 
options can be accounted for, but the 
rationale to do either remains entirely 
a human calculation. What do France 
and England want at this point in their 
confrontation? A choice to remain in 
one body of water or another, some-
thing a machine can make, means little 
beyond the sheer conclusion of waging 
war in one sea or another. And should a 
machine choose, the decision becomes 
50/50, a poor capture of chance to hope 
to simulate a decision meriting playing 
the game. One could compound the 
AI by capturing that first decision of 
50/50 and then have the computer as-

sign specific actions once staying in the 
Mediterranean or reaching the Atlantic, 
but again, the AI would merely run a 
random result; the program can weigh 
the choice, even choices, but there is no 
thinking here, only random selection. 
The computer would keep the human 
opponent/player guessing, but not for 
long and not in any way replicating what 
a human player might contemplate. At 
best, the programmer’s assigned percent-
ages governing predetermined options 
account for any computer decision tak-
en. In short, AI makes a poor general 
(commander).
 One can argue that only humans can 
be in charge. In this scenario, the deci-
sion where to fight clearly must take one 
to the continent and ask, what is the state 
of French arms in 1798? The same can 
be asked of England—where to fight and 
what of its allies on the continent? Here 
“naval integration” as a Marine Corps 
concept and related to the Napoleonic 
era comes to the fore as a measure of ac-
tion at sea to accomplish a goal on land.6 
Really, what is the policy, and what is 
the national security objective? This 
scenario ends with a French victory if 
the French reach the Atlantic. British 
forces, as in fact was the case historically, 
are well-positioned to meet this threat by 
fronting Gibraltar. After those broad cal-
culations, the playing field is wide open.
 A great many things come down to 
chance in war, and such is the case in this 
scenario. Certainly, the British must con-

centrate their forces prior to meeting the 
French in battle. While British ADM Sir 
Thomas Troubridge, in command of the 
fleet at Gibraltar consisting of ten war-
ships, may fare well in a confrontation 
with the French fleet of thirteen men 
of war, Nelson would be overwhelmed 
given he has but three warships in his 
possession. That British concentration 
is likely but not guaranteed in the game 
(a die roll of one-four out of six means a 
united fleet, with Nelson subtracting one 
from such a die roll). Something similar 
happens when attempting to intercept 
an enemy fleet at sea. The game facilita-
tor may deem the opposing fleets within 
striking distance of one another, but ac-
tual combat rests on an “intercept” die 
roll (that roll must be one-three out of six 
to intercept, with various modifiers for 
Nelson being present, for an advantage 
in frigates, for weather, and for the size 
of a fleet [the bigger the fleet the easier 
it is to find]). All things depending, an 
intercept is likely for a British fleet, less so 
for the French. Disengagement (avoiding 
battle) faces a similar roll for evasion. 
 This measure of chance is something 
a machine could emulate if one is will-
ing to constrict the battlespace into a 
measured area based on an incremental 
basis. But that act defies realities at sea; 
the very openness of the sea makes such 
a board measure absurd. Still, it can be 
done with a grid imposed on the map to 
tell the computer where such a location 
is given the metrics of the moving piece. 

French Mission Card        The Age of Sail 
Scenario 1: The Eastern Mediterranean, 1798 

 

 

Orders 

Admiral Brueys: Your task is to accomplish one of three missions: 

1. Invade Egypt to strike British trading routes 
2. Deny English access to the eastern Mediterranean by establishing bases at Naples, Malta 
3. Move past Gibraltar and join the French fleet at Brest to then threaten England itself 

Select one of three objectives.  Your 13 ships of the line and 3 frigates match any British fleet in 
numbers in the area of operations.  The convoy you escort is highly vulnerable to attack.   

You have provisions to remain at sea for 30 days, whereupon you will need to find a base to 
replenish supplies, refit your crews, rest the troops in convoy—if you have not already reached 
your objective.   

Decision Point 1 

What are your orders? 

French Mission Card Scenario 1. (Image provided by author.)
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The counters, in turn, are fixed with a 
movement radius to expend points as 
they move across the now-defined play-
ing surface. Sea movement becomes a 
plotted experience, no matter where the 
machine decides to move. 
 What could be considered passable 
on land—moving in such determined 
fashion—completely breaks down when 
hoping to track movement at sea in the 
Age of Sail. How strong of a wind is pres-
ent, for how long, in what direction, and 
what other weather might accompany 
even favorable winds? The ship, a wood-
en creation of certain dynamics that 
sought uniformity but did not always 
deliver with exactitude, had its own reac-
tion to sailing at sea and did not always 
prove responsive as hoped for to winds. 
Too many variables made connections 
and rendezvous at sea uncertain, tracking 
an enemy, even more uncertain, and a 
grid imposed on this map absurd. A hu-
man must make these calculations—in 
the game, the facilitator.
 Should one seek a computer-imposed 
precision on movement and combat 
at sea anyway, AI cannot account for 
the reasons why one is fighting in the 
first place, let alone the consequences 
of taking an action leading to combat. 
Even with some confidence that policy 
decisions impacting naval forces could 
produce the hoped-for results in a win-
dow of time, the larger picture always 
grated against the orders and results. 
A fluctuation in time of days, weeks, 
or even months before a fleet reached 
its destination, or failed to do so, could 
well mean an ordered naval action no 
longer mattered as it did when the order 
was issued, and this means a resultant 
naval action could help or hurt a cause. 
The need to recalibrate policy depending 
on outcome—at sea or land—ensured a 
great deal of anxiety shaping actions and 
reactions. 
 The example of this scenario makes 
plain such causality. The French move 
against Egypt enjoyed support in Paris, 
with Bonaparte and minster Charles-
Maurice de Talleyrand, among others, 
backing the attack. The prospect of 
upending British trade appears more 
wishful thinking under present exami-
nation, even if a convincing rationale at 
the time. The damage to be done from 

a French base of operations in Egypt 
could amount to something, but only 
in a long-term outlook.7 So the attack 
amounted to more projection, less ac-
tionable policy even should all go ac-
cording to plan. Other motives drove the 
decision. Bonaparte needed additional 
military successes to continue his climb 
to fame, and conquest in the mythical 
“east” fulfilled that purpose for him. 
The French government, the Directory, 
hoped to get the general away from Paris 
and away from any chance of plotting 
against it. Talleyrand appeared the lone 

believer in the project, a sincerity that 
countered his usual multifaceted deci-
sions. His narrowmindedness in this 
respect was unusual, unless one saw it 
as a move to dismember the Ottoman 
Empire, a goal the other powers in Eu-
rope would have to support once initi-
ated and so back France.8 In this way, a 
war in the eastern Mediterranean could 
bolster France’s diplomatic position in 
Europe. But so it goes, motives reflecting 

human ambitions and willful expecta-
tions are a hard measure in retrospect, 
let alone when unfolding in the present. 
Any AI seeking that human quality of 
self-delusion, but also a conceit possibly 
birthing greatness or great things at one 
and the same time, is impossible to con-
jure up when programming a machine-
based intelligence to assume a human 
configuration. It cannot happen.
 The context of 1798 continues to 
offer this complexity and the same con-
clusion, that clear decisions to attain 
goals are anything but that. Delusions, 

greed, idealism, and wishful thinking 
all cloud the needed sobering analysis 
to lead to a positive result when making 
military decisions affecting state policy. 
With Bonaparte gone, the Austrians 
advanced into Italy, a region just “lib-
erated” by the French general. Russia 
moved to broker an agreement with the 
Turks and pass a fleet from the Black Sea 
to the Mediterranean Sea, an unheard-
of act of conciliation between them.9 

British Order of Battle       The Age of Sail 
Scenario 1: The Eastern Mediterranean, 1798 

 

 

Rear Admiral Nelson      

 
Man of War 
 

1 2 3 4 

5 6 7 8 

9 10 11 12 

13    
 

Frigates 

1 2 3   
 

 

Admiral Troubridge 
 

Man of War  
 

1 2 3 4 

5 6 7 8 

9 10   
 

Frigates 

1 2 3   
 

British Order of Battle Scenario 1. (Image provided by author.)

... AI cannot account for the reasons why one is fight-
ing in the first place, let alone the consequences of tak-
ing an action leading to combat.
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England, while partnering with Russia, 
hardly welcomed this Russian intrusion 
into its area of influence.10 Again, the 
need to project power into the eastern 
Mediterranean represented a new re-
sponsibility for the Royal Navy, and 
one received with mixed acceptance. To 
add to its defense requirements entailed 
further responsibilities added onto com-
mitments in the West Indies and else-
where too, and therefore, further strain. 
These operations, already demanding 
resources, ships, personnel, and main-
tenance to keep as many vessels at sea as 
possible, meant the navy feared negative 
repercussions from defeat in any way, 
anywhere, and in any measure. That 
tremendous burden represented near 
folly, and only humans would consider 
the risks of such commitments and ren-
der a decision of continuation, even ex-
pansion, in order to achieve the greater 
good—whatever that might be. In sum, 
irrationality too often drives humans to 
action, something a machine can never 
duplicate.
 The geopolitical picture of 1798 can 
well be further explicated and compli-
cated, but enough has been said to make 
clear the inadequacy of programming a 
response to the needs of the belligerents 
in this scenario. One could argue that 
the computer could cut through the ir-
rationality and lead the way to sound 
policy decisions, particularly if the ma-
chine were to “win” the game. But any 
result would be shallow in the extreme, a 
measure of success again colliding with 
human fallibility and therefore produc-
ing artificial results in the extreme. A 
rational outcome amounts to simplic-
ity and therefore a myopia pointing to 
mistakes on a growing scale as one act 
bounds forth across space to impact 
still more factors defying control. The 
game of human versus computer means 
one hopes the human wins merely to 
redeem the idea that machines are not 
infallible. Even should the machine win, 
that conclusion is the same.
 It falls to the facilitator to orchestrate 
this scenario between players to render 
results that better reflect the human di-
mension defining the era represented in 
the game. That mediator receives orders 
from the opposing sides—orders that 
demand clarity and comprehensiveness 

to then move the pieces on the board. 
The players must realize the backdrop to 
any action when writing orders passed 
to the facilitator, whether hoping to 
contest control of the Mediterranean 
or to escalate the battle for control of 
the Atlantic. In fact, any decision must 
be measured against the history that 
did unfold, a facilitator reviewing the 
game at its conclusion and with such 
knowledge is able to judge the sound, or 
unsound, nature of the actions chosen 
by the players. The outcome yields a 
naval-centric result; the game assures 
that output. But what that result means 
for the larger contest in Europe, and that 
struggle’s impact on global relations, 
that measure requires a discussion based 
on analysis only a human can deliver, 
ideally done so by the facilitator after 
much deliberation. This cognitive step 
a machine cannot fathom, and certainly 
not to decree a judgment in the present 
as to what that verdict means going for-
ward. When a machine reaches the time 
limit of a scenario, the game is finished. 

When a facilitator declares a game over, 
the next action a state may have to take 
becomes all too necessary and forebod-
ing. Such is always the end result of war. 

The History
 In the Age of Sail, the scenario ad-
dressed in this article, and any other sce-
narios—the struggle to control the Baltic 
in 1800 another clear case of irrationality 
centered on the naval integration con-
cept—means a game where a change may 
be at hand to create a new history defin-
ing an old problem. But the purpose is 
not to change history, more to recognize 
its narrow verdict and how much things 
could be different should things fall out 
in other ways than they did. The “East-
ern Mediterranean”’ scenario defines a 
struggle in one sea that does not have to 
be that way. In fact, in playtesting, most 
French players opted to seek the Atlan-

tic as the end goal. To get there meant 
the game ended, but the larger conse-
quences merely got underway. When 
France did, in fact, take this option in 
1805, the fleet it mustered from Toulon 
headed to the West Indies before meet-
ing disaster back in European waters off 
Trafalgar in October 1805. But victory 
at sea in late 1805 left England facing 
more war, not enjoying a resolution of 
its conflict with France. Scholars debate 
the decisive results of Trafalgar, stipulat-
ing that while England was not again 
seriously challenged at sea, Britain did 
face another ten years of war minimiz-
ing Trafalgar’s impact.11 David Syrett 
argues Britain maintained dominance 
after 1805, and Jeremy Black concurs, 
making that naval victory decisive.12 
Other historians maintain that France’s 
ability to conquer states in Europe al-
lowed a massive ship-building program 
to unfold after 1805, straining Britain’s 
sea power although the island power pre-
vailed.13 Richard Glover said something 
similar. Sheer numbers of French ships 

after 1805 could possibly overcome Brit-
ain’s superiority in seamanship, leaving 
the outcome uncertain.14 The debate 
stresses that one summation, one game, 
clearly means a larger game, something 
only a human can appreciate.
 The Royal Navy’s success in 1805 still 
required Britain to continue the strug-
gle, a favorable result best indicated by 
the alternative—defeat at sea would only 
stress British continuity and open a path 
to defeat. Here was the ultimate irratio-
nality, success in battle at sea pointing 
to a narrower margin of failure in the 
next battle. To win meant a requirement 
to not encounter any setback, a burden 
to shoulder to be sure. But the hope 
that such a struggle is worth it always 
captivates humans making decisions 
in war. In this case, Britain’s ultimate 
defeat of France achieved that very end: 
unprecedented global power. With that 

It falls to the facilitator to orchestrate this scenario be-
tween players to render results that better reflect the 
human dimension ...
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outcome came further need for another 
successful application of military force 
and power projection, a requirement 
only collapsing in the wake of World 
War I. To go forward always means fac-
ing an uncertain reckoning, something 
a machine can never “learn.”
 French success in this scenario came 
more often than not. Nelson repeatedly 
had trouble uniting his fleet. That per-
verse result from history, when in fact 
he easily met Troubridge, grew largely 
from the facilitator being able to divorce 
themselves from the historical outcome. 
Movement at sea, the distance covered 
in an uncertain period of time, and 
the chance of meeting engagements, 
or avoidance, came easy enough to ar-
range on the board (screen). Player orders 
prompted movements that required die 
rolls to resolve actions, and the always 
present English concern to safeguard 
axis to the Atlantic meant the French 
could well gain a head-start to the east-
ern Mediterranean. But no game repro-
duced the clash at the Nile when Nelson 
did catch up with the French fleet and 
destroy it, leaving Bonaparte stranded 
in Egypt. That action came in about a 
month’s time, a rapid rate though such 
a pronouncement too easily passes by 
Nelson’s overriding ambition to meet 
the French at sea and destroy the enemy 
before any land battle proved necessary. 
Should that have happened, the cam-
paign would have been over in a couple 
of weeks, and so too in all probability 

Bonaparte’s career. Nor did the weather 
account for the French escape and the 
ability to prolong the campaign. Nel-
son, though delayed, repaired his ship 
damaged from the gale, absorbed Trou-
bridge, and set off to find the French. He 
outpaced them, guessing correctly the 
French destination of Alexandria but 
arriving before the French did. Such hap-
penstance can be replicated in a game, 
less so in Nelson’s subsequent move to 
depart Egypt and continue his search. 
Only weeks later did he return there act-
ing on a tip that the French had made 
Egypt their destination after all. He at-
tacked immediately and did not lose a 
ship while destroying or capturing ten 
French men of war. End results can of-
ten come out the same as the history, a 
British victory, but how one gets there 
matters a great deal; a computer can only 
applaud the final tally, a poor substitute 
for victory indeed.
 Finally, it needs to be stated to make 
this same point (that the means to vic-
tory always puts a vital context on the 
results of combat) that the French player 
most often wished for an immediate 
showdown with their divided opponent, 
a bid to overwhelm Nelson prior to him 
being reinforced. That smart—if obvi-
ous—effort usually paid off, albeit the 
facilitator having to render judgments of 
space traveled, of intelligence gathered, 
of command relations secured, and of 
a gauntlet of battle to see Nelson delay 
this clash at sea to gain favor at a later 

date when uniting all British forces. The 
variables defy computer calculation; a 
facilitator is best equipped to make these 
calls. The battles that followed in each 
case witnessed a bludgeoning of the op-
posing fleets, this was the outcome even 
with so many factors leaning in favor of 
Britain, most of all Nelson’s presence 
and a corresponding jump in combat 
power as is well-deserved of the admi-
ral so bent on this very determination. 
But at sea, in the game, the French held 
their own and often could bash their 
way into the Atlantic. Their transport 
fleet came with them, the destination 
of Ireland, England, or the West Indies 
a footnote to the game, but a strategic 
problem now starring England in the 
face. This outcome certainly suggested 
defeat.
 Given the contrast to the historical 
outcome, one may be tempted to label 
these results factitious. That is the case 
only when measured against history. To 
presume an English victory at sea and 

A historical depiction of the actual events that led to the destruction of the French fleet at Al-
exandria. (Map provided by author.)
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not to get there in the game reminds 
one that assumptions always plague 
the defeated, a worthy lesson in its own 
right. Larger still, to hold up history as a 
guide produces its own limits, and here 

wargames come into their own, much as 
this game does. One can want a battle to 
get a result and act to make this happen, 
but the only assurance one has to that 
end is to fight that battle in the present, 
a decision fraught with hazard. Future 
war points to this dilemma, a hope to 
measure strengths only to be reminded 
that the outcome could still disappoint. 
To move forward from the Age of Sail to 
the present, to an age of nuclear weap-
ons, terrorist attacks, mass migration, 
a forfeiting of natural resources, an 
invented cognitive realm of cyberspace 
that reignites interest in space as a war-
zone, to think of these realities impact-
ing chance, fills one with trepidation. 
Wargames in this respect reminds one 
to fear that trivial label of wargaming—
match is unnatural and the suspension 
of the reality of war is more a warning 
than a game. That dynamic speaks less to 
prophecy and more to human agency. To 
get to that place of reflection welcomes 

only humans, a machine merely a tool 
to gain this promised land. Ultimately, 
wargaming points to human sagacity 
as a measure defying reason, a positive 
limit on war to be sure.
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It has taken me more than twenty 
years—nine enlisted and eleven 
more as an officer—to try to social-
ize the comparative advantages of 

humility within an environment domi-
nated by pride, skepticism, and criticism. 
Unlike any other leadership model, the 
components of humility within a cul-
ture of pride introduce the ability to 
balance and connect operators at the 
tactical level, professional subject-matter 
experts at the operational level, and stra-
tegic planners at the strategic level.1 A 
SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, oppor-
tunities, and threats) analysis in Figure 
1 and throughout this article proposes 
the benefits of assessing measurements 
of humility within the structure of the 
Marine Corps.  

 

The Comparative
Advantages of Humility 
with Marine Corps’ Pride

Finding the balance
by LtCol Nickolas Aionaaka

“Watch him, the only 
thing more danger-
ous than the enemy is 
pride.”

—GySgt William
Pierson, Call of Duty 
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CAPABILITIES LIMITATIONS

STRENGTHS
     Develops trust and quality interac-
tive feedback within organizations
   Reduces miscommunication and 
misinterpretation within organizations
   Provides responsive feedack and 
dialogue navigation within matrixed 
organizations
   Provides ambidextrous and hybrid 
capabilities that integrates Operators, 
Functional Subject-Matter Experts and 
Planners/Policy makers
   Improves data input via rich human 
input through data feeds in informa-
tion technology

WEAKNESSES
   Cognitively time-consuming
   Humility may override the capabilities 
of pride (competitiveness, confidence/
arrogance and institutional pride)
   Low attraction to humility in environ-
ments dominated by egotistical pride
   Dominant environments of short-term 
objectives
   Requires commitment and resilience 
during experiences of humiliation and 
failure

OPPORTUNITIES
   Effective among Professionals, Sub-
ject-Matter Experts and Peer Groups
        End-to-end capabilities
   Positive high Quality Connections 
and Rich Feedback
   Good data. Quality data feeds 
through information and
communication technologies
   Motive root cause analysis through  
Emotional Intelligence
   Reverse role thinking through
Empathy
   Dialogue navigation for root cause 
analysis through Compassion

THREATS
   Age/Maturity and brain cognitive
development
        Population - 80% 18–22 years old
        Normal 26 years old
   Egotistical pride behaviors
        Empire development
        Self-centered motives and agendas
        Self-survival motives
   Time-constraints and Manpower
shortages
   Anger and Rage
   Revenge and Hate
   Monetary incentives to comit illegal 
acts

DESIGN AND PROPOSED MODEL FOR PRIDE COMBINED WITH HUMILITY

Figure 1. This model provides a SWOT analysis of pride combined with humility. (Figure provided 
by author.)

>LtCol Aionaaka is an Aviation Sup-
ply Officer and H1 and V22 Supply 
Advocate for MALS-39.
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The current applications humility 
can be applied to within the Marine 
Corps are fitness reports, proficiency 
and conduct marks for corporals and 
below, promotion boards, command 
selection boards, and human resource 
hiring panels. At an individual level, 
humility has the ability to assess self-
less actions and resilience during periods 
of failure and humiliation. At a group 
level and organizational level, humility 
has the ability to influence timely feed-
back, systematic engineering, and deci-
sion processes within time-constrained 
and resource-constrained environments 
while identifying gaps, risks, and capaci-
ties within complex networks.2 
 Research and studies have shown that 
humility has the ability to heal organi-
zations, stimulate positive growth, and 
overcome adversity.3 Additionally, hu-
mility has proven to stimulate technol-
ogies in leadership through emotional 
intelligence, empathy, and compassion.4 

 Current training opportunities for 
self-reflection and development of hu-
mility within the Marine Corps are lead-
ership seminars, resident professional 
military education, community volun-
teer/mentorship programs, marriage 
retreats, transition programs, Marine 
of the Quarter and promotion boards, 
and through professional platforms that 
share information.  

Painting the Picture
 To paint the picture of the capabilities 
of humility, think of a quarterback tak-
ing a knee in public view while compet-
ing against social pressures and human 
dynamics on the football field. To the 
public, this game may be the most im-
portant game of the quarterback’s life, 
but to him, he is concerned with the 
welfare of his team, purpose and goals, 
and the need to find common ground 
in order to connect with his teammates. 
It is an example of servant leadership, 
strategy, and strategic communication 
within the pressures of hard timelines 
and demanding requirements. A mis-
take has occurred, and the ball is on the 
one-yard line. There are two minutes left 
and they need a touchdown. Manpower 
cuts and monetary bonuses are on the 
line and the owner demands a win. The 
crowd is shouting and on their feet. The 

quarterback takes a knee. At this critical 
time of the game, a leader’s true character 
is displayed. 

Cultural Pride
 Pride is a strong cultural value within 
the Marine Corps. “The Few, the Proud, 
the Marines,” is not just a slogan but 
also a way of life. The structure of pride 
identifies those within the circle of trust 
and those outside of the group.5
 The problems with pride are the 
opposing definitions of pride. On one 
hand, pride is described as pleasure, joy, 
altruism, self-esteem, dignity, and honor. 
While, other descriptions define pride 
as arrogance, self-importance, egotism, 
snobbery, and conceit.  The definitions 

describe the same word however, the be-
haviors of pride conflict with each other. 
 Proud moments are extreme levels of 
humility that promote altruistic behav-
iors of selfless acts of heroism and bravery 
for the welfare of others.6 However, the 
concern is extreme levels of egotistical 
pride that exhibit selfish motives for self-
ish agendas. Egotistical pride may pro-
vide short-term benefits for self-survival 
nonetheless cultural acceptance of ego-
ism threatens the integrity of the Marine 
Corps’ values.

Self-Reflection
 The Marine Corps has given me 
the opportunity to self-reflect on my 
decisions over the last few years. The 
advantages of self-reflection are the ca-
pabilities it brings to transparency and 
analysis of historical decisions. As I look 
back, some of my memories elevate me, 
while others reflect my times of humili-
ation and defeat. The problem with self-
reflection is our inability to choose or 
control the timing. Gift or curse, it is 
both the proud memories and regrets 
that are deeply connected to our past. 
During these times, our true family and 
friends are remembered when we are in-

ternally defeated and in desperate need 
of help. Proud memories are highlighted 
but regret always seems to linger. Within 
regret, egoistic pride seems to be a subtle 
culprit in many of those decisions. The 
proposal of humility hopes to reduce 
egoism and regret.

Strengths
 The strength of humility is deep 
within the foundation of fair-minded 
critical thinking.7 Fair-minded critical 
thinking, unlike weak self-centered criti-
cal thinking, provides the opportunity 
for open feedback and communica-
tion. Humility and fair-minded criti-
cal thinking further compliments ele-
ments of Emotional Intelligence, which 

assesses competencies in self-awareness, 
self-management, social awareness, and 
social skills.8

 Humility also compliments mean-
ing that leads to empathic emotion and 
compassion. Gentry, Weber, and Sadri’s 
research determined that empathic emo-
tion plays an important role in creating a 
paternalistic climate of support and pro-
tection to promote successful job per-
formance in these high power-distance 
cultures.”9 They further concluded that 
empathy can be learned, leaders may 
need time, training, and coaching to 
develop the capability to demonstrate 
empathy and active listening skills, and 
managers should put themselves in the 
other person’s place in order to encour-
age genuine perspective-taking, support 
managers should go beyond the stand-
issue value statement and allow time for 
compassionate reflection and response, 
and the ability to be empathetic is impor-
tant for global organizations or across 
cultural boundaries (disaggregated op-
erations and deployments) that have very 
different perspectives and experiences.10 

Their study determined that empathy is 
positively related to job performance and 
managers were given higher evaluations 

At an individual level, humility has the ability to assess 
selfless actions and resilience during periods of failure 
and humiliation.
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when they showed more empathy toward 
their subordinates.
 Humility has proven to enable 
mid-level managers in absence of the 
executive leadership and empowers 
leaders within matrix organizations.11

As face-to-face interaction decreases, 
the need to connect and collaborate 
through information and communi-
cation technologies has also increased. 
Humility provides insight and the ability 
to listen and connect while preventing 
miscommunication and misinterpreta-
tion.12 The capabilities of humility ask 
hard questions, validate assumptions, 
and accept risk where it is appropriate. 
This allows commanders to meet objec-
tives with minimal requirements while 
allowing supporting entities to align 
and prepare limited resources for time-
phased planning of current and future 
engagements.13

Weaknesses
 Humility is weak within an environ-
ment of anxiety and egoistic pride. Ego-
ism is prejudiced behaviors generated 
after traumatic events of loss and low 
resources.14 For some, traumatic events 
occur during combat while, for others, 
low resources identify with individuals 
supplying materiel, supporting logistics, 
and providing information technology. 
During periods of limited time, fund-
ing, and materiel, hostile environments 
develop egoistic behaviors among indi-
viduals when reputations, competency, 
and credibility are threatened after fail-
ing to produce or perform their required 
duties. 
 Ethical egoism may be necessary 
for self-preservation and self-survival 
to prevent death for the benefi t of oth-
ers.15 The negative personality traits 
of egoism are related to arrogance and 
self-centeredness but also paternalistic 
patterns of behavior for self-survival,es-
pecially in environments of constrained 
resources and hostilities.16 Within these 
environments, groups or organizations 
may want a strong egotistical leader with 
high levels of confi dence to survive. Oth-
ers may argue that altruism or those that 
are concerned for the welfare of strangers 
or outsiders is the right approach. How-
ever, altruism may not be applicable to 
environments where resources are low.17

Opportunities
 The Marine Corps provides a rich 
environment for leaders, problem solv-
ers, and innovation. Humility provides 
a model for leadership boundaries, limi-
tations, and capabilities. However, the 
application of problem-solving, long-
term initiatives, and cognitive feedback 
requires an investment of time into 
mistakes. An article by Whartb Col-
lege provides insight into their discovery 
of GORE-TEX, through failure and 
openness:

Failure is part of innovation. Yet today’s 
culture places such a strong emphasis on 
excellence that admitting to failure of any 
kind is avoided. Thus, many opportuni-
ties to learn from and transform failure 
are missed. The June 1, 2012, Mack Cen-
ter conference, Learning from Failure 
in Innovation: Turning Setbacks into 
Advantages, featured speakers from 
a wide spectrum of industries—from 
health care to toys—who shared how their 
fi rm’s appropriate value from paying at-
tention to mistakes and taking risks on 
new ideas that at fi rst glance may seem 
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counterintuitive. Developing a culture 
of learning rather than stressing excel-
lence helps break down the resistance to 
looking at and learning from mistakes. 
Companies can gain from hosting “ inno-
vation contests” that elicit ideas from the 
people who know their business best—their 
employees.18

 The best place for any leader to 
self-reflect and develop humility is at 
residential programs, retreats, and pro-
motion boards.  I was given the honor 
and opportunity to prepare and brief 
candidates with over twenty years of 
experience into three minutes of fame. 
A Marine’s package was the science and 
the promotion board was the art of how 
Marines are promoted. But, beyond the 
boundaries of the boardroom, the elite 
and respected are those that demonstrate 
resilience and personal humility during 
periods of hardship. 

Threats
 Low resources, low proficiency, and 
limited responsibility set the conditions 
for hostile environments. Within these 
environments, egotistical pride threat-
ens humility by destroying a Marine’s 
will, self-worth, confidence, moral 
courage, and integrity. Toxic environ-
ments of hatred and coercion can create 
survival-of-the-fittest style competitive 
environments if not monitored or dis-
solved in a timely manner. 
 Maturity and the absence of leader-
ship also present problematic threats to 
humility. During periods where leaders 
are focused on metrics, measurements 
of effectiveness, and resource con-
straints, the investment of time into 
the development of humility would 
not be considered until requirements 
are met, productivity is sustained, or 
leadership oversight provides guidance 
and purpose. 

Summary
 Today, the gaps in subject-matter 
expertise, low resources, and shortages 
in manpower will require the help of 
humble leaders. Forecasting, sustain-
ment, life-cycle management, and stra-
tegic planning are elements of the past. 
We will need leaders that can ask the 
hard questions and ask for training in 
hopes of generating time-phased plans, 

awareness of execution, and the level of 
trust and confidence to align limited 
resources to time-phased plans that sup-
port. 
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Close combat is an inseparable 
part of the Marine Corps 
mythos. Numerous young 
Americans have stared in 

reverent awe while seated in the chairs 
of recruiting offices at the painted scenes 
of bayonet fighting in Belleau Wood by 
Georges Scott, depicting Marines fero-
ciously gutting the terrified Imperial 
German troops with bayonets, who 
seemingly melt away like snow under the 
onslaught of advancing Marines. This 
mythos stands in stark contrast with 
the world of today’s youth. Raised in 
an educational culture that abhors any 
violence and, under the well-meaning 
but foolish “mutual combat” rules of 
many public-school districts, they are 
severely punished for any physical alter-
cation no matter the circumstances. This 
shift in culture is not a 50 or 75-year one, 
as one might believe, but rather a 16-year 
one. According to statistics kept by the 
National Center for Education Statistics, 
the percentage of students who engaged 
in some kind of physical fight on school 
property or otherwise decreased from 33 
to 24 percent from 2001 to 2017.1 This 
means that, while schools are safer now, 
the average young American that they 
are producing is much less acquainted 
with violence and much more fearful of 
its application. Consequently, they come 
to the Marine Corps seeking, among 
many other things, a way to toughen 
up, gain combat skills, and prove them-
selves worthy successors of those nearly 
mythical men who fought hand-to-hand 
in France over 100 years ago. 
 The Marine Corps’ answer to their 
longings is the Marine Corps Martial 
Arts Program—or MCMAP. A com-

bination of many different martial arts 
that pulls from the close combat system 
taught to Marines in World War Two 
and earlier, MCMAP provides a com-
mon functional system to teach Marines 
how to fight and win in a hand-to-hand 
combat situation. While this system fills 
the required role of teaching a large 
group of people (some of whom have 
never been in a physical altercation of 
any sort in their lives) how to come to 
terms with personal violence and gives 

them a few basic survival tools in such a 
situation, it has several flaws that result in 
the program being derided as a waste of 
time by the very people it is supposed to 
serve. With the new Junior Enlisted Per-
formance Evaluation System accounting 
for MCMAP performance as a factor of 
a Marine’s promotion, there is no bet-
ter time than the present to make these 
changes. The program could be vastly 
improved if the following simple changes 
are made: remove rank-based belt limita-

The Problem with
Semper Fu

How the Marine Corps Martial Arts Program can be changed 
to benefit Marines and the Marine Corps 

by 1stLt Bryson A. Curtin

>1stLt Curtin is an Amphibious Assault Officer and the Inspector-Instructor for 
Delta Company, 4th Assault Amphibian Battalion. He is a Marine Corps Martial 
Arts Program Instructor and currently studies Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu in Tampa, FL. 

Command support and the standardized quality of MCMAP instructors and instructor trainers 
are the foundations of the program. (Photo by LCpl Tia Dufour.)
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tions, incorporate more MCMAP train-
ing into Marine Corps schools, require 
Marines to test out at their current belt 
level every year to retain their belt, and 
expand the syllabi of all belts to include 
more ground fighting techniques based 
of martial arts such as jiu-jitsu.
 Per the current MCMAP Order, 
1500.59A, belt advancements are capped 
in accordance with the specific Marine’s 
rank, with lance corporals being prohib-
ited from advancing past Green Belt and 
corporals prohibited from advancing 
past Brown.2 This recent change is rather 
arbitrary (only being in effect since 2019) 
and has no stated reason for its inclu-
sion. Why apply this limitation to this 
one skillset? Will the Marine Corps next 
restrict expert rifle qualifications to only 
non-commissioned officers and above? 
First Class Physical Fitness Tests and 
Combat Fitness Tests, perhaps? All such 
restrictions do is bar Marines interested 
in hand-to-hand fighting from accessing 
a training resource that will make them 
better. Perhaps this was done to limit the 
ability of instructors to quickly belt up 
their buddies with minimal work or pre-
vent commands from pushing through 
Marines unwilling or uninterested in 
training. The solution to those prob-
lems, however, does not lie in locking 
out the thousands of other Marines 
interested in these skills in the name of 
preventing the lazy from obtaining a free 
pass. The solution lies in holding those 
instructors who cheapen the value of the 
program by watering down the training 
accountable. This restriction should be 
removed if the MCMAP program is to 
retain any sort of value. 
 Currently, only the basic Tan Belt 
is required to graduate from the basic 
level of Marine Corps training with no 
other levels of Marine Corps training 
requiring an increase in belt level. This 
leads to a gap in knowledge, delaying 
the learning of valuable skills needed by 
Marines who may someday find them-
selves in close combat. The root cause 
of this is ostensibly that Marine Corps 
training finds itself under increased de-
mands to deliver a more knowledgeable 
and competent product that has been 
trained more than their predecessors 
while doing so in the same amount of 
time as before. Consequently, programs 

like MCMAP fall by the wayside, as 
commanders must increasingly shift 
their schedules to accommodate more 
training. A solution to this issue is to 
count the MCMAP program as physi-
cal training, for which all entry/basic 
level Marine Corps schools have time, 
for at least two sessions a week, if not 
more. Usually blocked for the morning 
hours after reveille, this would minimize 
the scheduling issues facing many com-
manders today. Marines leaving the 
School of Infantry, Marine Combat 
Training, or The Basic School should 
be a minimum of a Gray Belt level of 
proficiency, as the Tan and Grey Belt 
levels will provide a Marine with the ba-
sic fundamentals of both striking and 
ground fighting. 

 Another unfortunately unique fea-
ture of the MCMAP program is the 
“one-and-done” nature of the current 
system. Once a Marine passes their final 
belt test for their course, they are never 
again required to demonstrate those 
skills, other than demonstrating five 
“sustainment techniques” from their 
past belts if they seek to ascend to the 
next belt level.3 This is a foolish way of 
doing business and does not demonstrate 
much actual retention of practical skill. 
People in violent or stressful situations 
fall to their lowest level of training, 
not to their peak ideal of training, as 
much as they would wish for the op-
posite. The Marine Corps recognizes 
this and has made another vital skill-
set a yearly requirement: the rifle and 
pistol range. Every year, Marines must 
go and prove that they still understand 
and have retained the fundamentals of 
good marksmanship, demonstrating this 
with their qualification shoot, in which 
a previous expert qualification does not 
guarantee that they will achieve another 
one. No one would suggest with any se-

riousness that a Marine who qualified 
expert in boot camp or TBS is a shoo-in 
to score as such again, especially if they 
have not practiced those skills for some 
time. However, the Marine Corps allows 
this for the MCMAP program qualifi-
cations system. A Marine who quali-
fies as a basic Tan Belt would, unless he 
wanted to advance in belt level, never has 
to demonstrate proficiency in those skills 
again. Those skills would consequently 
go by the wayside, and the moment they 
would be useful is often too late to think 
about them. The Marine Corps should 
require that every year a Marine should 
have to pass the proficiency test for the 
belt that they currently hold, just like 
it does for the rifle range qualification 
system. If the Marine cannot pass, he 
should be reduced in belt level to the 
lowest level of proficiency that they can 
demonstrate. Marines should be allowed 
sufficient time to practice the required 
techniques, similar to the “grass week” 
and pre-qualification shoots that they 
are allotted for rifle and pistol marks-
manship. This could be as little as two 
days or as many as four, depending on 
the belt level. Such a system would en-
sure that Marines are retaining the close 
combat skills that they are taught. 
 In the current construction of the 
MCMAP Program, all ground fighting 
is done at the mid-level (Grey and Green) 
belts, the second and third belt levels. 
This should change to reflect a more 
realistic approach to personal combat. 
As both mixed martial arts coaches and 
many of those who have been in violent 
altercations will attest, many fights will 
end up on the ground in some form or 
another. Consequently, the “ground 
game” is a vital part of fighting skills. 
Currently, the MCMAP program only 
teaches a few basic ground fighting ma-
neuvers at the lowest belt level. Tan Belt 
Marines are taught only the rear choke, 
also known as the rear-naked choke. 
Gray belts are taught to counter two 
ground positions, mount (the aggressor 
is on top of the Marine’s torso on their 
knees) and guard (the aggressor is on 
their back with the Marine in between 
their legs), by getting back to their feet as 
quickly as possible. Only the Green Belt 
level has any sort of practical technique 
from a ground position that a Marine 

The solution lies in hold-
ing those instructors 
... watering down the 
training accountable.
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may fi nd themselves in: the Arm Bar, a 
technique that will break an aggressor’s 
arm if executed properly. This technique 
is a practical one, but it is wrongly placed 
in the Green Belt level, as is the Gray 
Belt counters to mount and guard. All 
of these should be taught at the Tan Belt 
level, as they are at their core very basic 
tools that will let a Marine be successful 
if a fi ght goes to the ground. Both coun-
ters teach Marines good defensive skills, 
and the Arm Bar is taught from both the 
mount and from the guard, which makes 
it an especially eff ective technique. Fur-
ther, the Arm Bar was taken from the 
Japanese martial art of Jiu-Jitsu, in which 
the arm bar is one of the more basic holds 
used. In fact, it is usually one of the fi rst 
techniques students learn when begin-
ning their study of Jiu-Jitsu. MCMAP 
seemingly leaves all the eff ective ground 
fi ghting to the higher belt levels, Black 
and Brown, with techniques such as the 
Triangle Choke and Guillotine Choke 
being their purview alone. Neither one 

is diffi  cult enough to warrant waiting 
until the Black Belt level and only takes 
tools out of the toolkits of Marines who 
fi nd themselves in dangerous situations. 
MCMAP should be adjusted to address 
this fact, with the Triangle Choke, Guil-
lotine Choke, and Arm Bar being taught 
to Grey Belt level Marines, giving them 
solid ground fi ghting fundamentals. 
 I am not advocating for the total re-
moval of the MCMAP program, nor 
am I advocating for the Marine Corps 
to become a martial arts-focused orga-
nization. What I am advocating for is 
practical, realistic reform that enhances 
our combat power and builds the skills 
of individual Marines. The way of the 
future demands that every Marine in-
crease his or her profi ciency across all 
skills, and hand-to-hand combat is not 
exempt. The Marine Corps frequently 
discusses the need for stronger junior 
leaders and for building resiliency in in-
dividual Marines. There are few better 
tools to build the desired confi dence and 

resiliency than martial arts, and the Ma-
rine Corps should make these suggested 
MCMAP reforms part of its vision for a 
more eff ective and lethal fi ghting force.  

Notes
1. Staff , “Indicator 12: Physical Fights on School 
Property and Anywhere Else,” National Center 
for Education Statistics, April 2019, https://nces.
ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/a12.

2. Headquarters Marine Corps, MCO 1500.59A
(Washington, DC: October 2019). 

3. Ibid.  
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It is 0430 and the familiar, intrusive 
sound of your alarm fills your ears. 
You reluctantly lumber to the side 
of your bed in the dark, searching 

for your phone to turn off the alarm. 
The second you find the button that 
puts an end to the noise, your screen 
confronts you with the fourteen push 
notifications and news alerts you missed 
in your six hours of sleep. 
 You have not even left your bedside 
and already are inundated with informa-
tion from various news sources, social 
media accounts, and advertisements 
from around the world. With every on-
line search and social media scroll, you 
contribute to the efforts of the corpora-
tions looking to sell you products and 
data-collection companies looking to 
assess and monetize information about 
your consumer habits. 

The Threat from Within
 You are as much a contributor to this 
environment as you are a consumer. Just 
as your search data informs companies 
on what to sell you, the sum of your pub-
lic activities online informs the broader 
public on who you are. Somehow in this 
environment of constant data collec-
tion, when it comes to online risk, the 
individual Marine is often his biggest 
threat—and all this in a world that also 
includes collections capabilities of vari-
ous potential adversaries. 
 The day begins and you roll out of 
bed with your primary weapon in hand. 
It is not an M4 or M9, but rather your 
smartphone of choice. This morning 

routine is not unique. Long before Ma-
rines ever unlock their rifles in the morn-
ing, they engage their smartphones. 
 Unlike a live fire range, where the 
chaos is carefully controlled, a Marine’s 
activities in this online realm are usually 
outside the watchful eye of leadership—
at least, assuming the Marine’s activities 
do not go viral. 
 However, a Marine’s actions on so-
cial media can have long-lasting con-
sequences that reverberate throughout 
the community and the Corps—and if 
official Marine Corps policy is an indica-
tor of the focus of our leadership, we as 
an institution are failing to keep pace 
with the activities of our Marines. 
 To be clear, approved guidance does 
constitute a meaningful step in the right 
direction. The CMC White Letter 1-17 
outlines social media misconduct, but 
the focus rests on Marines attacking 
one another via social media.1 While 
essential, this provides only a partial 
picture of the harm one can do online. 
Similarly, ALMARS 008/17, Social Me-
dia Guidance–Unofficial Military Posts, 
contains robust information on how 
Marines can discuss the Marine Corps 
in a personal capacity on personal social 
media accounts but does little to address 
personal posts on non-military mat-

ters. The Marine Corps Social Media 
Principles Handbook provides by far the 
longest and most comprehensive guide, 
but even this only goes as far as the “use 
your best judgment”2 approach. This 
strategy, if it can be referred to as such, 
is not helpful to Marines, particularly 
at a time when societal norms for online 
activity are shifting while the Marine 
Corps standard remains constant. As 
new Marines enter the fleet, they need 
to be properly instructed if they are ex-
pected to adhere to a higher standard 
than their civilian peers. 
 If we are unable to elucidate this 
standard for proper social media con-
duct—in a way that prizes both the or-
ganization’s image and the privacy of the 
individual Marine—then we are hardly 
prepared to expect Marines to adhere to 
the standard. 

Societal Shift
 Social media has, perhaps inadver-
tently, multiplied the number of watch-
dogs in our society. More often than 
not, these new watchdogs are not dedi-
cated professionals focused on ensuring 
proper accountability of our society’s 
institutions but rather other consum-
ers who have become engulfed in the 
social media scene of information shar-

Social Media and the
Fragility of Public

Perception
Leading Marines in an age of information overload

by 1stLt Cameron Edinburgh

>1stLt Edinburgh is a Communication Strategy and Operations Officer, currently 
serving with the 1st MarDiv, where he leads the Media and Community Engage-
ment section.
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ing and self-promoting. With this spread 
of user-generated content, so come new 
opportunities and risks. 

In this dynamic information envi-
ronment, the conduct of the individual 
Marine must be beyond reproach. This 
is especially true when Marines are out 
in their communities, whether those be 
physical or virtual. Leaders must con-
sider both categories when developing 
weekend safety briefs and when assess-
ing the overall health of their unit. Com-
mands with Marines who become part 
of viral scandals inevitably find their 
unit’s name attached to the scandals by 
extension, which can undermine unit 
credibility and smear a unit’s reputation 
for years to come. 

In case it is sometimes lost in this 
era of misinformation, our credibility 
matters. It matters to our allies whom 
we support, it matters to our potential 
adversaries whom we seek to deter, and 
it matters to the American electorate 
who pays our salaries. Credibility is 

the capital of our organization, and it 
can be erased from the actions of a few 
individuals who fail to uphold the stan-
dards our Nation expects of its Marines. 
We build credibility not just through 
our operations and training exercises, 
but also through constantly churning 
out Marines who prove to be good 
stewards of taxpayer dollars and valu-
able contributors to their communities. 
Nowhere are these contributions more 
evident to members of the community 
than through the information they con-
sume about Marines both in the news 
and on social media. 

According to a Pew Research Study 
conducted in 2018, 80 percent of Amer-
ican adults surveyed said they “have 
confidence in the military to act in 
the best interests of the public.”3 By 
way of comparison, the survey found 
that business leaders, the news media, 
and elected officials only reached 45 
percent, 40 percent, and 25 percent, 
respectively. 

As Marines, we pride ourselves on the 
standards we set. Gen John A. LeJeune 
noted that leaders are “responsible for 
the physical, mental, and moral welfare” 
of the Marines under their charge.4 Our 
Nation trusts our Marine leaders. This 
major selling point continues to drive 
recruiting and keep our trust rating high.

So, when Marines do miss the mark 
by failing to uphold our core values of 
honor, courage, and commitment, their 
actions often generate news and social 
media stories that in turn become phone 
notifications for fellow consumers to 
read as they rise from bed in the morning. 

Our Commitment
Being trusted as an institution comes 

with responsibility. Invariably, it seems 
to be a newsworthy event anytime a Ma-
rine is perceived to have failed to uphold 
the standard. Because of the reach po-
tential of social media, a Marine facing 
backlash over comments made online 
can face far greater scrutiny than a Ma-
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rine who has been formally convicted in 
a court-martial for violating the Uniform 
Code of Military Justice. 
 The weight that public perception 
plays must not be underappreciated. 
President Dwight D. Eisenhower taught 
us that “public opinion wins wars.”5 
This rule has obvious applications for 
the wartime setting, but it is just as 
strong a maxim in peacetime. When 
Marines misbehave on the international 
platform that social media provides, they 
needlessly foster doubt and foment dis-
sent about our organization from the 
public at large. 
 As Marines, our personal opinions 
can become conflated, either as official 
positions of the Corps or as the un-
derlying sentiment behind the official 
positions of the Corps. Increasingly it 
seems, that “the lines between Marines’ 
personal and professional lives often blur 
in the online space.”6 When this occurs, 
individual Marines can undermine our 
efforts to communicate effectively as an 
organization. 
 In his 2019 Commandant’s Planning 
Guidance, Gen Berger articulates a need 
to improve strategic communication, 
stating, “We must communicate with 
precision and consistency, based on a 
common focus and a unified message.”7 
Social media misconduct has the poten-
tial to upend this goal, as no amount 
of careful messaging on the part of the 
organization can undo the potential 
damage resulting from just one post 
that showcases a Marine in a way that 
runs contrary to our core values. 
 Through social media, a simple off-
the-cuff remark uttered by a disgruntled 
Marine has the potential to become a 
news story of local or national interest. 
But we must remember that in this re-
spect, social media is not in itself the 
problem but rather a forum where prob-
lems come to light. Commands must 
encourage candid discourse and place 
a premium on in-person, group discus-
sions to mitigate Marines taking to social 
media to air out their grievances.
 Whether or not leaders take the time 
to listen to their Marines, without a 
doubt, the public will. As some of the 
most trusted and well-respected pro-
fessionals in our society, our Marines 
are constantly in the spotlight. Lead-

ers must recognize this fact and plan 
accordingly.
 We need not jump the gun here. We 
do not need to hastily change our iconic 
creed of “Every Marine a rifleman” to 
“Every Marine an influencer.” We do, 
however, need to ensure all Marines 
understand the appropriate forums to 
speak candidly. 

A Call for Action
 While the future of the information 
environment is unclear, it is all but cer-
tain that it will continue to grow more 
complex. While a select group of profes-
sionals in our cyber, intelligence, and 
communication strategy communities 
wrestle with keeping our organization 
ahead in the information environment, 
it is the responsibility of leaders from all 
communities throughout the Corps to 
properly counsel their Marines on the 
appropriate use of social media. For the 
vast majority of Marines, winning in the 
information environment simply means 
ensuring professionalism in one’s per-
sonal conduct and the conduct of the 
Marines under one’s charge.
 This is not a call for radio silence on 
social media. We must recognize that 
increasingly, basic communication in 
this era often involves social media. This 
is not a call for a high-tech solution to 
mitigate the risks that come with new 
technology. Rather, this is a call for dis-
course and attention where it is due. 
 Commanders need not keep up with 
every social media trend and develop-
ment. They must, however, understand 
the role social media plays in the shaping 
of public opinion, and be able to provide 
enduring guidance to their Marines, as 
dictated by both institutional policy 
and local circumstances. Moreover, they 
should seek to imbue Marines with the 
framework to make decisions based on 
clear, applicable guidance. 
 In keeping with the Marine Corps’ 
firm belief in leadership by example, 
commanders should ensure their own so-
cial media pages reflect the same privacy 
settings and type of public content they 
would recommend for their Marines. 
 Commanders should facilitate unit 
discussions that address dominant social 
media trends particular to each unit, 
paying respect to duty station and unit 

history with social media misconduct. 
Commanders should also encourage 
their Marines to perform self-audits of 
online and social media activity early and 
often. If a Marine would not be com-
fortable seeing their post on a nightly 
TV news show, then they should not 
be posting it. 
 These unit discussions should also 
include enduring topics of concern in 
the information environment. These 
may include tactics for identifying 
misinformation online or techniques 
for understanding the biases of news 
organizations. 
 Our Corps needs its leaders to treat 
online conduct with the attention it de-
mands, not for the sake of saving face 
but to ensure we are worthy of the title 
Marine in all the physical and virtual 
settings we encounter. By prioritizing 
this, we can mitigate unforeseen risks 
to public perception while ensuring our 
Marines keep their honor and the honor 
of our organization clean. 
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A dark joke circulating among 
Marine leaders is that they 
measure success as stay-
ing off the front cover of a 

military newspaper because most who 
make the front cover usually do so for 
egregious reasons. Ethical failure tops 
the list. The typical response is to shake 
one’s head in disbelief and say to oneself, 
“How could this Marine have been so 
stupid?” which is followed by a quick 
dismissal that they would never make 
such an ill-advised decision.
 Such a dismissal may reassure, but it 
does little to explain the steady stream 
of successful, intelligent leaders—many 
of them moral—who end their careers 
through catastrophic ethical failure. It 
does not make sense. There must be 
more to the story.
 This article will argue that Marine 
leaders neglect to develop the discipline 
of introspection primarily because they 
do not understand or see little value in 
it. As a result, they leave themselves at 
significant risk of failing to recognize 
their drift toward ethical failure until 

it is too late. The key to mitigating this 
drift, then, is to develop the discipline of 
introspection. This article will conclude 
with a two-fold application: first, tips on 
the personal development of introspec-
tion, and second, why the Marine Corps 
should formally train their “middle man-
agers” to be introspective. 
 What is introspection? According to 
the Oxford Dictionary, introspection is 
“the examination or observation of one’s 
own mental and emotional processes.”2 

Throughout this article the terms, “self-
reflection” and “introspection” will be 
used interchangeably. 
 Great military thinkers find value 
in ref lection. In his memoirs during 
his tenure at CENTCOM, then-Gen 
Mattis admitted that “in our military, 
lack of time to reflect is the single biggest 

deficiency in senior decision makers.”3 
A popular proverb collected by Sun Tzu 
observed “if you know the enemy and 
know yourself, you need not fear the 
result of a hundred battles.”4 The context 
of the former is the need for reflection on 
strategic objectives, whereas the latter is 
tactical. Yet, with both, honest reflection 
on one’s own strengths and weaknesses 
is a necessary part of this process, wheth-
er strategic or tactical. This reflection, 
then, should also include self-reflection, 
since knowing and mitigating against 
weaknesses of one’s character improve 
the chance for success. For example, 
knowing that one tends toward over-
confidence can mitigate the tendency 
to underestimate the enemy.        
 The Marine Corps says it values self-
reflection. The first leadership principle 
is to “know yourself and seek self-im-
provement.” MCTP 6-10B gives prac-
tical guidance on how this should be 
done: Compare your character against 
the 14 Marine Corps Leadership Traits. 
In other words, ask yourself, “Am I just, 
tactful, enthusiastic?” identify shortfalls, 
then work to shore up deficiencies.5 The 
assumption is that if one simply looks, 
one can accurately identify one’s char-
acter weakness.  
 Yet in 24 years, first as an enlisted re-
serve Marine and then as an active-duty 
Navy Chaplain to Marines and sailors, 
the author has never seen this guidance 
modeled or taught. Why is this? The 

Introspection
Among Leaders

A neglected discipline 
by CAPT Michael E. Foskett
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answer, in part, must be there is no de-
mand signal for it. Most leaders think 
that they know themselves pretty well 
(so no need for further self-reflection), 
and most leaders perceive themselves as 
morally sound—certainly not perfect, 
but morally better than most.  
 Clinical Psychologist Dr. Henry 
Cloud challenges the former assump-
tion. When it comes to self-awareness, 
Cloud asserts that most people don’t 
know themselves very well at all. In 
fact, they don’t even know what they 
don’t know. What they do perceive 
about themselves is skewed in a positive 
direction, since, according to Cloud, the 
default human tendency is to “not see 
ourselves as we actually are.”6 There is 
historical precedent for Cloud’s asser-
tion: “The heart [the internal center of 
one’s moral will, emotions and intellect] 
is deceitful above all things,” warns the 
ancient Jewish prophet.7 The heart says 
what one wants to hear rather than the 
hard truth one needs to hear. 
 If Cloud is correct, this is both reveal-
ing and troubling. This may explain why 
many toxic leaders do not know that they 
are toxic and why they are oblivious to 
character flaws that are so painfully obvi-
ous to others. This also explains in part 
the resistance leaders encounter from 
their subordinates because subordinates 
perceive the character flaws in leaders 

that leaders do not see in themselves and 
thus lose respect for those leaders. 
 Most importantly, Cloud’s assertion 
reveals a key element missing in the ex-
planation for the ethical failure of a 
successful leader in the excellent article, 
“The Bathsheba Syndrome.” The au-
thors of this article quote Arial Durant’s 
observation that “power dements even 
more than it corrupts.”8 They specify 
this “dementia” as the inflated belief in 
personal ability (emotional expansion, 
inflated ego, etc.).9 They go on to attri-
bute this dementia to the dark side of 
success.10 But success is no more a rea-
son for this dementia than a deployment 
causes infidelity. In both cases, success 
and deployments simply present a test 
to see how an individual will act when 
external ethical guard rails lessen and 
institutional power increases. 
 The authors of “The Bathsheba Syn-
drome” also fail to adequately explain 
why a successful leader does not read-
ily identify this dangerous dementia in 
himself and take appropriate counter-
measures. After all, no successful leader 
would invite self-sabotage and subse-
quent humiliation. Cloud’s assertion 
better explains how this dementia leads 
to self-sabotage: The successful leader 
failed to see these expanding character 
flaws because she deceived herself to 
thinking that they did not exist—until 

it was too late. This is the rest of the 
story.
 The danger of this dementia cannot 
be overstated. This tendency towards 
self-deception in a positive direction 
is not just a hazard to the oblivious or 
the arrogant; it is a present danger for 
any leader with institutional power. 
President Lincoln observed, “Nearly 
all men can stand adversity, but if you 
want to test a man’s character, give him 
power.”11 Lincoln knew how the accu-
mulation of power—when not checked 
by strong moral character—often led 
to the dementia of abuse of power and 
subsequent self-sabotage.  
 A strong character must be more than 
just moral will; it also requires the ability 
to accurately identify character flaws be-
fore correcting them. This ability to look 
through the dementia of self-deception 
and see these flaws is the discipline of in-
trospection. Developing introspection, 
then, is essential for leaders to mitigate 
against self-sabotage.   
 Developing introspection begins 
with the humility to face reality. Lead-
ers should assume they fall prey to the 
default tendency to see themselves bet-
ter than they actually are. They should 
also assume that they have blind spots in 
which character flaws can fester without 
them even realizing it. Successful lead-
ers—no matter how confident they are 
in themselves or their abilities—dare not 
dismiss the need for introspection by as-
suming they are above these dangerous 
tendencies. 
 Dismantling misconceptions is also 
foundational to the development of 
introspection. Stoicism, the mastery of 
emotional response in any given situa-
tion, is highly prized as a leadership trait 
among Marine leaders—as it should be. 
However, Stoicism unintentionally cre-
ates an underlying suspicion amongst 
the rank and file about any discipline 
involving reflection on emotions. Af-
ter all, emotions must be mastered, not 
understood. 
 To be clear, introspection is not na-
val-gazing or self-loathing—nor does 
it encourage a victim mentality. It is a 
discipline that leverages emotions as 
clues to detect hidden character flaws 
to see oneself clearly. For example, dis-
proportionate negative emotions can 

Promotions are opportunities for reflection and self-examination, but they should not be the 
only times leaders practice introspection. (Photo by Cpl Ana S. Madrigal.)
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point to unobserved and unresolved 
emotional wounds that, left untreated, 
make a leader vulnerable to poor ethical 
decisions. The end state of a discipline 
of introspection, then, is the emotional 
intelligence to see the true you that miti-
gates self-sabotage.  
 Aristotle taught, “Whatever we learn 
to do, we learn by actually doing it.”12 
So it is with leaders who desire to be 
more introspective. Learn by doing. 
One tried-and-true means of learning 
to be more introspective involves jour-
naling, especially when one experiences 
disproportionate negative emotions that 
are difficult to understand. The clarity 
that comes out of a pen may never come 
out of one’s mouth. Journaling—and 
later analyzing what one wrote—brings 
insight and transparency into one’s inner 
world. “Talking it out” with a competent 
sounding board can also illuminate.
 Reading widely across genres of lit-
erature is another means of developing 
introspection. One better understands 
the universal reality, complexity, and 
contradictions of human nature from 
great works of the past. A better under-
standing of the operations of human 
nature, in turn, leads to better self-un-
derstanding. For example, a major theme 
of Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment 
explores whether great men are above 
morality or do they suffer the same con-
sequences as ordinary men when they 
break the law? Leaders should not shy 
away from reading religious and philo-
sophical material, since many world re-
ligions and philosophies offer valuable 
insights into the dementia of self-decep-
tion to believers and unbelievers alike. 
Granted, some religious teachings and 
philosophies are esoteric, subjective, and 
even coercive. But much of the knowl-
edge found in many world religions and 
philosophies is simply the accumulation 
of wisdom from thousands of years of 
observing human behavior. For example, 
Buddhism offers an insightful connec-
tion between clinging to selfish desires 
and the suffering it causes to self and 
others. 
 Mitigating against self-deception and 
subsequent self-sabotage also requires 
self-care. Studies show that chronic fa-
tigue can impair a person’s judgment to 
the same level as being legally drunk.13 

Self-reflection, then, needs to include an 
internal barometer to accurately gauge 
when pushing through fatigue becomes 
counter-productive—even dangerous. 
Self-care must also include a regular regi-
ment of time, rest, and mental space to 
get away from the tyranny of the urgent 
and effectively self-reflect. Additionally, 
one can reach out to chaplains and other 
providers for other means of self-care 
(CREDO retreats, spiritual practices, 
etc.).   
 Journaling, reading widely, and 
self-care are a good start, but they are 
not enough. Leaders should surround 
themselves with honest brokers who will 
truthfully answer the question, “What 
is it like to be on the other end of me?”14 
Mattis recommends that “leaders at all 
ranks ... must keep in their inner circle 
people who will unhesitatingly point 
out when a leader’s personal behavior 
or decisions are not appropriate.”15 This 
requires the courage and humility to in-
vite constructive criticism necessary to 
perceive ethical drift that a leader cannot 
see on her own. 
 The Marine Corps needs to be more 
intentional about teaching its leaders 
how to know yourself and seek self-im-
provement. Introspection and topics in 
its orbit (emotional intelligence, mind-
fulness, the relationship between power 
and character corruption, etc.) should be 
taught to middle management leaders 
of the Marine Corps, enlisted, and of-
ficers alike. This is best done at resident 
SNCO academies and Command and 
Staff Colleges. To be effective, instruc-
tion needs to be in small groups and 
interactive, where leaders can grapple 
with concepts and work them into their 
respective leadership styles.
 No Marine leader wants to become 
a cautionary tale on the cover of a mili-
tary newspaper, nor does the Marine 
Corps wants its leaders to fail. Individu-
als should, then, view introspection as 
a daily discipline that mitigates self-de-
ception and consequent self-sabotage. 
The Marine Corps should augment this 
individual effort by teaching introspec-
tion to its middle managers. 
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Our current Marine Corps is 
wrestling with the reality 
of low retention and an in-
credibly demanding recruit-

ing mission while being unable to fill 
critical skills gaps in highly technical 
military occupational specialties. This 
has spurred discussion on how to cre-
ate paths to a lateral entry for civilians 
who possess the critical skills we need 
but do not view the military as an op-
tion because of certain realities, such as 
compensation commensurate with skills 
and experience, and an unwillingness to 
start at the bottom of the military hier-
archy with peers who may be a decade 
younger in age, experience, and matu-
rity. Further complicating this issue are 
rightful concerns that most strategies for 
implementing lateral entry will have the 
unintended consequences of degrading 
our most competitive advantages: esprit 
de corps, unit cohesion, and the overall 
fighting spirit of the Marine Corps. This 
article serves to propose a path forward 
that mitigates those concerns while en-
abling the Marine Corps to acquire the 
talent we seek.
 To enable success for lateral entry, 
we need to take a play out of the Army’s 
book and explore the usage of a “Special-
ist” E-4 rank. The Army utilizes this 
rank not only in their usual promotion 
cycle but when enlisting applicants with 
a college degree. Not only does a col-
lege degree holder get whatever lavish 
bonuses the Army offers at the time but 
they also get a permanent increase in 
rank and monthly pay. Given the cur-
rent constraints of the military pay and 
rank system, this is likely the best path 
forward to compensate for the type of 
talent we are looking for in lateral entry 
applicants who already make significant-

ly more than the average private and are 
not willing to take a 60 percent pay cut. 
We can take this concept a step further 
and create a “Technical Sergeant” E-5 
rank for lateral entry applicants. This 
will allow them to have a higher rank 
and monthly pay while also signifying 
that they are not a non-commissioned 
officer (NCO) and do not have the usual 
responsibility of giving and enforcing 
orders that an NCO has. 

 The benefit of these new ranks en-
sures that those lateral entry applicants 
are distinctly not NCOs but highly paid 
technical specialists whose job is to be 
good at their job, not immediately lead 
others without the relevant experience. 
By making someone a non-NCO but 
increasing their rank to ensure they are 
compensated for their expertise, we are 
not allowing poor leaders to lead Ma-
rines; we give them a space to gain the 
relevant experience to join the ranks of 
NCOs and SNCOs at a later point in 
time while leveraging their skills now 

and compensating them appropriately 
for it.
 Assuming that these technical ex-
perts with relevant experience in their 
fields are much smarter, more mature, 
and more inclined to be successful in 
the Marine Corps than the average high 
school student, how do we ensure that 
they too have a clear career path and 
that we invest training and education 
in them to enable them to be successful? 
Consider the following scenario:
 A technical specialist with a college 
degree and relevant experience in their 
field expresses interest in joining the Ma-
rine Corps. For their civilian experience, 
they rate a bonus of $15,000. Upon con-
tracting, they are an E-4 Specialist with 
“X” years of “constructed service credit” 
(like we already do for lawyers), with a 

guaranteed promotion opportunity to 
E-5 Technical Sergeant at the two-year 
mark. Their street-to-fleet pipeline in-
cludes a modified PME course at their 
first duty station (before they check in to 
their unit) that combines Lance Corpo-
ral Seminar and Corporal’s Course into 
a hybrid course that will give them some 
education on leadership prior to enter-
ing the fleet. Upon completion of two 
years’ time-in-service, and after being 
recommended by their unit’s promotion 
panel, they are promoted to E-5 technical 
sergeant. 

Creating a Pathway
for Lateral Entry

Borrowing a proven idea from the Army
by Capt Kevin N. Byington

>Capt Byington is a 0102 Manpower 
Officer currently assigned to Recruit-
ing Station Atlanta as the Executive 
Officer. His previous duty assignment 
was the squadron Adjutant for Ma-
rine Wing Support Squadron 272. 

To enable success for lateral entry, we need to take a 
play out of the Army’s book and explore the usage of a 
“Specialist” E-4 rank.
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 At this point, that Marine has a 
choice: after four years in service, they 
are eligible to “augment” to a regular 
E-5 Sergeant and assume NCO respon-
sibilities after being recommended by 
their unit’s NCO promotion panel. In 
this case, they have joined ranks with 
their non-specialist peers and fall into 
the normal promotion timeline for their 
MOS. Alternatively, they can remain as 
an E-5 technical sergeant and be con-
sidered for promotion to staff sergeant 
with their peers when they come in-zone 
for their MOS. Or they could opt out 
of promotion and determine that they 
would like to remain as a non-NCO for 
the remainder of their time in service. 
 By utilizing these two newly created 
ranks in the Marine Corps, we solve the 
following problems:

1. How do we appropriately com-
pensate technical specialists who are 
unwilling/unable to start at the very 
bottom?
2. How do we refrain from diminish-
ing the importance of what it means 
to be an NCO and ensure that those 
who were civilians thirteen weeks ago 
are not squad leaders tomorrow? 
3. How do we integrate these lateral en-
try applicants into the regular force and 
ensure that they also have a clear career 
path forward if they choose to remain 
in the military past one enlistment? 

 For those lateral entry applicants who 
are worth more than what an E-4 with 
“X” years of service makes monthly, we 
can authorize a “critical skills pay” that 
is similar to Special Duty Assignment 
pay. The amount could be set across the 
board or be individualized to the appli-
cant and their experience, but could be 
distributed similarly to current Special 
Duty Assignment options (large bonus 
with small monthly pay increase, no bo-
nus with large monthly pay increase). 
In the event of reenlistment, this bonus 
amount can be reassessed based on the 
individual, their qualifications, and their 
propensity to reenlist. 
 In addition to the above, there are op-
tions outside of monthly pay and allow-
ances for lateral entry. For example, for 
those working professionals who have a 
house full of household goods and are in 
their late twenties, should we force them 
to live in the barracks with a bunch of 

teenagers, or could we authorize BAH 
and a government-funded move when 
they enter the Service, so they can con-
tinue to maintain a similar quality of 
life? For those with a family, could we 
also offer them duty station preference, 
so the family can be at a location they 
desire to ease the transition? Could we 
offer a reduced time period to become 
eligible to transfer a G.I. Bill to family 
members? Could we bring back college 
student loan repayment options? I argue 
these additional benefits can help ease 
the transition between professional ci-
vilian life and military life, emulate a 
civilian equivalent “relocation package” 
when transitioning jobs, and further 
solidify to these prospective applicants 
that military service is a good fit for their 
current life. 
 What do we do with a technical ser-
geant who really enjoys doing their job, 
is good at it, but has no desire to become 
a staff sergeant and lead a platoon of Ma-
rines? We have already invested plenty of 
time and money into their technical and 
professional development. It makes no 
sense to let that Marine exit the service 
because we force them out. For this rare 
case, we should consider lengthening 
service limitations. For an E-5 Techni-
cal Sergeant, allow them to stay in for 

twenty years until retirement if they so 
choose (assuming they continue to meet 
all standards). Allow them to conduct 
higher-level professional military educa-
tion. Allow them to attend higher-level 
MOS advancement/credibility courses. 
Allow them to be as technically savvy as 
they desire to be to retain that skillset, 
knowledge, and experience within our 
organization. 
 What I am not advocating for is allow-
ing civilians to laterally enter the Marine 
Corps without attending Recruit Train-
ing, Marine Combat Training, or MOS 
School. I am also not advocating for 
them to be exempt from PME require-
ments. In fact, I agree with those in op-
position that the principle underpinning 
any lateral entry scheme should be that 
we are Marines first, Marines always. 
Every Marine will still be a rifleman. 
Every Marine will still be subject to an 
annual physical fitness test and combat 
fitness test. Every Marine will go to the 
field and be worldwide deployable. For 
those who do not live up to our core 
values, processes like non-judicial pun-
ishment and administrative separation 
are still on the table (as well as recoup-
ment of any bonuses paid to them). But 
we can maintain what it means to be a 
Marine while simultaneously entertain-
ing common-sense solutions to filling 
our talent gap. 
 We have heard the concerns of those 
Marines (active duty, veteran, and re-
tired) who rightfully question whether 
a lateral entry at a higher rank will serve 
to degrade our NCO and staff NCO 
ranks and diminish our esprit de corps 
with leaders who lack the relevant experi-
ence to effectively lead Marines. To those 
naysayers, I ask you this: In the above 
scenario, is there really a grave danger 
with lateral entry? There will always be 
a risk in whatever course of action we 
pursue. But the largest risk is in main-
taining the status quo. 

Reestablishing the historical rank of techni-
cal sergeant (1941 rank insignia) may be one 
method for managing the lateral entry of 
technical exerts into the Corps. (Image: History 
Division.)
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W hat kind of commander 
does the Marine Corps 
want? The significance 
of this question cannot 

be overstated. Officers selected for O-5 
command have immediate and career-
long effects on the hundreds of Marines 
in their units, consequently impacting 
the quality of the force for years after 
command is relinquished. More criti-
cal, these battalion and squadron com-
manders are personally charged with 
building the warfighting capability 
and combat readiness of Marine Corps 
forces deployed across the globe. As the 
Marine Corps transforms itself to more 
thoroughly integrate with the Navy and 
develop naval expeditionary forces, 
the best leaders are needed in command 
positions. Finally, O-5 command is all 
but a prerequisite for continued pro-
motion and command at more senior 
levels. Very few lieutenant colonels not 
selected for O-5 command are promoted 
to colonel, and none who fail selection 
for O-6 command are promoted to the 
general officer ranks. 
 The Marine Corps wants “the best 
and most fully qualified for command.” 
But what it wants and what it gets may 
not be in alignment. The more com-
pelling question, again, is what kind of 
commander does the Marine Corps se-
lect? The troubling answer is that the 
commander it selects is often determined 
by a crapshoot. 
 Though command board precepts 
provide some guidance to board mem-

bers, the selection statistics show that 
board members often use selection heu-
ristics that do not align with the precepts. 
In turn, assignments officers (monitors) 
and career counselors must infer career 
guidance from the selection statistics, 
providing advice that might be contrary 
to policy or even unachievable. Officers 
attempt to shape their career paths by 
playing a game of Go Fish!, in which 
picking the wrong card by chance of-
ten negatively affects their careers and 
the Marine Corps. 

 Command selection must not rely 
on examining records that were largely 
determined by a guessing game. Com-
manders must be selected through de-
liberate processes that ensure the intent 
of command selection is met. 

The Commanders We Ask For
 Marine Corps commanders are se-
lected through the Command Screening 
Program (CSP), an order implemented 

“to ensure that Marines receive the best 
possible leadership and to provide all 
eligible officers with a fair and equitable 
opportunity to command.” In addition, 
the program seeks to formalize “an 
objective system that eliminates 
subjective bias from the process” using 
a standard of “best and fully qualified” 
for all officers screened for selection.  
 The CSP issues more specific guid-
ance to board members through com-
mand selection precepts prior to each 
board. These precepts state the board 

will select those officers “whom a major-
ity of the board consider the best and 
fully qualified for command.” Further, 
board members are reminded that “the 
Marine Corps has not established an 
expected or preferred career pattern 
for officers.” The precept directs board 
members to screen officers based on their 
performance in any given assignment, 
rather than on the types of billets to 
which they were assigned.

The Accidental
Marine Corps
Commander
Reprinted from Proceedings with permission;

Copyright © 2020 U.S. Naval Institute/www.usni.org
by Maj Brian Kerg

>Maj Kerg is a prior-enlisted Mortarman, Communications Officer, Operational 
Planner, and Fellow at the Brute Krulak Center for Innovation and Future Warfare. 
He is currently the Northeast Asia Plans Officer at III MEF.

Officers attempt to shape their career paths by playing 
a game of Go Fish! 
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 The only special consideration given 
for past assignments is one for success-
ful tours with Marine Corps Recruit-
ing Command (MCRC). Notably, the 
precept declares, “A successful tour of 
duty with the Marine Corps Recruiting 
Command should be viewed as a sig-
nificant accomplishment in an officer’s 
career.”
 To summarize, the precept calls for 
selections based on this simple guidance: 
select the best and fully qualified, don’t 
discriminate based on career path, but do 
give special consideration to those who suc-
ceeded in MCRC tours. According to this 
criteria, command selectees as a group 
should have incredibly diverse career 
paths, with a slight preference for those 
who had successful MCRC tours. But 
the data show this is not the case.

The Commanders We Get
 To determine what the average bat-
talion or squadron commander looks 
like, one can review the results of recent 
command selection boards and identify 
common traits. 
 Despite very broad guidance and the 
admonishment to avoid giving prefer-
ence to assignment types, the Marine 
Corps selects a very specific type of of-
ficer for command—one who held com-
pany/battery/detachment command 
in their primary military occupational 

specialty as a captain, a “key” billet as a 
major, and attended resident professional 
military education (PME) at least once, 
either as a captain or a major. A key bil-
let is understood by board members as 
a battalion/squadron executive officer 
or operations officer in the FMF or a 

MEU, regimental primary staff officer, 
O-4 company commander, or depart-
ment head tour. In FMF tours, selectees 
generally had experience in more than 
one MEF. Finally, there was a strong 
preference for those with successful 
MCRC tours. 
 Board members generally assigned 
less value to joint tour fitness reports and 
those from special education program 
(SEP) utilization tours that prevented the 
officers from having a command tour as 
a captain or a key billet as a major. These 
observations are not categorical. There 
were outliers, but the profile described 
above is the statistically significant career 
path one should pursue to be competi-
tive for command.   

 This career profile, or “command-
er’s career path,” is not new and has 
been the trend in command selection 
for at least the past decade. Determin-
ing  why  this trend exists is difficult, 
given the contrary precept language. 
But the trend is observable in the data, 
which is used by monitors in the guid-
ance  they publish. Aside from the 
explicitly required preference for MCRC 
alumni, why such a career path exists 
remains a mystery. However, former 
board members have repeated two key 
trends in briefs on command selection 
and through informal mentoring, and 
these trends correspond strongly with 
the data. 
 First, board members were far more 
likely to select for command those of-
ficers whose career paths matched their 
own career paths, even with middling 
performance evaluations, than officers 
whose career paths did not match—even 
if the latter had much higher perfor-
mance evaluations. That is, assignment 
type was preferred over performance, de-
spite the precepts’ prohibition against 
this voting behavior. 
 Second, board members were far 
more likely to select those who attended 

resident PME than those who completed 
nonresident PME. That is, PME residen-
cy was strongly preferred, despite Marine 
Corps policy requiring resident and non-
resident PME to be considered equiva-
lent. This trend is confirmed by compar-
ing data on selection to resident PME 
with rates of selection to command. For 
example, I examined the FY2017 Marine 
Corps O-5 command list and found that 
those who attended resident PME were 
selected for command over those who 
attended nonresident PME at a rate as 
high as 9-to-1. 
 Regardless of other factors, those who 
aspire to command are left with the les-
son that they should model their careers 
to match a more narrowly defined career 

Commanders have a direct influence on the lives and readiness of their Marines. We need to 
make the selection process more deliberate. (Photo by LCpl Enrique Barcenascortes.)

... board members were far more likely to select for 
command those officers whose career paths matched 
their own ...
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path, despite board precept language, 
and they should attend resident PME. 
Yet, this is simply impossible for many 
officers.

Choosing to Match the Profile Is An 
Almost Impossible Task
 It is no secret that Marines have very 
little control over their assignments. 
Generally, officers identify their as-
signment preferences to their monitor. 
Monitors, in turn, attempt to meet the 
mandate of putting the right officer in 
the right assignment to support the 
needs of the Marine Corps. But when 
one monitor is slating orders for hun-
dreds of individuals while managing 
inventory and vacancies to support the 
needs of the force, it becomes almost 
impossible to accommodate assignment 
preferences. 
 Moreover, orders send Marines to 
commands and not to specific billets. 
The receiving commander determines 
which individual is assigned to which 
billet. Based on manpower taxes (such as 
headquarters staff positions that are on 
the table of organization but not on the 
staffing goal, general’s aides, individual 
augments, and other requirements), it 
is not uncommon for officers to go an 
entire three-year tour without filling a 
key billet. 
 Finally, selection by the Comman-
dant’s Education Board (CEB) is com-
pletely out of an officer’s control, and 
the program to which a CEB selectee is 
slated—resident PME, SEP, or another 
program—is largely arbitrary, based 
on comparing officer preferences with 
available CEB assignments. Further-
more, although CEB also uses a “best 
and fully qualified” standard, those 
already assigned to the national capital 
region (NCR) when screened for CEB 
are selected for resident PME at signifi-
cantly higher rates than those who are 
not, presumably as a cost-saving measure 
because they will not have to relocate to 
attend resident PME schools located in 
Quantico, VA, or Washington, DC. 
 In other words, officers have almost 
no control to model their careers to 
match the commander’s career path or 
increase their chances for selection for 
resident PME attendance. Whether they 
can hit the wickets that make them most 

competitive in the eyes of any board be-
comes a matter of luck. Consequently, 
many Marine Corps officers are selected 
for O-5 command not by design, but by 
accident. 

Deliberate Commander Selection
 How can the Marine Corps change 
this? 
 Prioritize performance over billet as-
signment. Officers cannot control their 
assignments, but they can control their 
performance. This is why the CSP and 
command board precepts make it clear 
that boards should prioritize perfor-
mance over billet assignment. How-
ever, board member behavior shows 
little adherence to this CSP guidance. 

This can be better controlled by with-
holding billet assignment history from 
board members, compelling them to se-
lect commanders based on fitness report 
relative values and key comments from 
evaluators. 
 Control for PME bias. While policy is 
clear that resident and nonresident PME 
are equivalent for purposes of promotion 
and command selection, board member 
behavior shows a bias for officers who 
attended resident PME at rates as high 
as 9-to-1, as previously mentioned. The 
CEB selects for education and not for 
command, yet command board mem-
bers use resident PME selection as a 
proxy for excellence, a flawed method 
to apply when selecting commanding 
officers. If these schools truly are equiva-
lent, there should be no distinction be-
tween resident or nonresident PME in 
an Official Military Professional File 
(OMPF), and board members should 
be blind to the type of PME completed 
by the screened population.   
 Leverage the Army’s Battalion Com-
mand Assessment Program (BCAP). 
Though not a one-to-one comparison, 
the Army and Marine Corps share simi-
lar processes for battalion command se-
lection. Recently, the Army conducted a 

pilot for the new BCAP, which included 
evaluations on written communication 
skills, cognitive assessments, peer and 
subordinate assessments, a double-blind 
panel interview, and other new metrics. 
Command selection using the BCAP, 
when compared with the original pro-
cess using only evaluations from super-
visors, saw a radical shift in who was 
selected, including an average change of 
35 percent up or down the order of merit 
list for command. Notably, the officer 
who was rated “worst” in the old system 
was rated “first” in the new system, illus-
trating that more holistic evaluations can 
drastically change who is selected. Such 
shifts will incentivize new leadership, 
learning, and performance behaviors 

among officers throughout their careers, 
creating an even more competitive pool 
of potential commanders. The Marine 
Corps should assess the BCAP and iden-
tify if it has aspects that can be adopted 
to better select the commanders it wants.

Best and Fully Qualified
 Given the incredible responsibility 
commanders have in executing the Ma-
rine Corps’ responsibility to the security 
interests of the Nation, it is imperative 
that those selected to command are se-
lected deliberately, not accidentally. By 
prioritizing performance over assign-
ment type, controlling for PME bias, 
and identifying positive results from the 
BCAP, boards will be better empowered 
to select the “best and fully qualified” 
officers for command. This, in turn, will 
position the Marine Corps to have the 
best leaders at the helm as it moves down 
the path of naval integration and builds 
combat readiness for future threats.

... it is imperative that those selected to command are 
selected deliberately, not accidentally.
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W ise leaders in any orga-
nization avoid a cult of 
personality and develop 
values-based units that 

embody a commitment to a core set 
of ideals as well as to the unit’s overall 
mission.  
 The Marine Corps is a stronghold for 
a modern American warrior culture that 
combines a unique value system with a 
combat mindset. The clearly articulated 
values of honor, courage, and commit-
ment encourage the relentless pursuit 
of mission accomplishment even at the 
risk of life or limb. To avoid any confu-
sion or misunderstanding over the true 
meaning of these values, each tenet is 
painstakingly defined and outlined both 
online and in print, easily accessible to 
every Marine.  
 The dedicated defense of these values 
does not come without a cost. Indeed, 
the Marine Corps is first and foremost 
a warfighting organization dedicated to 
defeating our Nation’s enemies in the air, 
on land, and at sea—and, of course, in 
any clime and place. Cliché yet neverthe-
less true, this fact often requires Marines 
to directly participate in life-threatening 
combat. Notwithstanding the brilliant 
execution of all combat operations, it is 
not uncommon for the Marine Corps to 
lose Marines in battle, and this sacrifice 
is acutely felt throughout the entire or-
ganization, from fire teams to regiments. 
 The high-stakes nature of the Marine 
Corps as well as its holistic condition-
ing—including draining mental, physi-
cal, and emotional training designed 
to adequately prepare Marines for real-
world combat—necessitate thoughtful, 
selfless, and fearless ductus exemplo, or 
leadership from the front. In the profes-

sion of arms, history has proven time 
and again that the right leader can make 
all the difference. While conducting his 
military campaigns through the ancient 
Anatolian and Grecian peninsulas, 
Alexander the Great affirmed: “I am 
not afraid of an army of lions led by a 
sheep; I am afraid of an army of sheep 
led by a lion.” Centuries later, Napo-
leon Bonaparte echoed these words, 
proclaiming: “If you build an army of 
100 lions and their leader is a dog, in any 
fight, the lions will die like a dog. But if 

you build an army of 100 dogs and their 
leader is a lion, all dogs will fight like a 
lion.” Ultimately, judicious leadership is 
the most important trait an individual 
can bring to and promote within the 
Marine Corps.
 Thus, it is incumbent upon a com-
mander to develop depth in his chain 
of command to propagate this storied 
type of leadership and help craft the next 
generation of Marine leaders. One of the 
truest tests of leadership a commander 
will face is whether he can ensure his 
unit’s continued success in the face of 
unexpected events that result in his 
disappearance. Whether in combat or 
peacetime, it is always possible a dynamic 
leader will be killed or injured, or else 
issued orders for a permanent change of 
station. What happens, then, when such 

Protecting and Ensuring 
the Legacy of our Corps

The stronghold of warrior culture
by BGen Matthew Reid

>BGen Reid is the Commanding Gen-
eral for Task Force 51/5th MEB.

It is essential that the foundations of leadership are firmly rooted in institutional values. (Photo 
by LCpl Phuchung Nguyen.)
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a leader leaves command or abruptly dis-
appears? Does the organization continue 
to succeed, or does it fade into obscurity 
and mediocrity?  
 In the realm of Marine Corps leader-
ship, there exists a delicate dichotomy. 
On one hand, the Marine Corps thrives 
as a “command-driven” organization. 
An enthusiastic and engaging leader 
can quickly garner the love and admira-
tion of his unit and propel them to new 
heights of achievement. On the other 
hand, this top-down structure can also 
unwittingly encourage the rise of lead-
ers prone to fostering harmful cults of 
personality. These overbearing leaders 
use their authority as a platform for self-
promotion, oftentimes replacing the or-
ganization’s ideals with their own. They 
also foster an intimidating environment 
in which subordinates struggle to make 
even the simplest of decisions and are in-
stead encouraged to develop a dangerous 
dependency on the charisma of a single 
individual. This can lead to serious con-
sequences. Following the departure of 

a leader who has hitherto monopolized 
decision making and morale, a unit can 
become utterly ineff ective and lose its 
cohesion. In such a scenario in which 
Marines have lost sight of the core val-

ues of honor, courage, and commitment 
that exist above and beyond any single 
individual, the foundation of the entire 
organization is threatened.  
 By contrast, an organization founded 
upon well-defi ned ideals with strong sub-
ordinate leaders can survive the reign of 
any individual, whether he be overbear-
ing or ineff ectual. Marines have a rich 
history of inspirational heroes who are 
rightly honored and celebrated—John 
Bolt, Lou Diamond, and Lewis Burwell 

“Chesty” Puller, to name a few. Yet, it 
is incumbent upon all Marine leaders 
to foster an environment in which the 
sudden departure of a leader does not 
result in widespread anxiety and chaos. 

Many powerful nations and the war-
rior cultures that protected them have 
vanished over the course of human his-
tory; their defeat was usually preceded 
by the slow, imperceptible relaxing of 
standards and values over several years. 
The Marine Corps is as distinctive, sto-
ried, feared, ultimately victorious, and as 
lethal as any historical warrior culture. 
Marines must continue to safeguard the 
foundational strengths of their Service 
and ensure the Corps remains truly the 
most ready when our Nation is the least 
ready.    
 Learning to balance an inspiring 
personality with a commitment to de-
veloping unit-wide core values and depth 
of leadership is truly an art. All Marine 
Corps leaders, down to even the most 
junior Marine, are responsible for under-
standing and applying strong, eff ective 
leadership fi rmly rooted in the values of 
the Marine Corps. This requires con-
stant mentoring as well as dedicated 
study, practice, and application. Only 
by truly embodying our values of honor, 
courage, and commitment will we suc-
cessfully carry them with us to and from 
deployments all over the world and pass 
on their true meaning to the next genera-
tion.
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W ar is hell. Even in its 
simplest form, it is 
arguably one of the 
worst endeavors made 

possible by the human dimension. In 
nearly every major conflict across his-
tory, participants—both as individu-
als and groups—have demonstrated 
the ease with which sanctioned acts of 
war can turn into hideously immoral 
crimes against humanity. Sadly, the U.S. 
military is no exception. Events such as 
the 1890 Wounded Knee Massacre, the 
1968 My Lai Massacre, the 2003 mal-
treatment of detainees at Abu Ghraib, 
the 2006 Mahmudiyah massacre and 
rape of a fourteen-year-old girl, and 
many others clearly demonstrate that, 
with the right conditions, excessively 
violent and deviant behavior can occur 
in any unit.
 Although clear ethical violations are 
typically subject to a thorough investi-
gation, there are often components of 
the contributing conditions that are 
minimized or completely dismissed by 
observers and investigators. Investiga-
tions commonly focus on leaders, or 
the effects of their decisions, that enable 
heinous acts to occur because of the re-
sponsibility of leadership in a hierarchal 
organization. Similarly, few question the 
strong influence that prolonged expo-
sure to combat can have on a person’s 
psychological and emotional well-being. 
What is less widely understood, however, 
is what factors of group dynamics cause 
acts that contradict with the values of 
their larger organizations and cultures. 
What follows is not a detailed review of 
any one event, nor is it a comprehensive 
explanation of every factor that has ever 
led to an atrocity. Rather, it is an attempt 
to explain, from a sociological perspec-
tive, how problematic unit cohesiveness, 
group acceptance of deviant circumstan-
tial norms, and diminished relevance 

of organizational sanctions can cause 
wartime acts of unethical violence. 
 It is incredibly difficult for the average 
individual to take the life of another per-
son without hesitation or remorse. This 
can be attributed to strong cultural val-
ues and beliefs, learned through primary 
socialization in childhood, that discour-
age murder, rape, and other atrocious 
acts.1 Yet, to be successful in combat, a 
military unit must be capable of destroy-
ing its opponent, and this requires the 
removal or alteration of some cultural 
safeguards. However, it is critical that 

this deviance from cultural norms be 
balanced by aligning the values of the 
military individual with the values of 
their organization. To this end, recruits 
must undergo intense resocialization in 
the form of basic training which instills 
organizational values and serves as the 
initial foundation that emphasizes the 
importance of unit cohesion and team-
work. This function creates in military 
members a propensity toward form-
ing groups that sociologists refer to as 
“primary groups.” This type of social 
group is characterized by close emotional 
attachment among its members and is 
commonly described as something akin 
to a family unit.2 The cohesive nature of 
the primary group is one of the intan-
gible qualities that serve as the founda-
tion for successful military units. The 
cohesive unit fights with zeal, its mem-
bers mutually support one another, and 
the group will move toward the common 
goal in relative unison. Generally, these 

Making a Massacre
Factors of the social environment that contribute to wartime atrocities

by 2ndLt Timothy Walls

>2ndLt Walls is a recent graduate 
from the University of California, 
Los Angeles where he commissioned 
through the Meritorious Enlisted 
Commissioning Education Program. 
He is currently a Student Officer cur-
rently assigned to The Basic School 
in Quantico, VA.

Marines form cohesive social groups to succeed in combat, and social norms must be rein-
forced throughout the group in the combat environment. (Photo by Cpl Reece Lodder.)
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qualities allow for improved command, 
control, and responsiveness. The mili-
tary primary group’s strength lies in its 
ability to manipulate the behavior of its 
members. However, this can just as easily 
become a pitfall if not well understood 
by leaders.
 Morris Janowitz states, “It is neces-
sary to bear in mind that cohesive pri-
mary groups do not just occur but are 
fashioned and developed by complex 
military institutions. At most, primary 
groups operate to impose standards of 
behavior.”3 To impose and maintain 
standards of behavior, it follows that 
primary groups must be able to inter-
nally regulate values and beliefs and have 
the capacity to influence the behavior 
of group members. This internal regu-
lation is a byproduct of cohesion and 
is a force, either direct or indirect, that 
influences the actions of unit members. 
Studies show that social cohesion and 
unit effectiveness in primary groups 
increases in the presence of danger and 
while executing an important mission. 
However, units can become cohesive to 
the point that they impede the goals of 
a military organization.4 Unit cohesion, 
is strengthened in situations where the 
values, beliefs, and goals of members be-
come more homogenous (i.e. surviving a 
dangerous situation). Paradoxically, this 
solidarity can prove problematic for the 
organization if the salient values, beliefs, 
and goals of a small unit come to contra-
dict approved behaviors.5 As a group’s 
values diverge from the organization’s, 
exceedingly deviant behaviors can be 
expected to occur—in part because of 
individual choices, but more so because 
of a shift in perception of “normal” or 
acceptable behavior within the group.
 It would be difficult to understand de-
viance without first understanding how 
normalized behaviors become approved 
or disapproved, or more importantly, 
how social norms come to guide group 
behavior.6 Robert B. Cialdini, Raymond 
R. Reno, and Carl A. Kallgren explain 
that there are two characterizations 
of norms: on one hand, the injunctive 
norms constitute morally approved or 
disapproved conduct (what “ought” to 
be done) regulated through social sanc-
tions; and on the other hand, descriptive 
norms (what “is” done) which imitate 

the observed circumstantial actions of 
others regardless of morality.7 These 
norms are the basis by which individuals 
interpret their social environment and 
provide the rules of the game by which 
members of a group agree to follow. 
As solidarity in the group is achieved, 
members assess the values of the group 
to which they subscribe, consider expec-
tations of how other members will or 
will not cooperate, and act in a way that 
they believe to be in accordance with the 
group’s norms or “group identity.”8 Of 
note, social norms do not exert a con-
stant influence on behavior but first 
must be brought to the participant’s 
attention. In other words, context is key. 

 To determine how norms affect be-
havior, Cialdini, Reno, and Kallgren 
conducted a series of studies that mea-
sured the likelihood that subjects would 
litter in a setting that was clean versus 
already littered and what may cause sub-
jects to deviate from the “antilittering” 
cultural norm. They found that subjects 
were more likely to litter if they observed 
“prolittering” cues in the environment 
such as an actor littering or seeing trash 
already present. Subjects were further 
shown to increase or decrease littering 
tendencies based on how semantically 
close a message placed on a planted hand-
bill was to littering.9 This suggests that 
individuals use observable cues from the 
environment and actions of other indi-
viduals to determine whether injunctive 
or descriptive norms are more applicable 
to base their own behavior on. A vari-
ant of this study examined how deviant 
or disruptive behaviors may spread and 
found that negative environmental cues 

can compound their influence and cause 
increasingly deviant behavior.10 These 
findings suggest that units that com-
mit war crimes do not suddenly become 
murderers or rapists but instead progres-
sively accumulate deviant tendencies. 
As the deviant tendencies increase, the 
influence of injunctive norms that are 
in alignment with organizational goals 
and values weakens. Of course, littering 
is a far cry from massacre, but can the 
studies be generalized?
 As the violence of war and killing 
become normalized behavior, the dis-
tinction between sanctioned acts of war 
and war crimes may become semanti-
cally proxemic. If left unchecked, this 
could spell disaster when coupled with 
a cohesive unit that adopts deviant val-
ues. For example, consider the 2006 
Mahmudiyah massacre in which four 
Army soldiers that were nearly peers 
in rank left their post on their own 
accord to rape a fourteen-year-old girl 
and murder her three family members. 
In the weeks leading up to the event, 
members of the unit, including the 
rogue group, were known to consume 
alcohol and drugs, exercise physical vi-
olence against unarmed civilians, and 
conducted patrols while intoxicated 
during which they frequently abused 
noncombatants.11 While not condoned 
or encouraged by unit leadership, it is 
apparent that the deviant soldiers had 
been on a path to disaster for some time. 
Clearly, they incrementally engaged in 
increasingly deviant behavior over time 
and did so as a collective group because 
of their solidarity. The group identity 
became deviant as their values failed to 
be realigned with the organization or 
culture and ultimately resulted in a hei-
nous crime. However, to the members, 
this act seemed like acceptable behavior 
at the time even if only temporarily. The 
question then becomes: what social pro-
cesses failed to regulate such behavior?
 Group dynamics can be considered 
as a system of control (from the group 
to the individual) and compliance (from 
the individual to the group). In a healthy 
military unit, the efficient function of 
the small unit requires that members 
remain compliant and the group main-
tains control. However, Heckathorn 
explains that an internally increasing 

Group dynamics can 
be considered as a sys-
tem of control (from the 
group to the individual) 
and compliance (from 
the individual to the 
group.
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cost of compliance or weakening of 
external sanctions can cause groups 
to fall into extremes of “over-control” 
and “over-compliance.” These systems 
may mandate compliance despite indi-
vidual costs exceeding collective gain. 
In such an environment, to defect is 
to create new social norms and those 
that cooperate will allow defectors to 
act unopposed even if they disagree.12 
For example, some of the soldiers at My 
Lai demanded others participate or face 
sanctions. Others were able to recognize 
the behavior as immoral but chose to nei-
ther participate nor intervene. Cialdini 
and Trost argue that as norms become 
preferred responses to specific situations 
and as the cost of deviance from these 
norms is known, members of a group 
regulate behavior through various forms 
of sanction.13 By this logic, it may be as-
sumed that for a unit to deviate together, 
individual members must value avoiding 
internal group sanctions more than they 
value sanctions that come from sources 
outside the group, such as those from 
the organization. If this is true, it clearly 
reinforces how important the alignment 
of values becomes from the institutional 
level down to the smallest group. These 
influences become especially relevant as 
units deploy in more disaggregated and 
decentralized postures.
 In the military or any judicial system 
for that matter, legal sanctions are levied 
against those who commit excessively 
deviant acts. Stevenson asserts that in the 
Vietnam War, “Bad Paper Discharges” 
were distributed at a higher rate than 
in each of the two previous major con-
flicts. His analysis also found that during 
this period there were considerably more 
college-educated enlisted personnel 
than the historical average.14 Yet, these 
sanctions, a severe legal punishment for 
deviance, did not succeed in negating 
war crimes in Vietnam. Heckathorn 
would argue that this should come as 
no surprise due to the disproportionate 
time it takes for the for legal processes 
to occur compared to only “fractions 
of a second [that] may elapse between 
a faux pas and looks of disapproval.”15 
Timeliness of sanctions seems to be a 
critical factor when injunctive and cir-
cumstantial descriptive norms conflict. 
The implication being that when de-

viating in favor of a descriptive norm, 
defectors and cooperators in a unit may 
consider the immediate sanctions from 
their primary group more salient than 
the military sanctions that come months 
later. 
 To summarize, primary groups in 
the military can collectively commit 
acts of extreme or unnecessary violence 
because of the strength of their solidar-
ity, shared agreement with deviant cir-
cumstantial norms, and a weakening of 
external sanction relevance. However, 
this information cannot be effective if it 
is given without purpose. The U.S. mili-
tary is an esteemed and elite institution 
dedicated to protecting the freedoms 
of U.S. citizens and confronting evil 
and oppression wherever it may hide. 
The vast majority of its members serve 
their country with dignity and respect. 
Yet, as terrible an endeavor war may be, 
there is no excuse for immoral or unjust 
behavior. Under the right conditions, 
and left unchecked, some participants 
are capable of committing acts that are 
undeniably evil in any culture. By un-
derstanding what these conditions are, 
some effort can be made to appreciate 
how group dynamics, the influence of 
norms, and the emergence of deviance 
can directly contribute to horrible, yet 
preventable, events. Abandonment of 
organizational values and rogue behav-
ior does not happen overnight. Leaders 
must be in tune with the dynamics of 
their unit and the ramifications of ne-
glecting signs of deviant behavior.
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If you were to turn your attention to 
the Combat Aircraft Loading Area 
at Marine Corps Air Station Yuma 
during the most recent Weapons 

and Tactics Instructor (WTI) Course, 
you would find an interesting sight. A 
newly built concrete ramp, designed to 
accommodate the Marine Corps’ emerg-
ing F-35 fleet during the WTI course, is 
instead filled with Air Force F-16 Vipers. 
In fact, if one were to casually count the 
number of aircraft belonging to each 
Service, you would find the majority 
share belonging to the Air Force. A 
strange sight, and this peculiar arrange-
ment represents a concerning harbinger 
for the future operating environment of 
Marine Corps TacAir.
 Force Design 2030, released several 
years ago, ushered in a radical shift 
in thinking, methodology, and force 
structure. This document represents 
a necessary step forward to transform 
the Marine Corps from its 1950s force 
design.1 However, this evolutionary 
document fails to capture the dire situ-
ation of one area of the force. Marine 
Corps TacAir, too, has persisted on 
archaic force designs, tactical employ-
ment, and personnel and professional 
force structure. Without action, the cur-
rent vector of TacAir employment will 
put us behind the very threat the Com-
mandant’s Planning Guidance calls us 
to prepare for and win against. The con-
tents of Force Design 2030 have caused 
a considerable ruckus amongst pundits, 
specifically with regards to the divest-
ment of Marine Corps tanks, artillery, 

amphibious vehicles, infantry battal-
ions, and the restructuring of fixed- and 
rotary-wing aircraft. These divestments, 
juxtaposed with the addition of emerg-
ing and stretch capabilities to increase 
future survivability and lethality in 
INDOPACOM, have missed the mark 
on TacAir. To fully realize the transfor-
mational change we have been directed 
to achieve, Marine Corps TacAir must 
address and correct deficiencies in how 
it addresses personnel and training.
 Marine Corps TacAir squadrons 
mirror the design and methodology of 
a rifle company. A squadron is broken 
into maintenance divisions that fall 
under the maintenance department. 
These divisions replicate a typical 
ground component platoon structure. 
Though not perfectly analogous, rank, 
responsibility, and training are simi-
lar to a rifle platoon. What’s more, life 
support and sustainment divisions 
in the form of admin, intel, opera-
tions, logistics, and communications 
are comparable in form and function 
as the support components of a rifle 
company and battalion. This struc-
ture, although convenient in form, 
is reducing material readiness and 
siphoning talent from highly skilled 

maintenance occupational specialties. 
To point, extremely talented, second 
enlistment Marines are being plucked 
from squadrons to fill special duty as-
signments exactly when their experience 
and know-how are most beneficial to a 
squadron. It takes years to transform a 
young Marine from civilian to avionics 
technician. Only after several years of 
continuous attention to their craft do 
they represent an artisan in their trade. 
It is at this exact moment that corporals 
and sergeants leave. These Marines may, 
or may not, return to squadrons post-
special-duty assignments, having not 
worked on aircraft for three or more 
years, and are now asked to both com-
plete the myriad of requirements of a 
staff NCO and retrain and relearn their 
intricate tradecraft. In the past twelve 
months, I have seen five Sergeant Col-
lateral Duty Quality Assurance Rep-
resentatives, the highest qualification 
attainable in a squadron maintenance 
department, deny orders so they do not 
have to fill a special-duty assignment. 
These Marines want to keep doing what 
they love to do: fix and fly aircraft. So 
let them. This issue is a significant brain 
drain on our maintenance departments. 
Lost expertise leads to reduced mission-

Challenging the Status 
Quo in the Future

 Operating Environment
Addressing shortfalls in Marine Corps TacAir

by Maj Daniel Belet
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capable aircraft, fewer flight hours, and 
less capable and lethal pilots.
 To provide a comparison, we must 
look at our sibling branches that employ 
a more career-oriented professional cadre 
of maintenance sailors and airmen. The 
Navy, for example, has several—if not 
three or four—chief petty officers in 
each maintenance division. This allows 
enlisted staff to complete staff require-
ments while also ensuring younger main-
tainers are supervised and trained appro-
priately. The Air Force employs an even 
more robust skill-oriented design. When 
you walk into an Air Force maintenance 
division, you will find individuals who 
have worked on their respective aircraft 
for ten, fifteen, or even twenty years. 
There is no gripe that these maintainers 
have not seen and no fix that they cannot 
perform. The personnel structure differ-
ences can be clearly seen in the mission 
readiness rates of respective aircraft, and 
the Marine Corps falls short. Talent is 
equally distributed. However, if talent 
is not managed effectively, the mission 
suffers. 
 There is a parallel and equally de-
grading analogy in pilots. I heard a com-
mander recently refer to their pilot cadre 
as platoon commanders. This identifier 
is a typical Marine Corps perspective, 
but one that clearly paints priorities. Pi-
loting is a skill set that requires dedicated 
professionals, the likes of which peer 
nations are training, equipping, and 
employing. To call pilots platoon com-
manders subordinates the profession 
of aviation to that of being a platoon 
commander. In this methodology, pilots 
are platoon commanders with a hobby 
of piloting. This model will not work 
in the modern battlefield of near-peer 
parity. Russian and Chinese pilots are 
not concerning themselves with being 
platoon commanders, they are practic-
ing, honing, and experimenting with 
employing their machines as profession-
als.
 Recently, in response to an incorrect 
answer to a question about Sustaining 
the Transformation, a commander re-
cently proposed that the operations de-
partment order Marine Corps doctrinal 
publications for pilots to read. These 
publications are excellent dogma and 
good foundational publications. How-

ever, a pilot’s primary occupation is 
being a lethal aviator. Being a Marine 
always comes first, but pilots should be 
studying the intricacies of TOPGUN 
publications, Air Force Weapons School 
papers, and knowing their own series-
specific employment tactics. To try to be 
proficient at both is a farce. The Marine 
Corps must choose whether it wants to 
have a cadre of professional aviators or a 
half-baked collection of hobbyists. The 
enemy has chosen, and their intent is 
clear. We must respond in kind.
 Personnel is unquestionably the Ma-
rine Corps’ greatest and most critical 
asset. However, it is not the only area in 
which Marine Corps TacAir is failing 
to meet the mark. Effective and relevant 
training is the only suitable substitute to 
combat. In this regard, the Marine Corps 
falls short in its approach and conduct of 
training. With no organic pilot-specific 
tactical training school of its own, the 
Marine Corps stands in the shadow of 
the Navy and Air Force’s vaunted insti-
tutions. TOPGUN, the Navy’s coveted 
and heralded fighter weapons school, 
unequivocally produces the best fighter 
pilots in the world. The school includes 
a rigorous twelve-to-thirteen-week cur-
riculum replete with ground school 
classes taught by subject-matter experts 
whose sole job is to be an expert in one 
niche subject. Additionally, the flying 
phase includes fervent repetitions of dog 
fighting and aerial engagements, assur-

ing the highest level of proficiency. For 
perspective, the number of flight hours a 
typical TOPGUN student receives dur-
ing their course is the same number of 
flight hours that a typical Marine Corps 
aviator receives in an entire year. 
 The Air Force conducts an even more 
intensive and comprehensive tactical 
aviator school in its bi-annual Weapons 
School. This six-month program is the 
longest and most in-depth TacAir school 
in the world. Like TOPGUN, students 
at the Air Force Weapons School con-
duct extensive force-on-force exercises 
to prepare for, and wargame against, the 
best fighter pilots in the world, validat-
ing or invalidating Air Force tactics, 
techniques, and procedures (TTPs). 
Additionally, the academic rigor bests 
even TOPGUN, with students produc-
ing graduate-level and sometimes even 
doctoral-level dissertations on a range of 
tactical topics. These working papers are 
so in-depth, well researched, and impact-
ful that many times the conclusions and 
products developed from their research 
influence and are the basis for future 
TTPs. 
 The Marine Corps has no such 
school. It does receive several seats to 
the Navy’s TOPGUN school but too 
few to inculcate Marine fleet squadrons 
with the trained cadre of professionals 
seen in our sibling branches. WTI, the 
closest analogous the Marine Corps has 
to the two aforementioned schools, is a 

The Marine Corps does not have a school equivalent to the Navy’s Fighter Weapons School. 
(Photo by Sgt Victoria Decker.)
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process in integration, not a process in 
expertise. The school does an acceptable 
job in introducing advanced concepts 
but lacks the repetition or joint integra-
tion to make it on par with TOPGUN 
and the Air Force Weapons School. Even 
more than that, the staffing and cadre of 
WTI instructors are too small and too 
overworked to have the kind of influence 
needed to infuse the entire fleet with 
evolutionary TTPs called for in Force 
Design 2030. 
 This lack of a professional-level 
TacAir school represents a severe capa-
bility gap that must be closed. Seats at 
TOPGUN are good but to close this 
gap the Marine Corps would need a 
substantial increase in seat availability. 
Implementation of this concept would 
undoubtedly have additional ramifica-
tions on funding and support. Another 
option is to provide seats to Marine avia-
tors at the Air Force Weapons School. 
The inclusion of an additional advanced 
school would broaden diversification 
and increase the number of pilots in 
fleet squadrons with this level of train-
ing. This unprecedented inclusion, 
however, would require a radical shift 
in priorities from Aviation Branch. A 
third option would be to stand up an 
organic school in the Marine Corps that 
would mimic TOPGUN in its depth 
and breadth. This seems highly unlikely 
based on the funding and cadre required 
to run such a robust school. The gap 
seen in graduate-level pilot training must 
be addressed, however, and can only be 
rectified through a commitment to pro-
ducing aviators that are on par with our 
sibling branches. 
 The lack of a graduate-level aviation 
school is not the only area in which the 
Marine Corps is falling short in train-
ing. The Marine Corps has no organic 
large force exercise (LFE) that it hosts 
apart from WTI. The Navy and the Air 
Force both leverage LFEs extensively. 
For example, the Navy Carrier Strike 
Group deployment workups leverage 
LFEs in multiple venues over broad 
mission sets. Air Force flag-sponsored 
exercises are conducted all over the world 
throughout the year, renowned for their 
joint and combined flavor that includes 
squadrons from all over the world. These 
flag exercises augment and accompany 

their Weapons School in validating, in-
validating, and training aircrew in the 
modern operating environment. The 
Marine Corps does send squadrons to 
participate in flag exercises, but rarely. 
An aviator in some communities would 
be lucky to attend one or two flag exer-
cises in a career, flying one to two sor-
ties per exercise. This exposure influ-
ences a small group of pilots and does 
not advance Marine Corps TTPs. As 
such, when the Commandant says, “A 
much more comprehensive follow-on 
effort must be made to wargame and 
analyze all aspects of our force design 
conclusions,” Marine Corps TacAir has 

no way to do so.2 To fully understand 
where we currently stand, we must test 
our mettle in environments that repre-
sent the modern operating environment. 
This approach would require MAWs 
to fully invest in pre-WTI exercises or 
produce MAW-level exercises that are 
complex, dynamic, and in-depth enough 
to truly challenge conventional tactics. 
Without the beneficial training these 
LFEs provide, Marine Corps TacAir is 
merely living a world dreamt of our own 
reality. It does not challenge the force in 
what we will face in the power struggle 
we have been tasked to prepare for.
 A pivotal aspect of training is the sup-
port services provided to squadrons. To 
maximize training output, support ser-
vices must serve to advance the combat 
capability of fleet squadrons. For exam-
ple, when a squadron goes to Naval Air 
Station Key West, they see professional 
civilian support given to their Tactical 
Combat Training System, which is in-
dispensable in execution and debriefing. 

Similar organizations at Marine Corps 
Air Stations do not provide the same 
level of professional aid. In fact, some 
such services act to inhibit training. For 
example, in a recent phone conversation 
with a support agency that simulates 
surface-to-air threats, I received no less 
than ten “Nos” on why they could sup-
port. When you call support services like 
the Key West TCTS facility mentioned 
above, you receive “Yes’s” and “How can 
we help?” Another example is an expe-
rience I had with a Marine Corps Air 
Station combat camera. As a training 
officer, I was in search of printouts for 
our aircraft’s performance and maneu-
vering diagrams. These diagrams are 
basic to understanding combat capabili-
ties. Similar printouts are ubiquitous in 
TOPGUN lectures and briefing rooms. 
When I contacted the base combat 
camera to see if they could print them, 
I received “No” after “No.” A parade of 
excuses accompanied their no’s: the air 
conditioning was broken, the lamina-
tor was down, or the plotter printer was 
not working. These small, yet impact-
ful examples of a lack of aid to training 
represent a clear message to priorities in 
the Marine Corps. This level of support 
is suitable for a hobbyist contingency 
force. However, to confront the near-
peer threats in Force Design 2030, this 
lethargy will prove deadly.
 The Marine Corps has been given 
clear guidance: prepare for the future. 
The way we manage personnel and train 
them to fight today will not suffice in 
the future operating environment. If 
the Marine Corps does not address the 
deficiencies TacAir possesses in these 
regards, we will not win a great power 
struggle in 2030 and beyond. We must 
break the status quo and rededicate to 
the profession of aviation. If we do not, 
others will.

Notes
1. Gen David H. Berger, Force Design 2030 
(Washington, DC: March 2020). 

2. Ibid. 

This approach would 
require MAWs to fully 
invest in pre-WTI exer-
cises or produce MAW-
level exercises that are 
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in-depth ...
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“In the future operating en-
vironment, logistics will be 
the pacing function for the 
Marine Corps.”1 At present, 

Force Design 2030 (FD2030) may not be 
ready to completely define future logis-
tics requirements. The Marine Corps 
must reimagine how the Supporting 
Establishment will deliver Operation-
al-Level Logistics (OPLOG) and begin 
gradual steps to divest duplicative com-
mand and control (C2) structure in or-
der to reinvest permanent structure in 
OPLOG capability to support FD2030 
efforts. One approach is to return the 
alignment of Marine Corps Logistics 
Bases to Marine Corps Logistics Com-
mand (MARCORLOGCOM) and rein-
vest the harvested duplicative structure 
to support a Force Design-conceived 
MARCORLOGCOM Forward Com-
mand.

Marine Corps Operational-Level Lo-
gistics 
 OPLOG is broadly defined as the art 
of applying available military resources 
to operating forces in a theater or area 
of operations and facilitating the ac-
complishment of the Marine Forces’ 
commanders’ assigned missions in a 
military region, theater, or campaign 
to achieve national military objectives 
(Figure 1).2 Service doctrine identifies 
MARCORLOGCOM as the integra-
tor and synchronizer of strategic-level 
logistics to support tactical-level require-
ments for logistics beyond the capacity 
or capability of the MAGTF.3 When 

requested by the Service component 
commander, MARCORLOGCOM as-
sembles and deploys a Forward capability 
to provide operational-level sustainment, 
maintenance, distribution, and preposi-
tioning support to Marine Forces, other 
Services, and supportive organizations.4

 In the absence of a traditional process 
to drive FD2030, the logistics commu-
nity must pursue capabilities it knows 
will enable the future force. Invariably, 
Force Design outputs consistently iden-
tify the need for a standing, Service-level 
requirement for forward maintenance, 
supply, and storage above the capability 
and capacity of the MEF and Marine 

Forces.5 Nevertheless, as Force Design 
methodically registers future OPLOG 
requirements, it becomes clear the status 
quo “ad hoc OPLOG capability” is not 
sustainable; however, if additional per-
sonnel structure is necessary, it must be 
purposefully harvested for reinvestment.

Strengthen Marine Corps Organic 
Industrial Base
 “Modernizing our force structure 
requires a deliberate review of our 
installations and a deliberate plan to 
invest, divest, and reset.”6 The installa-
tion and logistics enterprise must col-
lectively identify areas to consolidate 

Force Design and
Operational-Level

Logistics
Prepare the long game

by Col Kevin Chunn

>Col Chunn is a Supply Officer and is currently serving as the CMC International 
Security Studies Fellow at Yale University. He formerly served as the Commander 
of 3d Supply Battalion, Okinawa, Japan, and as the Director, Plans Division at 
Marine Corps Logistics Command, Albany, GA.

Figure 1. Logistics system. (Figure provided by author.)
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duplicative structure while preserving 
the Marine Corps Organic Industrial 
Base (MCOIB) if Force Design requires a 
significant departure from the OPLOG 
status quo. The MCOIB resides within 
the Supporting Establishment—chiefly 
consisting of MARCORLOGCOM 
and three Service-Level Logistics In-
stallations (SLLIs). Therefore, one area 
for consideration is realigning the SL-
LIs under MARCORLOGCOM. The 
Marine Corps has three SLLIs: Marine 
Corps Logistics Base (MCLB) Albany, 
GA; MCLB Barstow, CA; and Marine 
Corps Support Facility, Blount Island, 
FL. SLLIs exist for the sole purpose of 
providing support to MARCORLOG-
COM. However, SLLIs are currently 
aligned under the command of Marine 
Corps Installations Command (MCI-
COM) and their respective regional 
commanders: MCLB-Albany to Marine 
Corps Installations East (MCIEAST) 
and MCLB-Barstow to Marine Corps 
Installations West (MCIWEST). One 
might consider this bifurcated and du-
plicative command alignment ripe for 
reassessing.
 From 1990 until 2005, MARCOR-
LOGCOM maintained unified C2 of 
both the Service-level logistics com-
mand and the associated SLLIs under 
a single commander. In 2005, MCLB 
Barstow, CA, realigned from MAR-
CORLOGCOM to the newly formed 
MCIWEST because of the regionaliza-
tion of Marine Corps Bases and Stations. 
Concurrently, MCLB Albany, GA, and 
Marine Corps Support Facility Blount 
Island, FL, realigned to MCIEAST. In 
2011, MCICOM stood up in order to 
become the single activity responsible 
for all installation matters. However, ex-
ceptions to regionalization remain for 
Marine Forces Reserve and Training and 
Education Command (TECOM). (See 
Figure 2.)
 Justification to support the reunifica-
tion of MCOIB C2 is best supported 
by understanding why TECOM re-
tains control of Service-Level Train-
ing Installations (SLTI). In the case of 
TECOM, MCICOM provides instal-
lation support to four SLTIs under the 
C2 of Commanding General (CG), 
TECOM. They include Marine Corps 
Recruit Depot (MCRD) San Diego, 

CA; MCRD Parris Island, SC; Marine 
Air Ground Task Force Training Com-
mand (MAGTFTC)/Marine Corps Air 
Ground Combat Center (MCAGCC) 
Twentynine Palms, CA; and Marine 
Corps Mountain Warfare Training 
Center (MCMWTC). This command 

relationship establishes TECOM as sup-
ported and MCICOM (MCIEAST/
MCIWEST) as supporting. 
 The Marine Corps and the MCOIB 
would benefit if MARCORLOG-
COM’s command relationship with 
MCICOM mirrored the relationship 
between TECOM and MCICOM. 
TECOM’s C2 of SLTIs aligns priori-
ties to support Title X responsibilities 
for training forces. Parallel logic should 
apply to MARCORLOGCOM, the SL-

LIs, and the Title X responsibility for 
equipping forces. Opportunity exists 
to create greater alignment of priorities, 
unity of command, and thus, focused 
purpose across the SLLIs and MCOIB 
by eliminating the dual chains of com-
mand for MCLB Albany, GA; MCLB 
Barstow, CA; Marine Corps Support 
Facility Blount Island, FL; and MAR-
CORLOGCOM. Specifically, realign-
ment would consolidate duplicative staff 
capabilities in the same geographic lo-
cation; buy down MCOIB operational 
risk through assiduously prioritizing 
the procurement, maintenance, and 
service of critical Military Handling 
Equipment;7 and succinctly implement 
MCOIB prioritized facility investments 
to meet the Congressional mandate for 
modernization.8 Realigning MCLBs to 
be part of the Service-level C2 structure 
for equipping the force will efficiently 
deliver the needed capability at a more 
affordable cost and more effective use 
of resources.

Force Design Decision Space
 In his planning guidance and subse-
quent Force Design decisions, the 38th 
CMC refocused the Marine Corps 
toward smaller and lighter, but more 

Figure 2. MCICOM regional structure. (Figure provided by author.)

The installation and lo-
gistics enterprise must 
collectively identify ar-
eas to consolidate du-
plicative structure ...
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capable, force packages. These “inside 
forces” will deploy in support of the 
naval/Joint Force against a peer com-
petitor. The Marine Littoral Regiment 
will employ Expeditionary Advanced 
Base Operations tactics to fill gaps across 
the find, fix, target, track, engage, assess 
continuum to provide critical warfight-
ing capability for employment in high-
end fights, and support activities in the 
competition space. FD2030 will refine 
requirements for globally deployable 
prepositioned force and sustainment 
packages to enable rapid force closure, 
deployment, employment, sustainment, 
and regeneration of Marine Littoral Reg-
iments, crisis response force packages, 
expeditionary advanced bases, advanced 
naval bases (ANBs), and other naval ex-
peditionary forces.
 In addition to defining new capabili-
ties, units, and employment methods, 
FD2030 also identifies legacy capabilities 
and elements of the MAGTF for divest-
ment. Similarly, Force Design and later 
CMC statements highlight the challeng-
es faced by the legacy MARCORLOG-
COM Forward (FWD) structure to meet 
the needs of the 2030 force. MARCOR-
LOGCOM is comprised of three stand-
ing and one provisional subordinate 
commands: Blount Island Command, 
Marine Depot Maintenance Command, 
Marine Force Storage Command, and 
MARCORLOGCOM (FWD), respec-

tively. However, only Marine Depot 
Maintenance Command, Marine Force 
Storage Command, and Blount Island 
Command have permanently assigned 
O-6 Commanders. MARCORLOG-
COM FWD, the primary synchronizer 
for deployed OPLOG, does not have a 
permanently assigned Commander. 

Readiness Blind Spot
 The legacy MARCORLOGCOM 
FWD model will require modification to 
meet FD2030’s sustained requirements. 
As the operational-level logistics solu-
tions provider for the Marine Corps, 

MARCORLOGCOM provides the 
core competencies of supply, mainte-
nance, distribution, and prepositioning 
in order to deliver a range of materiel 
readiness (Figure 3). Yet, MARCOR-
LOGCOM FWD has no Table of Or-
ganization or Table of Equipment, thus 
requiring every deployable rotation to 
be built and stripped “out of hide.” 
 Since MARCORLOGCOM FWD’s 
maiden deployment, the commander 

and staff of this operational-level logis-
tics capability have been plucked from 
the existing MARCORLOGCOM per-
sonnel structure without compensation 
for the command’s enduring Equipment 
Life Cycle sustainment mission. Specifi-
cally, from January 2007 through June 
2014, MARCORLOGCOM assembled 
and deployed fourteen separate MAR-
CORLOGCOM FWD commands led 
by either a colonel or lieutenant colo-
nel assigned to MARCORLOGCOM. 
Supporting the Service component com-
mander’s OPLOG requirements without 
change to the status quo deployment 

model exposed the command and Ser-
vice to unforeseen audit and account-
ability risks across the enterprise.
 Constant displacement of command-
ers and Marines from their commands 
led to an accumulation of risk in au-
dit readiness and accountability, thus 
jeopardizing the MCOIB enduring mis-
sion.9 Multiple Force Design integrated 
planning teams recommend increasing 
the Service-level OPLOG capability by 
permanently assigning a FWD deployed 
capability. Such a capability should be 
pre-established during competition 
and capable of sustaining a competi-
tive advantage for formations inside the 
weapons engagement zone.10 This re-
vised model will require the Supporting 
Establishment to rethink its structure, 
support concepts, maintenance and sus-
tainment requirements, and overall ap-
proach to how it contributes to OPLOG 
in the FD2030 environment.

Gradualism
 The Supporting Establishment must 
embrace gradualism to posture for the 
Force Design transition without know-
ing all future requirements. Uncertain-
ty is a pervasive trait of war, and it is a 
pervasive trait of FD2030.11 One way to 
combat uncertainty is through the use of 
gradualism; taking small steps that will 

Figure 3. LOGCOM structure. (Figure provided by author.)

Multiple Force Design integrated planning teams recom-
mend increasing the Service-level OPLOG capability ...
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eventually result in reaching the goal 
(Figure 4).12 By taking the salami slice 
approach of gradualism, the Supporting 
Establishment will meet the Force De-
sign OPLOG challenge as a fait accom-
pli. This cycle begins by putting forth a 
Win-Win theory about how we can grow 
the Service-OPLOG capability without 
degradation to MCOIB. Realigning 
the MCLB Albany and Barstow com-
mand structure under a single CG is the 
first step to flexible, agile, and resilient 
OPLOG support that will simultaneous-
ly result in strengthening the MCOIB 
and its contribution to OPLOG. First, 
restoring the alignment of MCLBs to 
MARCORLOGCOM is a pragmatic 
reformation—efficiently and holistically 
unifying investment efforts and fiscal 
priorities for critical infrastructure mod-
ernization for the common MCOIB. 
Second, realigning MCLB command-
ers to MARCORLOGCOM ensures 
two additional O-6 Commanders to the 
existing MARCORLOGCOM FWD 
rotation model, thus expanding dwell 
time. Subsequently, as FD2030 require-
ments mature, MARCORLOGCOM 
can surgically consolidate and harvest 
command and staff savings across the 
MCOIB for reinvestment in a perma-
nent, forward-positioned Service-level 
OPLOG capability.
 The logistics community remains 
challenged to develop a concept of sup-
port without clear Force Design con-
cepts. However, MCDP 1-4, Competing, 
endorses developing capability to enable 
what we know: use gradualism to com-
bat uncertainty and seek a positive-sum 
win.13 The Installation and Logistics 
enterprise should consider the merits and 
challenges of right-sizing the MCOIB 
by taking the first step of returning the 
MCLB command authority to MAR-
CORLOGCOM.

Conclusion
 The Marine Corps Supporting Es-
tablishment must reimagine how the 
Service will deliver Operational-Level 
Logistics to support FD2030 efforts 
and begin taking gradual steps, where 
possible, to meet future requirements. 
Force Design is not ready to completely 
define future OPLOG requirements, but 
there are enough data points to support 

gradualism and set a positive-sum tra-
jectory for Service-level OPLOG while 
preserving decision space. 
 The recommended opening move 
is to return the alignment of MCLBs 
to CG, MARCORLOGCOM in an 
effort to strengthen the MCOIB and 
set the condition to harvest duplicative 
structure. Gradualism supports main-
taining and reinforcing Fight Tonight 
OPLOG capability during the Force 
Design transition while protecting 
end-game decision space. This allows 
for the preservation and fortification of 
an MCOIB capable of meeting Title X 
mandates and projecting a synchronized 
and coordinated OPLOG capability that 
is aligned with Force Design. Now is the 
time to review the current construct of 
SLLI command alignment. 
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A DM David Dixon Porter, the 
grandfather and namesake 
of Marine Corps Medal of 
Honor recipient MajGen 

David Dixon Porter, in 1863 said, “A 
ship without Marines is like a garment 
without buttons.” The degree of inter-
action and interoperability among the 
Navy and Marine Corps is again at the 
forefront of our current great power 
competition 159 years later. The Ser-
vice chiefs have prioritized integration 
across the maritime force and moved 
toward opportunities that focus on the 
core competencies of the two Services. 
The ebb and flow of the supporting-
supported roles between Services have 
reached a point where the fusion of 
skillsets developed in both the Navy 
and Marine Corps must be fully coher-
ent. Naval integration through tandem 
versus redundant efforts requires both 
Services to examine operational roles 
with a clearly defined, standardized, and 
aligned mission set. 
 The creation of a Maritime Enabling 
Capabilities Command (MECC) would 
offer a clear way to establish a persistent 
naval presence and capture talent already 
in service, capitalizing on high-demand, 
low-density skillsets that underpin na-
val operational objectives. Specific to 
global all-domain fires, the creation of 
a MECC would capture an additional 
layer of crucial coordination from the 
total force of both Services through the 
integration of the Active and Reserve 
Component in support of Maritime Op-
erations Centers (MOC). Maritime fires 

and effects doctrine at the operational 
level of war is a known gap requiring the 
integration of all-domain effects by both 
Services. By staffing the MECC with 
Active Component personnel during the 
steady state of competition with surge 
capacity via the Reserve Component, 
global forces would be better managed 
when conflicts arise.
 Marines are trained in combined arms 
via the MAGTF concept early in our ca-
reers, whereas these unique experiences 
are only acquired through the circuitous, 
atypical career paths of naval reserve of-
ficers veering away from designated ca-
reer milestones. A well-trained MECC 
could fill the Naval Service gap and add 
reserve capacity in support of the nine 
Echelon II and Echelon III MOCs and 
the Joint Force Maritime Component 
Commander (JFMCC). With a focus on 
kinetic and non-kinetic fires to achieve 
lethal and non-lethal effects, the MECC 
would add subject-matter expertise to 
support ill-trained and understaffed 
MOC fires cells. (Of note, joint doctrine 
defines fires as, “The use of weapons sys-
tems or other actions to create specific 
lethal or nonlethal effects on a target.”)1 
Noticeably absent is the word kinetic, 

which remains undefined in joint doc-
trine but is widely used throughout the 
joint operating forces.2 

 BGen John Kelliher, Deputy Com-
mander, Marine Forces Command re-
cently remarked, “Total Force integra-
tion of the naval services into the MOC 
weapons system provides the RC the 
opportunity to support the joint fight 
via the JFMCC. The MECC could 
standardize the support with a cadre 
of professional fires officers, cleared, 
trained, and administratively ready to 
aid Echelon II and Echelon III efforts.”3 
The need for robust and professional-
ized Navy/Marine Corps and Active/
Reserve Component integration is par-
ticularly evident within the fires commu-
nities that often operate in silos within 
each Service and within the Services’ 
full-time and part-time communities. 
As a result, MOC targeting processes for 
lethal and non-lethal fires are simultane-
ously planned but not coordinated via a 
standardized process and lack unity of 
effort to maximize combat power. A lack 
of synchronization is not optimal for 
analyzing targeting priorities and does 
not support the notion that “A nation’s 
or navy’s ‘influence’ can be judged by 

Maritime
Enabling Capabilities

Command
Integrating the Naval Service’s reserve components in support of the Joint Force

by Maj Thomas M. Dunaway Jr.

>Maj Dunaway is a 7202 currently serving as a Reserve Plans Officer with Head-
quarters Marine Corps, Plans, Policies, and Operations. He recently served as a 
Naval Reserve Integration Officer with U.S. Fleet Forces Command. He earned 
graduate degrees from Webster University, Texas Christian University, and the 
U.S. Army Command and General Staff College. He has over 25 years of active and 
reserve experience. 
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how well it deploys its fleet across its 
global portfolio of interests”4 in ongo-
ing acts of deterrence to prevent wars, 
support a strategy of containment, and 
win.5
 The Marine Corps has the unique 
opportunity to define service in sup-
port of the Joint Force to a degree not 
enjoyed since the post-World War II era. 
The current Force Design and campaign 
plans within the Marine Corps point 
to the year 2030 as the measure of full 
implementation and potential success. 
Utilizing existing personnel structure 
and meeting the commander’s priorities, 
the MECC could stand up within a year. 
A variety of MOS backgrounds from 
the Navy side (131XX, 132XX, 181XX, 
182XX, 183XX, 184XX, 187XX, and 
2000P) coupled with a mix of (02XX, 
03XX, 05XX, 08XX, 17XX, 72XX, 
and 75XX) Marines offers a tailorable 
source of augmentation with purpose-
built capabilities for surge capacity to 
meet the Joint Force commander’s in-
tent and guarantee that “when needed, 
the right talent is readily available and 
accessible to compete and win in any 
conflict.”6

 Armed with an array of fires profes-
sionals, MOCs can be employed as in-
terconnected weapons systems. Pairing 
well-rounded officers with a variety of 
MAGTF experience with career Navy 
Fires officers in MOCs captures resident 
fires knowledge and collectively joins 
the ethos of each Service. The pairing 
also provides a vessel for relaying Ma-
rine Corps capabilities and limitations 
to the JFMCC to ensure they nest with 
naval requirements. Doing so counters 
past tendencies where “the Navy and 
Marine Corps develop systems indepen-
dently then retrofit integration in the 
finished product.”7 As RDML Carols 
Sardiello, Director, N3, Joint and Fleet 
Operations, U.S. Fleet Forces Command 
recently stated: 

The U.S. Fleet Forces Command in 
conjunction with MARFORC/FM-
FLANT Maritime Fires and Effects 
Center (MFEC) establishes a standard-
ized capability within the Maritime 
Operations Center to synchronize and 
integrate all-domain global maritime 
fires and effects. Naval integration 
of fires empowers Navy and Marine 

Corps personnel serving side-by-side 
on a MOC staff to more effectively 
meet the global requirements of Joint 
Force Maritime and other Component 
Commanders. This future-looking 
pairing of personnel and capabilities 
will further operationalize the MOC 
as a weapons system and significantly 
enhance warfighting functions aligned 
to meet the challenge of today’s strate-
gic competition.8

 Creative thinking and emerging tech-
nology will enable fires in the future and 
delineate high-value targets across Ser-
vice equities. Also, the development of 
individual targets should include holistic 
analyses to support a full spectrum of 

potential capabilities. Then, coupled 
with discouraging stove-piped planning, 
an edge in asymmetrical information 
could be expanded throughout the tar-
geting process leveraging the speed of 
our decisions against those of our foes. 
The complementary nature of kinetic 
and non-kinetic fields like aviation, artil-

lery, intelligence, cyber, special technical 
operations, space, information/influence 
operations, and naval surface warfare is 
clear; however, Naval Service units at the 
Echelon III and Echelon IV levels do not 
have the tools to integrate kinetic and 
non-kinetic fires. The same is true across 
the Blue-Green team at the operational 
level.9 While “it is hard to imagine that 
Mahan could have predicted the integra-
tion of space and unmanned systems 
into the nautical battle world,”10 the 
contested maritime spaces of the next 
generation fight require investment in 
people and informational systems with 
personnel trained and educated in fires 
where we “accept the short-term risk of 
exchanging staff members to achieve 
long-term success in building a blue/
green organization.”11

 The Marine Corps Reserve Compo-
nent already provides approximately fifty 
percent of the Marine Corps precision 
fires capability, making Marine Forces 
Reserve (MFR) the natural fit for the 
MECC. A logical command relationship 
for the MECC would be under the MFR 
Force Headquarters Group. Command-
ed by a brigadier general, the Force Head-
quarters Group already commands other 
units unique to MFR such as Civil Af-
fairs Groups, Advisor Companies, and 
Air-Naval Gunfire Liaison Companies, 
among others, along with MFR’s Com-
munications and Intelligence Support 
Battalions—all of which share skillsets 
employable in the MECC concept. An 
additional unit unique to MFR with 

the capabilities to contribute to the joint 
fires fight but under a different MSC, 
4th MAW, is the Aviation Command 
and Control Team. The Aviation Com-
mand and Control Team brings strike 
coordination and air liaison elements 
to the fight and consistently supports 
Air Operations Centers much the same 

Figure 1. Structure that would ensure inte-
gration of fires across the Navy and Marine 
Corps team. (Figure provided by author.)

... the contested maritime spaces of the next genera-
tion fight require investment in people and informa-
tional systems with personnel trained and educated in 
fires ...
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way the new Maritime Fires and Effects 
Center at U.S. Fleet Forces Command 
provides integrated all-domain fires and 
effects processes to achieve critical U.S. 
Naval Forces Northern Command and 
Marine Forces North objectives.12

 The battlefield is changing with sea 
control, sea denial, littoral maneuver, 
and future naval forces designed, devel-
oped, generated, and employed with the 
ability to project distributed maritime 
operations around the globe. A genera-
tion of Marines enjoyed a measure of 
pre-ordained stand-off from enemy fires 
unlikely encountered in the next fight. 
The emergence of competitors capable 
of erasing previous advantages increases 
the need for synchronized fires across 
the Navy and Marine Corps enterpris-
es. The MECC allows for a purpose-
built structure to support the JFMCC 
and other joint operations. With a cadre 
of fires professionals employing MOCs 
as weapons systems, the JFMCC can 
coordinate fires across the Joint Force 

and create a specific lethal and non-
lethal effect, “to share capabilities for 
the greater good.”13 As an extension of 
the fleets, MECC personnel ready for 
unit mobilization or individual activa-
tion, and follow-on integration, could 
deploy to any MOC across all fleets 
and add another element to the MOC 
weapons system toward deterrence and 

in support of contingency operations. 
Additionally, “The push for greater Ma-
rine integration with the Navy under a 
JFMCC construct must continue, not 
just in the Pacific but across the globe”14 
because the battlefield is changing with 
sea control/denial, littoral maneuver, 
and future naval forces designed, gen-
erated, and employed with the ability 

Figure 2. Global all-domain fires and effects integration. (Figure provided by author.)
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to project distributed maritime opera-
tions.
 British soldier and noted military 
historian B.H. Liddell Hart once said, 
“The only thing harder than getting a 
new idea into the military mind is to get 
an old one out.”15 The difference is in to-
day’s terms the Naval Services are rapidly 
evolving to outpace peer and near-peer 
adversaries. Ongoing integration should 
not exist as a single step in our planning 
processes, rather the open exchange be-
tween Sea Services should be steeped 
in the respective service’s cultures.16 
Though containing a variety of skillsets 
and backgrounds, the objective of the 
MECC would not be an effort to go a 
half-inch deep and two miles wide in the 
Maritime Domain. The MECC could 
integrate naval service reserve support 
to Echelon II and Echelon III MOCs 
with the in-depth and broad support of 
the JFMCCs, specifically regarding fires. 
Utilizing the MOC as a weapons system, 
Echelon II fires could be the enabler for 
warfighting tenets of initiative, speed, 
and tempo to orient on and dislodge 
any adversary threatening sea lines of 
communication or overall freedom of 
movement. 
 A professionalized fires career path 
in the Navy united with the variety of 
career fires backgrounds found in the 
Marine Corps and reinforced by the 
right mix of clearances, training, and 
fires exposure would create bona fide 
subject-matter experts at the operational 
level of war. These experienced officers 
could leverage understanding built dur-
ing fleet tours to aid the MECC in avoid-
ing the identity crisis of being everything 
to everyone, which falls in line with the 
current brand management and opera-
tional objectives of the Corps writ large. 
The interoperability desired begins with 
trust born during the initial training 
of naval officers and bred throughout 
careers at regular touchpoints. Integra-
tion begins at Pensacola, Quantico, and 
Annapolis and goes beyond familiar-
ization tours to create a standardized 
path toward naval certification.17 Loss 
prevention of the perishable skills could 
be utilized in the RC to give the Services 
a better return on investment. 
 Myriad paths potentially leading to a 
qualified naval-fires officer emphasizes 

the need for and underscores the fact 
that “a professional career track, focused 
on kill chain disruption from inception, 
affords the opportunity to gain and 
maintain knowledge and progression 
through various echelons of command 
while providing value to the naval service 
and joint operational planning.”18 An 
added benefit in the MECC is the inher-
ent flexibility derived from a spectrum 
of occupational fields. Blazing the naval 
fires trail not only develops capabilities 
“in all domains supporting maritime 
campaigning and joint operations”19 it 
harbors low-density, high-demand skill-
sets that often erode or leave the service 
due to challenges inherent in MFR billet 
availability. 
 The MECC fills a much-needed gap 
at the operational level of war, provides 
a reserve naval-integration solution for 
talent management, and enhances the 
synchronization of fires and effects in 
support of the Joint Force commander’s 
objectives. Moreover, the MECC offers 
an innovative way to regain and main-
tain the competitive edge naval services 
enjoyed for years. The criticality of this 
advantage is imminent. Why does this 
unit not already exist?
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Launched from small ships and 
fires-capable expeditionary ad-
vanced bases instead of aircraft 
carriers and island airfields of 

the past, long-range precision muni-
tions have become the over-the-horizon 
strike capability of modern naval forces. 
Despite the range of these systems, it is 
still impossible to shoot what you can-
not see. Traditional fire support assets 
overcame the observation limitations 
of indirect fire with the creation of the 
forward observer, and I argue that the 
groundbased human observer is still rel-
evant to a future fight in the Indo-Pacific 
and can even train to target ships over 
the horizon. 
 The observer has not become obsolete 
as Marine Corps artillery shifts focus 
to over-the-horizon Anti-Ship Missiles; 
common thought conceptualizes Na-
tional Strategic-Level assets as filling the 
observer role. No matter how well we 

talk up our advanced capabilities, one 
thing is very clear: that is a long and com-
plicated kill chain. What happens when 
satellites or aircraft are either unavailable 

or shot out of the sky by a peer adversary 
armed with modern weapons? Those 
are not acceptable reasons for allow-
ing an enemy fleet to transit unharmed 

within range of our weapons systems. 
The human observer on the ground is 
not subject to such issues and therefore 
still has a role to play in the modern fight 
if trained to target ships both before and 
beyond the ocean’s horizon. 
 There are three basic skills required to 
spot and target ships at sea: (1) identify 
and target ships before the horizon, (2) 
do the same for ships beyond the ho-
rizon, and (3) transmit targeting data 
while minimizing signature. None of 
these three requirements differs greatly 
in practice from what observers cur-
rently do. For signature minimization, 
I propose the use of a single transmission 
as the means of sending the anti-ship 
missile call for fire, with a requirement 
for the team to relocate after the trans-
mission is complete. This will theoreti-
cally increase the survivability of teams 
by sending fewer traceable signals into 
the atmosphere and by making them 
harder to hit should an enemy ship man-
age to target their original position. 

Targeting Ships Before the Ocean’s 
Horizon 
 In theory, it is relatively straightfor-
ward for an observer on land to derive 
the location of a ship at sea. To establish 
a reference distance in relation to the 
target, the observer first calculates the 
distance to the horizon. This is because 
there are no other terrain features on the 
open ocean that can be used to “sanity 

Integrating into
the Naval Fight

Targeting ships as groundbased observers
by 1stLt Jonathan Dennler

>1stLt Dennler is an 0802 Field Artillery Officer with 3/11 Mar in Twentynine Palms, 
CA. He currently serves as the Battalion Fire Direction Officer. Previous assign-
ments include Guns Platoon Commander with Battery K and Fire Support Officer 
with Fire Support Battery. 

Inherent to strategic-level assets are long kill chains. Organic fires at the tactical level can al-
leviate that challenge. (Courtesy Photo, Commander, U.S. 3rd Fleet.)

The observer has not 
become obsolete ...
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check” estimated target distances. If 
an observer on the beach calculates the 
horizon to be 5km away, then he knows 
that any target before the horizon line 
has to have a distance of less than five 
km. The Mil-Relation formula, Width 
of Object in meters (W) = Range in 
thousands (R) x Object Width in mils 
(₥) and known enemy ship information 
help estimate the distance to the target. 
A compass shows the Observer-Target 
direction. The target altitude is sea level 
or zero meters. The observer has just de-
rived target location data to an enemy 
ship and can now transmit it to a firing 
agency of a fire support coordination 
center. 
 To calculate the distance to the ho-
rizon, an observer needs to know how 
high above sea level his current vantage 
point is; this is his Height of Eye (H). 
A simple equation for distance to the 
horizon in kilometers and H in meters, 
Horizon (km) = 3.57√H, comes from Pro-
fessor Andrew Young of San Diego State 
University’s Astronomy Department.1 
This is an easy way to find the distance 
to the horizon without considering at-
mospheric refraction and allows for a 
quick, basic reference line calculation. 

Targeting Ships Beyond the Ocean’s 
Horizon 
 The process of targeting ships that 
appear beyond the visible horizon at 
ground level is similar to the before-
horizon process. The observer will need 
a higher Height of Eye to see farther; this 
is done by moving to higher ground or 
with the use of UAS or simple quadcop-
ter drones. If the observer is physically 
moving to higher ground, then he needs 
to calculate the horizon at his old H and 
new H’. If he is using video from a drone, 
the observer calculates the horizon at 
his current H as a reference and then 
calculates the extended horizon at the 
drone’s H’. Now the observer has the 
minimum and maximum target refer-
ence distances. If the observer sees a tar-
get from the higher H’ that is not visible 
from the lower H, then knows that his 
target distance must lie somewhere be-
tween those two numbers. 
 There are two possible scenarios 
regarding drone/UAS video. The first 
possibility is the use of a basic drone 

with a simple camera attached. The 
observer flies the drone up to a speci-
fied height where it would record or take 
pictures of the horizon and then comes 
back down for the observer to review 
the footage. The second possibility is a 
more advanced drone or UAS platform 
with video downlink capability. 

 In the former scenario, the observer 
on the beach with a visible horizon of 
5km flies a drone up to an H’ of 100 
m, giving the drone a horizon of 36.7 
km. After a minute of video recording, 
the observer flies his cheap quadcop-
ter drone back down. Reviewing the 
footage, he spots an enemy aircraft car-
rier on the screen. The observer knows 
that the ship must be between 5km and 
36.7km away since it is not visible from 
the beach. He estimates the number of 
mils that the ship takes up on screen and 
using known dimensions of enemy ships, 
he calculates the ship’s distance from 
shore with the Mil-Relation Formula. 
Additionally, he noticed that the ship 

moved one full ship length during the 
sixty-second video, giving him enough 
information to calculate the ship’s speed. 
With polar coordinates and the target’s 
speed and direction in hand, he trans-
mits an anti-ship call for fire and moves 
to a new position. 

Implementation and Conclusion
 The previous scenarios found the 
horizon line in the most straightfor-
ward way possible. Refraction and 
weather over the ocean mean that the 
actual visible horizon can differ greatly 
in practice.2 However, meteorological 
information is nothing new to the ar-
tillery community. Proper utilization 
of meteorological information data for 
horizon calculations will result in an ac-
curate horizon distance for groundbased 
observers. Additionally, these scenarios 
only used polar coordinates. Grid coor-
dinates could theoretically come from 
plotting the arc on the horizon and then 
plotting the direction and distance to the 

Fusing emerging systems with existing capabilities will enhance the effectiveness and lethal-
ity of stand-in forces executing EABO. (Photo by Cpl Luke Cohen.)

With polar coordinates and the target’s speed and di-
rection in hand, he transmits an anti-ship call for fire 
and moves to a new position.
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target if it fits on a map. Conversion to or 
from latitude and longitude on nautical 
charts could complicate the process for 
observers, but that is a learnable skill. 
 Effective implementation of this 
skillset into the Marine Corps requires: 
(1) finding and testing the most effec-
tive Horizon-Distance Equation, and 
(2) fire direction centers able to accept 
the targeting data for Remotely Oper-
ated Ground Unit Expeditionary fires 
vehicles with the Navy Marine Expedi-
tionary Ship Interdiction System. The 
Marine Corps would need to reach out 
to experts on the most accurate way 
to calculate horizon distance and in-
corporate meteorological information 
data. After that, the artillery commu-
nity needs to come up with the most 
effective way to process this data for use 
with its new anti-ship missile batteries or 
even HIMARS rocket batteries. There 
is nothing stopping traditional cannon 
assets from firing at enemy ships that 
wander too close to shore, either, so long 

as they are able to receive proper target-
ing data. 
 After that, all that remains is intro-
ducing the skillset to units in the fleet 
experimenting with Expeditionary Ad-
vanced Base Operation concepts. Doing 

so would shorten and simplify the kill 
chain and push a powerful tool down 
to commanders on the ground in the 
spirit of maneuver warfare: the ability 
to target ships over the horizon without 
national-level assets. Armed with intent, 
the Marines manning expeditionary ad-
vanced bases could control maritime ter-
rain over the horizon with solely organic 

assets, lowering their signature, increas-
ing their survivability, and making them 
overall more lethal. 

Notes
1. Andrew T. Young, “Distance to The Hori-
zon,” San Diego State University, n.d., https://
aty.sdsu.edu/explain/atmos_refr/horizon.html.

2. Ibid. 
Doing so would short-
en and simplify the kill 
chain ...
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The Problem: Units in the 
Future Will Face Con-
strained Religious Ministry 
Resources

 “Leaders must ensure Marines are 
well-led and cared for physically, emo-
tionally and spiritually, both in and out 
of combat.”1 These words, spoken by 
the 38th Commandant of the Marine 
Corps, Gen David Berger, drive home 
the importance for commanders and 
leaders at all levels to ask critical ques-
tions about how to ensure the total fit-
ness of their Marines and sailors will 
continue to be a top priority within 
an increasingly distributed force as the 
Marine Corps implements the bold vi-
sion for future operations laid out in 
Force Design 2030. How will the vital 
resources now available on most military 
bases continue to be accessible to a force 
that will be systematically disaggregated 
into smaller teams, dispersed across a 
large area of operations, each expected 
to persist independently, with limited 
communications, minimal logistical 
support, and while seeking to maintain 
a reduced footprint within the weapons 
engagement zone (WEZ)? How will ser-
vice members receive adequate access to 
medical services, religious ministries, 
substance abuse counseling, and a host 
of other services currently available for 
the total fitness and resilience of the Ma-
rine and sailor?
 One of the most important of these 
services is the free exercise of religion 
among service members deployed and 
serving overseas, which the Navy Chap-
lain Corps is sworn to uphold as its pri-
mary mission. Provision of religious ser-
vices is a commander’s responsibility. 
He owns this responsibility as carried 

out through the Command Religious 
Program, and its execution is entrusted 
to the Chaplains assigned to their com-
mand.2 Military Chaplains, charged by 
oath and ordination to ensure the reli-
gious needs of their Marines and sailors, 
must find ways to minister to those at 
the front lines of military engagements. 
Military lore is filled with stories of chap-
lains, no less military heroes in their own 
right, who have held worship services 
in the heat of battle. But those stories 
often come from stories of full-scale 
frontal assaults, such as the Battle of 
the Bulge during World War II. This 
battle burned through the latter half of 
December and most of January with no 
“Christmas Truce,” yet there are ample 

accounts from veterans who still man-
aged to attend Chaplain-led Christmas 
services even as the battle raged, which 
greatly infused these warriors with hope 
and resolve to stay in the fight.

The Current Religious Ministry Pro-
gram Structure
 In a Marine Corps infantry battalion, 
the table of organization calls for one 
Navy chaplain and one Navy enlisted 
religious program specialist (RP) who 
provides logistical support and coordina-
tion for religious programming as well as 
force protection to the Chaplain during 
combat. Together, the Chaplain and RP 
make up the core of a command’s reli-
gious ministry team (RMT). An RMT 

Expeditionary
Religious Ministry

It’s time to take the Marine Corps’ Religious Ministry Teams littorally
by LCDR Jeremy Blythe, CHC, USN & Maj Robert Boudreau, USMCR

>LCDR Blythe is the Command Chaplain for the 31st MEU.  He earned his FMF 
Qualification Pin while embarked with the 31st MEU on Patrol 22.1.

>>Maj Boudreau is a Reserve Judge Advocate with Marine Corps Forces Pacific. 
At the time of article submission, he was deployed as the Civil Affairs Detachment 
Commander for the 31st MEU.

“Forces conducting [Expeditionary Advanced Base Op-
erations (EABO)] persist forward by moving with a high 
degree of flexibility within areas of key maritime ter-
rain, presenting a light posture, sustaining themselves 
in an austere setting, and protecting themselves from 
detection and targeting. EABO diminish the reliance 
on fixed bases and easily targetable infrastructure.”

—Tentative Manual for Expeditionary Advanced 
Based Operations
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may be proactive in going forward and 
making meaningful connections with 
their deployed force, but they will be 
limited in their ability to meet the needs 
of units operating across the WEZ under 
the highly distributed, Expeditionary 
Advanced Based Operations (EABO) 
model, where significant distances be-
tween units of action will often put 
them out of travel range. How should 
RMTs adapt to this model in order to 
adequately fulfill the Commandant’s 
charge to ensure Marines are cared for 
“both in and out of combat?”
 The Navy’s Religious Lay-Leader 
program (RLLP) holds the key for com-
manders and their Chaplains to expand 
their reach in providing religious services 
to forward-deployed service members. 
As mentioned above, a Chaplain and 
RP make up the core of an RMT, but 
in cases where a Chaplain is unavailable, 
or where Religious Needs Assessments 
(RNA)3 have identified a faith group 
that exists within the command, which is 
different from the Chaplain’s own faith, 
the RLLP allows for a volunteer from 
that faith to come forward and seek eli-
gibility to meet that religious need.4 The 
Navy’s Lay Leader Handbook provides 
for the appointment of all Marines and 
sailors to serve as lay leaders to represent 
their faith group in this capacity once 
they have met all of the requirements for 
command appointment.5 The Handbook 
provides guidance on the traits someone 
should possess before being considered 
for this position, counseling that “[t]
he appointments should be based on 
volunteerism, high moral character, 
motivation, religious interest, and with 
the respective religious organization’s 
(RO) authorization that the lay leader is 
qualified to deliver religious services.”6 
Once it is clear that a service member 
embodies these traits, the process for 
becoming a certified lay leader is fairly 
simple. First, they are given a standard-
ized interview by the command chaplain 
or, if there is no chaplain, the immediate 
superior in command chaplain. Second, 
their chain of command gives approval 
or disapproval. Third, the prospective 
lay leader’s religious organization must 
officially authorize them to serve as a lay 
leader. This authorization usually comes 
in the form of a letter of recommenda-

tion. After the Chaplain has confirmed 
the appropriateness of the endorsement 
to conduct religious services, the chap-
lain or RP will provide RLLP Com-
mand Religious Program training with 
the candidate, which consists of four 
lessons on the responsibilities and limita-

tions of lay leader service. Finally, upon 
successful completion of the training, 
the chaplain will route a recommenda-
tion to the commander for a letter of 
appointment.7
 This appointment allows the lay 
leader to represent their faith by leading 
services and providing other opportu-
nities for fellow members of their faith 
to grow spiritually. The appointment 
is also time-specific, usually during a 
deployment or operational period when 
other options for worship are harder to 
come by and is not to exceed a year.8 
This process for becoming a lay leader, 

then, must be repeated each time a ser-
vice member moves to a new command 
under the current requirements. With 
each move, a lay leader can learn the 
religious needs of the command by in-
quiring about RNAs, which are kept by 
the command’s RMT. Then, if there is 
no available Chaplain endorsed by their 
particular religion, they can consider 
seeking an RLLP re-appointment.

Limitations to the RMT may lead to 
Ministry Shortfalls
 Lay leader appointments are best ac-
complished during a pre-deployment 
workup cycle. However, given the new 
environment envisioned in Force De-
sign 2030, deploying units often may 
not have information as to where their 
deployments will lead or how they may 
be tasked to conduct EABO missions or 
otherwise be dispersed throughout an 
area of operations. As a result, one of the 
predicted shortfalls under this model is 
that RMTs preparing for deployment 
may not have access to the mobility and 
logistics needed to conduct adequate 
battle force circulation to provide re-
ligious services to all of the small units 
being ordered to execute distributed 
operations.
 Gratefully, lay leaders, who are organ-
ic to the command, can close the gap in 
this shortfall. However, a second short-
fall exists in the RLLP because, while it 
is unlikely that previously appointed lay 
leaders will become unqualified to serve 
with their commands, their ability to 
serve will lapse after the standard one-
year appointment limitation or based on 
the likelihood that they could be moved 
under the authority of new leadership.
 It stands to reason that most previous-
ly appointed lay leaders would embrace 
the opportunity to serve in the distrib-
uted environment inherent in the EABO 
setting, but in this new battlespace, it 
will be less likely that they will have ac-
cess to an embedded RMT. Also, expe-
rience shows that lay leaders often do 
not seek an appointment with every new 
command, even though their qualifica-
tions likely remain the same. The pro-
cess of seeking re-appointment as a lay 
leader at every command undoubtedly 
dissuades some otherwise available ser-
vice members from continuing to serve, 

Capt Litthiddeth Phansiri, Buddhist Lay 
Leader for 31st MEU, delivers a traditional 
chant before service aboard USS America. 
(Photo provided by author.)

The Navy’s Religious 
Lay-Leader program 
(RLLP) holds the key for 
commanders and their 
Chaplains to expand  
their reach ...
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due to time constraints, unfamiliarity 
with new leadership, and inability to see 
where gaps in meeting religious needs 
may arise in a deployed environment.

Recommended Improvements to the 
RLLP
 To address this shortfall, the Depart-
ment of the Navy needs to consider two 
changes to the RLLP: first, previously 
appointed lay leaders should be permit-
ted to serve with any new command, 
provided they give updated endorse-
ments on a regular (perhaps annual, bi-, 
or triennial) basis; and second, the Chap-
lain Corps should maintain a means of 
tracking lay leaders’ appointments across 
the force, so that qualified lay leaders can 
easily be identified to provide services to 
units dispersed throughout the WEZ.
 The first change, allowing streamlined 
recertification to facilitate continued 
RLLP service, could follow the model 
that the Marine Corps uses to maintain 
judge advocates’ certification under the 
Uniform Code of Military Justice. A 
Marine Administrative Message is pub-
lished annually, directing that all judge 
advocates provide proof of bar member-
ship and good standing to Headquarters 
Marines Corps Judge Advocate Division.9 
Judge advocates obtain appropriate paper-
work from their respective state bars and 
send it to an organizational email address, 
where the receipt is acknowledged and 
appropriate follow-up actions, if any, are 
taken. Likewise, lay leaders could periodi-
cally (perhaps every three years, following 
a typical rotation to a new assignment) 
obtain updated endorsements from their 
religious organizations and submit them 
to the Chaplain Corps. As an alternative, 
periodic recertification could be required 
within a specific time window after check-
ing in to a new unit, such as within 90 
days of joining the new command.
 The second, and more robust change, 
is to create and maintain a database that 
provides (1) lay leaders’ names and rank; 
(2) their religious organization, along 
with the religious services that their par-
ticular institution allows them to pro-
vide; and (3) their current duty station. 
This database could be made available 
to RMTs serving across the FMF so that 
they could easily pinpoint who is avail-
able to provide religious services within 

their commands’ distributed forces. 
RMTs, now armed with a magazine of 
lay leaders ready to serve, will be able to 
facilitate religious ministry over a much 
broader area of operations and empower 
lay leaders to provide religious minis-
try at forward, remote outposts where 
physical access to an RMT is severely 
limited. Currently, when a lay leader’s 
appointment expires and they move to 
a new command, it is often the case that 
the Chaplain Corps’ awareness of that 
person as a valuable, potential resource 
becomes lost; however, because this 

database would make information on 
lay leaders available until they end their 
service, it would generate a pool of likely 
candidates for an RMT to draw from 
that is not yet at their fingertips. 
 In a typical scenario, a battalion chap-
lain would be called to a staff planning 
meeting where the staff learns that two 
platoons will execute EABO missions 
and be inserted at two separate loca-
tions where the RMT cannot schedule 
visits.Thinking proactively, chaplains 
would refer to RNAs and ask, “What 
are the religious needs of Marines in 
those platoons?” Once identified, he 
would then ask, “Who within the bat-
talion can serve those needs? The RNAs 
may indicate that a particular Marine 
within this faith group desires to serve 
as a lay leader, but assuming there is not 
enough time to get a lay leader appointed 
in this short-fused situation, a simple 
database query could provide the force 
multiplication needed at that moment 
by pinpointing a lay leader that is already 
trained and available to those Marines. 
“Great! Sgt Jones with Bravo Company 
1st Platoon can provide a service for the 
upcoming Easter season, but 2nd Pla-
toon doesn’t have any lay leaders right 
now.” Now, the chaplain has a decision 
point with several possible courses of 
action: should the battalion send him 
forward as an augment? Should the com-
mand seek out a new lay leader and try 

Chaplain Blythe and RPSN Ezekiel Fernandez prepare to insert with the 31st MEU’s Forward CE 
during a certification exercise. (Photo by author.)

Capt Danyiel Brustmeyer, Jewish Lay Leader 
for 31st MEU, blows the shofar aboard USS 
America during the Jewish month of Elul. 3. 
(Photo provided by author.)
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to scramble through the command ap-
pointment process? Or should chaplains 
recommend that the battalion pull a lay 
leader from 3d Platoon to send to the 
field with 2d Platoon?

Conclusion
 EABO across the WEZ will inevita-
bly disrupt not only the RMT’s ability 
to ensure the free exercise of religion 
among the Marines and sailors entrusted 
to their care but may also curtail a host 
of other services currently accessible. 
Nevertheless, these disruptions can be 
greatly alleviated through streamlining 
the administrative process to ensure lay 
leaders are available at the greatest point 
of impact to be where it matters, when 
it matters, and with what matters. As 
the Marine Corps adapts to meet Force 
Design 2030, the faithful efforts of our 
Chaplain Corps should likewise adapt to 
build increased flexibility and reach into 
the RMT. As Marines persist at forward 
operating bases, their spiritual needs can 

still be met through the RLLP as a valu-
able extension of our increasingly limited 
RMTs across the WEZ.

Notes
1. Quoted in Headquarters Marine Corps, Spiri-
tual Fitness: Leader’s Guide Notebook (Washing-
ton, DC: February 2022). 

2. Headquarters Marine Corps, MCO 1730.6F, 
Religious Ministry in the Marine Corps (Wash-
ington, DC: August 2018). 

3. The Religious Needs Assessment is a standard 
assessment tool used by the RMT for all new 
check-ins to the command in order to assess the 
religious needs and sincerely held beliefs of all 
service members attached.

4. The MILPERSMAN 1730-010/MARCOR-
MAN gives this warrant for lay leaders and gives 
parameters for the Religious Lay Leader Pro-
gram.

5. Department of the Navy, Navy Tactics Tech-
niques and Procedures (NTTP) Publication 1-05 
(Washington, DC: November 2016). 

6. Ibid.

7. Ibid.

8. Ibid.

9. For example, see Headquarters Marine Corps, 
MARADMIN 020/22, Certification of Good 
Standing with Attorney Licensing Authority 
(Washington, DC: January 2022).

https://esseyepro.com/
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T he Marine Corps is known 
for its history, traditions, and 
camaraderie. Marines are a 
different breed. We fight hard 

and play harder, which makes us unique. 
Marines are known for their physical 
fitness and legendary performance on 
battlefields throughout history. There 
is more to fitness than simply physical 
fitness. The Marine Corps breaks fitness 
into the following categories: physical, 
mental, spiritual, and social fitness. Each 
element is essential to a Marine’s fitness, 
but we will focus specifically on the spiri-
tual and mental aspects. Spiritual and 
mental fitness are essential elements to 
a Marine’s overall fitness and are even 
more critical to our force than physical 
fitness. The famous collegiate basketball 
coach Bobby Knight once said, “Mental 
toughness is to physical as four is to one.” 
Spiritual and mental fitness are impera-
tive to our Marine Corps and readiness 
for combat. With the onset of COVID, 
our organizational leadership unevenly 
applied restrictions to Marines’ and 
other military members’ spiritual and 
mental fitness.
 One analogy that has been used to 
represent the damage we have been in-
flicting on ourselves is the spiritual and 
mental cup. We all begin with a cup full 
of our determination, drive, and desire. 
The contents of the cup are what we 
use to conduct day-to-day operations, 
with different endeavors requiring dif-
ferent amounts of effort and will. To 
meet the different demands of our daily 
duties, we pour from our cup into a late-

night planning meeting, an extended 
separation from our family because of 
an Integrated Training Exercise or Unit 
Deployment Program, or the stress that 
comes with raising our young Marines 
into the future leaders they need to be 
to meet Force Design 2030 demands. We 
can only fill our cup through activities 
that increase the morale of ourselves and 
our units. A small gathering will help 

to fill the cup, but it will not fill it as 
much as mess night or a Marine Corps 
Ball. When our cup runs dry because we 
are unable or not allowed to refill it, we 
are the most susceptible to disparaging 
thoughts, loss of faith, or unspeakable 
actions against ourselves or others.
 The Spiritual Fitness Leaders Guide 
for Marines defines spiritual fitness as 
“the ability to adhere to beliefs, prin-
ciples, and values needed to persevere 
and prevail.” Many new Marines build 
their beliefs, principles, and values 
through their entry-level training and 
education. A large part of our desired 
outcome of entry-level training is pro-
viding the Marine with a “new” Marine 

Neglecting the Spiritual 
and Mental Fitness

of the Force
What is the damage?

by Maj Shawn F. Carian

>Maj Carian is an Artillery Officer and 
currently serving as a Field Artillery 
Captains Career Course Instructor at 
Fort Sill, OK.

Grieving loss. (Photo by LCpl Ryan B. Busse.)
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Corps-centered values system. There are 
Marines who join that have established 
beliefs that they retain throughout their 
career, but we also strive for a common 
baseline exemplified through our motto 
of Honor, Courage, and Commitment. By 
instilling these values and neglecting to 
allow Marines to see the fruits of their 
work—through socialization and cel-
ebration of their achievements—we fail 
to provide Marines with the necessary 
tools to persevere and prevail through-
out COVID.
 The Marine Fitness portal has a “To-
tal Fitness Self Check Tool,” which al-
lows a Marine to grade themselves across 
physical, mental, spiritual, and social 
fitness.1 I have yet to see this tool uti-
lized throughout the force. Now would 
be an excellent time to use the tool. 
Mental fitness consists of components 
regarding the Marine’s emotional state 
and value to the unit and whether the 
Marine knows where to get help when 
needed.2 This tool should not be used 
in isolation nor extremis but should be 
part of an engaged approach and part of 
normal mentorship or counseling. The 
most memorable and notable impact 
that leaders can have in getting to know 
their Marines and understanding how 
they operate is to build sweat equity. We 
as leaders must seek every opportunity to 
work alongside our Marines and engage 
in candid conversations while sharing 
the burden of whatever task is at hand. 
You can pretend to care, but you cannot 
pretend to be there. The Marine Total 
Fitness Check Tool is an excellent aid but 
cannot be viewed as the solution, only as 
part of the larger equation to address our 
Marine’s overall fitness. One of the most 
rewarding aspects of becoming a Marine 
is sharing the accomplishment with your 
family and friends. New Marines are not 
getting that opportunity or emotional 
boost like they did in the past.
 COVID created new difficulties 
and challenges for our Corps and the 
military. The suicide rates last year were 
29.6 per 100,000; thus far, in 2021, we 
have a staggering number of 31.6 per 
100,000.3 The numbers reflect a 25-per-
son increase since pre-COVID. We have 
lost 75 active-duty service members out 
of 1.347 million; 2,272 service members 
have been hospitalized from COVID.4 

As visible from the numbers, the unfor-
tunate truth is COVID presents a mini-
mal risk to our force (0.17 percent, not 
even 1 percent hospitalization), whereas 
suicides presented a significant concern 
for over a decade and continue to do so. 
Mental health issues afflict many across 
the force. Isolation, combined with lim-
iting unit functions, does not promote 
better mental health but further isolates 
everyone, specifically impacting those 
who should not be isolated.
 Currently, Marines enter our Marine 
Corps without the same welcome to our 
Corps as in the past. Younger Marines 
go to boot camp, Marine Combat Train-
ing/School of Infantry, and Military Oc-
cupational Specialty School before ever 
having the opportunity to take leave. 
In some cases, these new Marines can-
not leave base on liberty through all 
entry-level training. Taking leave and 
liberty may sound trivial; however, leave 
affords the individual Marine the op-
portunity to show off what they have 
accomplished and share that accomplish-
ment with family and friends. We argue 
that this is an integral piece of sustaining 
the transformation, receiving positive 
feedback and further solidifying pride 
in service and the Marine Corps. Entry-
level Marines will now have nearly two 
years in the Marine Corps without the 
opportunity of experiencing a Marine 
Corps Birthday celebration. Under-
standing the mental and emotional 
strain these Marines endure for six 
months (or more) before they have an 
opportunity to celebrate and reflect on 
their accomplishments which provides 
crucial insight into the importance of 
balancing spiritual and mental fitness.
 Not only are entry-level Marines 
suffering during these periods, but the 
incongruent and sometimes conflicting 
decisions on what activities are allowed 
and what activities are not allowed af-
fect life-long Marines as well. Retirees or 
Marines separating from active duty are 
leaving our Corps without the custom-
ary and well-earned honors and festivi-
ties. These Marines lived and sacrificed 
as Marines, for one enlistment or de-
cades, are now separating and not able to 
enjoy a Marine Corps Ball in their final 
years. Some Marines have had to scale 
down retirement celebrations, which 

serve to recognize the Marine and their 
family. History dictates Gen Lejeune 
would not have accepted the antics of 
today.
 All these challenges lead to mental 
and emotional implications that likely 
will not surface in the near term but will 
come back to haunt us—through mental 
conditions or suicides. Future studies 
and research will determine the emo-
tional and psychological toll COVID 
has had on the force. Although we do 
not have the data now, reason indicates 
the correlation between the military 
COVID environment and suicides. 
The data mentioned above, and overall 
appearances, suggest the military has 
sacrificed our forces’ mental and spiri-
tual health at the altar of political optics, 
and our future generations of Marines 
and service members continue to suffer 
the consequences. Spiritual and mental 
fitness directly contribute to the force’s 
social and physical fitness. The military 
needs to maintain independence from 
political issues. We also need to ensure 
we do not present an optic of fear from 
a virus that our demographic should not 
fear. 

Notes
1. Staff, “Marine Total Fitness Check Tool,” Ma-
rines, 2016, https://www.fitness.marines.mil/
Portals/211/Resiliency%20Videos/Total%20
Fitness%20Self%20Check%20V1%20Auto-
matic%20Scores.pdf?ver=2Y1rBoN2oz9q0R7
nk0iXDw%3D%3D.

2. Ibid. 

3. Caitlin Kenney, “Active-Duty Suicide Rate 
Hit Record High in 2020,” Defense One, Oc-
tober 6, 2021, https://www.defenseone.com/
threats/2021/10/active-duty-suicide-rate-hits-
record-high/185882.

4. Department of Defense, “Coronavirus: DOD 
Response,” Department of Defense, n.d., https://
www.defense.gov/Spotlights/Coronavirus-
DOD-Response.
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T he Marine Corps is Amer-
ica’s “force-in-readiness,” 
manned, tra ined, and 
equipped “to respond quick-

ly to a broad variety of crises and con-
flicts across the full range of military 
operations anywhere in the world.”2 As 
such, the Corps has long recognized spir-
itual fitness to be a critical component of 
developing the warrior ethos.3 Indeed, 
Gen John A. Lejeune articulated this 
point nearly one hundred years ago with 
his famous statement, “there is no substi-
tute for the spiritual in war.”4 Sensing a 
progressive decline in the priority given 
to spiritual fitness in more recent times, 
the 37th CMC, Gen Robert A. Neller, 
tasked then-Chaplain of the Marine 
Corps RADM Brent Scott to revitalize 
Gen Lejeune’s vision through a spiri-
tual fitness initiative.5 Since then, this 
initiative has begun to take root. The 
current CMC, Gen David H. Berger, 
joined his predecessor in authoring an 
ALMAR reaffirming the significance 
of spiritual fitness for force readiness 
and effectiveness. At the institutional 
level, this affirmation has resulted in the 

spiritual being formally incorporated 
into the framework of total fitness under 
the aegis of the Marine Corps Human 
Performance Branch.6 These develop-
ments make perfect sense not only in 
general terms of the Corps’ historical 
trajectory but especially in light of Ex-
peditionary Advanced Base Operations. 
Gen Berger’s concept of Marines operat-
ing in small units dispersed throughout 
the battlespace demands a force that is 
not only physically and mentally fit, but 
also spiritually ready to stay in the fight 
in the face of prolonged adversity in iso-
lated environments. The problem-set 
is, in this way, akin to that of special 
operations forces formations, and their 
collective experience over the past two 
decades only underscores the need to 
attend to the spiritual. 
 Despite all these recent developments, 
however, there remains a considerable 
gap between the CMC’s clear grasp of 
the importance of the spiritual compo-
nent in force readiness and what actually 
happens at the typical small unit level.7 
The purpose of this article is to highlight 
and analyze this gap. Although specific 

recommendations are beyond the scope 
here—this article is not intended to be 
a how-to guide—we are primarily fo-
cused on sketching out a conceptual 
framework that could be used to close 
it. To do so, we begin with our analysis of 
the problem, considering lessons learned 
from a parallel example (i.e., MCMAP), 
and conclude by exploring what it might 
look like to apply these concepts to spiri-
tual fitness to optimize force readiness 
to achieve the commander’s intent.

Problem Analysis
 With the emergence of Expedition-
ary Advanced Base Operations as the 
Marine Corps’ guiding principle, we 
begin with a simple, yet significant 
point: spiritual readiness will be more, 
not less, vital for the Marine Corps in 
the years ahead. The future operating 
environment will be characterized by 
uncertainty and global competition with 
peers or near-peers across the spectrum 
of warfare.8 Accordingly, Gen Berger 
released his Commandant’s Planning 
Guidance (CPG) in 2019 for the Ma-
rine Corps to ready itself to meet this 

Spiritual Readiness
in the Age of EABO
Closing the gap between the Commandant’s intent for spiritual fitnes

 and the commander’s implementation at the small unit level
by CDR David A. Daigle, CHC, USN, LCDR William M. Schweitzer, CHC, USN,

& Maj Marianne C. Sparklin, USMC

> CDR Daigle CHC, USN, is the Deputy II MEF Chaplain.

>>LCDR Schweitzer is currently a Chaplain assigned to Marine Air Group 2. A prior 
Marine, he is in the process of transitioning from the Navy Chaplain Corps to Marine 
Corps Intelligence.

>>>Maj Sparklin is a UH-1Y Pilot assigned to Marine Light Attack Helicopter Squad-
ron 167 where she currently serves as the Assistant Aircraft Maintenance Officer. 
“LOB” commissioned in 2009 from the U.S. Naval Academy and is a graduate of 
the Marine Corps Command and Staff College.

“America’s military has 
no preordained right to 
victory on the battle-
field.” 1

—Secretary of Defense 
James Mattis
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challenge.10 Five priority focus areas 
dominate his narrative and provide a 
framework from which Marines can pro-
vide measurable outcomes in the future 
fight in any clime and place.11 Of these 
five pillars, Gen Berger mentions that 
command and leadership remain foun-
dational elements of ensuring mission 
success across the spectrum of conflict 
and that leaders must care for Marines 
physically, emotionally, and spiritually, 
both in and out of combat.12 Whereas 
caring for Marines’ physical and emo-
tional well-being is already ingrained 
in leadership curricula throughout the 
professional military education (PME) 
spectrum, the spiritual component re-
mains elusive for most Marine Corps 
leaders. As the Marine Corps modern-
izes and transforms itself to fight the 
wars of the future, spiritual leadership 
and resiliency will become even more 
imperative throughout all levels of the 
Marine Corps.
 Leaders at the highest echelons clearly 
understand the significance of spiritual 
fitness to force readiness. Gen Neller 
points out the importance of spiritual 
fitness in ALMAR 033/16, stating that

[r]esearch indicates that spiritual fitness 
plays a key role in resiliency, in our abil-
ity to grow, develop, recover, heal, and 
adapt. Regardless of individual phi-
losophy or beliefs, spiritual well-being 
makes us better warriors and people 
of character capable of making good 
choices on and off duty.13

Four years later, Gen Berger released 

ALMAR 027/20, titled “Resiliency and 
Spiritual Fitness.”14 In his message, he 
discussed how spiritual fitness is at the 
core of individual character and resilien-
cy and indicated how this component of 
total fitness aligns with his CPG. More-
over, he urged leaders to serve as models 
to their subordinates while “champion-
ing” efforts to instill spiritual fitness “in 
order to advance character development 
across the Marine Corps and in support 
of [his] CPG.”15 The intent of both the 
37th and 38th CMCs is clear: Marines 
and sailors must optimize their spiritual 
fitness if they are to increase readiness by 
building and maintaining “the tough-
ness and resiliency necessary to adapt to, 
overcome, and recover from every situ-
ation Marines and sailors face in their 
careers.”16 However, what is less clear is 
how leaders champion spiritual fitness 
when they themselves have not been 

deliberately trained to do so. Spiritual 
fitness is not currently integrated in any 
systematic or thoroughgoing way into 
the curricula of officer and enlisted PME 
schools. It is not an element by which 
new Marines are evaluated at Officers 
Candidate School, The Basic School, 
or the recruit depots. Not surprisingly, 
there is a significant gap between the 
CMC’s intent regarding spiritual fitness 
and execution at the small-unit level.
 Gen Berger laid out a bold new vision 
for the Corps in his CGP.17 Focusing on 
expeditionary naval warfare, he stresses 
the need for a proficient and resilient 
force, dispersed into small units operat-
ing within the range of precision enemy 
fire across archipelagos in a contested 
littoral environment.18 Force Design 

2030 edits force structure to support 
a more agile and flexible force designed 
to operate in contested spaces. Shifts in 
rank structures, MOS composition, and 
mission essential task lists of traditional 
Marine Corps formations and echelons 
speak to how the Marine Corps is adapt-
ing to the required changes needed to 
operate and remain resilient in these de-
veloping complex environments. For ex-
ample, staff non-commissioned officers 
will replace non-commissioned officers 
as the squad leaders of the traditional 
infantry squad, while 21st-century for-
aging classes and practicums are becom-
ing part of the core curriculum at The 
Basic School. These changes, among 
many others currently in play, represent 
the CMC’s mandate to increase agility, 
maneuverability, and lethality while re-
maining resilient to adversarial actions 
across all warfighting domains.
 Resiliency, therefore, is not merely 
a matter of hardening networks and 
enhancing weapon systems to defend 
against kinetic or cyberattacks. Rather, 
resiliency must be present at every level 
and in every human warfighting ma-
chine to be able to rebound from blows 
that impact the human spirit. Without 
resiliency in the austere, isolated, and 
dispersed environments envisioned by 
the CMC, Marines and sailors may easily 
fall victim to things that degrade and 
erode the character and combat effec-
tiveness of the individual, as well as the 
fighting ability of the unit as a whole. 
Therefore, it is critically imperative that 
Marine leaders be able to instill resilience 
in Marines at every rank to improve war- 
fighting capability on present and future 
battlefields. Just as the Marine Corps 
prepares its most junior officers and ju-
nior NCOs to ensure their Marines and 
sailors are physically and emotionally fit 
to accomplish the mission, so too must 
the Marine Corps prepare their most 
junior leaders to be comfortable address-
ing and championing spiritual fitness 
among their peers and the Marines and 
sailors in their charge. To succeed and 
win battles in the future, the Marine 
Corps must continue setting up lead-
ers for success at the small-unit level in 
order to prepare the Marines and sailors 
to be resilient and thus spiritually ready 
and fit for the fight. After all, America 

“While the importance 
of physical, mental, and 
social fitness are more 
recognizable, spiritual 
fitness is just as criti-
cal, and specifically ad-
dresses my priority to 
build character and in-
still core values in every 
Marine and Sailor.” 9

—Gen David A. Berger

Therefore, it is critically 
imperative that Marine 
leaders be able to instill 
resilience in Marines at 
every rank to improve 
warfighting capability 
...
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has no preordained right to succeed on the 
battlefield.19

 This is the point, however, where we 
encounter a disconnect. Although there 
is no large-scale, peer-reviewed study 
to draw conclusions from, consistent 
observations from the Fleet suggest that 
the mandate to generate a spiritually fit 
and ready force is not being met at the 
small-unit level. An informal survey of a 
few dozen battalion and squadron com-
manders suggests that the typical unit 
commander is not aware of the CMC’s 
ALMARs and, more importantly, is 
not yet the champion of spiritual fit-
ness that Gen Berger envisioned. Few 
are the Marines that are fully cognizant 
and comfortable with the concepts es-
poused by the CMCs, and fewer still 
have incorporated the content of their 
ALMARs into the daily life of their 
units. For instance, even when a com-
mander was intimately familiar with 
all the relevant documents and had 
completely embraced them, spiritual 
fitness had never explicitly been men-
tioned as a discussion topic at any of 
this commander’s meetings with subor-
dinate leaders. Likewise, although the 
subject is given some amount of formal 
instruction time in PME schools from 
the Lance Corporal’s Seminar on up, it 
disappears in the day-to-day life of the 
average FMF unit because of a myriad 
of “higher priority” tasks and demands.
 It is not hard to imagine why this dis-
connect might exist. There are at least 
two identifiable problems. The first is the 
hard reality of competing priorities. In 
the contemporary DOD universe filled 
with an innumerable and ever-growing 
list of policies and programs, all of which 
are formally tracked, inspected, and re-
ported on, something has to give. Units 
often struggle to complete the long list of 
required annual training events in addi-
tion to completing their basic mission. In 
other words, there is simply not enough 
bandwidth left, and the nice-to-haves of 
being able to focus on spiritual fitness 
give way to the mandatory reporting 
items. With a thousand administrative 
tasks, training and equipment readiness, 
and concerns over force preservation, it 
is not surprising that commanders are 
less than ideally focused at the small-unit 
level on the spiritual fitness of their Ma-

rines, let alone fitting in specific train-
ing to close the gap between the CMC’s 
intent and small-unit reality.
 The other problem is that the subject 
matter is inherently challenging. How-
ever real are its effects upon Marines 
and their units, the spiritual element is 
essentially intangible. It is fairly obvi-
ous when a Marine is physically unfit 

to fight battles but much less so when 
he is spiritually unfit. As well, the sub-
ject of spiritual fitness is wrapped up in 
the constitutional freedom of religion 
and any discussion of it can become a 
matter of undue legal concern regard-
ing the Establishment Clause.20 As a 
result, many commanders simply shy 
away from speaking about spiritual 
fitness for fear of offending someone. 
Can a commander, for instance, point 
to his own example of faithful church 
attendance and daily devotions in the 
Bible as an example of spiritual fit-
ness? The answer happens to be yes, 
but hesitancy on such matters remains, 
nevertheless. Finally, there is also some 
confusion regarding the relative roles 
of the chaplain and the commander 
in this domain. This uncertainty was 
addressed in the 2016 ALMAR where 
spiritual fitness was formally identified 
as the commander’s responsibility, with 
support from chaplains. Indeed, long-
standing policies make clear that even 
a specifically religious entity such as 
the Religious Ministry Program is ul-
timately the responsibility of the unit 
commander; however, much of the 
day-to-day supervision and delivery of 
religious ministry is delegated to the 
chaplain.21

Lessons Learned from MCMAP
 What, then, would it take to close the 
gap we have identified between the Com-
mandant’s intent and reality regarding 
spiritual readiness?23 To begin to imag-
ine what would be involved, consider 
an example of how the institution has 
done this sort of thing in the past: the 
Marine Corps Martial Arts Program 
(MCMAP). Clearly, there are similarities 
and dissimilarities involved in the MC-
MAP analogy but our intention here is 
primarily to provoke thought and move 
the needle on getting spiritual fitness 
more widely known and practiced in the 
Marine Corps.24

 The Marine Corps has always under-
stood the importance of close combat 
and the need to teach combatives. In-
deed, the title “Leatherneck” is directly 
related to the Corps’ engagement with 
the issue—in this case, protection from 
slashing attacks—in its early history. 
However, this focus waxed and waned 
over the decades. Formally introduced 
to the Marine Corps in 2002, MC-
MAP “aims to strengthen the mental 
and moral resiliency of individual Ma-
rines through realistic combative train-
ing, warrior ethos studies, and physical 
hardening.”25 As a successor to the Ma-
rines Corps’ previous combative train-
ing, Linear Involuntary Neurological 

“MCMAP is a synergy 
of mental, character, 
and physical disciplines 
with application across 
the full spectrum of vio-
lence. In concert with 
proven Marine Corps 
leadership, rigorous 
training in these three 
disciplines enhances 
the Marine both on and 
off the battlefield.” 22

—Marine Corps Order 
1500.54A

... there is simply not 
enough bandwidth left, 
and the nice-to-haves 
of being able to focus 
on spiritual fitness give 
way to the mandatory 
reporting items.
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overriding Engagement, MCMAP aims 
to combine and emphasize the impor-
tance of the physical domain as well 
as the mental and spiritual domain of 
warfighting. In 2002, MCMAP’s goal 
was to create physically and mentally 
ready Marines of strong character given 
the current state of world affairs and 
the anticipated demand of the force at 
the initial onset of the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Now two decades later, 
the Marine Corps is once again at a piv-
otal state of change requiring a mindset 
change in leaders and Marines across 
all ranks. Where the Marine Corps de-
veloped a program to test the physical, 
mental, and character disciplines in a 
holistic martial arts program twenty 
years ago, the Marine Corps must once 
again look for creative and revolutionary 
ways to emphasize spiritual discipline. 
 Before the official establishment of 
MCMAP, Marine combative proficiency 
was only as good as the unit leader’s de-
sire to incorporate Linear Involuntary 
Neurological overriding Engagement 
training into its daily training pro-
grams. Senior leadership occasionally 
reminded all hands that close combat 
was important, and some individual 
small unit leaders took the initiative to 
promote hand-to-hand combat profi-
ciency in their units, but this was more 
the exception than the rule. Corps-wide, 
there was a considerable gap between the 
commander’s intent and the reality on 
the ground.
 Once MCMAP was formally estab-
lished and gained momentum as a valu-
able tool for developing combat-ready 
Marines, the program gained more and 
more traction with unit leadership and 
reflected in the physical, mental, and 
character abilities of the individual 
Marine. What began with the physical 
MCMAP belt was soon enough trans-
lated into other incentives in terms of 
promotion points and performance 
measures for a combat-ready Marine and 
unit. Like every other reportable and 
tracked program, MCMAP proficiency 
is subject to reporting and inspection. 
The net effect of this effort, formaliza-
tion, and incentivization of a program is 
that MCMAP has successfully become 
part of the modern-day Marine Corps 
organizational culture. Moreover, MC-

MAP promotes Marines who are already 
not only physically disciplined but also 
mentally and characteristically disci-
plined as well. When formalizing how 
to incorporate a spiritual discipline into 
daily Marine life, MCMAP provides an 
example of how the Marine Corps de-
veloped and instituted a new strategy to 
revolutionize the way Marines thought 
about individual and unit combat readi-
ness.

Framework
 What could the Marine Corps do to 
implement spiritual readiness in such 
terms? Obviously, we must acknowledge 

the inherent complexity of this subject 
as we discussed briefly above. One can-
not test for spiritual fitness in garrison 
conditions in the same way that mili-
tary knowledge or physical fitness can be 
tested. There is no one, simple pathway 
to attaining spiritual readiness, and we 
therefore cannot merely cut and paste a 
solution from another program like MC-
MAP. However, we can use this example 
to understand some of the essential ele-
ments for the successful and sustainable 
implementation of such programs. 
 First and foremost, if the Marine 
Corps wanted to elevate spiritual 
readiness to the level of the physical in 
terms of organizational priorities, there 
would have to be a comprehensive buy-
in among company- and battalion-level 
commanders. Apart from this buy-in, 
all other efforts would ultimately prove 
ephemeral. Thankfully, all Marines now 
have some basic introduction to the 
concept of spiritual readiness in initial 
and subsequent formal training. What 
is lacking, however, is the champions 
of spiritual fitness the CMC imagined. 
Sustained advocacy by senior leaders to-
ward junior officers and SNCOs would 
go a long way toward accomplishing this 
goal. 
 Secondly, the spiritual element would 
have to be incorporated in a far more 
thoroughgoing way across the PME 
spectrum. Currently, the subject is in-
cluded in the curricula as a stand-alone 
instructional item; it ought to be inte-
grated across the curricula as a recurring 
and persistent element of how battles 
have been won in the past and how they 
will be won in the future. Young officers 
at The Basic School, for instance, could 
be evaluated on their ability to lead their 
Marines into greater spiritual readiness. 
 Thirdly, there would need to be staff-
ing infrastructure enhanced or created 
to support this development. The obvi-
ous starting point is to revitalize the use 
of religious lay leaders.27 If Marines are 
to be distributed across the battlefield in 
smaller and more numerous formations 
than ever, making it even more difficult 
for chaplains to be present in person, it is 
incumbent upon the Religious Ministry 
Program to train an appropriate number 
of lay leaders to support these forma-
tions. Of course, this only covers the 

“To ensure the contin-
ued health of our collec-
tive character and iden-
tity and maintain our 
reputation as elite war-
riors, I am reaffirming 
the importance of spiri-
tual fitness. All Marines 
and Sailors must tend to 
their individual charac-
ter in order to keep the 
ethos and reputation 
of our Marine Corps in-
tact.” 26

—Gen David A. Berger

If Marines are to be 
distributed across the 
battlefield ... it is incum-
bent ... to train an ap-
propriate number of lay 
leaders to support these 
formations.
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specifically religious aspect of spiritual 
fitness. So, as there are MCMAP and 
force fitness instructors in every small 
unit, perhaps there might be something 
like spiritual fitness instructors to aug-
ment lay readers in the non-religious 
spiritual realm.28

 Fourthly, there would have to be a 
mechanism to monitor progress. At this 
point, even those who are completely 
comfortable with religion and spiritual 
matters might object that these things are 
simply not capable of being measured.29 

Yet, all real things are capable of being 
measured somehow, if only indirectly. 
In the case of spiritual readiness, the ul-
timate test of the human spirit happens 
only on the battlefield. However, one 
can work backward from that to take 
note of the factors that could rightly be 
expected to produce a spiritually-ready 
Marine. Along these lines, the Marine 
Corps already has a reasonably useful 
self-assessment tool for spiritual fitness 
that includes various elements such as 
regular participation in religious services 
or non-religious spiritually enriching ac-
tivities. Marines could potentially take 
this self-assessment on an anonymized 
online database, and commanders could 
then be given a basic indication of where 
their unit is spiritually. Whether this tool 
or something like it could be appropri-
ated for use as an organizational metric 
is a controversial question for others to 
decide. However, one thing is clear: if 
spiritual readiness is as important as we 
think it is, there must be some means—
however indirect—for commanders to 
gauge whether their units are spiritually 
fit or not. 
 Finally, there would have to be an 
inducement to move the needle on the 
dashboard. No doubt, this is an even 
more difficult issue, drought with legal 
complexities. At this point, however, we 
are simply imagining what a thorough-
going organizational embrace of spiri-
tual readiness might look like rather than 
making specific recommendations. The 
Marine Corps in its relevant publications 
already speaks as if spiritual fitness is ex-
pected of all Marines. It simply does not 
yet act as if we meant it. In general terms, 
what this might look like could be along 
the lines of physical fitness. If a Marine 
joins as an elite athlete in some sport, 

we are thankful for it. Marine Corps 
PT is not a challenge to them, and they 
achieve outstanding PFT scores simply 
as collateral. We do not discourage them, 
but without sacrificing the mission, we 
give them the opportunity to continue 
training and competing at whatever level 
they are capable of. On the other hand, 

if someone is not already an athlete, we 
teach them generic fitness. Likewise, if 
Marines already belong to a specific re-
ligious tradition when they join, they 
would be encouraged to participate in 
the activities related to it. If they had no 
religion, they would be encouraged to 
cultivate a non-religious spirituality or 
else explore options in terms of religion.

Conclusion
 In 2018, Secretary Mattis stated with 
typical forthrightness that “America’s 
military has no preordained right to vic-
tory on the battlefield.” His blunt assess-
ment provides the point of departure 

for this discussion on the importance 
of spiritual fitness to ready Marines for 
future battles against peers/near peers 
in expeditionary advanced base envi-
rons. Simply put, to address the rapidly 
changing dynamics of future warfare 
and to remain a viable force capable of 
defending against malign actors across 
all domains, the Marine Corps must 
produce Marines and leaders capable 
of carrying on the fight far away from 
higher echelons.
 The Marine Corps is America’s 
“force-in-readiness,” manned, trained, 
and equipped to respond quickly to 
a broad variety of crises and conflicts 
across the full range of military opera-
tions anywhere in the world. As such, 
the Corps has long recognized spiritual 
fitness to be a critical component regard-
ing warfighting prowess and resiliency. 
However, while the Marine Corps has 
always understood the importance 
of physical fitness as a component of 
total fitness and been willing to take 
the necessary steps to ensure that this 
component of total force readiness is 
maintained at a high level, the same can-
not yet be said for spiritual readiness. 
As discussed above, the recent CMCs 
have recognized very clearly the criti-
cal importance of the spiritual not only 
to win the Nation’s battles but to win 
wars. However, a variety of issues have 
prevented this from being implemented 
at the small unit level. To close this gap, 
the institution must be willing to take 
the kind of steps it has done to imple-
ment other challenging, multi-faceted 
programs such as MCMAP. Small-unit 
leaders already know how to eliminate 
deficiencies in all manner of training 
priorities, as they bring to bear their 
leadership training and use the tools the 
institution gives them. What remains is 
for the Marine Corps to furnish them 
also with the framework to make this 
happen in the spiritual arena because, 
as GEN Marshall rightfully points out, 
the warfighter’s heart, soul, and spirit are 
everything.
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It has been nearly three years since 
ALMAR 033/16 sounded a clarion 
call that elevated the status and 
visibility of spiritual fitness. An-

ticipating the influx and integration of 
Generation Z with Generation X and 
Millennials within the Corps, ALMAR 
033/16 poised itself to engage an array 
of societal values from the first “screen” 
generations reared within the Internet 
Age and also to fortify the character of 
seasoned Marines and senior leaders. 
Spiritual fitness was positioned to aid 
in leaders aligning the personal values 
of individual Marines with those of the 
Corps and the Nation. The ALMAR 
did not issue a particular program of 
spiritual fitness but underscored the 
need to develop Marines inclusive of a 
spiritual framework, whereby spiritual 
fitness would serve as an engagement 
strategy in the development of Marines. 
How then has the Corps fared during 
these intervening years employing spiri-
tual fitness as an engagement strategy? 
Or, put differently, what is the state of 
the Corps today with respect to the spiri-
tual fitness initiative?

Essential to Training
 From 2016, spiritual fitness, along 
with physical fitness, has been empha-
sized as “essential to the well-being of 
each individual Marine” and playing 
“a key role in resiliency,” that is, in the 
Marine’s ability to “grow, develop, re-
cover, heal, and adapt.”1 In the face of 
adversity and coming from a culture in-
creasingly associated with moral relativ-
ism, consumerism, and entitlement, the 
37th Commandant charged Marines to 
“steel your spirit so that you can better 
deal with adversity.”2 Softness was to be 
transformed into toughness.
 “Spiritual fitness,” defined as “the 
ability to adhere to beliefs, principles and 
values needed to persevere and prevail, 

advanced three main elements to assist 
Marines in achieving an optimal level of 
spiritual well-being.” Personal faith was 
the first of these elements, characterized 
as “a recognition of, belief in, trust in, 
or relationship with someone or some-
thing greater than one’s self.” It spanned 
both religious and non-religious notions 
of faith. Foundational values, the sec-
ond element, are those values “Marines 
choose to live by that guide their choices, 
actions and the character they display 
on and off duty.” Thirdly, moral liv-
ing called for Marines to be “equipped 
with a mechanism for reflecting on the 
past and recognizing behavior and deci-
sions as moral or immoral.”3 All three 
elements are understood to be necessary 
for instilling grit and virtue in the mod-
ern American warfighter.
 By July 2017, spiritual fitness had been 
integrated into MCO 1500.61, Marine 
Leader Development (MLD). MLD is a 
comprehensive approach to leadership 
development that seeks to foster the 
development of all aspects of Marines’ 
personal and professional lives so that 
warriors may be, uniquely, Marines and 
so fulfill their vocational warfighting 
purpose. There are six Functional Areas 
of Marine Leadership Development: Fi-
delity, Fighter, Fitness, Family, Finances, 
and Future. Spiritual fitness is housed 
within the functional area of Fitness. In 
this way, MCO 1500.61 pivoted leader-
ship development in a fresh, although 
not entirely new, direction by advancing 
spiritual fitness as an essential training 

dynamic related to the total fitness of 
the Marine. 
 With the purpose of the Marine 
Corps in the fore of his thought (i.e. 
“make Marines, win battles and ul-
timately return quality citizens to 
society”), Gen Neller stated in MCO 
1500.61 that the Marine Corps war- 
fighting philosophy required “leaders of 
high moral character and professional 
competence who demonstrate sound 
and timely judgment in all situations.”4 

The scope of the Commandant’s order 
addresses all personnel and envelopes 
every moral judgment related to the 
domestic and social life of the Marine. 
Honor, courage, and commitment are 
to be a lifestyle, a worldview, and the 
Marine mindset.
 Significantly, MCO 1500.61 correlat-
ed the identity of a Marine (who is a Ma-
rine) with the vocation of being a Marine 
(what a Marine does) to the purpose of be-
ing a Marine (why or for whom a Marine 
does it). In other words, identity, voca-
tion, and purpose were brought together 
and pinned to character. Spiritual fitness 
would address character since character 
rested on a foundation of values—values 
manifested through moral judgments 
informed by personal faith. In this way, 
the approach to Marine training became 
holistic and was to be embedded with-
in every domain of the Marine Corps. 
MLD was the template for achieving this 
objective, yet without programmatically 
stipulating exactly how it was to look in 
every command. Within the categories 
of MLD, the spiritual fitness enterprise 
emphasized intentionality, flexibility, 
and opportunity.
 Through MLD all Marines were to 
encounter and integrate spiritual fitness 
elements in training and mentoring, to 
the end that Marines would individually 
cultivate their faith, values, and moral 
living in order to fortify adherence to 

Spiritual Fitness Revisited
Where do we stand?

by CDR John J. Bombaro

>CDR Bombaro is a Navy Reserve 
Chaplain currently serving with 
5/14 Mar and is the Eurasia Director 
of Theological Education. He holds a 
PhD from King’s College, University of 
London and is the author of numer-
ous books. 
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the institution’s core values and optimize 
their warfighting readiness. MLD was 
not just about instruction to commands 
but prompting initiative within com-
mands. The Marine’s lifestyle was to 
manifest consistency on and off duty 
because Marines have a moral purpose, 
a moral vocation, and a moral identity. 
To be moral is to be a Marine and to be a 
Marine is to be moral. All Marine Corps 
training was to emanate this ethical stan-
dard to which it had been summoned 
while every individual Marine was to 
embody that ethical standard on duty 
and off.

Necessary for Life and Victory
 While MCO 1500.61 issued a sum-
mons for a fresh approach to holistic 
training and moral living, the 37th 
Commandant’s strategy unmistakably 
mirrors the 13th Commandant’s (John 
Archer Lejeune) century-old tenets to 
cultivate transformation.5 Gen Neller, 
in this sense, proposed nothing new but 
rather took the Corps back to the fun-
damental roots of its success—morale. 
Lejeune put it this way:

Esprit de corps and morale are kindred 
subjects; in fact, some writers consider 
them as synonymous. This, however, is 
not the case, as esprit de corps is only 
one of the factors which go to consti-
tute morale. Morale is three-fold—

physical, mental or professional, and 
spiritual.6

Lejeune’s tenets, or pillars, consist of 
self-awareness, ethical voice, spiritual 
resiliency, and inspiration. They con-
stitute the main elements of what is 
called today “spiritual fitness.” For 
John Lejeune, they comprise the war-
rior’s spirit and are necessary for success 
and victory. There can be no Marine 
Corps without morale. Maurice Buford 
summarizes Lejeune’s understanding of 
spirituality as “the irreplaceable higher 
force that ignites afire the being of a 
warrior to walk out self-sacrificing love, 
other-centeredness, to crush fear and to 
constantly purify one’s soul from un-
worthy motives as they execute their pur-
pose.”7 Simply put, Lejeune promoted 
a dynamic concept of morale far more 
expansive than today’s connotation of 
“the capacity of a group of people to pull 
together persistently and consistently in 
pursuit of a common purpose.” Rather, 
Lejeune understood morale as, above 
all, the moral principles, teaching, and 
conduct of a person that fortified their 
mental and emotional ability to achieve a 
stated vocation or goal. Whether talking 
about the individual Marine or a group 
of Marines, Lejeune saw self-discipline as 
basic to morale and morale as necessary 
for success and victory. It was morale, he 

believed, that provided each Marine and 
the Marine Corps itself with its edge.
 Gen Neller restated Lejeune’s prin-
ciples in today’s values-depleted cultural 
context by grounding morale—that is, 
the art of values-building, self-disci-
pline—in the identity and purpose of 
a Marine, saying, “The Marine Corps 
is built on discipline and it is a rock. It 
is the foundation of the Corps.” Again, 
to be a Marine is to be moral and disci-
plined, disciplined regarding moral deci-
sions and response to duty. Put differ-
ently, Marines possess morale, and they 
must do so to fulfill their warfighting 
vocation. The result of inculcating and 
practicing morale is a virtuous, gritty 
warfighter, who returns to civilian life 
an exemplar of morality and patriotism. 
Thus, from both Lejeune and Neller 
come the vocabulary and concepts for 
spiritual fitness amidst efforts to reha-
bilitate institutional morale and personal 
self-discipline.

Common Language
 George Lindbeck has noted that a 
community particularizes itself through 
its distinctive vocabulary. What makes 
the Marine Corps distinct from, say, the 
Navy begins with vocabulary. Conse-
quently, the dissemination of a common 
language for spiritual fitness within the 
Marine Corps has been essential for uni-
versalizing the desired objectives of its 
engagement strategy. Terms immediately 
associated with spiritual fitness—such 
as personal faith, foundational values, 
and moral living (the main points of 
spiritual fitness)—are becoming com-
mon parlance alongside resilience, core 
values, and character, according to find-
ings from the Chaplain of the Marine 
Corps. The employment of a shared 
lexicon throughout the Corps suggests 
both ownership of nomenclature and the 
establishment of the overarching spiri-
tual domain. Thus, the term “spirit” can 
be said to be at home within the Marine 
Corps, finding considerable usage and 
tradition as an idiom ranging from es-
prit de corps to mind, body, and spirit. 
Relatedly, spirit plays favorably with the 
current high percentage of Marines who 
maintain proclivities toward religious 
affiliation. The aforementioned terms 
possess adequate specificity of meaning 

The chaplain’s “ministry through presence,” especially in challenging situations, is a funda-
mental to spiritual fitness. (Photo by Cpl Anna  Albrecht.)
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and requisite flexibility for use in non-
religious and religious contexts.
 It has been further observed that 
“warrior toughness,” “warrior mind-
set,” and even, simply, “mindset” are 
now ubiquitous as spiritual fitness ref-
erents within Marine Corps communi-
ties. However, “grit,” a newcomer, is not 
well established but finds rising usage at 
the Marine Corps Recruit Depots and 
The Basic School, Quantico, training 
communities. Its usage is anticipated 
to become more prevalent as scholarly 
research substantiates the concept and 
popular media outlets standardize the 
term. 
 One indicator of the state of the 
spiritual fitness engagement strategy 
pertains to the consistency of term defi-
nitions. How well terms retain specified 
definitions through time and across a 
spectrum of geographical locations and 
communities indicates penetration and 
prevalence. Terminology uniformity 
goes hand in hand with universalizing 
a spiritual fitness vocabulary, but also 
standardizing it within the Corps, as 
members move from platform to plat-
form. Initial findings from the Chap-
lain of the Marine Corps are promising 
in this regard. For example, the term 
“tough” and its derivatives are widely 
employed beyond narrow physical as-
sociations to include mental states and 
dispositional references. These latter 
references commonly stand at the fore-
front of both use and understanding 
among all Marines. Toughness aligns 
with the state of being strong enough to 
withstand adverse conditions, hardships, 
rough handling, and to cope with the 
same through an uncompromising ap-
proach. Beginning at MCRDs, Recruit 
Training Command Great Lakes, U.S. 
Naval Academy, and The Basic School, 
toughness has taken on a distinctive 
moral quality as opposed to a physical 
quality. The same can be said for the 
terms “mindset,” “values,” “discipline,” 
and “fidelity.”
 Evidencing less consistency is the 
term “morale,” which does not enjoy 
the liberality of use and explicit ethical 
association outside of command locali-
ties. The richness and serviceability of 
the term warrant greater usage beyond 
command climate surveys and the mood 

of the troops’ connotations, which give 
it an antiquated characteristic and lim-
ited range. Morale pertains to more than 
mere welfare, garnering ideas of esprit d’ 
corps, fighting spirit, and troop welfare 
or mood. The historic importance of 
moral” should be recovered and can be 
so, especially when coupled with notions 
of discipline and morality promoted 
within MLD.
 While recruits at boot camp may not 
be found routinely speaking in spiritual 
fitness terminology, notwithstanding 
an April 2019 survey of MCRD WRR 
2Bn Phase 4 Marines confirmed that one 
hundred percent of recruits found the 
three main elements of spiritual fitness—
personal faith, foundational values, and 
moral living—emphasized and extolled 
as necessary for developing resilience, 
personal success, and warfighting ad-
vantage. Significantly, the MCRDs are 
equipping new Marines with spiritual 
fitness concepts and familiarizing them 
enough with vocabulary that all Phase 
4 Marines heading to their specialty 
schools knew about the importance of 
spiritual self-care heading into the fleet.

Sample Communities
 The present state of spiritual fitness 
indicates a certain, but by no means 
comprehensive, maturation. When the 
engagement strategy was first announced 
in 2016, it did so with disclaimers that 
disassociated it from straightforward re-
ligious programming, especially since 
the Chaplain Corps played, and con-
tinues to play, a prominent role in the 
promotion of spiritual fitness. Spiritual 
fitness is to be practiced by all, with all 
leaders having stock in its advancement. 
As the Corps increasingly recognizes and 
appreciates spiritual fitness as both a fix-
ture of its history and necessary for its 
success, spiritual fitness strategies are no 
longer subject to a battery of disobliging 
qualifications (spiritual fitness is not a 
philosophy, is not religion per se, is not 
metaphysics, is not a program, etc.). In-
stead, enclaves throughout the Marine 
Corps may be found speaking more by 
way of affirmation than negation about 
spiritual fitness initiatives. The place of 
religion and religious content seems, on 
the whole, to be well-understood and 
need not be artificially nor unneces-

sarily over-explained. Here, again, is a 
healthy indicator regarding the current 
state of spiritual fitness within the Ma-
rine Corps, namely its assertive features 
directing conversations and strategies 
rather than disclaimers, important as 
they may be. 
 An example of comparative matura-
tion may be found within the MCRDs. 
The influential Core Values Guided Dis-
cussions, principally led by senior drill 
instructors, employ tie-in narratives to 
affect a convergence of Marine Corps 
core values with personal faith and mem-
ber values. Senior drill instructions show 
considerable savvy and discretion when 
teaching on matters ranging from sexual 
conduct and pornographic consump-
tion to financial responsibility and social 
media in order to align values toward 
moral living. The three main elements 
of spiritual fitness feature prominently 
in Core Values Guided Discussions. Se-
nior drill instructors and “Green Belts,” 
as well as company commanders and 
chaplains, have shown remarkable ini-
tiative in making spiritual fitness their 
own through laudable, idiosyncratic ap-
plications and do so without reticence. 
The frank, personalized approach from 
drill instructors allows them to tell their 
values-laden stories while serving as ex-
amples of physical, mental, spiritual, and 
social fitness and passing on the expecta-
tion of the same to the Marine Corps’ 
newest would-be leaders and mentors. 
The adaptations present at the MCRDs 
evidence the malleable nature of spiri-
tual fitness and therefore its complexion 
as an engagement strategy, agreeable to 
ALMAR 033/16 and MCO 1500.61.
 Relatedly, the Drill Instructor 
Schools’ curriculum is replete with 
spiritual fitness vocabulary, concepts, 
and initiatives promoting drill instruc-
tor ownership of values-based training, 
indoctrinating core values, mentoring, 
and belief in something greater than self 
to foster toughness, resiliency, discipline, 
and virtue. Recruits, in turn, are the 
direct beneficiaries of this values-rich 
curriculum.
 The value of instilling the Marine 
Corps’ core values in terms of yielding a 
higher quality Marine from boot camp 
has recently initiated the implementa-
tion of similar character-building ele-
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ments into the Delayed Entry Program, 
beginning the transformation process 
before even arriving at boot camp. Physi-
cal fitness expectations and training in 
the pooling phase have been shown to in-
crease the confidence and preparedness 
of incoming recruits. The same thinking 
is now being applied to spiritual fitness, 
namely to communicate and train to the 
moral standards of the Marine Corps 
even before seeing the yellow footprints. 
Thus, spiritual fitness engagement strat-
egies in this case reach across no less than 
four domains (The Basic School, Drill 
Instructor School, MCRD, and Delayed 
Entry Program) in a concerted effort to 
steel the spirit of developing Marines. 
 Reserve assets are a community that 
presents challenges associated with time 
and opportunity limitations. Organized 
leadership development enterprises 
struggle to be sustained for any dura-
tion. Consequently, as with active-duty 
components, opportunities for mentor-
ing, school-circle instruction, hip-pocket 
classes, and tie-in morality shop talks 
should be continually implemented by 
leaders who often do so more informally. 
Within the reserves particularly, inten-
tional mentoring and close relations 
between peers and near-peers are indis-
pensably important since opportunities 
for developed spiritual fitness initiatives 
are few. There can be no morale with-
out it. Non-commissioned officers are 
spiritual fitness’ greatest asset among 
the reserves since they are the most con-
nected both up and down the chain of 
command. 
 Where communities link together to 
sustain the transformation or facilitate 
morale saturation, spiritual fitness of-
fers the probability of lasting impact—
enhancing the character dimension of 
Marine Corps culture.

Religious Marines
 Compared with its Navy counter-
parts, the Marine Corps owns a greater 
per capita concentration of religious ad-
herents. For recruits and Marines whose 
religion is valued, provision for particu-
lar religious observation has ascended in 
priority as spiritual fitness envelops the 
personal faith element of Marine mo-
rale. Command Religious Programs, 
facilitated by the Chaplain and religious 

program specialists (Religious Ministry 
Team), have increased the profile, pres-
ence, accessibility, and serviceability of 
the Religious Ministry Team in both 
active duty and reserve components. As 
the spiritual fitness initiative engages the 
Chaplain Corps with increased respon-
sibilities and opportunities for service 
(e.g. Force Preservation Councils and the 
implementation of chaplain initiatives), 
Marines encounter a broader and more 
purposeful integration of their personal 
faith with the core values of the institu-
tion.
 The 2016 spiritual fitness initiative 
has so impacted the Chaplain Corps 
that the Department of the Navy revised 
“Strategic Plan for Religious Ministry” 
(FY19) to integrate the three main ele-

ments of spiritual fitness into each of 
its four stated goals to operationalize 
to support ministry in combat; sharpen 
core capabilities; develop chaplain corps 
leaders with intentionality; and cham-
pion the spiritual readiness of sailors and 
Marines. Such integration requires not 
only external commitment to champion 
the spiritual readiness and toughness of 
sailors and Marines but internal Chap-
lain Corps character development and 
professionalization so that they may ad-
vise and lead with integrity and know-
how. 

Active Not Passive Engagement
 Scores of localized endeavors evi-
dence the fact that spiritual fitness is 
shifting from a state of passivity on the 
part of commands to activity. No longer 
is spiritual fitness something that the 
individual Marine may be assumed to 
be privately doing but rather the Ma-
rine’s spiritual fitness is something about 
which he can expect to be routinely chal-
lenged by peers and near-peers, as well as 
leaders. Where once copies of Spiritual 

Fitness, Spiritual Resiliency, and Spiri-
tual Care flipbooks sat idly on shelves or 
chaplains awaited invitations to address 
the spiritual welfare, moral judgments, 
and the warrior toughness of Marines 
and sailors (in short, morale), now Com-
mand Religious Programs and Marine 
Leadership Development infuse spiritu-
al fitness opportunities and components 
into unit training plans, professional 
military education, and other training 
regimens. Religious Ministry Teams 
are taking beneficial materials like the 
Spiritual Fitness flipbook and Marine 
Mindset Values Builder to where Ma-
rines are living, training, and working. 
This development is not only welcome 
but necessary, albeit it cannot be said to 
be universal. There is room for expan-

sion and more intentional saturation.
 Tools such as the Spiritual Fitness tie-
in flipbook, developed in 2018, FIRE 
Chats initiated within the 2nd Tank Bat-
talion, Marine Mindset Values-Builder 
modules (Internet-based) initiated 
within 2MEF, iRelate, and other pro-
grams, seminars, and engagement strate-
gies proactively bring leaders, near-peer 
mentors, and religious ministry teams 
into workspaces without unduly taxing 
training cycles or hampering operations. 
Yet much more can be done to instruct 
and aid commanders in the implementa-
tion of ALMAR 033/16.

Spiritual Fitness Drop-Off
 In 2019, spiritual fitness does not en-
joy uniform application or implementa-
tion through Marine Leadership Devel-
opment endeavors. Not all commands 
are intentional about spiritual fitness. 
Not all leaders are intentional. There 
are gaps.
 The most oft-reported drop-off of 
spiritual fitness intentionality follows 
boot camp. While the MCRDs should 

Such integration requires not only external commit-
ment to champion the spiritual readiness and tough-
ness of sailors and Marines but internal Chaplain Corps 
character development ...
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be commended for their conscious em-
ployment of spiritual fitness engage-
ment strategies and integrating the same 
through Drill Instructor School and de-
layed entry programming, the Marine 
Corps itself remains challenged by the 
drop-off in sustaining the transforma-
tion following MCRD training. And 
yet, all newly minted Marines depart-
ing from MCRD report, according to 
an April 2019 Chaplain of the Marine 
Corps survey, a resolve to sustain their 
transformation by practicing spiritual 
fitness. However, it is at the next stages 
in a young Marine’s career that spiritual 
fitness resources frequently prove to be 
thinnest and opportunities for undesir-
able behaviors tend to be thickest or, sim-
ply, relapsing into patterns of behavior 
and thought held by the Marine prior to 
boot camp—not the least of which be-
ing personal device usage, pornography, 
alcohol consumption, idleness, inadvis-
able relationships, sexual indiscretion, 
and general lack of self-discipline. Ma-
rines have been produced so successfully 
through boot camp that they possess and 
confess resolve to sustain their transfor-
mation and further their spiritual fitness. 
The Marine Corps needs to rise to this 
challenge. 
 MOS schools, SOI, and MCT facili-
tate excellent occupational and combat 
skills training, producing the world’s 
best fighting force. Important at this 
juncture in a Marine’s tour of service 
is near-peer values-building purposed 
to reinforce a culture of morale—ethi-
cal living, grit, and fidelity—such that 
resonates with the three main elements 
of spiritual fitness. Without engendering 
a culture that safeguards morale at the 
level of junior Marines, the opportunity 
to sustain the transformation has not 
been thoroughly developed. Corporals 
can and should be leaders of junior Ma-
rines teaching values-building materials 
to establish an accountability climate 
in which they both convey the expecta-
tion and resource the ability to meet the 
expectation while at the same time are 
themselves accountable to their sphere 
of responsibility. 
 Episodic culture workshops are 
rightly prized by commands to stimulate 
change or enhance desired outcomes. For 
sustained and systemic change to take 

place, however, patterns of habits and 
mindsets need to conform to institution-
al standards, be it moral or otherwise. 
This happens by formally reinforcing 
the culture from within the culture on a 
weekly basis so that it continues to take 
place informally on a daily basis. Junior 
Marines are capable of leading junior 
Marines in modules exploring personal 
faith, foundational values, and moral 
living, thereby fortifying a moral culture 
within an accountability loop. With use-
ful tools, corporals and sergeants can 
accomplish this in various settings, 
including barracks environments and 
deployment or mobilization.
 Marine Leadership Development 
intends for Marines to lead in some ca-
pacity. Notwithstanding, the Marine 
Corps recognizes that some Marines are 
not natural leaders, nor do they adapt 
well to leadership cultivation. The Corps 
does not operate with homogenous lead-
ership potential throughout its ranks. 
It never did and it never will. Instead, 
there exists a portion of Marines who 
may be characterized as servant-leaders 
or given to “bold followership” by way 
of personal disposition (which is itself a 
kind of leadership that, curiously, does 
not respond well to leadership training 
per se). There are Marines who lead and 
there are Marines who follow. Diversi-
fying the range of MLD to consciously 
include Marines with dispositions to be 
bold followers may yield yet unexplored 
opportunities to further transformation 
and heighten grit, resiliency, and fighting 
spirit. Bold followership, too, is an essen-
tial dynamic of Marine Corps morale.
 Knowing one’s purpose matters and 
it is directly related to spiritual fitness. 
It matters because it supplies meaning 
and a sense of belonging. Each Marine, 
be it the resolute leader or bold follower, 
should have the purpose of his or her 
vocation communicated to them. Ma-
rines are worthy of knowing why their 
specialization is purposeful. Each Ma-
rine should routinely be informed as 
to how their occupation is connected 
to the total mission, the greater good, 
the purpose of their unit, and even the 
purpose of the Marine Corps. Further-
more, in keeping with spiritual fitness 
concepts, Marines should understand 
that they have a vocation, a calling from 

the nation that is purposeful. Jobs have 
menial associations. They solicit shal-
low commitment and are easily quit. 
Vocations, however, are callings infused 
with meaning and significance, giving 
each and every Marine a purpose in the 
Corps, a purpose by our Nation, and a 
purpose in life. Leaders work along the 
lines of spiritual fitness when purpose 
is communicated and connected to the 
Marine’s vocation. Purpose, as John 
Lejeune noted, is a major factor in the 
recruitment and retention of Marines 
since it is bound to notions of patrio-
tism. And patriotism, he said, is manifest 
through a Marine’s “self-sacrificing love 
for each other, for their unit, for their 
division, and for their country.”8 That is 
the heart of the spiritual fitness initiative. 
 ALMAR 033/16 set a lofty goal in 
late 2016 but one that Marine Corps 
history has shown is necessary for success 
and victory. There must be morale. And 
that is why spiritual fitness engagement 
strategies will continue to be an essential 
component of MLD and why additional 
endeavors are needed now and into the 
future.
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In his article, “From Character to 
Courage: Developing the Spirit 
of the 21st Century Warfighter,” 
the Chaplain of the Marine Corps, 

RADM Gregory N. Todd, asserts that 
“spiritual fitness [is] a critical aspect of 
readiness.”2 He explains that readiness 
“is the heart of the spiritual fitness ef-
fort in the Marine Corps—preparing 
the warrior for today’s competition and 
any future conflict.”3 The article argues 
that spirituality is a vital component of 
character development that demands 
the same intentionality and focus by 
leaders as mental, social, or physical fit-
ness do.4 Todd writes that character, as 
it relates to spirituality, is “such a critical 
element of combat success that all lead-
ers must deliberately approach charac-
ter development as integral to combat 
readiness.”5 His article also serves as 
a reminder of the vital role and place 
that spiritual fitness plays in character 
development and combat readiness of 
Marines.6 As such, Chaplain Todd’s 
article echoes principles that are deeply 
embedded within the DNA of the Ma-
rine Corps. This fact is underscored by 
consecutive ALMARs on resilience and 
spirituality by the 37th and 38th CMCs 
as well as doctrinal publications speak-
ing on this topic. These official pro-
nouncements are all rooted in one of the 

oldest truths of the Marine Corps: there 
is no substitute for the spiritual in war.7 
Notwithstanding this continuity with 
authoritative guidance and received wis-
dom, Chaplain Todd’s position has been 
the subject of controversy.8 Nonetheless, 
this article continues the discussion by 
considering the value, role, and place of 
spirituality in the Marine Corps within 
the context of the 21st century.9
 Accordingly, we begin with a brief 
discussion of the two recent ALMARs 
on spirituality as well as an overview of 
the Marine Corps’ main publications 
pertaining to spirituality or spiritual 
fitness. Following this, we recommend 
how current Marine Corps leaders can 
approach spiritual fitness as a basic com-
ponent of resiliency that strengthens 
force readiness and warfighting capa-
bilities. This section will focus on practi-
cal ways leaders can implement spiritual 
fitness training within their units to de-
velop the moral character of Marines. 
Because one of the practical avenues is 
how to use chaplains effectively, this sec-
tion will touch upon the proper role of 
Professional Naval Chaplaincy in the 
development of Marine Corps character, 
as it pertains to spiritual fitness.10 This 
article concludes that as the age of Ex-
peditionary Advanced Base Operations 
(EABO), Distributed Maritime Opera-

tions (DMO), and near-peer warfare sur-
faces and unfolds, commanders must 
successfully implement spiritual fitness 
training within their units to maximize 
combat readiness, warfighter resiliency, 
and the tactical proficiency of Marines 
in the 21st century.

 When Gen Lejeune made his famous 
statement, “there is no substitute for the 
spiritual in war,” he was essentially re-
stating what had been understood by 
the greatest military leaders throughout 
the history of human conflict.12 When 
spirituality is afire within a unit, those 
in it will work hard, suffer long, and even 
lay down their lives in combat, should it 

From Character
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The importance of spirituality in maximizing combat readiness and
warfighter resiliency of Marines in the 21st century
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“There is no substi-
tute for the spiritual in 
war.” 1

—Gen J.A. Lejeune

“Regardless of indi-
vidual philosophy or 
beliefs, spiritual well-
being makes us better 
warriors and people of 
character capable of 
making good choices on 
and off duty.” 11

—Gen R.B. Neller
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be required.13 Gen Lejeune thus believed 
that spirituality was essential to winning 
battles. Carry on this tradition to the 
present day, the Marine Corps continues 
to espouse the vital importance of spiri-
tual fitness to combat readiness and resil-
iency.14 Indeed, consecutive ALMARs 
on the matter by both Gen Robert B. 
Neller and Gen David H. Berger attest 
to the enduring importance of spiritual 
fitness.15 In this regard, the 37th CMC 
embraced spiritual fitness as essential to 
both the well-being of individual Ma-
rines as well as the Marine Corps as a 
whole.16 As well, in his 2016 ALMAR, 
Gen Neller stated that “[r]esearch indi-
cates spiritual fitness plays a key role in 
resiliency, in our ability to grow, develop, 
recover, heal, and adapt. Regardless of 
individual philosophy or beliefs, spiri-
tual well-being makes us better warriors 
and people of character capable of mak-
ing good choices on and off duty.”17 For 
his part, Gen Berger echoes his predeces-
sor on the importance of spirituality and 
builds upon Gen Neller’s statements in 
his own 2020 ALMAR on resiliency and 
spiritual fitness. In speaking on the no-
tion of spiritual fitness as a component 
of character development, he empha-
sized the importance of “leaders at every 
level to communicate the importance of 
faith, values and moral living inside the 
Marine Corps culture of fitness.”18 In 
sum, it is significant that both CMCs are 
united in their fundamental messaging 
on the importance of spirituality within 
the Marine Corps. In addition, they do 
this not by pushing out a program but 
rather by emphasizing spiritual fitness 
as an engagement strategy for leaders 
at every level.19 This is noteworthy in 
that both Commandants signal their 
intention that spiritual fitness should 
be considered on the same level of im-
portance within the Marine Corps as 
mental and physical fitness.
 Keeping this in mind, Chaplain 
Todd’s article cannot be regarded as a 
mere paean to spirituality, calling for 
some type of chaplain-led spiritual 
fitness program to be implemented 
in the Marine Corps and imposed on 
Marines.20 Rather, his article is a critical 
reminder to leaders of the historical and 
timeless role that spirituality plays in 
warfighter development.21 Furthermore, 

while not excluding the components 
of God and religion, spiritual fitness 
in RADM Todd’s article is oriented 
toward the broadly conceived defini-
tion adopted by the Marine Corps.22 
This conception is articulated clearly 
in the Spiritual Fitness Notebook, which 
notes that “[s]piritual fitness is a com-
ponent of overall fitness within Marine 
Leader Development. It is the role of 
every Marine leader to develop future 
leaders who are mentally, physically, 
socially, and spiritually fit. Chaplains 
work alongside to give voice in this en-
deavor, but they are NOT the owners 
of spiritual fitness.”23 Substantively, the 
Marine Corps is aligned with the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff and other Services in its 
approach to spiritual fitness.24

 To be clear, the role and importance 
of spiritual fitness in character devel-
opment are grounded in Marine Corps 
Order 1500.61, Marine Leader Devel-
opment.25 MCO 1500.61 states that, as 
found within one of the six functional 
areas of Marine character development, 
leaders are to focus training and their 
coaching/counseling sessions on “Fit-
ness”—to include “[p]hysical, mental, 
spiritual, and social health and well-be-
ing.”26 In so doing, leaders are ensuring 
the formation of “holistic well-being, 
boost[ing] morale, cohesiveness, and re-
siliency—enabling Marines to execute 
the toughest challenges and recuperate 
in a shorter time,”27 and are advancing 
official resiliency initiatives.28 That is 
to say, the current Marine Corps lead-
ership engagement strategy relating to 
resiliency and spiritual fitness falls under 
the auspices of the Human Performance 
Office in Quantico, VA.29 Established 
in 2020, the Human Performance Of-
fice’s mission is to conduct “service-level 
coordination of human performance 
and resiliency policies and programs to 
enable the achievement of the Training 
and Education Command (TECOM) 
mission to train and educate the force.”30 
It views and leverages spiritual fitness as 
a subset of resiliency, alongside mental 
and social fitness.31 The Human Per-
formance Office’s official stance dem-
onstrates that the Marine Corps sees 
spirituality as a resilience component 
standing in equal value alongside mental 
and physical resilience.32 Accordingly, 

the Spiritual Fitness Leaders Guide Note-
book stipulates that “[s]piritual fitness is a 
component of overall fitness within Ma-
rine Leader Development.”33 As such, 
“[i]t is the role of every Marine leader 
to develop future leaders who are men-
tally, physically, socially, and spiritually 
fit.”34 Indeed, “fitness” within the Ma-
rine Corps is best understood as “a total 
concept” approach with spiritual fitness 
as one of several components aimed at 
promoting resiliency and wellbeing. In 
the end, the Corps has “a holistic ap-
proach to physical, mental, spiritual, and 
social fitness. Truly ‘fit’ Marines have 
far more than just high Physical Fitness 
Test and Combat Fitness Test scores. En-
suring holistic wellbeing boosts morale, 
cohesiveness, and resiliency—enabling 
Marines to execute the toughest chal-
lenges and recuperate in shorter time.”35

 As the DOD wrestles with Force 
Design and incorporates new technol-
ogies into viable warfighting concepts 
and strategies, spiritual resilience can-

“To ensure the contin-
ued health of our col-
lective character and 
identity and maintain 
our reputation as elite 
warriors, I am reaffirm-
ing the importance of 
spiritual fitness. ... In 
addition to serving as 
models for their subor-
dinates, leaders must 
champion efforts to 
instill spiritual fitness 
in order to advance 
character development 
across the Marine Corps 
and in support of my 
CPG.” 36

—Gen D.H. Berger
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not be considered an outdated after-
thought from a bygone era of warfare. 
While many agree that mental and 
physical fitness are indicators of warf-
ighter readiness and resilience, much less 
attention and focus have been paid to 
the critical importance of spiritual fit-
ness. Uniformed leadership at all levels 
have a vested interest in utilizing force 
multipliers to prepare and enhance their 
warfighting personnel assets to handle 
the human stress factors associated with 
combat inasmuch as they emphasize tac-
tical proficiency and professional knowl-
edge of various combat domains. Simply 
put, a warfighter who is more resilient 
is more hardened against the human 
stress factors of war and thus is more 
disciplined in their craft, adaptable to all 
conditions, and proficiently lethal. Shap-
ing an operational mindset and readi-
ness posture for spiritual resiliency and 
toughness responds to the anti-access/
area denial and EABO conceptual chal-
lenge: how U.S. forces perform defending 
U.S. vital interests in the future depends 
upon how we think, invest, and prepare 
today.
 As America prepares for an era 
marked by renewed great power competi-
tions and a new technological generation 
of warfare, many lessons learned during 
the preceding two decades will simply 
not apply to future combat. America 
will no longer have an overmatch against 
near-peer competitors and will be at a 
disadvantage in some domains. Engag-
ing in kinetic warfare with strategic 
competitors has the potential to produce 
mass casualties hitherto unseen since the 
days of World War II and the Korean 
War, disproportionate to what was ex-
perienced during Operation ENDURING 
FREEDOM and Operation IRAQI FREE-
DOM. Facing the potential for horrific 
casualties and an uncertain advantage 
in a military engagement against a peer 
competitor, the importance of spiritual 
fitness cannot be relegated to a leader’s 
back burner. Nor should spiritual fit-
ness be relegated to a DOD policy or 
program that becomes part of an annual 
training requirement—another General 
Military Training or PowerPoint brief 
where the training requirement is meant, 
the box checked, and the topic of spiri-
tual resiliency relegated to the dustbin 

for another year. This would surely sig-
nal the death of meaningful dialog and 
honest spiritual introspection, growth, 
and hardening. However, incremental 
touchpoints along a service member’s 
career would be a solid foundation 
from which to better develop spiritual 
resilience. Spiritual resilience educa-
tion needs to be integrated into Officer 
Candidate School, boot camp, Career 
Level Professional Military Education, 
Staff Academy, and the Commander’s 
Course. However, spiritual reliance 
should not be addressed as a separate 
topic for individual contemplation but 
rather as a component that reinforces 
our core values and the responsibilities 
of commissioned and noncommissioned 
officers assume as they progress through 
their careers. Spiritual resilience, core 
values, and leadership should form the 
virtuous cycle that serves as the foun-
dation of leadership within the Marine 
Corps.37

 To achieve spiritual fitness that 
supports unit and personal purpose, 
a warfighting spirit, and mental and 
physical toughness, unit commanders 
and leaders need to set a positive example 
and be willing to engage those in their 
charge about what is spirituality, how it 
has personally provided strength, and 
why it is an important facet of mili-
tary service. Leaders need to be open 
and honest about their struggles as 
they relate to spirituality, the actions 
taken, and describe their ultimate suc-
cesses and failures as a means to culti-
vate spiritual resilience in the Marines 
they lead. As a fighting force, America 
regularly prepares for and tests to physi-
cal standards, performs medical readi-
ness checks, inspects physical material 
readiness, and evaluates tactical combat 
proficiency skills.  But the warfighter is 
also a complete human—with mental 
and spiritual components—who needs 
to be spiritually prepared for the rigors 
of deployment cycles, kinetic combat, 
and eventual re-entry into society and 
family life.
 The chaplain is the subject-matter 
expert on spirituality and possesses the 
programmatic and administrative over-
sight of the spiritual resilience programs 
on behalf of commanders. The Navy 
Chaplain Corps requires its accessions 

to hold a master’s degree in theology and 
possess at least three years of practical 
ministry in their faith prior to being 
considered a candidate for active duty. 
Many chaplains come into the Navy 
older and with more life experience than 
their rank would suggest to a concomi-
tant line officer colleague. Chaplains and 
Religious Program Specialists form the 
core of command religious programs and 
religious ministry teams (RMTs). While 
many finely trained and adept chaplains 
oversee the spiritual resilience of their 
sailors and Marines, today’s chaplains 
and commanders face the challenge of 
utilizing the limited resource of RMTs 
to maximize effect in DMO and EABO 
environments and operational forward-
deployed force laydowns.
 There are essentially three elements 
of tactical consternation to deploying 
a chaplain in DMO and EABO envi-
ronments. First, at the command level 
in DMO and EABO tactical scenarios, 
there may be at any given time multiple 
lines of effort with smaller force projec-
tions augmenting a ship, MEU, or ashore 
components: Landing Craft Utility, 
Landing Craft Air Cushioned, V-22s, 
and UH-60s shuttling men and mate-
rials to and from the afloat and ashore 
units, force recon elements conducting 
forward intelligence, surveillance, and 
reconnaissance missions, infantry units 
securing landing zones, HIMARS bat-
teries executing fire missions, and F-35B 
air defense penetration sorties flown all 
within a compressed time frame and over 
a large swath of the battlespace. All the 
while, there is only one or perhaps two 
RMTs from an afloat command to sup-
port such operations: one from the ship’s 
company and one from the MEU’s Bat-
talion Landing Team, Combat Logistics 
Battalion, or CE. There simply are not 
enough RMTs to go around in such op-
erations. The second element of RMT 
limitation shows itself in the aforemen-
tioned DMO and EABO scenarios from 
the logistical perspective of the desire to 
move the RMT about the battlespace. 
Can a commander reasonably spare a 
“Holy Helo” to ferry the RMT around 
amid a busy flight deck and the bustle 
of tactical operations ashore? Thirdly, 
and most importantly, the chaplain is 
uniquely trained and commissioned 
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for their job—no one else can offer re-
ligious services, have the utmost confi-
dential counseling, and enable spiritual 
readiness like the chaplain can. So, in a 
kinetic environment, operating ashore 
or afloat far from reinforcements in an 
anti-access/area denial contested area it is 
reasonable to assume that if the chaplain 
is killed or wounded, there is no immedi-
ate replacement ready to fill that void at 
the command level. Hence, most com-
manders would likely be reticent to risk 
a fundamentally limited asset such as 
their chaplains by sending them ashore 
or sending them on “Holy Helo” rides 
in a DMO or EABO environment.38

 Thankfully, there is another tool 
in the spiritual resilience kit that can 
be leveraged in DMO and EABO en-
vironments to provide continued and 
sustained forward-deployed spiritual 
capability to strengthen and sustain 
the warfighter’s spirit: the lay leader. Lay 
leaders can be selected from servicemem-
bers who exemplify spiritual toughness 
and can model and champion spiritual 
resiliency at the small-unit level while 
providing the limited religious services 
they are authorized to offer in disbursed 
and forward-deployed areas. The lay 
leader can act as an extension—albeit 
a limited extension—of the command 
RMT as a collateral responsibility with-
out adding or subtracting from the risk 
factors associated with shuttling around 
a one-of-one chaplain in a kinetic envi-
ronment or adding to logistical trans-
portation congestion. The lay leader can 
reinforce the spiritual resiliency of their 
comrades-in-arms.
 To be sure, the lay leader is not a 
substitute for the chaplain: they cannot 
provide counseling, they are limited in 
the scope of religious services by their 
religious organization and the chaplain’s 
oversight, and they usually do not pos-
sess the theological training and experi-
ence that the chaplain does.39 However, 
the lay leader can add significant capa-
bility in the DMO and EABO environ-
ments and can communicate with the 
RMT as to the religious and spiritual 
needs of the sailors and Marines. If and 
when the chaplain and religious program 
specialist can move about the battlespace 
in a distributed forward area, it would 
be vital to have information from lo-

cal company-grade leadership and their 
lay leaders exactly where that limited, 
one-of-one spiritual asset needs to go 
to address resiliency needs.
 Since its inception in 1775, the Ma-
rine Corps has emphasized the impor-
tance of passing on professional knowl-
edge to its members.41 RADM Todd’s 
“From Character to Courage” article 
follows suit with this time-honored 
convention in speaking to the impor-
tance of spiritual fitness. He is not so 
much breaking new ground as offering 
a timely reminder that spiritual fitness 

is a part of the DNA of the Marine 
Corps’ vital component of character 
development and resiliency, tracing its 
roots to Gen Lejeune, and beyond to 
other military leaders throughout his-
tory. With the Commandant’s Planning 
Guidance emphasizing the concepts of 
EABO, the Marine Corps now finds 
itself at an inflection point with its ap-
proach to spirituality. It is the spirit of 
the warfighter that makes them formi-
dable, more so than the weapon they 
employ or the technology they bring to 
bear against the Nation’s enemies. For 
some time, there has been some inhibi-
tion in talking about the importance of 
spirituality and have instead turned to 
address the physical and mental concerns 
of our Marines. The coming conflicts 
will test our military in ways we may 
not fully understand at present. How-
ever, at the core of the conflict, our spirit 
must not falter. Warfighters are more 
than instruments and means to accom-
plish missions and operational objec-
tives, bereft of mind and souls. Rather, 
a truly integrated and ready warfighter 
is one whose mind, body, and spirit are 
sharpened, honed, and prepared for the 
trials and challenges ahead of them and 
can forge the next generational global 
and strategic challenges into battlefield 
success: tactical victories and triumphs 
of the human spirit. In the past, spiri-
tual fitness has been an oft-neglected 
component of resiliency. However, as 
the age of EABO and DMO dawns, it is 
more important than ever to implement 
spiritual fitness training within units to 
maximize combat readiness, warfighter 
resiliency, and the tactical proficiency of 
Marines in the 21st century.
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The trust we place in our Ma-
rines results from our confi-
dence in their abilities, and 
those abilities develop from 

a combination of rigorous training and 
repetitive, on-the-job execution. Would 
you trust a scout sniper who had only 
two days of sniper training to execute 
a Hathcock-style, solitary mission in 
enemy territory? Would you trust a 
team of food service specialists with 48 
hours of schoolhouse training to feed 
your entire battalion while deployed 
to an area with no contracted dining 
facility? If not, then why do we entrust 
the administrative readiness of Marine 
Forces Reserve (MFR), comprising one-
fifth of the total force, to Administration 
Specialists (MOS 0111) who receive only 
two days of Reserve-specific training at 
their MOS-producing school?

 The personnel administration func-
tion within MFR falls short of its mis-
sion because of two current training 

policies and one organizational reality 
of the independent duty construct. The 
first faulty training policy is that the 
schoolhouse training lacks sufficient fo-
cus on reserve-specific topics for reserve 
Marines and for the active-duty Marines 
who will serve on independent duty sup-
porting the Reserves. Second, approved 
reserve-specific training is conducted 
in an ad hoc, best-effort style vice being 
designed deliberately to create indepen-
dent duty-ready 0111s. Finally, an MFR 
reorganization initiated in 2016 was 
based on an active-duty troop-to-task 
calculation, not those based on indepen-
dent duty. The aggregated result of these 
three shortfalls is an MFR-wide problem 
on whom the burden to overcome it is 
placed on the shoulders of each reserve 
unit’s admin chief.
 Let us begin by examining the two 
training shortfalls, starting with the 
dearth of reserve-specific training at 
the schoolhouse at Camp Johnson, 
NC. The 0111 career path starts at 
the Administration Specialists Course 
(ASC). Logically, this course focuses on 
administrative actions and policies that 
were written with active duty (which 
is 81 percent of the Marine Corps) in 
mind. ASC currently dedicates two 
days (out of the eight-week course) to 
reserve-specific training. These two days 
are not enough to train the students on 
the Marine Corps Reserve Administra-

tive Management Manual, the primary 
reference publication for 0111s serving 
in a Selected Marine Corps Reserve 
(SMCR) unit. Moreover, if most 0111s 
coming out of Personnel Admin School 
are going to active-duty units, and the 
two days of reserve admin “fam-fire” is 
not enough to adequately train students 
going to a reserve unit, then why include 
that reserve training at all? It is irrelevant 
training for the vast majority of 0111 
students, and it is insufficient training 
for those active duty and SMCR Ma-
rines headed to a reserve unit. Note: Until 
recently, the Intermediate and Advanced 
Administration Specialists Courses each 
dedicated seven days out of their eight- and 
six-week curricula, respectively, to reserve-
specific training. With the newest version 
of these courses, all reserve-specific training 
has been eliminated.
 The second training shortfall con-
cerns the only reserve-specific training 
course available: Reserve and Indepen-
dent Duty Administration Course (RI-
DAC). The Commander, Marine Forces 
Reserve (MARFORRES)  ordered the 
creation of this course in 2017 because 
he “acknowledged that reserve and in-
dependent duty administration is a very 
diverse and complex form of administra-
tion and that no formalized educational 
platform existed to provide administra-
tors with the requisite knowledge to suc-
ceed on independent duty.” If RIDAC 
accomplished its goal, this article would 
not be necessary. Despite the correct in-
tentions behind RIDAC’s genesis, it has 
become a check-block. Four sessions are 
offered quarterly, each instructed by the 
senior enlisted 0111 from each of the 
three Major Subordinate Commands 
(MSCs) and Headquarters Battalion in 

Administration
in the Reserves

When “good enough” isn’t
by LtCol Adam Bonifant

>LtCol Bonifant is a career Logistics 
Officer (0402) and (at the time of this 
writing) the Battalion Commander 
for Combat Logistics Battalion 23 
headquartered in Washington State.

“Competence is having 
sufficient knowledge, 
judgment, and skills to 
perform a particular 
duty, job, or function. 
Marines improve com-
petencies through for-
mal and informal learn-
ing opportunities.”

—MCDP 7, Learning
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MARFORRES. Each course accom-
modates up to twenty students and is 
intended for only those students who are 
currently serving in, or heading to, units 
within their MSC. Additionally, there is 
a prioritized categorization for potential 
students which leaves Reserve 0111s rel-
egated to Priority 5 (out of 6). A recent 
inquiry to one of the MSC instructors 
to allow reserve Marines to occupy avail-
able class seats was dismissed with the 
explanation that reserve Marines did not 
need the training.
 On the surface, this sentiment would 
seem misguided, but when one speaks to 
those Marines who have completed the 
course, one becomes aware that RIDAC 
has become a Marine Corps Reserve 
Administrative Management Manual 
orientation course. If RIDAC cannot 
offer training that is any more relevant 
than the two days offered at ASC, then 
perhaps RIDAC truly is unnecessary 
for reserve Marines. But if that is the 
case, then RIDAC is irrelevant for all 
Marines and should be eliminated. Note: 
Active-duty Marines who are serving on 
independent duty in support of an SMCR 
unit have a higher priority to attend RI-
DAC.
 To resolve the training insufficien-
cies (and considering the changes already 
in progress), a new, two-week training 
course should be created. It should be 
conducted at the schoolhouse and sched-
uled to occur immediately before filling 
an independent duty billet (for Active 
Duty 0111s) or a Reserve Admin bil-
let (for SMCR 0111s). The curriculum 
should stress Applied Reserve Adminis-
tration, building off the ASC and Inter-
mediate and Advanced Administration 
Specialists Courses coursework.
 To maintain relevance, this course 
should be informed, and continuously 
refined, by trend data collected at the 
MSC G1 level which identifies deficien-
cies or delinquencies in administrative 
problem areas. The senior enlisted 0111s 
throughout MARFORRES should also 
ensure that the refined curriculum in-
cludes any new policies or MARAD-
MINS that have reserve-specific applica-
tions or nuances to ensure that training 
focuses on current issues, policies, and 
orders that affect the reserve commu-
nity.

 The last shortfall is organizational. 
To understand this issue, one must first 
understand the force laydown of the re-
serves and the array of non-MET-related 
tasks levied on the Inspector-Instructor 
(I-I) staff who support them. (The I-I 
are the active-duty Marines who sup-
port the SMCR units.) With a budgeted 
end-strength of 38,500 per the 2020 
NDAA, the SMCR mirrors the active-
duty MEFs, containing an HQ Bn, 4th 
MarDiv, 4th MLG, and 4th MAW. 
These MSCs are all headquartered in 
New Orleans, LA. Regiments, wing 
groups, battalions, and squadrons are 

scattered around the United States and 
are rarely collocated. Line companies are 
also rarely collocated with their battalion 
headquarters. A battalion’s subordinate 
units can span a dozen states. 
 Battalions are led by a command-slat-
ed SMCR lieutenant colonel located at 
the Headquarters and Service Company 
site with the command staff. Each of 
these subordinate companies and de-
tachments is led by an SMCR company 
commander or detachment officer-in-
charge. The table of organization of each 
reserve company and detachment is simi-
lar to their active-duty counterparts.
 Because the SMCRs serve in uni-
form only 38 days in a calendar year, 

the SMCR is supported by Inspector-
Instructor (I-I) staff and led by another 
command-slated lieutenant colonel (for 
battalions). I-I staffs are skeleton crews of 
active-duty and active-reserve Marines 
comprised of approximately 25 percent 
of the strength of a standard active com-
ponent battalion-level staff. The primary 
role of the I-I is to manage all equipment, 
facilities, and administrative programs 
to facilitate the training, readiness, and 
mobilization capacity of the reserve bat-
talion.
 Additionally, the I-I must deliver on 
non-mission essential task missions. Toys 
for Tots, a MARFORRES-directed 
mission, monopolizes the time of the 
I-I staff (with some SMCR volunteers) 
throughout November and Decem-
ber. Casualty Assistance Officer duties 
have diminished since the reduction in 
overseas forces in support of Opera-
tion IRAQI FREEDOM and Operation 
ENDURING FREEDOM, but it is still 
a persistent requirement that requires 
training and hair-trigger response times. 
The most time-consuming non-mission 
essential task mission is the Funeral 
Honors Detail (FHD). Per Veterans’ 
Affairs, 130,000 FHDs are conducted 
every year. Our I-I staffs may perform 

dozens of these each week for veterans 
who have served our Nation honorably. 
These FHDs require six to eight Ma-
rines, dressed in Dress Blues and trained 
in the protocols of the FHD, to travel 
up to three or four hours one-way to 
perform their duty. For many funerals, 
the FHD team is out of the office for 
the entire day. As you can imagine, this 
puts a strain on the remaining I-I staff 
to accomplish their day-to-day tasks.
 For those wondering why the SMCR 
Marines are not used for these mis-
sions, let me explain. SMCR Marines 
are usually working a civilian job or are 
in school during their SMCR contract. 
Although FHD duty is offered to SMCR 

“Those commanders 
who properly organize, 
task, and equip their 
reserves are usually the 
ones with the capabil-
ity to finish the enemy 
when the opportunity 
arises.”

—MCDP 1-3, Tactics 

Because the SMCRs serve in uniform only 38 days in a 
calendar year, the SMCR is supported by Inspector-In-
structor (I-I) staff ...
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Marines as paid time, few can get the 
time off work or school, so the burden 
falls to the I-I staff. FHDs are a no-fail 
mission. Toys For Tots is an odd issue. 
Despite that it is a MARFORRES no-
fail mission, there is no budget to pay 
SMCR Marines to participate. Some 
volunteer, but as Christmas draws close 
each year, Marines usually spend their 
time trying to make money to support 
their families and buy Christmas gifts 
instead of volunteering time. And as 
with the FHD duty, this mission falls 
to the I-I to accomplish.
 Why is this a shortfall that affects 
the Administration community? It’s 
all about on-the-job training. When 
schoolhouse training ends, on-the-job 
training begins. Senior enlisted Marines 
train (or coordinate training for) their 
Marines to enhance the MOS training 
they received at the schoolhouse. Dur-
ing an independent duty tour, though, 
senior-enlisted Marines do not have suf-
ficient time and opportunity to conduct 
classes for their active-duty (I-I) Marines 
during the week or even for the reserve 
Marines who serve one weekend each 
month. For the 0111s, that responsibil-
ity will fall to the senior enlisted 0111 
at every reserve site. Headquarters and 
Service Company sites have a master 
sergeant admin chief. Company- and 
detachment-level sites have a gunnery 

sergeant admin chief. The concern is 
that the quality of training may vary 
greatly by site, based on the expertise 
of the admin chief as well as the time 
available to conduct that training. 
When FHDs, Toys for Tots, casualty 
assistance, community relations, and 
daily admin requirements take priority, 
training will be deprioritized, having a 
knock-on effect.

 Although the aforementioned is-
sues result in late pay, late promotion 
and Marine-of-the-Quarter boards, 
inconsistent travel reimbursements, 
and ineffective school seat applications 
(amongst a litany of other ankle-biters) 
that kill unit morale, the knock-on effect 
is played out most visibly (for leadership) 
during MCAAT inspections. Prior to 
the BLAM initiative beginning in 2016, 
the average MCAAT score in MFR was 
61.14 percent with 80 percent of units 

assessed at Non-Mission Capable. Since 
Battalion-level Administration Manage-
ment (BLAM) was initiated, the average 
score rose to 76.08 percent. The second 
lowest score in MFR was 67 percent (5 
points higher than the previous aver-
age)! Whereas BLAM went a long way 
to structuring the Reserve forces for suc-
cess, that’s merely the first step. Civilian 
organizations that focus on positive or-
ganizational change use the concept of 
People-Processes-Tools. The first step is 
to ensure the people aspect is optimized. 
Address any shortfalls in organizational 
structure, ensure the correct people are 
filling the correct billets, and train those 
people. Only then should an organiza-
tion proceed to the next step, which is 
to analyze and refine processes, and then 
create tools to support those refined pro-
cesses. MARFORRES and Training 
Command need to come together on 
the proper training to support this new 
force laydown resulting from BLAM.

 Any current success in the Marine 
Forces Reserve admin community is 
a testament to the sheer force of will 
of those admin chiefs and their inde-
pendent duty staffs distributed across 
reserve units around the country. Con-
sequently, the nineteen percent of the 
Marine Corps who rely on these under-
trained but very motivated teams are not 
receiving the best administrative support 
the Marine Corps can offer. Moreover, 
commanders (like myself) risk combat 
and mobilization readiness due to ad-
ministrative shortcomings. I argue there 
is danger in proceeding “as we always 
have.” The solution is actually very 
simple: realistic, timely training.

“The reserve represents 
our bid to achieve a fa-
vorable decision or to 
prevent an unfavorable 
one.” 

—MCDP 1-3, Tactics

When mobilized and deployed, SMCR Marines must be just as combat-ready as their active 
component counterparts. (Photo by Sgt Anthony L. Ortiz.)

Any current success in 
the Marine Forces Re-
serve admin communi-
ty is a testament to the 
sheer force of will ...
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T he purpose of formal cor-
respondence in any organi-
zational setting is to make a 
position, opinion, or request 

known to its recipients by communi-
cating information clearly and effec-
tively. Today’s naval correspondence 
norms, and more specifically Marine 
Corps correspondence norms, do not 
bring about peak clarity and delivery. 
Many of our modern correspondence 
habits are anachronistic byproducts 
of the pre-digital age and in turn have 
become time-honored inconveniences 
instead of methods by which we make 
communication clear and effective. 
While seemingly trivial at first glance, 
our failure to adapt to modern practices 
for written communication likely costs 
the Marine Corps thousands of hours 
and millions of dollars each year in pro-
ductivity, supplies, and miscommunica-
tion. Our document routing and records 
management systems continue to waste 
tremendous amounts of time, effort, and 
resources. A few minor changes to our 
current correspondence practices could 
yield exponential returns on our force’s 
productivity and ability to adroitly com-
municate data and information. The fol-
lowing recommendations are intended 
to modernize our way of generating, 
distributing, and storing official cor-
respondence. 
 Abolish the use of the Courier New font. 
According to the Naval Correspondence 
Manual “Times New Roman 12-point 
is the preferred font style and size for 
official correspondence, but Courier 
New may be used for informal corre-
spondence.”1 Despite the manual’s clear 
intent on making Times New Roman 
the primary font of use, Courier New 
remains very popular and even standard 
among Marine Corps units, includ-
ing Headquarters Marine Corps. The 
Courier New font is unique in that it 

allocates the same amount of paper to 
all characters, including punctuation 
symbols. Fonts that do this are known 
as monospace fonts.2 For instance, the 
Courier New period at the end of this 
sentence and the space following it both 
take up the same amount of line space 
as this Courier New letter M. While 
the characters themselves are clearly dif-
ferent sizes, the amount of space they 
are each allocated on paper remains the 
same. 

 Monospace fonts are relics of the 
typewriter era and have been largely 
replaced by proportional fonts. With 
the rise of digital word processors like 
Microsoft Word and the advent of digital 
typography (the study of fonts), mono-
space fonts are largely obsolete today. 
Proportional fonts, on the other hand, 
assign each character a given width that 
is proportional to its size.3 In a propor-
tional font, the space that a period con-
sumes is much narrower than that which 
an “M” does. 

 So why does this matter? Propor-
tional fonts have long been shown to 
be much easier to read than monospace 
fonts. Whereas monospace fonts are ag-
nostic to a symbol’s size, proportional 
fonts have been specifically designed to 
increase readability for their users and 
allow the reader to subconsciously focus 
on whole words instead of individual 
letters.4 In addition to being more diffi-
cult to read, the Courier New font takes 
up much more space than most variable 
fonts, including Times New Roman. 
For context, I repeatedly copied and 
pasted the above paragraphs (merged 
without newline spacing) until they 
filled nine unbroken pages in Times 
New Roman. After converting the font 
to Courier New, the document totaled 
14 pages—a 55 percent increase in pa-
per use. While Courier New typically 
uses less ink than Times New Roman, 
it takes up far more space.5 Although 
uninformed by an in-depth cost analysis, 
I find it safe to conclude that a switch 
from the Courier New font has a strong 
likelihood to serve the Marine Corps 
positively when considering savings on 
paper costs, reduced paper waste, and 
improved individual productivity. 
 Eliminate the “ double space” follow-
ing periods. The double space is another 
remnant of the typewriter age and serves 
no purpose except to create cause for 
otherwise well-written documents to be 
marked up and returned to their origi-
nators. The double space was originally 
used when monospace fonts made it dif-
ficult for readers to quickly recognize the 
end of one sentence and the beginning 
of another. With modern proportional 

Fixing Correspondence
Small changes to make a cumulative difference

by Capt Charles Borinstein

>Capt Borinstein is an Intelligence Officer currently assigned to Company B, Marine 
Cryptologic Support Battalion at Fort Meade, MD.

Today’s naval corre-
spondence norms, and 
more specifically Ma-
rine Corps correspon-
dence norms, do not 
bring about peak clarity 
and delivery.
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fonts, the extra effort is no longer a neces-
sity but an inconvenience. Today, very 
few credible style guides recommend 
using two spaces between sentences, 
including the APA, Chicago Manual 
of Style, AP, and Harvard University 
Information Technology’s Design for 
Readability.6 Even the U.S. Govern-
ment’s very own Publishing Office Style 
Manual mandates that “a single justi-
fied word space will be used between 
sentences (key one space when typing). 
This applies to all types of composi-
tion.”7 By eliminating its requirement 
for double spaces between sentences 
in conjunction with abolishing the use 
of the Courier New font, the Marine 
Corps will invariably reduce any given 
document’s average number of quality 
control iterations as it proceeds through 
its routing process, saving valuable time 
and resources. 
 Stop corresponding in all-caps. Our 
tradition of communicating formal cor-
respondence in all-caps dates to 1850, 
when the Navy’s teletype machines only 
included uppercase letters.8 Today, there 
is no sensible reason to do so. Some argue 
that all-caps should be used to empha-
size a message’s importance. In reality, 
all-caps de-emphasizes a message and 
substantially reduces its readability—
especially with monospace fonts—be-
cause each word loses its distinct shape 
and takes on a similar rectangular form.9 
Moreover, Microsoft Word by default 
does not spell-check capitalized words 
because it assumes they are acronyms. 
These two facts alone probably account 
for most citation mistakes in the Marine 
Corps’ awards archives. To emphasize a 
word or phrase, one should instead use 
bold or italics (underlining now indi-
cates a hyperlink and should be avoided 
as a tool for emphasis), and we should 
reserve using all-caps exclusively for ac-
ronyms. 
 Teach Marines to use active voice when 
writing and speaking. While less about 
productivity and more about respon-
sibility, the absence of active voice in 
institutional (especially government) 
literature and dialogue at large is gen-
erally common practice. Although it 
certainly has its proper place in all forms 
of writing and discussion, passive voice 
is excessively used in bureaucracies like 

ours because it helps individuals to avoid 
blame and responsibility. We are almost 
all guilty of this. For instance, when 
asked why a shipment of supplies has 
not yet arrived, we are far more prone to 
respond with “the open purchase request 
was not submitted on time” instead of 
“we did not submit the open purchase 
request on time.” Active voice also makes 
orders and directives clearer to recipi-
ents. Instead of saying, “the quarterdeck 
needs to be cleaned by the Marines in 
the S-4 on Tuesday,” we can be much 
clearer by speaking in active voice: “the 
Marines in the S-4 are responsible for 
cleaning the quarterdeck on Tuesday.” 
By restructuring the sentence to make 
the Marines in the S-4 its subject, we 
have established more clear ownership 
over the task at hand. 

 Digitize and automate the document 
routing process. The recently published 
MCBul 5210 begins with “the Federal 
government recognizes the need to im-
prove agencies’ efficiency, effectiveness, 
and responsiveness to citizens by con-
verting paper-based processes to elec-
tronic workflows, expanding online 
services, and enhancing management 
of government records, data, and in-
formation.”10 The highest levels of our 
organization clearly realize that there is a 
more efficient way to review and manage 
documents and records, but even despite 
the forces of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
we have yet to digitize our records man-
agement system. There is no longer any 
reasonable basis for units to continue 
routing, reviewing, and signing paper 
copies of orders, directives, and miscella-
neous documents requiring a signature. 
Known for its creation of excessive and 
unnecessary paper waste, our manual 
records management process is unac-
ceptably inefficient. Although simple in 
theory, the process of preparing a request 

or appointment letter for signature by 
a commander can take weeks or even 
months—often long enough to render 
the document obsolete by the time it is 
returned to its originator. Many units 
use routing sheets to clearly outline 
a document’s originator, reviewers, 
approvers, and signers to make such 
a process “fool-proof.” Yet time and 
again, our documents find themselves 
returned months later after having been 
mishandled, lost, corrected, or forgotten 
about. There is no reason that we cannot 
generate, route, edit, sign, and return 
documents in an entirely digital environ-
ment given the technology available to 
us today. Instead of printing new copies 
each time documents are “red-penned” 
throughout the routing process, we 
should take advantage of Microsoft 
Word’s reviewing capabilities, such as 
comments and trackable changes. Not 
only do these tools allow more physical 
space to make comments on the docu-
ment, but they are also more efficient 
for both the originator and the editor. 
Originators can more easily implement 
recommended and required changes 
because they do not need to transcribe 
handwriting into digital print. Editors, 
on the other hand, benefit from digital 
editing because it allows them to com-
municate their intent more specifically, 
insert changes as they see fit, and more 
precisely observe the intricate measure-
ments and spacing conventions associ-
ated with Naval Standard Letter Format. 
 To prevent documents from being 
lost, mishandled, and forgotten about, 
the Marine Corps should acquire a 
digital ecosystem that allows users to 
seamlessly generate, route, edit, sign, and 
return documents to their originators 
without ever having to print a document 
on paper. In addition to making our or-
ganization more capable and resilient in 
emergency circumstances such as global 
pandemics, such an ecosystem would 
substantially reduce the amount of time 
Marines spend on the trivial details of 
document formatting, creating more 
time for Marines to train and for lead-
ers to lead. There are numerous existing 
commercial applications that accomplish 
this already, including some native to the 
private sector versions of the Microsoft 
365 suite, such as the Flow app in Mi-

... there is a more effi-
cient way to review and 
manage documents and 
records ...
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crosoft Teams. Regardless, such an ap-
plication should be capable of allowing 
the originator and follow-on reviewers 
to map the document’s “route” digitally 
and should automatically return the doc-
ument to the originator once it is signed. 
It should also notify users when their 
action is required and allow originators 
to see the status of their submissions. 
Such a system would bring transparency 
to our records management processes 
(likely improving morale and reducing 
finger-pointing), encourage compliance 
with MCBul 5210, and save the Marine 
Corps tremendous amounts of time and 
resources.
 Despite its reputation as trivial in 
the minds of many Marines, correspon-
dence is a critical function of the Marine 
Corps’ ability to command and control. 
As they currently stand, our common 
practices and norms surrounding corre-
spondence are antiquated vestiges of the 
pre-digital era which make little sense in 
today’s digital environment. To reduce 

the substantial toll of our outdated con-
ventions and ineffective records manage-
ment system, the Marine Corps must 
more seriously consider modernizing the 
way it creates, manages, and distributes 
correspondence at all levels. Doing so 
will generate notable returns on time, 
money, and productivity. 
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Marines across the Corps 
are working to adjust the 
tools and capabilities in 
their arsenal in the face of 

historic challenges, as demonstrated by 
the changes of Force Design 2030.1 The 
threat landscape is changing with the 
rise of China as a peer competitor, the 
resurgence of Russian aggression, and 
the proliferation of technologies that put 
capabilities in the hand of a wide range 
of actors.2 These new threats demand an 
adjustment of time-honored tactics and 
operational tenants to remain lethal. Le-
thal autonomous weapons (LAWs) have 
the potential to reshape some battlefield 
fundamentals. These “killer robots” are 
defined by the DOD as “a weapon sys-
tem that, once activated, can select and 
engage targets without further interven-
tion by a human operator.”3 Perhaps 
their greatest impact will be seen when 
they are integrated into unmanned aerial 
systems (UAS) and loitering munitions 
(LMs). This combination possibly holds 
the key to giving Marines the edge in 
achieving combined arms effects in some 
of the most challenging operations that 
the future holds.
 One of the most pressing scenarios 
shaping Marine Corps investments 
and planning is the possibility of a 
conflict with the People’s Republic 
of China (PRC) in the first or second 
island chains of the Western Pacific.4 
Planning documents envisage a tough 
fight, characterized by widely dispersed 
battlespaces among isolated islands, sup-
porting Expeditionary Advanced Basing 
Operations. The Marines have a deep 
historical understanding of the chal-
lenges this will present, as the Pacific 

campaign of World War II stands as a 
well-known testament to the difficulty 
of conducting such a fight. Much of the 
terrain is punishing jungle, the distances 
make timely support and relief of forces a 
critical consideration, and the dispersion 
of the potential areas of conflict mean 
that many assets traditionally support-

ing a maneuver force may be out of 
range to assist. Further complicating 
this conflict is the 21st-century arsenal 
of weapons that the PRC has invested 
in to deny the United States an ability 
to bring traditional power projection to 
a conflict like this without significant 
risks, usually referred to as anti-access/

>Capt Holden is a Marine Officer currently assigned to USSOUTHCOM where he 
has worked in security cooperation and collections management billets as well as 
managing a variety of projects implementing cutting-edge technological solutions 
to address the range of threats in the AOR. He previously served in the INDOPACOM 
AOR with 3d Mar and Combat Logistics Battalion 3, where he deployed in support 
of the PACOM Augmentation Team Philippines and aboard the USNS SACAGAWEA 
in support of Task Force KOA MOANA 17 to support a range of partner nation en-
gagements across the Pacific. 
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Robo-Call (For Fire)
Overcoming PRC A2/AD degradation of naval air support 

through lethal autonomous weapons
by Capt W. Stone Holden

HOLDEN_P01_Air Support Is Essential To EABO 
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/1205671/ssang-yong-2014-close-air-support
Caption: Air support is an essential element to successful combined arms amphibious operations, but A2/AD systems create 
a dangerous gap in support. 

Air support is an essential element to successful combined-arms amphibious operations, but 
A2/AD systems create a dangerous gap in support. (Photo by MSgt Michael Schellenbach.)
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area denial capabilities (A2/AD). Sys-
tems like DF-21D anti-ship missiles, 
anti-submarine weapons, and densely 
integrated air defense systems threaten 
to strip the Marines of the future of a 
key ingredient to their success: air supe-
riority projected from naval platforms.5 
The PRC is keenly aware of the reliance 
of U.S. forces on air support. It can be 
guaranteed that they will do everything 
in their power to deny that to Marines 
in the event of a conflict, primarily by 
putting naval assets at risk if employed. 
Suppose the Navy cannot safely move 
assets into a range that provides fire and 
air support. In that case, the Marines 
will be forced to find other ways to com-
pensate for this degradation of available 
airpower to support operations. 
 The Marine Corps fights in a way 
that is dependent on the ability of their 
aviators to provide support to ground 
maneuver forces. These air platforms 
are essential in producing the combined-
arms effects, which are a key tenant of 
Marine Corps warfighting philosophy, 
enshrined in the most foundational doc-
trine.6 Combined arms involves using 
different weapon systems and capabili-
ties to offset the inherent weaknesses 
of each platform while putting the ad-
versary in the horns of a dilemma. An 
enemy soldier facing direct fire may have 
the option to remain behind cover, but 
if the safety of that cover is taken from 
them by using indirect fires as well, then 
an adversary only has the choice to stay 
in place and die or move and die. The 
mutually supporting nature of com-
bined arms, when applied successfully, 
allows an adversary to choose how he 
accepts his fate, not if. Air power is a 
staple of this not just for the Marines but 
for the modern U.S. military in general. 
During operations in Iraq and Afghani-
stan during the 2000s, it was common 
for tens of thousands of close air support 
sorties to be flown annually. This figure 
does not even take into account the tens 
of thousands of ISR, refueling, airlift, 
and personnel recovery sorties that were 
required as part of support to that.7 If 
the Marine Corps is unable to guaran-
tee the airpower, which is so important 
for creating the combined-arms effects 
that underpin their warfighting style, it 
will be a significant challenge in a future 

conflict. There must be a way to mitigate 
the potential loss of this capability. 
 The ability of China to push back 
the naval platforms that would typically 
provide this air support certainly has its 
limits. It is unlikely that the PRC could 
effectively deny the vast spaces of the 
Pacific to all U.S. naval assets. Further-
more, seized or expeditionary airstrips 
on U.S.-controlled islands could act as 
unsinkable aircraft carriers, but this 
course of action also poses unique risks 
and considerations. Not all potential ar-

eas will have the landmass to support a 
modern airstrip or will be in range of 
one. Additionally, the Marines will need 
to either maintain facilities that they cur-
rently hold or have access to, establish 
expeditionary facilities, or seize those 
that can support their air assets. This 
will be a tall order without air support 
and, once completed, may not be a truly 
permanent solution. Any such expedi-
tionary airstrip will be a major target for 
the PRC, especially given their increased 
capabilities in intelligence, surveillance, 
and reconnaissance, which will allow 
them to detect such facilities or the pres-
ence of U.S. aircraft at them. While the 
United States still has a technological 
lead on long-range sensing, the PRC 
launched over 70 space assets in 2020 
alone with over 250 total satellites in 
orbit by 2022.8 Many of these are as-
sessed to be dual-use civil-military, with 

many of the same sensing capabilities 
now extending into the Pacific, which 
have aided the United States in executing 
actions against distant adversaries for so 
long.9 Furthermore, if an island or air-
strip needs to be taken from enemy con-
trol before establishing a location for air 
support, there is still a significant period 
during the maneuver actions where there 
is a gap in air capabilities. That gap could 
well mean the difference between suc-
cessfully taking the area or being pushed 
back, and it must be compensated for. 
Seizing and holding existing airstrips or 
creating expeditionary airstrips will be 
a critical element of any operation in a 
conflict of this type, but the growing 
capabilities of the PRC to sense and act 
against those facilities means there are 
significant drawbacks. 
 Emerging technologies hold the po-
tential to greatly enhance the capabili-
ties of the forces which can adopt them 
most effectively, most quickly. LAWs 
are one such technology (or more ac-
curately, combination of technologies) 
that potentially hold the solution to 
this gap. This technology involves a 
combination of advanced robotics (air, 
ground, or maritime) and broad artificial 
intelligence (AI). The Second Nagorno-
Karabakh War in the Fall of 2020 offers 
a glimpse of the potential benefits these 
types of systems can provide. Azerbaijan, 
having lost the first conflict with Arme-
nia in 1994, invested heavily into UAS 
technologies and LMs in the lead-up to 
the war.10 The Azeries used their UAS 
and LMs to compensate for a lack of 
traditional airpower and achieved im-
pressive combined-arms effects against 
well-entrenched personnel, armor, and 
logistical support of the Armenians.11

 Three of the most important systems 
used were the Bayraktar TB2 (Turkish), 
the Harop, and the Orbiter (LMs made 
by Israeli companies) were integrated 
into the battle plans and allowed Azer-
baijan to compensate for a small con-
ventional air force at a fraction of the 
cost or support required.12 These UAS 
and LMs provided a significant advan-
tage over the Soviet-styled capabilities 
of their adversaries and demonstrated 
some key advances of UAS technology 
when paired with broad AI capabili-
ties. The Azeris used LMs produced 

While the United States 
still has a techno-
logical lead on long-
range sensing, the PRC 
launched over 70 space 
assets in 2020 alone 
with over 250 total sat-
ellites in orbit by 2022.8 
Many of these are as-
sessed to be dual-use 
civil-military ....
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by Israel and Turkey with devastating 
effects on the battlefield. Part of their 
effectiveness was a limited AI interface 
which allowed a human-in-the-loop or 
human-out-of-the-loop relationship 
with the weapons, providing a level of 
control but also relieving personnel of 
monitoring the weapons full time until 
a target was identified.13 Once fired, the 
munitions would loiter over a designated 
zone until targets matching pre-set pa-
rameters were identified, which notified 
a human controller who could decide to 
engage. This early type of AI integration 
to weapon systems was incredibly effec-
tive.14 In addition to the immediate bat-
tlefield success, the combat application 
provided invaluable long-term training 
in the AI systems and algorithms. These 
underpin the weapons’ ability to accu-
rately identify and engage targets while 
proving the value of attritable systems 
which used technological advances in 
AI to act as LAWs.15 The opportunity 
to train AI algorithms in a conflict and 
to apply changes to make the capabili-
ties more robust will only enhance their 
capabilities in the future. 
 The Marine Corps should begin 
developing, testing, and integrating 
LAW UAVs and LMs to help maintain 
the ability of maneuver units to conduct 
long-range precision strikes in areas that 

may be potentially denied to traditional 
aircraft. While the algorithms and tech-
nologies that underly the capabilities 
witnessed in Nagorno-Karabakh are 
still relatively new, the sustained rate of 
technological change means that these 
capabilities will likely mature in a rela-
tively short timeframe.16 UAS and LM 
LAWs would help mitigate the potential 

degradation of the U.S. ability to project 
air support from naval platforms and 
provide maneuver units with the abil-
ity to conduct precision fires at a rela-
tively low cost in terms of manpower 
and equipment. Israeli Harop systems 
are designed to be fired from a launcher, 
similar to a HIMARs, and travel a thou-
sand kilometers or nine hours to a target 
or loitering. Much of the flight can be 
preprogrammed and requires much less 

hands-on support from an operator than 
a traditional UAS platform because of 
its automated functions. If it is not ex-
pended, it can be recovered and reused. 
The Orbiter LMs have similar recovery 
capabilities but are smaller and cheap-
er.17 The combination of portability, 
cost-effectiveness, and low manpower 
requirements are all areas that the Ma-
rine Corps is notorious for emphasizing 
when developing new capabilities. 
 Whether the Marines move to develop 
and integrate these capabilities, adversar-
ies are already making strides. While the 
Israeli and Turkish systems demonstrat-
ed in the Nagorno-Karabakh War are 
commercially produced systems, other 
nations are working towards their own 
platforms. The PRC is moving ahead in 
the development of systems with these 
capabilities and has shown a sharp inter-
est in the technologies which underpin 
LAWs themselves, such as AI. Defense 
writer Christian Brose has documented 
the PRC’s efforts toward developing 
AI, a fundamental element of effective 
LAWs. His analysis examines some of 
the benefits the PRC enjoys in the race 
for AI, derived from their top-down 
authoritarian structure. This concen-
tration of power allows them to marshal 
resources, direct private and government 
collaboration, and access data from the 

world’s most populous country without 
the democratic concerns over privacy 
and human rights.18 The Chinese mili-
tary is already actively experimenting 
with AI-based technologies, seeking to 
integrate them into their overall defense 
strategy at every echelon while gather-
ing data that will refine these initial 
AI efforts along the way.19 The PRC 
has accelerated AI development under 
President Xi Jinping, directing efforts 

HOLDEN_P02_Experimentation with UAS
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5715503/mrf-d-tests-developmental-drone
Caption: Experimentation with UAS and other forms of lethal autonomous weapons (LAWs) now may hold the key to future 
Marines maintaining air support in areas denied to traditional assets by adversary A2/AD.

Experimentation with UAS and other forms of lethal autonomous weapons (LAWs) now may 
hold the key to future Marines maintaining air support in areas denied to traditional assets by 
adversary A2/AD. (Photo by SSgt Jordan E. Gilbert.)

The Chinese military is already actively experimenting 
with AI-based technologies, seeking to integrate them 
into their overall defense strategy at every echelon 
while gathering data that will refine these initial AI ef-
forts along the way.19
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to clarify AI development and imple-
mentation policies, including military 
applications.20 The 2015 policy ”Made 
in China 2025” clearly codified the accel-
eration and described the plan to make 
China a leader in advanced technologies 
(foundational to AI) by 2030. In 2017, 
the PRC issued its “Next Generation Ar-
tificial Intelligence Development Plan,” 
explicitly laying out a path to the na-
tional development of AI in a dedicated 
policy document.21 This plan included 
a raft of government support, including 
research subsidies, venture capital, incu-
bators for technology, and the creation 
of special zones for the development of 
AI.22 The PRC has conducted tests of 
swarms of autonomous UAVs, and Chi-
nese weapons manufacturers have ad-
vertised systems with LAW capabilities, 
such as the machinegun-armed Blowfish 
A3 helicopter UAS by Ziyan.23 These 
systems are coming to a battlefield near 
you, with the potential to reshape the 
pace and conduct of fighting. 
 While the United States does not cur-
rently have a prohibition against LAWs, 
they also do not publicly acknowledge to 
fielding any yet.24 A variety of Defense 
Advanced Research Projects Agency, 
DOD, and other government programs 
at the publicly available level have invest-
ed in the technological foundations that 
are required for LAWs such as AI and 
a wide range of unmanned systems.25 
The Marine Corps has a unique mission 
that will require the types of advantages 
provided by LAWs, compensating for 
highly contested airspace, increasing the 
organic lethality of maneuver units, and 
helping to bridge the gap between going 
ashore in the islands of the Pacific and 
establishing enough control to allow 
friendly aircraft to begin supporting 
operations. Perhaps the Marines need 
a few good killer robots to support a few 
good men in their next fight
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A t present, the role of the 06xx 
communicator is primarily 
focused on operating and 
maintaining equipment. 

The highly dynamic and technical na-
ture of this occupational field (occfield) 
has previously allowed little room for 
responsibilities beyond the fundamental 
activities of network storage, transport, 
and security. However, the consolida-
tion of this complexity to cloud network 
management, commercial satellite ser-
vice rentals, and web-based software 
applications will transform this setting.
 Moreover, today’s communicators 
are charged with the overarching re-
sponsibility of Assured Command and 
Control (C2)—setting the optimal condi-
tions for a commander to issue orders, 
receive feedback, and make decisions. 
Consequently, network capabilities only 
cover only a fraction of this task. The 
management of knowledge and informa-
tion also underpins this definition, but 
communicators do not yet embrace this 
role.
 The combination of these emerging 
circumstances requires a significant ad-
aptation of our occfield. In particular, 
manpower gained from centralized and 
outsourced capabilities can be shifted 
to information management, truly ful-
filling the mission of Assured C2. The 
subsequent sections further develop this 
premise.

Current State
 Assured C2. Command is the lawful 
authority and influence a commander 
has over his subordinates; control is the 
feedback loop that occurs between the 
issuance of the commander’s orders and 
the assessment of their effect. Of these 

two elements, assured control should 
most interest communicators. Control 
can be boiled down to a science and 
largely delegated to a staff for action. 
Information and knowledge manage-
ment drive the feedback loop that creates 
Control.
 Following this logic, the assurance of 
control, through information manage-
ment, goes far beyond the mere provi-
sion of a tactical network. The goal of 
information management is to create 
knowledge and shared understanding, 
eventually leading to the end state of 
decision making. This is done through 
the advancement of raw data along a cog-
nitive hierarchy, using filters and fusion 
within the staff. It includes the establish-
ment of battle rhythms, reports require-
ments, meaningful staff collaboration, 
and data management. Specifically, 
this management includes the storage, 
categorization, analysis, manipulation, 
and transit of the data. At present, com-
municators largely only focus on storage 
and transmission, passively enabling C2 
but not actively assuring it.
 Network consolidation. The consoli-
dation of cloud storage, network infra-
structure, data centers, and applica-
tion servers is emerging across all three 
MEFS. Today, when units exercise or 
deploy, they often reach back to the lo-
cal communications battalion for these 

services rather than build them from 
scratch in the field. Moreover, some units 
even temporarily procure these capabili-
ties as-a-service, where setup and main-
tenance are centralized and outsourced 
to commercial vendors. As a result, few 
units build servers anymore, relegating 
many data systems administrators to 
helpdesk tasks focused on user account 
paperwork and the configuration of end-
user devices. The same is true for trans-
mission systems operators in units where 
satellite communications are procured 
as-a-service. 
 The emergence of the Marine Corps 
Enterprise Network (MCEN) in field 
environments has reinforced this cen-
tralization effort. The MCEN contends 
to be the single network solution, with 
a seamless user transition from garri-
son to deployed environments. This 
cloud capability significantly reduces 
the complexity of server architectures 
in the field, shifting this burden to pre-
dominantly civilian organizations that 
are better trained and resourced for this 
role. Upcoming tactical exercise testing 
and experimentation will likely iron out 
the remaining hurdles in this endeavor.
 This reliance on resilient satellite links 
for cloud reachback has been criticized 
because it cannot be depended upon 
during high-intensity phases of warfare. 
During these periods, enemy forces will 

>LtCol Shankar is a CMC Fellow at the Hoover Institution, Stanford University. He 
has served a combined 28 months in Operation IRAQI FREEDOM and Operation ENDUR-
ING FREEDOM as a counter-IED Analyst, Assessments Analyst, and Communications 
Officer, and holds a PhD in Operations Analysis from George Mason University, 
Fairfax, VA.
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likely jam and/or geolocate these satellite 
signals, reducing their ability to transmit 
data. However, most regimental-sized 
units have adapted to this challenge, 
relying on resilient, line-of-sight radio 
networks in the absence of full mesh 
secure and non-secure internet. Con-
sequently, short-burst communications 
are, once again, becoming an adequate 
method of controlling a unit.
 Kill chains. Information flows along 
a kill chain, from sensor to shooter. A sen-
sor draws raw data from the operating 
environment. Examples can include an 
intelligence asset, an aerial reconnais-
sance platform, a social media site, or a 
forward observer. A shooter places an 
effect on a target, whether it be kinetic or 
non-kinetic. A kill web is a two-dimen-
sional kill chain with multiple sensors 
and shooters, forming a web of exponen-
tially greater options for a commander.
 Communicators are charged with 
enabling the shortest kill chains to com-
manders, where length is determined 
by time, not physical distance. The kill 
chain is akin to the OODA loop, where 
commanders observe and orient (sense), 
then decide and act (shoot). This model 
is conceptually synonymous with infor-
mation management, where data is col-
lected and processed into information, 
knowledge, and wisdom (sense), then 
presented for a decision (shoot). 
 Presently, communicators see kill 
chains as strings of transmissions sys-
tems, firewalls, network switches, rout-
ers, servers, and end-user devices that 
allow the efficient and reliable flow of 
information, but they do not see a role in 
optimizing and processing the informa-
tion itself. Instead, this secondary role 
is stovepiped among the various warf-
ighting functions in the kill chain, likely 
without oversight or synchronization, 
resulting in inefficiency, suboptimal 
tempo, and subpar decision making. 
 Information Environment. The newly 
established warfighting function of In-
formation, as certified by the release of 
MCDP 8, includes cyber, space, and 
influence operations. Specific MOSs 
in the 17xx occfield were already estab-
lished to tackle the tasks within these 
missions. The cyber-MOSs are focused 
on offensive and defense cyber opera-
tions, the space MOSs are dedicated to 

space control activities, and the influ-
ence MOSs are rebranded combina-
tions of the former psychological and 
information operations. However, the 
mission of Assured C2 remains with 
the 06xx community. It neatly serves 
as the foundation for all warfighting, 
to include information maneuver and 
its subcomponents; the information 
feedback loop that underlies control is 
the essence of decision making. For this 
reason, Assured C2 is the most vital com-
ponent of the information environment. 

Future State
 The 06xx occfield should capitalize 
on the opportunities that lay ahead. 
First, the community must accept the 
emergence of commercial, as-a-service 
solutions for tactical networks and em-
brace the opportunity to export network 
complexity to an outsourced solution. 
This includes the use of the MCEN as 
the warfighting network in tactical envi-
ronments. Our MEFs are already poised 
for this transition, as they have each now 
centralized domain ownership within 
the senior communications node. The 
MCEN still needs to prove ready and 
regular responsiveness to helpdesk mat-
ters, and it must allow flexible network 
permissions to appropriate leaders at the 
tactical edge. Further experimentation 
should be conducted during full-scale 

GCE exercises, where network complex-
ity and friction are at their highest. Once 
this is achieved, the MCEN should be 
adopted as the warfighting network. 
Without the MCEN fully serving its 
central purpose, efforts to run tactical 
networks continue to be duplicated at 
each MEF, creating a manpower tax that 
prevents investment in vital assured C2 
and information management roles.
 Second, the force structure gained 
from these outsourced solutions, par-
ticularly within the 067x community, 
should become information managers. 
These Marines should be trained in the 
use of data categorization, manipula-
tion, and analysis tools, as well as basic 
application development. This includes 
a familiarization of popular C2 applica-
tions that provide the common opera-
tional picture, chat messaging, and fires 
deconfliction. These Marines must have 
a cursory understanding of staff pro-
cesses and have a curiosity for owning 
and improving these processes without 
being summoned to do so. The newly 
formed 0673 application developer MOS 
can likely serve this purpose.
 Third, communications chiefs should 
be introduced to staff processes, in-
formation management, and modern 
data science tools in career-level train-
ing. Without this, S-6 shops will fail in 
this mission, depending solely on the 

The “iron mountain” of C2 equipment, once required to operate and manage information, is 
being replaced by lighter, more capable systems. (Photo by Sgt Jacob Wilson.)
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enthusiasm of a young company-grade 
or field-grade officer to drive this effort. 
Information management is as much art 
as it is science, and it requires an under-
standing of people and culture, largely 
gained through years of experience, to 
ensure success. Our senior enlisted lead-
ers provide this function.
 Lastly, officers holding the 0602 MOS 
should be skilled in the true meaning 
of Assured C2, fully grasping the un-
derlying concepts of staff roles and re-
sponsibilities, shortening kill chains, 
and optimizing decision making. They 
should also have a basic understanding 
of data science and associated software 
tools. Within C2, these officers should 
be focused on control, rather than com-
mand, since this is the element of C2 
that is chiefly owned by the staff. This 
role goes beyond equipment strings; it 
requires a strong understanding of all 
seven warfighting functions and how a 
staff works to help a commander make 
decisions. Additionally, this G-6/S-6 
officer should have the authority to op-
timize this information flow across the 
staff.
 In this future state, communicators 
would be responsible for establishing 
the entire staff’s battle rhythm, ensur-
ing huddles and meetings are optimally 
scheduled to enhance and refine in-
formation flow. Collaboration would 
be planned and outlined prior to ex-
ecution. Reports would be formatted, 
transmitted, and stored efficiently. The 
staff would use C2 applications interac-
tively, with appropriate permissions and 
ground rules set by the G-6/S-6. Cus-
tomized applications and spreadsheet 
tools would be developed by the G-6/S-6 
to assist with this fusion. Data condi-
tioning and curation could be delivered 
in hours or days rather than through the 
current, multi-year acquisition process. 
Automated tools would mine free text 
reports for data correlations across all 
warfighting functions. For instance, 
a tool might be developed to scour all 
safety incident reports from the last year, 
discovering a correlation between a lack 
of tactical vehicle training (G-4), inac-
curate map data (G-2), and unserviceable 
tactical radios (G-6). 
 Marines in the 062x and 063x 
fields would continue establishing 

and maintaining the transport layer of 
tactical networks. This includes local 
area switches, both wired and wire-
less. It also includes satellite terminals 
(when not outsourced), as well as the 
employment of single-channel radios, 
particularly during times of degraded 
communications. Fully trained 0671s 
could provide manpower to the MCEN 
hubs and spokes, while 0673s could serve 
as information managers under G-6/S-6 
leaders, enhancing information flow and 
decision making across entire command 
staffs. In this manner, Assured C2 would 
be met in its fullest meaning.

Concluding Remarks
 Remaining in our current state is 
not an option. The burdensome, iron 
mountain tactical networks that we 
haul to the field and establish as our 
own zip code will no longer support the 
demands of our Corps. Instead, mobile, 
lightweight footprints that reach back 
to server farms and data centers are 
now becoming customary. Moreover, 
an aggregated cybersecurity effort at 
the Marine Corps Cyber Operations 
Group is much preferred over our ail-
ing, haphazard security efforts in the 
field. This is best accomplished with one 
network—the MCEN. 
 Contrarians have also resisted com-
mercial cloud and satellite solutions to 
tactical networks under the premise that 
they would not be reliable during a high-
intensity conflict. This would likely be 
true inside the weapons engagement 
zone of the conflict, but not outside of 
it, where much of the decision making 
is happening. Tactical commanders in-
side the weapons engagement zone are 
trained and prepared to use resilient, 
line-of-sight links to pass critical infor-
mation during short, designated time 
intervals. The consistent need for large 

data pipes at these positions is no longer 
expected or justified.
 Moreover, the longstanding resistance 
to inheriting the role of information 
management in the 06xx community 
must end. Chiefs of staff and executive 
officers are overwhelmed with modern 
legal and administrative obligations and, 
therefore, cannot also ensure effective 
information management throughout 
the staff. Assigning the task to a short-
timer in the G-3/S-3 is also no longer 
sufficient. The role must be adopted by a 
primary staff officer that understands all 
warfighting functions with the skills and 
authority to impact the commander’s de-
cision making. This is especially impor-
tant as we adopt Force Design 2030 and 
the Commandant’s Planning Guidance, 
where decentralized control underpins 
nearly every premise. The 06xx com-
munity is poised to take on this role.
 Furthermore, a full inheritance of in-
formation management, killchains, and 
tactical network transport reinforces our 
occfield’s status as warfighters, not just 
enablers. Success in this future environ-
ment demands a holistic understanding 
of MAGTF operations, building more 
versatile leaders within our MOS com-
munity. This, in turn, could lead to 
higher retention and better opportuni-
ties for career advancements. The time 
is right to make this bold, but necessary, 
change in our community.

>Author’s Note: Credit is due to BGen Joseph 
Matos for sharing his thoughts on the future of 
our occfield. I equally thank Col Joe Broome for 
his fierce position on reenergizing our commu-
nity. Lastly, thanks to my dear friend, LtCol 
Charlie Bahk, for his efforts in developing the 
0673 MOS and blazing a trail for its future.

... mobile, lightweight 
footprints that reach 
back to server farms and 
data centers are now be-
coming customary.
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J oint Publication 3-0, Joint Operations, states (1) The 
purpose of maneuver is to place the enemy in a position of 
disadvantage through the flexible application of combat 
power. (2) Maneuver is the movement of forces in rela-

tion to the enemy to secure or retain positional advantage, 
usually to deliver—or threaten delivery of—the direct and 

indirect fires of the maneuvering force. Effective maneuver keeps 
the enemy off balance and thus also protects the friendly force. It 
contributes materially to exploiting successes, preserving freedom 
of action, and reducing vulnerability by continually posing new 
problems for the enemy.
	 Wargame	designs	tend	to	reflect	maneuver	in	straightfor-
ward	ways.	First,	they	can	assign	higher	movement	rates	to	
faster	units,	or	give	those	faster	units	the	potential	to	move	
after	combat.	Players	can	group	those	faster	units	together	
to	outflank	enemy	forces	or	to	exploit	gaps	in	the	enemy	line.	
These	maneuver	threats	can	lead	the	enemy	to	weaken	their	
overall	position	by	attempting	to	respond	to	all	the	potential	
threats.	Maneuver	can	also	be	about	getting	to	and	control-
ling	key	terrain,	especially	terrain	that	blocks	enemy	units	and	
provides	avenues	of	rapid	movement	for	friendly	forces.
Wargame	designs	also	reflect	indirect	uses	of	the	principle	of	
maneuver.	One	example	is	through	supply	and	logistics	rules.	
A	game	may	include	rules	for	the	use	of	supply	units,	markers,	
or	points	to	enhance	movement	and	combat.	This	translates	
into	player	focus	in	how	to	maximize	their	use	for	maneuver	
(and	for	mass).	Another	simple	mechanic	is	rules	regarding	
“line	of	supply”	where	units	must	trace	a	series	of	hexes	from	
units	to	supply	sources	to	their	full	movement	and	combat	
(or	may	suffer	attritional	losses),	either	locations	on	the	game	
map	or	supply,	or	command	units.	Maneuver	can	then	be	
used	by	players	to	interdict	supply	lines	and	thus	weaken	or	
eliminate	the	enemy	units	that	are	then	out	of	supply.	The	
threat	of	maneuver	to	supply	lines	pushes	the	enemy	to	secure	
those	supply	sources	and	lines.	
	 Decision	Games’	Drive on Suez wargame (World at War 
#78)	provides	the	player	with	decisions	about	maneuvering	
along	lines	of	communications.	The	game	is	solitaire	where	
the	player	takes	command	of	Erwin	Rommel’s	Panzerarmee 
Afrika,	a	combined	German-Italian	force	in	the	1942	Axis	of-
fensive.	The	objective	is	to	advance	the	Panzerarmee	from	the	
Libyan-Egyptian	frontier,	break	through	the	British	defenses	
at	the	El	Alamein	position,	and	then	drive	to	the	strategic	
objectives	of	Alexandria,	Cairo,	and	the	Suez	Canal.	
	 The	game	is	solitaire	because	in	the	period	the	game	covers,	
June	to	September	1942,	the	British	military	in	the	Western	
Desert	was	in	a	state	of	chaos.	Eighth	Army	had	been	shat-

tered	in	the	wake	of	Rommel’s	Gazala	offensive	and	the	Axis	
sweeping	into	the	port	of	Tobruk	on	the	northeast	Libyan	
coast.	The	game	map	shows	the	main	axes	of	advance:	the	
roads,	tracks	and	desert	trails	that	stretch	from	Tobruk	across	
Egypt	and	east	to	the	Canal.	A	major	decision	for	the	player	
is	which	of	these	routes	to	exploit	for	movement.	

	 Most	of	the	Axis	units	are	at	the	division	level,	including	
both	mechanized	and	non-mechanized	formations,	with	some	
additional	special	regiments.	Moving	along	the	Coast	Road	
(the	red	lines	between	spaces	and	red	arrow)	provides	the	ad-
vantage	of	faster	movement.	However,	your	spearheads	are	
more	likely	to	run	into	enemy	forces	on	the	only	paved	road.	
Tracks	(the	grey	lines/green	arrow)	swing	inland	through	the	
desert	to	the	south.	They	slow	down	movement	but	there	will	
likely	be	fewer	British	units	in	the	way.	

	 One	decision	is	in	exploiting	deep	desert	operations.	You	can	
push	south	along	the	tracks	to	Siwa	Oasis	and	then	dispatch	
light	armor	reconnaissance	battalions	across	the	Desert	Tracks	
(orange	dashed	lines/blue	arrow)	eastward	across	the	Qattara	
Depression,	a	vast	salt	marsh.	If	they	make	it	through,	they	can	
swing	north	along	the	Nile	River	and	potentially	take	Cairo	
by	surprise.	By	maneuvering	along	the	far	southern	route,	
you	can	avoid	a	frontal	assault	on	the	British	El	Alamein	line	

Drive on Suez
The principle of maneuver

by Mr. Joseph Miranda & Dr. Christopher R. Cummins
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of entrenchments. However, there’s a 
tradeoff: the force that can pass through 
the deep desert route may not be strong 
enough to defeat the Cairo defenders 
and will require significant diversion of 
logistics.

Logistics are a major factor in ma-
neuver operations. The Axis receives a 
randomly determined number of sup-
ply units each turn, this based on the 
current strength of the British Desert 
Air Force. Supply units come in at ports 
and can be placed in one of two modes: 
mobile (truck convoys) and non-mobile 
(depots). Depots have a greater support 
radius but cannot move. They are useful 
in static situations. Truck convoys can 
keep up with the mechanized spearheads 
but have limited logistical support abili-
ties. This is critical because by expending 
supply units you can enhance the move-
ment of your forces or conduct combat at 
full strength. Getting supply up front is 
another exercise in maneuver since they 
too must move along the various axes of 
advance. 

Another way to enhance maneuver 
is by using air supply. The Axis has a 
limited number of air supply missions 
which, by being flown in at the right 

time and place, can be decisive. This 
means control of airfields. 

Axis control of airfields allows for local 
tactical air support. This can be critical 
because this provides up front combat 
support in situations where your forces 
might be otherwise outgunned. Maneu-

ver slated toward taking airfields will pay 
off in more mobility down the line.

One function of the game system is 
that it generates enemy counterattacks. 
British forces sweep in out of the desert 
to attack Axis columns. Counterattacks 
can place your forces in a bind and bring 
a deep movement to a halt. One way to 
counter this situation is to retain air-
strikes in reserve to be committed to 
enhance the defense. 

Airpower provides the Axis with a 
theater-level maneuver force. You can 

use it to support your forces on the map, 
as noted above. You can also employ it 
against the Desert Air Force to reduce 
the effects of enemy bombers against 
your lines of supply. 

The Axis has a limited capability to 
execute airborne and amphibious op-
erations. These require some advance 
planning but pay off in deep maneuvers, 
seizing critical airfields and ports behind 
enemy lines. 

Finally, there’s a marker representing 
Erwin Rommel. His leadership bonus 
enhances the movement and combat of 
one friendly unit. Of course, Rommel 
can be only in one place at any one time, 
so you must determine where you want 
to commit the Desert Fox himself.

It’s all there in the maneuvers on the 
desert roads to Suez in 1942. 

Rommel Drives Deep, 1942

DRIVE ON SUEZ

Logistics are a major 
factor in maneuver op-
erations.
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In 1918, France fi elded the largest, most advanced army the world 
had ever seen. She forged her forces with the intense fi res of the First 
World War and so in the end stood as the victor of the Great War. 
By the end of the war, the French Republican Army was the most 

motorized, tank-integrated, and combined-arms-supported force in the 
world; however, 22 years later she was completely defeated by a force that 
was inferior on paper. There are many reasons why the defeat occurred, 
but prominently, the old guard from the First World War failed to adapt 
to the novelties of Blitzkrieg. Intense debate among theorists about the 
direction of the armed forces did occur during this time, but the tried 
and tested methods won out in the end. While the Axis adapted to Allied 
tactics, France stood still in her pride. The result was the largest defeat ever 
suff ered by the French since Sedan and the guarantee of a long war to the 
forming Allied powers.
 All of this is to say that not all experience, even combat experience, is 
applicable from one confl ict to the next without continuous re-examination 
of tactics and operations. Some experiences can even be detrimental when 
re-applied carelessly to incompatible scenarios. The Global War on Terror 
is just such a confl ict. Iraq and Afghanistan have shown themselves to be 
only distantly related to other modern confl icts. They are relevant in so 
far as one fi refi ght is much the same for a Bavarian grenadier in 1872 as 
for an American Marine in 2011. Beyond that, tactical-level, Operation 
ENDURING FREEDOM (OEF) and Operation IRAQI FREEDOM (OIF) are 
aberrations. More useful to modern strategists would be the confl icts in 
Nagorno-Karabakh, the Donbass (2014–2021), and of course the current 
war in Ukraine.
 These confl icts all consisted of large regular forces bringing to bear the 
full power of states on one another. What is striking in each is which units 
had primacy: battles in all three of these were primarily fought with fi res. 
Enormous fi res were applied that forced one side or the other to withdraw 
before engagements at rifl e range could be initiated. In Nagorno-Karabakh, 
rifl emen did not come into signifi cant play until the end phase of the 
confl ict when the Azerbaijanis started to run low on loitering munitions. 
In the Donbass, the infantry only closed when Ukrainian air assets were 
threatened by advanced SAMs, and even then artillery was still the primary 
weapon.  In the current Ukraine confl ict, Russia relies almost entirely on 
artillery for its combat power.
 This contrasts greatly with OIF and OEF where foot mobile troops did 
the bulk of the fi ghting. The reason why is not hard to see, after all, fi res 
are hard to direct without collateral damage when insurgents are using 
the population as cover and concealment. The rifl eman was center stage, 
and our leadership was now gaining a diff erent sort of experience. While 
that tactical-level experience has value, OIF and OEF combat does not 
translate well to the expected operational requirements of future confl icts. 
The big footprint, static command and control nodes that became routine 
are out of place. Where insurgents had little recourse against American 
forces in their compounds, peer adversaries will not be so restricted. The 
new norm of “to be seen is to be targeted, to be targeted is to be killed,” 
demands serious adaptation. Nothing is so easily seen as a big tent with 
a signifi cant radio frequency signature. Commanders need to discount 

their experience appropriately, understanding what is relevant and what 
has become anachronistic. 
 Looking at recent confl icts the infantry is not obsolete, rifl emen are still 
fi elded in large numbers, but such units have moved to a supporting role. 
They still represent the bulk of personnel in combat but are no longer the 
decisive arm. Battles are centered on fi res and armored vehicles. Combatants 
move to dominate the AO with their long-range fi res and anti-aerial assets. 
Inside of this anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) zone, they can impart fi res 
with impunity on unsupported forces. Nagarno-Karabakh was fought 
almost exclusively with long-range fi res, where direct fi re assets were con-
tinuously forced to withdraw when their supporting arms became unable 
to counter adversary eff ects. Future confl icts are only more likely to play 
out like this, as the technological trend is predominantly toward more lethal 
fi res and precise intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance. 
 The TM EABO recognizes this shift and lays out broad mindset adjust-
ments to successfully compete in an A2/AD environment. Its emphasis on 
dispersed operations and acknowledgement of adversary capabilities is a 
strong step in the right direction. The problem as it stands is that it is only 
being seriously considered for INDOPACCOM operations. EABO should 
be considered the foundational document not just for confl ict in the Pacifi c 
but in all areas where adversaries rival American capabilities. A complete 
disassociation with big footprint operations must be implemented as soon 
as possible. Further, this concept must be practiced in realistic scenarios to 
prove new tactical and operational principles.
 Going forward, the Marine Corps should practice all combined arms 
exercises with the assumption that the adversary can direct fi res on them at 
any point in the AO. The course of exercises must include more than the 
traditional combat-arms assets currently central to showpiece events. Fires, 
C2, and logistics assets are underutilized in training despite being central to 
the new interplay observed in ongoing and recent global confl icts. Exercises 
should center on demonstrating the ability to persist in and overcome enemy 
A2/AD environments. This will mean that small footprint C2 nodes will 
have to spring up to coordinate the massing of troops for short bursts of 
high-intensity battle before dispersing in the face of retaliatory fi res. Logistics 
trains will have to practice persisting under hostile observation and fi res, 
with meaningful feedback on how to adjust survivability. 
 The American military adapted superbly to the needs of the Global 
War on Terror, doing everything the nation asked of it and more. It must 
not however let the pride of good and gallant service, impede adaptation; 
even if that adaptation repudiates lessons learned. To avoid being the next 
outmoded victors of the Great War, the Corps must maintain a constant 
willingness to adapt—even if it means abandoning hard-won lessons.

Victors of
the Great War

by Capt Alexandre Shivnen

>Capt Shivnen is an 0602 Communications O�  cer studying 
at the Naval Post Graduate School to be a Foreign Area Of-
� cer. He has deployed with CLB-31, 31st MEU as the S-6 and 
Combat Logistics Company Commander for the 20.2, 21.1, 
21.2, and 22.1 rotations. 
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I met MajGen Jason Bohm on 
my first day of Naval ROTC in 
Chicago in August 1987. I have 
followed my friend’s subsequent 

career with great interest. Previously 
unbeknownst to me, he has written 
a solid autobiography: From the Cold 
War to ISIL: One Marine’s Journey. It 
would surprise virtually no one who 
has crossed paths with the author in 
the intervening three-plus decades that 
this Marine’s Marine has led a model 
career and written a textbook memoir.
 His story is worth reading. He has 
been to nearly every global hotspot 
since his commissioning in 1990. He is 
an infantryman who has commanded 
at every level and been to every stage 
of formal professional military edu-
cation. He has either a photographic 
memory and/or meticulous records of 
his every operation, exercise, training 
event, and engagement—to include 
key players and their hometowns and 
subsequent Marine careers. He was 
twice triple-hatted, including as Spe-
cial Purpose MAGTF-Crisis Response 
commander in 2015. 
 From the Cold War to ISIL is a thor-
ough yet readable after-action review 
of every main Marine-related event of 
his career. The book is strengthened 
by relevant photos, usually from the 
author’s collection. Chapters are ar-
ranged sequentially, and he carefully 
footnotes his background research that 
precedes many of his discussions. This 
is an operational expert, and the narra-
tive is a nuts-and-bolts perspective on a 
Marine career. He is glad to discuss his 
methodical preparation and thought 
process, offering a useful window into 
staff planning and operational prepa-
ration. Accordingly, there may be ex-
cess detail for the average reader. Its 

primary audience would likely be stu-
dents at Expeditionary Warfare School 
(where the author was once director) 
and Command and Staff College. 
 He is an organized, disciplined lead-
er with understated droll humor. He 
had sticky situations, including being 
invited without notice to address large 
public gatherings at the West Virginia 
state capitol and then years later at an 
Indonesian mosque. He has been liter-
ally snake-bitten (at Camp Pendleton). 
His Marines had gear confiscated at 
the Port-au-Prince airport in a tense ex-
change with the Haitian military then 
governing via a coup. On recruiting 
duty, he was kicked out of a Virginia 
high school for the offense of being a 
“Yankee.” His poignant retelling of a 
Marine’s death to an IED in Iraq is es-
pecially gripping. 
 He paints the picture of a life famil-
iar to Marines: substantial workups, 
abrupt reassignments, aborted mis-
sions, contradictory orders, multiple 
bosses, and long family separations. 
But one example is the excruciating 
frustration his Marines face awaiting 
(but only barely getting) the call to as-
sist the South Asian tsunami recovery 
in early 2005. He regularly lauds the 
flexibility and skill of his subordinates 
in their adapting to the unforeseen. 
My only slight objection might be the 
lengthy discussion of his role in the 
Anbar Awakening of 2006–2007. Un-

questionably, it was a significant break-
through, but one seemingly erased in a 
few short years with the rise of ISIS. 
All senior leaders must reckon with the 
lack of national or strategic victories 
since DESERT STORM in early 1991 and 
why scores of tactical and operational 
successes in multiple theaters, like the 
ones recounted here, did not win the 
War on Terror.
 Gen Bohm is a diplomat whose 
tact is on display. We learn from his 
example that leaders not only act but 
think and reflect. He only barely and 
without names mentions the rare toxic 
leader he encountered or the occasion-
al poor guidance he received. He does 
not name-drop seniors, who wisely rec-
ognized his great skill. He generously 
shares credit downward. He confesses 
his own (minor) shortcomings. He 
states he “had received his first choice” 
of infantry, leaving out the fact that he 
was the honor grad of his Basic School 
class. Somewhat counter-intuitively, 
he calls West Virginia recruiting duty 
“some of the hardest [years] for me 
professionally.” Present throughout 

From the Cold 
War to ISIL

reviewed by Col Gregory C. McCarthy

>Col McCarthy, USMCR (Ret), is a ci-
vilian historian for the Air Force at 
Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling, D.C. 
He is a previous Gazette contribu-
tor and holds a PhD in American 
Politics. His views are his own.

FROM THE COLD WAR TO ISIL: One 
Marine’s Journey. By Jason Bohm. An-
napolis, MD: Naval Institute Press: An-
napolis, 2019.

ISBN: 978-1682474570, 280 pp. 

https://www.amazon.com/Cold-War-ISIL-Marines-Journey/dp/1682474577
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is his Christian faith and humility, as 
well as his dedication to his wife and 
family. 
 The work is not overly lengthy, and 
I found myself wanting more. Like the 
man, Gen Bohm’s book is all business. 
He wades into no controversies, does 
not identify many mentors, does not 
evaluate his superiors, and does not 

critique the overall state of the Marine 
Corps or DOD. Why? Perhaps the last 
chapter has not been written. If coun-
try and Corps are wise, he may have an-
other decade of service ahead of him. 
For now, a Marine audience would 
particularly benefi t greatly from this 
remarkable leader and his well-written 
story.

Disclaimer: a portion of the author’s proceeds 
go to the Marine Corps Association.

Quote to Ponder:

“Out of every one hundred men, ten shouldn’t even be there, eighty are just targets, nine are the real fi ghters, and we are lucky 
to have them, for they make the battle. Ah, but the one, one is a warrior, and he will bring the others back.”

—Heraclitus of Ephesus

https://read.kpmg.us/modgov
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In August 2021, the world watched 
America’s stunning withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, signifying the 
final chapter of America’s longest 

war. Simultaneously, Afghan citizens 
were corralled by the Taliban into a 
small section near the airport in Kabul 
as they attempted to flee from their 
homeland, an implicit acknowledg-
ment of the dim future that awaited 
once the last American aircraft lifted 
off from the tarmac. As the Afghans 
physically pushed their way into the 
airport, a small contingency of Ameri-
can service members—including 
members of the 24th MEU—provided 
security for the quickly deteriorating 
situation. While service members col-
lapsed their security perimeter around 
the airport, throngs of desperate Af-
ghans attempted to escape aboard any 
available flight, destination unknown, 
praying for a ticket to a new life and the 
freedom they once believed possible 
for their own country when American 
troops first arrived in 2001. Nearly two 
decades earlier, after the events of Sep-
tember 11th set into motion the Glob-
al War on Terror, Maj Thomas “Tom” 
Schueman and Zainullah “Zak” Zaki’s 
lives were sent on a collision course. 
Forged in the fires of battle, Tom and 
Zak’s unbreakable bond epitomizes 
the Marine Corp ethos of “Semper Fi-
delis”—always faithful.
 Their story, Always Faithful, bril-
liantly tracks the parallel lives of these 
two warriors who each spent their anx-
ious childhoods filled with fear, pov-
erty, and misfortune. Eventually, both 
men were drawn to the same war in an 
attempt to build a meaningful future 
for Afghanistan. Within the pages of 
this book, an intensely personal and 
uniquely told story, Tom and Zak’s al-
ternating first-person accounts explore 
their individual experiences, the legacy 
of the war in Afghanistan, and the 
question: “was it all worth the twenty-

year price,” in a painfully real exposi-
tion.
 In MCDP 1, Warfighting, Marines 
are taught, “War is among the greatest 
human horrors to humanity; it should 
never be romanticized ... its immediate 
result is bloodshed, destruction, and 
suffering.” But, the archetypal hero 
story (a title that neither Tom nor Zak 
would proclaim), from the Iliad to The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, in-
volves a painful journey of growth. 

 Always Faithful is such a story and 
shares the re-birth of two men: Tom 
through the cauldron of combat, run-
ning from the self-destructive tenden-
cies of his personal life, seeking mean-
ing and purpose; and Zak who chose 
to fight alongside Marines in order 
to achieve the future that he believed 
was possible for his country, then ul-
timately his harrowing escape from 
Kabul, bound for America and seek-
ing the dream of a future for his family 
and himself. As is the case of any yet-
to-be-written epoch, neither man fully 
appreciated the potential cost of their 

journey at the outset, only to be later 
realized after enduring the complexi-
ties and everlasting human impacts of 
war. 
 The authors place the reader on 
those white-knuckling patrols in San-
gin, Afghanistan, in 2011 and face-
to-face with the unspeakable tragedy 
found in the loss of comrades. How-
ever, it is in Afghanistan’s deadly Hel-
mand Valley where a bond and broth-
erhood are forged between the two 
that transcends the mission. As Tom 
would later share of Zak’s tale, “No 
one who didn’t believe in the funda-
mental values of freedom and liberty 
that our Nation holds as self-evident 
truths would risk the things Zak did.” 
Zak was not a soldier, but he put him-
self on the line with Marines to fight 
for those beliefs which became read-
ily apparent on a patrol in which Tom 
was injured. As Tom awoke from the 
concussive effects of a blast, he recalls 
“Zak standing over me, ready to kill to 
protect me.” Together—in service to 

Always Faithful
reviewed by Maj Christopher M. Davis

>As part of his selection on the Com-
mandant’s Professional Intermedi-
ate-level education Board (CPIB), 
Maj Davis is presently studying Na-
tional Security Law at Georgetown 
Law School, in Washington, DC.

ALWAYS FAITHFUL: A Story of the War in 
Afghanistan, the Fall of Kabul, and the 
Unshakable Bond Between a Marine and 
an Interpreter. By Tomas Schueman and 
Zainullah Zaki. New York: William Morrow, 
2022.

ISBN: 978-0063260610, 320 pp. 

... both men were drawn 
to the same war in 
an attempt to build a 
meaningful future for 
Afghanistan.

https://www.amazon.com/Always-Faithful-Afghanistan-Unshakable-Interpreter/dp/0063260611/
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their respective countries—their deep-
abiding aff ection and commitment to 
one other ends up saving both of their
lives.

Even though this chapter of their
story is written, for neither Tom nor 
Zak is their journey over. For Maj

Thomas Schueman, he is headed back 
to the Fleet Marine Force as Opera-
tions Offi  cer of 3/5 Mar—the famed 
“Darkhorse” Battalion where he was
coincidentally assigned when he fi rst 
met Zak in Sangin, Afghanistan. For 
Zak, he continues to fi ght for his abil-

ity to remain in the country which, to 
him, symbolizes the ideals he had once 
hoped for in his own country.

This book is published at a time 
in which our country and our Corps
sit at crossroads. Partisan rancor rules
the day and stifl es meaningful prog-

ress. Similarly, the Marine Corps, not 
actively engaged in combat operations 
for the fi rst time in two decades, now 
epitomizes the criticisms of a “garri-
son” force, under-employed and now 
in-fi ghting from within its ranks and 
outside of its ranks over its identity

and future design. Yet, here emerges a 
story that confi rms it is worth it. “It” 
being the ethos and motto upon which 
the Marine Corps has built its reputa-
tion. The book is a stark example of 
the strength of our motto, Semper Fi-
delis, and our ethos. This book demon-
strates, in a deeply personal account,
that those values we share and cultivate
can, in measurable ways, have deep and 
lasting impacts on the entire world. It 
symbolizes that there is literally noth-
ing that can stop a Marine committed 
to being Semper Fidelis. Someone just 
has to walk point.

This book demonstrates, in a deeply personal account,
that those values we share and cultivate can, in mea-
surable ways, have deep and lasting impacts on the
entire world.

https://www.polaris.com/
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Editorial Policy and Writers’ Guidelines

Our basic policy is to fulfi ll the stated purpose of the Marine Corps Gazette by providing a 
forum for open discussion and a free exchange of ideas relating to the U.S. Marine Corps and 
military and national defense issues, particularly as they aff ect the Corps.
 The Board of Governors of the Marine Corps Association has given the authority to 
approve manuscripts for publication to the editor and the Editorial Advisory Panel. Editorial 
Advisory Panel members are listed on the Gazette’s masthead in each issue. The panel, which 
normally meets as required, represents a cross section of Marines by professional interest, 
experience, age, rank, and gender. The panel judges all writing contests. A simple majority 
rules in its decisions. Material submitted for publication is accepted or rejected based on the 
assessment of the editor. The Gazette welcomes material in the following categories:

• Commentary on Published Material: The best commentary can be made at the 
end of the article on the online version of the Gazette at https://www.mca-marines.
org/gazette. Comments can also normally appear as letters (see below) 3 months 
after published material. BE BRIEF.
• Letters: Limit to 300 words or less and DOUBLE SPACE. Email submissions to 
gazette@mca-marines.org are preferred. As in most magazines, letters to the editor 
are an important clue as to how well or poorly ideas are being received. Letters 
are an excellent way to correct factual mistakes, reinforce ideas, outline opposing 
points of view, identify problems, and suggest factors or important considerations 
that have been overlooked in previous Gazette articles. The best letters are sharply 
focused on one or two specifi c points. 
• Feature Articles: Normally 2,000 to 5,000 words, dealing with topics of major 
signifi cance. Manuscripts should be DOUBLE SPACED. Ideas must be backed up 
by hard facts. Evidence must be presented to support logical conclusions. In the 
case of articles that criticize, constructive suggestions are sought. Footnotes are 
not required except for direct quotations, but a list of any source materials used is 
helpful. Use the Chicago Manual of Style for all citations.
• Ideas & Issues: Short articles, normally 750 to 1,500 words. This section can 
include the full gamut of professional topics so long as treatment of the subject is 
brief and concise. Again, DOUBLE SPACE all manuscripts.
• Book Reviews: Prefer 300 to 750 words and DOUBLE SPACED. Book reviews 
should answer the question: “This book is worth a Marine’s time to read because…” 
Please be sure to include the book’s author, publisher (including city), year of 
publication, number of pages, and the cost of the book.

Timeline: We aim to respond to your submission within 45 days; please do not query 
until that time has passed. If your submission is accepted for publication, please keep in mind 
that we schedule our line-up four to six months in advance, that we align our subject matter to 
specifi c monthly themes, and that we have limited space available. Therefore, it is not possible 
to provide a specifi c date of publication. However, we will do our best to publish your article 
as soon as possible, and the Senior Editor will contact you once your article is slated. If you 
prefer to have your article published online, please let us know upon its acceptance. 

Writing Tips: The best advice is to write the way you speak, and then have someone 
else read your fi rst draft for clarity. Write to a broad audience: Gazette readers are active and 
veteran Marines of all ranks and friends of the Corps. Start with a thesis statement, and 
put the main idea up front. Then organize your thoughts and introduce facts and validated 
assumptions that support (prove) your thesis. Cut out excess words. Short is better than long. 
Avoid abbreviations and acronyms as much as possible. 

Submissions: Authors are encouraged to email articles to gazette@mca-marines.org. Save 
in Microsoft Word format, DOUBLE SPACED, Times New Roman font, 12 point, and 
send as an attachment. Photographs and illustrations must be in high resolution TIFF, 
JPG, or EPS format (300dpi) and not embedded in the Word Document. Please attach 
photos and illustrations separately. (You may indicate in the text of the article where the 
illustrations are to be placed.) Include the author’s full name, mailing address, telephone 
number, and email addresses—both military and commercial if available. Submissions 
may also be sent via regular mail. Include your article saved on a CD along with a printed 
copy. Mail to: Marine Corps Gazette, Box 1775, Quantico, VA 22134. Please follow the same 
instructions for format, photographs, and contact information as above when submitting by 
mail. Any queries may be directed to the editorial staff  by calling 800–336–0291, ext. 180.

Visit mca-marines.org/resource/
transitioning-marines 

and find the resources 
you need to aid in your 
transition from service. 

TRANSITIONING 
OUT OF THE CORPS?

Whether you need
• service records 
• employment opportunities
• benefit information

MCA&F has the 
information you need!

2019_TransitioningMarine_1/6v.indd   1 4/2/19   3:56 PM

Visit mca-marines.org/resource/
transitioning-marines 

and find the resources 
you need to aid in your 
transition from service. 

TRANSITIONING 
OUT OF THE CORPS?

Whether you need
• service records 
• employment opportunities
• benefit information

MCA&F has the 
information you need!

2019_TransitioningMarine_1/6v.indd   1 4/2/19   3:56 PM

Visit mca-marines.org/resource/
transitioning-marines 

and find the resources 
you need to aid in your 
transition from service. 

TRANSITIONING 
OUT OF THE CORPS?

Whether you need
• service records 
• employment opportunities
• benefit information

MCA&F has the 
information you need!

2019_TransitioningMarine_1/6v.indd   1 4/2/19   3:56 PM

Visit mca-marines.org/resource/
transitioning-marines 

and find the resources 
you need to aid in your 
transition from service. 

TRANSITIONING 
OUT OF THE CORPS?

Whether you need
• service records 
• employment opportunities
• benefit information

MCA&F has the 
information you need!

2019_TransitioningMarine_1/6v.indd   1 4/2/19   3:56 PM

Visit mca-marines.org/resource/
transitioning-marines 

and find the resources 
you need to aid in your 
transition from service. 

TRANSITIONING 
OUT OF THE CORPS?

Whether you need
• service records 
• employment opportunities
• benefit information

MCA&F has the 
information you need!

2019_TransitioningMarine_1/6v.indd   1 4/2/19   3:56 PM

Visit mca-marines.org/resource/
transitioning-marines 

and find the resources 
you need to aid in your 
transition from service. 

TRANSITIONING 
OUT OF THE CORPS?

Whether you need
• service records 
• employment opportunities
• benefit information

MCA&F has the 
information you need!

2019_TransitioningMarine_1/6v.indd   1 4/2/19   3:56 PM

Visit mca-marines.org/resource/
transitioning-marines 

and find the resources 
you need to aid in your 
transition from service. 

TRANSITIONING 
OUT OF THE CORPS?

Whether you need
• service records 
• employment opportunities
• benefit information

MCA&F has the 
information you need!

2019_TransitioningMarine_1/6v.indd   1 4/2/19   3:56 PM

Visit mca-marines.org/resource/
transitioning-marines 

and find the resources 
you need to aid in your 
transition from service. 

TRANSITIONING 
OUT OF THE CORPS?

Whether you need
• service records 
• employment opportunities
• benefit information

MCA&F has the 
information you need!

2019_TransitioningMarine_1/6v.indd   1 4/2/19   3:56 PM

Visit mca-marines.org/resource/
transitioning-marines 

and find the resources 
you need to aid in your 
transition from service. 

TRANSITIONING 
OUT OF THE CORPS?

Whether you need
• service records 
• employment opportunities
• benefit information

MCA&F has the 
information you need!

2019_TransitioningMarine_1/6v.indd   1 4/2/19   3:56 PM

Visit mca-marines.org/resource/
transitioning-marines 

and find the resources 
you need to aid in your 
transition from service. 

TRANSITIONING 
OUT OF THE CORPS?

Whether you need
• service records 
• employment opportunities
• benefit information

MCA&F has the 
information you need!

2019_TransitioningMarine_1/6v.indd   1 4/2/19   3:56 PM

2021_TransitioningMarine_1-6v.indd   12021_TransitioningMarine_1-6v.indd   1 3/22/22   12:20 PM3/22/22   12:20 PM

https://www.mca-marines.org/resource/transitioning-marines


LEARN MORE

↳PALANTIR.COM/OFFERINGS

The Software 
Advantage

→ Contested Logis
cs

→ Readiness & Talent Management 

→ Financial Management & Audit

→ Predic
ve Maintenance

→ Wherever mission takes us next 

→ All Domain Opera
ons & Intelligence

→ Long Range Fires & Targe
ng

→ AI Deployed to the Tac
cal Edge 

→ Supply Chain & Logis
cs

→ Disconnected/Limited Bandwidth Environments

Proudly serving the United States military 

↘

Palan
r for 
Defense

PALANTIR

TECHNOLOGIES INC

https://www.palantir.com/defense


http://go.viasat.com/usmc?cid=DIS_US_304_E9AZ3UD3HZ



