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LTP Lesson Plan 

LD:  Ethical Reasoning & SACS Accreditation 

I. Preparation Required: 

 Coordinate with unit faculty advisor, ADO, MECEP/STA21 for partner responsibilities in lesson 

 Review lesson plan & slides 

II. Materials Required: 

 Computer & projection capability 

 Lesson plan 

 Slides 

 

III. Lesson Objectives: 

 Comprehend extent of ethical lapses in our most respected professions 

 Make personal commitment to further develop individual “ethical reasoning capability” 

 Be able to explain to SACS Accreditation Team the basic concepts behind Quality Enhancement 

Program of Ethical Reasoning 

  FOR REFERENCE:  LTP & leader development course objectives, respectively:  

 In concert with the full Citadel Experience, advance readiness to serve as a principled 
leader in chosen post-graduation profession. 

 For leader development, appreciate the importance of standards and leading by 
example and develop team-building, direction-setting, alignment, and delegation skills.  

 

[NOTE 1:  Instructor should consider starting session with brief discussion of leadership point to 
ponder at http://www.citadel.edu/root/commandant-ltp .] 

[NOTE 2:  Instructor should incorporate into the discussion a relevant current event or recent 
happening within the SCCC.] 

IV: Introduction/Attention Step:  [***THE BIG IDEA IN INTRO***]:  This lesson is uniquely designed to 

prepare the Corps of Cadets for the SACS Accreditation team.  That said, the real BIG IDEA for this 

lesson is to gain cadet commitment to begin preparing now to “make the right call” when confronted 

with big decisions in the future. 

 Welcome – right up front, let me emphasize that we all have a vested interest in The Citadel 
accreditation process.  We can make or break our success by our readiness to receive the 
accreditation team on 31 Mar – the day after spring furlough. 

o First impressions matter – so let’s come back from this furlough squared away! 

 We need to walk out of here knowing how we can support accreditation… 

 I think we can walk out of here with more – we can come away with… 
o An appreciation that today’s decisions influence the decisions we’ll make in the future 
o A personal commitment to make better decisions today for ourselves and others   

 NOTE: One-time Accreditation Prep Course: LD 1-4, LD 2-5, LD 3-4, LD 4-9

http://www.citadel.edu/root/commandant-ltp
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 As an overview, here’s what we’ll cover today: 
o Comprehend extent of ethical lapses in our 

most respected professions 

o Make personal commitment to further develop 

individual “ethical reasoning capability” 

o Be able to explain to SACS Accreditation Team 

the basic concepts behind Quality 

Enhancement Program of Ethical Reasoning 

 
 
 

 We’ll get to these objectives by reviewing some current 
events and examining the key ethical decision in the 
movie (& book) Lone Survivor.  At the end, we’ll be sure 
we all leave today with an understanding of how we can 
help The Citadel with accreditation. 
 
 
 

V: Main Point 1:  Recent headlines reveal that some of today’s leaders in business, academe, and the 

military have made decisions that demonstrate failures in ethical reasoning. In fact, instances of 

unethical behavior can be found in every aspect of life outside of college—sports, business, politics, 

science, sociology, art, literature, and more. 

 Let’s look at two recent lapses in the military – one Air Force and one Navy example. 
o In the Air Force example (slide 5), we have cheating by officers who sit nuclear alert. 

 Is this acceptable? 
 Do we think there might be more officers 

involved? 
 Do we think this was “first-time cheating” for 

any of the accused officers? 
 What do we think about the general’s 

comment:  “the rest likely knew of the 
cheating and did not report it”? 

o In the Navy example, we have cheating among 
individuals entrusted to train nuclear propulsion 
systems experts? 

 This scandal involves sailors responsible for the 
training.  Is this even more egregious? 

 Do we agree with the CNO’s comment, “we 
expect more from our sailors – especially our 
senior sailors”? 
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o Review the highlighted text from Dr Earl Walker’s 
comments from this slide. 

 Are we “horrified?” 
 Do we agree with him that ten years of 

war does not excuse these lapses? 
 What do we think of his assessment that 

we need to have “constant repetition” 
regarding our conduct, values, and 
mission? 

o Now we’ll see with Secretary of Defense Hagel had to say about the scandals.  Pls review the 
highlighted text on this slide. 

 He states, “ethics and character are 
absolute values that we cannot take for 
granted.”  Do we agree? 

 He also says ethics and character must 
be “constantly reinforced.” 

 We cannot be complacent - in fact, we 
have a responsibility not to be. 

 

 

VI.  Main point 2:  The thing about ethics…it’s all about ACTION & every action counts. We ought to 
make a personal commitment to improve our ethical decision 
making. 

 I think the best take-away from the headlines, Dr Walker’s 

comments, and SecDef’s words, is that words and values 

mean nothing unless we are willing to act in a way that is 

consistent with those words and values. 

 It also is worth noting that we can choose to build the 

habits of mind and character that make it more likely we’ll 

make the right call…or we can choose to build the habits of 

mind and character that make it more likely we’ll make the wrong call… 

 It’s also worth considering how many wrong calls we have to make to lose the trust of those around 

us – it’s exactly ONE wrong call. 

 If the headlines and SecDef haven’t convinced us, let’s look 

at what The Great Communicator, President Ronald 

Reagan, had to say about the subject. 

 

 



 
LD 1-4, 2-5, 3-4, 4-9:  Ethical Reasoning I, II, III, IV   As of: 13 Feb 2014 

4 

 

HONOR – DUTY – RESPECT 

 

 Now, let’s look at a trailer from the movie Lone Survivor.  How many of you have seen the movie or 

read the book? 

 With this short trailer, we’ll examine the central 

ethical challenge facing Navy SEAL Marcus Luttrell 

and his CO, LT Murphy.  As we watch this clip, be 

considering the following questions: 

o Did they make the right call?   

o Why did the LT make the decision he made? 

 This latter question is the “whole point” – he made 

the decision because of his experience, because of 

his values, because of the thousand seemingly 

inconsequential decisions of his lifetime. 

 INSTRUCTOR NOTE:  The movie deviates from Marcus Luttrell’s account in his book, Lone Survivor.  

The account from the book is recounted in the MOAA analysis (attached).  Most relevant for this 

discussion, the movie does not portray “the vote” by LT Murphy. 

VII.  Main point 3:  All of us play a central role in the successful re-accreditation of The Citadel. 

 On 31 March, the day after spring furlough, the SACS Accreditation team will be on campus. 

 During their visit, the team will validate the commitment of the ENTIRE campus community to our 
QUALITY ENHANCEMENT PROGRAM or QEP.  In other words, they’ll interview faculty, staff, 
students, and cadets. 

 The first of the next two slides is an overview our QEP; the second slide is the “must know” stuff for 
us. 

   

 We need to know what QEP stands for – Quality Enhancement Program 

 We need to know our QEP is “ETHICS IN ACTION SINCE 1842” 

 We need to be able to articulate what that means: 
o We make decisions every day…we pride ourselves on making the right call…we want to get 

better at it…and our QEP will help us with that. 
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VIII. Summary/Take-Aways:  See slide. 

 

IX. Closure:   

 Accreditation is vitally important – let’s get it right… 

 But just as vital is making a personal commitment to 
make better decisions today for ourselves and others… 

 Leaders know that today’s decisions influence the 
decisions of tomorrow. 

 

 

 

Attachments/Handouts/Supplement Reading (As Required) 
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Exam Cheating Scandal Hits Navy Nuclear Force 
WASHINGTON February 4, 2014 (AP) 

By ROBERT BURNS AP National Security Writer  

In a new twist to a widening tale of ethical lapses in the military, the Navy is investigating 

cheating allegations against about one-fifth of its trainers at a school for naval nuclear 

power reactor operators. 

It is the second exam-cheating scandal to hit the military this year, on top of a series of 

disclosures in recent months of ethical lapses at all ranks in the military as it transitions from 

more than a decade of war-fighting. 

Unlike an Air Force cheating probe that has implicated nearly 100 officers responsible for 

land-based nuclear missiles that stand ready for short-notice launch, those implicated in the 

Navy investigation have no responsibility for nuclear weapons. 

The Air Force probe is centered on Malmstrom Air Force Base, Mont., but could spread to 

its two other nuclear missile bases in North Dakota and Wyoming. Dozens of officers at 

Malmstrom have been linked to cheating on a monthly test of their proficiency in handling 

"emergency war orders" for potential launch of nuclear missiles. 

The Navy said its implicated sailors are accused of having cheated on written tests they 

must pass to be certified as instructors at a nuclear propulsion school at Charleston, S.C. 

The Navy uses two nuclear reactors there to train sailors for duty aboard any of dozens of 

submarines and aircraft carriers around the world whose onboard reactors provide 

propulsion. They are not part of any weapons systems. 

The accused sailors had previously undergone reactor operations training at Charleston 

before deploying aboard a nuclear-power vessel. In the normal course of career moves, 

they returned to Charleston to serve as instructors, for which they have to pass 

requalification exams. 

Adm. John Richardson, director of the Navy's nuclear propulsion program, said an 

undisclosed number of senior sailors are alleged to have provided test information to their 

peers. He was not more specific, but one official said the information was shared from the 

sailors' home computers, which could be a violation of security rules because information 

about nuclear reactors operations is classified. 
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"That'll be an active part of the investigation to fully understand" the extent of any security 

rule violations, Richardson said. He said the last time the Navy had such a cheating scandal 

involving its nuclear reactor operators was in 2010 when the USS Memphis, a nuclear-

powered submarine, lost about 10 percent of its crew to disciplinary measures after a 

cheating ring was discovered. 

Richardson said the alleged cheating at Charleston came to light Monday when a senior 

enlisted sailor at the training site reported it to higher authorities. Richardson said the 

unidentified sailor "recognized that this was wrong" and chose to report it. 

The matter was still under investigation by the Naval Criminal Investigative Service. 

Adm. Jonathan Greenert, the chief of naval operations, said at a joint announcement with 

Richardson that he was upset to learn of the breakdown in discipline. 

"To say I am disappointed would be an understatement," Greenert said. "We expect more 

from our sailors — especially our senior sailors." 

Neither Greenert nor Richardson identified the rank of the alleged cheaters but described 

them as senior enlisted members. There are about 150 nuclear power reactor instructors at 

the Charleston site. With about 30 of them banned, at least temporarily, from performing 

their duties, the training program might suffer. 

"I could possibly foresee an impact in Charleston," Richardson said. "We'll see if that is 

broader." 

Pressed to say how many sailors were implicated in the investigation, Richardson said a 

"ballpark figure" was something like 12 to 20. But a short time later, another Navy official 

said the number was approximately 30 but could change as the investigation unfolds. The 

official spoke on condition of anonymity because the official was not authorized to discuss 

publicly any details beyond what Richardson and Greenert disclosed at their news 

conference. 

Richardson said he could not discuss possible disciplinary action against those involved 

because the probe was ongoing. However, he said anyone in the naval nuclear power 

program — either in a training setting or aboard a ship at sea — who is caught cheating 
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would usually be removed from the program and "generally" would be kicked out of the 

Navy. 

The decision to have Greenert and Richardson announce the cheating investigation publicly 

was a sign of how seriously the Navy takes the matter. 

——— 

Associated Press writer Lolita C. Baldor contributed to this report. 

----------------------- 

Retired colonel "horrified" at cheating allegations 

Bill Burr 

Posted: Feb 05, 2014 7:08 PM EST  

CHARLESTON, S.C. (WCIV) -- After allegations of cheating surfaced in Charleston at the Naval power training unit, 

Pentagon officials say they have dispatched a five-person team to investigate.  

But a local retired colonel says he is horrified by what is coming to light. 

"We are horrified about what we see happening here.  Particularly those of us who have attended and graduated from 

military colleges," said Dr. Earl Walker of The Citadel. 

He has an interest in what's happening with allegations of ethical lapses at the Naval Weapons Station and other 

branches of the military. The professor of Management and Leadership at The Citadel's business school is also an 

Army Ranger and retired Colonel. 

"Not surprised because all organizations go through this," said Dr. Walker. 

He believes lapses of judgment is a reflection of pressure at all military levels from the war on terror and other 

conflicts. 

"This stress has added and heightened the challenges that we have faced.  None of that excuses this kind of 

behavior.  But at the same time, it helps us better understand that behavior," said Walker. 

The Army veteran also thinks a lack of routine reminders of core military principles can lead some sailors, soldiers, 

and airmen astray. 

"Clear code of conduct.  Very clear values.  Clear mission.  And constant repetition of these things," said Dr. Walker. 

Still, he emphasizes strict discipline and punishment when those principles are broken.  

"They should fire the individuals involved once established and proven.  And prosecute them if appropriate.  And 

that's bringing someone before a court of law if they have done something illegal," said Dr. Walker. 

And that's what Pentagon officials have promised after a thorough investigation. 
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Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel is ordering military leaders to put a renewed emphasis on moral behavior across the 

force following a series of ethical lapses that have included cheating scandals among the Navy and Air Force's 

nuclear missions. 

-------------------------------------------------------- 

SecDef, 7 Feb Press Briefing Excerpts: 

STATEMENT:   

But some of our people are falling short of these high standards and expectations.  Ethics and character are absolute 

values that we cannot take for granted.  They must be constantly reinforced.  It is the responsibility of all of us -- all of 

us who ask for the trust and confidence of the American people -- to ensure these values are imbued in all our people 

and we all live up to them.   

I met this week with service secretaries, Chairman Dempsey, and the Joint Chiefs.  We addressed this 

problem.  We're going to continue to address it, and we're going to fix it.   

Competence and character are not mutually exclusive.  They are woven together.  They must be.  And an 

uncompromising culture of accountability must exist at every level of command.  That must be practiced and 

emphasized by leadership at every level.   

Like in all institutions, it starts at the top.  Ethics and character are the foundation of an institution and a society.  They 

must be constantly emphasized at every level of command, in training, curriculum, and all phases of DOD in both the 

officer and the enlisted corps, top to bottom.   

Over the next few weeks, Chairman Dempsey and I will be announcing actions that all of our services are taking to 

deal with this problem.  I will assign to my senior staff a general officer who will report directly to me on issues related 

to military ethics, character, and leadership, and work directly with the service secretaries and the service 

chiefs.  This officer will coordinate the actions of our services on this issue, work every day with all of our services, 

and we will meet weekly so I can receive reports from DOD's senior leadership, including both officer and enlisted 

leadership, on the progress we're making.  This will be an absolute top priority for the service secretaries, the service 

chiefs, General Dempsey, and me.  

------------------------------------------- 

QUESTION & ANSWER: 

Q:  Mr. Secretary, just a quick follow-up on what -- on what you just said about the ethics and then a question.  Do 

you think that all this time at war is sort of at one of the root causes of some of this increased bad behavior?  Or was 

it just overlooked, I guess, during the war and is now -- things are just coming to light that were happening all 

along?... 

SEC. HAGEL:  Regarding your first question, I don't think there is one simple answer to the issue of ethics, values, a 

lapse in some of those areas that we -- we do know about.  That's why we're taking a hard look at this.   

I think we need to find out, is there a deep, wide problem?  If there is, then what's the scope of that problem?  How 

did this occur?  Was it a constant focus of 12 years on two long land wars, taking our emphasis off some of these 

other areas?  I don't know.  We intend to find out.  This is an inter-service issue.  This is an issue that cuts across all 

lines and all commands.  And that's why I am putting this as a number-one priority for this institution.   



 
LD 1-4, 2-5, 3-4, 4-9:  Ethical Reasoning I, II, III, IV   As of: 13 Feb 2014 

10 

 

HONOR – DUTY – RESPECT 

General Dempsey feels exactly the same way.  Our leaders and our service secretaries, our chiefs feel the same 

way.  And that's what we will do.  But I don't think it's as simple as just one thing or two things.  But we intend to find 

out.   

------------------------------------------- 

Q:  I want to take you back to ethics.  You called it the number-one priority, which is I think... 

 (CROSSTALK)  

SEC. HAGEL:  I said a number-one priority.  A high priority, I think is what I said.   

Q:  My apologies.   

SEC. HAGEL:  We have a lot of priorities. 

Q:  In regard to just the general officers, and generals and admirals that serve here, you have cases of drinking on 

the job, gambling, assault, multiple girlfriends.  You've been in the military.  How hard is it for these people, small 

number though it may be, how hard is it to do the right thing?   

And what are your concerns that, as the enlisted ranks look at this and look at scandals in their own ranks, people are 

going to be unsettled, lose confidence?  What should the American people think when they hear you speaking about 

concerns whether the U.S. military has moral courage and is ethical?  It sounds pretty serious.   

SEC. HAGEL:  Well, I didn't say I don't believe -- a question whether the U.S. military has moral courage or ethical -- 

in fact, if you recall what I said in my statement, I complimented most all the people in this institution, because they do 

have integrity and they live by that and character and courage.  There are some where we have some problems.  We 

know that.   

But, you know, there's only one way to deal with an issue, a problem, is you take it on.  You don't apologize for 

it.  You don't hide it.  You don't run the other way.  You say it straight up.   

I don't know of an institution in the world that does that better than this institution.  It is this Department of Defense 

that puts the problems up in front with the press -- when we find we've got a problem somewhere, we open it up.  We 

let you know about it.  We know the American people need to know about it, the Congress.  So we're not afraid of 

that.   

But the issue is then, how do you fix it?  What do you do about it?  And as I said, I don't know all of the depth or the 

width of this.  We know we've got issues.  You all report on it.  We're not trying to back away from that.   

So let's go -- let's go figure it out, whether it's sexual assault or what it is, but we are going to fix it.  And we're going to 

be honest about it and transparent about it.  And I give this institution tremendous credit in that.   

And we will get to whatever we need to get to, to assure as much as we can -- you said it, I used it in my language -- 

trust and confidence, complete trust and confidence that the American people have in -- in this institution.  I think 

most people have that today.  But as I've said -- and you heard me say this often -- there's no margin of error in a lot 

of this.  And if you -- if you choose this profession, there's an expectation that goes with this expectation and a 

standard.  But that's your choice, but you must live with that expectation and standard.   

---------------------------------------------- 
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What Would You Do? — Life or Death: The Marcus Luttrell Story 
May 1, 2008 

 

One way MOAA attempts to fulfill our goal of being the professional association of choice for all military 

officers and their families is by promoting enduring values of military professionals, including the highest 

ethical standards. Each month, this page will feature a different ethics case study provided by Capt. Rick 

Rubel, USN-Ret., distinguished Professor of Ethics at the U.S. Naval Academy. With each case study, 

Rubel will provide suggested questions, and readers will be able to discuss and comment. Whether you 

are currently serving, in a second career, or retired, there will be something here that makes you think. 

Unlike rules of engagement or standards of conduct, remember there is not necessarily a right answer to 

an ethical dilemma. 

 

We hope you find this series interesting, but more important, we hope to promote discussion and thinking 

about ethical challenges facing people in uniform, whether in combat or in the normal course of duty.  

 

By Capt. Rick Rubel, USN-Ret. 

 

One of the most difficult decisions in military ethics is the determination of the value of the lives of your 

own troops compared with the value of the life of an innocent non-combatant. This decision often is 

complicated by the need to complete the mission. This three-way moral dilemma (fellow troops, non-

combatants, and mission) requires a command decision that will determine life or death in combat. 

In this case study, some Navy SEALS are confronted with that decision. Because their mission was 

compromised, they followed instructions and tried to call back to base for abort procedures, but they 

could not get through on the radio. This threw them into moral territory,y trying to determine for 

themselves: What is right? 

 

Questions for the reader:  

Did the Navy SEALs make the right decision? Why or why not? 

Do you agree with Axelson’s statement? “We’re not murderers no matter what we do. We’re on active 

duty behind the enemy lines, sent here by our superior commanders. We have the right to do everything 

we can to save our own lives. The military decision is obvious. To turn them loose would be wrong.” 

Does this allow military fighters to do anything to defend themselves? 

Should there be a consequence short of trial for murder for this kind of situation? 

Should they have taken a vote, or should the lieutenant have made the decision? 

Is there any way to avoid these kinds of situations? 
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Marcus Luttrell was raised in north Texas. His father, a patriotic Vietnam veteran, taught him to love his 

country and work hard for what he believed. His father also told his two sons at an early age about a 

group of “elite warriors” and their courage, patriotism, strength, and determination — and their refusal to 

accept defeat. Luttrell even asked a local retired Green Beret to train him when he was 14 years old, to 

prepare him for the day he would become a SEAL. While other high school boys were involved with after-

school activities and sports, Luttrell was lifting weights, running, learning martial arts, and training under 

his Green Beret taskmaster, who molded Luttrell into a determined man who could push through bodily 

pain to achieve his objective. After his brother became a Navy SEAL, there was never a doubt in Luttrell’s 

mind that he would follow in his brother’s footsteps. 

At age 23, Luttrell enlisted and headed off to U.S. Navy boot camp, immediately followed by Basic 

Underwater Demolition/SEALs (BUD/S) training. In the grueling SEAL training, almost 65 percent of the 

original class dropped out. The motto “Never, never, ever quit” applied to the extraordinary remaining 

men, who refused to give in to pain and exhaustion. They had the concept of teamwork drilled into their 

heads until it became their nature to support their teammates. 

 

Afghanistan missions 

After graduating from BUD/S and serving several tours in Iraq, Luttrell was assigned to SEAL Delivery 

Vehicle Team ONE. He lived, trained, and fought alongside his SEAL teammates. Among the SEALs, the 

lines between officer and enlisted are more informal as they develop close personal bonds during the 

intensity of training and combat. Additionally, Luttrell had been trained to be the team corpsman to render 

medical aid. 

In March 2005, Luttrell deployed with his unit to the U.S. Base in Bagram, Afghanistan. Similar to his Iraq 

missions, their job was to drop into areas behind enemy lines (although the lines were not clearly defined) 

and gather intelligence on high-value Taliban. Their goal was to capture these high-value men and turn 

them over to the interrogators to get valuable information. In some cases, their mission was to kill specific 

enemy leaders. When traveling in dangerous regions, the SEAL team moved by night with the most 

modern night-vision equipment available. During the day, they worked to remain undetected. As the 

SEALs like to say, they “own the night.” 

Because their unit numbers were small, they relied on camouflage, stealth, and silence as their 

advantages over the larger Taliban forces. They often would fly into the Pashtun region of Afghanistan, a 

region near the Pakistani border that primarily is tribal and generally does not recognize any central 

government. The strong Muslim culture, shaped by centuries of fighting numerous conquerors, made this 

area a perfect haven for the Taliban to regroup, recruit, and launch attacks on the Afghan government 

and U.S. forces. 

 

Operation Redwing 

After detailed planning, Operation Redwing was approved June 28, 2005. Petty Officer Luttrell and his 
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three SEAL teammates, Lt. Michael Murphy, Petty Officer Matthew Axelson, and Petty Officer Danny 

Dietz boarded a CH-47 to be inserted in the Hindu Kush Mountains in the Pashtun region to search for a 

Taliban leader named Ben Sharmak. It was believed that capturing him would provide information about 

other Taliban strongholds and bomb-makers; killing him might reduce the armed threat in the region. 

During the preparation phase, Murphy and Luttrell were worried about the aerial photos of the mission 

area. The terrain they would be dropped into did not seem well-suited for camouflage and concealment. 

They also noted their selected observation point (the side of a steep mountain) was several miles from 

the only flat area that could serve as a helo drop site. 

In the darkest part of a moonless night, after several deceptive maneuvers (called “touch and goes,” to 

confuse an enemy who might be watching), they were inserted into the drop zone. After a period of quiet, 

motionless listening, they believed they were alone on the high, flat field. They gathered their equipment 

and made their way up the mountain to their pre-selected area where they could observe the small town 

below. The hike in full battle gear was harder and took longer than they had anticipated — about seven 

hours. When they reached their observation area, it was almost dawn. As they settled into concealed 

positions, they realized they could not see the town. They left their concealed positions and found a spot 

with good observation potential but less concealment. From their new position, they could see, but it 

would be hard to launch an offense or maintain a defense because the high ground above gave them little 

chance for escape. However, their mission was to observe the town and find Sharmak, and this position 

would support that. 

 

Life or death 

After a short time of waiting and watching, an unusual thing happened. Luttrell looked up and saw an 

Afghan man approaching. Luttrell stood and pointed his rifle; the man stopped. Even stranger, about a 

hundred goats soon surrounded the four SEALs and the goatherd they had just confronted. Two more 

Afghans joined them — 14-year-old boy and another man. 

The SEALs asked the men if they were Taliban, and they immediately said, “No Taliban. No Taliban.” 

Luttrell noted that the men glared and scowled at him with obvious dislike. 

The SEALs spent the next hour or so discussing among themselves what to do with the three Afghan 

goatherds. First, they discussed the Geneva Convention, which protects unarmed civilians. They also 

seemed to agree the strictly tactical military decision would be to kill them. There was no way to 

determine if the men were associated with the Taliban, but the glares and scowls indicated they were not 

friendly to the American cause. The worst-case scenario for the SEALs’ mission would be for them to be 

detected. They did not have rope or duct tape to bind the men, and they reasoned that even if they did, 

someone would come looking for them — and the goatherds’ location would be obvious from the hundred 

goats that would remain in their vicinity. They quickly rejected the option of binding them. 

Axelson thought they should kill the men, telling Murphy, “Just give me the word.” Murphy reasoned that if 

they killed the men, someone would find the bodies (because of the goats), and the Taliban would play 
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this to the Arab media. Once the press had the story, the SEALs would be tried for murder back in the 

U.S. Initially, Luttrell thought from the military view it made no sense to let the goatherds go and allow the 

team to be discovered. Knowing they were outnumbered by Sharmak’s army 140 to 4, they would be 

killed if their location was compromised. 

The team agreed to get some guidance from headquarters. Things went from bad to worse, as their radio 

inexplicably would not connect with HQ. 

 

At this point, Murphy outlined their three options: 

Kill the goatherds quietly with knives, and throw them off the cliff. 

Kill them right where they were, and cover up the bodies. 

Turn them loose, and “get the hell out of here.” 

Murphy pointed out that with option 1 or 2 they would all have to remain silent forever, so they would not 

be tried for murder in the U.S. 

Axelson insisted: “We’re not murderers. No matter what we do. We’re on active duty behind the enemy 

lines, sent here by our superior commanders. We have the right to do everything we can to save our own 

lives. The military decision is obvious. To turn them loose would be wrong.” 

At this point, Murphy took a vote. Axelson quickly voted to kill them. Murphy favored letting them go. Dietz 

basically abstained from the vote by saying, “I don’t [care] what we decide, just tell me what to do.” 

Then they asked Luttrell what he thought. He fully understood his comrades’ arguments, but as he said 

later, “My Christian soul was whispering something in the back of my mind. It would be wrong to execute 

these unarmed men in cold blood. And the idea of doing that and then covering our tracks and slinking 

away like criminals, denying everything, would make it worse.” 

Finally, Luttrell cast the tie-breaking vote by saying, “We gotta let them go.” They motioned to the three 

men to leave. Although the SEALs and their captives did not share a common language, the Afghan men 

knew they had been discussing their fate — life or death. 

 

After the decision 

After watching the goatherds walk out of site, Luttrell immediately said to himself: “We must be crazy. 

Let’s get out of here!” 

The SEALs quickly repositioned to a different site. About 10 minutes after they had settled in, their worse 

fear came true. They looked up to the ridge and saw 80 to 100 well-armed Taliban fighters coming down 

the ridge toward them. This was serious, and they now knew they would be fighting for their lives, just as 

they recently discussed. The problem was that their firing position was not good — neither defensively 

nor offensively. To get away from the overwhelming enemy, they would have to go down the mountain, 

and in some cases, off the cliffs. 

The four men fought a horrific gun battle that lasted most of the day. They fought like American warriors, 

like Navy SEALs, like teammates, and like close friends. As the Taliban sprayed a high volume of 
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inaccurate AK-47 fire and rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs), the SEALs took sharp aim, conserved 

ammo, and used teamwork. As they continued to fight and retreat down the mountain, they fell several 

hundred feet down steep cliffs. The volume of Taliban firepower was relentless, wounding the SEAL 

team. 

Murphy was shot in the stomach and the back but continued to fight as he bled to death. Axelson 

continued to fight with several body wounds. After killing about 40 to 50 of the enemy and with three of 

the SEALs mortally wounded, they tried to make a last stand. In an extraordinary act of heroism, Murphy 

took out his cell phone to call HQ. To get reception, he had to stand up on a bluff in the open. In his call, 

he explained the desperate situation. His final words on the phone were, “Roger that, sir. Thank you.” — 

professional to the end. Shortly after, he was fatally shot in the chest. 

As Luttrell watched his best friend die, there was little he could do to help, even though he was the 

corpsman of the team. He was shot in the leg and bleeding from both entry and exit wounds. He had 

broken some vertebrae in his back during one of the falls and could not stand up on both feet. Then he 

watched as his other two best friends and teammates, Axelson and Dietz, were killed by relentless enemy 

fire. He was the lone survivor of the SEAL team. To get away from the AK-47s and RPGs, he jumped 

down steep cliffs, falling hundreds of feet at a time. 

Luttrell didn’t know until later, but the special forces put together a quick response to Murphy’s cell phone 

call for help. Seven SEALs and seven Rangers, along with commanding officer Lieutenant Commander 

Kristensen, immediately volunteered to save their fellow Americans and boarded an MH-47. As they were 

landing in the drop zone near the firefight, an enemy RPG was fired into the back of the helo, causing an 

explosion that killed everyone aboard. 

 

Pashtun hospitality 

Bleeding, thirsty, and numb, Luttrell crawled on his hands and knees for hours, looking for water. Some 

local Pashtun tribesmen, apparently not Taliban, found him. In an unusual tribal custom, the town elders 

not only took him into their houses to heal his wounds and feed him, but they also invoked a tribal custom 

(unique to that area) called “lokhay.” Lokhay literally means “put on a pot,” and this goes far beyond 

normal hospitality. Because the Pashtun region is remote and tribal, recognizing no central government, 

the people have maintained this extraordinary “all or nothing” custom when encountering strangers for 

hundreds of years. If they vote to let you go, you are on your own. But if they extend this ultimate 

hospitality of lokhay, you essentially have become part of their “family” and will be protected even if they 

have to fight to their deaths. The village that was sheltering Luttrell was surrounded by Taliban for days 

during his recovery. His hosts made good on their promise to protect him, as they moved him from house 

to house. 

After days of recovery with food and medicine, Luttrell was able to put together a makeshift battery 

arrangement for his distress radio. He sent a one-way message asking for rescue. After dodging the 

Taliban for a few more days, he was rescued by Army Rangers. 
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Aftermath  

After returning to the U.S. and receiving medical attention, he was awarded the Navy Cross by President 

George W. Bush in the Oval Office. His three teammates posthumously received the Navy’s highest 

honors. 

He then fulfilled his final promise to his three best friends. He traveled to San Diego; Long Island, N.Y.; 

and Las Vegas to tell the families of his fallen teammates that they all died heroically, serving the country 

they loved. 

About the Author: Capt. Rick Rubel, USN-Ret., currently is the distinguished military professor of Ethics at 

the U.S. Naval Academy, Annapolis, Md. After a 30-year career in the Navy, he has taught the Core 

Ethics Course for 10 years and has served as course director for the past six years. He is coauthor and 

coeditor of Case Studies in Military Ethics (Pearson Publishing, 2006).  

 

Copyright: Rick Rubel, 2007  

Life or Death — Author's Considerations 
July 7, 2008 

Author Capt. Rick Rubel, USN-Ret. discusses the major ethical considerations of the Marcus Luttrell case 

study. Do you agree or disagree with his analysis? 

Under the law, these goatherds clearly are innocent noncombatants. Although they have the potential to 

provide information to the enemy, they have not committed an act of war, and therefore are protected by 

Laws of Armed Conflict. Even if the SEALs had determined there was a strong probability that the 

goatherds might disclose their location to the enemy, the goatherds could fall under the category of 

informants, meaning they could be captured or detained but not killed on-site.  

There also is the view from the moral world — not always the same as the legal view — where the 

goatherds are innocent noncombatants but “protected” by the Principle of Forfeiture. This moral principle 

simply states, “One who threatens the life of another, may forfeit their right to life.” So the question 

becomes, are the goatherds threatening the lives of the SEALs? Although they are scowling and looking 

unfriendly, it is doubtful this would be enough to justify killing them. (We can’t kill every civilian 

noncombatant in a war who looks at us wrong.) So, using the test of threat doesn’t seem to justify killing 

the goatherds.  

The other side of the argument is self-defense. Petty Officer Axelson makes a strong case when he says: 

“We’re not murderers. No matter what we do. We’re on active duty behind the enemy lines, sent here by 

our superior commanders. We have the right to do everything we can to save our own lives. The military 
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decision is obvious. To turn them loose would be wrong.” He is arguing for his survival and safety — a 

compelling argument. (When I discussed this case with several senior JAG officers, some — but not all — 

felt if the SEALs had killed the three goatherds, the JAG lawyers would have to develop a strong case of 

self-defense. Some JAG officers even felt the SEALs should find a way so they are not tried for murder.)  

So, on both legal and moral grounds, the proper decision seems to be to let the goatherds go free. 

Although this decision might go against our natural tendency to survive, we need constraints to help us 

oppose the desire to do “whatever it takes” to survive. This can cause a “slippery-slope” mindset that can 

be used to justify anything. We have to hold each other accountable for those we kill in a war. That’s why 

the military presents unique ethical challenges; we have been given awesome destructive power — and 

we have to use it properly.  
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LTP READY REFERENCES 

Primary Course Objective:  In concert with the full Citadel Experience, advance readiness to serve as a 

principled leader in chosen post-graduation profession. 

Additional objectives are to: 

1. For leader development, appreciate the importance of standards and leading by example and 
develop team-building, direction-setting, alignment, and delegation skills.  

2. For honor training, instill the spirit of the honor code into your personal character. 
3. For ethical reasoning, develop the quality of mind and spirit to face up to ethical challenges 

firmly and confidently, without flinching or retreating. 
4. For substance abuse, avoid risky behavior on a personal level and learn to create an 

environment that reduces the risk of others making poor personal choices. 
5. For human dignity, learn to respect yourself and others and where to find helping resources. 
6. For sexual harassment/sexual assault, create safe and respectful climate and learn where to 

seek help, if necessary. 
7. For Career Search, leverage all Citadel resources and line yourself up for a job before 

graduation. 
 

Definitions 

Principled leadership is influencing others to accomplish organizational goals while adhering to the 

organization’s core values. 

The Citadel Experience provides every cadet the education, training, and experience to start their 

chosen post-graduation profession as a principled leader.     

The Citadel Experience - rooted in the core values in Honor, Duty, & Respect – produces principled 

leaders by requiring cadets to learn and attain standards in all FOUR areas of instruction, known as the 

four pillars  

With the Academic pillar, a cadet gains an appreciation for the importance of lifelong learning and study 

for a principled leader.  A graduate is required to attain an accredited baccalaureate degree, as certified 

by the Provost. 

With the Military pillar, a cadet gains an appreciation for the importance of personal discipline and team 

skills for a principled leader.   A principled leader must be adept at leading oneself as well as working as 

part of and leading teams toward a goal.  A graduate is required to demonstrate standards in personal 

appearance and discipline, team skills as a follower, and in the leadership skills of organization, planning, 

setting direction and expectations, delegation, and follow up, as certified by the Commandant. 
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For Physical Effectiveness pillar, a cadet learns to appreciate the role appearance, fitness, and 

endurance play in a principled leader’s life.  A graduate is required to achieve standards on The Citadel 

fitness test and maintain school height and weight standards, as certified by the Commandant. 

For the Moral-Ethical pillar, a cadet learns to appreciate the importance of values and ethics in the 

decision-making of a principled leader.  A graduate is required to demonstrate proficiency in the 

concepts of ethical reasoning in the practice of daily duty as a cadet, as dual-certified by the Director of 

the Krause Center & the Commandant. 

Core Values & Quotes: 

Honor:  First and foremost honor includes adherence to the Honor Code of The Citadel. A cadet “will not 

lie, cheat or steal, nor tolerate those who do”. The commitment to honor extends beyond the gates of 

The Citadel and is a life-long obligation to moral and ethical behavior. In addition, honor includes 

integrity; “doing the right thing when no one is watching”. Finally, honorable behavior includes 

exercising the moral courage to “do the right thing when everyone is watching”. The Honor Code is the 

foundation of our academic enterprise. 

“Honor is the capacity to control the instinctive selfishness that lurks in all of us.  It is the 

tough case-hardened ability to put morality ahead of expediency, duty ahead of 

deviousness – and to do it instinctively and every time.  Honor also means pride in 

excellence – of every kind; especially excellence of performance.”--General Mark Clark 

Duty:  First and foremost duty means to accept and accomplish the responsibilities assigned to me. At 

The Citadel, my primary duty is to perform academically and then to perform as a member of the Corps 

of Cadets and the campus community. I accept the consequences associated with my performance and 

actions. Once I have held myself accountable for my actions, then I will hold others accountable for their 

actions. Finally, duty means that others can depend on me to complete my assignments and to assist 

them with their assignments. Duty is also a call to serve others before self. 

“Duty is the sublimest word in the English language.  You should do your duty in all 

things.  You can never do more. You should never wish to do less.”—General Robert E. 

Lee 

Respect:  First and foremost respect means to treat other people with dignity and worth – the way you 

want others to treat you. Respect for others eliminates any form of prejudice, discrimination, or 

harassment (including but not limited to rank, position, age, race, color, gender, sexual orientation, 

national origin, religion, physical attributes, etc.). In addition, respect for others means to respect the 

positions of those in authority which include faculty, staff, administrators, active duty personnel and the 

leadership of the Corps of Cadets. Finally, respect includes a healthy respect for one’s self. 
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"The discipline which makes the soldier of a free country reliable in battle is not to be 

gained by harsh or tyrannical treatment. On the contrary, such treatment is far more 

likely to destroy then to make an army. It is possible to impart instructions and give 

commands in such a manner and in such a tone of voice to inspire in the soldier no 

feeling, but an intense desire to obey, while the opposite manner and tone of voice 

cannot fail to excite strong resentment and a desire to disobey. The one mode or the 

other of dealing with subordinates springs from a corresponding spirit in the breast of 

the commander. He who feels the respect which is due to others cannot fail to inspire in 

them regard for himself while one who feels, and hence manifests disrespect towards 

others, especially his inferiors, cannot fail to inspire hatred against himself."  --MG John 

M. Schofield (in an address to the corps of cadets 11Aug1879)  

 

The Citadel Leadership Development Model 

 

 

 

 

 


