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The Oath of Office

A Historical Guide
to Moral Leadership

Lt Col Kenneth Keskel, USAF

Editorial Abstract: The oath of office as we know it has withstood the test of time. Although its
words have gone through many transformations, the significance placed upon it by the founding
fathers has remained the same. Lieutenant Colonel Keskel provides a brief historical
background for the oath, followed by an examination of its specific wording and the ways it has
changed over time. His insightful analysis will help military officers fully understand the moral
implications of their actions.

| swear by Apollo the physician, and Aesculapius, and Health, and All-heal, and all the gods and
goddesses, that, according to my ability and judgment, | will keep this Oath.

- Hippocrates, 400 b.c.

The first law of the United States of America, enacted in the first session of the first Congress on
1 June 1789, was statute 1, chapter 1: an act to regulate the time and manner of administering
certain oaths, which established the oath required by civil and military officials to support the
Constitution.! The founding fathers agreed upon the importance of ensuring that officials
promised their allegiance; indeed, very little debate occurred before the first Congress passed this
statute.? Although the wording of the military officer’s oath has changed several times in the past
two centuries, the basic foundation has withstood the test of time. The current oath is more than a
mere formality that adds to the pageantry of a commissioning or promotion ceremony- it
provides a foundation for leadership decisions.’

One finds numerous oaths in our nation. Just before commissioning or enlisting, every officer
candidate and enlistee recites an oath. The president of the United States takes an oath before
assuming duties. Senators, congressmen, judges, and other government officials take oaths of
office. New citizens of the United States take a naturalization oath. Many schoolchildren take an
oath or pledge allegiance to the flag. Although its members are not required to swear or affirm
before going into combat, the US military developed a code of conduct to guide servicemen.
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When an officer is promoted, the promotion ceremony often includes a restatement of the
officer’s oath.

The military officer’s oath is a combination of constitutional requirement, historical influence,
and centuries-old custom. To better appreciate the oath, one must understand its history. Toward
that end, this article first provides a brief, historical background on the oath of office and then
examines its specific wording as well as the ways in which it provides guidance, including moral
direction, to military officers.*

A Brief History of the Oath

According to one reference work, an oath is “a solemn appeal to God to witness the truth of a
statement or the sincerity of a promise, coupled with an imprecation of divine judgement in the
event of falsehood or breach of obligation.” This definition is captured in the Hippocratic oath,
one of the world’s oldest and most famous: “I swear . . . according to my ability and judgment, I
will keep this Oath. . . . With purity and with holiness | will pass my life and practice my Art. . . .
While I continue to keep this Oath unviolated, may it be granted to me to enjoy life and the
practice of the art, respected by all men, in all times! But should | trespass and violate this Oath,
may the reverse be my lot!”® Several concepts in this oath still resonate in the one taken by
today’s military officer- a call to a higher power, a statement to perform to the best of one’s
ability, a sense of honor, and an acknowledgement of the consequences of failing to live up to
one’s word.

Military oaths date back to ancient Rome, where soldiers pledged loyalty to a specific general for
a specific campaign. After the campaign ended, the oath no longer applied. By 100 b.c., Rome
had established a professional military, and the oath became effective for the soldier’s full 20-
year service.” Since then, this custom has continued and expanded. For example, the kings of
England in the 1500s (Henry VII11), 1600s (James I), and 1700s (George 111) established oaths
requiring subjects to swear loyalty to their specific king.

In the United States, oaths were a part of life from the early colonial days. In 1620, when the
Mayflower landed, the Pilgrims established the Mayflower Compact- which served as an oath, a
covenant, and a constitution- and then pledged allegiance to King James, agreeing to work
together as a “civil body politic” for their betterment and preservation.® As settlers established
colonies, they developed their own version of an oath of allegiance to English royalty.

While developing the oath of office for US officers, the founding fathers had serious concerns
about pledging allegiance to any specific person. For example, during the Revolutionary War,
Gen George Washington issued a general order on 7 May 1778 that required all officers to take
and subscribe to an oath renouncing King George 111 and supporting the United States.® Even
prior to the 1789 constitutional requirement to take an oath, this general order had significant
weight. On 1 October 1779, Washington court-martialed Benjamin Ballard for “selling rum,
flour, pork, hides, tallow and other stores the property of the public without any orders or
authority for doing so and contrary to the tenor of his bond and oath of office” (emphasis
added).”® This example shows that the oath represented more than a simple, ceremonial



formality; rather, it provided overarching guidance and a standard of moral conduct, as opposed
to dictating specific, limited criteria.

The first official oath of office for US military officers under the Constitution was established on
1 June 1789. The law implemented the requirement in Article 6 of the Constitution that
“Senators and Representatives before mentioned, and the members of the several state
legislatures, and all executive and judicial officers, both of the United States and of the several
states, shall be bound by oath or affirmation, to support this Constitution.”** This first oath was
short and to the point: “I, A.B., do solemnly swear or affirm (as the case may be) that | will
support the Constitution of the United States.”*?

During a 60-year period in our history, both officers and enlisted personnel took the same oath,
as required by Congress in April 1790. The oath used the wording “to bear true faith and
allegiance to the United States of America” rather than “to support the Constitution,” but it
retained the concept of allegiance to the nation as a whole. It constituted one of 16 sections in an
act that regulated the military establishment- the forerunner of to-day’s “authorization” acts.*®
Congress periodically updated these authorization acts although the oath remained constant (with
one minor addition in 1795).

The officer oath became separate from the enlisted oath again in 1862, when the 37th Congress
passed an all-encompassing 176-word oath for all government officials (including military
officers) to verify their loyalty during the Civil War. This “Ironclad Test Oath” included (1) a
“background check” to ensure that government officials were not supporting, or had not
supported, the Confederacy and (2) a part that addressed future performance, much of whose
wording remains in today’s oath.'* In addition, this legislation specified that failure to comply
with the oath constituted perjury and that violators would incur the associated penalties, thus
formalizing the implied concept that officers are accountable for failing to live up to their oath.
In 1884, after several years of multiple oaths that applied to different subsets of people
(depending upon which side they fought on during the “late rebellion”), the 48th Congress
amended a revised statute of 1873 that eliminated the first half of the Ironclad Test Oath and
established the wording that has carried over into modern times.

At least 19 pieces of legislation address the oath- 11 affect the officer oath, three address the
enlisted oath, and five address both. One notes four key variations in the wording of the officer
and enlisted oaths over time (table 1).!°> The other changes are either administrative or concern
the application of the oath.

Table 1
Key Variations of US Military Oaths

Date/Statute Oath Comments

1 June 1789 Offlcer Oath: I, A.B., do solemnly s_wear or The very first law of the United States

1st Cong., 1st sess., affirm (as.the_ case may be_) that I will support identified the requirement for government
statute 1, chap. 1 the Constitution of the United States. officials to take an oath or affirmation



29 September 1789
1st Cong., 1st sess.,
statute 1, chap. 25

30 April 1790 1st
Cong., 2d sess.,
statute 2, chap. 10

2 July 1862
37th Cong., 2d sess.,
chap. 128

Enlisted Oath: I, A.B., do solemnly swear or
affirm (as the case may be) to bear true faith
and allegiance to the United States of
America, and to serve them honestly and
faithfully against all their enemies or
opposers whatsoever, and to observe and
obey the orders of the president of the United
States of America, and the orders of officers
appointed over me.

Officer and Enlisted Oath: I, A.B., do
solemnly swear or affirm (as the case may
be) to bear true faith and allegiance to the
United States of America, and to serve them
honestly and faithfully against all their
enemies or opposers whomsoever, and to
observe and obey the orders of the president
of the United States of America, and the
orders of the officers appointed over me,
according to the articles of war.

Officer Oath: I, A.B., do solemnly swear (or
affirm) that | have never voluntarily borne
arms against the United States since | have
been a citizen thereof; that | have voluntarily
given no aid, countenance, counsel, or
encouragement to persons engaged in armed
hostility thereto; that | have neither sought
nor accepted nor attempted to exercise the
functions of any officers whatever, under any

authority or pretended authority in hostility to

the United States; that | have not yielded a
voluntary support to any pretended
government, authority, power or constitution
within the United States, hostile or inimical
thereto. And | do further swear (or affirm)
that, to the best of my knowledge and ability,
I will support and defend the Constitution of
the United States, against all enemies,

according to Article 6 of the Constitution.

This statute separated the military oath
from the oath for other public officials. It
also created an oath for enlisted personnel
distinct from the officer’s oath, with an
allegiance to the United States rather than
the Constitution and a requirement to obey
the orders of their chain of command. The
officer’s oath mirrored the oath specified
in statute 1, sec. 1 for members of
Congress.

This statute, passed as the means to con
tinue the military establishment, required
both officers and enlisted personnel to take
the same oath. On 3 March 1795, the last
phrase changed to “according to the rules
and arti cles of war.” Each new Congress
would re peal the previous Congress’s act
and pass a new statute creating the military
establishment, including a section on the
oath. In 1815 (13th Cong., 3d sess.),
Congress no longer duplicated the previous
military- establishment act and identified
changes only to previous law establishing
the military.

The intent of this Civil War statute was to
ensure that government officials were not
supporting, or had not supported, the
Confederacy. This “Ironclad Test Oath”
greatly expanded and contained more
detail than previous oaths. The statute also
separated the officer oath from the enlisted
oath, once again making the officer oath
consistent with the oath of public officials.



11 July 1868
40th Cong., 2d sess.,
chap. 139

5 May 1950

81st Cong., 2d sess.,
chap. 169 (Public
Law 506)

5 October 1962
87th Cong., 2d sess.
(Public Law 87-751)

foreign and domestic; that | will bear true
faith and allegiance to the same; that | take
this obligation freely, without any mental
reservation or purpose of evasion, and that |
will well and faithfully discharge the duties

of the office on which | am about to enter, so

help me God.

Officer Oath: I, A.B., do solemnly swear (or
affirm) that | will support and defend the
Constitution of the United States against all
enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will
bear true faith and allegiance to the same;

that | take this obligation freely, without any
mental reservation or purpose of evasion; and

that I will well and faithfully discharge
the duties of the office on which I am about
to enter. So help me God.

Enlisted Oath: I, __, do solemnly swear (or
affirm) that | will bear true faith and
allegiance to the United States of America;
that | will serve them honestly and faithfully
against all their enemies whomsoever; and

that I will obey the orders of the president of

the United States and the orders of the
officers appointed over me, according to

regulations and the Uniform Code of Military

Justice.

Enlisted Oath: I, ___, do solemnly swear (or

affirm) that | will support and defend the
Constitution of the United States against all
enemies, foreign and domestic; that | will
bear true faith and allegiance to the

same; and that | will obey the orders of the
president of the United States and the orders

of the officers appointed over me, according

to regulations and the Uniform Code
of Military Justice. So help me God.

This statute was the first post-Civil War
change to the oath. The new oath deleted
the “background check” of the 1862
version and established the exact wording
of the current officer’s oath. Future
legislative changes addressed the
application of the oath but not the wording.

This statute was the first post-World War
Il legislation on the oath, establishing the
Uniform Code of Military Justice to unify,
consolidate, revise, and codify the Articles
of War, the Articles of Government of the
Navy, and the Disciplinary Laws of the
Coast Guard. Section 8 identified a
standard oath for all enlisted personnel.

This legislation was enacted to make the
enlisted oath more consistent with the
officer oath, using the phrase “support

and defend the Constitution” and adding
“So help me God” at the end. This was the
last legislative change to the wording of
either oath. Subsequent legislation on the
oath addressed administrative issues.



The Oath’s Message

Some people may think that the focus on the oath and our founding fathers is merely patriotic,
feel-good rhetoric and may question the significance of the oath in today’s environment.
However, during Operation Allied Force, Gen Wesley Clark encountered a dilemma that very
much involved the oath. As combatant commander of US European Command, he had allegiance
to the United States. But he also served as supreme allied commander, Europe, with
responsibility to the countries of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). In his book
Waging Modern War, General Clark alludes to his dilemma. Who should have priority- the
United States or NATO? Upon initiating the air campaign, Clark first called Javier Solano,
NATO'’s secretary-general, before he called Gen Hugh Shelton, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff. Explaining his predicament, he notes, “I was the overall commander, but represented a
nation that didn’t want to participate.”*” Interestingly, rather than choosing a term such as
worked for or served, he uses represented, which connotes a lesser degree of responsibility and a
passive relationship instead of an active allegiance. Indeed, Clark dedicated his book to Solano
and NATO’s leaders and armed forces- not to the United States and its military.'®

Although General Clark did not renounce his allegiance to the US Constitution in favor of the
NATO alliance, he struggled with the question of where his responsibilities and priorities lay.
Despite the differences of opinion between the United States and NATO regarding interests,
goals, and methods, both parties had the same overarching objective- stopping the ethnic
cleansing in Kosovo. Consequently, Clark did not have to make an either-or choice.® However,
this example shows how the complexity of modern war and the problems generated by working
with alliances can cause even a great American like General Clark to struggle. The act of
reaffirming the oath of office should serve to guide all officers when they find themselves in
difficult situations.

This brief history of the oath makes the significance of its wording more apparent. The oath
provides enduring guidance for military officers. Each part carries its own history and message:

I, A.B., Do Solemnly Swear (or Affirm)

The oath begins with an option to swear or affirm. Although current common law places less
religious connotation on the word swear, the term oath clearly had such a connotation in the late
1700s. In fact, the original legislation referred to an “oath or affirmation.” Recognizing that some
religious groups, such as the Quakers, might object to “swearing” to a Supreme Being or that
someone might not believe in a Supreme Being, Congress provided the option to affirm. This
wording is also consistent with the option for the president to swear or affirm, as prescribed in
Article 2 of the Constitution. Either way, the oath signifies a public statement of personal
commitment. Officers must take personal responsibility for their actions.

That I Will Support and Defend the Constitution of the United States

To understand the opening pledge, one should know and understand the Constitution. Prior to
taking their oath upon commission or reaffirming it upon promotion, too few officers take the



time to read and study the document they swear to support and defend. The oath requires officers
to support and defend the Constitution- not the president, not the country, not the flag, and not a
particular military service. Yet, at the same time, the Constitution symbolizes the president, the
country, the flag, the military, and much more. The preamble to the Constitution succinctly
highlights the ideals represented by that document.?’ Because the Constitution was built on a
series of checks and balances that distribute power across the executive, legislative, and judicial
branches, officers must give their allegiance to all three entities- despite the fact that the chain of
command leads to the presi-dent. These checks and balances create an inefficiency inherent in
America’s democratic system that often proves frustrating for military officers, whose
environment tries to provide the most efficient and effective fighting force available.?

The original oath of 1789 mentioned only that one must support the Constitution. Although
many people may at first consider the phrase support and defend as a single thought, each word
carries a slightly different connotation. George Washington conveys the notion of support in his
farewell address: “The basis of our political systems is the right of the people to make and to
alter their Constitutions of Government. But the Constitution, which at any time exists, till
changed by an explicit and authentic act of the whole people, is sacredly obligatory upon all. The
very idea of the power and the right of the people to establish Government presupposes the duty
of every individual to obey the established Government.”?

The words and defend were added in 1862, during the Civil War, when defense and preservation
of the nation became paramount.?® The passive pledge to support was expanded to include an
active requirement to defend. The phrase support and defend the Constitution is purposely
vague, allowing better minds to interpret and improve, within certain guidelines.?* To understand
the significance of the wording, one should compare the US oath to the Soviet version, the latter
requiring officers “unquestioningly to carry out the requirements of all military regulations and
orders of commanders and superiors.”” It is a true blessing that America does not require its
officers to obey “unquestioningly” but gives them the opportunity and flexibility for innovation.
But with that flexibility come both responsibility and accountability for one’s actions.

Against All Enemies, Foreign and Domestic

This phrase was added in 1862 as a direct result of the Civil War- specifically, to address the
possibility of Union soldiers joining the Confederacy (most notably the forces commanded by
Gen Robert E. Lee). That is, people who had previously sworn allegiance to the United States
were now fighting against it.

Although people now have little concern about another civil war, our military must still prepare
for all enemies and contingencies. The terrorist attack of 11 September 2001 caught many
Americans off guard. The response to the launching of fighter escorts shows how the nation’s
leadership faced the dilemma of flying combat air patrols over the United States (defending the
Constitution) while trying to comply with current laws on posse comitatus (supporting the
Constitution).?® Military officers cannot simply maintain the status quo- they must look toward
the future, identify emerging trends, and develop capabilities to counter the entire range of
threats. Apparently, our current capability to respond to and, more importantly, prevent a future
asymmetric attack is inadequate. Officers must ensure that they address all enemies and not



merely advocate servicecentric needs at the expense of national requirements. For example, we
have long known about the shortage of intelligence from human sources that we need if we are to
analyze the capability and intent of emerging nonstate actors; yet, the Air Force intends to
purchase over 300 F-22 aircraft at a cost of $63 billion to replace existing fighters that can
already counter the air forces of any major state actor for the foreseeable future.?” We must think
hard about making improvements to an existing service strength instead of funding a known
national shortfall.® Our oath demands that we support and defend against all enemies- not just
high-profile or high-profit threats.

That I Will Bear True Faith and Allegiance to the Same

The phrase faith and allegiance dates back at least to 1606, when King James required an oath of
“uttermost faith and allegiance to the King’s majesty” from everyone leaving for America to
work in the Virginia Company.?® However, the officer’s oath ensures allegiance to the
Constitution as a whole, not just the president. Officers should pledge allegiance to the nation as
a whole rather than their military service or organization, an idea reminiscent of the Air Force
core value of “service before self.” However, officers must not construe service as US Air Force.
The Army’s core value of “selfless service” provides a clearer connotation of the notion of
serving others.* Furthermore, the Air Force’s guide on core values discusses maintaining “faith
in the system,” which includes not just the military system but the system of democratic
government embodied in the Constitution.®

Even though the Constitution built a system of checks and balances to embrace multiple
branches of government, the founding fathers cautioned against counterproductive parochialism.
In his inaugural address, Washington warned, “I behold the surest pledges, that as on one side,
no local prejudices, or attachments; no separate views, nor party animosities, will misdirect the
comprehensive and equal eye which ought to watch over this great assemblage.”* Officers’
allegiance compels them to work together to develop the best solutions for the nation, rather than
engage in interservice competition to obtain the biggest piece of the defense budget.

That | Take This Obligation Freely, without Any Mental Reservation or Purpose of Evasion

This passage also originated during the Civil War. Congress and President Abraham Lincoln,
wanting to ensure that soldiers not defect, expanded the oath in an attempt to guarantee loyalty.*
In the final analysis, however, loyalty depends upon the integrity of the individual.

This notion corresponds to the Air Force’s core value of “integrity first,” the Marine Corps and
Navy’s core value of “honor,” and the Army’s core values of “integrity” and “honor.”** Integrity
is a learned trait. Whether that learning is based upon a religious upbringing or an embracing of
acceptable norms of society, honor and integrity are part of the core of all military services.
Maintaining integrity is implicit in the oath and must guide officers when they face conflicts of
interest and hard choices.®

And That I Will Well and Faithfully Discharge the Duties of the Office on Which I Am about
to Enter



This wording has its genesis in the first statute of 1789. In addition to the standard oath, the
secretary of the Senate and the clerk of the House of Representatives had to take an additional
oath to “solemnly swear or affirm, that I will truly and faithfully discharge the duties of my said
office, to the best of my knowledge and abilities.”

This clause epitomizes the Air Force core value of “excellence in all we do,” the Marine Corps
and Navy’s value of “commitment,” and the Army’s core value of “duty.” We must be proactive
and perform our duties to the best of our abilities, mastering our specialties while we are junior
officers and then gaining breadth as we advance in rank. The progress of the nation depends
upon our doing so.

So Help Me God

Controversy over the separation of church and state sometimes clouds this final phrase;
nevertheless, it is the most important one in the oath. Our actions have moral and, for those who
believe in a Supreme Being, even religious implications. Sometimes military officers seem
hesitant to embrace their religion publicly or acknowledge the significance of divine guidance.*’
However, American history is replete with examples of public appeals to a higher being for
guidance and protection. The Declaration of Independence includes an appeal “to the Supreme
Judge of the world,” and, although the Constitution does not include the phrase so help me God
in the president’s oath, Washington added those words when he took the first oath.*® President
Lincoln openly addressed the concept of divine guidance in the Gettysburg address: “This nation,
under God, shall have a new birth of freedom.” When the pledge of allegiance added the phrase
“under God” in 1953, President Dwight Eisenhower commented, “In this way we are reaffirming
the transcendence of religious faith in America’s heritage and future; in this way we shall
constantly strengthen those spiritual weapons which forever will be our country’s most powerful
resource in peace and war.”®

So help me God became part of the officer oath in 1862, but the enlisted oath did not add these
words until 1962. The Congressional Record provides superb insight into their meaning:

The words, “So help me God,” are not a part of the obligation assumed upon taking the oath.
They constitute rather an assertion of sincerity to undertake the duties of military service in good
faith and with the aid of the highest power recognized by the enlistee. It is directed solely to his
or her personal conception of the almighty, whatever that may be or whatever it may not be.
There is no effort to impose on the enlistee any established religious conception, or even to
require his acknowledgement of any religious conception. . . . For the vast majority of the
persons taking the oath, however, this addition will assure a unique degree of personal conviction
not othe%/ise attainable, and will thus prove a welcome source of both personal and national
strength.

Even atheists have a moral obligation from a societal perspective. One finds this concept as far
back as 400 b.c., when Sun Tzu, in The Art of War, starts his first chapter with the statement
“War is a matter of vital importance to the State. . . . Therefore appraise it in terms of five
fundamental factors. . . . The first of these factors is moral influence.”* Clearly, one of the



greatest military minds of all time understood the moral implications of our actions and their
importance for success.

So help me God also implies retribution if officers do not keep their word. Compare the part of
the Soviet oath that ends with “If [ break this solemn vow, may I be severely punished by the
Soviet people, universally hated, and despised by the working people.”* Although that is quite a
condemnation, in actuality it is less severe than the potential consequences for someone who has
a strong moral or religious foundation. So help me God acknowledges that no stronger
commitment exists.*?

Conclusion

By studying the key documents and events in America’s history, military officers can gain better
insight into their oath of office and the moral implications of their actions. Junior officers should
focus on how to well and faithfully discharge the duties of their office. For senior officers, the
oath should carry even greater significance as they use a more indirect style of leadership to
instill in their followers the service’s core values (table 2).

Table 2

Comparison of the Oath of Office
to Core Values

Oath of Office Core Values
. Navy/
Air Force Marine Corps Army

I will support and defend  Service before Courage Selfless Service
the Constitution of the Self Personal Courage
United States against all Loyalty
enemies, foreign and
domestic.
| take this obligation Integrity First Honor
freely, without any
mental reservation or .

. Integrity
purpose of evasion.
I will well and faithfully ~ Excellence in Commitment  Duty
discharge the duties of All We Do Respect

the office upon which |
am about to enter.



Officers must develop the skills to make the appropriate leadership decisions when guidance
may be vague on how best to support and defend the Constitution. They must take the time to
identify capabilities for addressing the entire spectrum of conflict and wrestle with ways of
resolving conflicting priorities in coalition warfare. Individuals at all levels must focus on the
needs of the nation rather than on the desires of their services. Finally, officers must embrace the
moral foundation symbolized in the phrase so help me God since it is the heart and soul of the
success of future generations of soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines.
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