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Discipline is properly conceived not as « rigid authoritarianism which exacts
instant and uneritical obedience from the lower eehelons, but as a pyramid of
responsibility which allots to esch level of command o scnse of dignity and the
privilege of its own opinion. (ne man who understood this was Abel Parker Upshur,
who became Secretury of the Navy in 1841 under the administration of President
John Tyler. In dealing with the discipline problems which frequently arose in the
course of a long world cruise in wooden sailing vessels, Sceretary Upshur proposed a
new concept of discipline and authority.

ABEL PARKER UPSHUR

AND
THE DIGNITY OF DISCIPLINE

An article prepared

by

Lawrence C. Allin

‘The politieal process of the American
people has, through its custom of re-
warding parly constancy, placed in-
dividuals of widely varying aptitudes,
abilitics, and interests in the office of
the Secrclary of the Navy, Despite the
gross ineplitnde of some, the short
tenure of olfice of others, and the
nninformed minds of a lew, the mantel
ol the secrclaryship of the Navy has
fallen on the shoulders of some whose
initial maritime acnmen was relatively
slight but which broadened and deep-
ened in the Turnace of aceepted respon-
sibility and on the forge of harsh de-
mand. One such individual  whose
matured understanding and strength of
administrative ability cnabled lum 1o
become one of the outstanding Secre-
tarics of the Nayy was the Virginia
legislutor and General Court judge, Abel
Parker Upshur.

The Navy Department, to which
President John Tyler appointed Upshur
in 1841, was as chaotie in its ndminis-
tralive procedures and as weak in cffce-
tiveness as the scallered hundlul of ships
it sought to support and command.
These ships were spread across Lhe
Mediterrancan, up and down the At-
lantic, and in the castern walers of the
Puciflic, singly or in groups of twos and
threes. The Navy's vessels would remain
on stalion for 3 and 4 years a crnisc and
were supporled by drafts on the Ameri-
can credit spenl for goods and services
in foreign ports.

The men who commanded these ves-
sels had often come [rom cxtended
tours ol duly or leaves ushore and were
overlong in their respective grades due
to a paucily of ships in which they
vould excrcise their profession. These
commanding ollicers were often out of
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touch wilth Washinglon for weeks al a
Lime and were expected to usc inde-
pendent judgment in matters of delicate
national concern. Recelving little guid-
ance and supervision from Washington
and infrequently falling in with other
Amecrican men-of-war and their officers,
thesc men somelimes gave orders and
issucd directives that seemed vexalious
to their subordivales, in violation of
naval usage, or downright lacking in
commeonscnse. Ag a conscquence, Lhe
relurn Lo American waters ol Lhese
captains and their vessels alten hroughl
large cargoes ol court-martial charges
and demands (or bourds of inquiry.2

Upshur recognized Lhese long lists of
coutls-martial and demands for inquiry
as burdcnsome, conlentious and [re-
quently of dubious meril. The “Bluc
Book,” the antiquated and inadequate
disciplinary code of the Navy thal was
promulgated by the Board ol Navy
Commissioners in 1815, was the current
guide Lo dealing with such problems.
This “Blue Book™ oflfended Lhe Seere-
lary’s judicial pereeplions, and, as a
result, both the “Blue Book™ and the
Board of Navy Commisesioncrs became
objects of his reforming Lalents.?

Hefore the Virginian could properly
draft a new code of naval justice, several
inslancea of command indiscretion led
him to draw up & most inlercsting leller
on the sense, propricly, and nalnre of
discipline. A licutenant drunk on duly,
a commanding officer who garbed his
crew in red flannel shirts against uni-
form regulalions, and the charges arising
out of a squabble hetween Commodore
Chacles Morgan, commmanding the
Mcditerranean Squadron, and his sub-
ordinate, Comdr. Josiah ‘Talnall, were in
most part responsible for this treatise.®

Commodore Thomas Catesby Jonces,
commanding the Pacilic Squadron, was
one of the first senior officers to receive
these observations on the discipline.

AL the beginning of his momentous
cruise Lo the Pacific iu 1841 and while

hiz flagship U.S.S. United States was

taking on slores al Rio de faniero, two
of his midshipmen had gone ashore and
fought a duel in which ncither man was
injurcd. The angry Joncs drew up a
pledge that required his 28 midshipmen
to refrain from contests of honor among
themselves for the duration of the
cruise. Twenly-one of the youug ofii-
cers signed the promisc after they came
to believe they would be confined to
the ship for the remaiuder of the 3-year
cruise if they did not do so. Scveral of
the houor-sensilive young men teudered
their resignations {rom the naval scrvice
rather than aceepl Jones’ alcernatives,
Afler muny weeks these Lenders crossed
Upshur’s desk.®

This incident, piled upon the other
indiserctions Lhat arose lhroughout Lhe
scatlercd ships of the Navy, prompled
Upshur to forward a strong and direct
crilicism ol Jones® decision and the
cssay on disciplive that follows and
demonstrates  both  the capable  Vir-
ginian’s quality ol insight and the en-
during cssenlial character and dimen-
sions of Lhe concept of discipline.®

... The neeessity lor strict and
vigorous discipline in the naval
scrvice is fell by all, and will be
unsparingly enforeed by me. But
it is proper that we should cor-
rectly nnderstand what is disci-
pline, in order Lhat we may under-
sland by what means it is to be
enflorced. 1L does nol consisl in
mere obedience Lo all orders, for
that might iovolve nol only an
ulter servililty of spirit, bul also a
breach of all law. The whole
subject may be reduced Lo a few
simpe prineiples.

It is the duty of the inferior Lo
obey all lawlul orders emanaling
from his superior. What is or is
nol a lawlul order depends almost
exclusively upon the subject to
which it rclates, Fvery order in
the usual routine of Lhe scrvice, or
touching Lhe correct conduel of
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it, according 1o the usages of the
gca, is Lo be reccived as lawful by
the inferior, and he is not at
liberty Lo question it; il is his
absolute duly to obey; but this
obligation on his parl docs not
nceessarily render the order itsclf
lawlul. The commander gives it al
his peril; and as il is his indis-
pensable duty o understand the
precise exlent of his own au-
thority, he should be held strictly
responsible  for transcending it
The fact that the power of the
commander is in a greal degree
arbitrary, and without control,
should render him cautious in the
excreise of ity and the fact Lhat it
is the duty of the inferior Lo obey
without question, culitles him to
expeet that no order will be given
which he ought not to be required
to obey,

The ecommander-in-chief
should remember that the aw-
thorily with which he ia clothed is
the authority of the eountry, and
that, in the orders which he gives,
the faw speaks with his voice; and,
by the same rule, the inferior
should feel that, in obeying such
orders, he obeys, not the man
who gives them, bul the country
which authorizes him to speak in
her name. In this case he honors
himself in obeying. But he cannot
feel thus, nnless the orders he
reeeives are in the spirit ol the
law, and worlhy of the high
source [rom which they emanale.
Lf they be given in the mere
arroganee of power, or in a capri-
cious lemper, obedience may
indeed be enforeed, but it loses all
its dignily, and is nccessarily re-
garded as oppressive.

As the supreme power over Lthe
sguadron is centered in the com-
mander-in-chief, and as he so far
represents  the power and au-
thority of his country, lic should

be duly sensible of the dignity of
his position. If he be worthy of
his place, there is enough in the
higher wusts with which he is
clothed to oceupy all his [acultics
and cmploy all his time. A proper
respeet (or himsell should forbid
him to center unnecessarily into
trifling and minute details of
duty. He should leave such mat-
ters, as far as possible, Lo his
subordinates, reserving his own
powers for oceasions demanding a
higher order of qualification. In
this way he asserts his dignity
when he proclaims, by uscless
intermeddling with little things,
that he considers his facultics
adapled Lo them. He cannot hope
Lo receive [rom others the respect
and consideration which he docs
not pay himsell,

As cvery commander in the
squadron is inferior lo the com-
mander-in-chic[, the latter adds 1o
his own importance prcciscly in
proportion as he adds to the
importance of his subordinates.
There is no necessily that he
should concentrate every depart-
ment of duly in himself, He holds
his power by a dlippery tenure, if
lic cannol call it up whenever the
oecasion may require that he
should exert it. He who finds it
necessary lo he always exerting
his authority, lest those who are
under him should forget that he
possesses it, gives proof that he is
deflicient in that truc dignity of
character which impresses itsel{
silently and without clfort upon
all who behold it.

This rule of conduct is still
morc important, with relerence Lo
the just claims ol the subordinate
officer. If his superior will not
trust him, his inlerior will not
respeet him, Bt is impossible to
mainlain a commander in the au-
thority which properly helongs Lo
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him, when those under his im-
mediate command are in the habit
ol seeing hig orders unnceessarily
snperseded, his plans of discipline
scl aside, and his official eonduct
controlled and directed in matters
to which he ought to be supposed
perfeetly  competent.  Wherever
this state of things is [onnd, a
corrcet system of discipline can-
not be established, Indeed, there
can he no system at all, and no
discipline, when rightful anthority
in the subordinate is thus checked
and controlled. The young officer
and the saillor soon learn to
despisc an anthority which their
commander himself has no as
surance thal he can maintain, and
from which the transgressor is
constantly enconraged to appeal.
The surcst means by which a
commander-in-chicf can strength-
cn  his own authority is Lo
strengthen  that  of the com-
manders nnder him, And this is
due to the subordinate for an-
olher reason, His competency Lo
command can never be Lested if
he be kept in a stale of unncees-
sary pupilage, and he ean never
acquire that confidence in himself
which i necessary in every comr
mander, and which i3 best im-
parted by throwing him, on all
suitable occasions, upon his own
Ie80UrCeSs,

The only safe rule of discipline
16, to trust cach man fnlly, in his
own peculiar department of duty,
holding him strictly respounsible
for a proper discharge of it. e
who has [ull power to do right
cannot complain thal he is cen-
surcd or punished when he does
wroug; but where that power is
limited or restrained, or con-
trolled, he is nol justly responsible
al all, indeed, no one is respon-
gible; for while the snbordinate
must be excused on the ground

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol23/iss6/11

that his discrelion was taken away
from him, the superior can rarcly
be reached, hecause the error was
not commilted in his pcculiar
department of duly. Therc is no
more rcason thal the commander-
in-chief of a sqnadron shonld
assnme the duties of the immedi-
ate commander of his [lag ship,
than that he shonld assume those
of the boatswain or gunner. When
he departs from this rule, he sets
an example which, if followed by
his subordinates, would produce
utter confusion and disorder in
the details of duty. H the captain
may assume the dnties of the
licutenant, why may not the licu-
tenant assume the dulics and wear
the whistle of the boatswain? Lel
each one be conflined to the
appropriale dutics of his own
position—lel him be duly trusted
in them, subjeet only to the super-
intendency and correclion of the
snperior authority. Responsiblity
will thus be [ixed and coneen-
trated, and, as a necessary consc-
gquenee, a proper performance of
dulics will be ensured.

1t follows from whal [ have
said, that while the commander-
in-chief should hold the reins of
government  with a  firm and
steady hand, he should not draw
them unnecessarily, Let his eye be
over every parl of his squadron,
and let his hand be ready to
correel whalever he seces that is
wrong. But he shonld, at the game
time, trnst his subordinate com-
mander in all things as far as
possible, and never inlerpose his
authorily cxcepl in cascs which
cerlainly require it; and whenever
il is neeegsary so Lo inlerpose, he
should do it quictly and sceretly,
0 Lhal the crew may noi pereeive
that their immediate eornmander
has required corrcetion. All orders
to the ship should be given
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through her immediale  com-
mander, and in such mode as Lo
appear lo proceed from himself,
This will secure Lo the com-
mander-in-chief the respecl and
vonlidence of his officers, whilsl
it will sccure lo those officers
themselves the respecl and con-
fidence of those under Ltheir com-
mand.

IL ie a prevailing error, in the
commanders ol ull grades, Lo
prescribe loo many rules for the
internal police of their commands,
This inordinate love of regulating
cverylhing, even Lo minute Lrifles,
is not always restrained by a
proper respeel for the laws of the
country. The captain ol a ship is
nol an autoerat, aulhorized Lo do
what he pleases with his vessel and
crew, His power is only so [ar
absolute that no one under his
command can queslion il; bul il is
limited by the law, and qualified
by the very nature ol his dutics.
He has a righl to preseribe rules
neeessary Lo Lhe good order and
good governmenl of his com-
mand, and within the usages of
the sea service; but his right is 1o
be exercised in good faith, when it
is really nceessary; and nol capri-
ciously, under the pretence of
enforeing discipline. Commanders
should remember that the re-
straints and privalions of Lhe sea
arc very great, cven nnder the
mosl favorable eircumstances, and
therefore that il is a duly of
common humanily o alleviale
them as far as possible. This is
necessary, in order to prevent the
service  from  becoming  odious,
causing all men to shun it, 'There
is therefore little wisdom in multi-
plying restraints, and hunting up
new modes ol Leaging and annoy-
ance. Every indulgence should be
allowed, compatible with good
order and a sound and wholesome

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1970

discipline, and no restraint should
be imposed and no observance
cxacled, which is not clearly
neeessary.

Complaints  arc  often made
apainst subordinates, for whal is
terined  insubordinate and  dis-
respeellul conduct. Certainly such
conduct is wholly inexcusable,
and cannot be loo severely re-
buked and punished; bul care
should be observed not to suspeel
such disrespectinl conduet when
no disrespeet is inlended. Every
olficer on board a ship, whatever
his grade, is Lo be regarded as a
gentleman, and is Lo be addressed
in language becoming a gentle-
man; nol indeed in the conven-
tional forms of polite socicty, bul
in terms of respect suited Lo the
place and Lo the relation of the
parties. The relation which the
mflerior officer holds to his su-
perior is not that of the slave Lo
the masler. The observances re-
quircd of him arc those of de-
lerence and respeet, and not those
of humility and subscrvieney,
Mere [reedom of address is not
disrespectlul; a temperate asser-
tion of his own rights i5 not
insubordinale in an inferior offi-
cer, The proper deportment of
officers Lowards one another is
simply that ol well-bred gentle-
men in socicly, modified by the
neecssary [orms of Lhe serviee,
arising from Lhe relalions of rank
and authorily. Lt is truc, the forms
of the drawing room arc unsuited
to the ship’s deck: bul authority
may be stern without being harsh;
respecl may be enforced, without
exacling servilily along with it;
orders may be given with firmness
and decision, and prompt obedi-
ence to them may be enforeed,
without breaking the laws of good
breeding., The dignity of law(ul
authorily will preserve itself, if it
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be not brought into discredit by
arrogance, which claims too
much, or by vanity, which con-
cedes too little.

The occaston is considered a fit
one for soch an expression of
opinion, on the part of the De-
partment, as ought to have its
influence in every squadron and
with every commander. [t is the
rarest thing in the world for an
American squadron to return
from abroad without bringing
with it a long list of disputes and
mutual complaints between the
superior and inferior officers, This
is discreditable to the service in
the highest degree and cannot be
contemplated without regret and
sorrow. Why should it be so? A
little good temper, a little self-
command, a due self-respect and
an ordinary regard for the law and
for the proprieties of official sta-
tion, are all that is required to
preserve the harmony of the ser-
vice. I cannot be insensible to the
fact that there is among junior
officers too captious a spirit, and
too great an aptitude to question
the legality and propriety of
orders. Formerly this was not the
case, and 1 incline strongly to
think that the change has been
produced in a great degree by the
vexation to which they have been
subjected by unmecessary re-
straints, useless orders, and ill-
timed interference on the part of
their superiors. It is true, as a
general rule, that so long as the
superior does not assume, the
inferior will be willing to obey.
There is an inherent dignity in all
lawful authority, judiciously exer-
cised, which commands the ready
respect of all mankind, The order
of system and regularity and
promptitude of true discipline are
extremely beautiful; and such is
the comfort which they confer

that there are very few who feel
the restraints they impose.
Nothing s easier than to enforce
discipline, because discipline is
desirable in itself. It is, in other
words, the wholesome action of
wholesome laws, giving order to
all efforts and security to all
rights. The military man should
feel there is a positive dignity in
his submission to authority, and
should place his chief pride in his
ready obedience to command. He
should also feel respect for his
superior, confidence in his justice,
reliance upon his honor, and an
assured hope in his skill, vigilance,
and wisdom. The commander who
can inspirc these feelings is
worthy of command. But he can
never do this by acting as if he
regarded himself as the only
person in the squadron worthy of
consideration. There is no neces-
sity thal the weight of his power
should be constantly pressing
upon those beneath him, On the
contrary, it is his chief excellence
so to impress his authority upon
his inferiors, that they may obey
without feeling it. This is disci-
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pline truly worthy of the name, ness in the laws, which should

There is an instinet of obedience always appear in the conduct of

in all men, which renders harsh- the commander, and which will

ness in the exercise of authority never {ail to securc rcady sub-

altogether unnceessary. There is a mission and obedicnee, when-

quict dignity and a tempered {irm- socver Lhey be manifested,”
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