Civility In and Out of Season

Many of you have heard me speak about the continuing need to stress civility in our Air Force practice. I have talked to you about cultivating the ability to leave the battle in the arena. This subject is especially appropriate now amid heightened tensions associated with recent events. We need to cultivate the ability to leave the stresses of our practice behind at the end of the day. Furthermore, my recent discussions about the civilian practice with law professors, civilian attorneys, and federal judges have only served to reinforce my belief that we must always strive to maintain civility and the highest standards of integrity in our practice.

Civility in professional conduct is the responsibility of every legal professional in the Air Force. As JAGs, civilian attorneys, paralegals, and supporting staff, we are to be steadfast in our commitment to treat everyone, including those opposing our legal position, with courtesy, respect, and consideration. The consistent application of this principal will not, and should not, attenuate our commitment to "zealous advocacy." Rather, it will ensure our advocacy remains within professional bounds, thereby maintaining the integrity of our practice and earning the admiration of our civilian brethren.

Concerning judge advocates, we are lawyers and officers, and therefore, share a unique dual role. That role allows us to fully embrace the best of both professions. As officers, we swear allegiance to the Constitution. As officers of the court, we swear allegiance to the noble ideals embodied in the Constitution: liberty, justice, equality, and fair play.

Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes, former Chief Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, wrote of the universal qualities which cause lawyers to be esteemed by their professional colleagues:

"The highest reward that can come to a lawyer is the esteem of professional brethren. That esteem is won in unique conditions and proceeds from an impartial judgment of professional rivals. It cannot be purchased. It cannot be artificially created. It cannot be gained by artifice or contrivance to attract public attention. It is not measured by pecuniary gains. It is an esteem which is born in sharp contest and thrives despite conflicting interests. It is an esteem commanded solely by integrity of character and by brains and skill in the honorable performance of professional duty. No subservient 'yes men' can win it. No mere manipulator or negotiator can secure it. It is essentially a tribute to a rugged independence of thought and intellectual honesty which shines forth amid the clouds of controversy. It is a tribute to exceptional power controlled by conscience and a sense of public duty -- to a knightly bearing and valor in the hottest encounters."

Although Chief Justice Hughes wrote specifically of lawyers, his observations are equally applicable to all members of the JAG family – judge advocates, civilian attorneys, paralegals, and supporting staff alike. Therefore, let us all strive to be deserving of the esteem of our colleagues, remembering that integrity is the firm foundation of Air Force legal practice, and civility is its cornerstone.

