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Call Sign Chaos: Learning to Lead, Jim Mattis (2019: Random House) 

1. Overview: General Mattis is one of the Marine Corps best known and respected leaders.  

In this engaging memoir, General Mattis shares leadership lessons gained from his career, 

including the importance of tending to the spiritual aspects of leadership. 

 

2. Commentary: General Mattis writes, “The combination of intangible qualities – 

confidence, trust, harmony, and affection for one another that build on each man’s 

physical strength, mental agility, and spiritual resilience – produces cohesive units 

capable of dominating the battlefield.  But death is ever present.”   

 

While most people have read General Mattis’ book in light of his tenure as Secretary of 

Defense, the book’s real strength is the wisdom he shares about leading Marines in 

combat.  This wisdom, Mattis asserts, is based on classical leadership tenants such as 

beliefs, values, and character, rather than a heavy focus on technical competence.  A 

steeled combat veteran, Marines reading “Call Sign Chaos” can draw upon wisdom to 

enable them to be honorable, effective warriors in the fights to come.   

 

3. Spirituality Tie: General Mattis offers an interesting definition of spirituality.  In his 

memoir he refers to spirituality as “intangibles,” or qualities that cannot always be 

measured.  He stresses the importance of instilling the spiritual side, not just within 

subordinates, but also within the leader themselves.   

 

4. Target Audience:  Marines at any rank/level.  For individual or group study. 

 

5. Specific Discussion Questions:  

- General Mattis stresses spiritual resilience a number of times in his book.  Why do 

you think spiritual resilience is so important for Marines and for those who lead 

Marines?   

- How do you define spirituality?  How does that apply to your current billet in the 

Marine Corps?  How does it affect your day-to-day life as a Marine? 

- What are some of the ways you can build the spiritual well-being of yourself?  Your 

unit?  Following General Mattis, how do we instill and develop these “intangibles” in 

ourselves?  In our units? 

 

6. Suggested follow-on resources: 

 

- General Mattis lecture at MCB Quantico, 9/25/2019 (DVIDS).  Link to video 

https://www.dvidshub.net/video/715974/james-mattis-marine-corps-base-quantico

