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Woke. No doubt you have 
heard the word before. 
Turn on mainstream 
media or click on any 

social media platform and it will be 
there. Added to the dictionary in 2017, 
woke was one of the top ten searched 
terms for 2021, rivaling other much-
politicized terms such as vaccine or in-
surrection.2 Just by reading this word 
you may have had a visceral reaction 
to it, as it is often used to evoke such 
a response. The term is bastardized to 
be used as a noun, adjective, verb, or 
adverb, but regardless of form, it is pejo-
ratively misused to describe any discus-
sion of diversity, equity, and inclusion 
(DEI) initiatives to paint them all with a 
broad negative brush. Pundits and poli-
ticians continue to decry DEI programs 
as creating “a woke, emasculated mili-
tary” and accuse the military’s generals 
of being “woke corporate bozos” who 
are “pushing questionable policies on 
our troops just to satisfy the ideological 
agenda of a minority of Americans.”3 As 
a result, a recent survey found that “half 

of Americans believe woke practices are 
undermining military effectiveness.”4  
 But strip away the rhetoric and the 
white noise, or as I call it, the woke noise. 
Separate the term from the tweets and 
the sound bites and the raw emotion 
the word is intended to elicit, and what 
we are left with is the hard truth that 
being woke, by the true definition of the 
word, is a vital part of being a military 
leader. The concept behind wokeness 
is essential—if not required—by our 
doctrine, leadership principles, and the 
critical thinking necessary for effective 
warfighting.  
 As quoted above, woke is simply de-
fined. Yet, since its inclusion into the 
mainstream vernacular, it is the par-
enthetical of that definition that has 
subsumed the word’s entire meaning.  
 At face value, the definition of woke 
should garner positive attention as 
achieving more inclusive and equitable 
ends for all through DEI. Instead, “wo-
keness” pigeonholes DEI into a merely 
dismissible equal opportunity phenom-
enon encompassing policies whose sole 
focus is on race, gender, sexual orien-
tation, or one of the other protected 
classes. But DEI is a much broader topic 
that incorporates considerably more in-
dividual qualities that have far-reaching 
implications. DEI is necessary to truly 

get after the real challenges we are facing 
as an organization, both internally in 
our ranks and externally in effectively 
projecting military power. DEI actually 
encompasses: 

• Diversity: All the different charac-
teristics and attributes of individuals 
that complement our core values, con-
tribute to our warfighting capabilities, 
and ensure our connectedness to the 
American public.
• Equity: The fair and equal treat-
ment, access, advancement, and op-
portunity for all Marines, sailors, and 
civilian Marines based on individual 
skills, abilities, aptitudes, perfor-
mance, and merit.
• Inclusion: The integration of each 
individual’s differences into the way 
an organization functions and makes 
decisions.5

Looking through that lens, it is clear 
that DEI initiatives are about more than 
just a particular demographic, political 
ideology, or word of the day. Instead, 
they are a tool to make Marines more 
aware and actively attentive not only 
to cultural differences but cognitive 
diversity as well. 
 Regardless of what it is called, ex-
ploring societal and cultural facts and 
issues is not something new to the 
Marine Corps. In fact, we have been 
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Woke: aware of and ac-
tively attentive to im-
portant societal facts 
and issues (especially 
issues of racial and so-
cial justice).1
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acutely aware of and actively attentive 
to culture and the human dimension 
of warfare for some time. Our corner-
stone foundational document, MCDP 
1, Warfighting, recognizes that “war is 
shaped by human nature and is subject 
to the complexities, inconsistencies, and 
peculiarities which characterize human 
behavior.”6 This is echoed in MCDP 7, 
Learning, that states because “conflict 
is a human phenomena,” it is necessary 
for Marines to educate themselves and 
“prepare for the complexities of each 
conflict by studying social, economic, 
political, cultural, environmental, inter-
personal, and intrapersonal factors.”7 

It is within this framework that the 
Regional, Culture, and Language Fa-
miliarization Program was introduced 
in 2012 as a career-long curriculum 
“to provide the foundation for a cross-
culturally competent general purpose 
force with diverse regional and cultural 
understanding” in order to increase ef-
fectiveness while “operating in cultur-
ally complex environments.”8   
 It would be shortsighted to believe 
that the premise behind Warfighting 
was only referencing human behavior 
as it applies externally in the operating 
environment and not internally within 
our own in our ranks. Indeed, MCDP 
7 reflects that internal focus, demand-
ing that “the Marine Corps must also 
foster a culture of learning, understand 
their own Service culture, those of other 
Services and allies, the human dimen-
sion of the operational environment, 
and the cultures of those we operate 
among.”9 In this context, DEI train-
ing and policies are a complimentary 
corollary to Regional, Culture, and 
Language Familiarization—an oppor-
tunity to reflect on our own social and 
cultural factors to effectively leverage 
the mosaic of individuals that make up 
our organization.  
 This view is in line with our bed-
rock leadership principles. MCRP 
6-11B, Marine Corps Values: A User’s 
Guide for Discussion Leaders, believes 
that knowing your Marines and look-
ing out for their welfare is “one of 
the most important of the leadership 
principles.”10 But the mandate to “get 
to know and understand the Marines 
under your command” takes more cog-

nitive awareness and mental fitness than 
simply recalling a Marine’s name, rank, 
and hometown.11 To truly “determine 
what your unit’s mental attitude is,” a 
leader must “develop a genuine inter-
est in people” to understand an indi-
vidual’s background, experiences, and 
how their unique history and culture 
have shaped their particular point of 
view.12  
 For instance, it is informative to 
note that the majority of age groups 
that make up our ranks expect, if not 
demand, to be part of a diverse organi-
zation that is both genuinely concerned 
for their welfare and appreciative of in-
dividual uniqueness. A 2021 study into 
what people want from their employers 
found that being part of an organiza-
tion that truly cares about employees’ 
well-being was the number one issue for 
younger Millennials and Gen Z (born 
1989–2001) as well as older Millenni-
als (1980–1988), and was the second 
most important issue for Gen X (1965–
1979).13 Additionally, another top pri-
ority for younger Millennials and Gen Z 
respondents was for an organization to 
be “diverse and inclusive of all people” 
because they consider DEI “not a ‘nice 
to have’ … [but] an imperative that is 
core to their personal identities.”14 Of 
course, we cannot simply shape our 
policy based solely on popular opin-
ion, but we nevertheless need to pay 
attention to these salient points. 

 Armed with a comprehensive knowl-
edge of the authentic diversity of our 
Marines, a leader can effectuate another 
leadership principle: employ your com-
mand in accordance with its capabili-
ties. It is only by having a diverse pool 
to draw from, and then truly knowing 
the Marines that comprise that group, 
that a leader is best equipped to bring 
their unique talents to bear on the task 

at hand. Nowhere is that premise more 
evident than in the balance between the 
art and science of warfare described in 
Warfighting: 

Various aspects of war fall principally 
in the realm of science, which is the 
methodical application of the empiri-
cal laws of nature … [but that] does not 
describe the whole phenomenon. An 
even greater part of the conduct of war 
falls under the realm of art, which is 
the employment of creative or intui-
tive skills.15

Certainly, there are aspects of our pro-
fession in which uniformity is critical 
to ensure that we are all using the same 
terminology and methodology to pro-
verbially “row the boat” in the same di-
rection—that is the science. But there is 
one area that we cannot afford to ignore 
the tangible benefits of our differences, 
and that is in the realm of diversity of 
thought. The ever-changing face of the 
future fight dictates “the same way of 
framing a problem, the same opinion, 
or the same perspective just won’t do.”16

 The art of warfare requires cre-
ativity that thrives in diverse groups, 
where individuals from different back-
grounds—whether it is race, gender, 
national origin, MOS, Service, or any 
other defining characteristic—are both 
included and actively participate in 
“open, dynamic, and respectful collabo-
ration to understand, frame, and solve 
problems.”17 This is not just a sugges-

tion, but a duty prescribed by MCDP 
1 to have honest and frank discussions 
“regardless of disparity” in rank and 
“provide honest, professional opinions” 
even when they differ from the senior’s 
opinion.18 Moreover, it is a practice born 
from hard lessons. Since the early 1960s 
and the Bay of Pigs debacle, the mili-
tary has been committed to avoiding 
the groupthink that dominated that 

... DEI training and policies are ... an opportunity to 
reflect on our own social and cultural factors to effec-
tively leverage the mosaic of individuals that make 
up our organization.
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f lawed approach.19 Historically our 
focus has primarily been on how our 
biases may skew our thinking toward 
our adversaries. It seems only logical 
that similar awareness and scrutiny 
need to be exercised internally, using 
DEI training to discuss the possibility 
of bias, intentional or unintentional.  
 To avoid the harm of groupthink 
and gain the advantage of DEI, there 
is another leadership principle at play, 
and it is perhaps the most difficult to 
apply: know yourself and seek self-im-
provement. Our human tendency is to 
believe that we are objective, when in 
fact “we see the world, not as it is, but 
as we are—or, as we are conditioned to 
see it.”20 Accordingly, MCDP 7 tells 
leaders to develop a level of introspec-
tion coupled with “self-awareness of the 
personal factors that can detract from 
learning, such as hubris (i.e., ego) and 
bias.”21 This is echoed in the recently 
released Training and Education 2030 
strategy, where the Commandant reit-
erates the importance of out-thinking 
our adversaries by “forcing Marines 
to contend with their assumptions, 
perceptions, and concepts.”22 Again, 
we have long endeavored to do hard 
critical thinking when it comes to our 
enemies, but we must also do the much 
harder task of turning those same criti-
cal thinking skills to assess ourselves, 
especially when it comes to how we deal 
with our own people. DEI allows us to 
apply the same concepts to what the 
Marine Corps has long considered to 
be our greatest asset—our Marines.  
 Both parts of Sun Tzu’s famous 
maxim apply here: as a military leader, 
you must know the enemy and know 
yourself. To be a more effective fighting 
force, we must accept the reality that 
our blind spots apply equally to our 
view of the world outside and inside our 
organization. Harnessing the power of 
diversity requires that we actively think 
about the way we think—to get differ-
ent answers, we must include and listen 
to different perspectives in the room. 
“Woke” is merely a buzzword, used 
like a talisman to ward off any discus-
sion of the inherent value of DEI. But 
to listen to those who use woke as an 
invective is missing the point, turning 
away from the fundamental tenets of 

Marine Corps leadership and practices 
we have already been using for years. 
Being aware and actively attentive to 
societal facts and issues is not under-
mining military effectiveness—it is an 
essential component of it.  
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