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Warrior Philosophy

“A gem cannot be pol-
ished without friction,
nor a man perfected
without trials.”
—Seneca

n 9 September 1965, the

commander of Carrier Air

Group 16 flew what would

be his last mission over
North Vietnam. After striking his tar-
get, North Vietnamese anti-aircraft ar-
tillery engaged his A-4 Skyhawk. Within
seconds, engines failed, power was lost,
and the pilot ejected over North Viet-
nam, certain ot a grim fate—suffering,
Most Marine officers know where this
story goes, but many more junior Ma-
rines and sailors are unfamiliar. Then-
Navy CAPT James Stockdale’s epic
journey as a warrior-philosopher who
survived seven brutal years as a prisoner
of war is a foundational tale in officer
training and education. Stockdale’s epic
is used to introduce officers to the im-
portance of philosophical education as
the foundation for effective leadership
and resilience.

For over 200 years, the Corps has
forged leaders. From Marine Corps
Recruit Depot to Officer Candidate
School, and the Crucible to the Quigley,
the Corps has perfected the science of
unleashingleatfershi potential. Enlist-
ed and commissionecli:) officers are taught
to embrace uncertainty, operate with
minimal guidance, ancfembody time-
tested leadership traits and principles
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The case for stoic leadership
by Maj Dilan Swift

=Maj Swift is an Infantry Officer
currently serving in Marine Corps
Advisor Company A. He is an active
member of the Warfighting Society.

ADM James Stockdale. The modern warrior-
philosopher. (Photo: V5. Navy)

thatallow them to lead in chaocs. While
these tools are appropriate for prepar-
ing leaders for war, they are insufficient
in preparing leaders to face a new and
growing crisis in peace.

The Nation’s youth are suftering,
and so too are Marines. Existing leader-
ship models are not enough to prepare
leaders to mentor and coach the f[c))rce
through the growing rates of depression,
anxiety, suicidality, and addiction that
aAre NOwW pervasive in American society.
These struggles are especially acute in

the generation of young Marines cur-
rently joining our ranks. While the
Corpsisnot intended to rectify society’s
ills, Gen Krulak did charge the Corps
with returning the country’s youth bet-
ter for their service.! To counter these
ills and build a more resilient and effec-
tive Corps, leaders should look to time
time-tested philosophical approaches
to address this new crisis. Fortunately,
a tried-and-true warrior philosophy has
existed for two millennia that can aid
leaders in navigating these turbulent
times. Stoicism, a philosophy developed
by the ancient Greeks and Romans, pro-
vides a universal grounding philosophy
upen which the Marine Corps’ e&os
of Honor, Courage, and Commitment
can firmly stand.

“It does not matter

what you bear, but how
you bearit.”
—Seneca
'The Crisis

Each month, more Marines join the
leng list of American warfighters lost
to their own hand. Such self-inflicted
casualties have become an unfortunate
norm in the Corps and society at large.
Through training, leaders may be able
to identify indicators of suffering, but
they are largely unable to pinpeint or
address root causes. Social media and
smartphone usage, declining religiosity,
social isolation, and the civil-militar
cultural divide are often blamed. Whilzer
these issues pervade American society
at large, Marine leaders atall levels must
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address them daily. The statistics are

sobering:
* Nearly half of U.S. teens report us-
ing the Internet “almost constantly”
and 95 percent of teens have access
to a smartphoene (up from 73 percent
in 2015).2
* Nineteen, sixteen, and fifteen per-
cent of teens report using YouTube,
TikTok, and Snapchat respectively
“almost constantly.”
* Rates of Major Depressive Epi-
sodes (suicide ideations, attempts,
and deaths) rose 52 percent from 2005
to 2017 (from 8.7 to 13.2 percent of
12-17-year-olds).4
* 32 percentof teens and adolescents
experience anxiety and depression
from March 2020 to January 2022
(the cohort currently enlisting into
the Corps).®
* Deaths of despair (alcohol, suicide,
and drug overdose deaths) from 2013
2019 among white non-Hispanics
without a four-year college degree (the
vast majority of the Corps) increased
by 41, 17,and 73 percent, respectively.®
* Despitea fifteen percent grop from
2020 to 2021, more than 500 Active
Duty, Reserve, and National Guard
suicides occur each year.”

While Marines are individuals who
join the Service with their own unique
characteristics, these statistics should be
considered carefully. They painta pic-
ture of the societal context I‘Pi'om which
Marines emerge, engage, and return at
the end of their service. Through an
understanding of the severity of the mo-
ment, leaders can fulfill Krulak’s leader-
ship imperative of returning Marines
as quality citizens. Asa father guides a
son, leaderscan help their Marines and
sailors navigate life’s turbulent waters by
helping them develop a philesephical
toolkit to serve as the Eaundation of per-
sonal growth and a fount of resilience.

'The Warrior Philosophy

Stoicism may seem to bein vogue to
the casual observer. Promoted by popu-
lar philosophers like Ryan Holiday on
social media (ironically)® and included
in Gen Mattis” personal reading lists,”
Stoicism is an ancient philosophy that
seeks to foster internal peace by divorc-
ing individual emotion from external
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“You have power over
your mind—not out-
side events. Realize

this, and you will find
strength.”
—Marcus Aurelius

The essential Stoic leader, Roman Emperor
and warrior: Marcus Aurelius. Photo provided
by author)

circumstances. Stoicism does not seek
to answer the metaphysical questions
often pondered by religion but instead
focuses on the practical—how to find
internal peace in a turbulent world.
While Stoicism is the subject of
extensive study, there are many easily-
accessible principles relevant to medern
leaders seeﬁing to help Marines navigate
through life’s challenges. First, one’s pri-
mary concern should be to “live accord-
ing to nature.” Thatis, live in sucha way
that is in harmony with, and acceptin,
of, the natural world.1® Second, mucﬁ
as there is both rain and sunshine, some
things in life are within one’s control

while others are not. Third, peace and
freedom can be found in understand-
ing these realities and chossing not to
suffer from conditions outside of one’s
control. As Marcus Aurelius advises,
“there is never any need ... to trouble
your soul about things you cannot con-
trol. These things are not asking to be
judged by you. Leave them alone.”!!
his emphasis on choice is the operative
element of Stoic philosophy. Individual
resilience can be Forgedwhen this choice
is mentally rehearsed and combined
with reflection, meditations on mor-
tality, and confidence in one’s actions
and acceptance of consequences.!?
The applicability of this philosophi-
calappreach to life and leadership is rec-
ognized by many leaders butappearsto
escape many of the Corps’ junior mem-
bers. Unlike the officers leading them,
most junior servicemembers are never
intreduced to such practical philoso-
phy upon which the traditional Marine
Corps leadership traits and principles
can be developed. Stoicism’s approach
to dealing with life, be it personal or
professional, equips individuals to ob-
serve, embrace, and endure life’s chal-
lenges. Stoicism teaches humility toac-
cept fate, embrace trials, and grow from
adEfersity. Stoicism, as Holifay writes,
“provides much-needed strength, wis-
d[z)m, and stamina®13

Adopting Stoic Principles as Marine
Leaders

Marine leaders can offer much to
their Marines by applying Stoic philo-
sophical princilples while addressing
contemporary leadership challenges.
Leaders should consider the continued
study of Stoic philosophy, sharing Sto-
icism with their Marines, and, like Mar-
cus Aurelius, living as Stoic examples

to the best of their ability.

1. Continued Study

Before leaders can share the timeless
wisdom and practices of the ancients,
leaders must seek to be studied and
conversant in the langnage and foun-
dations of history and phi%osoph LAsa
simple first step,?(/[arine leaders s%;ou.ld
consider returning to the lessons they
received during collegiate training as
aspiring officers. The Stoic renaissance
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is in full swing and interested leaders
can casily find newly published transla-
tions of the ancient Stoic texts or more
modern interpretations of the philoso-

hy.14 Another source of material can
be found in ADM Stockdale’s writings.
His biopic detailing his Prisoner of War

2. Teach, Coach, and Mentor
Thereisan old saying thata parent’s
role is to “prepare the child for the road,
not the road for the child.”' Herein
lies each modern Marine leader’s chal-
lenge in such trying and chaotic times.
After developing a foundational un-

After developing a foundational understanding of
Stoic principles, leaders should share this with those
who need it most—our junior enlisted Marines and

sailors.

experience Cowrage Under Fire and later
reflections Theughts of a Philosophical
Fighter Pilot takes readers on his jour-
ney from stumbling across Stoicism as a
graduate student, subsequent obsession,
and utilization of Stoic principles while
in captivity and beyond.13

derstanding of Stoic principles, leaders
should share thiswith those who need it
most—our jurior enlisted Marines and
sailors, Seneca embodies the example
here. His Letters from a Stoic are exact-
ly that-letters to a younger student in
which he explains, extolls, and encour-

ages Stoic persgective on life. Modern
leaders should be enconraged to follow
suit; organize professional military ed-
ucation sessions; provide chapters or
sections of pertinent Stoic literature as
reading assignments; challenge Marines
to think, write, and reflect on the mate-
rial; and discuss the philosophy often
in public and private. In so doing, lead-
ers caninfuse Stoic thought into their
organizations to foster individual and
collective resilience.

3. Live It

Finally, leaders mustbe the embodi-
ment of Stoic principles. Studies and
discussions are meaningless without
concrete actions. Suffering Marines
and sailors need leaders as positive role
models who demonstrate mental and
emotional resilience. As Marcus Aure-
lius exhorts in Meditations, “waste no
more time arguing what a good man
should be. Be one.” Leaders, it is time
to be the “good men” our Marines need.
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Reflect on your responsibility as a leader. Your posi-
tion could be taken at any moment. This should gen-
erate gratitude and humility.

Living out Stoic principles involves in-
ternalreflection and external behaviors.
First, prioritize time to reflect on your
leadership. Ask, how are you respond-
ing to external circumstances in your
organization? Are you controlling what
is yours, influencing what is possible,
and accepting what you must? Reflect
on your responsibility asa leader. Your
position could be taken at any moment.
This should generate gratitude and hu-
mility. Finally, seek to always behave
with calm. Such composure will take
time to develop but will create a cul-
ture of trust. If subordinates know how
their leaders will react in any given situ-
ation, they will be more confident in
their actions, measured in their risks,
and forthright in communications.

Conclusion

On that fateful day in 1965,as ADM
Stockdale ejected from his Skyhawk,
he considered himself strangely fortu-
nate. Unlike most pilots shot down over
North Vietnam, he was, thanks to his
extensive training in Stoic philosophy,
Amor Fati—accepting ot his fate. Ashe
hung suspended under his parachute,
locking down at the rice field below,
he recalled thinking ““five years down
there, at least. ’'m leaving the world of
technology and entering the world of
Epictetus.””1” His imprisonment ended
up as seven long years in the Hanoi Hil-
ton, the notorious North Vietnamese
prisen in which Stockdale turned into
a Stoic laboratory. Those seven years of
torture, misery, pain, deceit, and suffer-
ing were made survivable and meaning-
tul by a foundation of philosophical
training. Modern Marines are suffering
in their own unique ways today and
Honor, Courage, and Commitment
alone are simply not enough to “prepare
them for the road.” Marine leaders can
do much to torge the Stoic philesophi-
cal foundation upon which Marines
can thrive.
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