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The Modern Marine and
the Future of Stoicism

oung people experience chal-

lenges that are unknown to

previous generations. With

the rise of social media, peo-
ple are more connected today than at
any point in history, but at the same
time, young people are experiencing
sharply increased levels of anxiety and
loneliness.! While the exact cause is
unknown, social media exposure and
the COVID-19 pandemic could be sig-
nificant contributors.>? Qur young Ma-
rines are notimmune to this trend. The
COVID-19 pandemic seriously affected
their formative socialization years; near-
ly all have a social media presence, and
most likely spend hours per day on the
internet.” As Marine leaders, we have
the obligation to connect with, develop,
and lead the next generation—a task
we can only accomplish if we under-
stand the struggles of this generation’s
young Marines. This task is especially
daunting because of a widening gap
in experience; the new generation of
Marines is more different from us than
we were from our predecessors.

We must give our Marines a frame-
work to simplity the complex world in
which they live. Historically, Marine
leaders used stoic teaching to help
their Marines adjust to the profession
ot arms, but stoicism alone is no longer
adequate to address the complexity of
the modern world. Incorporating Al-
tred Adler’s psychological principles
into our development curriculum will
enable us to meet our obligations to
our young Marines. Alfred Adlerisa
lesser-known contemporary of Freud
and Jung whose ideas have been large-
ly overlooked for many years. Despite
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We must give our Marines a framework to simplify
the complex world in which they live.

Adler’s theories failing to gain traction
in popular culture, they can enable our
Marines in three ways: to foster small-
unit cohesion while strengthening indi-
vidual autonomy for the group’s benefit,
to develop personal competence, and to
break from past trauma.

Applying Adlerian theories strength-
ens small-unit cohesion by developing a
sense of security and belonging within
the unit. Adler theorized that every per-
son seeks a “community feeling.™ This
means that everyone wants a “place of
refuge” where they experience a “sense
ot belonging.” To achieve this feeling,
one must give up his or her individual-
ity by conceding that “the ‘T’ does not
rule the center of the world. ... [I]t is
never more than a member of the com-
munity and a part of the whole.™ Only
by investing in the unit and humbling
oneselt through service to the larger
group does one derive fulfillmentand a
sense of belonging. Put another way, the
individual feeds the community, which,
in turn, sustains the individual—a de-
scription of the ideal small unit.

According to Adler, interpersonal
relationships are a key component of
community health. He acknowledged
the complexity of social relationships

within units while emphasizing the
need for personal autonomy and con-
trol. Adler understood that personality
differences degrade unit effectiveness
and cohesion by creating conflict within
the unit. As one Adlerian scholar stated,
“if one were alone in the universe and
all other people were gone, all manner
of problems would disappear.”” To
simplify complex community interac-
tions, avoid personality conflicts, and
promote synergy, Adler divided the
world into three primary subcompo-
nents: occupation, friendship, and love.
Within each subcomponent, each indi-
vidual is only accountable for complet-
ing their own tasks without infringing
on the tasks of others. Using this model,
our Marines can break down any given
situation into the appropriate subcom-
ponents to identify and complete their
respective tasks. This gives our Marines
a simple framework to distill complex
situations into simple, actionable steps.
More importantly, this framework al-
lows our Marines to determine who is
accountable for each task. This clear de-
lineation reduces the cognitive burden
associated with unclear responsibility,
allows Marines to exert control where
appropriate, accept responsibility for
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their own actions, and respect each
other’s boundaries.® In this way, Adler’s
tramework for community health di-
rectly improves unit cohesion.

While Adler emphasized the role of
community involvement, he also ac-
knowledged the importance of indi-
vidual growth. According to Adler, the
individual is driven by feelings of infe-
riority and becomes more competent by
productively harnessing those feelings.
The inferiority that Adler discussed
was not externally imposed—through
social media or fitness test scores—but
internally imposed. Adler cautions us
not to compare ourselves with oth-
ers, but to compare ourselves to our
ideal self. For instance, he suggested
that rather than climbing a ladder in
competition with others, individuals
move on a horizontal plane with others,
advancing in the same direction.

This idea of individuals moving in
the same direction isan important con-
cept tor our Marines to understand. It
emphasizes the community discussed
earlier while reinforcing unit cohe-
sion, providing our Marines with an
organic support network of “comrades”
instead of competitors. No longer in
competition, our Marines are free to
internally motivate themselves to ac-
complish more. According to Adler,
people must believe that “I have the
ability,” and “people are my comrades,”
to reach their full potential.” If our Ma-
rines start striving to overcome their
deficiencies, then the unit will only
become stronger as it works together
to maximize each member’s individual

otential.

Finally, Adler teaches the idea of
“teleology,” which is defined as, “(from
Greek telos, ‘end,” and logos, ‘reason’),
explanation by reference to some pur-
pose, end, goal, or function.” Adle-
rian psychology uses the principle of
teleology to look forward, declining to
define an individual by past traumaand
explaining the past through the lens of
the future goal. This is in stark contrast
to Freudian psychology, where trauma
binds an individual to a predetermined
path. Instead, under Adler’s views, the
past does not pre-determine a destina-
tion. It fuels the path forward.
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Stoicism is agood model... but, like many good things,
it can be romanticized, perverted, and misapplied ...

This idea is incredibly valuable for
our Marines. Qur Marines come from
every walk of life with unique experi-
ences, habits, and backgrounds that
affect their behavior. This can cause
significant friction within a unit it
someone is unwilling, or believes that
he is unable, to change. By utilizing
Adler’s teaching regarding teleology,
Marines are empowered to write their
own story moving forward, and they
are not burdened by their past or up-
bringing. They are free to forge their
own path, fully integrate into their
unit, and change whenever they feel
it necessary. This freedom gives our
Marines the flexibility to adapt, grow,
and self-actualize, and gives them the
autonomy to take complete control and
responsibility of their lives.

Given the ready application of
Adler’s principles to our Marines, it
begs the question, why have these prin-
ciples not yet been incorporated into
development curricula? As mentioned
above, many leaders utilize stoicism to
develop young Marines, but stoicism
alone is no longer enough to develop
this generation of Marines." Many of
Adler’s theories complement Stoicism
and were developed from ancient Greek
thinking. Accordingly, Adler’sideas are
easily incorporated into any stoic-based
mentorship or leadership curricula cur-
rently in use.

Stoicism is a good model for ju-
nior Marines because it teaches basic
virtues and resiliency, but, like many
good things, it can be romanticized,
perverted, and misapplied with di-
sastrous effect. Our Marines are not
learning stoicism from the greats like
Marcus Aurelius or ADM Stockdale.
Instead, they are learning from the self-
professed stoic teachers on the internet
and social media. Stoicism requires a
mature and deep appreciation of the
philosophy’s nuance. Unsophisticated
teachers and impressionable students
tend to believe that the ideal stoic is

devoid of all emotion. This inaccu-
rate portrayal is typified by an ultra-
macho, larger-than-life, meditating,
non-sleeping, non-feeling, single-digit-
body-fat automaton plastered across
our Marines” social media feed. Im-
mature leaders in the fleet can reinforce
the more volatile aspects of stoicism by
tailing to acknowledge the compassion
required to be an effective leader. The
overall effect is that Marines can lose
their sense of empathy for others and
adopt a position of perceived moral
superiority, ultimately degrading the
integrity of the small unit.

My position on this point comes
trom personal experience. I freely ad-
mit that [am creating a strawman, and
my intent is not to label all stoics as
emotionless sociopaths: I know this is
not true. [ have inadvertently been the
unsophisticated teacher, and [ have seen
stoic teaching go awry when I failed to
adequately describe the nuance of the
philosophy. One of my dear friend’s
children is contemplating joining the
military. While discussing his future
with him, I mentioned that military
members must take their obligation
seriously and keep a level head in the
tace ot chaos and uncertainty—much
in line with Stoic teaching. A few days
later, my friend reported back that her
child had stopped laughing and smil-
ing, believing that was the best way to
tollow my advice. He heard my advice
as a prohibition on displaying emo-
tion. This encapsulates the difficulty of
capturing the nuances associated with
stoicism, and it has widely applicable
warnings about the dangers of stoic
philosophy being miscommunicated
and misunderstood. To negate the pos-
sibility of stoic teaching being miscon-
strued and to achieve well-adjusted and
balanced Marines, we should supple-
ment our stoic teaching with Adler’s
principles discussed above.

Overall, these ideas can seem na-
ive, idealistic, and soft. However, we
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must acknowledge that our Marines
are substantially different from past
generations—not less capable or lethal,
but undeniably different. With lifelong
unfettered access to the world via the
internet, and the COVID-19 pandemic
having fundamentally affected their
social development, our Marines are
constantly exposed to an overwhelm-
ing amount of data, and it is having
significant effects on their mental,
physical, and emotional well-being.
Accordingly, we must adjust our ap-
proach toleading our Marines and em-

ower them with a mental framework
that allows them to succeed. Stoicism
has provided a solid foundation for
our Marines over the past few decades,
but we must continue to add tools to
our leadership toolbox and adapt toa
changing world.
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“Thank you for the donation
to support and establish the
Official VMFA-314 Library.
This will make a lasting
impression on the unit and
ignite the spirit of life-long
learning.”

If you are a Marine interested in E

enhancing the professional library I.F

in your unit, please go here hitps:// ’:'{r
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“Thank you for all the great information and for the
conversation. This is an amazing resource that | did
not know about to start CLB-8’s unit library.”

—SgtMaj Jeremy Bland
Combat Logistics Battalion 8

If you would like to support
MCAF's programs like this
one, you can donate here
https://fundraise.givesmart.
com/f/4032/n?vid=14lkh8
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