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Aristotle and Marine Corps Leadership:
Using Virtue Ethics to Make Better Leaders
-----------------------------------
Marine Corps Leadership Foundations
The Marine Corps does not have a corner market on leadership development, but it certainly has been a bastion of intentional leadership development throughout its history. My admittedly biased opinion is that the Marine Corps has been exceptional at developing leadership among all members of the Corps and it is right to continue this trend well into the future. This is not to say the Marine Corps method is leadership development is perfect of course; nothing can be. Rather, based on my career thus far, I have had the pleasure of working for, and with, individuals that truly embody the Leadership Principles and Traits. The same goes for Marines that I have spoken to across all the MOS’s that I have interacted with. Of course, there is a small number of truly toxic leaders among the list as well, but let’s leave them aside for the moment. We can simply say they have “missed the memo” on leadership development and not waste ink trying to make excuses or rationalize them away. Thankfully, the bulk of Marine leaders are striving to be good and motivated by worthy intentions. Whether it is Gazette articles from the 1940s or modern iterations of Corporal’s Course, there is obviously something the Marine Corps is getting right. I do not aim to explain what the magic ingredient is, nor do I propose a tectonic shift in some new direction.  The old mantra of, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it” summarizes my thoughts quite well. That said, there is one area that I think the Marine Corps has been strangely silent on regarding leadership development. Actually, “silent” might not be the right word; more like we have been talking around the subject without referring to it directly. Virtue ethics seems to be intertwined to the very fabric of Marine Corps leadership development, yet I have not seen it referred to by name in any doctrinal publication or formal schoolhouse curriculum. It permeates everything from our Leadership Traits to the NCO Creed, yet I have not seen virtue ethics given the credit it is due. I argue that because we regularly quote military strategists, cite military commanders from all of human history, and rightly use real life leadership examples in much of our Professional Military Education we should also give virtue ethics a formal place in the Marine Corps leadership lexicon.
	So, to better connect virtue ethics and Marine Corps leadership development let us turn to some of the most foundational documents regarding leadership in the Marine Corps. The Leadership Traits laid out in MCWP 6-10 Leading Marines are some of the first things that Marine Recruits and Marine Officer Candidates are exposed to when learning about leadership. Much ink has been spilled in the past few years in Gazette articles talking about modifications, additions, or better interpretations of the Leadership traits. Again, the Marine Corps must be doing something right regarding leadership development if JJ DID TIE BUCKLEE (with the newly added “E” at the end) is still a topic of debate rather than being relegated to the pitiful “self-help” section of bookstores and PX’s. Of course, the Leadership Traits are not all inclusive, nor are the traits chosen new concepts discovered by the Marine Corps; surely Marines have been inculcating new leaders on the importance of “decisiveness” long before we included it in the now familiar phrase about “JJ” and his “BUCKLE”.  The point is, the Corps has been extremely effective at creating a vocabulary that we can use to teach, model, and refer to leadership in the Marine Corps. Furthermore, there is certainly an argument to be made that the traits chosen by the Marine Corps are some of the most applicable to effective leaders of all walks of life. If you have been lucky enough to serve alongside an exceptional leader of Marines, you will have found they embody many of the Leadership Traits.
Similarly, MCDP 1 Warfighting has created a common language that we can use to effectively speak about war.[footnoteRef:1] I know I might be placing myself on a certain side of a debate with this, but I think MCDP 1 Warfighting is an indispensable tool if only to give Marines of all generations a common understanding of the distinctly Marine-esque way we view war. When Marines talk about “Human Factors” or “Boldness” or “Philosophy of Command” we, as Marines, all have a common starting point for what these words or phrases mean thanks to MCDP 1 Warfighting. As we shall see, Aristotle does a strikingly similar thing regarding virtue and how to embody it. The language that he uses to talk about courage, for example, could be copy and pasted into MCWP 6-10 Leading Marines and it would fit right in. The same goes for other virtues like, truthfulness or tact.[footnoteRef:2] We have been speaking the same language, potentially without realizing it. [1:  No matter which side of the, “Is MCDP 1 Warfighting worth keeping around in 2025?” debate you land on you cannot ignore the importance of the document over the past 36 years in changing how Marines have spoken about war.]  [2:  Aristotle. 1984. Nicomachean Ethics in The Complete Works of Aristotle: The Revised Oxford Translation. 6th. Edited by Johnathan Barnes. Vol. Volume Two. Two vols. Princeton: Princeton University Press. BK IV] 

Leadership and Virtue
	When Aristotle was composing Nicomachean Ethics over 1600 years ago the term “virtue ethics” did not exist. We have since coined that phrase to refer to the ethical snowball that Aristotle began rolling down the mountain all those years ago. His interest is in questions like, “How should we live?” and “What kind of person should I be?” These ideas are seeds that have since grown into a robust ethical theory that is still alive today.[footnoteRef:3] Aristotle’s basic answer to these questions is eudaimonia, best translated to “flourishing” in English. We flourish when we live well, and we live well when our lives contain and are guided by the virtues.[footnoteRef:4] To see this in action, let’s turn to Book III of the Nicomachean Ethics where Aristotle speaks about courage in combat. In language very reminiscent of MCDP 1 Warfighting he speaks of the horrors of war and the fact that a courageous fighter will overcome these inescapable conditions of war because of their commitment to living a life that does not succumb to cowardly temptations. Aristotle says, “...death and wounds will be painful to the brave man and against his will, but he will face them because it is noble to do so...”[footnoteRef:5] Now, look at what MCWP 6-10 Leading Marines says about physical courage, “Physical courage is the mastery of the fear of death, bodily harm, or pain. Marines overcome their natural fear of injury and death in times of battle for three chief reasons: (1) we are well-trained and well-led, (2) we have convictions that will sustain us to the last sacrifice, and (3) we fight for one another.”[footnoteRef:6] Both sources are speaking about the fact that warriors must consciously exercise the virtue of courage despite the natural inclination to avoid physical harm or succumb to fear. [3:  Granted, thanks to the rise and popularity of analytic philosophy, virtue ethics fell out of fashion in the twentieth century. That said, it has since seen a dramatic resurgence of interest and is now, once again, common among ethical discourse.]  [4:  Snow, pg3]  [5:  Nicomachean Ethics, BK III, Ch 9]  [6:  MCWP 6-10 Leading Marines, 2-17] 

	In Aristotelian terms, to exercise courage you must not shirk from pain or death when the cause is noble. Similarly, you do not throw your life away needlessly. The courageous person steps in and stands up for what is right, the coward allows a bully to carry on unabated. Regarding our martial profession, Aristotle says courage in combat, alongside your fellow warrior, is the noblest exercise of courage, “Properly, then, he will be called brave who is fearless in the face of noble death, and of all emergencies that involve death; and the emergencies of war are in the highest degree of this kind.”[footnoteRef:7] Granted the language is a bit archaic, but does this language not sound exactly like what the Marine Corps preaches on courage? Look to the “courage” box on our Fitness Reports we find the phrases, “Moral or physical strength to overcome danger, fear, difficulty, or anxiety” and “Conscious overriding decision to risk bodily harm to accomplish the mission or save others.”[footnoteRef:8] This is but one example of the ways that virtue ethics is intertwined in our understanding of leadership; it is not named outright but the influences are evident.  [7:  Nicomachean Ethics BK III, Ch 6]  [8:  Fitness Report, Block E, Box 1, “Courage”] 

  Turning once again to the Leadership Trait of courage, the similarities between Aristotle and page 2-17 of MCWP 6-10 Leading Marines are striking. Drilling down on this connection further, MCWP 6-10 Leading Marines cites a 1944 Gazette article titled “Why Warriors Fight” when giving its definition of physical courage.  This article is replete with Aristotelian notions of courage, both physical and moral, that lines up directly with the discussion on courage found in Book III, Chapter 8 of Nicomachean Ethics. [footnoteRef:9]And this is just one example of one leadership trait that the Marine Corps has at its foundation of leadership development. Another example of this deep connection is why Aristotle says citizen forces are better than mercenary troops in combat. Citizen forces, it must be mentioned, are those warriors that enjoy citizenship of a certain city-state and also serve in the army when the city-state calls for war. To put it bluntly, Marines since 1775 would be paradigm cases of Aristotle’s “citizen forces” because Marines are first citizens, then they become Marines while retaining their citizen status. Of citizen forces, Aristotle says that they stand and fight, even against certain death, because they fear disgrace and because they have committed themselves to act as a brave warrior ought.[footnoteRef:10] Citizen forces do not fight for money or fame, they fight for their city-state and their fellow warrior in the shield wall next to them. Does this not ring familiar to the countless quotes from books, interviews, and personal accounts of Marines from all generations as to why they withstood the hellish nature of war? [9:  If you wish to read this article for yourself, it can be found here: 
Edmundson,  Charles A “Why Warriors Fight”. Marine Corps Gazette (pre-1994); Quantico Vol. 28, Iss. 9, (Sep 1944): 2-10. https://archive.mca-marines.org/publications/why-warriors-fight/ ]  [10:  Nicomachean Ethics, BK III, Ch 8] 

We have been teaching virtue ethics this whole time, even if we have not been formally acknowledging it. This is certainly not a dig at the Marine Corps’ leadership development, rather it is a positive. It shows that the Marine Corps has not arbitrarily drifted to its current notion of leadership. Instead, it has intentionally created for itself a broad understanding of what it means to be a virtuous leader. I think the phrase “imitation is the sincerest form of flattery” would describe Aristotle’s feelings if he walked into a Marine Corps leadership discussion. A similar exercise can be done with the other Leadership Traits, especially those that Aristotle specifically lists as virtues in his works, like self-discipline or integrity or justice In formal Marine Corps leadership development we often quote individuals like Clausewitz, Sun Tzu, Jomini, or any of the legendary Marines that have come before us. These quotes and references anchor our conceptual ideas of leadership into real, living, breathing, humans. We can turn to examples like Captain Barber and see endurance in action, or we can hear Secretary Mattis speak about the self-discipline it takes to continually push ourselves to improve[footnoteRef:11]. Since we use these individuals as role models to emulate, why not include Aristotle directly? After all, we seem to be speaking the same language. Just looking at recent editions of the Gazette, you can find numerous examples of articles that share this deep Aristotelian connection across a vast array of subjects. Whether intentional or not, virtue ethics is in our common usage.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Marines. 2016. Leadership Lessons from Gen. James Mattis (Ret.). Accessed March 2025]  [12:  The following is just a small list of recent articles that have a distinctly Aristotelian leaning: “Taking Care of our Fallen” (March 2025), “Situation Well in Hand” (February 2025), “Character Development in the Age of Distributed Operations” (December 2024), “Human Prosperity” (December 2024), “A Message from the Commandant of the Marine Corps” (November 2024), “A Case for Classics” (September 2024), “Discipline” (July 2024), “A Critical and Devastating Gap in our Leadership Traits, Principles, Evaluations, Ethos, and Culture” (July 2025), “Basic Officer Leadership” (March 2024), “Building and Inner Citadel of Character” (March 2024).] 

Warriors and Eudaimonia
	Turning back to the notion of flourishing, it is helpful to understand that Aristotle was not just saying that we should flourish for its own sake. As humans we are rational, goal-driven beings. In this vein, our lifelong goal should be a pursuit of the virtues because in doing so we will live better, moral, and fulfilled lives. To flourish is not to be happy or seek pleasure rather it is a life well-spent in pursuit of living the virtuous life. In the end, the virtuous life might mean enduring severe physical pain or privation, but this is always better than being a coward. This is a fact that rings true to any Marine. Aristotle points out that the virtuous life is a hard road, and for every virtue there are seemingly countless temptations to fall short of a virtuous choice.[footnoteRef:13] Never in my career have I been told that leadership was easy or a natural process; nowhere in MCWP 6-10 Leading Marines, or MCDP 1 Warfighting, or MCDP 6 Command and Control does doctrine say that leaders can cease in their pursuit of becoming better leaders. Whether it’s laziness, tiredness, stress, or peer pressure, leaders are beset on all sides by temptations and reasons to fall short of the virtuous life laid out in JJ DID TIE BUCKLEE. Marines are in good company, however. If Aristotle was saying the same thing over 1600 years ago, then we have clearly still got a hold of the heart of the issue. What we call leadership development Aristotle would call aiming at eudaimonia. There is a good reason that the Marine Corps leadership philosophy is the envy of our sister services. There is a good reason that the Marine Corps Ethos is held in such high, almost mythical, regard. There is good reason that on every 10 November Marines can recite that, “...the term "Marine" has come to signify all that is highest in military efficiency and soldierly virtue.”[footnoteRef:14]  In my opinion, a major reason the Corps should be proud of its leadership development is that Marines, maybe implicitly, have come to understand that leadership is the pursuit of those virtues that Aristotle wrote about so long ago. Our doctrine bleeds virtue ethics, and while Aristotle was certainly not right on everything, it seems he was right on how leaders might pursue excellence.  [13:   The notion of virtue being the middle ground between the excess or shortcoming of a trait is out of scope for our current purpose. However, it is yet another perfect example of virtue ethics at play in the Marine Corps. Suffice it to say, we teach Marines to be bold; we also recognize timidness as a lack of boldness and rashness as an unhealthy excess of the same. Aristotle once again lingers at the edge of our vocabulary.  Nicomachean Ethics, BK II, Ch 8]  [14:  General Lejeune, John A. "General John A. Lejeune's Birthday Message." United States Marine Corps.
] 

So Now What...
Now, I am not saying the Marine Corps should create a new program, or another course, or, heaven forbid, an annual training on virtue ethics and how it connects to Marine Corps leadership development. I propose something more subtle because I genuinely think we have been doing things quite well in the leadership development realm, of course, setting aside the bad leaders we know exist. On the whole, and using the Marine Corps’ own language as evidence, Marines should feel confident that they have been forged into ethical warriors. The Marine Corps should simply include virtue ethics in the places we already speak about developing leaders. Include footnotes pointing to Aristotle in MCDP 6-10 Leading Marines. Cite  Aristotle’s thoughts on why citizen soldiers fight for each other the same way Marines fight for their fellow Marine during entry level training. Give young officers readings from the Nicomachean Ethics next to MCDP 1 Warfighting and show them the ancestors of our doctrine. We do not need to force feed philosophy, but we should show Marines that our traits of courage and self-discipline and unselfishness can truly be traced back thousands of years. Once again, the Marine Corps is the standard bearer of tradition. I do not have a POAM or a “easy 12 step process” to implement this idea, because I do not feel it is necessary to bloat PME requirements or entry level training establishments. I do, however, think that the Marine Corps should, once again, set the tone for our sister services by pointing our Marines explicitly to the ethical foundations that we have relied upon for hundreds of years as a service. My suggestion is that while the Marine Corps continues to develop Marines into the most feared fighting force on the planet, we boldly give credit to the ethical theory that undergirds much of the Marine Corps’ leadership doctrine.
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