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The Marine Corps understands the importance of tradition. Tradition maintains the identity 
of a people over time, and a healthy tradition contains within it, through its moral and 
religious commitments, the means of its improvement over time. Within a larger cultural 
tradition there are traditions specific to important elements in a society and proper to the 
stages of a human life. The ancient Athenians used the word politeia to describe the totality 
of the way of life of the people (the word is usually translated into English as “politics,” but it 



had for them a very different meaning than the one we apply to it now). The Romans 
identified this same thing, the whole way of life of a people, as res publica, or the things that 
belong to the people in common (this is the origin of the word “republic”). In what may be 
considered a healthy way of life for a people, there are traditions that bring order to the 
various aspects of life that protect those elements of life from the chaos and disfunction of 
disorder and lack of discipline. The things that belong to a people together in society include 
marriage, the raising and education of children, religion and public ceremony, property and 
trade, warfighting, government and diplomacy, burial rites, and importantly, the public 
remembrance, and the public honoring, of their dead. These form what may be called the 
shared and valued way of life of a people. 
 
People living within a tradition, within a shared and valued way of life, naturally want to 
preserve it, improve it, and pass it on to their children. This process of passing a tradition on 
to children is the work of people preserving their tradition, and it involves family, religion, 
and education, and it is important to ensure that these institutions, family, religion, and 
education, function as competently as possible. This is how the Marine Corps has 
performed so well over its history of more than two hundred years, that is, by seeking ever 
to teach, to preserve, and to develop its traditions. We can see in the example of the Marine 
Corps that the tradition in which one lives shapes who that person becomes. This is 
important to keep in mind because it gives us useful information about the world around us. 
When teaching introductory courses in ethics for freshmen in universities, invariably the 
question of cultural relativism not only comes up, but often won’t go away. Are all cultures of 
equal merit? There is a tendency observable among Americans to say that all cultures are 
equal because of the American embrace of the idea of equality (however that is defined). 
Yet we don’t apply this notion to all human activities for the obvious reason that however 
equal we might be as human beings, it is clearly not true that all people perform equally well 
at whatever they may do. (This explains the frustration felt by someone who performs at a 
high level within an organization that overall, performs poorly.) Not all schools are equally 
good, and this is true also of baseball teams, grocery stores, libraries, hospitals and on we 
may go across the variety of enterprises humans undertake. 
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The 18th century British parliamentarian Edmund Burke insisted that in order to love one’s 
country, one’s country must be lovely. Burke didn’t mean simply that one’s country must be 
well watered and landscaped, as important as this is, but that one’s culture must be such 
that it allows for people to flourish as human beings within it. Such a cultural tradition is the 
object of the poet T.S. Eliot’s assertion that cultural tradition is what makes life worth living. 
It surely makes sense of the understanding that a patriot is someone who believes the way 
of life of his people is the best there is, worthy of maintenance and defense, while also 
understanding that there are people the world over who believe the same thing about their 
way of life. Now here one might suspect that we are painted into a corner regarding cultural 
relativism being mistaken about the claim that all cultures are of equal merit, but the 
question of the merit due to a culture, or any other human endeavor, is separate from the 
question of how those participating in it understand their experience. For any kind of 
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tradition, we may ask a few questions. Does it do well what it exists to do? Does it contain 
within it means for its improvement by the people living according to it? Importantly, does it 
sustain conditions in which human beings may flourish as human beings? We have spoken 
here several times of the fact that however complex human nature is, we know for certain 
that we are moral and intellectual beings because we have wills and we have intellects. So, 
in order to grow and flourish as human beings, it is important that a people develop families, 
educational institutions, military organizations, religious institutions and more that help 
people acquire the skills of thinking for themselves, improving their store of knowledge, and 
learning consistently to take correct decisions in whatever circumstances they are called 
upon to act. It is difficult to overstate the importance to a people of conversation. People 
should be taught to listen to others and seek to understand what they are saying, and to 
learn to speak clearly and concisely. But even here, conversation will proceed according to 
the manners and customs of the people, and it is within accepted customs and manners 
that the commitment to freedom of speech functions to the benefit of everyone. 
 
Attentive readers may be thinking that while a society having a cultural order of the sort 
outlined here would be very good for people, we seem to be falling short of it in much of the 
United States. We may observe, however, that in every society, the work of creating and 
sustaining decent human order is a work in progress, and it is never amiss to recall Albert 
Jay Nock’s advice that if we wish to improve our society, the best thing we can do is to 
present it with “one improved unit,” that is, ourselves. It is a truism that the work of 
improving and maintaining sound cultural order begins at home. It also a truism, understood 
for millennia, that many people, maybe most, need to be led, if only by example. We can 
see wherever we look that the quality of leadership in a society’s institutions has a direct 
effect on the conduct of the average citizen. For this reason, in a time among a people 
where failures of leadership are evident seemingly wherever one looks, it is fortunate to 
have examples people can examine for guidance toward recovery. 
 
The Marine Corps is one such example, both in the achievements of Marines individually 
and collectively, and also in the knowledge acquired by the Marine Corps expressed, for 
example, in the principles of Marine leadership and the character traits of a leader. Thus in 
the Marine Corps we find examples and lessons that can be made available to Americans 
more broadly for the development of cultural traditions that will improve people’s lives. In his 
first inaugural address, Thomas Jefferson discussed the principles that would guide his 
presidency. After laying out the guiding principles, that is the American principles that 
helped to define Americans as a people, Jefferson declared the following: “These principles 
form the bright constellation, which has gone before us and guided our steps through an 
age of revolution and reformation. The wisdom of our sages, and the blood of our heroes 
have been devoted to their attainment:--they should be the creed of our political faith; the 
text of civic instruction, the touchstone by which we are to try the services of those we trust; 
and should we wander from them in moments of error or of alarm, let us hasten to retrace 
our steps, and to regain the road which alone leads to peace, liberty and safety.” 



 
For Americans who may wish to take Jefferson’s advice to regain the road that leads to 
peace, liberty, and safety, we have the Marine Corps among the examples we find to help 
us retrace our steps. 
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