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R. Yishmael son of R. Nachman said: Derech eretz preceded

Torah by 26 generations. This is the meaning of what is

written: “to guard the way of the tree of life” - “the way” refers

to derech eretz; afterwards, “the tree of life” which is Torah.
Vayikra Rabba Chapter 9

elucidated by the Alter of Slabodka:

However, upon reflection we will see that character traits and
attributes are an infroduction to the Torah and the primary
foundation of the essence of a person, without which a person is
not worthy at all of Torah ... This is the intent of the Rabbis:
Derech eretz preceded Torah by twenty six generations, for all of
the good character traits and atiributes are included in derech
eretz; they were ingrained in human nature and for them there
is no need for the giving of the Torah. The giving of the Torah
came to build on these [traits and attributes] and to command
him to continue to rise heavenward to ever higher levels
transcending those which are in the realm of derech eretz.

Or HaTzafan Vel. 1 pg. 173,175
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