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FOREWORD  by Gavin de Becker

Fear, not mere distance, separates the people of the world from each other. We are divided by our belief that people in some nations are profoundly different from us. By imagining and dwelling on our differences, it is easier to drop a quarter-million cluster bombs on Iraq. My observation here is not political, but logical: national leaders retain power by dividing people. Some might see a particular military action as liberation; others might see it as domination. But whatever one’s political views, it is clear that violence and war thrive on our separation.

Gandhi said, “The machineries of governments stand between and hide the hearts of one people from those of another.”

Paul K. Chappell reveals many hearts to us, by revealing his own. He is a soldier and a warrior, and a crusader for peace. The road to peace is not a straight one, he explains; it is like a vine: it will have many twists and turns on the way. He understands that many times in the past, people have put all their faith  in waging war as the best way to defend themselves. However, in a world that every day becomes more interconnected and fragile, Paul shows how the power of waging peace gives us all a more effective and reliable way to defend ourselves.

Throughout history, fairly arbitrary lines drawn on maps have determined who prospers and who needs, who eats and who starves, who attacks and who is attacked, who lives long and who dies young. Oh, we have been slaves to those lines for so long; this book shows us that, often, warriors who have walked the roads of war are particularly anxious to walk the path toward peace. Both paths require fearlessness in a world virtually dominated by fear.

Take just one example: the fear of nuclear war. Despite the waves of fear flowing over people for decades, the reality is that no person or state has used nuclear weapons since the United States dropped them on civilians in Hiroshima and Nagasaki—two names still etched in humanity’s thoughts and emotions. More than sixty years of fear, brilliantly used by weapons makers and policymakers and empire makers and history makers.

Story has always been among the most powerful and enduring features of mankind—we love stories, we internalize stories, we believe stories, we act in response to stories, and the nuclear storyline has been a potent one. Now it is mixed with terrorism, itself a story more often than a reality. Suitcase bombs, nuclear terrorism, terrorism itself—more powerful as stories and ideas than their reality could ever be. The reality of terrorism is that nations have done more  killing and caused more terror and suffering than any terrorist could ever hope to do. That’s why Paul K. Chappell’s energy for peacemaking is so valuable, and why we need his books so much.

My books explore violence, a topic as old as man, a topic made simple in this African proverb:

Me against my brother;  
Me and my brother against my family;  
Me and my family against my tribe;  
Me and my tribe against the world.



In our post-9/11 lives, it occurred to me that this proverb also has wisdom when written in reverse:

Me and my tribe against the world;  
Me and my family against my tribe;  
Me and my brother against my family;  
Me against my brother.



It seems the path to violence can begin or end with one’s brother, a truth that helps us quickly see that human beings have more in common than in contrast. In the post-9/11 world, you won’t find much in the media about our similarities, because contrast and conflict make for easy writing. Lazy writing. Contrast and conflict also make for easy politics, easy persuasion, easy war. Throughout history, governments have gained support for war by providing people with a simple story of conflict that appears to answer every question. So Paul suggests specific times to ask questions: • The more lives that are at risk, the more important it is for us to question.
• The more profitable something is, and the more a few people stand to gain, the more important it is for us to question.
• The more someone advocates violence, fear, and hatred, the more important it is for us to question.



Since nearly everyone agrees we have gone to war too often, and since nearly everyone professes a desire for peace, war could be seen as quite a mystery. Paul prefers to see it as a riddle that can be solved. My work has led me to the same conclusion: that only by understanding those who intensely frighten us do they cease being the omnipotent, alien monsters of our nightmares.

When a bank robber shoots a security guard, we all understand why. But with enemies who live far away, many resist the concept of a shared humanness. That’s because “us” and “them” is far more comfortable. Yet the characterization leaves “them” with power over us, particularly if we call them monsters. As every child knows, monsters are terrifying, overwhelming, relentless, merciless, and nearly impossible to defeat. To call a man a monster is to give him all that, and at the same time to stop understanding him. Scientists, after all, do not observe a bird that destroys its own eggs and say, “Well, that never happens; this is just a monster.” Rather, they correctly conclude that if this  bird did it, others might, and there must be some reason, some cause, some predictability.

Though anthropologists have long focused on the distinctions among people, it is recognizing the similarities that allows us to most effectively understand and prevent war. The great Indian sage Nisargadatta Maharaj carried our sameness to its deepest point during a discussion about a young girl killed in the crossfire between soldiers. When asked who was to blame for her death, Nisargadatta said, “We all killed her and we all died with her.”

In one of history’s most remarkable correspondences, Albert Einstein and Sigmund Freud pondered a core question: Are we destined to forever experience such extremes of cruelty and kindness? Their answer was yes. Paul’s answer is no.

Freud said that human instincts could be divided into two categories: “those which seek to preserve and unite, and those which seek to destroy and kill.” Einstein felt that “man has in him the need to hate and destroy.” Imagine the impact on culture when leading thinkers paint so dark a view of mankind. Perhaps no need to imagine anything; we see the results in the widespread belief that war is an unavoidable part of humanity.

Now we have Paul’s more hopeful view of this question, and a body of thought informed by a hundred years’ more history than Einstein or Freud could draw upon. For example, Einstein was writing to Freud during a world war and, ultimately, he saw nuclear weapons used—and feared many more would be used. His predictions on that have not been correct. Paul  doesn’t consider Einstein’s quote to be wrong, but rather incomplete. He expresses it as “man has in him the need to hate and destroy when he finds himself unable to love and create,” and he makes a persuasive case that man’s dominant impulses and motivations are toward love and connection and life—and away from death.

There is a Native American parable in which an elder expresses his view in simpler terms: “Inside of me there are two dogs, one evil and one good. The evil dog and good dog fight all the time. Which dog wins? The one I feed the most.” While I don’t find the concept of evil to be useful in the study of violence, I understand the parable. Commenting on this Paul once said to me: “I don’t think I have two dogs, one evil and one good, constantly fighting for dominance inside of me. Instead, I have a good dog within me, but if I do not feed this good dog with empathy, love, and understanding, then it will starve and become extremely vicious. The saint, the murderer, and all people share this inherent goodness, but can descend into cruelty and hatred when denied the stuff of life.” I must say I prefer Paul’s view, which brings light to our individual decisions of what to feed to ourselves and each other.

At the end of the day, both the American bomber who kills a hundred people in Iraq and the Palestinian bomber who kills a hundred people in Israel can find justification for doing so.

This idea might bother some readers, but true understanding of violence requires us to see past the political—past even the seductive concepts of right and wrong, good and evil—and see straight to the center of our humanness. Paul helps me do this, and I feel  confident The End of War will open doors in your heart and mind, as it has for me.

You’ll soon learn his ideas on the nature of human aggression. You’ll find chapter after chapter of insights that can inspire a paradigm shift in our understanding of human nature, war, and peace. Put another way, this book can help tilt the world from war to peace with viable strategies for bringing people together; strategies that help us see past our differences.

Einstein said (and on this, we can all agree), “Peace cannot be kept by force. It can only be achieved by understanding.” Like you, I want to understand, and like you, I’ve been brought to this book, for which I’m grateful. The words in The End of War are like soldiers deployed on a vital mission. Admirably, it is a peaceful mission, a rescue mission. And unlike so many others in our history, this is a campaign we will be able to look back on with pride and respect.

We’ve all heard of the mind’s eye; Paul K. Chappell offers us a view through the heart’s eye. His life, his military experience, and his insight have inspired him to share something that is already changing us. Every reader of his books will know we are seeing an important new author emerge. He is one we need.
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INTRODUCTION

I am a soldier who wants peace. At first glance this might seem like a contradiction, but this book will explore war and peace in a new way to show why I am not alone.

My father served in the army for thirty years, fought in the Korean and Vietnam wars, and retired as a command sergeant major, the highest enlisted rank. As a child I saw how war had traumatized him. I witnessed the hidden consequences of war that take place behind closed doors, far away from the battlefield. Affected by his violent behavior, at an early age I began thinking about the problem of war and why it has to end.

But why would someone who wants war to end join the army? People join the military for many reasons. Like many soldiers, one reason was that I wanted to help create a safer and more peaceful world—and in our society we are taught that violence is necessary to stop violence. When I read comic books as a child,  Superman, Spider-Man, and Batman protected humanity and saved the world by beating up villains. In action movies, the hero killed the bad guy, saved the world, kissed the girl, and peace was won.

In our society we are taught that we need war to end war, and when people believe war serves the goal of peace they are more willing to fight. When America was attacked by Japan and Nazi Germany threatened the world during World War II, Americans more willingly served in the military. During the Vietnam War, when many soldiers were not sure why they were fighting, it was more difficult to recruit people into the military. When American politicians, in response to the attacks on September 11, 2001, talked about the need to fight terrorism, make the world safer, and spread freedom and democracy around the globe through military force, more volunteers joined the military.

When people believe they are fighting for a good cause and to make the world safer, military recruitment increases. The majority of soldiers, both before and after experiencing war, want peace. General MacArthur said, “The Soldier above all other people prays for peace, for he must suffer and bear the deepest wounds and scars of war.”1

Yet, although most soldiers want peace, peace is the objective, not the means of arriving at that objective. As a soldier, what caused me to see peace not only as the objective but also the means of arriving at that objective? It took many years of personal struggle before I understood the nature of war and peace with greater clarity; it took a lot to convince me that waging peace is practical and effective; and it took a  long time before I even understood what waging peace truly means.

When peaceful struggle, rather than war, is suggested as a better way of resolving conflict, this view is often considered naïve because the peace movement has not effectively challenged war’s most persuasive claim: the notion that war can protect us from those who wish us harm. War is widely accepted as necessary because it is still perceived as the most reliable way of providing security. Unless waging peace is framed not just as a moral choice but as the best means of providing security for the United States and the world, the advocates of peace will remain marginalized and largely ignored. As long as people believe war is necessary to make their families safe they will continue to accept it as a necessary evil.

But should we believe the claims that war is necessary and even unpreventable? General Omar Bradley, one of the last five-star generals, said, “It is easy for us who are living to honor the sacrifices of those who are dead. For it helps us to assuage the guilt we should feel in their presence. Wars can be prevented just as surely as they are provoked, and therefore we who fail to prevent them share in guilt for the dead.”2

How can wars be prevented? This book will journey into the heart of this question—and it will not stop there. The following chapters will unearth the causes of war and explore whether there are ways other than violence to resolve these causes. We will also explore if and how waging peace can save us from our most dangerous problems. What I learned at West  Point and in the army about waging peace might surprise you, but my journey to understand peace did not begin there.

When I was growing up, “peace activism” was not a popular term. My father once told me a story about peace activists being far from peaceful. During the 1960s he was walking in Washington, DC, by himself, in uniform, when a half dozen peace activists protesting the Vietnam War surrounded and started attacking him. A man in his forties whose body had suffered through the Great Depression and two foreign wars, my father struggled to protect himself against these angry young men and eventually freed himself from their assault.

Having witnessed so many horrors during the Korean and Vietnam wars, my father opposed the brutality of war, but this incident gave him a bad impression of peace activists. This influenced my attitude toward peace activists during my childhood. When I became an adult I wanted to see and learn for myself.

In 2007, having just turned twenty-seven, I decided to visit Berkeley, California, a famous site of political and social activism. During my weeklong stay, I was befriended by peace activists who were beacons of compassion and understanding. But I cannot speak for the many peace activists I did not meet. When a friend called one of the largest peace organizations in Berkeley about my interest in dialoguing with them, they replied, “We don’t talk to soldiers.”

Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr., two great pioneers of peaceful activism, showed us that  dialogue is a necessary step on the road to peace, because it increases our understanding. If they were willing to reach out to the people who wanted to kill them, why should peace activists refuse to speak with a young man in the army? Peace activists claim to be bastions of open-mindedness and dialogue, yet some of them were too closed-minded to have a simple conversation with me. Fortunately, the peace activists I met who lived up to their ideals more than made up for this disappointment.

After the 1960s, peace activists were stereotyped as naïve hippies spitting on soldiers, and this stereotype persists today. I wanted to see if there was any truth to this stereotype. What I found is that the world is far more surprising and complex than we realize. Just as a few “anger activists” posing as peace activists have given peace a bad name, a few psychopaths posing as soldiers have given many people a bad impression of the military.

At West Point I learned about the horrible crimes some soldiers committed during wartime, and I also learned about the importance of the Geneva Conventions. During my junior year, my classmates and I were fortunate to attend a lecture by Hugh Thompson, the American helicopter pilot awarded the Soldier’s Medal for his heroism at the My Lai Massacre.

During the My Lai Massacre, over five hundred unarmed Vietnamese children, women, and elderly were systematically executed by American soldiers. Witnessing the carnage from above, Thompson landed his helicopter and went into the village to save the  remaining Vietnamese civilians. He told his helicopter machine-gun operator, Larry Colburn, that if the Americans killed him during his rescue attempt, the helicopter’s machine gun must be turned on the Americans to protect the innocent. Fortunately, Colburn was not forced to shoot at his fellow Americans while Thompson risked his life to save as many people as he could.

Before attending West Point, I had learned about war from my parents. My father, a command sergeant major in the army, was half white and half black. My mother, who grew up in Japan during World War II and lived in Korea during the Korean War, was Asian. Because of my diverse ethnic background, I experienced racism while growing up in Alabama. But these difficult experiences helped me learn an important truth.

There is a greater difference between the two extremes of a large social group than between the average people of two separate groups. For example, a greater difference exists between the two extremes of white people than between the average white and black person. Nobel Peace Prize recipient Albert Schweitzer and dictator Adolf Hitler, both white German citizens, had far less in common with each other than most white and black people.

Where peace activists and soldiers are concerned, stereotypes continue to deceive us because there is a greater difference between the two extremes of peace activists and soldiers than between the average peace activist and soldier. A greater difference exists between a peace activist such as Martin Luther King Jr. and the  young men who attacked my father than between the average peace activist and soldier. A greater difference can be found between Hugh Thompson and the murderers at My Lai than the average peace activist and soldier.

When I returned from Berkeley, I searched for new metaphors that would allow me to explain this complex reality in simple and accessible terms. I needed to create a new vocabulary to help me illustrate the true nature of war and peace. Only then could I explain how most peace activists and soldiers are actually struggling toward the same goal, and how they require the same warrior principles to succeed. Only then could I help others understand what war and peace are truly about. This book, more than its predecessor, Will War Ever End?, expresses these new metaphors, this new vocabulary, and a new way of looking at our humanity.

Will War Ever End? was my first book, a manifesto for waging peace. It was about ending war and creating a brighter future. It was about hope, my faith in humanity, and my struggle with a lifelong obsession. After suffering the consequences of war as a child, I acquired an obsession with understanding war that transformed into my determination to end it. Drawing from many years of experience and study, I wrote my first book because I had learned that war can end—because I know it must end.

My experiences as a student at West Point, as a soldier in Baghdad, and as a person like you who cares about our future have helped me understand why war can end, why human beings are not naturally violent,  and why war is not inevitable. My first book focused on my personal experiences, along with new ideas that showed why world peace can become a reality. In The End of War we will begin to explore how. We will untangle the riddle of war to show how waging peace can save humanity, our planet, and our future.

 

—Captain Paul K. Chappell, 
U.S. Army 
El Paso, Texas 
March 2009






PART I

Untangling the Riddle of War





CHAPTER 1

The Path to Light

Throughout history, all progress has resulted from new ideas that change how people think. Democracy, the right to vote, freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom of the press, freedom of assembly, and women’s and civil rights became widespread, for example, because new ideas changed how people thought and perceived their humanity. Together we must continue to explore our humanity and grow the vine of ideas toward a world without war.




THE VINE OF IDEAS

The road to peace does not travel in a straight line. Like a vine, it winds upward around a tree that symbolizes our future. This vine is woven from the power of ideas, and to climb the path toward a peaceful world we must understand how ideas resemble living things.

Like all living things, ideas are born, sometimes from the humblest origins. Like all living things, when  we give ideas proper nourishment they will also grow stronger. When an idea ripens and matures into a social movement, its impact can exceed its creator’s dreams by circling the globe and stretching far into the future.

As we will discover in this book, ideas are the key to ending war, but only people can bring them to life. We give birth to ideas when we put them into action; when we not only think them, but live them. When a thought resides only in our minds it remains a seed. But when a thought influences our actions for the better, it sprouts into an idea capable of improving our lives, shaping our surroundings, and changing our world.

The road to peace and the change it brings do not travel in a straight line; they twist and turn like all vines. There are highs and lows, bright days and hard times whenever humanity climbs toward progress. Progress can be a difficult road to traverse, just as all achievements worth fighting for can be challenging. But overcoming these challenges is fulfilling for us as individuals, rewarding to us as a community, and necessary for the survival and prosperity of humanity.

Like a living creature yearning for warmth, the road to peace resembles a vine of ideas ascending toward the light. This book is a next step on our journey toward a brighter future. In the following pages we will explore new ideas to help us navigate the twists and turns of progress, improve our lives and the world around us, and ascend the path that leads to light, love, and the end of war.




PLATO’S CAVE

As a first step on the path to light, we must be able to distinguish truth from illusion. To journey toward world peace we need a map. The allegory of Plato’s Cave is a map we can use to navigate toward a brighter future, avoiding the wrong turns that lead to violence, greed, and ignorance.

Written nearly twenty-five hundred years ago by Socrates’ most well-known student, the wisdom of Plato’s Cave can serve us all today. As I explored human nature and sought the cure for war, this allegory helped me see through the illusions around me and realize our full potential as human beings. It is a guide that can help us all see through manipulation and distinguish reality from lies. It can also help us understand why Socrates was unjustly executed and how we can better prevent injustice from occurring. My version of Plato’s Cave, written for the twenty-first century, begins in darkness but ends in light, hope, and joyful understanding.

Let us begin by imagining a cave. The cave is a dark, damp, cold, generally unpleasant place. Sitting in the cave is a man or a woman. Let us envision a man and call him a slave. But what kind of slave? This man is the worst kind of slave—a voluntary slave who doesn’t understand that he is in control of his own destiny, who doesn’t realize that he is not bound by any chains other than those he forges for himself.

In front of the slave is a wall on which shadow images appear: shadow ideals, shadow wealth—a shadow life. With little knowledge of anything except the  shadows, the slave sits in front of the cave wall watching the manipulated images dance before him. Although he is cold, wet, and generally unhappy, he does not understand the source of his unhappiness. He does not understand that he can turn away from the wall whenever he wants.

What if the slave decides to turn away from the shadow images? If he looks to his right and left, he will realize he is not alone in the cave. In fact, he will see that there are millions upon millions of others in the cave with him, their eyes also fixed upon the wall as they stare intently in some vain attempt to find happiness.

If the slave turns completely around and looks behind him, he will see the source of the shadow images on the wall. For in the distance, upon a ledge, is a fire. The fire stings his eyes at first glance, and this discomfort has caused many slaves to turn away. But if he refuses to look away, his eyes will adjust and the glare will become less painful. Eventually he will notice figures in front of the fire. The figures have puppets in their hands, which they move in front of the fire to create shadow images on the cave wall. From where the slave sits, the figures controlling the puppets seem high up and far away, intimidating. We can call these figures puppet masters, but who exactly are they?

The puppet masters represent those in society with the ability to control and manipulate information. They include politicians, those who work in the media, actors, singers, and CEOs, just to name a few. The fire they manipulate represents distorted knowledge, which makes the images they present twisted and flawed. Looking at the fire is painful for the slave  at first, because it is disturbing to realize how corrupt a government or a society can be, especially a society like ours where one percent of the population controls most of the wealth, the elderly are easily discarded and shunned, and people are often exploited as objects.

All of this corruption and cruelty can dishearten the slave, leading him to believe he has only two options. One option is to turn around and continue to stare at the wall as if nothing had happened, pretending he is happy and better off not knowing when injustice is committed. But if he chooses this option he will pursue a life of endless distractions rather than one that makes a difference for the better. He will also close his mind and heart to the reality around him by withdrawing from the world into selfish isolation.

Or, seeing the puppet masters and desiring their position, the slave can begin the somewhat difficult journey of becoming a puppet master himself. But upon reaching the puppet masters’ ledge, the slave realizes the puppet masters are still in the cave. They are also cold, damp, and unhappy. The fire provides some warmth, but its flickering flames are too faint to overcome the cave’s darkness. As a result, the puppet masters still suffer and are only slightly happier than the slaves—if even that.

In addition, the slave discovers that the ledge is small, with room for just a few puppet masters. This makes the puppet masters’ position very precarious. Where a pop star once stood, another can quickly rise to take his or her place, and on and on down the line. There is always someone willing to fill the spotlight.

The slave also discovers that most puppet masters do not have a grand design. They, too, are victims of ignorance, which is symbolized by the darkness within the cave. Often they focus on their own shadow images more than the slaves do, by comparing their illusions to those of other puppet masters in an endless competition. For example, many pop stars have little understanding of the confusion they instill in our youth. They can be so obsessed with admiring their own shadow images and competing with the shadow images of others that they exhibit little understanding of our higher purpose as human beings.

Furthermore, the slave discovers that the puppet masters are subject to the opinions of the slaves. Should the slaves clamor for a certain puppet master to step down, that puppet master has little choice but to accede. In this way, celebrities fade away with changing tastes, causing the puppet masters to be thrice slaves—slaves to their own shadows, slaves to the will of other slaves, and slaves to the darkness of the cave.

As the slave on the ledge looks around and sees all of this, he notices that the cave is fluid and active: many slaves are constantly climbing the ledge in an attempt to become puppet masters, and puppet masters are falling off the ledge in a kind of social cycle. The slave also realizes that whether he remains on the ledge or falls off, life in the cave remains cold, dark, and miserable. But is that all there is? Is he confined to a life of manipulation, suffering, and deceit?

No.

There is a third and often overlooked option.

There is a way out of the cave.

If the slave looks beyond the puppet masters and their fire, he will see in the distance a small opening where some light shines through. This light, this pure light from the outside world—the real world—hurts his eyes even more than the fire. Why? Because sometimes the truth hurts.

Although the truth may hurt, discomfort is not always a bad thing. For example, lifting weights at the gym, running, and other forms of physical exercise may be uncomfortable. But this discomfort is necessary to make our bodies healthy and strong. Likewise, the truth is necessary to make our minds healthy and strong by freeing us from ignorance. To a slave who fears the truth, the thought of being stuck in a cave might sound depressing and hopeless. If he will only be patient and courageous, however, his eyes will adjust.

Several hundred years ago, many people believed that women were intellectually inferior to men. They even believed it was in the nature of some races and ethnicities to live as slaves. Since then the path to light has taken billions of people beyond this distorted knowledge and toward a greater understanding of themselves. These truths shine from the depths of our humanity. During our journey together we will uncover many more truths about war, peace, and what it means to be human.

If the slave perseveres and begins to take a few steps toward the light, he will gradually become warmer. For on the other side of the cave is the real world illuminated by sunlight. This warm and  satisfying light represents the power of truth and wisdom.

So how does the slave begin to exit the cave? First he must refuse to listen to the puppet masters and listen to himself instead. Listening to oneself consists of being honest with oneself and not repressing anything. To experience the warmth of joy and understanding, the slave must no longer pretend he is happy when he is simply distracted, or busy when he is merely bored.

He must also learn from the people who have walked toward the light and called back to those within the cave—Socrates, Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., and others who have waged peace and fought for a better world. While people such as Gandhi and King also have the means to distribute information, they are different from the puppet masters, because people like Gandhi and King work for the benefit of humanity and our entire planet. They are not consumed by greed and selfish interests. These soldiers of peace inevitably end up struggling against the puppet masters, since truth always struggles against illusion.

Some of the puppet masters have been on their ledge for so long that they no longer believe in the existence of sunlight. They no longer believe in the power of truth and wisdom to free our minds, liberate us from suffering, and move the world toward peace. And they are willing to persecute—sometimes even kill—anyone who advocates ideas such as compassion for our global human family, the importance of questioning authority, and people being more important than profit. Therefore the challenge for any slave, especially a puppet master, is to muster enough  courage to listen and understand, to question and think. This opens the path that leads to warmth and liberation.

The great crime of the cave is the cancerous relationship that exists between the puppet masters and the slaves. The larger problem does not lie in the puppet masters’ possessions, but in the flaunting of those possessions to the masses. As the puppet masters taunt us with shadows of gold and diamonds, our purpose and self-worth become quantified in material wealth. As Martin Luther King Jr. said, the result is that a person bases his worth on the type of car he drives and the amount of money he earns, rather than the quality of his service and his relationship to humanity.

The quality of our service and relationship to humanity reveal who we really are. Being an actor, politician, or CEO does not automatically make someone a puppet master. For example, the fourteenth Dalai Lama, who has dedicated his life to serving humanity, was once the absolute ruler of Tibet. Accordingly, people’s actions determine whether they are puppet masters or whether they serve the light. Do they use their position to spread illusion or truth? Do they distract the masses or help to enlighten us all?

When singers possess genuine wisdom, for example, they can use their songs to inspire our human spirit and motivate us to build a better world. Rather than creating shadow images that mislead us into pursuing violence, greed, and materialism, such singers can urge us to exit the cave by embracing compassion, awareness, and our full human potential. In pop culture today, this is rare. But if more  people walk the path to light, this may not be rare tomorrow.

The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame said that the great American folk singer Woody Guthrie was the “original folk hero” who “transformed the folk ballad into a vehicle for social protest and observation.”3  Woody Guthrie wrote songs to inform people about the injustices ignored in our world. He encouraged others to always fight these injustices, and during the hopelessness of the Great Depression he used his music to remind people that they should never give up. Even today, Guthrie’s music teaches us that we are not helpless and that every person has the power to make a difference. He said:

I hate a song that makes you think that you are not any good. I hate a song that makes you think that you are just born to lose. Bound to lose. No good to nobody. No good for nothing. Because you are either too old or too young or too fat or too thin or too ugly or too this or too that . . . I am out to fight those kinds of songs with my very last breath of air and my last drop of blood. I am out to sing songs that will prove to you that this is your world, that if it has hit you pretty hard and knocked you down for a dozen loops, no matter how hard it’s run you down and rolled over you, no matter what color, what size you are, how you are built, I am out to sing the songs that will make you take pride in yourself.4



Woody Guthrie’s words are filled with light, unlike a popular shadow image in music today that tells people to “get rich or die trying.” Plato’s timeless allegory can help us think critically about the shadow images we witness every day and the puppet masters who pull the strings. This map is one tool that can help us navigate toward a brighter future and avoid the dangers of manipulation, deceit, and blind obedience.




THE DANGERS OF BLIND OBEDIENCE

In the army, blind obedience is very dangerous. At West Point, I was taught to question every order I am given to determine whether it is lawful and to ensure that it does not violate the Geneva Conventions. Article 17 of the Third Geneva Convention relating to the treatment of prisoners of war states:

No physical or mental torture, nor any other form of coercion, may be inflicted on prisoners of war to secure from them information of any kind whatever. Prisoners of war who refuse to answer may not be threatened, insulted, or exposed to any unpleasant or disadvantageous treatment of any kind. Prisoners of war who, owing to their physical or mental condition, are unable to state their identity, shall be handed over to the medical service.5



At West Point I was taught that torture is never justified, not only because it is morally wrong and in  violation of the Geneva Conventions, but also for strategic reasons. When our country endorses torture, we become more hated around the world and therefore less safe. When Americans torture, as they did at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq, they endanger our country by turning more people around the world against us.

Unfortunately, during every war our country has participated in, some American soldiers have committed atrocities. To deter this dangerous behavior, West Point emphasizes the importance of the Geneva Conventions. Cruelty is common in war, after all, because the trauma of war breeds hatred and madness. Because war drives people insane.

When soldiers are blindly obedient it is very dangerous, but when American citizens are blindly obedient it is far more dangerous. West Point taught me to question every order I am given. But when I first read Plato’s Cave in a philosophy class, I received a valuable tool that helped me question everything, such as the conflicting messages I heard from the media, politicians, and society.

As a child I tried to question and understand the world around me, but I was subjected to so much noise and propaganda that I, like most people, found it difficult to distinguish truth from deceit and reality from illusion. Plato’s Cave helped me cut through the confusion that hides the path to light.

Today I cannot tell you who speaks truthfully in our society. It is best if you decide that for yourself. To assist you, Plato’s Cave is a powerful tool that can help you understand whether people are spreading truth or illusion, whether they are serving humanity or their  own selfish interests. However, one thing I can and must tell you is that we should always question and think critically when anyone advocates war. Why? Because war is so catastrophic that we must always question its necessity.

Furthermore, history shows that arguments supporting war are some of the most common shadow images—illusions that serve a few at the expense of the many. In his book War Is a Racket, Major General Smedley Butler, who was twice awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor, said, “War is a racket. It always has been . . . A racket is best described, I believe, as something that is not what it seems to the majority of the people. Only a small ‘inside’ group knows what it is about. It is conducted for the benefit of the very few, at the expense of the very many. Out of war a few people make huge fortunes.”6

Another war veteran, the Russian writer Leo Tolstoy, also voiced a timeless truth about the shadow images of war: “But in all history there is no war which was not hatched by the governments, the governments alone, independent of the interests of the people, to whom war is always pernicious even when successful.”7




IMPROVING OUR LIVES AND THE WORLD AROUND US

Here are a few simple guidelines to help us understand when it is most important for us to question whether something is or is not a shadow image. I have also included some quotes from war veterans to illustrate  why questioning is absolutely necessary to end war.

1. The more lives that are at risk, the more important it is for us to question.Now new weapons have made the risk of war a suicidal hazard . . . Modern war visits destruction on the victor and the vanquished alike. Our only complete assurance of surviving World War III is to halt it before it starts.

—General Omar Bradley, veteran of World War II8


2. The more profitable something is, and the more a few people stand to gain, the more important it is for us to question.War, the thing for the sake of which all the nations of the earth—millions and millions of people—place at the uncontrolled disposal of a few men or sometimes only one man, not merely milliards of rubles, talers, francs or yen (representing a very large share of their labor), but also their very lives.

—Leo Tolstoy, veteran of the Crimean War9


3. The more someone advocates violence, fear, and hatred, the more important it is for us to question.One of the most horrible features of war is that all the war-propaganda, all the screaming and lies and hatred, comes invariably from people who are not fighting.

—George Orwell, veteran of the Spanish Civil War10
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