


 

PEACE – WHAT PREVENTS IT – 

UNDERSTANDING THE CONDITONED MIND 

 

ARE WE HARDWIRED FOR WAR? 
A Genetically Programed Instinctive Reaction 

 
“Most honest combat vets will tell you, perhaps not eloquently but in their own 

way, the same thing: essentially that combat is in our human DNA and demands 

to be exercised…The question is, Can we humans evolve peacefully, or will we 

succumb to instincts we can’t transcend?” 
                           – Quote from a former Marine Corp helicopter pilot in Vietnam 

 
 

“Instinct Theory states that motivation is the result of biological, genetic programming.   

Thus, all beings within a species are programmed for the same motivations.  At the heart of 

this perspective is the motivation to survive - we are biologically programmed to survive. And, 

all of our behaviors and motivations stem from biological programming. Thus, our actions are 

instincts.  Through the process of natural selection, individuals who were even slightly 

predisposed to engage in adaptive social behaviors were the "fittest" and tended to survive 

longer and to be more successful in passing their genes along to future generations.  Even 

though these tendencies may not enhance our fitness in today's world, eons spent in harsher 

environments have left us genetically predisposed to perform certain social behaviors when 

situational cues call forth ancient instincts.”   

 

Is it possible that what is inciting people to be in conflict, mainly collective conflict between 

groups of people who physically attack each other, a genetically generated instinct for 

survival?  In other words is what we call collective conflict paradoxically an ancient instinct 

for continued existence and we are just controlled by it and no amount of knowledge can 

free us from it, in fact that knowledge is the cause of the conflict and not the cure?  If so 

what are the factors that create and sustain this conflict based on the biological and 

instinctual necessity for survival?   

 

In trying to bring about peace do we only create more conflict because what we do is based 

on the same thing that created the conflict in the first place?  Is this because we have 

created opposing ethnocentric ideologies that are based on the conditioned notion that in 

order to have peace and security we have to psychologically identify with a group?  

Although at one time in our evolutionally history this worked, but is it now preventing 

physical security due to the divisiveness of these tribal ideologies? Does this mean that we 

can’t have culture, the art, music, and literature of a civilization that can demonstrate the 

wonderful diversity of the human race appreciated for its differences?  Is it only when it 

becomes what we call “ethnocentric” that we have trouble? 



 

So how does human relationship become ethnocentric and what can be done about it?  And 

where does this deep-seated need to identify come from and what’s holding it in place?  If 

we can create an environment that explores this phenomenon can we come upon this 

fundamental source of human conflict by creating a questioning environment, an active 

dialogue that brings a nonjudgmental awareness of this deep-seated conditioning to our 

attention as it happens in the moment? 

 

But then is there another deeper and more profound factor in all this and is this that you 

are creating a potential for the brain to let go of its “drive to survive?”  Understanding that 

at the core of our survival is this need to identify can one then create an environment 

where this is put into a temporary state of abeyance, where this primary pattern for 

survival feels the safety of this environment free of the usual stimulants that keep the 

former ethnocentric conditioned patterns going? 

 

The old brain’s need for security is based on the freeze, fight or flight mechanism to protect 

itself from what is considered to be a threat.  If someone was pointing a gun at you then the 

threat is real and needs immediate attention.  But what is happening in the brain is that the 

threat is a supposed one based on the image of a threat.  In other words, the image of 

someone of another ideological group triggers a threat, but it is only an image.  The image 

cannot hurt you as a gun can.  But the old brain cannot tell the difference between real or 

supposed threat – it reacts in a fight or flight manner to both in the same way – fight or flee.   

 

Now hopefully one is rational enough, is aware of this difference and will not react to a 

supposed threat without examining the reality of it.  But unfortunately many people 

because they have been conditioned for so long cannot be “rational,” cannot see that the 

image of a threat as in someone being their “enemy” is only that – an image!  The 

conditioning is a reflexive reaction something akin to a knee jerk reaction when the doctor 

taps our knee to see how responsive we are.  With the conditioned image of “the enemy” it 

is usually firmly in place due to the constant reinforcement is has received over time. 

 

How can this environment potentially change that deep-seated conditioning that has been 

inculcated into the brain?  Now we need to see that this conditioning is not just behavioral, 

psychological, but it is biological, physical – that it is genetic, that is has been ingrained in 

the physiology of the human brain for millennia and has not been correctly addressed 

because no one has looked at this way until just recently (although perhaps there were 

certain individuals that looked into this before).  Now we have this view that this genetic 

structure for violence, our being “hardwired for war,” as I like to call it, can be altered.  And 

it is done so by creating the right environment for intelligence to develop, to mature.   

 

There is one more very important part of the puzzle, so to speak.  This piece says that in 

understanding the conditioned thinking that separates the human race into opposing 

ideologies is not a problem to be solved.  In other words, at the point of the freedom from 

ones divisive conditioned state of mind knowledge has no place.  In other words, we have 

been trying to solve the “problem” of conflict by finding a “solution.”  In science and 

technology this problem solving process has a place.  This is where knowledge has meaning 



for our physical survival.  But here we are talking about the place it has in the psychological 

realm, in changing behavior, in this case from one of violent actions to peaceful conduct.   

Granted knowledge has a place at the secondary level in learning “conflict resolution skills” 

and at the tertiary level in managing conflict when it goes beyond being able to prevent or 

resolve.  But at the primary prevention level is has no place.   

 

What I am trying to say is that at the moment when the “image of the other” comes up in 

the brain knowledge cannot solve it.  As a matter of fact it can only postpone the cessation 

of it for when it is approached as a “problem” then this means that sometime in the future it 

will be solved – through time.  But psychologically there is no future.  Chronologically yes – 

psychologically no.  In other words, the conditioned image is always within one’s frame of 

reference ready to react to any stimulus that evokes it, such as the image of one’s “enemy.”  

Any method or system of knowledge only postpones the immediate sustained awareness 

that is necessary to “deactivate” this genetic database, so to speak, this hardwired 

biologically programmed pattern that is at the root of human conflict. 

 

Think of this biologically hardwired “primary program” in the primitive brain like a hard 

drive.  One could also use the analogy of a car without a driver.  It has the capacity to go 

forward but without a driver it can’t.  Now the soft ware, the disk, is the driver.  When 

“inserted” or “inculcated: into the brain, so to speak, it activates the hard drive or car and 

off it goes along the same road that it has for eons.  This is because it is based on its need to 

survive by getting its physical needs met by continuing to psychologically depend on the 

identification with the particular group or community one has been “raised” or conditioned 

into.  What I am saying is that the disk or soft ware is corrupt.  It is maladapted for it is not 

adapting to the present situation.  In other words, physical security is now being 

threatened by this old, outdated program that at one time in our evolution could guarantee 

our physical survival.  Yet at one time it was limited by the circumstances it needed to 

insure survival.  There were fewer people then and therefore it did not present a significant 

problem because of this limitation.  In other words, it could adapt to those particular 

sociological times because of these limitations.  But as the human race grew it became a 

problem trying to insure the survival of all the groups that now were confronting each 

other competing for the limited resources available.  Also remember that each group was 

driven to have its own group to survive over others.  This is called “ethnocentrism.”  The 

Oxford English Dictionary defines ethnocentrism as "regarding one's own race or ethnic 

group as of supreme importance" belief in the superiority of one's own ethnic group.”  

What I am saying is that it is not a choice because we compelled biologically, genetically to 

do so. 

       

So how does one address this?  What gives freedom from this compelled state of being?  

Let’s look at the children of war in Liberia for a possible “answer” (remembering that this 

not a “problem to be solved”).   What was their state of mind after 15 years of a horrendous 

civil war?   It seems to me that the “primary program,” the “hard drive” in the primitive 

brain failed as well as the soft ware that usually reboots the hard drive.  In other words, the 

“guarantee” for tribal security failed due to the constant barrage of violence over a long 

period of time.  So they were open to hearing what had actually happened whereas most of 

us are victims of an inbuilt defense mechanism that doesn’t want to change.  It has been in 



command for so long the brain has physically and hence genetically adapted to this 

maladaptive way of living passing it on for generations to keep that maladaptive program 

in operation even if it is not now working.  It is like the right hand not knowing what the 

left hand is doing.  We want to “bring about peace” but at the same time we are recreating 

conflict because we are not being aware of the deep-seated program that is keeping it in 

place.  But in Liberia with these children of war this broke down allowing them to not to be 

controlled by its need for group survival through the psychological identification or 

allegiance to it. 

 

How have we conventionally tried and continue to try to “solve the problems” of human 

conflict? Most of the attention and resources to this end is at the tertiary level in managing 

conflict.  Very little is given to the secondary level of resolving the conflicts we have.  

Therefore the violence continues to happen.  This is because we have not paid attention to 

the primary prevention level in this genetically and hence biologically based primary 

program and the ethnocentric soft ware that continues to reactive it in this maladaptive 

way I spoke about above continues.  We have to some extent looked at the behavioral or 

psychological aspect but rarely if ever gave attention to the foundation of it in the 

physiological makeup of the brain.  So we go on trying to “solve the problem” of conflict 

through knowledge.  We are still in this mindset that if we just had more knowledge about 

why we fight that we could end it.   

I want to challenge this conventional notion.  As far as I can see the conventional academic 

approaches to peace only confuse and intimidate us and therefore postpone real insight 

into the causes as they are happening in the moment, for it is only in the moment that can 

we free ourselves of this conditioned ethnocentric mindset.  In other words, it cannot be 

ended somewhere in the future for psychologically there is not future and changing 

behavior can only be changed now.  What is needed is to understand what prevents peace, 

and not “how” to bring it about.  The “how to bring about peace” is based on the same 

illogic that got into the conflict in the first place.  If we try to bring about peace whose peace 

are we advocating as the one that will do it?  Or are we saying that “all paths lead to the 

truth” and therefore we need to embrace all “paths.”  Aren’t these “paths,” these 

fragmented ideological survival expectations the very thing that fragments the human race, 

dividing us into opposition and therefore creating conflict?  If this is so then we need to 

take the “negative approach” and through a process of elimination of what prevents peace 

come upon peace. So lets look now at how we approach “solving the problem” of conflict 

traditionally so we can see if this is possibly the very thing that prevents it.  I am using the 

multilevel academic approach advocated by conventional educational institutions that 

includes all the seemingly relevant disciplines they think that should lead us to the 

resolution of conflict through this problem solving process.   

 

At a university where I had given a series of presentations in the last few years I had 

received an email that they were going to start a peace program to address conflict.  Below 

are the basic tenets of theirs, and all, peace education platforms: 

 

• The founding premise of Peace and Conflict Studies is that war and other forms of violence, 

despite their omnipresence, can be mitigated and transformed through the application of 

knowledge. 



 

• Given the complex and multifaceted nature of violence and its causes, students are expected 

to approach their studies from a number of interdisciplinary perspectives. 

 

• Causes of War, Causes of Peace: Explores the entire conflict process associated with war 

from a variety of theoretical and methodological angles, including rationalist and behavioral 

models. Examines the concept of war and why wars begin. 

 

What I want to challenge is this deeply held belief that “the application of knowledge” or 

“studies from a number of interdisciplinary perspectives” or “a variety of theoretical and 

methodological angles, including rationalist and behavioral models” can bring an ending to 

human conflict.  I think that they cannot because their basic premise is incorrect.  It is 

knowledge that creates human conflict, the “knowledge” or prejudice I have about you and 

that you have about me and the divisive image this creates of “the other”.  This “knowledge” 

is the images and attitudes that I have been indoctrinated into.  It resides in the memory of 

all human beings being genetically based.  In other words, how can knowledge put an end 

to the knowledge that has created conflict?  Do we need more evidence to counter the 

information that is dividing us and creating conflict?  Conditioned thinking is not a problem 

to be solved but a reality to be seen. The key is to be aware of the conditioned thinking as it 

arises and to do nothing about it.  As someone said “inaction is the highest form of action.”  

Simply put, if we act on our prejudicial conditioned thinking it only reinforces it.  So 

inaction, not acting on it, is the only intelligent thing to do.   

 

Here is an acronym I use in my books for young people and curriculum for their teachers to 

explain the place of thinking or knowledge in understanding conflict.  It’s called the “3Es 

and it goes like this:  
 
1. Explanation:  is what I am doing right now.  I am using thought to describe the learning 

process.  If we both speak the same language and have had a similar background then what 

is being explained will probably make sense.  The intent of this is to create a common 

definition of what is meant by the “learning process.”  One can call this stage “foresight.” 

 
2. Example:  is the next step in learning.  This is when one remembers something from 

their past that corresponds to the Explanation.  In this way one “personalizes” the 

Explanation in that one now thinks “Oh, I know what he is describing for I remember when 

this happened to me.”  For example, if I was explaining that the cause of bullying is 

conditioned thinking, one might see the truth of this in a past occurrence.  This stage can be 

called “hindsight.” 

 

3. Experiencing: is the stage that is not of thought.  Thought is used to explain it, as I am 

doing here, but it is not thought that is Experiencing.  In the example above of conditioning 

thinking, the actual awareness of the fact of conditioning as it is happening in the moment 

is Experiencing.  This stage can be called “insight.” 

 



Let me give you a personal example of this Experiencing stage, the “stage” that is what can 

be called “metamorphosis. ” I am using this word here to mean, “change without time” not 

any “supernatural state” or anything similar (please remember that the word is not the 

thing.  If we get caught up in the words, the “Explanations” we will not be able to observe or 

be aware of the actual conditioned state of mind happening when it does.  We will only have 

the description of what is and not what is.  This is what most intellectuals have – a body of 

descriptions, of explanations removed from what they are pointing at).   

 

Last spring I was walking around the lake near our home when I came across a Hispanic 

man (I assumed Mexican) working in the garden of one of the wealthier neighbor’s garden.  

As I passed him by I said, “Good morning (in English).”  He kept his face down in his work 

and didn’t respond to me at all.  It seemed to me that he had an image of me as the “big 

while Patron” (boss) and that he was just a peon, a lowly Mexican worker perhaps just over 

the border (there is a lot of prejudice concerning Mexicans where we lived).  So I thought to 

myself that when I came back around the lake that I would try something.  Which I did.  

What I did was say (in Spanish), was “Buenos Dias, Senor. Como esta?” As I said this he 

lifted his head and looked straight into my eyes with confidence and said, “Bien, bien 

gracias.  Y used?”  At that moment there were two men greeting each other without any 

conditioned prejudicial thinking.  There was a moment of complete freedom from 

conditioning.  In that moment I was he and he was I – we were not separated by any 

preconceived prejudices, by any ethnocentric knowledge that we were indoctrinated into 

and were therefore unhindered by what before was a barrier of “knowledge” (pre-

judgments) that separated two human beings.  This is hard to put into words so all I can say 

is that there was no discord between us and I understood at the moment that I could never 

hurt or take advantage of this man who was essentially me.   And I understood in that 

moment that this freedom from conditioned thinking was what we are looking for, but 

couldn’t “find it” because we were looking for it, seeking solutions to the problems of 

conflict in knowledge, in methods, ways, in definitions, in Explanations.  Knowledge, as I 

said above, only postpones this immediate insight that is capable of dispelling the 

divisiveness of prejudicial conditioned thinking 

 

This is really quite simple when you think of children.  They are innocent, free of most 

conditioning that creates these psychological barriers.  But they do have a potential for this 

conditioning in what I call a “primary program,” that has been established in the brain, as I 

said before, for the assurance of having one’s physical survival met.  The catch in this is that 

one has to psychologically identify with a particular group to get this assurance of one’s 

physical safely met.  Over tens of thousands of years this program has been built up 

through the reinforcement of this need to survive thus creating a genetic or biological basis 

for it.  To insure this primary program’s survival it is attached to the primitive instinct of 

the fight or flight mechanism in the limbic system of the brain.   This primitive program is 

based on instinct, a strong natural impulse, an automatic and involuntary reflex when 

aroused or challenged. 

      

“Instinct Theory states that motivation is the result of biological, genetic programming.   

Thus, all beings within a species are programmed for the same motivations.  At the heart of 

this perspective is the motivation to survive - we are biologically programmed to survive. And, 



all of our behaviors and motivations stem from biological programming. Thus, our actions are 

instincts.  Through the process of natural selection, individuals who were even slightly 

predisposed to engage in adaptive social behaviors were the "fittest" and tended to survive 

longer and to be more successful in passing their genes along to future generations.  Even 

though these tendencies may not enhance our fitness in today's world, eons spent in harsher 

environments have left us genetically predisposed to perform certain social behaviors when 

situational cues call forth ancient instincts.”   

 

What are these “social behaviors” that “call forth ancient instincts”? Aren’t they a “process 

of natural selection” that insures our survival?  And how is our survival insured?  By a 

“primary” biological or genetic program that says it will provide safety in the group, 

provide physical security if we identify and conform to certain tribal ideologies?  Now the 

essential question arises!  Is it pure instinct that motivates us to survive in this way, and 

that it’s no one’s fault that conflict ensues from this biological program?  Is it therefore not 

a moral concern?  For in this biological genetic view there is no good or bad behavior – 

there is just conditioned behavior that is instinctually programmed into us for our survival. 

And if this is true are we condemned to be controlled by this program and hence be at war 

with each other without end?  Some call this “social Darwinism,” that we are biologically 

caught in an evolutionary time warp that will take millions of years to bring to an end? 

 

So we can see by what has just been said that conditioned ethnocentric divisive thinking is 

genetically in place to insure our physical survival – yet paradoxically it is the very thing 

that is now threatening it?  So is the task for us to address this underlying old brain genetic 

disposition to survive that is now threatening the survival of the human race?  Do we have 

to get to that “primary program” and free us from its effect?   

 

So what is sustaining that primary program?  Let’s use the analogy that this primary 

program is a hard drive, like a car, as I said above, but without a driver to tell it what to do.  

Now what is the software, the driver, in this scenario?  Is the software, the disk, that drives 

the car, to tell it where to go and what to do the reinforcement of the “ethnocentric 

attitudes” that have for thousands of years mistakenly been continued to be used to 

“insure” our survival? 

 

What I am saying is that it can end in a nanosecond, without time, if we approach this 

condition with the correct perspective – sustained awareness of how thought has created 

and sustained this conflict. We have rarely questioned this notion that thought, knowledge 

created this and then through knowledge we could free ourselves from its destructive 

effects. We have for millennia approached ending conflict through knowledge, hence 

through time psychologically.  And what I am challenging, as I said above, is this notion that 

knowledge at the primary prevention level can alleviate the suffering caused by human 

conflict.  What I am suggesting is that want is needed is for thought to be “proprioceptive.” 

This means that thought is not aware of itself and what it is doing.  And that’s the dilemma.  

Generally thought makes understanding conflict a “problem” and that the answer to it is 

“out there.” 

 



But what we have found is that thought trying to solve our social problems is the cause of 

conflict since it comes paradoxically from the biologically based program to insure our 

survival.  It doesn’t want to see what it is doing because that would “rock the boat” of the 

conditioning.  Since this primary program has been in operation for so long and seemingly 

has insured “our” survival then why should that be changed.  So it defends against seeing 

what it is doing.  It has created a so-called “comfort zone” from the seeming security 

emanating from the conformity to the community.  And anything that challenges this is 

seen as a threat to this security.  It also feels uncomfortable with looking at itself since 

thought and the seemingly security it creates has established this endorphin comfort zone 

protecting us from feeling insecure.  And we don’t want to feel uncomfortable, insecure. 

So what do we do?  Surprisingly it is not “doing” as we know it – it is an “undoing.”  Undoing 

here means understanding what prevents peace and by a process of elimination freeing 

ourselves from the confines of this unnecessary conditioned thinking and all the ideological 

belief systems that keep us bound to it.  It is like being put in a glass jar and the lid being 

screwed on tight as we grow therefore suffocating us, preventing life from entering.  When 

this happens, like a plant, we die because there is no air, no nourishment, nothing that 

helps us grow and thrive.  But children are fresh and have not yet been encapsulated in the 

prison of their thinking.  One also has to realize that it not just thinking, but also feeling that 

dies.  And life cannot flower. 

 

So where do we start?  We start with young people, because most adults only intellectualize 

all this creating elaborate and complicated explanations for it.  But they cannot see through 

the miasma of this confinement of thinking about thinking incessantly and like a Chinese 

Finger Puzzle they are caught in this no-win dilemma.  

 

And how do we present the importance of understanding conditioned thinking?  In what 

context can it be openly explored?  And in what setting can it be “practiced.”  I think the 

answers to these questions are the context of bullying – “from the playground to the 

battlefield.”  Bullying is something everyone can relate to.  It is a practical, relevant hands-

on way to explore conditioned thinking that is at the root of human conflict. Some people 

may think that bullying is just a process of growing up, like the notion when I was a young 

person that “boys will be boys” and that you should just learn how to fight the bully.  But I 

see it as a more profound means to explore the entire underlying structure of conflict – the 

nature and structure of conditioned thinking – as you can see by the entire curriculum the 

Atrium Society – Youth Peace Literacy has produced to address this critical situation. To 

demonstrate how this has successfully worked with children of war in Liberia Marvin 

Garbeh Davis, a Liberian Peace Educator is helping them by teaching them these programs 

to understand and resolve conflict peacefully. 

 

There is also another interesting possibility as a “setting” to explore both psychological and 

biological conditioning.  This may seem contradictory to what I said above but as to the 

“setting” I think that the Atrium Society MAP – S.T.A.R.S. (Mental And Physical Safe 

Tactical Awareness System) program is this, for it is a context that incorporates all three 

essential elements needed to be addressed in understanding conflict caused by both 

psychological and biological conditioning. I use the acronym A.R.M to describe it. “A” 

stands for Avoiding conflict at the primary prevention level – insight into psychological 



causes; R stands for Resolve conflict – verbal “mental self-defense skills to deescalate 

hostility; M stands for Manage conflict through learning humane physical self-defense skills 

that keeps the fight or flight mechanism in control – insight into its biological causes.  BUT 

this is only possible if one is actually cognizant of the full import of what this means and 

has the education and the resources to teach the necessary skills to understand and resolve 

conflict peacefully – both behaviorally and biologically.   

 


