“Filters – Some Thoughts on How We View the World”
Presented at the UU Church of Tullahoma, May 30, 2004 by Chuck Morgret

(explanatory notes in italics added March 2009)

1. (Defining terms):

a. “Filters”: the rose-colored or whatever-colored glasses through which many people seem to view the world, letting through only that information which reinforces their views, or interpreting information with a prejudice toward their views.

b. Filters can be based on religious dogma, cultural traditions, political leanings, social pressure… 

c. The word “we” in “how we view the world” refers both to people in general and (hopefully) to UU’s in particular

d. “World view”: Our overall understanding of the nature of the universe and our place in it; the framework within which we make decisions and live our lives.

e. We can’t help but have a limited world view. Each of us has a world view shaped by the interaction between who we are and what we’ve experienced, and we each have a limited and unique set of experiences on which to draw.

f. What’s important is not to let our world view become too rigid…to seek to broaden it and modify it as we grow and learn. Not to develop a perfect understanding of the world, but a better one, along with the realization that a “perfect” understanding isn’t possible.

2. “The Ivory Door” revisited – the dangers of a rigid world view

[Some time prior to my talk, Homer Wilkins presented a talk based on “The Ivory Door,” a play by A. A. Milne. The premise of the play was, to the best of my recollection, that there was a kingdom in which the castle contained a mysterious “ivory door,” through which it was “known” that one dared not go because it meant certain death. Because the citizens of the kingdom believed that so fervently, nobody had ever dared go through it. One day the new young king decided to take a chance and go through it…and far from dying, simply discovered that a secret passage that led to a secluded exit from the castle walls. I may have the details a bit confused.]
a. During talkback, it slowly became clear that we misinterpreted the Ivory Door as a metaphor for the “fear of the unknown” we all have to deal with when facing a major life change.

b. It was an interesting discussion, but the crux of the story was what happened afterward…

[…which was: The king returned to tell his subjects that the old belief was false, and that the ivory door was, after all, just a door. He probably expected to be hailed as a hero for daring to challenge the old superstition. Instead, the subjects, “knowing” that their king had perished when he went through the door, accused him of being an impostor and executed him for daring to pretend to be their departed king.]

c. Does such rationalization really happen?

i. Creationism

ii. “Crop circles”

iii. The power of people to see what they want to see never ceases to amaze me

d. Why do people get locked into world views?

i. I don’t know…just some possibilities

ii. Early indoctrination?

iii. A desire to belong?

iv. A desire to have it all figured out?

v. A defensive move in the information age.

3. The dangers of rigid world views

a. Divides the world into “us vs. them”

i. Demonizes those with other views. At the very least, they’re looked on with distrust.

b. Makes progress difficult and conflict likely.

c. Eventually leads to dangerous rationalizations.

i. Don’t have to look much further than Al Qaida or Hamas.
4. How to avoid them

a. The problem these days certainly isn’t lack of information. If you’re going to try to look at the world objectively, to remove the filters, the problem becomes figuring out what out of the flood of information is credible and what isn’t.

i. “Fallacy: the Counterfeit of Argument”

[… which is an excellent book I encountered in a college course on logic that should be required reading for everybody in the consumer age, although the examples could use some updating. A large part of the book is devoted to listing many of the ways in which advertisers, politicians, etc. attempt to sway you by appealing to almost anything but reason. Though I believe it’s long out of print, when last I checked there were used copies available through Amazon.]
ii. Every story has at least two sides. “Consider the source”: Everybody has an agenda. Not that you can’t get good information from someone with an agenda, but you have to take the agenda into account.

b. Go out of your way to look for alternate viewpoints & information sources. GET MORE THAN ONE SIDE OF THE STORY.

c. One trick that’s been useful for me is trying to see things from another person’s viewpoint…it’s never a perfect exercise but can really help understanding. Once you get a little insight into why someone acts or thinks the way they do – what it is in their background or culture – it’s a lot harder to demonize them.

5. Why I’m glad I’m a UU:

a. For me, life has always been about learning – about “a free and responsible search for truth and meaning.” To learn is to grow, to grow is to live.

b. My world view is constantly evolving, adapting to new information, and it always will. I think that’s true of most UU’s.

c. You don’t learn much by hanging around with people who think the same as you, who hold the same opinions – and have the same prejudices, blind spots, etc. You learn a lot more by comparing notes with people who think differently.

d. We come here from different backgrounds, but we agree to accept and support each other on our spiritual journeys, on our searches for truth and meaning. Even if our paths are different. And we often find that even when we disagree we can learn from each other.

