Transformative worldviews for a world in need

By © L. Deborah Sword 2006

First published in Edges, Interplanetary Directions, by ICA Canada

Your worldview is uniquely yours.

Are you vegetarian? Vegan? Carnivore? Even what you have for lunch is influenced as much by your worldview as by your taste buds. Your worldview is so ingrained that you might not notice it affecting your decisions and activities. How you understand the world, your values and the stories that underlie your belief system, are wrapped in the context of your identity to form your worldview. Altering only one variable can change your worldview. Your exact self with all your memories, family circumstances and history intact but different in, for example, gender, or sexuality, or religion, or birth order, or colour would develop a different worldview than your current one. Despite this apparent fragility, worldviews are robust: it would be difficult to disprove yours to you. 

An underlying presumption of everyone’s worldview is that it is good and the correct foundation for decision-making, thus we judge those worldviews that contradict ours. Being non-telepathic, we act towards people on our assumptions as ‘proof’ of what their thoughts, behaviours or intentions mean. Before becoming offended, for example, we rarely stop to think how their comment or action would look through their eyes and worldview. Instead, we tend to self declare the universality of our assumptions and proceed to judgment. 

Here’s an exercise to try: Exchange true stories about yourselves with someone you know well until you both say in the fewest possible turns: “I didn’t know that about you”. How many turns before you learned something? We can never know enough to make perfect decisions, so we interpret imperfect but ‘good enough’ information through the assumptions that are grounded in our worldviews.

Worldviews are helpful yet, when rigid or intolerant of others’ worldviews, they are conflict creators. Looking at the major wars playing out in prime time, there are insights into our own worldviews. Conflict cycles of provocation and escalation are easily spotted. Opportunities for changing the cycle are not. A common conflict narrative at its most primitive from both or all sides is: “It’s their fault, I’m just responding to their provocation/occupation until they stop provoking/occupying me.” 

Once a person or state with a robust and rigid worldview comes in contact with an equally rigid contrary worldview, conflict becomes the viable alternative. If you have children, you may recognize two common elements arising from their worldviews: 1. It’s not my fault and 2. Once they started it, I had no choice. Of the two elements, the second is more problematic. Blame is annoying but non lethal.

Dichotomies foreclose choice

People have a natural inclination towards binary thinking. Either you’re right or I am. As Byrne (1998 at page 26) said, the interesting thing about complex problems is that we can't predict what will happen, but we know the solution will be in a set of options greater than one but less than too many to cope with. When we feel our identities challenged or our worldviews threatened, instead of the complex thinking we need for the best and most creative solutions, we simplify our thinking to binaries to be able to cope. We use ‘good enough’ information and pray that our preferred solution will resolve the problem. 
We’re not a deliberately thoughtless species, just busy and occasionally self-absorbed. When confronted with conflict, it’s reassuring to feel blameless and it’s axiomatic to support your own preferred solution.  That’s a happier place than feeling blameworthy with no viable options. Too much choice in conflict situations feels overwhelmingly paralyzing. We often don’t know what information about the conflict to trust. Our default to ‘I have no choice’ makes sense in the short term even as it locks us into fighting for our preferred good enough solution to prevail, rather than looking for more, or more perfect, options. The feeling that you have no option but to respond in kind or higher, creates both a conflict partnership and a conflict pattern.

The pattern, whether in individuals, states or nature, is as Bar-Yam (1992 at 570) wrote: "The reason that an ensemble [a collection of the organisms] is not affected by randomness is that whenever one of the systems takes a step, another takes a step in the opposite direction". The significance isn't whether or which worldview is more important or more correct but rather the interdependent forward and backward dance of the partnered worldviews. What happens when someone tries to overwhelm another’s worldview? Resistance. Conflict. Back and forth power struggles. Contradictory, equally robust worldviews in a recurring pattern of each trying to prove the other wrong becomes one interdependent system in need of more choices.

You can only expand or reconstruct your own worldview

Conflicts are complex adaptive systems. The best part of complex adaptive systems is that they are complex, adaptive and systems. The appropriate management for conflicts is complex and adaptive, the opposite of binary and rigid. However, short of brainwashing, no one can control or force another to change their worldview, so start with you and model complex, adaptive thinking. 

The process of transformation to more complex, less dichotomous thinking, while never easy, can be slow and tortuous or fast and radical. Risk-takers shift their worldviews after almost dying. Environmental crises can transform your worldview instantly from valuing development to valuing preservation. How big a shock does it take? It makes sense not to wait for near death or crisis to become mindful that your worldview is driving your conflicts and decisions. 

Just being mindful of binary dichotomies that ensnare the conflict cycle into either / or scenarios, can generate more productive alternatives, such as joint problem solving. When you start the narrative, in whatever form it takes, “I’m not to blame and I have no choice” recognize other person’s litany about you is the same. What would a shared narrative that has the truths of both versions in it look like? 
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