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July 24, 2016 FUS talk 

On Visibility and Fragmentation 

By Mikki Morrissette 

 

One of the joys of my life as a writer is that I get to meet and hear firsthand so 

many stories. Among other things, I write a “Sustainable We” column for 

Southwest Journal and do work with Minnesota Women’s Press. This week I 

talked with a 101-year-old man who left Iowa by foot in 1950 to walk to 

Minneapolis for a better life. I talked with a mother who lost her 17 year old 

son to suicide. And I talked with former City Council and current School Board 

member Don Samuels about black lives.  

 

As a communicator by profession, I also have a profound sadness -- about how 

poorly we tend to share stories. As George Saunders so eloquently depicted in 

his essay, we have increasing numbers of one-dimensional stories. We saw that 

this past week in Cleveland. This week, from Philadelphia, we’ll have a 

different set of perspectives about the storylines of America.  

 

This one-dimensional storytelling isn’t new, of course. In Lincoln’s time, for 

example, the Know Nothing leaders promised to protect Protestant America 

from Catholic immigrants. The divisive storytelling was about the drunken Irish 

and Germans who would weaken the culture that made our nation great. 

 

Today I want to talk about what I am starting to hear inside the stories I’m 

collecting for a book of essays I’m writing. And I want to talk about some of the 

lessons I’ve gleaned, in the midst of these churning political and social times -- 

from a book about science. 

 

The book was co-authored by quantum physicist David Bohm and philosopher 

David Peat. Bohm was himself the victim of a particular storyline in his day. He 

refused to testify to the House Un-American Activities Committee in 1950, lost 
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his job at Princeton, and left the U.S. never to return. Here’s a quote from 

their book, “Science, Order and Creativity,” which was published in 1987: 

 

“Today the general atmosphere is such that a physicist can do little more than 

state, and restate, a particular point of view. Various approaches are generally 

taken to be rivals, with each participant attempting to convince the others of 

the truth of a particular position…. What is needed is for each person to be 

able to hold several points of view, while treating the ideas of others with 

something of the care and attention that are given to his or her own. Each 

participant is not called on to accept or reject particular points of view; rather 

he or she should attempt to come to an understanding of what they mean.”  

 

Bohm and Peat wrote about Paradigms, which involves taking ideas and 

concepts for granted, without realizing it. Believing in absolute truths. We 

fight anyone who disturbs the fixed storyline. It generally takes a revolution to 

break it apart and develop something new.  

 

Today I’m going to talk about Paradigms – what we see and don’t see, what we 

hear and don’t hear. How might we tell stories differently so that instead of 

deepening the grooves of a fragmented society, we shift the way we have 

conversations? These ideas are a work in progress. I welcome your input after 

my talk. 

 

ONE: What if we were able to stop trying to be “right” 

 

I don’t believe there are absolute truths. I believe our society shifts and 

evolves based on the storylines we feed it. 

 

I recently watched the entire Mad Men series in a few months. It was a great 

reminder of how our society in the 1950s and 1960s consisted of cigarette-

smoking Mad Men with mistresses and housewives … living in a world in which 



	 3	

black and white did not mix and women in the workplace were primarily 

secretaries. Mad Men still exist. Black and white still exists. But, despite the 

despair we feel right now, society has shifted in important ways since then. 

And it will continue to do so, based on the stories we feed it. The storytellers. 

 

Look at science -- the world of precise measurement and theory. Even there 

we’ve always done a lot of shifting about what we believe.  

 

Remember when Christians burned people at the stake if they did not agree 

that the earth is the center of the universe? Descartes eventually shifted our 

viewpoint into dualistic coordinates. By the time we got to Newton’s era, we 

were able to believe in a clock-like universe of immutable laws – he helped us 

safely feel like we could predict everything. In the early 1900s, Heisenberg 

pointed out that at the subatomic level we aren’t able to predict anything. 

 

Now, we have black holes and dark matter, where the laws of physics break 

down completely -- a mysterious force that does not interact with matter, as 

everything we are familiar with does.  

 

From generation to generation, we are always changing our truths. And finding 

new things that existed long before we became aware of them. 

 

Yet – we still have a tendency to talk as if we see everything there is to be 

seen, have every perspective in place, and can arrive at a “right” answer. 

 

The story of two of the most brilliant physicists -- Albert Einstein and Niels Bohr 

-- is an interesting one. They were great friends. Einstein indicated that he had 

a kind of love for Bohr. They both had brains capable of seeing and processing 

things in new and amazing ways. They had tremendous respect for each other’s 

intellect, which I imagine was hard to find at that level. 
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And then… they contemplated together the nature of the universe. Einstein, of 

course, was the first to see that time is relative -- it depends on context, the 

speed of the observer. Time is predictable, but not an absolute.  

 

Bohr, in deep conversation with Einstein in 1927, tried to convince him to go 

even further -- to agree that time and space are ambiguous concepts that can 

never be precisely measureable.  

 

The analogy to explain Bohr’s idea comes from Bohm and Peat: If you measure 

temperature, what are you measuring? The degrees of a general mass of air 

molecules. We could stick a tool of measurement in there and get the 

temperature of a single molecule – but is that telling us anything meaningful?  

 

Bohr wanted to convince Einstein that the universe – time, space -- is about 

ambiguity. About being in the mass – not measuring one of its particles to the 

nth degree. But Einstein believed in precision – finding a formula that explains 

everything. So they argued and disagreed and eventually stared at each other 

as if they were aliens. Their philosophies about life separated them.  

 

Years later, they were both at the Princeton Institute for Advanced Studies. A 

colleague held a party, trying to get them to nudge closer together again. But 

each stood firmly entrenched on their side of the room, surrounded by their 

equally entrenched students. They had nothing left to say to each other. They 

never regained a relationship again. 

 

All because of their need – two brilliant, logical men – to convince the other 

that his philosophy was wrong.  

 

The concept I am exploring in my conversations and writing is this: What if the 

need to be “right” is… irrelevant? Non-existent even? What if there are simply 
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too many legitimate perspectives? What if we stopped disagreeing on what is 

“right” -- and spent that energy on a different type of storytelling? 

 

TWO: What if we actively recognized our interconnected dependence? 

 

Many years ago I was enchanted with the old PBS show “Connections” with 

James Burke. The message of his show: nothing about our modern world was 

created in isolation. One idea leads to another and merges with another, to 

give us the comforts of home we couldn’t replicate on our own. Everything we 

know is the result of a web of interconnected events, transcending time and 

space. Were it not for the flooding of the Nile, for example, and the 

intelligence that led to a calendar that could predict the overflow of water, 

and the invention of the plow, that led to a surplus of grains, stored in 

containers made by a potters wheel -- our small communities would not have 

been able to grow into civilizations.  

 

How often today do we recognize what we take for granted in daily life?  

 

We talk about that here at FUS – the interconnected web. What if we thought 

and talked more about how much we truly depend on each other? The car or 

bus that brings us here relied on engineers and designers who were taught by 

teachers and envisioned and improved upon going back at least as far as Rudolf 

Diesel. Who reaped and stirred the ingredients that went into the meal the 

kitchen team is working on for our social time after this talk? 

 

We have become a society focused on “who knows best” without reminding 

ourselves, every day, simply how much we need each other in order to survive.  

 

Commerce, industry, technology and political rivalries have largely been 

allowed to take over the storyline. We’ve devalued the human and glorified the 
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machinery and the capital and the drama. What if we refocused our 

conversations on the relationships that lead to our ability to BE a society? 

 

THREE: What if we became aware of how we fragment ourselves? 

 

In my conversation with Don Samuels, he said we noticed only the tip of the 

iceberg in the recent Castile shooting -- not the iceberg. Where is the 

respectability, he pointed out, in ignoring a four-year-old child who has just 

witnessed a policeman kill a loved one? Where is the humanity in deciding it is 

more important to handcuff the calm, unarmed mother than to let her hold and 

comfort her little girl? It’s insulting to human life, he said. Yet, it’s so routine 

—certain lives don’t matter -- that we don’t even notice enough to be outraged 

about it. “We continue to grind people down, day after day,” he told me. 

 

How aware are we of the ways we instinctively categorize? And of how our 

brains play tricks with us? 

 

My kids and I love watching the show “Brain Games.” The job of our brains is 

not to tell us truth, but to gather information and then interpret it, based on 

what we’ve been taught to expect. For example, our brain sees 12 lines on a 

piece of paper and enables us to perceive those lines as a cube. Yet, those 12 

one-dimensional lines are not a cube. We know the story the depiction is 

telling us and we interpret it for ourselves. 

 

How easy it is to make us see what we are asked to see – or are instinctively 

prone to see – rendering other things invisible that are right before our eyes. 

 

And what we choose to categorize, and how, is about the values we’ve been 

taught. Herders in Africa, for example, have different words that distinguish 

the color of their cattle. That does not mean they have more varieties of cattle 

than we do – only that they see and describe them differently than we do. 
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I wrote a story recently about a woman who was raped by an ex-boyfriend from 

Edina. Does anything leap to mind when you think about who rapes? The kind of 

values they grew up with?  

 

A friend confessed to me what she thought about when she heard the story. 

She instinctively imagined this rapist was a boy of privilege and sexist, arrogant 

values taught by a power-hungry father and a trampled-upon mother. But then 

she learned from me who he was. Someone raised in a progressive family 

around the corner from her. A background associated with the Waldorf school 

and Utne Reader. That didn’t make sense to her. Before she knew who he was, 

she had instinctively put him in a different category. 

 

How much of what we “see” is because we expect to see it? Because we’ve 

been trained to assume and believe a certain storyline?  

 

Yet we get our storylines, in this media age, from increasingly different 

sources, as George Saunders alluded to. And even the types of sources 

influence us in different ways. A recent University of Alabama study found that 

liberals tend to be more swayed by scientific studies. Conservatives tend to be 

influenced by opinions and stories.  

 

Author and moral psychologist Jonathan Haidt says in his book “The Righteous 

Mind” that people form beliefs not through careful consideration of data but 

with gut emotional reactions to experience. We seek facts that justify our 

beliefs, not the other way around. Emotions around gun control, for example, 

are founded in how we see the world. His book details why liberals, 

conservatives and libertarians feel differently about what is right and what is 

wrong – and why each side is right. 

 

Again I ask: What if there is no one right answer? 
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What if we all got better at calling out – without judgment -- whenever we 

have put something into a category? Maybe something as simple, to ourselves 

or another as, “That’s a general way of seeing it.” 

 

I believe we'll have a safer society not when media only tells good stories and 

all police have body cams that don't fall off or we’ve built some magical wall 

that weeds out the angry and unsafe -- but when our future generations have 

learned not to instinctively act on the categories they have created. 

 

FOUR: Continue to stand on the side of love 

 

In the aftermath of everything horrible that has happened since our 

celebrations of independence this year, do you know what helped me get out 

of the fetal position? It was seeing the short video of diverse Dallas residents 

hugging members of the police who had just lost five of their colleagues in the 

sniper attack. It made me weep. 

 

I believe underneath we are one interconnected universe, whether we act like 

it or not… and someday more of this species will “get” that…. whether it’s 

after the Gandhis and Mother Teresas and Nelson Mandelas and Malalas of our 

world knock some stronger sensations into our collective hearts … or after 

another Big Bang shoots us off into entangled subatomic particles. 

 

As I’ve been talking about, my view is that we will become a more sustainable 

society 1) after we get better at realizing how biased our viewpoint is. After 

we 2) understand how little our brain processes unless we’ve already chosen to 

focus it there – and that there is far more to any picture that we DON’T focus 

on. 3) After we teach each other that the goal is not to find the “right” answer 

because there are too many points of view and experiences for that to exist. 
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We need loud voices and action to bring attention to needed changes, yes. 4) 

But again and again we also need those simple acts of kindness to remind us of 

the interconnected pulse underneath.  

 

Maybe it’s about continuing to tell stories with multiple perspectives. Stories of 

forgiveness rather than blame. Collaboration rather than contention. 

Compassion and vulnerability rather than strength and power. Respecting of 

nuance, not simply declaration. 

 

If we tell stories in different ways – have new conversations of respect designed 

not to persuade but to help each other understand – my dream is that Einstein 

and Bohr will find each other at a cosmic party, ladle out a cocktail of 

neutrinos, and agree, with a wave of their invisible glasses, that ascertaining 

the ingredients in the punch bowl doesn’t matter. That we’re not simply 

physical matter that makes up our bodies and our cars and our plastics and our 

stars… but energy and vibration and sensation. That at our deeper level, 

matter is always moving and morphing and merging. And at our deepest level, 

we might not even be divided into matter at all. 

 

If we proactively start with the notion that our universe is fundamentally 

connected, then maybe -- in the generations to come -- the ways we divide 

ourselves up politically, economically and socially will begin to seem so small 

and inconsequential that it no longer makes sense to fixate on them.  


