Perceptual Wisdom: Applying Aesthetic Competence to Art-Neutral Contexts: 

 Why Everyone Should View the World Through the Poet’s Eye
One very basic question for interdisciplinary aesthetics is this:  must the basis of an aesthetic experience be  an aesthetic composition?  Must it  be a special production of some kind, perhaps on the order of Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye: 
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or Vinnie Ream Hoxie’s Abraham Lincoln, in the U. S. Capitol Rotunda? 
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After all these are the kinds of artworks which practically guarantee an aesthetic experience; the viewer can’t help but admire the beauty, line and gesture, and arrive at the kind of pleasure Immanuel Kant speaks of, where there is no instrumental practical value or logical work being done by the composition.  We in the viewing audience just gaze and feel awed.  

Or, could my kitchen in any of its various permutations, most of them arguably far from sublime, be read as an aesthetic image?
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While some photo-journalists would say,  of course; it’s what the photographer accentuates that makes art out of the muddle, I wish to say something more radical—that all objects of perception can be read via a  gestalt shift in the perceiver as an aesthetic image.  Furthermore, to the extent that we possess it, we actually have a prima facie duty to invoke our aesthetic competencies in the milieu of the ordinary.  Theorists from ethical and aesthetic traditions would shudder at the idea of my blurring nomenclature in this dialectical way—to the idea of stretching aesthetic sensitivity to contexts where creative genius and artistry are conspicuously absent.  But, temporarily defying the essentialists, even if only for the sake of discussion, has too much cache for private and professional ethics to be so easily dismissed.
To make my case, I’ll attempt to suggest conditions that might be necessary for aesthetic competence;.  show how, when and why mundane experience calls for aesthetic expertise;  explain  the moral perils of aesthetic incompetence;  and consider objections to subsuming the mundane under therubric of creative know-how.  Ultimately, my motivation is that I suspect that human brains, at least at the level of processing, respond to the salient features of lawnmowers, [image: image4.png]



Pulitzer photographs:
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Photographer: Carol Guzy, Source:washingtonpost.com
and moral predicaments in very much the same way: [image: image6.jpg]



To begin, let’s examine what we think proper “aesthetic images” are.  Perhaps they are works of refined beauty or sublimity, with special features not possessed by commonplace things.   In fact, maybe it’s the extraordinariness of artifacts and natural wonders that induces in their audience sheer aesthetic pleasure.  But, no, there are the Impressionists and Post Impressionists and photo-journalists among countless others who commemorate daily fare.  Cezanne’s still life apples, for example, evoke in the viewer a multi-leveled consciousness of  paintings created to express their maker’s feelings about his medium, his vision, his practice, and his subject matter—apples juxtaposed as both a foreground and a background against a background that does the same.  In the end we have a depiction of, well, merely apples.
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Cezanne’s viewer participates as the artist’s ‘artworld public,’ to borrow a phrase from George Dickie.  We become the encoders of his creative production.  To participate as such, the perceiver is called upon to fathom the composition’s attributes—its meaning, resonance, completeness, harmony, symmetry, coloration, fragrance, texture, motif, and so on.   Yet, in “art neutral” contexts, the faculties of perceivers are similarly stimulated.  A given scenario is grasped as an organized whole with its own discrete dimensions in time and space.  To interpret it optimally, the experiencer must engage his or her sensory and cognitive powers, emotions, values, and instincts just as s/he would engage them for Cezanne’s apples.  

In fact, were we to deliberately and consciously exercise a particular set of aesthetic sensibilities—a skill set I’d like refer to from here on as minimal aesthetic competence (AC)— richer, fuller, more accurate and informative insights into our immediate surroundings should in principle follow, whether the context be the MOMA or the corner gas station allowing life and art to imitate each other.
To help this point become clearer in our minds, we can consider two commonplace events: that of entering the workplace on a Monday morning and what the kitchen looks like when we return home.  While neither “scene” has been constructed by an artist for purposes of sharing or eliciting emotions and meaningful information, a range of perceptual faculties are stimulated just the same.  There is the interplay among the senses, in addition to phenomenology around imagination, emotions, judgments and values, all of which occur within nano-seconds of each other.  
Of course, we don’t usually experience standing at some urban street corner as a symphony.  Nor do we feel compelled to experience driving to work or the post office as a serial montage of landscape stills.  Doing the evening dishes doesn’t typically plunge us into sensations reserved for craft-making or sculpture appreciation.  Still, there’s nothing preventing us from taking these kinds of goings-on as such.
  And our lives might be better if we did.  Intentionality is everything.  Deliberately heightening our awareness of what’s available in these mundane cases provides two significant benefits.  One is the pleasure that accompanies being fully alive (as opposed to tuning-out and succumbing to the scourge of ennui).  As the philosopher David Hume said centuries ago, “…a delicate taste of wit or beauty must always be a desirable quality; because it is the source of all the finest and most innocent enjoyments, of which human nature is susceptible” (Hume, 1757).  The second is the critical information derived from early indications of shifting equilibrium points, (a bicyclist whizzing out of control in our direction, a car at a dead stop in the moving traffic lane ahead, the broken wine glass in the bottom of the sudsy sink, the friend who’s anticipating a good laugh for his lousy joke).  The first is important to living excellently in a qualitative sense.  The second is of interest to living rightly and prudently in a moral sense.  At the razor’s edge of human experience, failing to sufficiently detect the sensory cues of an immediate context and evaluate those cues for their fit with the bigger picture sends too many of us to hospital or early tragic death.  So it would seem that aesthetic  competence is worth exploring for its causal role in helping us enjoy life, stay alive, and be morally excellent.

That aesthetic in competence is a serious matter can be seen by a quick look at harmful, avoidable human errors of perception.  Distracted doctors and their medical staff perform invasive operations on the wrong patient or wrong body part.  Rather appropriately, the Joint Commission on Accreditation of  Healthcare Organizations  refers to these mistakes as, “wrong-site surgery” cases.   Military personnel take part in friendly fire or wrong target operations, what the army calls “a lack of situational awareness” (Army.Times.com, May 17, 2004).   Teachers and neighbors and even parents occasionally overlook bruises on the bodies of children and infants.  The bruise might be observed but its moral significance is ignored and/or goes unreported, in violation of The Child Protection Law, (MCL 722.621, et seq.).   Apparently, conventional morality assumes at least implicitly that members of society involved in public trust domains have special duties to be sensorially sensitive if not aesthetically astute. 



The unrecorded instances where perceptual negligence leads to unnecessary tragedy are unfortunately quite common:  parents who see but do not fully reflect on the the dilated pupils of their eleven year old;  police personnel who overlook the absence of a weapon on fleeing teenager; airplane pilots who don’t heed the sound of critical fatigue in an air-traffic controller’s voice and vice versa.  With improved skills for appreciating and grasping constitutive parts, and further, which parts are most likely to fit which wholes, and thirdly, which configurations are inherently ambiguous and which can be disambiguated, (more on this below) instances of perceptual negligence can be reduced.  

At this point, I’d like to get practical and  propose something like the following conditions would arguably be necessary for perceptual ‘intelligence’ and the how-to proficiency that should come along in the bargain: 

AC:  a heightened attention to, or awareness of, the external sounds, sights, colors, textures, smells, feelings, attitudes and other elements that constitute the ambiance of harmony or disharmony and  rhythm and fit within whole configurations, as well as the deeper layers of meaning to be discovered in their arrangements,  in short a qualitative perceptual analysis of the fit among parts and wholes and the attendant emotional satisfactions that obtain when an optimum arrangement is achieved or perceived.

Let’s examine these conditions in turn.  The requirement for heightened  attentiveness is important, for it makes modification within existing levels of perceptual awareness necessary to the process.  Without continuous incremental change, the skill set would merely describe aesthetic experience rather than movement toward aesthetic competence.  Not all aesthetic experiences yield accurate, error-reducing outcomes.  Thus, it is crucial to the self-improvement position of this paper that further conditions, which, taken together become both necessary and sufficient for mitigating perceptual negligence and/or error, be discovered.


Attentiveness  is equally critical, because it is the activity that establishes the relation between the perceiver and the configuration.  It’s what the perceiver does, his or her engagement with the outside world; it is an active conduit.  How much attentiveness is the right amount?  This is an extremely important question.  Over-focusing can lead to diminishing returns, where the forest is ignored for the trees.  Under-focusing sees the forest but ignores the fact that it’s on fire.  Arriving at the practical answer to this question is a kind of expertise that develops organically from repeated sensory experiences of harmony and disharmony, rhythm and fit, and so on.  Eventually we learn that it is not the mess in our child’s room alone that should pique our attention, but the mess at this moment in relation to the order we saw only five minutes ago that tells the story of her level of frustration and unhappiness.  


Because AC  is not confined to the appreciation of artworks and masterpieces, its objects of scrutiny include art-neutral scenarios—car crash scenes, the cleanliness factor of a controlled test site, the way the house looks when it’s time to pay the babysitter, all of which brings us to another phrase in the definition: qualitative perceptual analysis.  That the analysis be qualitative (in addition to quantitative) requires those striving for AC to engage their imaginations.   Imagination comes into play when we try out alternative scenarios by holding before our mind’s eye virtual possibilities.  Otherwise there can be no awareness that the current configuration is partial or incomplete or has shifted out of equilibrium.  More concretely put, without imagining other ways Sally’s room could be disheveled—only her shoes out of place, only her shoes and clothes, or none of her clothes and only her schoolwork, and so on, we cannot get a sense of what the whole configuration might mean.   


Here’s another art-neutral example which may help illustrate the role of imagination for qualitative perceptual analysis:  Imagine a person walking unaccompanied to her car in an unlit parking lot.  She hears approaching footsteps.  Her safety and peace of mind depend on her ability to imagine possible explanations and implications of the sensory phenomena:   (a) The footsteps belong to Yeti—no, that’s absurd; (b) they belong to a parking lot security person—not likely, since security personnel are usually in vehicles; (c) they belong to a dangerous person who intends to do her harm--yes, this is possible—she should turn around, with her finger on her portable car alarm and her cell phone primed for 911; (d) the footsteps belong to the person who owns the car parked next to hers because the lights inside the car have just gone on, the locks have opened, and so on.  


Neurologically, all this sorting of the foreground information relative to background context is done via split second imagination, veritable loops of hypothetical neuronal firings until the one most supported by electro-chemical tracers is settled upon.  Of course, similar skills come into play when we aesthetically appreciate artworks.  Without imagining how Van Gogh’s frenetic hatchings, for instance, could have been masked as invisible brush strokes, we are less able to grasp how the painting practically screams Post-Impressionism:  
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Indeed, the promissory note of AC is that it prepares perceivers to align perceptions with facts, judgments with perceptions, and ideally actions with those judgments, giving further grist to the possibility that AC promotes a better life.  The dialectical relationship between sensation and reason which cannot operate without emotional cues, keeps AC in a niche of its own, more than love of art and too akin to artistic acumen to be a narrowly configured, solely cognitive event.  It is process-oriented, and most importantly not reducible to any of its parts or uses.  


To put it another way, AC enables us to examine whole configurations, where figures are wed to their background contexts, in such a way that the gestalt shift from one to the other fosters  the richest, most informative interpretation available.  This is why attention to, and awareness of, the external sounds, sights, colors, textures, smells, feelings, attitudes and other elements that constitute ambiance of harmony or disharmony and  rhythm and fit within whole configurations, is necessary to any depiction of AC.  Wise perceivers disambiguate data in order to form the best possible judgments about the facts at hand.  Wise perceivers do not rush unless the circumstances demand it.  Over- or under-evaluating perceptual contexts when such a tendency is not exclusively determined by biology, (as congenital blindness, deafness or severe attention deficit and/or hyper-activity disorders would be), is a reinforced habit that falls short of proficiency.  As for “unwise” perceivers, there is reason to be optimistic.  Remediation, behavioral and cognitive psychologists tell us  is possible through deliberate concerted modification practices that isolate skills and attentiveness.  
John Dewey was an American  philosopher whose theoretical work in practical aesthetics greatly informed the background assumptions of this paper.  As he reminds us, the enemies of aesthetic insight are “humdrum; slackness of loose ends; submission to convention in practice and intellectual procedure (Dewey, p. 40) (1934/1958).”  To the extent that such curtailed experiences are the product of sloppy or lackadaisical perceptual habits, they can be undermined, and replaced with richer proficient ones.  
Possible Objections to AC
To the skeptic who objects that perceptual errors can be handled philosophically by existing theories in aesthetics, ethics and epistemology, I would answer that aesthetic incompetence produces certain kinds of mistakes—ones which are avoidable, non-voluntary, deeply regretted, and correctable.  If only we’d seen the bigger picture, looked closer, listened more carefully, noticed anomalies….  If only we’d learned how to correct our faulty gestalt patterns earlier and that ambiguous contexts can be disambiguated with practice.  Artists in every discipline operate out of a non-discursive metaphoric  attitude toward life quite naturally.  Revisit “lawnmower.”   When as children encounter our first contextual paradoxes, riddles like wet spots on the highway, escalators, lunar phases, the light in the refrigerator, or any number of strange loop phenomena, we often fixate on one side of the ground-figure paradox, seeing only the external left-facing cube or only the duck and not the rabbit.  But after we let our vision soften and intentionally relax the mind’s habit of jumping to conclusions, we are able to correct and expand our perceptual field.  


Often the learning process requires outside help—someone else who traces the outline of the rabbit’s ears for us.   From that time on though, we are better able to shift back and forth, and we have a new and improved skill set that can be applied to the next riddle.  Even in cases where we never manage the gestalt shift unaided, we are better prepared to accept the fact that there are at least two correct interpretations.  We have some frame of reference for the fact that evaluating  the configuration solely on the basis of our own rigid ‘myopia’ is unjustified.  To continue to defend such an interpretation is self-defeating from that point on.  

My point is, this kind of perceptual competence is not usually discussed in art and ethics curricula.  Targeting perception itself as a Thus, whether or not our intuitions support moral culpability for perceptual error will depend on the degree to which humans can be reasonably expected to have and maintain situational gestalts and self-knowledge.  As in any other area of applied ethics, actual praiseworthiness and blameworthiness is situation dependent. And yet, the sheer number of civil lawsuits among Americans offers some evidence that we have such intuitions.  

Acting too quickly, or too slowly for that matter, on the basis of a faulty gestalt is the kind of mistake that can be mitigated over time.  We’ve all had the perceptual experience of learning how to disambiguate visual gestalts and optical illusions—necker cubes, wet-spots on the highway, duck-rabbit Escher-type paradoxes.  When we encounter our first one, we often fixate on one side of the ground-figure paradox, seeing only the external left-facing cube or only the duck and not the rabbit.  But after we let our vision soften and relax the mind’s habit of jumping to conclusions, we are able to correct and expand our perceptual field.  


Often the learning process requires outside help—someone else who traces the outline of the rabbit’s ears for us.   From that time on though, we are better able to shift back and forth, and we have a new and improved skill set that can be applied to the next riddle.  Even in cases where we never manage the gestalt shift unaided, we are better prepared to accept the fact that there are at least two correct interpretations.  We have some frame of reference for the fact that evaluating  the configuration solely on the basis of our own rigid ‘myopia’ is unjustified.  To continue to defend such an interpretation is self-defeating from that point on.  


Of course, there are individuals who stick with their error-producing, irrational methods and beliefs for various psychological reasons.  Neuroscience and cognitive psychology are hard at work securing empirical data about the physiology and range of rigid-to-plastic-thinking patterns(            ).  Nevertheless, the existence of cognitively inflexible persons only affirms the need for greater education and training.  To the extent that AC discourages gestalt rigidity and the errors that attend it, AC should be part of that curriculum.  


A second objection might question the soundness of linking AC to good character and appropriateness.  Couldn’t an endorsement of AC be construed as a form of elitism—a class-based outlook, or possibly a specious essentialism, one which insinuates that only those fortunate enough to be acquainted with the arts or trained in aesthetics are worthwhile human beings?  In a word, no.  The impeachment of the moral character and appropriateness of the physically different, because they have acquired, through birth or accident, an a-typical set of sensory apparatus is as fallacious as it is ignorant and unethical.  If aesthetic competence as described in this paper could be co-opted in this way, I’d side with the skeptic, for such lines of thinking are unwarranted.  


But AC contains no such entailments.  The gestalt achievements encouraged by AC are available to those who seek them, regardless of their starting points.  A discussion of AC  should not be mistaken for unfair criticism of persons whose cultural or biological constraints have rendered their aesthetic experiences beyond or behind the norm.  Currently, the medical community’s progress in successfully diagnosing and treating  individuals with extreme attention deficit disorders from hyper-activity cases to autism demonstrates that remediation from any starting point (beyond profound retardation) is possible.  


Paying close attention to that field, philosopher Gregory Currie has linked ranges of biologically determined perception to  aesthetic function:  

While the data here is patchy and inconclusive, both experiment and casual observation suggest that autistic perception (visual and auditory) is often peculiar in emphasizing local detail at the expense of the larger-scale pattern of relations( ).  

While Currie’s  work is primarily concerned with the role of imagination within narrative understanding, it does key into the human capacity for sorting patterns into their foreground and background contexts as indicative of perceptual norms.  


A fourth objection comes from obvious counter examples—artists who are presumably aesthetically inclined but morally degenerate.  If AC is so life enhancing, why aren’t all artists moral saints?  It is quite true that artists as individuals or groups may or may not exhibit personal growth in their private lives, some by conscious design.  Oscar Wilde, Charles Baudelaire, and Basquiat, to name a few, were self-proclaimed aesthetes.  And yet, interestingly enough, what the 19th century art rebellion, which produced the likes of Wilde along with a renewed fascination with aestheticism, measured itself against, was the centuries old tyranny of moralizing over the form and content of artworks.  


If we look behind the aestheticism movement itself, we see that the anti-morality stance actually consisted of protests against moral hypocrisy, sexual prudery, barbaric practices of retribution, and the general capacity of humans to be cruel.  In fact, both Baudelaire and Wilde were imprisoned at some point in their lives for their sexuality, Baudelaire for his literary interest in eroticism, Wilde for being a homosexual.   The ‘anti-instrumentalism’ view of aesthetics was a natural response to an ‘artworld public’ that forced artists upon pain of imprisonment to reflect the societal values of the time.


Thus, the existence of a highly articulated strain of aesthetics expressly opposed to instrumentalism, is no proof against the thesis that improving one’s capacity for AC  leads to good outcomes, provided other necessary conditions also obtain—chief of which is an intention, as I say, to avoid unnecessarily harming others.  While, artists as a group tend to exhibit aesthetic aptitude,  not all persons with AC  need be artists.
  
At the other end of the moral spectrum is the socio-path who choreographs his crime with exquisite attention to detail and execution.  The BTK killer, Dennis Raider, maintained a “hit kit,” used his own jargon for his killing equipment, kept “hit clothes” and painstakingly designed his rampages, stalking both intended and fall-back victims over long periods of time. 
Like Raider, the Columbine killers, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, and the more recent Virginia Tech assassin, Seung-Hui Cho, exhibited a fascination with the macabre and an interest in engineering their anti-social ‘statements’ with precision.  Such persons seem to be aesthetically competent, but I would submit they are not.  Genuine aesthetic competence is not merely about aesthetic attentiveness.  It also calls for gestalt shifts between grounds and figures in such a way that detached, disinterested non-empathetic engineering skills would be overridden by a requirement to engage a fuller array of sensibilities.   


The conclusions reached in this paper are the following:  A range of negative outcomes, from injustice, unnecessary death and suffering to missed opportunities for wonder and personal growth, stem from avoidable perceptual errors.  These are accidents and mistakes that are caused by inadequately engaging one’s available sensory faculties and cognitive abilities.  With improved skills for detecting which parts are likely to fit which wholes, which configurations are inherently ambiguous, and which can be disambiguated, laxity in discernment can be diminished.  Not only would unnecessary harms be averted, but the quality and quantity of harmless pleasures enhanced.  A readiness for personal and social progress would be achieved, moving us ever closer to what James Joyce calls, ‘the luminous silent stasis of aesthetic pleasure’…
  

XXX

Heightening attentiveness to what’s perceptually available in mundane circumstances engenders both the visceral pleasures that accompany being fully alive (as opposed to tuning-out and prostrating ourselves before the scourge of ennui) and early indications of shifting equilibrium points, (a bicyclist whizzing out of control in our direction, a car at a dead stop in the moving traffic lane ahead, the broken wine glass in the bottom of the sudsy sink, the friend who’s anticipating a good laugh for his lousy joke).  The first is important to living excellently in a qualitative sense.  The second is of interest to living rightly in a moral and prudent sense. 
Such aesthetically informed practical insight has a strong correlation with moral discernment in addition to two beneficial effects.  At a very practical level, learning to view the ordinary through the poet’s eye can mean the difference between pleasure or soul-sapping boredom.  As Hume said centuries ago, “…a delicate taste of wit or beauty must always be a desirable quality; because it is the source of all the finest and most innocent enjoyments, of which human nature is susceptible” (Hume, 1757).  Moreover, at the razor’s edge of perception, it can mean the difference between life or death.  Failing to sufficiently detect the sensory cues of an immediate context and evaluate those cues for their fit with the bigger picture sends too many of us to hospital or early tragic death.  Thus, aesthetic competence is worth exploring for its causal role in helping us be moral, enjoy life, and stay alive.  


Now that the argument has been introduced, we can begin exploring the intuitions behind it by seeing how ordinary waking life experience receives aesthetic scrutiny.  I. Preface:
It is uncontroversial that a keen sense of aesthetics promotes pleasurable and cognitive insights into the features of artworks and natural wonders.  Any composition’s attributes, such as: meaning, resonance, completeness, harmony, symmetry, coloration, fragrance, texture, motif, and so on, are more accessible to the viewer, if the viewer has an educated frame of reference for evaluating these kinds of sensory elements.  Yet, there is a third perceptual niche for which enhanced aesthetic competence is also beneficial—ordinary human experience.  In many “art neutral” contexts, the sensory faculties, along with rational powers, emotions, values, and instincts, are stimulated much the same way they are as when special works of art or even natural wonders are encountered.  An arrangement is grasped as an organized experience with discrete features and dimensions in time and space.  

For help in formulating the necessary conditions for AC, I’ve borrowed from two authors:  James Joyce and John Dewey.  In Portrait of an Artist as a Young Man, Joyce has his protagonist Stephen Daedalus’ utter the following definition of aesthetic perception:  “The instant wherein that supreme quality of beauty, the clear radiance of the aesthetic image, is apprehended luminously by the mind which has been arrested by its wholeness and fascinated by its harmony is the luminous silent stasis of aesthetic pleasure….”
  Even if the beauty Daedalus speaks of is subjectively interpreted, this characterization of aesthetic gratification involves engaging the world and being singularly affected by a perceptual experience.  

Similar diligence occurs in John Dewey’s discussion of how and when ordinary experiences become aesthetic in nature.  Dewey observes that there are common patterns in various, quite disparate experiences that can be thought of as necessary; that is, without them there is no experience—there is a moment, an event perhaps, but no experience:

…every experience is the result of interaction between a live creature and some aspect of the world in which he lives.  A man does something…. In consequence he undergoes, suffers, something….  The process continues until a mutual adaptation of the self and the object emerges and that particular experience comes to a close. What is true of this simple instance is true, as to form, of every experience. 
 

For Dewey, it is the interaction between a live creature and his/her environment that gives rise to a sense of ‘felt harmony.’  His stipulation that the interaction must be completed and that the participant senses, thinks, does, and feels, is what constitutes its aesthetic property.  The experience is an entirety, a whole event, he says, “because it is not just doing and undergoing in alternation, but consists of them in relationship.” 
  Disharmony and incomplete or interrupted experiences come about due to an unbalance between the doing and the undergoing—too little engagement, too little introspection. 

“…nothing takes root in the mind when there is no balance between doing and receiving….the esthetic is no intruder in experience from without, whether by way of idle luxury or transcendent ideality, but that it is the clarified and intensified development of traits that belong to every normally complete experience.” 
  (Emphasis mine.)   


In Joyce and Dewey we have references to qualities of beauty, sensation, image, pleasure, and apprehension of harmony among parts and wholes.  These are conditions which enable not just a perfunctory awareness of ‘beauty’ and harmony but a measure of aesthetic competence that promises a better quality of life.  So Admittedly attempting to capture what aesthetic proficiency might actually be like engenders a complex formula.  This is so because a “systems” view of AC is more appropriate than a simpler mechanical causality which might be less likely to capture what really goes on during an aesthetic experience.  
Indeed there are avant garde musicians, MATMOS for instance, who use live-recordings of “noise” from street corners and operating rooms to create musical treatises on 21st Century urban life.  
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