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‘But now good friends are acting strange

They shake their heads and say I’ve changed

Well, something’s lost and something’s gained

In living everyday.

‘I’ve looked at life from both sides now

From up and down, and still somehow

It’s cloud illusions I recall – I really don’t know life at all.’

-  From the song Both Sides Now, performed by Judy Collins

‘I’m fixing a hole, where the rain gets in 

And stops my mind from wandering – where it will go …’

· John Lennon and Paul McCartney

· Quote from the song Fixing A Hole
Dedicated to Alicia ‘Astro-Girl’

The horrific events of the Second World War, with the sheer enormity of this situation as a human catastrophe, seemed to culminate in a plethora of interest in how people think.  There often seemed to be an associated purpose inherent in this to establish how aberrant, even pathological, thinking might be elucidated through such research and study. 

Further to the notion and principle or reality being basically derived from the sense of how circumstances and situations ‘appear’ to people, personally and collectively, the nature of perception became a pertinent theme of all this analytical psychology. 

It seemed that if the way in which these elements appeared to be arrayed in the human entity could be elucidated and established then some substantial ground could be affirmed in understanding human nature.  Along with the patently efficacious benefits which would thence proceed in enabling people to understand themselves, aberrant and/or pathological human behaviour might also become more realizable in the context of common humanity. 

Feelings were also considered and analysed in this context, but at this stage as an adjunct to the more behaviour determined realm of thinking as a human phenomenon.  Feelings seemed to present for psychologists as too nebulous to be reliably accepted as ontologically substantial, and basically seemed to frustrate their efforts in advancing cogent analysis. 

Nevertheless, it seemed broadly admitted, even among the most indomitable behaviourists, that feelings did exist and were influential in behaviour.  

More of interest for psychology and psychologists as a pertinent decisive element in behaviour seemed to be the influence of structure from the perspective of the context in which human entities were actively engaged, along with their mutual interaction, particularly relative to the interpersonal dynamics thereby entailed. 

What was prospectively implied through such a notion of predominant structure was that the whole aspect of perception as it proceeded through thinking, behaviour, and correspondingly through feeling also, appeared as a decisive configurational element which pervaded all aspects of the dynamic of constituted behaviour.  Structure thereby became the crucial element of perception.  

What thence remained to discern and elicit was how this interactive phenomenon proceeded. 

Here there was a much more overtly instigatory process evident than through the perspectives advanced by those theorists considered throughout my preceding ‘State of the World’ Forum seminar papers. 

George Santayana (1863-1952) proposed a form of providential volitional impetus through which moral ‘equilibrium’ would form through the ‘faith’ and ‘fortitude’ of human endeavour (1937: 77).  ‘Ideas’ would flower ‘into harmonies’ (312).  People were admonished to review and revise their moral integrity in this:  ‘refine your perceptions’ and ‘purify your motives’ (199-200).  So there was an acute sense of personal moral responsibility inferred through the appropriation of Reason, which ‘… like beauty, is its own excuse for being’ (1905-6: 79). 

Correspondingly,  ‘Things are interesting because we care about them, 

and important because we need them’ (1896: 4).  The profound resonance of universal truth ‘… is explanatory of intuition, assumes the form of apperception, elucidates existence’ ([1905] 1955: 1043). 

Meanwhile, Gilbert Keith Chesterton (1874-1936) emphasized even more keenly and specifically the place of morality in this perceptual context.  

‘Morality is the ground through which true art is cultivated’ (April 2005: 4), 

he affirmed.  However, the utility of language obscured the propensity to discern ‘pure reason’ from perspectives of what was ‘reasonable’ (85).  

We needed appropriate contexts through which to derive our resonant sense of place in everyday life, such as ‘the fireside’ (1920: 142), Chesterton maintained. 

While the already given context remained fundamental ‘… we have to love our neighbour because he is there’ (79).  The personal human aspect was primary for our sense of significance in this: ‘… meaning must have some one to mean it’ (268).  Meanwhile, pure utilitarian principles could founder in that life, while not inherently ‘illogical … is a trap for logicians’ (282). 

Accordingly, Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947) patently asserted a greater ‘cosmology’ than one based on structural principles as such in that ‘philosophical thought’ could not ‘be based on the exact statements of special sciences’ ([1929] 1955: 1216).  Although, he envisaged the ‘interplay of thought and practice’ as ‘the supreme authority’ (1218).  For Whitehead, ‘speculative reason’, intuitive and imaginative in character, ‘accepts the limitations of a special topic’ (1221).  

While:  ‘Reason intervenes in the capacity of arbiter and yet with a further exercise of speculation’ (1222).  Meanwhile, ‘foresight determining purpose’ (13) refines ‘the scope’ of any given ‘method’ (17). 

Just as for Santayana, Whitehead’s pertinent aspirational discernment expressed through his ‘three-fold urge …  i) to live,  ii) to live well,  iii) to live better (1929: 8) in many respects was evident progressively as a humanitarian imperative throughout the work of the modernist pioneers who aspired to develop a structural psychology of perception, reviewed by Floyd Allport, through to Allport’s own definitive work in this field, Theories of Perception and the Concept of Structure, published in 1955. 

This work in itself seems to provide a vital insight into how psychological analysis appeared to become preoccupied with the intervention of structural exploration and cosmology after the Second World War. 

Correspondingly, Allport shares with Whitehead, Santayana and Chesterton a deep appreciation of the vital place of ‘ingenuity and imagination’ (1955: 4) 

in perception and experience, as a ‘phenomenon’ of ‘awareness’ (17, 14).  While the foregoing theorists would concur with Allport’s analysis of ‘a complex or aggregate [of] elements’ as related through a ‘unity’ (45), they would be less amenable to the prevalent influence of ‘functionalism’ in this.   They would agree that ‘phenomena’ must have experiential ‘meaning’, rather than be relegated to the place of a ‘hypothetical construct’ (50). 

‘Perceptual constancy’ through a ‘relationship’ of elements remains resonant with Whitehead’s plea for consistent ‘cosmology’, Chesterton’s historical continuity, and Santayana’s retention of an abiding sense of form. 

Franz Brentano (1838-1917)’s implicit sense of embedded ‘intention’ (91), 

and Edmund Husserl (1859-1938)’s emphasis on the primacy of ‘direct immediate experience’ (93), are evident in Chesterton’s exhortation to consider reality as expressed through the meaning of imagery in the everyday life context in all its complex ambiguity and paradox.  While Whitehead’s notion of logic as a trap for logicians, and life as ‘nearly reasonable – but not quite’, are consistent with such interpretation.  These principles would serve to constitute respectively Titchener’s ‘core-context’ of ‘direct experience’ (98) – a ‘rose’ in ‘the context of the garden’ (101), for instance.  So that, in some sense, a rose is only comprehensively perceived in the context of the garden.  The ‘equilibrium’ of perceptual elements espoused by Santayana would be thence realized. 

Consequently, the native ‘perceptual experience’ which becomes ‘pattern perception’ through the learning of ‘practice’ (166-167, 169) of Hebb’s analysis would complement the derivation of distinctive perceptual meaning realized by Santayana, Chesterton and Whitehead.  While ‘configurational experience’ (118) would be the means and form through which this would proceed, as ‘the reorganization of the individual’s perceptual … field’ (155). 

Perception would thence be learned, and also innate, with ‘attention’ as 

‘the central facilitation of perceptual activity’, echoing Santayana’s thesis.  

Yet, perception would be considered to transcend ‘pure sensory awareness’ through ‘expectancy and intention’ (208, 216).  Accordingly, perceptions would be less ‘specific and definite’ than envisaged by Allport (230), especially relative to Chesterton’s work. 

Conventional minimisation of ‘the total field’ through ‘a central directive state’ (305-306:  Bruner and Postman) would resemble Whitehead’s ‘obscurantism’, through the amplification of a specialist field beyond its ‘proper’ scope, along with Chesterton’s exploration of complexity as parochialised and rendered mediocre in significance. 

Edward Tolman’s sense of ‘belongingness’ could become the essence of the universal humanity Santayana, Chesterton and Whitehead extol.  

However, they would contest any notion of ‘habit-strength’ as the basis of authentic learning (450).  Rather, with Pitts and McCulloch, they each would hold that ‘ ‘ideas’ or universals … remain constant in perception or imagination amid the flux of particulars of stimulation’ (489); and that ‘purpose’ is essential to the formation of ‘meaning’ (495), especially for Whitehead.  Whether ‘meaning is equivalent to organisation’ (544) would be a curious, yet probably accepted, perspective for them.         

Generality, awareness and meaning in the context of phenomena

What Floyd Allport establishes at the outset of his Theories of Perception and the Concept of Structure is that comprehensive and diverse theory is the key element of all science, along with substantial data.  ‘Good theories give us deeper understandings (4) … All the great insights or turning points of science started as theories … For the most part they grew out of intellectual perplexities (4-5) …’ often serving to resolve ‘contradictions’.  Good theory requires ‘ingenuity and imagination’, Allport proposes (4).  Theory building is a ‘groping for wider generalisations’ (6).  Accordingly, through ‘finding common problems … affinities’ can emerge (6). 

Among other virtues, theory should have good ‘generality’ (8), that is a ‘degree of completeness’ (9), ‘logical consistency’ and ‘explanatory value’ (9) through ‘generalised descriptions of happenings’ (10).  ‘Understanding is what one gets as a result of adequate explanation’ (11).  ‘Theory-construction and theory-sifting’ are vital to ‘the scientific work-process’ (12). 

Meanwhile, an ‘understanding awareness’ is essential as ‘a meaning or recognition of objects’ ([Koffka 1935] 14).  ‘All parts or aspects of experience, 

as experience, are equally ‘real’ or ‘valid’ as content for observation’ (16).  Further, ‘whatever definite content is experience at a given moment is a phenomenon’, which is ‘the subject matter of science’ (17). 

As a basic ‘methodological rule’, Allport cites:  

‘The continued effort to reduce the error … to its absolute minimum possible ‘as a requirement of all research’ (18).  

Then he proposes what serves as a most insightful interpretation: 

‘… natural phenomena, in themselves, are assumed to be respectors neither of individuals who study them nor of particular methods used in their study’ (18).  

Intriguingly, Allport admits this is ‘an assumption’, yet regards this as the effective substantiation of the ‘faith of the scientist’ (18).  

However, the field of perception designates a whole alternative realm of study for the observer, for it concerns ‘how the world looks to the perceiver (21) …   

‘He must account not merely for how things are, but for how they ‘appear’ (21) … A phenomenological experience of an object … the way some object or situation appears to the subject as dependent upon his own organism … is called a percept (23) … Our whole conscious life, insofar as it is outwardly oriented is made up of the way in which objects and environmental circumstances ‘appear’ (24) … Does not our entire experience of the world come to us as percepts? (23)’  Consequently, all experience is phenomenological (23-24). 

Thus, when an observer comes to ‘denote whether two equidistant horizontal lines ( = ) are ‘straight’ and/or ‘parallel’ (22ff), they will consider ‘how they look’ (25), as well as using instruments to measure them.  ‘Each of the senses is at times right and at times wrong; but the tangibility of an object is usually a pretty good sort of evidence, and so we trust it (32).’  Moreover, ‘visual and auditory experience’ tends to be associated with phenomenology, ‘touch and kinaesthesis’, are linked with ‘the physicalist order’ (32).  

Allport considers ‘denotation’ – ‘the experience of encounter’ – as ‘the basic criterion of objective method’ (35).  In ‘every … change of percept’, denotational encounter’ when continuous, is evidence ‘there is something there’ (34).  

The ‘sensory choices of the subject’ are an insufficient basis for ‘reality’ – ‘a surer criterion’ is ‘experience as a whole’ as ‘a differential’ (35).  The Gestalt ‘method of direct, unanalyzed introspection’ must be rendered respectful of ‘a fairly high degree of observer-involvement’ to sustain any ‘phenomenological experience or percept’ (37).  For ‘perception, far from being an ‘epistemology’, or a direct representation of truth, is a somewhat variable activity like breathing, digestion, or learning, a process by which organisms succeed in adapting themselves … 

to the world in which they live’ (40-41) …  

‘The physical world is ever present and is so pressing that an organism whose percepts and their physiological bases were not fairly well in keeping with it could not long survive.  Functionalism thus becomes a strong note in perceptual theory (44-45) … At a more complex level we come to meaning (45) … 

‘Phenomenological experiences almost always have a meaning; and we must assume that, in the physiological structuring … this aspect also must be represented’ with ‘experience’ as ‘a complex or aggregate of elements’ in relationship and ‘unity’ (45). 

A further prospect is the behaviourist approach of analyzing ‘the behaviour of the organism as a whole’ (49), thereby relegating phenomenology to the position of a ‘hypothetical construct’ (50) as it is too subjectively geared.  

Allport pertinently notes in response to this that to sustain a feasibly generalized explanation of perception how a situation ‘appears’ to the observer must be validly considered (52ff).  ‘Have we a right to ignore it?’ (52) he asks, 

thereby ostensibly inadvertently recognizing the moral element and/or imperative thereby implied.  Hence the phenomenological perspective is sustained. 

Relative to then current scientific analysis (1955): 

‘All we can say … is that phenomenological experience (the percept) and the neurophysiology of the organism are conceived as ‘running parallel to each other’ (51).  

Psychological theorists thence became locked into this ‘postulate of psychophysical parallelism’ (51). 

However, to ignore perceptual analysis, for instance, in a situation where a subject is asked to categorise items into ‘blue’ or ‘red’ would provide no detail on how the subject is ‘experiencing’ the ‘colour quality’ (53).  

Thence perception would be no more than a ‘discriminatory response’ (53).  ‘Though one method of investigation may well be preferred over another, 

the question of what is to be studied should not be confused with the question of the ‘method’ by which it is to be studied’ (54-55).  

While, ‘Phenomenology, after all, is experience’ (56), Allport points out: 

‘… We are dealing with something to which criteria of objectivity cannot be satisfactorily applied’ (55).  

The study of phenomenological and neurophysiological ‘realms combined, 

and the effort towards their conceptual integration within the total pattern of the organism’s behaviour’ is ‘a workable basis for the theory of perception’ (56) for Allport.  ‘It should be remembered … that perception is also an activity of the organism.  It involves receptors, neural impulses, cortical patterns, and motor elements … [as well as] bodily states such as need, motivation, emotion, and the like’ (59).  

The element of ‘quality’ thence becomes resonant.  

‘Qualitative experience also endures through time (60) …  

‘Sensory qualities and dimensions, therefore, constitute one general aspect of the way things appear to us’ (60), although ‘our perceptions as wholes are far more complex than the simple qualities and sensory dimensions (60) … The primary hues [in colour] do not really form a continuum … There are many intermediate series, blends or fusions of qualities (61) … perception proceeds by interrelationships within definite wholes, one part affecting other parts … Parts, in joining, form uniquely perceived wholes …   

A part embedded in the context of the whole appears different from its appearance when it is experienced separately (62) … In every sense-modality our world consists of figures appearing against grounds (62) …’ 

Wholeness thus represents a ‘relationship’ (62) of the elements in any experience or phenomenon.  The reality that a circular disc will still be experienced as somewhat circular when slightly turned to become elliptical renders a ‘phenomenon of perceptual constancy’ (63).  

Because each person contributes their own distinctive interpretation of such qualities a ‘dimensional frame of reference’ (64) prevails.  

However, once an object experienced ceases to be an opaque red blur and is seen to be an apple, for instance, in this sense ‘things and events’ are perceived to have ‘concrete object character ’, thence to acquire ‘meaning’ through perception (64). 

An early form of perception theory was that of anthropomorphism, whereby the ‘mind’ was envisaged as ‘the conception of an inner being or agent that receives some form of communication from the outside and ‘acts accordingly’ (68). 

The challenge which arose from such ‘a complex integrative pattern’ was:  

‘How specificity of quality can result from a vast network of interrelated events’ and – ‘Assuming we could find differentiating neural [‘sensory’] features … what gives a particular quality the character it has?’ (69) 

Before behaviourism and the philosophy/ psychology separation:  

‘Awareness was considered to be the proper subject-matter of psychology’ (71).  Titchener (1910) ‘recognised three types of elements:  ‘sensations, images and feelings’ (72), ‘images’ being ‘ ‘faint copies’ of sensations aroused by central processes’, while ‘feelings’ were ‘kinaesthetic or visceral sensory components’ (73).  ‘Existential consciousness thus came to be regarded as composed wholly of sensory experiences’ (73).  However, a series of points can be recognized as a continuous line, therefore transcending the reality of the separate sensations (73) …  

‘Hume [1711-1776] defined ‘ideas’ as ‘ ‘faint copies of sensory impressions that arise in memory and as images’.  The ideas were synthesized by association, which Hume called a ‘gentle force’ of attraction between them … special laws of sensory connection and … attention (74) … Berkeley pointed to the fact that the idea of a particular object can arise from the evidence of different senses’ (75).  While, ‘John Stuart Mill in 1865 … assert[ed] that the mind has a more creative function and possesses a capacity for ‘expectation’ (76).’ 

Meanwhile, for Titchener,  ‘A perception … consists, in its earlier stage, of … 

1) a number of sensations consolidated and incorporated into a group … 

2) images from past experience … and 3) meaning (77) … Meaning is something that the sensations or images provide for one another (77-78).  That is to say, meaning is context.  One group of sensations is usually focal – this is spoken of as the ‘core’.  Other sensations or images provide, as its context, the logical meaning of the focal group (78) … 

‘In Titchener’s view there is one special type of sensation that is paramount … namely, kinaesthesis (78).  As the organism faces the situation it adopts an attitude toward it, and the kinaesthetic sensations resulting from this attitude … give the context and meaning of the object to which the organism is reacting (78-79).  Here we have the beginnings of a motor theory of perception (79) …’ 

The ‘rationale of functionalism’ proved to be ‘a practical convenience’ yet 

‘a theoretical liability’ (81) from this perspective.  ‘So interested are we in the ‘function’ which the structure serves that we fail to see clearly what the structure is’ (81).  Hence we consider it ‘merely as an ‘agency’ for performing such and such a function (81) … In 1866 Helmholtz, recognizing that past experience contributes to perception and that process resembles in its outcome a current judgment as to what past experience would lead the perceiver to expect, 

gave forth the statement that perception is an instantaneous unconscious inference, made upon the basis of whatever sensory data are received from the object and its surroundings (81-82) … Perception is a process in which such an object is inferred to be present before us (82) …’  

Consequently,  ‘Cybernetics, the latest word in ‘teleological mechanisms’, 

is unable to fully harmonise purpose with objective description (84) … 

‘Thus the stream of perceptual theory broadens … it now includes a predetermining, dynamic component, the attitude of the subject.  This feature can vary with the situation, and even with the personality of the subject’ (85).  Moreover,  ‘Do percepts and their physiological patterns … depend only on the nature or congenital constitution of the organism?  Or do they have to develop gradually, through a course of familiarization or training?’ (86)  

‘These can be construed as the terms of the ‘nativism versus empiricism’ debate (86). 

How do ‘we know where we are touched’ (87), for instance?  

‘Is [such awareness] inherited or acquired?’ (87)  

‘Continuity and order in space’ (88) are contingent on this aspect of the perspective.  ‘One could begin by seeing the aggregate from the start in a unified whole’ (89) it was suggested. 

Immanuel Kant’s ‘great work’ in philosophy ‘made men skeptical of the sources of knowledge because it showed that an important part was played by the experiencer in his perception of the world (90) … All phenomena are phenomenological’ (91), that is ‘of-the-mind experience’ (91).  

Meanwhile,  ‘Brentano (1874) … held that mental processes are primarily acts or intentions, not passive contents such as sensations’ (91).  

Further,  ‘Van Ehrenfels … revealing that a form of combination is a set of relationships that is invariant among changes of the elements … conferred significance upon form in its own right (92) …’ 

Some crucial insights to this perspective were thence contributed by Husserl.  

‘In his phenomenological system … he sought to ‘purify’ all phenomenological ‘objects’ by stripping from them everything that was not direct, immediate, experience … By this method of ‘phenomenological reduction’ we arrive at the true phenomenon … Experience affords its own interpretation and validation … Introspective analysis that breaks such experience into parts or attributes will destroy it … If one is to accept the evidence of direct experience is the most valid, one must believe that what direct experience gives represents the true nature of reality.  That assumption was the main feature of Husserl’s system.  The assumption also includes meanings (93) …’ 

Further to the explanation of Titchener’s ‘core-context theory’, the theory ‘requires two assumptions’:  ‘1)  There is a definite core … and there can be only one core [of sensation ‘clusters’] … 2)  The core by itself has no meaning (98) …  

‘All … meaning must come from outside (98) …’  

Acquired meanings of the contextual clusters ‘must now be present and active to produce the perception required, even though they are not focal (98) … 

‘We perceive … the pattern (context) making up the rose, but we also perceive it within the context of the garden.  How does core-context theory deal with such a complication? (101) … The view of clusters and their inter-relationships to which our analysis has led, if translated into the language of the physicalistic or physiological world, would be a concept of structure (101) … The focal cluster of sensory elements … that constitute or underlie the experience of the plant itself is to be the core (102) …’  The ‘context … gives the core a meaning (103) …’ 

However, alternatively,  ‘What we really have is a structure of interdependent parts, both in the object and in our percept of it (105) …’ 

According to the physicalist ‘descriptive paradigm’:  

‘1) every ‘object’ is resolvable into a structure [and] … 2) the structure into which it is resolved is a part of a more inclusive structure (108) …’ 

Moreover, ‘… the structural analysis of objects and their perceptions will apply also to situations .. Situations as well as objects thus have both an inside and an outside context or structuring and … meaning when they are fully perceived (109) …’ 

‘Phenomenological experience’ through ‘macroscopic states’ are ‘isomorphic’ or ‘identical in form’ (113) … The perceiving of relationships is an essential aspect of wholeness in experience (113) … the conception is essentially that of a field within a medium that comes to equilibrium (114) … A figure, as contrasted with ground, is self-bounded.  The configuration and state tend to be self-closing and to be simple, balanced, and symmetrical … The field is organized by its forces, giving rise to segregation, groupings, combinations into subsystems, 

and articulation (114) … It is evident that [these criteria] deal principally with one particular phenomenon-class in perception, namely, configuration (114-115) … Wertheimer stated the principles according to which parts combine into wholes – the laws of organization (117) … At some interval whose duration is between … two intervals an appearance of movement is seen (116) …’  

Such effective experiential perceptual organization is cited as a pretext for gestalt theory.  ‘Equilibrium in all cases represents the balancing of the forces within and about the figure as well as the attainment of maximum continuity; and in this process regularity and symmetry are also attained.  The fields of forces at work thus are cited as ‘belonging’ to certain given ‘constellations’ of ‘organised … wholes’ through ‘a dynamic principle of phenomenological gestalten (117) [Kohler]. 

‘Perceived meaning [then] enters … it is assumed to be immediately given in the configurational experience, a view that is in direct line with phenomenological philosophy (118) … It is defined, in part, as the coming of the percept-field to equilibrium; it is a property of the whole as it proceeds toward and attains organization, articulation, and goodness of figure (119) … What was insisted on, however, was that perception is organization from the start, or it is nothing (125) …  

‘We do not get the pieces one by one, and then ‘learn’ to put the whole together; the whole comes in experience in strict contemporaneity with the parts (125) … 

‘This interpretation [potentially] … reduces the significance of learning (125) … 

Yet,  ‘It is in this assigning to the whole an independent existence and a role of determinative agency that gestalt psychology lies closest to philosophy (126) …’ 

However,  ‘Many facts, such as the retention of skills, recognition, recall of earlier experiences, and the resumption of daily activities after sleep, pointed to the existence of organic factors that must be present and operative though they are not at the moment in consciousness (127) … Hence the gestaltist theorist’s ‘incorporated a postulate of isomorphism … Isomorphism means that all experienced order in both space and time ‘is a true representation of a corresponding order in the underlying dynamical context of physiological process’ [Kohler 1929] (128) …’ 

Consequently, the notion of an influential ‘field’ was introduced which could either determine or influence the figure and/or ground of a perceptual phenomenon, with ‘the ground, phenomenologically, [being] less vivid than the figure’ (133) …’ 

However, according to Allport:  

‘… Configurational field-theory and the ‘whole’ are not very satisfactory as explanations so long as they cannot be located with respect to the organism (139-140) … Possibly we should ask again whether the configurational approach is broad enough [as a] … fundamental explanation (140) …’ 

Further, Allport critiques gestalt theory on its ‘doctrine of the ‘determinate whole’ … the theory of a dynamic, supersummative ‘whole’, operating by its own laws and affecting the parts, remains in the background (141) …’ 

In this context, Allport observes:  

‘… It is true that the parts of a percept are very seldom isolated in direct experience; they do occur together and are always independent in some way (141) …’ 

However, the provision for ‘direct experimental availability’ is further stated through the stipulation that ‘the parts’ must be observed to exist and operate together (143) … A whole that is something more, or other than this, must remain an inference (143) …’ 

Collective and individual behaviour in field theory and learning

Momentum in the notion of ‘field’ culminated in Kurt Lewin’s ‘field-theory’ (148ff), adherents of which ‘… regard fields as being perceptual and cognitive, though they are not especially interested in perception as an explicit organismic activity’ (148).  Through ‘Lewin and his followers … [the] theory has been expanded into an ambitious program to cover not only perception but behaviour in general, including, especially, motivation and goal-directed action’ (148). 

According to Allport, ‘… a phenomenological field is one that is experienced as extending around about the individual.  It includes the phenomenological self … [but] We have practically no direct experience of what happens inside us (149) … The life space was also hodological;  that is, it was a space of pathways that had no fixed distances or directions, but only a kind of purposeful orientation affording a connection between the point representing the individual and some goal-region (151) …’ 

This promotive orientation culminated in ‘orientation toward the goal (152) … 

‘And so we arrive at the principle of equilibrium, involving least action and a minimum of energy, which was the essential feature of the simplicity, symmetry, and good figure of gestalt theory.  When the condition of equilibrium is reached the paradigm is finished for the situation and action concerned (153) … 

‘Looking at behaviour in this way, topics such as perception, cognition, thinking, and adjustment in general seem to coalesce into one process, namely, the manner in which the individual’s field becomes organized.  Behaviour in general is interpreted as the reorganization of the individual’s perceptual or cognitive field.  According to the manner in which this field is organized the individual will act.  Such a concept … is one of the most popular bases for current [then] systems of social psychology (1955) …’ 

However, ‘… because the perceptual phenomenon is placed in an ‘outside’ field and each field is unique and occurs only ‘at the moment’, it becomes impossible for theory to explain how meaningful perceptions are built up or how the actual process of perception takes place.  What is needed is an understanding of perception itself (155) … We find that the individual’s experience is always that of a field around about him.  He perceives himself as acting within that field (156).  

‘But he does not experience anything that is going on within his own body (156) … 

‘Inter-individual field-forces cannot retain their uniqueness as a collective field if they are identified with forces acting within individuals, and collective structure is therefore lost (161) … 

‘The notion of a one-to-one linkage of specific elements to make up the aggregates of perception, memory and habit was sharply challenged by the advocates of wholeness theory … We have almost ceased to talk about ideas at all … The modern emphasis in learning is not upon the joining of ideas, but upon the linkage of stimulus and reaction (164) …’ 

Meanwhile,  ‘Hebb (1949) maintains that perception in some of its most essential features is not an innate process; it has to be learned (165) … 

‘For Hebb, the question was ‘whether gradients and fields are the only mechanism of selective neural action or whether they are combined with an equally important mechanism of connections and specialized conduction paths’ (1949: 41).  And he chose the latter alternative (166) … Figure and ground belong to th[e] class of properties of the percept; and this aspect of perceptual experience is native to the individual (166-167) … Pattern perception is specific and limited at first; it is generalized and made recognizable at varying directions of visual regard only with further practice (169) … The model of the assembly and perceptual complex, aided by th[e] ingenious idea of an irregular shifting sequence, becomes the basis of Hebb’s system of the organization of behaviour … Attention is the ‘central facilitation of a perceptual activity’ ([1949: 100] 174) … 

‘Learning consists of lasting changes of facilitation among the activities of specific neural elements.  At maturity it concerns a complex of cell assemblies and elaborate phase cycles.  It amounts here to a strengthening of facilitations (175) … Emotion is regarded as a disturbance (176) … Hebb proposes a whole theory of perception in which a modification or relinking of … [‘topographical’] frameworks is supposed to carry practically the whole burden of perceptual patterning (177) … 

‘If we consider the matter more broadly we see that a large part of the way the world looks to us is determined by how we react or are set to react to it (184) …   

‘One cannot eliminate the awareness of an apple as something to be eaten from one’s total percept of the object without losing a great deal that is significant (184) …’  

Meanwhile,  ‘What we habitually do with an object will add important features to the way in which it appears to us … The problem is how to include … aspects … in some well integrated scheme … 

‘Werner and Wapner [1949] … were dissatisfied with the sensory approach of psycho-physics because it ruled out the state of the organism, the role of objects in relation to the organism, and the part played by individual differences (184) … The term sensory … can refer to a conscious experience, e.g. a sensory quality, a dimension, or sensory data ‘supersummed’ into a gestalt.  This is the meaning that is expressed by the term phenomenological (184-185) … 

‘The first requirement … was to set up a gestalt-like concept of sensory and tonic as a whole that is different from the sum of its parts and within which these parts can interact as a unified system … Though different in their specific properties, they must nevertheless be equivalent dynamically (186) … Attitudes and motives may be represented in the sensory-tonic state and through these mechanisms may be ‘projected’ into the perceptions of objects (189) … 

‘Werner and Wapner are proposing a theory which combines sensory and motor happenings in explaining the organism’s perceptions (190) … 

‘Thus, sensory factors to which they refer may come, in fact, not from the object at all, but from an extraneous stimulus … We thus have a sensory-tonic theory not of perception but of one of the conditions of perception (192) … 

‘The problem which the authors have called the paradox of interaction now includes the question of how two essentially alien types of elements such as emotion, drive, motivation and need, on the one hand, and exteroceptive sensory processes, such as visual and tactual, on the other, can influence each other or even fuse (194) … Where the incoming stimuli do not interface with or disturb the organismic state we can say that the object is in balance with the existing body equilibrium (196) … The only way in which equivalence or vicariousness could be maintained was by postulating some prior total dynamic process or ‘sensory tonic energy’ of which the two perceptual states in question could be alternative expressions (204) … The authors themselves have said that they regard the work of theory construction as a steady growth, a dynamic inter-relationship between scientific thought and empirical research (207) …’ 

Moreover, ‘… perception, in the popular view, is not really acting at all; it is just perceiving – pure sensory awareness of something (208) …’ 

However,  ‘ ‘We do not usually perceive ‘out of the blue’ (209) …  

‘Unless we are startled or confronted with an unexpected situation there is behind our perceptions, as we go about our daily affairs, a background state … that is more or less relevant to the objects we are about to perceive (209-210) … Set therefore operates in memory-recall.  A similar phenomenon is seen in learning (211) …’  

Therefore, from this perspective: 

‘… We do not usually perceive ‘at random’ but in accordance with some course of action that is being prepared or is underway (212) …’ 

This is because,  ‘There is some preparatory or facilitating condition of the organism that precedes, accompanies, or may even outlast the completely executed overt behaviour or the act of perception‘ which often ‘sustains, prolongs, or enhances it during its entire course’ (213) … In preparatory and sustaining acts there is a peripheral sensory as well as a peripheral motor aspect (215) … Two general classes of preparatory set have been experimentally distinguished.  These are sometimes known by the phenomenological terms expectancy and intention (216) … Motivation … may be a factor that lies behind set (219) … In overt action we can often change, mold, or adapt the environment to our needs; but in perceiving there must be set up in the organism a fairly faithful facsimile of the environment as it is … in the perceptual act itself there is a motive.  It is the motive merely ‘to perceive’, to get perceptual meaning (220) …’  According to Freeman, ‘… sets are to be regarded as specific patterns of the postural substrate in the process of becoming phasic reactions … but they do so only with the aid of the tonic preparation … The tonic pattern is thus well adapted to the task of preserving the organism’s homeostatic balance and equilibrium (229) … 

‘Perceptions … are always specific and definite, even when they are associated with generalized meanings.  Unless there is a real basis of ambiguity in a stimulus pattern or a lack of learning background we do not vacillate between one interpretation of the perceived object and another (230) … 

‘Perceptions, like sets, are specifically related to their stimulus-objects (231) … Set is often involuntary; and so is perception in the sense that we do not usually ‘will’ to perceive an object or to have it appear as it does … The same may be said concerning the lack of the subject’s awareness of the process that goes on in perception (232) … 

‘Perceptual integration always involves more than one mode of sensory excitation, though it is usually built around one particular mode (235) … 

‘Sets, persisting through time, can be brought into immediate availability (that is, ‘evoked’) in various situations by stimuli or other conditions (241) … One of the salient characteristics of organisms, [Helson] maintains, is the tendency to categorise their experiences in terms of some kind of order … The way in which the organism achieves such an order is by establishing subjectively some neutral, indifferent, region in its quantitatively arrayed experiences (244) …’ 

Sherif and Cantil have identified ‘social norms’ which ‘function within the frame of reference of a group (or set of group judgments) and to determine the dimensional characteristics of the individual’s percept (253) … 

Egon Brunswik is, like Helson, interested in an order of a dimensional sort, 

but the stabilizing factor which most commends itself to him comes not from frames of reference, but form the constancy of perception (256) … 

‘The problem, says Brunswik, can be handled only through a proper recognition of the role of ‘cues’.  In usual size-consistency, for example, these include the size of the retinal image plus various ‘distance cues’ (258) … What the organism ‘as a whole’ (262) does in perception must, of course, remain a rather blurred concept (262).  

However, the functionalist ‘… is more engrossed in ‘end-results’ than he is in ‘mediatorial processes’ … Functionalists, whose curiosity about nature is likely to be blended with an interest in the utility of what they learn, are perhaps not unlikely to assume that the non-functional point of view cannot, after all, 

be radically different from their own (267) …’ 

‘Perceptional order and stability can be regarded not merely as a matter of the appraisal of cues, but also as a more dynamic relationship between the organism and the environment (271) … Perception and action can be seen to have a close functional relationship (272) …’  When ‘… our perception of [a] room proceeds the ‘appearance’ of the room gradually changes, and we come to see it more nearly as it is … Perceptual learning has thus taken place … There is a ‘transaction’ between the organism and the environment.  In this process of perceiving, the past experience of the organism plays an important part (278) …   

‘Basic to the process is the fact that the organism has built up certain assumptions about the world in which it lives (278) … 

‘Perception is the process of apprehending probable significances (279) … Behind all intentional or adjustive action lies purpose.  Perception is the process by which an individual attributes to his immediate environment the significance which he has found from previous experiences to have furthered his purposes … Social relationships and allegiances to the values of reference groups are also to be included as determiners of purpose and attitude and, through these, of perceptions (280) …’ 

Universal process, dimensions, motives and value resonance

According to Pratt (1950),  ‘Knowledge and past experience are said to play relatively unimportant parts in size perception (301) …’  

Whereas percept universality, early awareness of percept, and stimulus-based influence were the prime factors to establish perception.  

Further to such positioning the ‘directive-state’ theorists sought to deal with the ‘problem of dimensions … object-character and meaning’, while revealing 

‘that the needs, emotions, and values of the individual can enter directly into the perceptual act in such a way as to modify the character of the percept itself (303) …’ 

Bruner and Postman cited ‘determinants of perception’ as either ‘autochthonous’ (‘structural’) or ‘behavioural’ (‘motivational’) (305).  Functional theory takes account of ‘needs, tensions, values, defenses, and emotions’, along with ‘past experience generally’, which form a ‘central directive state’ (305).  

They critiqued ‘gestalt psychology’ as a system which ‘snubs the perceiver, 

who is himself a part of the total field’.  It minimizes ‘the part played in perception by past experiences and expectancies of the future’ (306), while ‘enduring conditions of temperament and personality’ (306) were considered vital in perception.  Moreover,  ‘Perception, though it is a very quick process, 

requires some time to develop (308) …’ 

Emergent from directive-state theory were six ‘hypotheses’:  

‘1) the effect of bodily needs on what is perceived,  2) the effect of reward and punishment on perceptual content, magnitude and speed,  3) the influence of values or speed of object-recognition,  4) needs and values as affecting the dimensionality of the percept,  5) personality as a perceptual determinant, and  

6) the effect on perception of the emotionally disturbing nature of the stimulus-object (309) …’  

The ‘perceptual hypothesis’ of Bruner and Goodman was that 

‘rewarded … attainment’ of a percept could result in it becoming ‘fixated’ and mentally ‘habitually selected’ such that it would become ‘accentuated’ (320).  Moreover, beyond the ‘psychiatric mechanisms of repression, wish fulfilment, 

and rationalisation’ which ‘distort the way we believe, feel, or think …’ it may be possible that the subject represses, delays, or distorts his percept of something that he has not yet seen so that he will not see it’ (321).  This is ‘the concept of perceptual defense’ (321). 

Relative to this phenomenon, subjects were observed to experience what was described as ‘conditioned avoidance of verbal symbols [or words] having unpleasant meanings (321) ... Valued objects therefore have a higher adaptation-level in memory (323) …’ 

While, perception of an object ‘within the same value-area … preferred’ culminated in ‘value resonance’ (320). 

‘Now we make the final assumption that motives, need-states, and expectancies of the organism produce characteristic changes in availability of different traces and response systems (324) … Finally, it should be noted that the directive-state hypothesis, in order to be true to the claim of motivational versus autochthonous determinants, must envisage a demonstrable effect of need states or motives set up in the immediate situation and their direct influence upon the perceptual act … Personality characteristics of the individual that can scarcely be modified or controlled … The psychology of an individual has two aspects (332) … 

‘There is the internal viewpoint, the operations of ‘dynamic structurings’ that go on inside him, and there is the outward-facing aspect, the individual conceived as structured into a social group or society (336) …’ 

Lewin seemed unable to feasibly resolve this dilemma, according to Allport.  

‘… To apply [this conundrum] to our present discussion of perception … [it is possible] a structure that is in the individual, that is, the perceptual structure, yields a percept-meaning so adverse or negatively relevant that the outer enunciation of that meaning is inhibited as long as possible (336) … 

‘All things considered … it seems fair … to say that the hypothesis that needs, values, and other motivational factors operate directly as determinants of perception, affecting the quantitative aspects and character of the percept … 

has not yet been definitely confirmed by the experiments (341-342) …’  

Further,  ‘To inject the social character of values into the picture … 

the implication that there are specifically and purely social determinants of perception, that because perception is often the awareness of socially valued or confirmed objects it is ‘social’ in its nature, seems … untenable and confusing (349-350) … 

‘Obviously the concept of motivation is closely linked with this meaning of value.  Motive could be defined, at least in part, as the tendency of an organism to acquire and use objects of a class that have end-value; and again, the strength of the motive to get the class of objects will depend upon the intensity of the need that will be fully satisfied by them.  It is true that the word motive is often used more broadly; but the above definition is at least clear and possible (352) … 

‘The more fully the object will satisfy the need, that is, the greater the fraction of the energic upset it will ‘equilibrise’, the greater will be its value (353) …’ 

Thence arise these questions:  

‘Can motivation and cognition be fitted into a single common pattern of events? (358) … Does ‘motive’ represent only end-value … or should it be extended to cover means-value as well? (358-359) … Motive has an intentional quality (359) …  

‘Like the overt act, the percept is ‘steered’ by the energies of needs and motives.  Motivation represents a directive-state (359) … The psychological bases of means and end values could be operative with respect to judgment and attitude as well (360-361) …’ 

Directive-state theory ‘… broke sharply … with that of gestalt (363) … 

‘Its emphasis has lain not upon perception as a universal process, as a means of biological adaptation to a common environment, but upon the way the individual perceives his world.  This way represents the manner in which he is sensitized to perceive for reasons of his own … Perception is valued not as a process of accurately structuring a representation of the physical world, but as a means of diagnosing and understanding the perceiver … Under the influence of the prevailing need or motive the perceptual act could accentuate, retard, accelerate, resonate with values, or compromise (363) … It could even defend the individual against itself (363-364) …’ 

Meanwhile,  ‘Attempts have been made to exclude anthropomorphic interpretations and to find a basis in accepted behavioural theory (364) … 

‘Motivation, learning, perception, cognition, and personality are all variously stressed as bases in general psychology for the explanation of group behaviour (364) … The equilibrium of the field [of perception] is … ‘dynamic’; it is subject to changes that take it to higher or lower levels (365) … Perception is nothing less that the individual’s understanding of the social situation in which he is placed (366) … perception is now made equivalent not merely to the way specific objects or happenings appear to the individual, but to the way in which he intellectually grasps or conceives highly complex situations (367) …’ according to directive-state theory. 

‘The individual perceiver adds something to the process that should not be neglected.  Motivation as a part of that contribution may turn out to be important, even though we cannot yet appreciate its relation to value, formulate its laws, 

or determine how far it can go in steering perception (370) … Relevance to need, or instrumental significance, as well as need of motive itself, might be highly significant (376) … 

‘Social psychology cannot be entirely a matter of perception, cognition, 

and phenomenological fields (373) … though it is conceded that the occurrence of individual patterns of meaning, unique personalities, and characteristic differences in the perceiving process are also widespread and important facts – facts whose field significance we also hope eventually to understand (374) … Phenomenology alone makes up [a person’s] experience of the situation (380) …’ 

However, Allport maintains ‘… we seldom perceive anything ‘out of the blue’ (381) …  

‘We are usually … set, in some particular way … And this set is … hypothesis … We have ‘perceptual expectancy’ … from past experience (381) …’ following the Bruner-Postman theory. 

Meanwhile,  ‘The only denotable evidence we have of culture, aside from cultural objects, is the way in which individuals in a given region act, speak, think, judge, feel, and so on.  To use cultural homogeneity to explain behaviour is thus to explain behaviour by itself … we merely turn over a problem that is essentially psychological to the sociologist (401) …’ 

Through hypothesis theory:  

‘… Perceiving, thinking, and remembering are brought together in a single framework (402) … The energy concerned … 

never occurs merely as a quantity or a purely scalar entity; it is always structured.  It is the fact that the dynamic structure of behaviour has been overlooked that has made set a phenomenon so difficult for psychologists to explain (408) … 

‘We are set not merely to perceive but to react in appropriate ways to [what is] expected (412) …’ 

Consequently, for Allport,  ‘… It is now no longer necessary to invoke the direct action of needs, motives, or values upon perceptual organization, nor to invent mediating motivational ‘mechanisms’ that ‘communicate between percepts and traces’ (416) …’  So,  ‘Set operates in perception generally, notwithstanding the fact that its results will differ according to different organismic and environmental conditions.  Herein lies the possibility of a general law for perception (418) …’ However,  ‘This interpretation of set and set interaction in perception is, 

of course, highly speculative and schematic (435) …’ 

Relating cognition and knowledge to ‘belongingness’ and habit

In  ‘The history of human thought, set in a continual flux of discoveries … Progress comes in waves … At times, under the influences of rival hypotheses, or in the discrepancy between the knowledge of nature that men have relied upon and the facts revealed by new discoveries, it seems that nature is not only enigmatic but inconsistent (437) …  

‘An intellectual crisis then arises (437) … in every field, and in every topic within a field this well-known drama seems to repeat itself (438) …   

In the theories of perception… there arose a conception of wholes, relationships and supersummation … Patterning, rather than what is patterned, seemed to be the essence of mind (438) …’ 

However,  ‘The failure properly to accommodate motor elements and learning was embarrassing for gestalt and field theory.  The discoveries of men like Werner, Wapner and Freeman have shown that the motor aspect is present in perceptual happenings; yet how can we combine such ‘alien’ factors as sensory and motor phenomena? (438) …’ 

Moreover,  ‘A pattern of happenings might conceivably be produced in different ways at different times; but how could it be produced in different ways at the same time? (439) …’  

Precisely the phenomonen of paradox, as Chesterton elucidated this !  

Consequently, behaviour theory emerged amid this flux of influential emphases.  

‘Behaviour theory, as Hull’s system is called, is based upon the notion of the linkage of a stimulus or stimulus pattern to a reaction and the gradual strengthening of such a connection.  Learning, then, involves the increasing of ‘habit-strength’ … This strengthening takes place through repetitions, 

provided that such repetitions are accompanied by reinforcement, that is by instances of the realization of a need-state or drive … These increments of ‘reinforcements’ … are an essential condition of all learning (440) … 

‘The conception is mechanistic; it excludes such notions as cognition in the usual sense, as well as all considerations of phenomenology.  It deals with ‘stimulus-traces’ that become associated through conditioning with motor reactions … habit tendencies or excitatory potentials (440) … 

‘The second type of learning theory … loosely described as … field type, 

is illustrated by Tolman’s ‘sign-gestalt expectancy’ theory (441) … One of the earmarks of such systems, including that of Tolman, is to be found in the term cognition.  The organism acquires the ‘knowledge’ of how to use pathways or other tools to reach certain goals, such knowledge being in the form of means-end relations that are ‘perceived’, ‘organised’, and ‘remembered’ (442).  

‘The organism learns meanings and relationships rather than the specific movements to be made in the situation.  (The theory, however, tells us little about the exact nature of the relating processes involved.) … In connection with field expectancies one might refer to experiments on place learning, which are believed to have demonstrated the setting up of ‘cognitive maps’ (442) …

‘Though in his later writing Tolman concedes that certain types of cognition are reinforced by need-reduction, his position in general rejects reinforcement and the law of effect as laws of learning.  He has regarded motivation, rather, as a condition of performance of that which is independently learned (443) …’  

Motivation, ‘… does, however, enter into the general learning situation in certain ways (443) … 

‘Tolman has not developed and tested definite equations for predicting relationships in learning.  Though he posits certain laws such as ‘belongingness’ in relation to a sensory organization and association by contiguity as a basis for acquiring cognitive beliefs or expectancies, his system is not yet stated in terms of quantitatively expressed laws (443) … Sign-gestalt theory predicts that the acquisition of whatever is learned will be a fairly sudden, discontinuous process.  In field theory terms it represents a definite all-or-none organization, a coming of the field to equilibrium (443-444) … From the standpoint of field or cognitive learning theories it may be said that perception is a necessary aspect of learning itself.  Indeed it might almost be said that learning is perception (445) … 

‘Turning from this scene to the relation of behaviour-theory to perception … Meanings, perceived relationships, and cognitions, as such, are eliminated.  Phenomenology and field concepts are ruled out.  The perceptual patterning … must be reduced to the habit strengths and reaction potentials of discriminatory responses.  What the subject is ‘aware of’ and how the world is perceived or cognized are of no concern (447) … 

‘Starting then, with the hypothesis itself, this concept becomes in behaviour theory a … habit … Hypothesis-strength can be translated either into habit-strength or into the broader concept of momentary effective reaction-potential … Confirmation of an hypothesis, which for hypothesis-theory means the attainment of the percept, becomes, in behaviour-theory terms, the evocation and performance of the reaction (450) …’ 

It would then seem to follow:  

‘… If perception is strengthened in the same manner as any habit, perhaps it is, after all, only a habit (456) …’ 

‘It would seem that each of the [learning and hypothesis theory] authors wishes to be tolerant of the natural proclivities of the other for the sake of their common interest … There is a congenial spirit of ‘live and let live’.  But a plurality of peacefully co-existing theoretical systems for explaining the same phenomenon, although it may suggest a virtue of brotherhood important for daily living, 

is scarcely the way to achieve the goal of parsimony in science (461) … 

‘The aggregate that we have been calling perception is now becoming an aggregate of behaviour (463) …’ 

Meanwhile, there has been a ‘… growing realization, in certain quarters at least, that not much further progress can be expected in psychology until we know more about what is going on in the organism when psychological processes occur … We must have better theories of what is going on ‘inside’ (467) ...’ 

‘What constitutes the ‘aggregate’ of ‘behaviour … has been spoken of, 

for example, as a configuration, a pattern, an organized whole, a field, 

an assembly, or a mechanism.  Still another term, one which we also have used on occasion, is ‘system’ … A system … is something that is concerned with some kind of activity and preserves a kind of integration and unity (469) … 

‘Systems may be complex (469) … 

‘The system is of such a nature that after any disturbance of the input, or step by step in association with it, its constant and time-independent character may be restored and maintained, and a restabilisation of its output may occur.  But it is never in true equilibrium; 

it maintains what is called a steady state (471) …  

‘A system, to perform work, however, must not be in equilibrium but continually on the way toward attaining it … it must maintain a steady state (471-472) … When the system reaches equilibrium … organization or order is lost (474) … 

the adjustment of the organism through perception, reasoning, or learning has the result of reducing the proportion of random, uncoordinated, or disorganized behaviour (478) … Through … communication of information the parts of the [human social] machine are synchronized to the demands of the task, its motions are steadied, its rate of output is controlled, and the work of ‘society’, insofar as it is dependent on these technological devices, is coordinated toward useful ends (478-479) …’ 

Pitts and McCulloch (1947) maintained ‘invariants’, as ‘… the basis of ‘ideas’ 

or ‘universals’ … remain constant in perception or imagination amid the flux of particulars of the stimulation (489) … Patterns of events ordinarily involving both space and time because of the motion involved can thus be ‘kept alive’ in either their spatial or their temporal ‘habitat’ (491) … ‘Ideas, as universals in the organism, are also not bound to the time at which their originals occurred; 

they can be stored for use in memory recollection, imagination, and thinking (492) … The carrying out of our ‘purpose’ to pick up the pencil is … given empirical meaning … spelling out the operation of ‘goal-directed purpose’ (495) … 

‘The philosophy Northrop (1948) has acclaimed this formulation as a means of bringing the purposive idealists and the hard-headed, positivistic behaviourists into one camp (495) …’  

Meanwhile, the cybernetic ‘circuital model’ reverberates in such a way as to ‘underwrite ‘ideas’, that is, abstract concepts that are attained and stored for us in processes of thinking (498) … 

‘Cybernetics offers a solution … at the level of perception, different from the solutions given by either behavioural psychology or gestalt (511) … 

‘What the cybernetic models do illuminate is the problem of stable relationships within an otherwise changing timeless stimulus-pattern (511) … It is too early to say whether cybernetics may come to afford a good general theory of perception or of psychology as a whole (513),’ according to Allport (1955).  

‘Cybernetic perceptual theory provides some answers … in frame-of-reference phenomena and in the relationship and transposition of problems of gestalt (513) …’

‘Patterns of events always appear in the phenomenon, or between it and the operations that are necessary to define it and demonstrate its existence (517) … Our brains are far better educated than ‘we’ are – or their education is ‘inherited’ while ours has to be ‘acquired’ (517-518) … After all, mathematics [for instance] is a very sophisticated procedure, a part of our long-standing cultural inheritance, acquired through innumerable explicit environmental encounters by the organism, and leading to the acquisition of a set of logical and quantitative meanings (518) … 

A notion of continuous ‘circularity’ seems to constitute the cybernetic perspective.  ‘It has emerged repeatedly and can be followed here and there in the thinking of philosophers, physiologists, psychologists, and social scientists through many decades (528).  

‘The philosopher Hegel recognized the identity of cause and effect in a closed cycle … John Dewey, in his remarkably prescient article (1896) showed the importance of the principle for psychology (528) … The theme, however, has been temporarily obscured by the linear models of the associationistic behaviourists (529) … 

‘Percepts almost always contain an awareness of the identity and characteristics of what we are perceiving, a component of meaning that accompanies the bare sensory experience.  They frequently suggest a continuity with our own past, giving us a sense of familiarity (532) … The concrete object and situational character of percepts [this being ‘meaning’ for Allport] was one of the phenomena that classical theory had left for future theories of perception to explain (532) … Meaning, though it is found in perception, is far broader than the latter (534) … 

‘Meanings are of the essence in all thought processes, as well as in all learning problems … [involving] insight.  Emotions cannot be named or defined without implying meaningful situations.  Personality consists largely of the meanings that are characteristic of a particular individual … Meaning may well be, in fact, from a theoretical standpoint it must be, some aggregate of relationships and happenings within the organism (535) …’ 

Meanwhile,  ‘Tolman’s sign-gestalt expectancy might be taken as a general theory of situational meaning (543) … Meaning is equivalent to organization (544) …  

‘It is the relationship between the whole and its parts (544) … 

‘The arousal of … reaction-tendencies … with reference to the environment will bring the phenomenological field not to complete equilibrium, but more nearly toward equilibrium (545) … 

‘We have then a conception of a phenomenological field enlisting in its service, 

in order to bring it to equilibrium, a series of physiological and physical events … to balance its forces and bring it to equilibrium.  This condition of affairs, 

in incipient or reduced form, we have regarded as the meaning of the situation (546) … Situational meaning, which is said to represent the relations of the part of the whole, would then be the work of the field forces that operate upon and between the parts to bring the whole to equilibrium.  In other words, it is the work of the forces that organize the field (547) … 

‘The process of equilibrising the total field cannot be the means by which perceptual meaning comes into existence for the parts because the parts already have some meaning before the total situation becomes organized (549) … 

‘We have an analogy to the problem that Einstein (1950) has been trying to solve, the problem of bringing the field within a particle into the surrounding or total field … what has happened in his situation is that the particle itself loses its fundamental significance and becomes only a region of greater field density (549) …’ 

Critical in this is ‘… what the specific meaning of the whole is and what the specific meaning of the parts are, and to link the two together in some unified system (550) … 

‘Organisation of a whole will always be found to be present when the meaning of a part appears … The writer agrees that organization is universal in experience.  The establishing of that fact is one of the great contributions of gestalt theory (552) … they would look to the whole that is organized at the given moment as the source of the relevant meanings of the parts (555) … In terms of gestalt theory the perception of a whole is produced by the forces of organization that constitute, or are proper to, the field of the whole … We have, then, not a whole and a part but two dynamic wholes (560) … 

‘We need to revamp our ideas of organization and to work toward a theory of structure that will deal with the organization of includedness as well as of breadth (563) … Organisation must be seen as pervasive or it will lose its value as an explanatory concept … The fact that meanings always particularize themselves in objects and situations is itself one of the most general facts in all psychology (564) … Every learning situation is specific, though the laws of learning are general (565) … If we want to understand meaning in perception we cannot escape the task of approaching it through the perceived character of the objects and situations that have meaning to us … Meaning … has a scope that is wider than the perceived character of objects.  It enters also into other processes besides perception (566) …’ 

Hence,  ‘The linguistic process itself cannot be adequately described until we come to understand the more basic process of object and situational meaning (573) … Preoccupation with language symbols, elements that can be overtly produced, observed and quantified, has diverted responsibility for an explanation of meaning that will be truly objective (574) …’ 

What thence emerges are  ‘ … Many answers … to Koffka’s question of why things appear as they do’ with several ‘redefined … ways of considering 

‘the problem of perception’ (576).  

Allport cites several ‘significant questions’ which thence arise (577):  

‘1) Of what elements is the perceptual aggregate composed from the standpoint of phenomenology?  2) Of what elements is it composed from the physiological or physical standpoint?  3) How is the aggregate formed?  By what relationships are the elements held together, and how does it ‘operate’?  4) What relationship is conceived between the physiological and phenomenological data of perception?  5) What are the temporal aspects of the aggregate’s formation and operation, including its relation to learning?  6) What are its spatial aspects?  

7) What are the relationships between the aggregate and other aggregates?  

8) What sorts of perceptual meanings are present in the aggregate, and how is meaning explained?  9) What is dimensionality in perception? (577) …’ 

Allport then invokes some pertinent vital qualifications.  

‘It might seem somewhat artificial or academic to have set up these standards when the one great question about theories is, after all, their truth.  But here we are limited, because in the inductive procedures of science we never know fully what the truth may turn out to be … The standards we have chosen are merely ways of assessing the likelihood that the theory under consideration is true and of determining whether it is intelligible (588) … we have to invoke the ‘faith of the scientist’.  This faith holds that nature is not inconsistent, that its basic principles are not infinite in number but limited, or at least in some way unified, and that there is an order that is manifested by broad natural laws (588-589).  

‘These postulates might not be true; but if science is to have a point [or relevance, from my perspective] we must gamble on the assumption that they are.  Such assumptions then give us our criteria of logical consistency, parsimony, and generality (589) …’ 

Otherwise,  ‘Conflicting emphases upon different components or operations occur frequently’, which ‘are reflected in … contrasts’ (596).  

Hence, according to Brunswik [from Bruner and Postman, 1950], the distinct kinds of perception psychology’ could culminate in ‘a multifarious tower of Babel’ (596-597) !  

Correspondingly, Allport cites ‘a cycle of energy change’ which serves as ‘a very significant generalisation’ (602).  ‘Beginning with a state of equilibrium in the field or system, there occurs some disturbance of that equilibrium from outside influences.  The change is followed by a return to a balance of forces or to the energic distribution that constituted the original equilibrium-state (602) …’  

This equilibrium ‘underlies the percept or the overt behaviour’ (602). 

‘Ongoings and events’ in the patterning of dynamic structure

How Allport then proposes to sort through this potential ‘Tower of Babel’ of theories is to synthesise their major contributions and interpose his distinctive theory of ‘structure’ (611, 612). 

Relative to this context, Allport postulates a ‘general theory’ whereby 

‘… a perceptual act is really a dynamically operating structure … of ongoings and events … a structure that is closely knit, yet not isolated from surrounding happenings, that is built up of the events of ongoing and interacting elements … that has both a non-quantitative and a quantitative aspect (612) … a perceptual act can be thought of as a structure that exhibits a kind of ‘geometry of dynamic self-closedness’ (613) … Two kinds of elements are here represented (615) …   

The ongoing process, such as receptor activities, neural impulses, muscular contractions, and the like, constitute one type … The other type of element, 

or aspect, of structure consists of events.  These are the ‘junction points’ of the format.  They are the points of ‘contact’ or ‘encounter’ between the ongoing processes … not extended or continuous either in space or time … We thus have a ‘structure’ of ongoings and events (615) … It will be seen that events are thus not to be thought of as ‘acts’ or ‘agents’ which perform them … Events are given a relatedness, as a structure, by the ongoings that connect them – and so we have a ‘structure of events’.  Ongoings are also connected by the events (616) …’ 

So,  ‘In what terms can we conceive the synthesis or integration of the perceptual act?  What gives it unity and self-delimitedness? (617), asks Allport. 

‘In core-context theory, th[is] problem was seen as related to meaning, 

and meaning was said to be the context provided by surrounding sensory items to a sensory ‘core’ … Context itself was a purely logical idea (617) …’  

However, for Allport,  ‘An event, defined as an encounter, cannot be fracturated; it simply ‘occurs’ … Therefore it cannot be quantified or measured (619) …  

‘And the same is true of the patterning of events (619) … 

‘Perceptions are characterized by formats of events … [and] graded continua (619) … 

‘Structure is necessary in order to provide object or situational meaning (620) …’  

However, ‘… the quantitative laws of mechanics cannot describe the event itself; they can only assume it (623) … The laws … cover only continuously varying quantities and their relationship … Their functions are always ‘continuous’ (624) …’  Whereas, ‘an event … simply occurs or it does not occur (624) … 

‘Events are necessary as a kind of ‘framework’ within which dimensional or quantitative laws appear (625) … 

‘Now one of the striking features about behaviour is the marked variation in time and place in which events can occur and still leave a pattern of the events, in the sense of a certain definite and recognizable process or act, quite integrated and intact … How can the mechanical laws account for this pattern type of prediction in which event-points in space and time do not stay put in successive repetitions of the same act, and variability is a part of the act itself? (626) … One of the principal reasons why one clings to the belief that quantitative laws produce the structure is that one tends to regard them as agencies (627) …’ 

Correspondingly,  ‘The construction of [a] house, whatever else it may be, is a patterning or structuring of contacts or events … Quantitative laws are omnipresent and invariable in nature ... But so are events and the structuring of events.  Quantitative laws cannot logically be called the ‘architects’ or ‘causes’ 

of event-structuring (628) … This is true, however, only because we do not have to ‘discover’ the structure.  It is present, prospectively, on the blueprint before us; hence we can safely ‘assume’ it.  This blueprint came from an architect’s behaviour (629) …’ 

However, ‘the particular house is not a universal phenomenon; [whereas] natural laws are concerned only with universals (630) …’ from Allport’s perspective.  

Yet we can ‘… readily invoke some agent who assembles the structure’ according to ‘natural laws’ (630). 

‘We saw that a frame was needed for frame of reference theory (632) …  

‘Following our broad definition of structure as a pattern of ongoings and events, the ‘frame’ could be considered to be a collective structure in which the ‘perceiving’ or ‘overtly acting’ structure of the individual is a part or substructure.  Such a concept would be more explicit than the employed notion of an individual acting as a member of a ‘reference group’ (632) …’ 

‘Let us follow the lead of certain theories which make use of the principle of circularity.  Let us think of the series as always coming back upon itself and completing the cycle (634) …  

‘The cycle of ongoings and events can be terminated at the region from which it starts, or it can be conceived as continuing, repeating itself indefinitely in circular fashion (634) … In a cycle of ongoings and events each ongoing element is related to others (635) … We [can] have ‘tangencies’ 

of cycles through which events can be ‘contributed’ by one cycle to another, 

or through which one cycle might prevent or inhibit events in the other (636) … 

‘Multiple instances of such development can form a construction we shall call an event-system, as distinguished from the single event-cycle … we can build a ‘higher order’ of structure made up of a cycle of cycles of ongoings and events.  Still higher orders can be structured as cycles of these larger cycles, and so on.  This development of the model will be called the property of order (636) … 

Rather than ‘ongoings’ being connected by events … is it not … a case of one ongoing starting a succeeding ongoing?’ (638) Allport asks.  ‘At each segment (sub-cycle) of the cyclical succession there is a whole ‘sheaf’ [or ‘bundle’] of elements, operating, as it were, ‘in parallel’.  That is to say, there is not a single ongoing constituting an ongoing segment, but an ongoing ‘role’ in which many element-processes proceed together (640) …’ 

Consequently, Allport proposes:  

‘Energy, even in its smallest units, always implies structure (646) … 

‘Events thus occur between the ‘organism’ and its ‘environment’ both as ‘stimulations’ and as environmental changes produced by ‘effector movements’; and these add energies to the mean (646) …’ 

Thus,  ‘… by the displacement of energy within the structure, it can be said that the structure itself ‘comes to its own equilibrium’.  In so doing, however, ‘it retains, in either case, its cyclical character (646) … The curve of … continuity learning is gradual in the increase of its ordinate values of probability of structural occurrence … Such learning requires a greater number of presentations of the biasing situation than do cases of discontinuity or perceptual learning [from greater] biasing by the kinematic features … We now see that event-structure theory might be able not only to embrace perception and learning in a single theoretical system but to go further and reconcile the issue over continuity and discontinuity learning (648) … 

‘The problem is … how, from the vast matrix of event possibilities … 

and considering the matter as the ongoings of minute cycles … there is always an uncertainty, a particular self-closed structure of events gets built up to the ‘performance level’ of density and thereafter maintains that level … how it ‘jells’, as it were, into a particular structure.  And the answer, here, is probability (649) …’ according to Allport. 

‘We assume a general self-closing tendency in cycles at every order (650) …  

‘But we can also assume certain bounding or biasing in predicting our structure.  These are implied in what is called the general behavioural or learning situation … We are here employing the fact of the universal randomness or indeterminacy now know to exist at the most elementary and minute levels of nature (650) …’ 

However,  ‘The randomness … is ‘partial’ and ‘controlled’ (650).  

It is randomness within a condition of general ongoing that follows a definite law (650) … 

‘By the law of entropy there is a continual tendency for … [certain] structural manifolds to come to equilibrium with one another … As the organismic structure comes to its kinematic closure on completion it may be that the stimulus-energy source is cut off through some negative-interstructurance tangency.  In that case the organismic structure quickly comes to its own equilibrium (energic closure) (652) … A steady state … could be present in the lasting action of a sustaining set (653) … Energic closure means the ‘equilibrising’ process or the steady state within the structure, which not only proceeds by itself, but is also complicated, 

as we have seen, by the kinematic relationship of the structure to adjacent and tangent structured manifolds …   

‘Both types of closure must be considered in order to understand behaviour … These structural conditions are those of the ‘learned’ or ‘retained’ state of the act or the perceptual meaning.  They represent the ‘autonomous’ levels of structurance, the ‘retention of our habits through time’ … motivation of any sort can be regarded simply as a local increase or imbalance of probability density of event-points in a structure (654) … 

‘Some cycles of a system may reinforce (‘motivate’) others (654) …  

‘An emotion, for example, probably represents a cycle of this sort (654) …’ 

Synthesis and systematic reasoning 

Through Aldous Huxley (1984-1963)’s work The Doors of Perception (1954) 

it is possible to glimpse an attempted synthesis of such theoretical structure as advocated by Allport, with the more ‘speculative’ cosmological principles espoused by Whitehead, Santayana and Chesterton. 

The universal realm in which Huxley realizes and recognizes himself as a particular entity is one which is clearly personally focused and oriented from his primarily individualist perspective.  Experience lacks a thorough grounding in any authentic sense of belonging for Huxley.  Everyday reality ‘just is’ (1954:12), while being appears as separated from becoming through Platonist ideality (12).  Meanwhile, ‘the brain and nervous system protect us from being overwhelmed and confused’ (16).  Yet we are potentially ‘Mind at Large’ (16ff), capable of comprehending the vast scope of universal phenomena. 

Nevertheless, we can subvert the ‘reducing valve’ purveyed through language and conventional utilitarian reality by allowing our consciousness to explore reality through what I would propose is effectively a form or relative autonomy (17ff). 

Such perceptual experience would emanate from without us, through a providential source sustaining us in bountiful abundance through consistent continuity and context. 

Yet Huxley particularly discerns the need for ‘a knowledge of intrinsic significance’ (25) in this endeavour.  Otherwise, moral judgement can become obtrusive and confound awareness.  The ‘actives and the contemplatives’ respectively (31) need to appreciate the relevance of each other’s contribution, avoiding digression into an entrenched perceptual frame of reference or discursive constraint (31). 

After all,  ‘Familiarity breeds contempt only when it breeds inattention’, as Santayana observed (1896: 103).  ‘The totality is present even [and often more than] … in the broken pieces … than in a completely coherent work’ (1954: 39), Huxley admonished.  A ‘merely fabricated order’ only provides ‘a sense of false security’ (39).  

‘Today the percept had swallowed up the concept’ (42) …’  

Yet, paradoxically, since then the ‘concept’ may have ‘swallowed up’ the ‘percept’!

Meanwhile, ‘the home-made refuge of common sense’ is no feasible ‘refuge’ from ‘inner and outer reality’ (44).  We need ‘Doors in the Wall’ (49) of everyday existence to cope with impending reality.  It is important to be ‘intellectual’ as an ‘essentially fruitful experience’ (58), but not to rely substantially on talk, words, and hence language’ 

We need ‘systematic reasoning’ to ‘remain sane’ as a ‘species’ (62); however ‘direct perception’ is just as vital (62). 

Theory which proceeds from ‘ingenuity and imagination’ (1955: 4) is the means through which to establish broadly substantial and complete ‘generality’ (8) to incorporate such experiential dilemmas as raised by Huxley, according to Allport.  Any given experience is a ‘phenomenon’ (17) or ‘awareness’ (14).  

While the phenomenological experience of how something, or some situation, ‘appears’ to someone is their ‘percept’ (23), or perception, of this. 

‘Experience as a whole’, as ‘a differential’, is ‘a surer criterion than ‘sensory choices’ for establishing ‘reality’ (35), as for Huxley.  While this whole process of perceptual awareness constitutes ‘denotational encounter’ (34) in the context of experience for each person (44-45). 

‘Functionalism’ is a strong element in perceptual theory; however – ‘Phenomenological experiences almost always have a meaning’, or a ‘unity’ in how ‘a complex or aggregate of elements’ is related (45).  

Therefore, a phenomenon of ‘behaviour’ cannot simply be the ‘hypothetical construct’ (50) it becomes through behaviourist theory.  Because how a situation ‘appears’ is a valid perspective to be considered.  Perception and experience entails more than a ‘discriminatory response’ (53).  Qualitative elements and experiences are also involved in perception (59-60), such that a ‘relationship’ of elements and ‘perceptual constancy’ as a ‘dimensional frame of reference’ prevails (62-64). 

Moreover, following Brentano, there is always some form of ‘act’ as ‘intention’ involved in ‘sensation’ (91).  While, for Husserl, phenomenology only encompasses ‘direct, immediate experience’ (93).  

According to Titchener, the essential ‘core-context’ of ‘direct experience’ was fed by meaning from outside the immediate existential realm (98) – a ‘rose’ is perceived ‘within the context of the garden’ (101).  This then constitutes a ‘structure’ of ‘meaning’ (103). 

Therefore, ‘perceiving of relationships is an essential aspect of wholeness in experience’ (113), while  ‘Equilibrium … represents the balancing of the focus within and about’ such elements through ‘configurational experience’ (118). 

Hence, following Kurt Lewin, ‘a phenomenological field’ could be construed which ‘includes the phenomenological self’ extending ‘around about the individual’ (149).  Thus,  ‘Behaviour … is interpreted as the reorganization of the individual’s perceptual or cognitive field’ (155).  While, for Hebb, perception was not innate  - ‘it ha[d] to be learned’ (165).  Although ‘perceptual experience is native to the individual … pattern perception’ becomes ‘recognisable’ through ‘practice’ (166-167, 169).  ‘Attention is the central facilitation of a perceptual activity’ (174) … Emotion is regarded as a disturbance’ (176), while ‘attitudes and motives … may be ‘projected’ into the perceptions of objects’ (189).  

Moreover, ‘perception, in the popular view, is … pure sensory awareness of something’ (208).  However, the phenomenological ‘preparatory set’ of ‘expectancy and intention’ (216) enable us through ‘overt action’ to ‘often change, mold, or adapt the environment to our needs’ (220).  ‘Perceptions are always specific and definite, even when they are associated with generalized meanings’ (230), Allport proposes. 

Functionalism, as ‘a viewpoint of the deepest human significance’, can become so blended with learned ‘utility’ that is can assume any espoused ‘non-functional’ element to be essentially and ultimately functional in nature (267).  Rooms of homes tend to come to be perceived progressively as discrete entities, for instance (278).  

‘Determinants of perception’ are either ‘structural’ or ‘motivational’ and issue from a ‘central directive state’ which minimizes ‘the total field’ (305-306), according to Bruner and Postman.  Therefore, ‘perception is considered as ‘a biological adaptation to a common environment’, not ‘a universal process’ (363), from this perspective.  It is ‘a means of diagnosing and understanding the perceiver’ (363), as would be Huxley’s perspective.  

Further, perception is the individual’s understanding of the social situation in which he is placed (366) … Perceiving, thinking and remembering are brought together in a single framework’ (402), much as an hypothesis.  This seems a revision to ‘patterning’ as set, ‘rather than what is ‘patterned … [as] the essence of mind’ (438). 

Accordingly, Tolman proposed learning proceeded through ‘cognitive maps’ (442).  For instance, ‘belongingness’ became the basis ‘for acquiring cognitive beliefs or expectancies’ (443).  

‘Habit-strength’ was the basis of learning (450).  From this perspective, perhaps ‘perception … is, after all, only a habit’ (456).  However, if there is some form of ‘integration and unity’ in behaviour as an ‘aggregate …organized whole … system’ (469) then:  ‘Systems may be complex’ (469).  Perception, through ‘reasoning, or learning’, is therefore a means of ‘reducing … disorganized behaviour’ (478). 

Pitts and McCulloch held that ‘ ‘ideas’ or universals … remain constant in perception or imagination amid the flux of particulars of stimulation’ (489).  ‘Purpose’ thence became essential to the formation of ‘meaning’ (495).  

While ‘meaning’ became an ‘aggregate of relationships … within the organism’ (535) …’  Thence,  ‘Meaning is equivalent to organisation’ (544) from this perspective. 

Allport proposes ‘a general theory’ of ‘structure’ (612) which is not ‘extended or continuous’ in the spacio-temporal context (615), but proceeds through ‘the principle of circularity’ (634).  Thereby, perception of experience and reality culminates in a progressive perennial spiraling of ‘ongoings and events’ into a relatively completed ‘cycle’ (634).  ‘Event-systems’ (636) proceed through ‘energic closure’ (structure) (652), which forms an ‘equilibrising process’ culminating in a relatively ‘steady state within the structure’ (654).  

These progressive cycles ultimately form into ‘a cycle of cycles’ (636). 

‘Synthesis of transition’ through purpose and situation

Allport’s scientifically psychological broad overview of perception is complemented through a more particularly philosophical analysis in the form of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s treatise, Phenomenology of Perception (1962).  Merleau-Ponty cites ‘sensation’ as the source of perception, with meaning emerging through dimension (1962: 5).  

‘Significance’ thence emanates, through context (8, 13ff), broadening out meaning, just as Allport described through the various strands of psychology theory relative to perception.  This trajectory could be considered the essence of the hermeneutic progression.  

Merleau-Ponty’s ‘synthesis of transition’ (30), through which ‘consciousness’ brings to light, ‘through attention’, the forms of ‘phenomena’, resonates emphatically with Allport’s quest for a ‘structure’ of perception.  

Although, Santayana, Whitehead and Chesterton’s quest for ‘unity’ through synthesis may be even more pertinent to this project.  By invoking ‘judgment’ to be prospectively applied to perception by sensation (32), Merleau-Ponty consequently cites sensation as prior to perception, thence rendering perception less innate, intuitive and/or spontaneous in nature than Whitehead, Santayana and Chesterton proclaim. 

‘Sense experience’ in itself already thereby infers ‘intentional tissue’ (52-53), which infuses perception from its inception, in that:  ‘Perception opens up a window on things’ to reveal the ‘truth’ and ‘reason underlying all appearances’ (54).  This is precisely the quest of Whitehead, Santayana and Allport through their respective forms of research.  

However,  ‘Human society is not a community of reasonable minds’ (56) and, ‘beyond common sense’, is not ‘analysable’ (59), for Merleau-Ponty. 

Allport’s sense of integral ‘unity’ through comprehensive spacio-temporal resolution (circularity) seems to be embraced by Merleau-Ponty.  

‘Every present grasps, by stages, through its horizon of immediate past and near future, the totality of possible time’ (84).  For instance, ‘body image’ and ‘parts’ are implied in a comprehensive ‘bodily purpose’ (98, 99).  Consequently, instead of ‘a particular consciousness’, through psychology, ‘spatiality of situation’ seems more pertinent than ‘spatiality of position’ (104, 100).  

Thence Merleau-Ponty’s analysis concurs with that of Allport and Whitehead, particularly, in revising ‘empiricism’ and ‘the inductive method’ (115-116) to admit the vital place of intentional ‘purpose’ and situational dynamics in perceptual experience.  Correspondingly, ‘language’, through its ‘meanings’, assimilates the ‘structure’ (132) that Allport proclaims, as Merleau-Ponty envisages this.  

However, Merleau-Ponty’s notion of a ‘personal care’ as the ‘ground’ of conscious ‘synthesis’ (136-137) invokes a much more directly human element than Allport seems to realize.  

There is a distinctly anthropomorphic perspective which seems implied through Merleau-Ponty’s analysis, consistent with the organic perspectives of Whitehead and Santayana:  ‘My body is the meaningful core’ through which ‘essence and existence’ are unified as through ‘perception generally’ (147) he writes.  

The expression of this as ‘generalised existence’ is through ‘sign to meaning’, rather than ‘text to translation’ (166), with ‘continuous process’ pervasive in this, transforming ‘contingency and necessity’ (170).  Action builds into ‘attitude’ (192), as is evident through Allport’s analysis.  When language becomes personal it ceases to be ‘an instrument’ (196). 

Shades of Aldous Huxley emerge when Merleau-Ponty cites ‘sensation [as] 

… a form of communion’ (212) to be venerated as such.  

Moreover,  ‘The sentiment and the sensible’ – intuitive and tangible respectively, perhaps ? – are not ‘mutually external terms’ (244), as ‘perception’ proceeds through ‘generality’ (215), just as Whitehead discerned.  

Although Whitehead would insist on this being consistent with ‘proper’ generality. 

Seeing ‘blue’ derives from a personal sensitivity to ‘colours’ (215), rather than to their form, as Allport and Santayana would maintain.  Although Allport would concur that ‘sensation belongs to a certain field’ (216), and that through ‘reflection’ acts of perception become ‘events’ in ‘personal history’ (239).  

Thence a ‘perceptual field’ is formed (241). 

People then are constituted and constitute themselves through their bodies (237).  ‘Memory’ is an ‘interlocking’ of ‘instant[s]’ (266).  

Allport would probably deem these to be ‘events’.  

It is ‘the arrangement of the field’ which attracts our ‘system of perceptual powers’ (318).  This seems consistent with Allport’s perspective of 

‘… Meaning as the equivalent of organisation’ (Allport 1955: 544). 

Consequently, ‘it is the material itself which assumes significance and form’ (1962: 324), rather than our particular personal perception of it, just as Huxley found a distinctive universal significance in the objects in and of themselves which he encountered and perceived in the everyday world. 

This is ‘the core of reality’ (323) for Merleau-Ponty.  

Although here his analysis appears to diverge somewhat from that of Whitehead and Chesterton.  ‘The familiar figure’ emerges from a ‘nebulous background’ (324).  ‘The real is distinguishable … because in reality the significance encircles and permeates matter (324) …’  This is more reminiscent of Santayana’s perspective. 

The ‘transcendent’ trajectory which Merleau-Ponty ultimately employs is an essentially humanist one of ‘subjectivity’ expressed through ‘personal history’ (325).  Only as something is ‘reconstituted’ through ‘experience’ by us do we realize our ‘perception’ of it (326).  Yet intuitive and innate realization remains providential through our perception for me.  It seems there is much in perception we cannot claim to have processed subjectively. 

Yet, Merleau-Ponty realizes, as did Chesterton and Santayana, that there is as much, if not more, ‘ambiguity’ in ‘consciousness’ than ‘clear thinking’ (332).  While it is how we ‘situate’ ourselves in our circumstances which is the source of our realization and significance (340). 

Here Merleau-Ponty departs from Allport’s analysis in citing only ‘direct perception’ as the substance of perception, eschewing the ‘intellectual operations’ of theory and the ‘critical examination of [‘sense’] evidence’ (342).  Although, ‘behaviour patterns’ do ‘settle into … nature’ from the ‘cultural world’ (347).  So perception becomes ‘our inherence in things’ in the world (350-351), which follows the thesis Whitehead and Chesterton established. 

However, presumably universal principles remain essential in that:  

‘Co-existence must in all cases be experienced on both sides (357) …’  Therefore, how we constitute ourselves in this context is vital, as we realize ‘… any experience must in some way present me with other people (359) …’ 

Yet, paradoxically as ever:  

‘My freedom … [in] being the subject of all my experiences, is not distinct from my insertion into the world (360) …’ as Santayana also proclaimed.  

We are admonished to remain relatively open in our collective relationships and our inclination to perception and judgment.  ‘Our relationship to the social is, like our relationship to the world, deeper than any express perception or any judgment (362) … the question is always how can I be open to phenomena which transcend me, and which nevertheless exist only to the extent that I take them up and live them (363) …’  

Our relation to ambiguity and ‘paradox’ remains the key criterion in this, as it was for Chesterton. 

The reality of this challenge of profound personal depth through (inter)personal dynamics comprised the substantive theme of the The Community Project personal journeying initiatives, auspiced through the United Nations Association of Australia. 

During the preparatory work for my Honours Masters thesis in the field of Critical Psychology at the University of Western Sydney, the prospect of considering Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s work in the realm of phenomenology arose as I conversed with my then supervisor, Hilary Byrne-Armstrong. 

Phenomenology was a relevant and resonant perspective through which to consider how various participants in The Community Project of the United Nations Association of Australia felt they were constituted and constituted themselves in the context of change relative to the project. 

Although ultimately I chose other facets of methodology through which to consider these themes, my notes on Merleau-Ponty’s work, presented to my supervisor on 15 September 2003, I consider to be most pertinent and resonant in association with the hermeneutic perspective as it relates to emphatic modernist themes and perspectives in perception.

Following are my notes:   

The notion of sensation forms the basis of the ‘phenomenon of perception’, according to Maurice Merleau-Ponty, as presented through his work 

The Phenomenology of Perception (5). 

Through the senses and sensation, dimension takes form, ‘shape’, ‘colour’, and then derives ‘meaning’ through the ‘field’ of perception, in which every perceptual ‘something’ is located (4-5). 

Thence, ‘the application of a quality’ is always ‘bound up with a whole perceptual context’ (8).  ‘Psychology and physiology’ become not ‘two parallel sciences, 

but two accounts of behaviour’ (10).  ‘The word perception indicates a direction rather than a primitive function (12) 

Once contextualised, sensation generates ‘significance’ (13ff), while ‘sensation distorts any analysis of perception’ (13).  Knowledge is acquired through sense data, as this process broadens out the ‘horizon of meaning’ perceived (14-15ff). 

Our perceptual field is made up of ‘things’ and ‘spaces between things’ (15).  Memory is resonant in all this.  ‘Even outside empiricism there is talk of ‘the contributions of memory’. (19) 

Through the phenomenon of physics attention is given ‘… to build up the shape of the world (life, perception, mind) instead of recognising … our experience of these [attributes] (23) … Personal consciousness is confused with the exact forms of scientific consciousness and the indeterminate does not enter into the definition of the mind (28) … The miracle of consciousness consists in its bringing to light, through attention, of phenomena which re-establish the unity of the object in a new dimension at the very moment when they destroy it (30)’. 

Merleau-Ponty describes this as a ‘synthesis of transition’ (30). 

Moreover:  ‘… Judgement is often introduced as what sensation lacks to make perception possible (32) …’  

Perception becomes an ‘interpretation’ of the signs that our senses provide in accordance with the bodily stimuli, an ‘hypothesis’ that the mind evolves to ‘explain its impressions to itself’ … (33)  Ordinary experience draws a clear distinction between sense experience and judgement …’ (34) 

Meanwhile, ‘Reflection then furnishes an essence of consciousness, which is accepted dogmatically (41) … ‘Sense experience is that vital communication with the world which makes it present as a familiar setting for our life … It is the intentional tissue through which the effort to know will try to take part.  With the problem of sense experience we rediscover the elements of association and passivity (52-53).  

Moreover,  ‘… Perception opens up a window on to things (54) …  

‘This means that it is directed, quasi-technologically, towards a truth in itself in which the reason underlying all appearances is to be found … (54) 

‘Human society is not a community of reasonable minds, and only in fortunate countries where a biological and economic balance has locally and temporarily been struck has such a conception of it been possible …’ (56)    

Consciousness as an object of study presents the peculiarity of not being analysable, even naively, without carrying us beyond common sense postulates … (59) 

‘This paradox is that of all being in the world:  when I move towards a world I bury my perceptual and practical intentions in objects which ultimately appear prior to and external to those intentions, and which nevertheless exist for me only in so far as they arouse in me thoughts or volitions (82) … Every present grasps, by stages, through its horizon of immediate past and near future, the totality of possible time; thus does it overcome the dispersal of instants, and manage to endow our past itself with its definitive memory, re-integrating into personal existence even that part of all parts which the stereotyped patterns of our organic behaviour seem to suggest as being at the origin of our volitional being …’ 

(84-85). 

‘Body image’ constitutes the notion through which the interaction of body segment functions is understood, superseding the perspective of a ‘compendium’ of political parts and their changes (98). 

These associations of the whole to all the body parts are implied in a comprehensive ‘bodily purpose’ (99).  ‘Psychologists often say that the body image is dynamic.’ (108) 

This is expressed through an ‘attitude’ to each task which is evident as a ‘spatiality of situation’, rather than a ‘spatiality of position’ (100).  The ‘form’ which the body takes is an ‘existence towards’ the beings and figures involved (101).  Through ‘traditional psychology … consciousness of place is always … a particular consciousness, a representation …’ (104) 

Moreover,  ‘The genuine inductive method is not a ‘differential method’; 

it consists in correctly reading phenomena, in grasping their meaning … 

in treating them as modalities and variations of the subject’s total being (108) … In psychology it is not only empiricism that has to be challenged.  It is the inductive method and causal thinking generally.  The object of psychology is such that it cannot possibly be expressed as the relations of function to variable. (115-116) 

‘We cannot explain disturbances in the power of distinct movement in terms of loss of visual contents, nor consequently, the function of projection in terms of the actual presence of these contents.  So one method still seems possible:  

it consists in reconstituting the basic disturbance by going back to form the symptoms and to cause a condition of possibility for the state of affairs … (120) 

‘We cannot relate certain movements to bodily mechanism and other consciousness … there are several ways for a body to be a body, [and] several ways for consciousness to be consciousness … (124) 

‘The traditional analysis of perception distinguishes within it sense-data and the meaning which these receive from an act of understanding …’ (130-131)

However, ‘language’ is a key function through which perception realises its eventual expression and transition into movement:  ‘… perception is not carried directly into movement … The translation of percept into movement is effected via the meanings of language, whereas the normal subject penetrates into the object by perception, assimilating its structure into his substance …’ (132) 

Operations of perception expressed through consciousness constitute a ‘ground’ through which the synthesis of consciousness is complete.  If ‘intelligence’ is to be recognised as a ‘categorical process’ in all this, then it is crucial for the subject to derive a ‘personal core’ as the basis for this process.  Once this personal core is recognised, this constitutes the power of existence. 

Thence,  ‘Consciousness freely develops its visual data beyond their own significance (136-137) … Consciousness is in the first place not a matter of ‘I think that’ but ‘I can’ (137) … Consciousness is being towards the thing through the intermediacy of the body (138-139) … We must therefore avoid saying that our body is in space, or in time.  It inhabits space and time …’ (139) 

‘My body is that meaningful core which behaves like a general function, 

and which nevertheless exists, and is susceptible to disease.  In it we learn to know that union of essence and existence which we shall find again in perception generally (147) … But I am not in front of my body.  I am in it, or rather, I am it (150) … Life is particularised into separate currents …’ (159) 

Hence, how expression relates to its source is multi-faceted, not uni-dimensional, as through the relation of ‘sign to meaning’, rather than the more constrained relation of ‘text to translation’.  Body is ‘generalised existence’, which proceeds through ‘perpetual incarnation’, and therefore neither body nor existence can be validly cited as the origin of ‘human being’.  ‘Existence is indeterminate …’ 

and therefore constitutes the process of making meaning (166,169).  

Consequently:  ‘Man is an historical idea and not a natural species …’ (170) 

Sensation as a form of intentional communion

Therefore, the act of continuous process thence transforms our notions of contingency and necessity in the context of human existence (170).  

‘The gesture does not make me think of anger, it is anger itself …’ (184) 

‘The categorical act is therefore not an ultimate fact, it builds itself up into a certain ‘attitude’.  It is on this attitude, moreover, that speech is based, so that there can be no question of making language rest upon pure thought … (192) 

‘As soon as man uses language to establish a living relation with himself or with his fellows, language is no longer an instrument, no longer a means; it is a manifestation, a revelation of intimate being …’ (196) 

Just as ‘the heart is in the organism’, so our ‘body is in the world’, and through the infusion of breath and sustenance forms a system of organic agency (203).  Meanwhile, ‘analytical reflection seeks to ‘dominate the object’ through the ‘thought of absolute object’ (204).  Yet external and personal perception form a common action.  Our challenge is to ‘experience the world as it appears to us’ 

as beings in the world through our bodies, who perceive the world with our bodies (205, 206). 

‘Objective thought is unaware of the sum of perception (207) …  

‘This is because it presents itself with the world ready made, as the setting of every possible event, and treats perception as one of these events (207) … Inductive psychology will help us in our search for a new status for sensation, 

by showing that it is neither a state nor a quality, nor the consciousness of a state or of a quality (208) … [Colour] is a certain field or atmosphere presented to the power of my eyes and of my whole body … (210)   

Therefore,  ‘… sensation is literally a form of communion (212) … 

‘Taking this view, it becomes possible to attach to the notion of ‘significance’ a value which intellectualism withholds from it.  My sensation and my perception … are capable of being specified and hence of existing for me (212) … 

‘Sensation  is intentional because I find that in the sensible a certain rhythm of existence is put forward (213) … The sentiment and the sensible do not stand in relation to each other as two mutually external terms (244) … 

‘Every perception takes place in an atmosphere of generality and is presented to us anonymously … My perception, even when seen from the inside, expresses a given situation:  I can see blue because I am sensitive to colours, whereas personal acts create a situation …’ (215) 

What can be ascertained thenceforth is that ‘any sensation belongs to a certain field’ (216).  For instance, ‘vision’ is thought subordinated to the field of ‘sense’ (216,217).  Further, it is not only ‘quantity of material’ which limits the ‘blind man’s world’ but also ‘the structure of the whole’ sense field applicable to his situation (224). 

According to Merleau-Ponty, neither the ‘intervention of an idea’ nor an ‘interpreter’ is needed for the senses to translate among themselves (235).  

‘I perceive this table on which I am writing (238).  

‘This means … that my act of perception occupies me, [so that I am] unable, while actually perceiving the table, to perceive myself perceiving it.’ (238)  

Through ‘psychological reflection’, acts of perception become ‘events’ in the ‘personal history’ of each of those concerned (239).  

Therefore, ‘self-comprehension’ becomes a quest to recover ‘the unreflective experience of the world’ through ‘a certain perceptual field against the background of the world … Nothing here is thematised.  Neither object or subject is posited (241).’ 

‘As popularly conceived one’s own body is both a constituted and constituting object in relation to other objects.  But if we are to know … we must choose, 

and in the last analysis, assign it to the sphere of the constituted object (237) … reflection does not itself grasp its full significance unless it refers to the unreflective fund of experience which it presupposes, upon which it draws, 

and which constitutes for it a kind of original past (242) … 

‘We have just recognised that analysis has no justification for positing any stuff of knowledge as an ideally separable ‘moment’ and that this stuff, when brought into being by an act of reflection, already relates to the world (243) … 

When perception is most varied and ‘clearly articulated as possible’, and ‘motor intentions’ receive the responses expected, then can the body be described as ‘geared to the world’.  Implied in such a state is a clearly established ‘perceptual ground’, or compatible ‘general setting’ for the co-existence of body in the world (250). 

‘Memory is built out of the progressive and continuous passing of one instant into another, and the interlocking of each one, with its whole horizon, in the thickness of its successor (266) … diversity [in perception of movement] is not subsumed under any transcendent unity, and … in short the identity of the object in motion flows directly from ‘experience’.’ (272) 

There are various ‘characteristics’ or ‘properties’ which constitute ‘a thing’, 

and the ‘phenomenon of reality’ may be considered through such ‘perceptual constants’.  Size and shape become apparent through ‘variations of perspective’, for instance.  These features are ‘appearances’ of ‘the object itself’, but are not the ‘being of it’.  Rather they are ‘an accidental feature of our relations with it’.  Throughout this ‘reconstitution of objective size and shape’, the ‘determinate’ aspects applicable to these are taken for granted psychologically (299). 

Thus ‘… the consistency of the real size or shape maintained through the varying perspectives is merely the constancy in the relations between the phenomenon and the conditions accompanying its presentation (300) … By admitting … structures depend on the organisation of the field we immediately arrive at an understanding of all the empirical laws governing the phenomenon of constancy … (308) 

‘It is not … because I perceive constant colours beneath the variety of lightings that I believe in the existence of things, nor is the thing a collection of constant characteristics.  It is, on the contrary, in so far as my perception is in itself open upon a world and on things that I discover constant colours …’ (313) 

Hence it is ‘the arrangement of the field’ which ‘leads my gaze’ visually to a particular surface, according to Merleau-Ponty.  ‘I perceive a thing because I have a field of existence …’ (318)  Consequently, each ‘phenomenon’ attracts my whole body towards this field, as ‘a system of perceptual powers’.  

Meanwhile, ‘the significance of a thing inhabits that thing’ … (318, 319) 

‘The thing is inseparable from a person perceiving it, can never be actually in itself because its articulators are those of our every existence, and because it stands at the other end of our gaze or at the terminus of a sensory exploration which invests it with humanity.  To this extent, every perception is a communication or a communion … (320) 

‘We now discover the core of reality:  a thing is a thing because, whatever it imparts to us, is imparted through the very organisation of its sensible aspects (323) … In every perception … it is the material itself which assumes significance and form.  If I wait for someone at a door in a poorly lit street, each person who comes out has an indistinct appearance.  Someone is coming out, and I do not yet know whether I can recognise him as the person I am waiting for (324) …  

‘The familiar figure will emerge from this nebulous background as the earth does from a ground mist.  The real is distinguishable from our fictions because in reality the significance encircles and permeates matter (324) … 

‘What is given is not the thing on its own, but the experience of the thing, 

or something transcendent standing in the wake of one’s subjectivity, some kind of natural energy of which a glimpse is afforded through a personal history (325) … A thing is … not actually given in perception, it is internally taken up by us, reconstituted and experienced by us in so far as it is bound up with a world, 

the basic structures of which we carry with us (326) … 

‘The world, which is the nucleus of time, subsists only by virtue of that unique action which both separates and brings together the actually presented and the present; and consciousness, which is taken to be the seat of clear thinking, is on the contrary the very abode of ambiguity (332) … because it is one and the same thing for us to perceive our body and to perceive our situation in a certain physical and human setting … our body is nothing but that very situation in so far as it is realized and actualized (340) … 

‘In so far as we believe what we see, we do so without any verification, and the mistake of the traditional theories of perception is to introduce into perception itself intellectual operations and a critical examination of the evidence of the sense, to which we in fact resort only when direct perception founders in ambiguity (342) … I know myself only in so far as I am inherent in time and in the world, that is, I know myself only in my ambiguity (345) … 

‘I am thrown into a nature and that nature appears not only as outside me, 

in objects devoid of history, but it is also discernible at the centre of subjectivity.  Theoretical and practical decisions of personal life may well lay hold, from a distance, upon my past and my future, and bestow upon my part, with all its fortuitous events, a definite significance, by following it up with a future which will be seen after the event as foreshadowed by it, thus introducing historicity into my life.  Yet these sequences have always something artificial about them (346) … Just as nature finds its way to the core of my personal life and becomes inextricably linked with it, so behaviour patterns settle into that nature, being deposited in the form of a cultural world (347) … 

‘The cultural world is then ambiguous, but it is already present (348) …   

‘I have before me a society to be known (348) … 

‘The ideal of objective thought … is grounded in my perception of the world as an individual concordant with itself (350) … We must conceive the perspectives and the point of view as our insertion into the world-as-an individual, and perception, no longer as a constitution of the true object, but as our inherence in things (350-351) … If I experience this inhering of my consciousness in its body and its world, the perception of other people and the plurality of consciousness no longer present any difficulty (351) … 

‘Co-existence must in all cases be experienced on both sides (357) …  

‘If neither of us is a constituting consciousness at the moment when we are about to communicate and discover a common world, the question then is:  who communicates, and for whom does this world exist? (357) … If reflection reveals myself to me as an infinite subject, we must recognize, at least at the level of appearance, my ignorance of this self which is even more myself than I (358-359) …  

‘We must say of the experience of others what we have said elsewhere about reflection:  that its object cannot escape it entirely, since we have a notion of the object only through the experience.  Reflection must in some way present the unreflective, otherwise we should have nothing to set over against it, and it would not become a problem for us.  Similarly any experience must in some way present me with other people (359) … The central phenomenon, at the root of both my subjectivity and my transcendence towards others consists in my being given to myself … My freedom, the fundamental power which I enjoy of being the subject of all my experiences, is not distinct from my insertion into the world (360) …  

‘It is a fate for me to be free (360) … 

‘Transcendental subjectivity is a revealed subjectivity, revealed to itself and to others, and is for that reason an intersubjectivity.  As soon as existence collects itself together and commits itself to some line of conduct, it falls beneath perception (361) … Our relationships to the social is, like our relationship to the world, deeper than any express perception or any judgment (362) … 

‘The problem of the existential modality of the social is here at one with all problems of transcendence.  Whether we are concerned with my body, 

the natural world, the past, birth and death, the question is always how I can be open to phenomena which transcend me, and which nevertheless exist only to the extent that I take them up and live them (363) … But if we rediscover time beneath the subject, and if we relate to the paradox of time those of the body, 

the world, the thing, and other people, we shall understand that beyond these there is nothing to understand (365) …’ 

‘Living knowledge’ and ‘meaningful relatedness’

Merleau-Ponty’s analysis is situated at the zenith of resurgent humanist exploration of ‘self-formation and cultivation’ (1975: 11) as 

Hans-Georg Gadamer describes human character forming elements. 

By the time Gadamer presented and discussed his contribution to hermeneutics through his epic Truth and Method (1975), the humanist existential denoument had seemed to culminate in the study of the self-constitution which informed hermeneutic principles. 

This became fertile ground for our ‘Year of Community’ Project research and analysis, underway since the early 1990s: ‘remembering, forgetting, recalling – the historical condition of mind and … [its] history’, as Hegel put it, epitomized this work (1975: 16).  Also, associated with this perspective was Vico’s imperative of ‘talking well’ (20) and sharing ‘a sense of community’ from 

‘living in community’ in the context of ‘structure’ (22). 

Accordingly, we sought the ‘living knowledge’ Oetinger established (27), derived through the ‘character of sentiment’ (30), rather than reason.  We tended to challenge Kant’s ‘real and formal appropriateness’ (30).  Eschewing with Schleiermacher the ‘cold rationalism of enlightenment ideals’.  Our project members rather resonated with Dilthey’s notion of ‘experience through reflexivity’, with ‘units of experience’ and ‘significance’ (59).  

Meanwhile, the Simmel paradox of experiential ‘continuity … relating to the whole of one’s life’ (62) remained pertinent for our project members as they attempted to ascertain the ‘meaningful relatedness’ (65) of their reflective experiential contributions, just as these were resonant themes for Merleau-Ponty, Allport and Huxley.  As Hegel observed, ‘generalities’ and the ‘motifs’ of ‘common language’ pervade ‘unity of meaning’, which is evident through ‘perception’ (79, 83, 82). 

Kierkegaard’s integrationist principle that ‘the continuity of self-understanding … alone can support human existence’ seemed to herald a hermeneutic analysis, with the paradox of ‘discontinuity’ experienced ‘in the continuity of existence’ (86). 

Hermeneutics raises the importance of the place of meaning to being at the outset, so that Heidegger’s question ‘… what is the being of self-understanding?’ (89) appears as the quintessential hermeneutic quest. 

Consequently, when ‘the player knows it’s only a game … exactly what [does] he know in knowing this?’ (92) Gadamer asks. 

Complexity of purpose and influence therefore continuously pervades everyday situations, as The Community Project members and participants realized, even though their contributions were recognized as distinctive through each of their ‘core identities’, as Allport observed. 

While ‘reality’ remains at the horizon of ‘undecided possibilities’ (101), 

The Community Project participants continually realize:  ‘To be present means to share …’ (111).  Correspondingly, the ‘memento’ is a ‘precious sign’ and ‘symbol’ (135-136).  Those concerned seek to establish ‘the evolution of historical consciousness’ through ‘the transformation of its nature’ (156).  Essentially, this remains a quest for ‘truth’ as such.  Further to this quest, it would follow that, relative to historical reality and continuity, ‘the unique context of meaning and significance of the detail can be determined only from the whole’ (176). 

Moreover, in this context, the perspective of Ranke could be construed as consistent with that of Allport, that ‘every event has a particular value’ (178), 

and ‘what has already come into being constitutes the continuity with what is coming into being’ (182).  So that each ‘individual … is an element in history … only insofar as he raises himself to the sphere of ethical communality and participates in it’ (188), as Droysen proclaims.  

Thus here we seem to have echoes of the rousing sentiments of Merleau-Ponty, Allport, Huxley, Chesterton, Whitehead and Santayana inclusively through such nobly expressed pronouncements. 

Following are methodology review and notes on Gadamer’s Truth and Method I presented to Hilary Byrne-Armstrong for my Honours Masters thesis on 

1 September 2003.  These were later substantially re-written before being incorporated into my eventual relatively complete thesis presentation, submitted to my current supervisor, Deborah Horsfall, early in 2006.  

The hermeneutic approach explored by Gadamer would assist the methodology of my research project in that it could clarify ways through which the aspect of general experience could be applied to the particular object of investigation (6). 

This would allow for the kind of knowledge to be derived through which the phenomenon of The Community Project could be considered in its unique and historical concreteness, along with the aspect of how this phenomenon evolved.

The early humanist influences, which emphasised self-formation and cultivation, along with the influence of intellectual and moral endeavour on sensibility and character (11), are most resonant in the context of The Community Project.  Substantially, this constitutes the aspirational activity of our quest. 

Hegel’s project to discern that which ‘belongs to memory and thought’ (14), yet is not necessarily immediate to understanding remains a vital aspect of our quest: ‘… remembering, forgetting, recalling – the historical constitution of mind and part of [its] history’ (16). 

Clearly, ‘language, customs and institutions’ remain ‘a pre-given body of material in learning’ what we make our own (16) in this sense.  However, there is also much of Vico’s quest in our project activity – to clarify rhetoric around ideals and establish what it is to ‘say the right thing’, or what is ‘talking well’ in this context (20).

While we share Vico’s vision of a ‘sense of community’ derived from ‘living in community’.  This actually reflects the core theme of the project, which is 

‘Living Together’.  Moreover, each project member progressively provides a distinctive diverse perspective on the extent to which we are each and all ‘determined by structure and aims’ (22).

We share Oetinger’s quest for a sense of community based on concepts clarified through ‘living knowledge’ (27).  Accordingly, through this quest we tend to concur with the foundation principle of the English moral philosophers that moral and/or aesthetic judgments are derived primarily through the ‘character of sentiment’ (perhaps in part ‘taste’, in this sense) (30), rather than through reason.  However, utilitarian world-views are often criticised by the project group members.

Hence the prevalent Kantian form of ‘reflective judgement’ based on ‘real and formal appropriateness’ (30) is often challenged in group sessions, along with notions of the primacy of ‘common sense’ and a cultivated ‘true sense of community’ based on ‘good taste’ and ‘fashion’ (from Kant’s Mode) (33).  Although, among the project group members, the inexorable influence of such perspectives is well recognised.  This is evident in the ‘style’ manifest through each and every person, which clearly ‘embraces morality and manners’ (36).

Consequently, the extent to which the ‘subjective universality of aesthetic taste’ pervades ‘aesthetic judgement’ (39) is often debated in the project group sessions.  Hence, the ‘distinction between natural and artistic beauty’ (42) is often a focus of discussion, with the ‘ideal of beauty’ essentially perceived as an ‘expression of the moral’ (44). 

Again, perspectives would vary on the extent to which the ‘significance of art … confronts man with his determined existence’ (46) in this sense. 

As with Schleiermacher, the lack of ‘living feeling’ in the ‘cold rationalism of the enlightenment’ ideals (57) is evident to the project group members.       

Therefore, Dilthey’s definition of ‘experience through reflexivity’, with ‘units of experience’ representing ‘units of significance’ (59) would resonate for the group members. 

The Simmel paradox of ‘every experience taken out of continuity in one’s life’ being ‘related to the whole of one’s life’ (62) is a relevant testified phenomenon experienced by each group member.  The ‘meaningful relatedness’ of experience ‘through which the non-sensual is made apparent to the senses’ (65), corresponds with this phenomenon. 

Project group members are well aware of the sense of Hegel’s perspective of ‘… the readiness of intellectual reflection to move on generalities, to consider anything at all from whatever point of view it adopts’ (79).  

Accordingly, ‘motifs’ evident in ‘common language’ pervade the ‘unity of meaning’ (83).  Even group member perspectives reflect this principle to a certain extent, I would presume. 

Whether ‘perception always includes meaning’ (82) is a proposition I would contest, however.  This would depend on how ‘perception’ is located in the context of meaning formation. 

Kierkegaard’s principle of the ‘continuity of self-understanding which alone can support human existence’ would tend to be held as an integrationist world-view among the group members.  ‘We learn to understand ourselves in [art]’, which ‘means … we preserve the discontinuity of the experience in the continuity of our existence.’ (86) 

Accordingly, pertinent here would be what Heidegger poses as ‘the philosophical question’: ‘… what is the being of self-understanding?’ (89)  

Thence the ‘… hitherto concealed experience’ of establishing ‘being’ by ‘transcending thinking from the position of subjectivity’ (89) would characterise the existential struggle for many group members.

Gadamer raises ‘the concept of play … in aesthetics’ (91) as the ground of analysis in this context, ‘distinguishing play and the attitude of the player’ (91), the determination of the ‘seriousness of purposes’ (91) and the prospect of fulfilling purpose when ‘the player loses himself in his play’ (92), even though ‘ … the player knows it’s only a game, but doesn’t know exactly what he knows in knowing this’ (92). 

Hence the word ‘play’ can be ‘used in multiple contexts’ (93), yet is not always understood as play, while the nature of play is ‘reflected in the attitude of play’ involved (93-95). 

These precepts reflect the way through which project group members often testify to the complexity of purpose and influence which pervades their everyday situations, and their respective distinctive approaches to these situations.  

While the way in which competitive sport and associated analogies severely influence group member behaviour, even though they strive to thwart this, also reflects Gadamer’s analogy presented through his work.  Yet each group member considers they retain a core identity which enables their communal (inter)personal contributions to remain distinctive.  

Meanwhile, ‘reality’ stands in the horizon of ‘undecided possibilities’, 

despite often unfulfilled ‘mutually exclusive expectations (101).  

Each project member recognises that ‘representation’ is ‘highly mobile and relative’ in music, drama, art, text, and so on (107).  All these fields are prominent in the experience of group members, either personally and/or collectively.

Correspondingly, ‘to be present does not mean simply to be in the presence of something else that is there at the same time.  To be present means to share …’ (110-111), while there is a ‘… derived sense that presence at something means also a kind of subjective attitude’ (111).  This sense of the interwoven nature of personal and collective (or communal) experience remains most resonant among The Community Project group members and associates.

Gadamer’s intensive reflections on the place of the ‘memento’ (135-136) are vital here, because they serve to characterise how each group member/associate often relates to aspects of their experience.  This is often expressed through actual items and/or simply the place of an experience in the memory/reality of the group members. 

‘Of all signs, the memento seems to have the most reality of its own …’ in that it refers to the past’.  So it is ‘a sign’, but is also ‘precious in itself’, and so ‘keeps the past present for us’ (135).  Symbol ‘… manifests as present something that really is present’ (136). 

Each and all of the project members and associates seek to understand their respective ‘(inter)personal journeys’ in part in the context of the past as it relates to the present and future.  

So, Hegel’s principle that ‘the essential nature of the historical spirit does not consist in the restoration of the past but in thoughtful mediation with contemporary life’ (150) would be most resonant for our project members.  Accordingly, so would Dilthey’s ‘historical self-consciousness’ (153) in dealing with the hermeneutical problem.  Originally, this problem is posed by Gadamer as the revelation by ‘specialised techniques’ (154) of the unity inherent in the humanistic and theological traditions in literature through the ‘liberation of interpretation from dogma’ (156).   ‘What is true of understanding literature only from its context, is true of its content – ‘It’s nature is not fixed’ (Dilthey)’ (156).  Hence the ‘evolution of historical consciousness … becomes the transformation of its nature’ (156). 

Hence, in The Community Project group context, like Schleiermacher we often apply ‘technique’ in seeking ‘to serve the art of understanding’ (159) through our ‘significant conversation’ (157).  Although many of us would probably substitute the term ‘clarity’ for ‘understanding’.  Throughout all this, for us, ‘understanding is [often – but not always] agreement or harmony with another person’ (158).

As we pursue this quest, I presume we would mostly find problematic Spinoza’s principle that ‘… it does not matter whether what is meant corresponds to our insight, since we want to know only the meaning of the statements, but not their truth (veritas).  For this we need to exclude all preconceived opinions, even those of reason …’ (160).  Essentially we do seek ‘the truth’, or what we would consider to most optimally approximate the truth, as otherwise we would mostly probably consider our quest to be somewhat futile.  However, what ‘the truth’ might mean would be certainly open to considerable interpretation.

So we would be left with Chladenius’ challenge of whether it is ‘understanding’ or ‘interpretation’ we seek, as these are ‘not the same’ (161).  Yet we would acknowledge wholeheartedly that ‘… since men cannot be aware of everything, their words, speech and writing can mean something they themselves did not intend to say or write’ (162).  Hence we tend to attempt the ‘fundamental shift’ of Schleiermacher that ‘… what is to be understood is not only the exact words and their objective meaning, but also the individuality of the speaker as author’ (164). 

Consequently, we would appreciate ‘text’ as ‘… simply a source which is part of the totality of the historical tradition’ (174), and that universal history is essential ‘… because the unique significance of the detail can be determined only from the whole’ (176). 

Yet, my own perspective in all this would correspond to that of Herder, that ‘… to think historically means to acknowledge that each period has its own right to exist, and its own productivity’ (178).  Hence the ‘…order in the succession of events (or ‘inner continuity’) is the manifestation of historical reality itself’ (179).  This principle greatly accords with my sense of generational progression.  Through this realisation I have maintained over many years it is important for those who comprise each loosely regarded generational entity to be aware of how their distinctive contributions, representative and/or otherwise, relate to those of succeeding generations.  The continuity of generational progression thence becomes evident.  Otherwise there is a lack of context evident in the significance, meaning and relevance of distinctive (inter)personal and/or generational contributions. 

Thus I would concur with Ranke that ‘every event has a particular value’ (178), and ‘what has already come into being constitutes the continuity with what is coming into being’ (182).   Accordingly, where the individual is concerned ‘… all individuation is itself already partly characterised by the reality that stands over against it, and that is why individuality is not subjectivity’ (182).  

Droysen’s perspective, as expressed by Gadamer, would then become a further pertinent refinement of this observation.  ‘Neither is the person’s will fully realised in this particular situation, nor is that which has come about simply the result of his strength of will and intelligence … The individual, in the contingency of his particular drives and purposes, is an element in history … only insofar as he raises himself to the sphere of ethical communality and participates in it’ (188).  

This, in many ways, epitomises the quest of The Community Project.  

Although the prevalent view would probably be that any individual is ‘an element in history’ precisely and simply in that they exist, and therefore must be part of the patterned progression which constitutes history. 

Further, Droysen notes that ‘… participation depends precisely on one-sidedness’ (190), which would mean there is a place for the distinctive (inter)personal contributions I earlier identified in this context from this perspective. 

Consequently, what I can now state in the context of this Psychology and Perception seminar paper presentation is that through Gadamer’s thesis the place of the individual as distinctively constituted in the socio-communal context is established far more emphatically and particularly than could be construed through the work of Whitehead, Chesterton and Santayana in the early modern context. 

As the progressively cross-interactional synthesis of meaning to significance, and vice-versa – back and forth – the basic cyclical cultivation of the hermeneutic dynamic and principle is evident in the context of meaning and significance which forms the phenomena of reality and existence.  Through their distinctive experience from this perspective it seemed those theorists considered by Gadamer realized the means through which their perception of ‘how things appeared for them’ could be personally construed and applied. 

Thence from the basic sense of ‘talking well’ and realizing ‘living knowledge’ they could discern ‘the character of sentiment’, explore their ‘meaningful relatedness’, and develop ‘generalities’ through which a ‘unity of meaning’ could be affirmed.  

The ‘continuity of self-understanding’ could be associated with ‘the continuity of our existence’, so as to respond to Heidegger’s quest to realize ‘what is the being of self-understanding’. 

There will always be a pervasive complexity of purpose in this.  

Yet the propensity to ‘share’ and decipher ‘precious … symbols’ will prove efficacious in ‘the evolution of historical consciousness’, which could be deemed the quest for ‘truth’.  As everything progressively comes into being this comes to constitute a common continuity.  Each person thereby becomes ‘an element in history’ through their contribution to the ‘ethical communality’ of collective being and living. 

Much of the content of these precepts echoes the work of Aldous Huxley as he strove to establish a collective communal ground for individuality through his work The Doors of Perception. 

Conclusion:

Explorative continuity in hermeneutic endeavour

When Floyd Allport enunciated and expounded his distinctive general theory of structure in perception, he chose to base this on a notion of evolving ‘cycles’.  The inception of perception through sensation evolves through ‘ongoings and events’ arrayed in a cyclical progression.  Throughout this process, behaviour, attitude and motive would become intertwined with motor aspects of consciousness, cognition and memory, ultimately coalescing with meaning and significance to aggregate into a whole cyclical progression which would thence eventually feed into itself to sustain this characteristic endeavour.  

These cycles would then reverberate spirally to morph into ever greater cycles, much as a stone thrown into water instigates waves that spiral out from their source.  Moreover, there are respective peaks and troughs which characterize these spiraling forms of progression.  

Such cyclical theoretical perspectives of progressive ontology have become prominent in many forms and aspects of human endeavour.  

Cyclical ontology was emphasized after the Second World War in many fields as a prospective means through which consistency and stability might be invested in systems analysis, with a view to organic balance and equilibrium being thereby inculcated and preserved. 

Cycles were a primary feature of the stylized post-War economic and financial systems, for instance.  The Russian economist, Nikolai Kondratieff in 1935 proposed ‘long cycles’ of 50 years duration through which economic developments proceeded, based on ‘significant … innovation’ (Koivisto 1957: 189).  Kondratieff interpreted ‘extremely severe depressions like that of the 1930s’ as occurring ‘when several cycles reach a culmination phase simultaneously … But rarely are the upswings of the minor cycle powerful enough to overcome the contraction phase of the major cycle (190) … These cyclical fluctuations we can now interpret as taking place around the long-run [rising] trend of income and output (196) …’ 

Such predominantly cyclical interpretation and explanation of economic and financial activity remains fundamental to contemporary global development, and thereby accordingly pertains to everyone. 

However, thereby such aspects as stability and balance, even consistency, can readily become attributes constrained into a narrow rationalist paradigm.  The predominant concern in pursuing any highly geared structural orientation would be the place of continuity from this perspective. 

Is the continuity of being and existence to become essentially a constrained experience of complying with ever successive and contained waves of cycles in human endeavour? … Or are we prepared to allow continuity to be an open-ended endeavour whereby we broadly and particularly realize and recognize each other’s distinctive contributions to an ever-evolving intuitive spontaneous organic sense of socio-communal global, local and inter-personal initiative? 

Hermeneutic and phenomenological streams of philosophy, sociology and psychology, such as those advanced by Hans-Georg Gadamer and Maurice Merleau-Ponty tend to embrace such a holistic explorative element.  Therefore, where such perspectives are associated with the inception and manifestation of perception – even if this is defined simply as ‘what appears to be’ – it is vital for the continuity of our being and experience to be realized as a relatively autonomous phenomenon whereby each person is able to affirm their distinctive contribution in a spirit and ethos of authentic equanimity.  Otherwise, there remains a blatant malignant potential for people to be marginalised in their endeavours, as was recognized by Aldous Huxley through The Doors of Perception. 

Meanwhile, as we seek the means through which to locate a plausible feasible hermeneutic perspective and context for the innovative continuity of perception, being and experience, the work of Santayana, Chesterton and Whitehead, along with Huxley, could complement admirably the vital contributions of Gadamer, Merleau-Ponty and Allport in this respect. 
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