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AESTHETIC PERCEPTION*
HAROLD OSBORNE

.‘.ﬂ‘[any writers  besides Bernhard Berenson have spoken about the
enhancement of vital awareness — a more than usual energising of our perceptual
grasp of things — which is, typically, attendant upon successtui aesthetic engross-
ment with a work of fine art. In my own writings I have on various occasions put
forward the suggestion that this expansion of awareness is as close ag we can
come {o a key criterion for distinguishing aesthetic commerce from other kinds
of prececupation with the objective world. What I have in mind is a form of
cogmition characterised as direct apprehension or insight rather than analytical
and discursive understanding, though sometimes it may follow from discursive
analysis, and distinet trom emotional responss though sometimes it may he
accompanied bv or even excited by emotion. In this paper L try to elaborate
in greater detail than before the nature of this aesthetic expansion of awareness
and incidentally to suggest why I have proposed it as a criterion of aesthetic
activity. Ishall begin with certain more general consideration and proceed
towards the particular.

Evervone, 1 believe, would accept that the rough and ready distinction
between sleeping and waking is too crude to encompass the realities of experience.
There are many stages between deepest sleep and full waking alertness. We
may sleep profoundly or we may sleep superficially with the senses half triggered
for response to any disturbance or interruption. There are intermediate states
between sleeping and waking and sometimes, though awake, our actions are
mechanical, our attention diffused rather than concentrated and we behave, as
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it is said, ‘as if in a dream.” At other times the senses are alert, the attention is
fully focused either externally or internally, and we are keyed for action or
keenly in control of a continuing activity. In addition there are rare moments—
most pegple are familiar with them occasionally—when the faculties are raised
to an unusual pitch of alertness, when-we observe more keenly and rapidly, think
more clearly, achieve insights more penetrating than ever before or enjoy
enhanced powers of will and decision. It is on occasions such as these that we
seem most fully to be alive and life seems most worth-living. These «peak
experiences are the culmination of life’s meaning.

Man is at his best when he is meeting a challenge or engressed in an
activity which has importance and value for him. Itis then that his faculties
are stimulated to the highest pitch, his energies come most competently mto
play and heis charged with the fulness of life. When challenge and purpose
are lacking the mind is depleted and directionless, a man is disoriented and at
odds with himself, Colin Wilson grasped this point when he said : ‘“The mind
is a concentrating machine. That is the purpose for which it was built : to
enable us to focus and concentrate on meanings, in order to be able to pursue
them consciously and purposively instead of gropingly and blindly. Whenever
we use it for this purpose, the effect is rather like clenching your fist; it gains
in hardness and weight, and we experience a sense of reality. Ifitisleft
“unclenched,” unconcentrated, for too long, the resultis the feeling of “life
failure,” of unreality.! The human mind must be harnessed toa purpose in
order to function. And purpose is tied up with the sense of value, importance,
meaning, which cannot be artificially implanted or supplanted. In primitive
societies the paramount needs of survival, material comfort, hunting and food
gathering, protection of family and clan, defence of territorial claims, absorb
available epergies. The values of the individual are closely identified with those
of the clan and there is little or no incentive for the development of what
civilised men call individual personality. Civilisation means the introduction
of techniques and routines, including ever more elaborate techniques of
collaborative effort, for satisfying the basic needs with less and less expenditure
of energy so that energy is released for the pursuit of other purposes.
And when this happens other values become necessary if society is to
avoid deterioration. ‘The compensatory values which emerge in advanced
civilisations are the values of what we compendiously refer to as ‘culture’. It
is when these values are not taken seriously that civilised society falls ill. The
sicknesses to which civilisation is prone result from boredom and purposelessness,
the disorientation of individuals who are given the conditions but denied the
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impetus to develop personality. When living becomes routine and no longer
demands the concentration of faculties harnessed to the pursuit of accepted
values there ensues torpor and depression, a senze of unreality and frustration,
what Kierkegaard and Camus called alienation, Sartre called nausea and the
uncertainties of personal identity which the characters of Samuel Beckeut
display.

The values of culture, a logically and practically necessary condition for
the successful progress of civilisation, may be seen as emerging when faculties
evolved in the interests of survival are diverted to other ends than the basic needs
of survival and immediate sensory gratifications. As the urgencies of practical
pressures diminish, these faculties are not allowed 1o fall into abeyance and
atrophy but are cultivated deliberately, perfected into skills and exercised for
their own sake or rather for the sake of the Ligher-level satisfactions attendant
upon their own perfection and exercise. It is only when these values, which belong
to the development and enrichient of personality, are set above more elementary
gratifications and needs that civilised society remains in a healthy state. When
cultural values are no longer taken in earnest but are regarded as a secondary
luxury or a supererogatory refinement then society is eroded by spiritual
demoralisation. This affliction has perhaps never been a more serious danger
than today when unprecedentedly rapid advances in material technology have
effected enormous reductions in the necessary output of energy not only on the
part of a favoured minority but for the vast majority of civilised people while
at the same time eliminating the satisfactions and pride which used to be
attendant on good craftsmanship and when the same technological eivilisation
has induced a materialistic outlook leading to the devaluation of non-imaterial
aims as a pleasant but unnecessary indulgence. There is greater necessity than
ever before that educationalists should resolutely counter this attitude and
inculcate from conviction the importance of cultural values,

Cultural values, then, are values deriving from the satisfactions attendant
on the cultivation and exercise of human faculties for their own sake rather than
for ulterior ends of material comfort and gratification. They form one large
category of intrinsic values They may be classified, I think, into twe main
groups. In one group fall the manifold values which are rooted in the cultiva-
tion of our reasoning powers and the exercise of thought for its own sake,
culminating in logic, mathematies, theoretical physics, philosophy and meta-
physics. Closely akin to these in the same group are values deriving from the
cultivation of curiosity and exempliied in such discinlines as history, sociology
and the taxonomic sciences. 1n the other main group are the values stemming
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