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GENERAL ARTICLE

Evolution of the Pragmatic Paradigm:
The Agency of Graphic Media in

Cognitive Development

1t is pictures rather than propositions, metaphors rather than
statements, which determine most of our philosophical convic-
tions.

—Richard Rorty [1]

COMMON SENSE IS SYNOPTIC

Within the sensory welter informing individual conscious-
ness, intentional priorities are formed and enacted through
active attention given to factors of interest. The term common
sense implies a folk idiom of core consciousness inherent in
practical matters that people tend to agree about and to
which most attend in like manner.

Social communication is frustrated in an absence of a com-
mon core of shared presumptions, because the inferential
force of ordinary meanings and interpretive tendencies can-
not be taken for granted. Where common sense is held in
abeyance, as in empirical reasoning, individuals spend a
great part of their effort in simply preparing the ground for
communication.

A behavioral repertoire of common-sense attentional
modes liberates the mind from a social drudgery of having to
re-invent and re-invest the fundamentals of exchanging
information. It brings into play a synoptic [2] core of mean-
ingfulness that is in part organically determined and in part
learned from a cultural milieu.

Both attention and intention derive from “stretching out,
applying one’s mind to,” the former implying a fix upon an
outer world; the latter, toward an inner domain. At any given
moment, either attitude is necessarily grounded in the way
attention has been paid to things in the past, synoptically
pressing ambient detail into the service of active concerns.
This attentional/intentional character of sentience tends
toward a bifurcation of events into world-self domains by gar-
nering aspects in which it has some control and disregarding
the rest.

“Dealing with events in such a manner as to show their
interconnection” defines pragmatic [3]. This sense of the
word was elaborated into a philosophic view by Charles
Sanders Peirce (1839-1914) and expanded into “a branch of
semiotics that deals with the relation between signs or lin-
guistic expressions and their users—distinguished from
semantics and syniactics” [4].

Despite common sense, individuals may differ widely in
their respective elaborations upon almost any topic. Such
divergence may he despised as caprice or wanton vagaries of
sensory impression and intuitive construction, but it is such
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tentative construction among
shared presumptions that makes
thinking such a fluently powerful
factor in the world. The wayward
homing of the mind, eventually
arriving at workable resolution of
crucial matters, radically distin-
guishes sentient thought from the
rigid predispositions of artificial
reasoning devices.

Evident in this dependable flu-
ency of mind are two related
dilemmas that troubled Peirce: the
indexing problem and the frame
problem. In seeking an explana-
tion for a phenomenon, Peirce
noted, there are indefinitely many
hypotheses that might be explor-
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ed. Yet inevitably we are rescued from a numbing cacophony

of irrelevancies by some hidden agency that filters and pro-

motes only a few promising intuitions for consideration [5].
The Peircian filter is not available for direct inspection. Any

direct attempt to pay attention to “paying attention” finds a
recursive dilemma of self imagining self imagining self imagin-
ing. . . . While this most intimately crucial aspect of conscious-
ness seems the least amenable to immediate consideration,
semiotic features of communications media can indirectly pro-
vide clues to the agencies at work in consciousness.

Common sense is the socially founded presumptive con-
text of all conscious transactions among individuals. Its mod-

‘els of behavior constitute a latent pragmatic paradigm,

considered here as an unfolding hierarchic repertoire of
ever more adequate attentional modes, each preselecting
some pattern of action. (Attentional adequacy is evaluated in
practical concerns by success of a presumptive mode in
resolving tension induced by perceived anomaly. Where
common-sense modes fail, an individual’s only options are
avoidance, distress or creative innovation of new patterns of
action. The latter option, where anomaly resolution suc-
ceeds, can [if the innovations can be communicated] enter
into and expand the socially borne paradigm. Available tech-
nical potentials thus constrain a cultural epoch to those
attentional modes likely to be encountered in common
graphic renderings) [6].
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Each attentional mode synoptically
expresses its sense of conlext, elaborated
as a chiefly spatial prospect of a pre-
sumed ground of occurrence. Tech-
nical characters of available graphic
media communicate some prospective
features more readily than others.
Those features repeatedly given in
media experience come to dominate
social transactions and tinge the cultur-
al milieu with their latent spatial
residue, thereby characterizing the
pragmatic paradigm of a given culture.
“Following Wittgenstein, we shall treat
the intentional as merely a subspecies
of the functional, and the functional as
merely the sort of property whose attri-
bution depends upon a knowledge of
context rather than being observable

right off the bat” [7].

GRAPHIC MEDIA AND
COMMON SENSE

How I believe the world behaves severe-
ly limits what I am prepared to pay
attention to. As Howard Gardner
expresses it in his discussion of Richard
Rorty’s deconstruction of philosophical
traditions, “justification is a social pro-
cess, an extended conversation, where-
by we try to convince others of what we
believe. We understand the nature of
knowledge when we understand that
knowledge amounts to the justification
of our belief, and not to an increasingly
accurate representation of reality” [8].
Cognition as social process relies
upon communications technology. In
all major domains of human activity,
graphic communication supports and
furthers reliance upon spatial and textu-
al renderings of information. The tech-
nology of such communication socially
supports an individual’s practical ability
to deal with complex aggregates of
information, to keep track of decisions
and to structure new proposals.
However, note that in thinking of infor-
mation one tends to recall how it was com-
municated as well as what was conveyed.
Presumably, imaginal contents can-
not be shared directly with others. One
must externalize their representations
in some medium mutually perceptible
and amenable to the depiction intend-
ed [9]. The viewer (recipient) works
backward from such depiction, deci-
phering its visible marks to infer an
internalized, envisioned interpretation
of his or her own derivative imagining.
Agreement bgtween implication and
inference regarding some mutually visi-
ble image may vary widely. If attention-
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al repertoires of sender and recipient
are incompatible (due to developmen-
tal deficiency or to cultural differ-
ences), much ancillary explanation is
necessary to assist in guiding and filling
out the inference.

Human culture has evolved largely in
proportion to its ability for providing
ever more powerful means of commu-
nicating visible information. Even text,
whether handwritten or printed, is a
graphic representation of phonetic
signs. Drawing is the most basic means
of rendering envisioned form. It is the
medium of choice for directly convey-
ing succinct representation of a com-
plex concept. Drawing is the original
graphic technique; line is its chief syn-
tactic device [10].

“Civilization,” said Oliver Wendell
Holmes, “is the art of drawing lines.”
Communication of visual ideas and
representation of appearances occupy
a vast portion of cultural enterprise,
from the utilitarian to the aesthetic.
Graphic media make visible informa-
tion public via distributive technolo-
gies, some working through replication
and distribution of physical items, such
as printed matter or videodiscs, others
operating through network or broad-
cast signals.

The peculiar traits of a graphic medi-
um uniquely affect the information
transmitted. Each medium casts infor-
mation into a distributive form that
usurps the original authority of its
implication, sometimes subtly, some-
times radically. Lithographed magazine
photographs, for instance, impose a
bland and flattened slickness on every
image, regardless of the original tactili-
ty of the subject depicted. Video ruth-
lessly exaggerates facial cues and vocal
eccentricities by coercing the attention
of the viewer into a narrow frame of
reference, that of the camera.

For an individual within a specific
culture, image concepts mature in a
complex interplay of social environ-
ment and bio-psychic developmental
tendencies. Seeing and imagining are
tutored daily in available graphic
forms. Each graphic medium avails a
specific technical syntax supportive of
certain image features peculiar to it. All
of the graphic technologies available
within a culture synergistically foster a
peculiar set of common imaginal ten-
dencies by reiterating these traits across
all instances of image communication.
The range of imaginal tendencies pro-
motes a pragmatic paradigm manifest-
ed in attentional biases toward certain
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common-sense renderings of practical
experience induced by graphic media
active within the culture.

Its pragmatic paradigm is embodied
canonically in the total means of com-
munication available to a culture. It is
sustained in both available media and
their artifacts. The paradigm itself is the
result of a complex matrix of imaginal
potentials comprising sets and subsets
of media traits that uniquely affect the
manner in which people tend to regard
their own sentient context, the attentive
interface of self and world. The
paradigm is expressed in the attention-
al behavior of individual persons as
assimilated from perceptual experience
within the social environment.

In Prints and Visual Communication,
William Ivins discusses the tendency of
graphic media to impose their own
qualitative signatures on the thought of
entire epochs. He attributes the deriva-
tion of some of the most salient of eigh-
teenth-century philosophical themes to
the pervasive influence of representa-
tional conventions devised earlier by
such engravers as Marc Antonio. These
artisans had innovated a technical
repertoire of linear treatments for ren-
dering visual form that obscured
idiosyncratic detail and resolved all sub-
jects into a sameness of linear webbing.

As it was, a blighting common sense
descended on the vision of the educat-
ed world. . . . The eighteenth century
talked about harmony, proportion, dig-
nity, nobility, grandeur, sublimity, and
many other common-sense abstract ver-
bal notions based upon the gross gener-
alities of the subject matter that came
through into the engraved reproduc-
tions [11].

In our own era, graphic technology
has been at first augmented, then revo-
lutionized by electronic and photonic
methods of disseminating visual infor-
mation. These innovations enable the
linking of information into dynamic
cybernetic matrices that radically alter
the relationship between self and world.
They demonstrate propensities vastly dif-
ferent from the static space and linear
logic of print and standardized type.
Their technical peculiarities interact
within society to radically renovate the
pragmatic paradigm in terms of which
we reify experience into meaningfulness.

The archetypal graphic device is the
map. By ordering relationships among
relevant details and providing links to
other such aids, graphic devices express
an appropriate sense of context in which
to interpret the needs of the moment.




Fig. 1. Paying attention
to information about a
Necker Cube. Atten-
tion construes its spa-
tial sense of context by
resolving perceptual
anomaly into a gradient
of virtual dimension.
(a) This positioning of
dots is ambiguous, but
tends toward the pla-
nar. (b,c) These are sta-
ble planar views. (d,e,f)
These present incom-
plete (irregular) anom-
alies that tend toward
an unstable volumetric.
(g) This perceptual gra-
dient of slant lines
induces the familiar
volumetric of the
Necker Cube. (h) This
image dissolves into a
spatially ambiguous
reading (decoding)
zone. (i) Verbal state-
ments describe but do
not construe spatial
relations.

Only later, after the sense of context is
evident, do details of a diagram become
useful. In Fig. 1, a Necker Cube is disas-
sembled into several patterns of detail
that strongly bias the sense of its spatial
context.

One hesitates to trust the good inten-
tions of a carpenter who cannot read a
blueprint or the efforts of a surgeon
who has not mastered the intricate pro-
cess diagrams of biochemistry and phys-
iology. Just as tourists need maps in
strange cities, the mind needs graphic
assistance in complex cognitive milieus.
To the extent that civilization develops
beyond oral culture, the pragmatic
paradigm is supported and fostered by
graphic artifacts.

Each graphic medium employs some
set of technical features, a technical
syntax, to render its specific pictorial
syntax. Relief printing, for instance,
removes portions of the print matrix,
leaving raised lands that can receive ink
and repeatedly impress the carved con-
figuration ongo any suitably flat and
receptive medium—usually paper or
fabric. Intaglio incises a metal plate

with grooves and pits that carry ink to
be impressed into resilient paper.
Photography exploits the chemistry of
light-sensitive materials. Video draws
with electron beams onto electrolumi-
nescent phosphors. Each medium has a
unique technical syntax that is correlat-
ed with some subset of pictorial (imagi-
nal) syntax.

The technical characteristics of each
medium constrain and characterize the
qualities by which any semiotic construc-
tion is formed and interpreted. Again,
the nature of the medium infects and
conditions the messages it carries
because, in thinking of information, one
tends to recall how it was communicated
as well as what was conveyed.

MEMORY PAYS ATTENTION

There are many difficulties in assessing
specifically what memory might be in
individual experience, whether it com-
prises one or many agencies. But the
nature and functional description of
memory are not the issues here. It suf-
fices to recognize that remembered

A nearer than B
G hidden

B nearer than A
A hidden

moments condition and predispose
attentional focus even as specific recol-
lections are inductively summoned into
the present (attentional) moment [12].

As important as any given focus of
consciousness is the attentive sense of
context that embraces it within its
memoried web. Sense of context in an
attentional moment is at its root both
dimensional and synoptic—dimension-
al, because one typically envisions rela-
tionships rather than merely listing
them, and synoptic, because remem-
bered moments inductively gather out
of the sense of the immediate moment
and into anticipation of the next.

A maturing individual must deal with
an accumulating store of scenarios,
constructions and narrative complica-
tions. Cognitive development proceeds
through ever more complex and there-
by more prolifically powerful rules of
structuring information organized into
schemas [13]. These spatialised rules of
accounting place and link imaginal
iterants across their grounds of rela-
tion. A specific ground may be posited
as a particular within some larger
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encompassing ground, which may yet
be imbedded in a greater domain and
so on. (Visual perception continually
construes such ensconced layers of
detail out of light reflecting and
refracting within the environment and
perhaps is the prototypic agent inciting
nested spatial construction.)

Each lower-ordered detail is imbedded
within a more complex dimension, such
as a spot (point) on a vein (line) in a leaf
(plane) attached to a twig (volume) wav-
ing in the wind (space-time)which is per-
ceived (imaginal). Such hierarchic
reification is both fluid and fluent, con-
struing nested embracings of dimension-
al entities, of observables holding
observables holding observables. . . . [14]

ATTENTIONAL ORDERS IN
INDIVIDUAL COGNITIVE
DEVELOPMENT

Following the pioneering investigations
of Jean Piaget, much research by indi-
viduals such as Viktor Lowenfeld [15]
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and Rhoda Kellogg [16] has empha-
sized the crucial character of typical
stages of image manipulation in the
cognitive development of children.
These stages are well-defined age-
specific plateaus in mental progress,
and point toward general implications
for human sentience as an evolving fea-
ture of bio-psychic prowess.

Personal development can be seen in
a child making the transition from cir-
cular markings (Lowenfeld’s stage of
“organized scribbling”) through “nam-
ing the scribble” (associating imaged
context with narrative content) and
into the synthesis of ever more com-
plex forms by building human figures
out of concatenated circular loops. The
schema of a figure is articulated in
repeated instances of the loops as the
less complex schema of the circle is
subsumed within the more complex
schema of the human figure. Later,
such linked loops are built into still
more complex articulations of frontal
or lateral silhouettes [17].

This assumptive dialectic moves from
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Fig. 2. Generative complexification of concepts. Lower-ordered
iterants are subsumed as instantial moments of a higher order.

(a) A 3-year-old child draws loops in S0. (b) A 6-year-old child draws
with loops in S1. (c) Rembrandt draws with loops in S4.

dimensional primitives to higher spatial
orders (e.g. point to line to plane as well
as loop to chain to articulated silhou-
ette) in a generative complexification of con-
cept: repeated iteration of a lower-order
schema is ultimately displaced by a more
complex order of which the earlier
schema is an instantial moment, an
articulating primitive (Fig. 2). The new,
more complex modality provides a sta-
ble arena for construing a greater range
of pictorial variation (information).
What are seen as anomalies at a lower
order become regular schematic fea-
tures at the higher, as when slanted lines
of a diagram are construed as receding
parallel orthogonals depicting the sides
of a box (see Fig. 1).

Each phase of the pragmatic para-
digm is expressed in a common atten-
tional modality that successfully enables
individuals to deal with ordinary experi-
ence. Successful habits are not usually
discarded in evolution, even in the face
of emergent anomalies tossed up by
changed circumstances. Rather, habits
tend to be innovatively combined as




agglomerate macro-behaviors, variant
combinations of familiar methods gener-
ating new, more complex methods of
dealing with challenge or exploiting
opportunities. Hence, each successive
phase of the paradigm incorporates all
of the preceding less-complex phases as
subsumed moments (see Table 1).
Despite the abstractness of terms in the
following litany of spatial orders, the
paradigmatic modes themselves are to be
understood as intuitive and immediate
moments of sentience. Each spatial mode
(S0, S1, . . .) encapsulates and expresses

in its symbolic geometry the contextual
matrix of a particular common-sense
mode of synoptic attention. Each mode
is herein characterized through a
metaphoric rendering of its attentional
impetus, alluding both to a phase in the
psychology of individuation and to a cor-
responding social milieu in which such
an attentional mode is common-sensical.

Individuation is specifically promoted
and conditioned by recurring cultural
forms, borne in available graphic media,
that reflect and transmit social transac-
tions among individuals. To the extent

Table 1. Summary of Paradigmatic Tendencies.

that it has been mastered and rendered
habitual (common sensical), an atten-
tional mode is available within a person-
al repertoire of imaginal matrices, each
available to construe the contextual
sense of any given moment. At each
plateau of this attentional canon, a pro-
totypical order of spatial complexity
enables a Peircian filter. Attentive selec-
tion is made among all possible
hypotheses by induction of the spatial
metaphor governing a particular cir-
cumstance. Since each higher mode
assumptively comprises all of the lesser

Paradigmatic Spatial Image Attentional Emergent Cultural Graphic Related
Mode of Pragmatic Context  Phase Issues Media Traits Historical Epochs
SO: point: location preconscious self —_ _— Prehistory
S1: line: trajectory self in surround animism, totemic drawing, incising, Paleolithic
of desirable objects identity within tattooing, through
tribal society scarification, Neolithic
glyphic signs
S2: plane: categorical self in dynastic temple domain, all earlier methods Bronze Age
simultaneity of society monolithic social plus pictographic or
relations of a kind order, world plane hieroglyphic writing,
inferior to archival record,
_heavenly plane sacred scriptures.
parchment and
papyrus
S3: volumetric object: critical awareness rhetoric of reason, all earlier plus Hellenistic and
syllogistic relations within ethical proportion, measure, phonetic alphabet, Medieval
among iterants with environment, truth, justice, stylized ornament
persistence and valiant self guards virtue (honor), in ceramics and
consistency, soul free will within architecture, block
taxonomy divine sanction printing with ink
and paper
S4. historical space-time: ego motives within enlightened self all earlier plus Renaissance,
rational event social allegiances, interest (power & engraving, etching, Enlightenment,
continuum, secular individual enterprise, status), rise of movable type, Modern Industrial
progress, biography exploration, testing of nation-states, bound books,
fortune, control of mercantile systems, lithography,
self within rationalized corporate strategies serigraphy,
territories photography,
telegraphy,
typography,
rotary press,
half tone, motion
pictures
S5: iconic matrix: ego defers to global economy telemedia, cybernetic  PostIndustrial

primacy of individual
affective disposition
(psychogenesis of
imperatives),
indifference to
“norm,” schizo-tribal
affiliation within
media fantasies,
imaginal junction of
self/world

metaphoric
intersection of
matter and psyche

supersedes national
imperatives,
admixture of Eastern
and Western
philosophical
artifacts

electronic and
photonic
multisensory
hypermedia nets
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modes beneath it (i.e. each lower order
is nested within the next highest), the
paradigmatic dynamic is one of expan-
sive recursion that fosters ever more
complex articulation: features estab-
lished in lower orders become elemental
nodes of higher configurations that
express new, previously ineffable rela-
tionships. In terms of the pragmatic
paradigm, each order can be under-
stood as either (1) a dominating phase
in which individual biosocial practicali-
ties are attended to or (2) as an ambient
cultural milieu in which aspects of such
personal experience are taken for grant-
ed in transactions among groups of indi-
viduals.

Moving along an imagined chronolo-
gy of this canon of attentional modes, we
encounter paradigmatic phases express-
ed in the “phylogeny” of maturing cul-
tures as well as in the “ontogeny” of their
individual members. Being mindful that
the “early” modes remain available as
nodes within the “later” ones, imagine
that we zoom from the beginnings
(social or personal) up to the present
day (our narrative uses only the present
tense for simplicity).

S0: The original mode is the atomistic
self/world that has not yet created the
image of its separated world surround. It
lives in the undifferentiated here and
now. It is the fetus in the womb; the psy-
che asleep in its own musings. It is its
own context. Meditation seeks to col-
lapse all later modes back into this origi-
nal plenum of awareness—-attention
attending attendance.

S1: Original differentiation, birth,
generates the first dimension of sentient
context as a polarized, primal attentive-
ness. Evidence of its ubiquity is found in
images of the world-bond between child
and mother. Later, when this mode is
subsumed within a more complex canon
of highly articulate orders, it is available
wherever there is a polar relationship,
whether in the emotionally charged
milieu with some other self (such as a
spouse) or perhaps only in the trivial
testing of an object, such as the tempera-
ture of a hot iron. S1 is the linear differ-
entiation between here and there, this
and that, you and me, me and it. SI is
the core of the earliest social units exist-
ing in a mythic continuum sprouting out
of polar totemistic bonds projected onto
images found in animals, plants and fea-
tures of landscape.

S2: As events unfold, the linear
schema of context is quickly revealed as
being far too simple. The reaching,
grasping self of Sl is overwhelmed in

the plethora of things to be accounted
for. Repeatedly interacting with others
or targeting across distances, the selves
eventually intuit their collective expres-
sion: a ground plane, S2, a unifying net
of all possible linear extensions deter-
mined at S1. The planar attentional
focus of S2 enormously improves the
personal potential for interaction by
organizing into a common ground the
context of all possible linear extensions
formed and habituated in S1. Through
body experience, S2 is first explored
personally, then taken for granted as
the ground of action.

In children’s art, appearance of a
baseline signifies unfolding of this new
comprehension that the self is in a world
surround. Its advent is a major hallmark
of the beginning of social interaction. In
children’s art, the planar character of
the world implicitly extends into all sorts
of experiences. Houses and cars are flat
and transparent to the child’s probing
“X-ray” vision of the flat-world self, seek-
ing overlays of information that often
collide with adult sensibilities [18].

The planar child is not yet concerned
with optical appearances but is busily
exploring ways of understanding orders
of events and possible roles within his or
her domain. At this stage children pro-
ject their imaginal world onto the flat-
ness of a sheet of paper, often moving
about its edges, drawing at each edge as
if it were the baseline. Adults are easily
confused if they have forgotten or,
worse, réjected their own comparable
level of visual awareness. Children at this
age (4-8 years old) are psychic archi-
tects, each building ground plans of the
way events transpire and the places
where they happen.

Personal understanding is communi-

‘cated in images, words, gestures and

sounds. Where adequate means of com-
munication do not yet exist, either new
means are discovered in intuited poten-
tials of metaphoric construction or an
individual insight fails to pass into the
social milieu and dies with the passing
of the person. Tribal creation stories
about the beginnings of the world tend
to reflect recurring narratives of per-
sonal birth—-as I am born, so is the
world. Echoes of ancient implication
still reverberate in the etymology of our
conversations.

Epochs culturally formed in such ani-
mistic constructions bring us from the
unconsciousness of our origins into the
caves and out onto the plains. Beyond
them we move into the social dynamic
at S2, the great planar cultures of Egypt
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and Mesopotamia and Ancient China,
as well as those of the Incas and the
Mayans. Societies formed as the domain
of the temple, the seat of significance,
act outward through a priest(ess)hood
onto the plane of actual experience. If
personhood is noted at all in such soci-
eties, it is tokenised into generalized
graphic icons, such as those recounting
the triumphs of Pharaoh. Where break-
throughs of more modern concerns for
the individual person occur, they usual-
ly flourish as brief anticipations of later
modalities and then fall back into the
planar ubiquity of a temple context,
unable to marshall graphic resources to
sustain them in the face of conservative
inertia and communication means inca-
pable of promoting their tentative
insights into common sense.

S3: Eventually, as writing becomes
more pervasive and efficient, the world
does express its order in homeostatic
notions of measure, proportion and con-
sistency of relations. The rational is that
which exhibits symmetry (common mea-
sure). The world becomes concrete;
objects constitute its being. Moira—-
individual destiny, the principle binding
even the gods—is gradually transmuted
into Reason among the Ancient Greeks.
Surviving onslaughts of invaders and
seductive regressions back into the pla-
nar ubiquity of animism, these more
powerful ordering principles at S3 are
combined and extended into an idea of
Perfection in an “other” world. The indi-
vidual gets a unique soul, innovating the
valiant (both powerful and valued) self.
The Middle Ages creates in S3 an imagi-
nary realm of infinite perfection and
hones the razors of Occam and other
Disputants who argue its constituent
graces and boundaries.

S4: Epochal upheavals of the Refor-
mation and Enlightenment periods
articulate and make global an upstart
Renaissance bravado. Recalling antique
precedent into a rationalized notion of
time at S4, history becomes a procedure
of systematic accounting—abandoning
its tradition in poetic narrative—and
blesses the notion of Progress. Science is
summoned into empirical innovation
and the arts form into ranks of an avant-
garde, reconnoitering uncertain hori-
zons ahead. Repeated catastrophes
among nation-states and perplexing
developments in mathematical physics
and biology coincide with profound
changes in cultural communications
media. S4 images of secular humanity
are probed in psychiatric and sociologi-
cal revelations of ordinary roots in




extraordinary behaviors. The modern
self, unable to shoehorn metaphysical
concerns of S3 into revised temporal
potentials, seeks to renew its valiance in
political musings and social projects.

S5: Imaginal man, says James Hillman
in Re-Visioning Psychology, finds communi-
ty of self within an oceanic wash of
media images and uncommon narrative
threads [19]. In Who Am I This Time?, Jay
Martin argues that culture in the United
States has especially been rendered
schizoid in a population of identities
increasingly dependent upon frail fic-
tions of the popular media. Commercial
television, in particular, seems to evoke a
potential dormant since S1 of fictive,
totemic relationships with fragmented
media images—a kind of schizo-tribal-
ism. Discussing the sporadic and discon-
tinuous emotive effect of media
experience, repeated witnessing of
episodic synthetic violence and blatant
pandering in television, video games,
pulp literature and countless other
media encounters, Jay Martin writes

What does this mean for modern men
and women? First and foremost, actual
social groupings have been overshad-
owed by social relations that are fic-
tions. As a corollary, personal emotions
become attached more strongly to fic-
tions than to people. Participation in
the lives of others is replaced more and
more by fantasies of others’ lives. And
finally, since fantasies and constella-
tions of fictional identifications are
individual, the perspectives we share
with others become more and more
limited and narrow. Contemporary
men and women, then, are less able to
distinguish between fictions and actual
social relations. Instead, we see people
leading lives as if they were characters
in romance, adventure, mystery, dra-
ma, comedy, tragedy, myth, novels, and
advertising [20].

Martin further points toward the psy-
chic fulcrum upon which such media
products seem to act in the individual.
“Nearly all of us have three sorts of
social groups to which we feel an int-
mate relationship: (1) those whom we
see and know; (2) those who are not
seen but are part of traditional belief
systems, including gods and ancestors;
and (3) those who are never seen and about
whom belief is created by various media”
[italics mine] [21].

The pragmatic paradigm is uniquely
immanent in the particulars of an
epoch, inhering in the attentional
modalities fostered by media within its
specific cultural milieu. It derives from
features of graphic technologies avail-
able and the manner in which their
characteristics are exploited by the eco-

nomics and politics of communication.
In the recent emergence of electronic
and photonic media, narrative poten-
tials evolved in print traditions and
image expression have combined with-
in the provocative atmosphere of opti-
cal scanning, thereby engaging our
intuitive and emotive responses to
token body language and sensory fanta-
sy. These new potentials are shaping
our images of being and the ways in
which we pay attention to matters of
import, for good or ill, at a level prior
to conscious determination. Unlike
print, which tends to distance itself
from the immediate sensorium and
hence seems of “an other time,” these
new media condition the flavor and
character of the context in which we
imagine the world happening! S5 is in
part the imaginal context of narrative
and it is in this modality that conscious-
ness itself functions.

BEYOND THE
CARTESIAN MIRAGE

Adapting Jean Piaget’s conceptual frame
of cognitive development, Suzy Gablik’s
Progress in Arl develops a general theory
of art history depicting art as cognitive
evolution of styles derived of transforma-
tions in modes of thinking [22]. Ancient
and medieval epochs are seen paralleling
Piaget’s pre-operational stage of figura-
tive thinking. The Renaissance is con-
strued ,in  terms of Piaget’s
concrete-operational stage wherein
appearances are understood as express-
ing and being linked by logical relations.
The Modern era is depicted by Gablik as
exemplifying the formal-deductive stage
in which abstract concepts are manipu-
lated apart from concrete objects.
Throughout the progression, the chief
determinant in forming clearly identifi-
able cognitive stages (either in individu-
als or for entire cultures) is relative
stability of the schematic repertoire.

On the one hand, Piaget shows that
knowledge of the world involves an
assimilation of reality to existing cogni-
tive schemata and, on the other, that it
is an accommodation of these schemata
to the actual situation, a transforma-
tion of an already existing structure in
response to the environment. Once a
dynamic equilibrium has been struck
between assimilation and accommoda-
tion, it persists for a time and is called
a stage of intellectual development.
Schemata accommodate to things by
adapting and changing their structure
to fit reality: “It is by adapting to
things,” according to Piaget, “that
thought organizes itself and it is by
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organizing itself that it structures
things.” The objectivity of experience
is thus an achievement of assimilation
and accommodation combined. It is
through this interactive process of
assimilation and accommodation
between the physical world and cogni-
tive structures that schemata are modi-
fied and that development occurs [23].

Consciousness at any stage assimilates
and extends its heritage, but not in a
mechanical or linearly predictable fash-
ion. Nor does consciousness easily suc-
cumb to the clinical ambition of its
reification into object(s). Piaget’s theo-
retical views were evolved within the
Cartesian tradition that radically divorces
subjective intent from objective fact.
Gablik, too, by building within Piaget’s
constructs, accepts and elaborates the
Cartesian rift, promoting the Modern
Era in art as a culminating epoch in
which the self, liberated (divorced) from
the world, is free to muse in its own
abstract concepts, undistracted by any
need to respond to (or even notice) actu-
al circumstances.

A view countering the Cartesian reel
of self and world can be discerned evolv-
ing dialectically in the work and pro-
nouncements of a whole host of artists
during the Modern period and since—a
radical restructuring of assumptions that
asserts reunion of self and world. Evi-
dence of such holistic intention ranges
from Klee’s notion of an art functioning
as “a metaphor for the totality of the
whole” through the psychic improvisa-
tions of Abstract Expressionism and
Josef Beuys’s peregrinations in spirituali-
ty [24,25]. The difficulty lies in the dis-
concerting proposition that both the
past Enlightenment-era separation of
subject from object and the latter-day
psychogenesis of personal context seem
to be supported in experience, depend-
ing upon how one pays attention to the
moment.

Answering the slow oscillations of
social concerns, art helps to condition
the modalities of attention active within
cultural ferment. It promotes new
modes of paying attention, of expressing
variants on a theme of “common sense.”
Such attentional curiosity, as much as
representation of values in objects of art
per se, funds the cultural impetus for
making art. It is not so much that styles
and forms of valued objects “trickle
down” into the rest of society, but that
new attentional behaviors are transmit-
ted out of provocative curjosity into ordi-
nary communication.

New technologies render graphic
media increasingly interactive and partic-
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ipatory, echoing long latent features of
oral cultures in the ease with which their
contents are varied and mythically trans-
posed into hybrid forms (as in oral histo-
ries of preliterate peoples). Images of
our events iterate into cybernetic
archives that begin to mimic conscious
life. Artificial intelligence layers networks
of potential links among momentary
iterants wedding fact and metaphor
(mythmatics?). In our era the still-evolv-
ing paradigm arrives at a mode that tugs
at science-fiction notions that now seem
but imaginative anticipations of the next
pragmatic plateau. Hypermedia and vir-
tual-reality technologies promise to
make the complex inner life of imagina-
tion susceptible to communication more
directly than ever before in any human
endeavor.

As a new global culture assimilates
and accommodates to the startling
schematic potentials opened in this era,
old issues of art for art’s sake seem stulti-
fying. In the imaginal immediacy of this
new vista, art cannot be “about” arcane
and esoteric issues, simply because
images are becoming the chief currency
of all that we individually and collective-
ly are. One can hope that art will come
out from the galleries and museums,
from the corporate collections and insti-
tutional networks and find direct

moment in actual and immediate sen-
tience. Such direct interaction with the
factors of everyday concerns becomes
possible as virtual-reality technologies
subvert, displace and subsume old atten-
tional modes into direct, imaginal inter-
course. We beckon to new significances
rendered in our time, but we are able to
do so only to the extent that we learn to
give them our attention.
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