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Our readings from the Making Sense anthology have dealt broadly with the following topics:

Trained observation (Dillard, Tompkins)

Nature and Artifice (Percy, Willis)

Order out of Chaos (Mosley, Allison)

Comparative Literacies (Martin, Sontag)

Art and Technology (Ewen, Hochschild)

For this essay, please select three of these essays, each one from a separate “twosome,” and combine the three into a new overarching theme that will be your essay’s title.

Consider this a research essay in which these three essays are your secondary sources (thus, they should be listed in a Works Cited page).

Quote from the three essays—and do so competently: smooth transitions into your own text, proper punctuation, etc.  Do NOT make these long quotes—a good number of brief thematic quotations is what I have in mind.  Make sure your OWN argument, therefore, does not get overwhelmed by the heavy-duty quotes from your three sources.  Be sure to foreground YOUR argument—an argument presumably supported by the three sources (or, conversely, an argument that disputes the contentions of one or more of the three).

Looking Versus Seeing

A smart lawyer, like a wise doctor or experienced detective, always questions the evidence; if that evidence is a witness’s or patient’s testimony, his skepticism becomes even more pronounced. Lawyers, doctors, and detectives know from experience that human data is reliable in only one regard: its unreliability. To put one’s trust in the human testimony is to bet all one’s money with the weatherman: a dangerous and foolish gamble, considering the forecast’s inconsistency.  By their natural suspicions, these professionals demonstrate an acute awareness of the distinction between the representations of reality they encounter and reality itself.

This is not to say that the human witness is generally or purposefully conspiring to mislead; but rather suggests that there exists an inherent flaw in the mechanism of human perception. The problem arises because many of the subtleties of the situation tend to get lost in the translation from external reality to internal perception. Neurology attributes this to a key step in vision called top-down processing, whereby the brain, in an effort to rapidly interpret the incidence of photons bombarding the retina, determines a general picture and then assigns details based on past experience. The result is the sacrifice of a portion of accuracy for speed; instead of trying to reconcile every single ray of light to form the most accurate picture, the brain makes some hasty generalizations. Biologists chalk this up to the strong hand of evolution: when running from a lion, the color of the creature, which takes longer to process, is irrelevant. This means that ultimately the brain behaves less like a mirror and more like a camera: a camera manipulated by a host of external and internal factors. 

To truly understand the implications of this engrained cranial filter requires that we understand those external and internal factors that manipulate our camera of sight. Just as a photograph and its impact cannot be understood without analysis of the techniques employed in it, it would be impossible to understand our perceptions without examining the various forces guiding the assembly line. It would be too easy—and inaccurate—to suggest the varied perceptions which may arise from a single scene can be solely attributed to top-down processing, because although the system is the final determiner,  top-down processing is nothing more than a mathematical function machine, wholly dependent on the inputs provided. 


At the most basic level, we can understand that part of the problem is that the function machine of sight, in considering any external reality, is simply overwhelmed by the magnitude of the input. Thus our brain, striving towards efficiency, fixates on that which it recognizes most quickly and ignores the rest. This is good for a quick assay of the situation, but triggers the loss of many important details of the external reality in our ultimate perception. Even more detrimental is that such a fixation on recognition rather than formation forces us into a rut of always seeing that which we have seen before, which is easiest to recognize and thus fastest to process. This is what Annie Dillard suggests when she writes, “I see what I expect” (114).  Dillard argues that it is possible to modify our filter of perception; in other words, we can train ourselves to “truly see”.  Dillard writes that “they say of vision that it is a deliberate gift” (112). Seeing tends towards a careless unconsciousness, but those best at seeing know that seeing is something which must be learned. When Dillard writes that only the “the expert” can truly see, it is because the expert has learned how to observe, how to step beyond that filter. Dillard fails to see the red-winged blackbirds sitting among the leaves of the tree because her brain fails to anticipate and thus ignores the photons reflecting form the birds’ plump bodies. Likewise, the hiker blind to a snake on a rock becomes aware of the venomous creature only after its brown body has been pointed out and the hiker trains his mind on this shape. 

Conversely, if what Dillard describes is a phenomenon whereby our ability to see is hindered by an overload of signals to which we are not trained to interpret, then there is also an instance where it is not so much the amount of input as the input itself which causes the problem. As Walker Percy describes in The Loss of the Creature, the challenge of seeing may arise from two, closely intertwined influences: an external pressure to see an object within a certain context, and an internal pressure for a specific vision to conform to a preconceived standard. Percy illustrates this through the example of the wayfaring tourist and the Sarah Lawrence biology student. Both expect “the creature” to adhere to predetermined notions—the Grand Canyon to postcard images and the dogfish to textbook illustrations—and are deeply disappointed if each does not. Ultimately, it is this willingness of the viewer to sacrifice his or her sovereignty which contorts the thing itself. 

In a bubble, the fact that we are constantly editing what we see—by either filtering or adapting our visual input—is not a problem. After all, humans have survived for hundreds of thousands of years with such construed vision. But where this becomes a problem is in the interface of our vision with our moral conscious. Because we perceive what is easy – easy for our brain as well as for our heart – we often ignore that which is most important for us to see. It is cliché to suggest that our eyes are a vision to our soul, yet what we choose to acknowledge can provide an insight into the strength of our sense of moral responsibility for our fellow human beings. 

Oddly enough, it is Allison’s argument for what the artist must do that can help us to understand also what the non-artist must attempt. Allison’s argument is that artists should not allow themselves to succumb to the pressure of presenting only that which is desired, because without honesty in art, people will continue to choose to see only what it is they wish to see. There is, according to Allison, an unspoken pact in the world that “requires that such [terrified] children not be mentioned, even when so many of us are looking directly at her” (50). Thus art is always effective when it illuminates the reality of some experience and presents this to the viewer without regard to society’s “tacit agreement” (50). The effectiveness of art is prescribed by the artist as a solution of the issue of selective vision. 

The artist’s job is to force us to look at all that is cast in light and to face up to the reality we are responsible for: “Art…should make us think about what we rarely want to think about at all” (48). Although we can never truly escape from our own mind, from that filtering mechanism—Allison writes that we are not all the same and thus everyone “sees something slightly different,”—artists can encourage the sort of examination that would otherwise be avoided (49). Allison continues that, “if we were to reveal what we see…we would risk exposing…what it is we truly fear” (50). Allison writes this in the context of revealing some sort of embarrassing truth to others, but this can also mean “revealing” this inner truth to ourselves, which can be just as frightening. 

Allison’s essay can help us to understand the deeper meanings of Dillard’s writing. Dillard writes, “if we are blinded by darkness, we are also blinded by light” (116).  If we fear darkness because it is unknown, then we fear light because it is what we do know, but don’t wish to acknowledge. Taken in the light of Allison’s essay, this idea that “nobody here on the planet seems to be aware of this strange and powerful taboo, that we all walk around carefully averting our faces, this way and that… [from] that one light, one source for all power” (117) is suggestive of the fact that we turn away to avoid facing the source of all the hurt and the anger in this world. Ironically, ironically that hurt and that anger is ourselves: we are the sole source.

Furthermore, this irony of our vision can be recognized when consider the arguments of Dillard, Percy, and Allison together; it is an irony which Dillard hints at when she writes, “Donald E. Carr points that the sense impressions of one celled animals are not edited in the brain…only the simplest of animals perceive the universe as it is” (115). What this means is that the perceptions of an amoeba may be more reflective of the external reality than those of a human being, even though it is the human, not the amoeba, who has the greater need to consider the world as it is and to recognize the consequences of humanity’s actions. What we should take from this irony however, is not a pessimistic attitude towards the betterment of human society, but rather recognition of our individual responsibility to behave not instinctually as unconscious automata perceiving only what we wish, but as engaged and open human beings. On a daily basis, we must do what the doctor, the detective, and the lawyer do in their profession: we must question, analyze, and try to see things beyond our initial perception .We think that because we’ve seen something with our own two eyes, we have understood some reality, but in fact it is this actions which incurs the greatest amount of error. Cognizant of this, we must become Dillard’s “expert”, Percy’s “specialist”, and Allison’s artist. 
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