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1    INTRODUCTION 

his collection of visual imagery and writing present s my interpretations of patterns and relationships in human 

thinking and behaviour.   It is based on my observations of human thinking and my interest in looking for patterns 

in all sorts of things.  I started with a diagram to visualize, in a very simple way, how I think art and science relat e 

to other activities in terms of their thinki ng aims and processes.  In this diagram (page 3) I classified human activities into 

six broad groups , each of  which  (with the addition of emotion ) is explored on subsequent pages in section 2.   Section 3  

look s at some related matters , partly expand ing  on material from section 2.  Sections 4 and 5 look at some of the way s 

we think about the art s and nature  (subjects Iõve focused on here because Iõve been involved with them a lot through work 

and interest) .  I realise that in this document Iõm taking myself i nto territory where I lack formal study or training, so I risk 

criticis m for being simplistic, inconsistent with formal studies , or just stating the obvious.  I õm not claim ing  to produce 

anything authoritative or academic here ð just my interpretations of thinking and behaviour .  I hope you  find some 

interest in it .  If you have any comments , please let me know .  I thank my wife Alison for critical, thoughtful and patient 

discussion about these subjects and my presentations of them.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Ben Averis:  born in 1958 in Wales; studied art (BA) at Bath Academy of Art and botany (MPhil) at Reading University; lived in Scotland since 

1986; works as a botanist ( www.benandalisonaveris.co.uk ) and artist ( www.benaverisart.co.uk ).  Email: ben.averis@gmail.com  

T 

Thinking  

Activity  

You . . .  

Me . . .  

Anyone . . .  

 

PROGRESS  

(hopefully!)  

 

 U. U 

U = understanding  

 U. 

 U. 

 U.  U. 

 U. 

Everyone else (wider society)  

http://www.benandalisonaveris.co.uk/
http://www.benaverisart.co.uk/
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2    MAIN THINKING DIAGRAMS 

In this set of diagrams I have classified human behaviour and activity into six 

broad groups: science/art; app lied science /applied art ; general practical 

survival; social interaction/order; leisure; belief systems.  These, and emotion 

(which is obviously important and relevant to thinking) feature in each diagram 

and are given colours (see below) to make their per ceived inter - relationships 

clearer within and between diagrams.  The diagrams begin with my simple 

visual presentation of the six broad groups in relation to thinking aims and 

processes (page 3).  This is followed by a closer look at each of the six broad 

groups (pages 4 - 9) and finally emotion (page 10).  

 

Colour codes for broad categories of thinking/activity/behaviour + emotion:  

science/art  applied science/applied art  practical survival  social interaction/order  leisure  belief systems  emotion  
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Broad groupi ngs of human thinking and activity  

 

 

Overlaps and arrowed 

lines indicate main links, 

with arrows indicating 

directions of influence  

AIMS OF THINKING 

Development of understanding.  

Questioning/modification of 

understanding encouraged as new 

ideas, informat ion, etc. comes to light. 

Developing understanding considered 

valuable; can also (mostly indirectly) 

benefit survival of oneself and others.  

Practical survival.  

Achievement of this aim is of obvious 

and relatively direct benefit to the 

survival of oneself and/or others. 

Achievements here include the most 

basic physical essentials of living: food, 

clothing, housing, etc.  

Social survival.  

Achievement of this aim gives feelings of 

identity, well - being, position, social 

cohesion, social status (and in some case s 

an associated ability to exert wider social 

influence), safety, etc.  As such, this is 

beneficial to survival.  

THINKING 

PROCESSES 

Exploratory/unrestricted 

thinking:  imagination, 

creativity, originality, 

questioning, anti -

conformism, freedom of 

thought, etc. considered 

valuable (helping develop 

understanding and/or 

realise aims).  

 

 

 

 

Non - exploratory, more 

narrowly focused thinking:  

based on or supporting a 

previously - established 

understanding; commonly 

conformist in nature 

and/or associ ated with 

conformist aims.  

  

 

 

 

Emotions : direct subjective 

mental responses 

(happiness, sadness, 

anger, fear, etc.) to a wide 

range of stimuli.  

 

  

SCIENCE 

Formal, physical, life and  

social sciences  

ART 

Visual, literary & performing  

arts (als o incl. humour)  
 

 

 

BELIEF SYSTEMS  found in  

religion, tradition, nationalism, inflexibility,  etc.  

APPLIED SCIENCE  Engineering, technology, etc  

APPLIED ART Design, craft,  

architecture, etc.  
LEISURE 

Well-  

being,  

relax -  

ation,  

holiday -  

ing,  

sport,  

sexual  

activity,  

etc.  
 

SOCIAL INTERACTION 

AND ORDER 

Position in/influence on 

society; includes govern -

ment, legislation, admin -

istration, etc. (with co -

operative or selfish basis; c an 

incl. kindness/honesty or  

       selfishness/dishonesty)  

 

EMOTION 
Positive (e.g. happiness, surprise, anger, amusement, contentment, excitement, pride, relief, satisfacti on, sensory pleasure, hope, love) & negative (e.g. sadness. fear, 

distrust, contempt, embarrassment, guilt, shame). Strong links with six broad groupings above: for example via humour (art), love -  or fear - driven survival action (general 

practical survival) , kindness, selfishness, social belonging (social interaction/order), religion, tradition, nationalism (belief systems) and r elaxation (leisure).  
 

 

GENERAL PRACTICAL SURVIVAL 

Practical survival activities including  

basic domestic tasks, business  

and learning for the purpose of  

achieving a predefined survival -  

related aim; can have a co - operative or  

selfi sh basis; can include kindness/  

honesty or selfishness/dishonesty  
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Science and Art  
cience and art help us to develop our understandings.  They do this in differ ent ð and complementary ð ways.  Science looks for previously unknown or unconfirmed 

truths, and as we discover more our understanding develops and improves on the basis of the new information (which is also us ed in applied science and in practical 

and soc ial survival).  Art deliberately creates change in the form of new ways of looking at things, leading us to modify our views and thereby develop our 

understandings; this shows the value of creative thinking, new concepts and new understandings both in thei r own right and for use in social and practical survival.  In 

terms of thinking processes, humour ð an important component of human life, with clear influences on emotion, leisure and social interaction/order ð can belong within 

art.  Science and art can s eem very different from each other, but they share a need for unrestricted thinking which allows and encourages imagination, freedom of 

thought and questioning of established understandings; the nature of the final outcome/understanding and the route leadi ng to it cannot therefore be determined at the 

outset.  In pre - industrial Europe science and art were often thought of as one discipline, but since the industrial revolution they have been  seen by many as more distinct 

from each other (especially with the prominent development of technology and applied science) and their shared characteristics are often not appreciated.  

 

S 

Unrestricted/ 

exploratory 

thinking, 

allowing use of 

imagination, 

freedom of 

thought, 

questioning old 

underst anding, 

etc.  

 

AIM: to 

develop 

ideas 

and 

under -

stand -

ings  

 

Objective 
analysis  ACHIEVEMENT: 

development of 

understanding  

and appreciation of 

value of exploratory 

thinking, creativity, 

etc.  

(this outcome & route 

leading to it not 

determinable at 
outset)  

Creative production  

APPLIED 

SCIENCE 

APPLIED ART 

EMOTION 

SCIENCE...... looking for truth ... and making finds ... leading to change by developing our understanding  

ART........ creating change ... in the form of new concepts ... which lead to developmen t of understanding  

SOCIAL 

INTER-

ACTION 

& ORDER 

 New 
concept  

New 

knowledge, 

closer to 

truth  

 

LEISURE 

GENERAL 

PRACTICAL 

SURVIVAL 

 

BELIEF 

SYSTEMS 

In order to make practical 

progress, t hese necessarily 

include at least some periods or 

elements of accept ing and 

working within a certain 

understanding or remit  

 



 5 

Applied Science and Applied Art  
n science and art the aim is to develop our understandings.  In applied sci ence and applied art the aim is different ð to harness the skills, results and understandings of 

science and art in order to help achieve the aims of general practical survival, social interaction & order and leisure.  In this way the aims of applied scien ce and applied 

art are more predetermined than those of science and art.  Applied science includes technology, engineering and medicine.  Ap plied art is the application of design 

(visual and aesthetic) to a wide range of products and activities including t hose produced by applied science; it is to be seen in architecture, craft and many aspects of 

technology.  In the case of traditional art and craft there can also be an influence from belief systems, as seen for example  in religious art and ecclesiastical architecture.  

The results of applied science and applied art can also feed back positively into the development of science and art.  The th inking involved in applied science and applied 

art varies from exploratory (ôEõ in diagram below) to relatively non-exploratory (ôNõ below); examples of ôNõ include following procedures, methods, understandings and 

values which are already established (so the ôNõ forms of applied science / applied art can be close to general practical survival ð for example in some busi ness activities).  

 

I 

APPLIED SCIENCE: 

engineering, technology, 

medicine, etc.  

 

 

ACHIEVEMENT: 

benefits gained for 

general practical 

survival, social 

interaction & order, 

and leisure  

 

EMOTION SOCIAL 

INTERACTION 

& ORDER 

 

BELIEF SYSTEMS 

SCIENCE 

ART 

LEISURE 

GENERAL 

PRACTICAL 

SURVIVAL 

 

AIM: to use the 

skills, results 

and 

understandings 

of science and 

art to help 

achieve the 

aims of general 

practical 

survival, social 

interaction & 

order and 

leisure  

 

APPLIED ART: 

desig n, craft, 

architecture, etc.  

 
Influence seen in traditional art/craft, 

ecclesiastical architecture, etc.  

 

Can include positive feedback/influence from applied science to 

science  

 

Can include positive feedback/influence from applied art to art  

 

 E or N 

 

 E or N 

 

Mainly  

E 

E = exploratory thinking  

N = relatively non - exploratory thinking  

 

 

 E or N 

 

 E or N 
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General Practical Survival  
ractical survival activities including basic domestic tasks, business and learning for the purpose of achieving a survival - related aim.  Achievement of this aim is of 

obvious and relatively direct benefit to the survival of oneself and/or others, especially as it includes the most basic physical essenti als of living: food, clothing, 

housing, etc.  The aim can have a co - operative or selfish/dishonest basis; the latter can form the b asis of crime.  The route from aim to achievement does not have 

to be predefined, but each stage of it ð and the eventual outcome ð is determined largely or entirely by the aim.  Achievement of the aim is considered more important 

than the nature of the ro ute.  Thinking varies from basic/non - exploratory to imaginative/exploratory; the former is sometimes maintained by belief system thinking (e.g. 

unquestioning belief that oneõs survival methods are the best) and can be insufficient for a successful outcome; the latter takes influence from wider thinking including 

science and often helps to achieve a successful outcome.  

 

P 

Wider, more exploratory thinking (than 

that in box below), using imagination  

 

AIM: efficient practical survival  
of individual or group, with a co - operative or 

selfish basis (where selfish, this aim can in 

some cases form a basis of crime)  

 

 

ACHIEVEMENT: 

efficient practical survival  
of individual or group, from either co -

operative or selfish motives (where 

selfish the result can in some cases 

includ e crime)  

(nature of outcome largely or entirely 

predetermined; route leading to it 

defined or undefined at outset but 

each stage of it determined by aim)  

 

APPLIED 
SCIENCE 

SOCIAL 

INTERACTION & 

ORDER 

 

EMOTION 

Straightforward/basic non - exploratory 

thinkin g based on existing 

understanding  

 

Learning/training geared 

specifically for purpose of 

achieving this aim  

 

X 

X 

 

SCIENCE 

ART 

BELIEF SYSTEMS 

Belief system influence can be 

a limiting factor by blocking 

learning & exploratory thinking  

 

X = Realisatio n that satisfactory fulfilment of aim very often requires switch to learning/training or to wider, more exploratory thinking.  

APPLIED ART 

LEISURE 

Feeling of well - being 

can put people in better 

position or frame of 

mind for successful 

practical survival  

 

Where leisure = sexual  

activity > human reproduction  
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Social Interaction and Order  
osition within and/or influence on society; includes government, legislation, ad ministration, etc.  Achievement here gives people feelings of identity, position, social 

status (in some cases including an associated ability to exert wider social influence), well - being, social safety, etc, and can benefit general practical survival.  

Successful social interaction/order can involve kindness, honesty and commitment.  Sometimes the aim is actually selfish (even criminal) but stated dishonestly as 

more co - operative and widely beneficial.  The outcome can be predetermined or not; it can also vary from genuinely successful to unsuccessful social interaction/order 

(including some crime), the latter described dishonestly by the perpetrator(s) as ôsuccessfulõ.  Conformist social behaviour keeps predictably within (and thereby maintains) 

establishe d limits of social interaction/expectation.  In contrast, and less commonly, other social behaviour deliberately deviates fro m established limits/expectations (and 

sometimes questions them) in order to allow the limits of interaction/expectation to expand and develop in positive ways to benefit communication and society, but its 

deviating, unpredictable nature it is often misunderstood or disliked by conformists.  Both conformist and non - conformist forms are important in society; many of us 

switch from one to the other depending on the situation; some behaviour is intermediate between conformist and non - conformist, but conformist is generally dominant.  

 

P 

Exploratory/imaginative, non -

mainstream thinking; not 

conformist  

(can include kindness, honesty & 

commitment)  

ACHIEVEMENT of successful social interaction/order 

through expanding limits of social in teraction/expectation  

(this outcome and the route leading to it not rigidly predetermined at outset)  

 

APPLIED 

SCIENCE 

& APPLIED ART 

GENERAL 

PRACTICAL 

SURVIVAL 

 

EMOTION 

Less- exploratory thinking; 

mainstream and conformist  
(can include kindness/honesty o r, when derived 

from ôfalseõ aim to benefit oneself & not wider 

society, selfishness, dishonesty or snobbery)  

 

LEISURE BELIEF SYSTEMS 

NOT CONFORMIST ð introducing change/deviation to allow limits of social interaction/expectation to expand positively  

CONFORMIST (DOMINANT) ð more predictable, keeping within established limits of social interaction/expectation  

ACHIEVEMENT of stated (genuine or otherwise) successful social 

interaction/order, without expanding limits of social interaction 

/expectation (out come & route leading to it largely or entirely predetermined at outset; where 

aim was selfish/dishonest, result can include crime or be associated with crime of a general practical 

survival nature, or be deliberately socially disruptive to others while ben efitting the perpetrator(s))  

 

 

 

SCIENCE & ART 

Mainstream thinking helps wider social 

cohesion but can have difficulty 

accommodating (& can dismiss, alienate 

& overlook benefits of) exploratory, 

imaginative, individualistic thinking  

 

 

AIM: successful soc ial 

interaction/order  
(sometimes falsely/dishonestly 

stated as such, hiding a selfish aim 

which can include or be associated 

with crime)  
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Leisure 
 wide range of activities and behaviours whose general aim is a fee ling of well - being.  This aids survival indirectly, especially through social interaction; leisure and 

social interaction/order are closely related to each other.  Leisure activities include relaxation, holidaying, sport (commer cial sport is also close to ôgeneral practical 

survivalõ), appreciation of the arts (reading literature, listening to music, looking at paintings, etc), keeping pets, and sexual activity (linked to general practical 

survival, social interaction/order and sensory pleasure emotion).  T here is variation from a ôfollowingõ approach, following established frameworks which to a considerable 

extent define an expected or hoped - for outcome, and a ôleadingõ approach, freely making oneõs own decisions and building oneõs own framework and having a less 

predefined outcome.  Most sport (especially communal organised sport) and sexual activity is ôfollowingõ in nature.  The other leisure activities mentioned above can be 

ôfollowingõ or ôleadingõ, depending on the context (one approach in one situation; the other in another situation) or who is involved (as some people adopt one approach 

more than the other).  

 

 

A 

Freedom of thought, 

allowing for exploratory, 

imaginative and individual 

approaches  

 AIM: to achieve a 

feeling of w ell -

being  

 

ACHIEVEMENT of well - being, and associated 

individuality and/or identity with minority (non -

mainstream) element of society  

(outcome not predetermined as expectation or hope at outset)  

 

APPLIED 

SCIENCE 

& APPLIED ART 

EMOTION 

Less free - thinking;  following 

established systems, rules, values, 

etc. with less scope for individuality  

 

SOCIAL 

INTERACTIO

N & ORDER 

 

BELIEF 
SYSTEMS 

LEADING APPROACH: freely making oneõs own decisions and building oneõs own framework; outcome less predefined 

FOLLOWING APPROACH: following established frameworks which to a large extent define an expected/hoped - for outcome  

ACHIEVEMENT of well - being, and associated 

identity with established (typically part of 

mainstream) society  

(outcome largely predetermined as expectation or hope at 

outset)  

 

SCIENCE & ART 

GENERAL 

PRACTICAL 

SURVIVAL 

 

Feeling of well - being can put people 

in better position or frame of mind 

for successful practical survival  

 
Where leisure = sexual activity 

> human reproduction  
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Belief Systems  
ctivities and behaviours based on understandings believed, by those involved, to be true or valid .  Such understanding is often adhered to uncritically; development, 

re- evaluation and modification of understanding is often discouraged and therefore slow.  Belief systems can be found in religio n, tradition, racism, tribalism (and 

associated superiority /snobbery), strong or excessive nationalism, sexism and any inflexible attitude or viewpoint.  They can have strong links wit h social 

interaction/order.  Most or all of us adopt a belief system approach to one or more aspects of our lives at some stage, ei ther temporarily or permanently.  Belief systems 

have positive and negative effects.  They can provide those involved with positive feelings of knowing, identity, comfort and  social cohesion: this can have beneficial 

influences on wider society.  However, they can also encourage uncritical acceptance of established understandings and dismissal of challenging or questioning mater ial 

(e.g. from science or from other belief systems).  This can lead to misunderstandings: (a) by belief system thinkers, leading  to social difficulties (e.g. racial discrimination, 

crime, violence and war) or other problems (e.g. inappropriate medical treatment, or inflexible thinking blocking some soluti ons to practical matters), and (b) by other 

people not appreciating that some ne gative belief system behaviour can stem more from dedication to the system (sometimes even with positive intentions) than fro m a 

desire to cause problems for their own sake.  

 

A 

 

 
LEISURE 

AIM: to maintain  

established 

understanding 

because it is 

believed to be 

true  

 

EMOTION 

Incoming information/understanding 

claimed to validate belief system as a truth  

 
 

SOCIAL INTERACTION 

& ORDER 

 

Information/understanding which 
challenges/questions the belief system  

Information/understanding which, at 
least in part, accords with belief system  

 

GENERAL 

PRACTICAL 

SURVIVAL 

 

ART, SCIENCE & APPLIED SCIENCE 

 

Continued 

reinforcement 

of the belief 

system  

 

ACHIEVE-

MENT: 

Reinforc -

ement of 

belief 

system  

 

Incoming informatio n/understanding 

claimed to be incorrect or irrelevant  

 

APPLIED ART 

Religious, nationalistic 
social pressure, etc.  

  Belief systems can deliberately exert wider influence:  

 

Traditional art/craft, ecclesi -  
astical architecture, etc.  

Associated 

positive 

feelings of 

knowing, 

identity, social 

cohesion, etc.  

 

SOCIAL INTERACTION & ORDER 

ART, SCIENCE & APPLIED SCIENCE 

 
SOCIAL INTERACTION & ORDER 

Can have positive influence on other 

areas of society outside belief system  

 

Leisure aspects of 

tradition, relig ion, etc. 

(e.g. through art 

appreciation activities)  

Social pressure influen -

cing practical/survival 

matters (in both 

positive and negative 

ways) 

 

 

 

Exerting 

influence on 

these leads to...  
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Emotion  
irect subjective mental responses to a wid e range of stimuli.  For the purpose of indicating main links with six broad activity groups, I have included here the ôbasic 

emotionsõ as classed by the American psychologist Dr Paul Ekman, with the addition of hope and love (classed as important positive  emotions by another American 

psychologist, Dr Barbara Fredrickson), and the negative emotion jealousy.  Emotions are obviously linked to many activities: e.g. via humour (art), love -  or fear -

driven survival action (general practical survival), appreciatio n of food (general practical survival & leisure), kindness, selfishness, social belonging (social 

interaction/order), relaxation, sexual activity (leisure), art/craft appreciation (art, applied art & leisure), religion, tra dition & nationalism (belief syst ems).  

Arrows in this row indicate  

direction of influence >  

Science 

& Art  

Applied  

Science/Art  

Practical  

Survival  

Social 

Interaction  

Leisure  Belief  

Systems 

Happiness  (positive)  

Any of these 

emotions (singly 

or in 

combination) 

can be a 

stimulus o r 

subject matter 

for art (painting, 

music, literature, 

humour, etc) 

and can have an 

ongoing direct 

influence on the 

manner or 

method of 

execution of 

that art.  

 

Any of these 

emotions can 

also be subject 

matter for 

science, but the 

emotions 

themselves do 

not  have an 

ongoing direct 

influence on the 

nature of the 

scientific 

thinking 

(methods, 

procedures, 

etc.).  

   

These 

emotions can 

stimulate 

practical 

survival action  

 

 

Any of these 

emotions 

(singly or in 

combination) 

can be a 

stimulus for, 

and ongoing 

in fluence on, 

social 

interaction 

and order to 

benefit society 

or the 

individual  

 

The procedures 

and results of 

social 

interaction and 

order can bring 

about any of 

these 

emotions: 

positive 

emotions 

(except anger) 

where outcome 

was successful 

. . .  

 

 

 

 

Leisure 

activities can 

bring about 

any of these 

emotions 

(except 

perhaps anger 

and jealousy) 

where the aim 

(feeling of 

well - being) 

was achieved.  

Anger and 

negative 

emotions can 

arise where 

the aim was 

not achieved.  

  

Surprise  (positive)  

 

  

Ang er  (positive)     

 

 

  

Amusement  (positive)  
The 

procedures 

and results of 

art and 

science can 

bring about 

these 

emotions (but 

not 

amusement, 

sensory 

pleasure, 

sadness & fear  

in the case of 

science)  

 

Any of these 

emotions 

(singly or in 

combinati on) 

can be a 

stimulus (or at 

least part of a 

stimulus) for 

activity in 

applied art or 

applied 

science  

The 

procedures 

and results of 

applied art and 

science can 

bring about 

these 

emotions (but 

not 

amusement, 

sensory 

pleasure, 

sadness & fear  

in the case of 

appl. science)  

  

Any of these 

emotions 

(singly or in 

combination) 

can be a 

stimulus for 

leisure activity 

and can have 

an ongoing 

influence while 

that leisure 

activity is 

being carried 

out  

  

Contentment  (pos)   

   

Excitement  (positive)      

Pride  (positive)   
Successful 

practical 

survival can 

bring about 

these 

emotions  

  

Relief  (positive)  

 

Satisfaction  (positive)   

Sensory pleasure  (pos)       

Hope  (positive)  

 

 

 

 

Any of these 

emotions 

(singly or in 

combination) 

can be a 

stimulus for 

belief system 

activity or 

thinking, and 

can have an 

ongoing 

influence while 

that belief 

system activity 

or thinking is 

carried out  

Any of these 

emotions 

(singly or in 

combination) 

can be 

brought 

about 

(deliber ately 

or not) by 

belief system 

activity / 

thinking  

Love (positive)     

Sadness (negative)  
 

   
Unsuccessful 

practical 

survival can 

bring about  

these 

emotions  

. . . or anger 

and/or 

negative 

emotions 

where outcome 

was 

unsuccessful . 

 

Fear (negative)  
 

 

 

 

Distrust  (negative)      

Contempt  (negative)        

Embarrassment (neg)        

Guilt  (negative)         

Shame (negative)         

Jealousy (negative)           

D 
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3    SOME MORE WRITINGS AND DIAGRAMS 

 

These writings and diagrams follow on from those in section 2 , expanding on 

some of the material presented there.  Where colours are used they do not 

correspond with the colour coding system used in section 2  except in the 

diagrams on pages 26 and 2 7. 
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Exploratory and non -exploratory approaches in thinking  

he difference between these two approaches in thinking leads to major divisions within each of practical survival activities, social interactions and leisure activities.  

The exploratory approach is impo rtant in art and science and also in much applied art and applied science.  The non - exploratory, more conformist approach is well 

suited to many practical or repetitive tasks (many of which are beneficial to survival) and is also prominent in belief syste ms.  The exploratory approach can lead to 

further development of our understandings and thereby benefit survival directly or indirectly.  Many of us employ both exploratory and non - exploratory approaches in our 

lives; some tasks are carried out most effecti vely with non - exploratory thinking, while others demand or benefit from more exploratory thinking.  Exploratory thinking 

generally requires more  mental agility/effort and can be helped by factual knowledge or technical skill, availability of information  or  time, and further commitment and 

mental effort for carrying out actions which the thinking leads to (and which might conflict with currently held views or pla ns).  A person can be capable of exploratory 

thinking but not always employ it: for example when it is unnecessary, when its benefits are not considered or appreciated, or when it is known to have potential benefit 

but is deliberately avoided (e.g. through lack of effort).   Some might consider exploratory thinkers to be ôsuperiorõ, but less exploratory, more conformist people are an 

essential component of functional society because they have important skills and the necessary and admirable patience to carry out repetitive tasks or follow instructions.  

 

T 

 
Level of MENTAL 

AGILITY and 

EFFORT for 

looking at things 

in di fferent ways  

 

Level of 

factual 

KNOWLEDGE 

or technical 

SKILL on task 

in question  

 

Quality of 

INFORM-

ATION 

available on 

task/subject 

in question  

 

 

Amount 

of TIME 

available  

 

High  

Level of committed 

mental  EFFORT to 

attempt exploratory 

approach and act 

according to findings  

 

EXPLORATOR

Y approach  

 

NON-

EXPLORATORY 

more 

conformist 

approach  

 

INCREASED ABILITY for exploratory approach  

REDUCED ABILITY for exploratory approach  

ABILITY TO 

TAKE AN 

EXPLORATOR

Y APPROACH 

to increase 

understandin

g 

 

Level of NEED 

FOR (or level 

of potential 

benefit of) 

taking an 

EXPLORATORY 

APPROACH to 

this task  

 

 

X = In many of these cases a non - exploratory approach is the most appropriate, practical and productive one (e.g. with many practical or repetitive tasks).  

Y = Potential ability to take exploratory approach can be high or low, but non - exploratory approach taken, either (a) without assessing or being aware of need/benefit of exploratory 

approach, or (b) despite known high need/benefit of exploratory approach.  This can indi cate laziness (exploratory approach can require more mental effort) or fear of embarrassment 

(exploratory approach might reveal findings and suggest future action which conflicts with oneõs previously or currently stated position, possibly revealing selfis hness/dishonesty).  

Z + dashed line = Attempt to bring about an increase from low to higher exploratory approach ability in order to achieve expect ed high benefits of this approach.  

Y 

Y 

 X 

 

High  High  High  High  

Expected 
to be High  

High  

Low Low Low Low Low 

Low 

Z 

 

Z 

 

Expected to 
be Low  

Exploratory approach 
not considered  

X  

 X or Y 

 

Can be important and 

beneficial for non -

exploratory (as well as 

exploratory) approach  

 

X or Y 
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Knowledge and Underst anding  
actual knowledge  is obviously important for human activity and survival.  Awareness of relationships between subjects helps us see individual subjects in wider contexts, 

leading to understanding , making knowledge more ôactiveõ for successful survival- related outcomes and further development of understanding; this overlaps with exploratory 

thinking.  Diagram 2 below applies at various scales: between subjects or within a single subject (in which case ôSubject 1õ, ôSubject2õ, etc, can be replaced with ôSubdivision1õ, 

ôSubdivision 2õ, etc, or the concept of subjects re- scaled).  Detailed factual knowledge does not automatically produce good understanding.  As knowledge increases, experience a nd 

understanding tend to increase too, but this relationship is not consistent: sometimes a large increase in knowledge fails to lead to much increase in wider vision and understanding; 

sometimes a significant increase in understanding comes about through the way we look at something rather than through additi onal f actual detail.  A good understanding can 

result from a combination of detailed knowledge of several subjects and a dense and flexible network of linkages between them , or a very good network of linkages among a very 

wide range of subjects known about in le ss detail.  Of course all understanding requires at least some knowledge!  Technical  skill  can be very closely related to and associated with 

knowledge and can show similar relationships to understanding as seen with knowledge.  Some peopleõs productivity is from knowledge/skill more than understanding; other people 

show a more equal mix of the two.  Among young people there can be a strong emphasis on knowledge/skill; understanding tends to develop more gradually with age, and as it 

increases there can be less need to employ high levels of technical knowledge and skill in order to be productive and effective.  However, young chi ldren sometimes say things that 

are remarkably perceptive and clear ð perhaps because they have not (yet) become muddled with more knowledge (or, dare I suggest, more understanding?).  

     

òWisdom is not the amount you know, it's how you see and how you interpret what you see. You're no longer distracted by the detail.ó  (Dr Tom Shakespeare)  . . . and one might ask at what point we identify 

wisdom . . . maybe the nearest to ôtrue wisdomõ is an ongoing process of understanding rather than a final òIõve arrived!ó state.  

F 

Subject 2 

K 
 

Subject 

K 

Subject 4 

K 

Subject 1 

K Subject 6 

?? 
 

Subject 5 

K Subject 7 

?? 
 

U1 

Knowledge (K)  of each of subjects 1 - 5 + links  made between these subjects allows each subject to be seen in a 

wider context = understanding (U1) . Even with little or no knowledge of subjects 6 - 7, an awareness that  they 

exist and have links with subjects 1 - 5 can still be beneficial in contributing to a wider understanding (U2).  
 

U2 
 

2 

Knowledge (K)  of each of subjects 1 - 5, but without linkages 

between them.  Little or no knowledge of subjects 6 - 7.  No 

indication of understanding shown  here.  
 

Subject 2 

K 
 

Subject 3 

K 
 

Subject 4 

K 
 

Subject 1 

K 
Subject 6 

?? 
 

Subject 5 

K 
 

Subject 7 

?? 
 

1 
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Experience is what you get when youõre looking for something else 

his overlaps a lot with the previous page on Knowledge and Understanding.  I have often felt the relevance of the phrase: òExperience is what you get when youõre 

looking for something elseó.  For example, I have been to many places to do botanical su rvey work, but my whole experience of each place has also been shaped ð 

for the better ð by other unforeseen things such as the feel of the landscape and weather, the way light falls on hillslopes, the textures of plants, rocks and soils, 

social interactio ns with people, sightings of birds and mammals, and ôspare timeõ physical or mental wanderings when I may happen to find myself looking at a building . . 

. or a fencepost . . . or just casually thinking about anything.  Unplanned, unexpected, previously un known or seemingly peripheral things can be important elements of a 

whole experience, even though they were not, and could not have been, deliberately sought out beforehand with that unpredicta ble/unforeseen experience in mind.  

ôExperienceõ here has much overlap with understanding, rather than referring simply to more pre - definable knowledge and skill that accumulates as time is spent on a 

subject (e.g. a knowledge of plant species identification, built up through years of botanical work).  You canõt really ôlook for experienceõ because you wonõt know exactly 

what to look for; experience builds up in unforeseen ways as you ôlook for other thingsõ.  The ôunderstanding-relatedõ experience to which the title phrase relates can be 

quite specific (e.g. oneõs experience/understanding of bicycles or the Scottish Highlands) or it can be oneõs total ôwhole lifeõ experience/understanding. 

 

X = looking at B/C/D = ôlooking for something elseõ for reasons of interest/curiosity; not in the expectation that this will provide an ôexperienceõ 

Y = not looking for anything other than A; looking at A in the expectation that this will provide the ôexperienceõ, but in the end not achieving this wider/deeper experience  

T 

Starting 

position, 

including 

awareness of 

relevance of 

subject A  

 

B/C/D = other subjects 

previously not 

considered relevant to 

po tential future 

experience  

A = subject previously 

considered relevant to 

potential future 

experience  

 

 

 

 

EXPERIENCE / 
understanding gained.  Total scope 

and depth of this experience / 

understanding is derived from 

looking at, or being involved with, 

all of  A, B, C and D  (not just A but 

also including the ôsomething elseõ 

B/C/D), and benefitting from 

understanding of A in a broader 

context than was known from 

previous understanding or 

experience, and gaining at least 

some understanding of inter -

relationships  between A, B, C and D  

 

A 
 

B 
 

C 
 

D 
 

Y 

 

X 

 
X 

 

X 
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Collecting  

                                               

ome p eople scoff at what they see as a collecting mentality .  I  suppose itõs understandable because what th ey see is a lot of time spent (or  wasted) ti cking 

thi ngs off on l ist s, r educing the approach to subject s to a simplis tic ôhow manyõ, rating their collect ions more highly than understanding s, and being greedy 

or impatient in continually trying to add more to the se collection s.  As a boy my birdwatching activities put me at the receiving end of such criticisms , and 

althoug h that got me down at the time Iõve since come to see that collecting  has such an important place in our thinking and behaviour that the sorts of criticisms 

Iõve just given examples of are, in my opinion, rather un justified .  What appears to some people to  be mere collecting can actually be (a) the sheer motivation, fun 

or excitement of pursuing a subject simply because one feels passionately about it and become s absorbed in it, and (b) a significant amount of learning of 

information which has value not jus t in itself but also through feed ing  into an accumulating wider understanding and/or appreciation  of the subject in question .  

Some people appear as though their involvement in a subject began with a confident, planned, academic, logical or business /career - related basis right from the 

start , but we donõt all have their level or breadth of background understanding, experience or confidence.  For people like me itõs been a case of starting  

something  without being aware of some of the real basics but feeling p assionate enough about it to just get involved anyway , finding things out  with something 

of that ôcollectingõ mentality but, bit by bit, accumulating knowledge, understanding and experience to eventually gain a broader picture (even though that notion 

of a  broader picture or understanding wasnõt what triggered the whole interest or activity off in the first place).  From a diagram point of view, I see this as 

looking like the one on the previous page but with each of A, B, C and D as items in the collected series (and perhaps without a need for seeing in item A any 

relevance to potential future experience) , and with all items contributing over time to the total experience, much as in that diagram.  

         

S 
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The more I think, the more confused I get!  
he more I think, the more confused I get!ó  This well - known phrase reflects some of the difficulties encountered in learning about things, as well as having an 

element of humour in that thinking and confusion might often be thought of as opposites, with th inking expected to eliminate confusion rather than produce 

it.  ôConfusionõ here refers to uncertainty of understanding following previous thinking (òIõm confused because I still donõt understand why the temperature 

lapse rate varies in different parts of the worldó), rather than confusion over simple facts ( òHang on ð Iõm confused! Are we going to meet at 12.00 or 12.30?ó) or confusion 

as an immediate and rather emotional response to sudden unforeseen actions or events ( òThere was utter confusion when the coffee machine fell over and the floor was 

floodedó).  In this context of learning, the position of confusion can actually be viewed in a positive light because it is on the ro ute to gaining a better understanding.  To 

be confused, one has to be already aw are of certain things (one cannot be confused about nothing), and be aware that some further mental sorting or organization i s 

needed in order to gain a better understanding.  This kind of confusion can therefore stimulate (rather than block) further l earn ing and understanding.  

 

Itõs probably not always this simple.  To consider the complexities of human thinking only in such simple terms might understandably lead to difficulty . . .and thereby to confusion!  

òT 

CONFUSION! . . .  

knowing that thereõs a 

significant and valuable 

further understanding to 

be obtained somehow, but 

not yet having access to it  

 

Strong appreciation  that newly 

acquired knowledge/expe rience 

can, with further thinking, be 

incorporated into a more developed 

but as yet unknown further 

understanding which we desire 

because we recognize its value  

 

 

 

 

Further 

(developed)  

understanding  

 

 

Accumulating knowledge/experience alone can lead to a very high level of knowledge and skill but with understanding 

undervalued, though some increased development can arise unintentionally as a direct result of the knowledge/skill/experience .  

Confusion and deliberate thinking/analysis do not figure promine ntly here, and there can indeed be a strong and confident feeling 

of knowing or of being very able.  

 

 

Acquisition 

of new 

knowledge 

/experience  

 

 

Initial 

understanding  

 

Little or no 

appreciation of the 

significance of a 

further (as yet 

unknown) 

understan ding which 

might be arrived at by 

applying 

thinking/analysis to 

the newly acquired 

knowledge/experience  

 

Application of 

further 

thinking/analysis , 

especially relating 

the newly acquired 

knowledge / 

experience to other 

existing knowledge / 

experience  

 

Increased understanding prepares one for taking in further new knowledge/experience  

 

Accumulating unresolved areas of confusion which became apparent during earlier 

thinking but did not have to be tackled in order to make the most essential/immediate 

progres s in furthering of understanding at time.  However, they might well need 

attention at some stage to prevent future progress from being blocked ð hence their 

accumulation can seem as if more thinking leads to more confusion.  

 

 



 17 

The more you know, t he more you know you donõt know 

nother well - known phrase, but if taken literally, with ôknowõ referring to factual knowledge, I think it is actually wrong.  Of course it is generally 

true that as our knowledge increases, we become more aware of the exist ence of other information/subject matter not yet acquired as knowledge.  

However, in order to see that this other information exists and is possibly of relevance to what we already know, we have to be seeing what we 

know in a wider context and thereby to h ave made at least a little progress in our total understanding.  Looked at this way, the phrase should perhaps 

actually be òThe more you understand, the more you know you donõt knowó.  Additional knowledge in itself is unlikely to reveal further potentiall y relevant 

knowledge gaps; it is understanding that reveals those gaps and their potential significance.  Letõs see all the possible combinations of ôknowõ and 

ôunderstandõ in this phrase: 

The more you  KNOW the more you  KNOW you donõt KNOW 
Wrong ð because gaps in knowledge are revealed more by understanding than by 

factual knowledge  

The more you  KNOW the more you  KNOW you donõt UNDERSTAND 
Wrong ð because gaps in understanding are revealed more by our current 

understanding than by factual knowledge  

The mor e you  KNOW the more you  UNDERSTAND you donõt KNOW Wrong ð again, understanding more just by factual knowledge?  

The more you  KNOW the more you  UNDERSTAND you donõt UNDERSTAND Wrong ð and again, understanding doesnõt come automatically from knowledge 

The m ore you  UNDERSTAND the more you  KNOW you donõt KNOW Right, because understanding reveals the gaps in knowledge  

The more you  UNDERSTAND the more you  KNOW you donõt UNDERSTAND Also right, because understanding can also reveal gaps in understanding  

The more  you  UNDERSTAND the more you  UNDERSTAND you donõt KNOW Correct, but cumbersome!  

The more you  UNDERSTAND the more you  UNDERSTAND you donõt UNDERSTAND Correct, but very cumbersome!  

Iõm being tediously pedantic and nit-picking here of course!  When we say òthe more you know, the more you know you donõt knowó, I think we generally take the word ôknowõ to have a broader 

meaning encompassing both knowledge and understanding.  The phrase certainly rolls of the tongue quite nicely . . . more so t han any of the ot her versions in the above table.  

 

As our knowledge/understanding/ability increases and we become more aware of what we donõt know, donõt understand or canõt do, self - doubt  can 

sometimes come to the fore ð see next page.  

 

A 
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Self-doubt  
eing unsure of oneõs knowledge, ability, understanding or worth, and assessing these as being too low , is something that can happen to any of us from time to time ð and 

more so with some people than with others .  Funnily enough, many people with a strong self - doubt ing tendency  actually have very considerable knowledge, ability or 

understanding.  This is not surprising, because increased knowledge/ability/understanding can lead us to be come more aware of what we donõt know, donõt understand or 

canõt do.  People who display great  confidence and no apparent self - doubt can appear intimidating to self - doubter s, but they might actually be no more able , or no more 

effective in making a positive contribution to the wider world.   Some more points about self - doubt are written in the pale blue  box in the diagram below.   While they might in 

general seem to work on the basis that being happy, positive, hopeful, etc, are better than being more negative, it is though t by some people that negative attitude s actually ha ve 

significant benefits .  For example , if oneõs expectations are low, there is more chance of being pleasantly surprised !  A lso,  being hopeful has been seen as an admi ssion of ôdefeatõ in 

seeing controlling factors as being external, instead of taking control oneself and deciding to  do something to try to improve the situation in question.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When Iõm just getting on with things in my own way , I can be happy  enough .  However, other peoplesõ skill, accomplishment , authority  or confidence  have led m e into periods of self - doubt.  For example, I completely 

stopped playing and writing music  ð one of my main activities and passion s since childhood ð for  eight years .  Musically speaking, I just went into a silent shutdown and even avoid ed talking about mu sic with anyone.  

During those years I gradually came to recognize the above points 1 - 10  which now help me to deal better with feelings of self - doubt when they occur . 

B 

Oneõs own 

ability /  

achievement as 

before but 

considered 

lower or inade -

quate through 

self - doubt  

 

 

Someone elseõs 

high ability / 

achievement or 

confidence in 

this same 

subject  

 

 

Oneõs own 

ability / 

achievement, 

making positive 

progress and 

development 

without self -

doubt  

 

 

 

? 

 

Tendency to notice other peopleõs confident/high(er) ability/achievement 

and focus on it strongly, at the neglect  of appreciation of oneõs own 

progress.  Leads to a feeling of belittlement because of their achievement, 

and questioning of/dissatisfaction with oneõs own ability/achievement. 

 

Eroded confidence, self - doubt, lower assessment of oneõs 

ability/achievement and worry about being se en by others as 

disappointing.  Their extra confidence and ability seem to reduce 

yours by the same amount ð as if they stole some of yours!  

 

DIAGRAM 

SHOWING 

HOW I SEE 

CON FIDENCE 

BEING 

ERODED BY 

SELF-DOUBT 

 

Some things to remember when experiencing self - doubt: 1).  What those ôaccomplished othersõ do 

might not really be the same subject as yours.  You mig ht do it differently.  Your individuality and 

passion has value, perhaps more than you currently appreciate.  2).  They might be much more 

narrowly focused on this subject (through not doing some other things which you do), giving them 

more time or opportun ity than you have for it, so it can be unfair on yourself to judge your part -

time activity against their full - time activity.  3).  They might be less confident than they seem, and 

might even have some self - doubt.  4).  They might not be consciously trying to  make you feel 

belittled.  5).  They (or others, even with less or no accomplishment in this subject) might try to 

belittle you because theyõre jealous, insecure or unable to understand and appreciate you and your 

achievements.  6).  A fair analysis might sh ow that theyõre actually no better than you at this 

subject.  7).  Whatever their level of accomplishment, you donõt have to be better than them 

anyway!  8).  You can use self - doubt to stimulate your work and make progress.  9).  Self- doubt can 

indicate thing s such as sensitivity and humility, which are pretty worthy qualities to have.   10).  We 

are all, of course, of equal worth.  

 

 

 

(This is just my 

experience. It might 

work differently for 

others.)  

 

Despite the negative aspects of self - doubt, which I know only too well myself , Iõve actually quite enjoyed putting this page together!  Getting stuff ôout of my systemõ . . . fiddling with the sizes, positions and colours of text boxes . . .  
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The less you know, the more you think you know!  
ollowing on from the last two pages, w e can here observe that a low level of knowledge, experience or understanding can be associated with a lack 

of awareness of things that one does not know or understand.  In being less aware or even unaware of the incompleteness of on eõs own knowledge 

or un derstanding, there can be a belief that there is little or no additional knowledge or understanding in existence, and that on eõs own 

knowledge/understanding is therefore complete or nearly so . . or, at least that it is as complete as you will ever need it  to be.  This can lead to a feeling 

that you ôknow it allõ, rather like what we see in belief systems.  Along with this can come good feelings of confidence and comfort: ôblissful ignoranceõ or, 

in more academic terminology, the Dunning - Kruger effect, name d after two American university guys who researched this subject (just in case youõre 

thinking that Dunning and Kruger might be idiots with inflated opinions of themselves ð ôcos they ainõt). 

We can see signs of this in the high levels of confidence some p eople display, their lack of self - doubt, their lack of awareness of their own limitations, 

their lack of interest in asking questions or searching for more information or understanding, and sometimes their inability to notice and acknowledge 

higher levels of knowledge/ability/understanding in other people who really are more knowledgeable or able.  

It is helpful to be aware of, or on the lookout for, these aspects of some peopleõs thinking and behaviour.  If we donõt recognize this for what it is, we can 

easily feel put down and suffer self - doubt when they make themselves out so confidently to be so clever, and when they repeatedly fail to give due 

acknowledgement to those who really deserve it.  They can be annoying!  Yet at the same time, if we donõt yet know them well enough to recognize their 

ways for what they are, their confidence can be manifested in exuberance and enthusiasm which we might at first find attracti ve and even welcoming.  I 

donõt like to suggest that we should always be untrustingly on our guard for the possibility of this or other problematic behaviours in everyone we meet.  I 

think it is best to operate mainly on a basis of trust rather than mistrust . . . but we can still keep aware of ôthe signsõ! 

 
 

òWHAT HE DOESNõT KNOW ISNõT WORTH KNOWING!ó 

As a child in mid Wales I was a keen birdwatcher.  I spent a lot of time roaming the countryside pursuing my interest.  I was  mostly a lone birdwatcher but 

I came to know a man who lived about half a mile away, who was also interested in birds, and  for this reason I enjoyed his company.  I remember this 

man once talking about another fellow whose knowledge of birds he greatly admired, and saying, with total matter - of - fact assurance, that: òWhat he 

doesnõt know about birds isnõt worth knowingó.  Even then, in my younger years, I thought òWhoa ð hang on there!  If that dude knows an awful lot about 

birds, then surely any additional stuff he doesnõt know about them really is worth knowing.ó  I mean, look at it this way ð it was implied 

that whatever thi s chap did  know about birds was worth knowing, so it follows that the stuff he knew would at some earlier time have 

been unknown to him before it became known and worth knowing.  In general, stuff we donõt yet know probably is worth knowing . . . 

well, per haps with some exceptions: for example, Iõm not in much of a hurry to learn about whatever this or that celebrity said or did or 

wore at some ôstar-studdedõ dinner party.  ò Ooh  ð  did they really?   Awesome!ó   Yeah ð awesome.  
 

 

F 
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Stupidity and Ignorance  

omebody does something in such a way that the outcome is so obviously unsuccessful that other people notice, talk about it, w onder how it could have been done in 

such a wrong way, and in many cases judge the person responsible as being stupid .  But that s ame ôwrongõ outcome can also come about without the involvement of 

any real genuine stupidity.  Whether or not it is stupidity depends on the level of knowledge and understanding on the part o f the perpetrator.  Putting it very simply: 

the higher the level  of knowledge/understanding the greater the degree of potential stupidity.  Genuine stupidity is when the person concerned is in a position to 

know what is the better or more potentially successful course of action to take but, from this informed position,  then goes and chooses a clearly poorer path leading to 

failure or problems.  When someone without the knowledge/understanding takes that same ôwrongõ path with its problematic outcome, their result is likely to be down to 

their being more innocently ignor ant  ð they simply didnõt know.  There are exceptions though ð see diagram below.  

 

 
 

I was once asked to go into a vegetable garden to fetch some Brussels sprouts.  This was before I knew 

that they grow attached to the main stem s of their tall parent plants.  I went out and looked for little 

round sprouts growing straight out of the soil.  Of course I didnõt see any.  I came back to report that 

òthere are no sprouts out thereó . . . and it soon became apparent (to everyoneõs great amusement) that I 

thought sprouts were little round things growing straight out of the ground!  In a way I appeared stupid, 

but, well, I just didnõt know.  So thatõs OK.  Now ð how old was I?  Er . . . NOT SAYINõ! 

 

S 

Person with sufficient knowledge/understanding to 

be able to achieve a successful result  

 

Identification of task and the potential 
successful result 

Successful result 
(requires knowledge / 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ Χ ƻǊ 

luck!) 

 

IGNORANCE 

 

Unsuccessful result 
 

Person lacking the knowledge/understanding needed for this task  

 

STUPIDITY 

 

SENSIBILIT

Y 

 

ôInnocentõ ignorance: person not aware of his/her lack of necessary knowledge/understanding 

ôStupidõ ignorance (= stupidity): person aware of his/her lack of necessary knowledge/understanding but attempts task anyway (and fails)  

 

Laziness or deliberate/con trollable strong emotion (e.g. 

bad temper) temporarily preventing normal sensibility.  
 

WKU 

ôDeliberate failureõ in order to see what happens and 

thereby gain different perspective/experience leading 
to widened total knowledge/understanding (WKU)  

Strong emotion beyond the 

personõs control temporarily 

prevents normal sensibility  
 

x  x  

ôxõ = successful result obtained only by accident/luck 
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I nearly abandoned this drawing 

because the guyõs right hand 

looked a bit unnatural  . . . so I 

exaggerate d that un - naturalness 

and make a deliberate feature of 

it.  A ôlit- up hand - fin õ!  Location: 

Stonethwaite, Lake District.  

 

My friend Camilla wrote out a recipe for a pudding , starting with a list of ingredients  includ ing  

half a pint of milk , and then describ ing  the cooking process in which the milk wasnõt mentioned 

at all !  Right at the end she wrote: ôWhat about the milk?  Better off without it!õ.  I like the way she 

unexpectedly and humorously incorporated something of that (milky) failure.  
 

Some people seem to never risk  failure ( practical or 

social ), and while that means they õre always ôsafeõ 

(sometimes rather smugly so) I do feel that such an 

approach can be a bit limiting or indeed boring . 

 

Success and Failure  
ôm not sure exactly what Iõm going to write on this page.  Thatõs not to say I donõt have any thoughts about ôSuccess and Failureõ because I do: this is 

something I find interesting and very significant in our lives.  So why am I rather undecided about what to write about  it?  Two reasons: (1) ð my lesser 

reason ð thereõs potentially so much to say that Iõve rather backed off it so far and just thought òanother timeó; (2) ð my main reason ð failure is 

something we often try to avoid (when striving for success), yet it can play an important role in the processes of learning and development which lead to 

eventual success, so giving ourselves a certain amount of ôfailure allowanceõ can be better than always making sure that failure never occurs.  So right 

now Iõm exercising my failure allowance by getting straight into this pageõs text in a rather unplanned way, knowing that I might stumble here and there . 

. . or take longer to say something . . . though if it ever looks like itõs going to be too long for the page I can always make the font smaller!  Iõm starting 

off here on Lucida Sans Unicode 10 point, so I have a pretty reasonable ôfont allowanceõ as well as my failure allowance ð which means that basically I have 

license here to do whatever the hell I like!  

Well, I think Iõve already made my main point about success vs failure, that point being that it in so much of life it is better to allow one self to try different 

things and accept that some failure might happen along the way, rather than not try them through fear of fail ure.  The results of failures can help lead us 

to new insights and understandings, overlapping with the processes described on pages 13 - 14.  Failures have been a part of the process of development 

of so many works of science, technology and the arts.  So, success and failure are related, and failure isnõt always a bad thing.  Obviously one has to 

employ a sense of proportion.  Some types of experimentation would clearly be dangerous . . . or just lead to great inconvenience ð for  example it would 

be stupid of me to ôhave a goõ at doing a botanical survey of a bog, wearing slippers instead of wellies. 

This might all sound as though failures are OK only as part of a development process, with no subsequent focus on them 

in the final (successful) result or pr oduct.  However, it can be worth allowing some aspects of failure to be given deliberate 

continued attention.  For example they might be incorporated into a final artwork or piece of writing, perhaps to reveal 

something of the process which led to the fini shed piece (e.g. areas partly rubbed out or painted over without trying to 

hide the fact that they were altered in that way at some point).  Or something which at first might look like a failure might , 

on further consideration, be found to be usable to adv antage to lead to something better.  Failure can also provide 

humour.  For example it has a role in comedy.  People like to watch film outtakes of things which went wrong.  If I wore 

slippers to do a survey of a bog , that might amuse some people . . .  

I kept within my font allowance! SUCCESS!  (Forgetting the text boxes of course ð we obviously  wouldnõt count them . . .) 

I 
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In these two diagrams the yellow circle is a particular point to be com municated or 

understood, and the red and green shapes are the communication (or understanding) 

of that point by someone with a big vocabulary (red) and a smaller vocabulary 

(green).  In Figure 1 both people communicate the point equally well despite 

differ ences in vocabulary size.  In Figure 2 the person with the smaller vocabulary 

communicates either: (1) a much broader point, (2) a point of similar breadth but with 

some differences in meaning, (3) a point of similar breadth but very different 

meaning (i.e . missed the point), or (4) a much narrower point.  We might expect red 

to be making a point better than green, but sometimes green might actually do it 

more precisely!  We would then have a yellow infill for green shape 1 (+ red = too 

narrow), 2 (+ red = slightly different), 3 (+ red = very different and missed the point) 

or (4) (+ red = too broad).  The difference between red and green, or which is more 

precise, is not always clear to a listener or reader.  

 

Vocabulary  
 often feel I should have a bigger vocabulary.  Sometimes I feel this when I hear someone else using a 

word Iõve not heard before or a word I have heard but whose exact meaning I just donõt know for sure.  

(Obviously Iõm referring to words in my language ð English.  If people are speaking other languages then 

Iõm afraid almost everything they say will be lost on me.)  Then there are other occasions when Iõm saying 

something and find Iõm struggling to find the exact word.  I feel I know what I mean to say, and am aware 

that there could or should be a word which fits that particular thing very precisely, but canõt find it . . . and 

then have to resort to explaining it in those ôblunter toolõ words I can bring to mind.  The same applies to 

reading and writing of course.  This has led me to ask myself: òIs someone with a big vocabulary more clever 

than someone with a smaller vocab ulary?ó.  Itõs easy to feel mentally inadequate when obscure and unknown 

words drip off someone elseõs tongue with fluency and apparent ease.  I dread the possibility of being asked 

òBen ð do you think this is X?ó  (where X is the obscure/unknown word).  Then what?  òHelp!ó  So, is someone 

with a bigger vocabulary more clever?  Apart from the obvious fact that they know more words, I donõt know 

if this makes them more clever in any other ways.  Perhaps they know.  Well, if the answer is òYesó then they 

joll y well should know, seeming as theyõre so damn clever!  Then I have another question: òWhen you have a 

point to make, does it matter whether you use a very precise word (taken from an impressively large 

vocabulary) or the nearest ordinary word(s) from a sm aller vocabulary?ó . . . and this (especially if the answer 

to that last question is òYesó) leads me on to ask: òIs your understanding ð of any particular thing youõre 

thinking or communicating ð better if you have a larger vocabulary?ó  Again, I donõt know.  Maybe I hope the 

answer here is òNoó.  Any two people will have at least slightly different (and not necessarily better or worse) 

understandings of a particular thing anyway, if only because they are different 

people: differences in vocabulary could be  among many factors behind such 

differences in understanding.  
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Swear words  
ome people think swear words are nasty and bad, and that it is therefore wrong to use them.  I disagree.  I think nastiness a nd badness in speech and 

writing is more the result of the way in which words are used than the actual words themselves.  It is perfectly possible for someone  to put together a string 

of ordinary non - swear words in such a way as to convey a sense of evil or threat.  On the other hand we c an see swear words used entirely without any 

feeling of nastiness.  This applies in both writing and in speech, and of course with speech the tone of voice also adds the communication of the feeling of 

good or bad in what is being said (the very same words  can be made to sound friendly and nice or nasty and threatening).   Swear words have a role which is not 

to be denied ð for example on some occasions when we encounter extreme situations or when we really need to draw particular attention to som ething.  Th is can 

be in humour (for example when drawing attention to the bizarre nature of something ) or in more serious situations (for example to emphasize such things as 

seriousness or compassion ).  I was once on some hill ground in the company of a man called Wi ll, and we came across a dead badger which had been caught in a 

trap.  Will looked in silence at the body of the poor animal, and then said òfucking bastardsó followed by silence again as he stood there.  Those two words ð given 

emphasis by the silence bef ore and after ð so expressed his genuine care and compassion for the innocent creatures of nature and his sadness and anger at some 

peopleõs cruelty.  He could have used more ôrespectableõ language ð òOh dear, this is badó or òHow horribleó or òWhat an awful shame this has happened to this 

poor badgeró ð but I donõt think that would have been so fitting at that moment, given how strongly and genuinely he felt about this matter.  Many people have 

thought swearing to be associated with a n overall  poor vocabul ary, but recent studies (in 2015, of 49 people aged 18 - 22) by American psychologists Kristin Jay 

and Timothy Jay found swear word  vocabularies and total vocabularies to be positively correlated with each other . 

 

 

 

 

S 

  

Nice and kind > >>  

Nasty and horrible > >>  

There is complete variation from good (green) to bad (red) within each of these two categories, and the difference between gr een and red can be more important than 

the difference between left and right.  Some times a good (i.e. generally ôgreenõ) person might have to employ some degree of ôredõ in order to prevent or limit 

someone elseõs badness (e.g. a loud, angry or even threatening communication to someone who is about to commit a robbery or a physical assau lt).  

 

With 

swear 

words  
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Humour  

 tend to think of humour ð at least the more creative side of it ð as belonging to the art part of the diagram on page 3, because it 

requires free and explorative thinking, benefits from unpredictability and opens our minds to all sorts of ideas and possibil ities.  Such 

creative humour is in big contrast with the more obvious and less imaginative jokey - type stuff (òhavinõ a laffó) whose punch lines might 

do little more than reinforce already - established (and sometimes shallow) notions of what is funny.  I think the more c reative forms of 

humour are sometimes overlooked, perhaps by people who ð funnily enough ðarenõt serious enough.  I do see some parallel between an 

ability to be serious/analytic and an ability to unravel some relatively subtle points of humour.  I like th e role of sense (as in sensible) in 

humour.  For example when a comedian talks about stuff thatõs wrong with politics or government (and with which we are familiar) and then 

suggests a solution at which all laugh, even though the solution has a lot of sens e in it.  We can then feel that some comedians would make 

a better job of running the country than some of our politicians.  A lot of humour ð spanning the range from creative/intellectual to cheap 

laffs ð is context - specific in that it requires a certain understanding of the background context.  An example is political satire (e.g. in 

comedy sketches and political cartoons), which typical assumes that the reader or listener will know about particular (usuall y current) goings 

on in the political world.  One  might argue that this is a weakness when compared to some other art such as Shakespeareõs plays (which 

have always been readily appreciated without the need for any particular background knowledge or understanding) but I think t he more 

context - specific ar t forms do have a place too, partly because of the value of their immediacy and current relevance, and also for their 

future value when people look back at the social issues of our time.  

 
 

Humour can be made and found anywhere a nd everywhere, and by anybody.  An unexpected comment made in a shop queue.  A little thought communicated to another passeng er in a train.  

My father used to say amusing and unpredictable things, and of course found that sometimes the humour was not picke d up by the recipient.  For example , when he walked up to a stranger 

with similarly white hair and beard to his own and said òThis town ainõt big enough for the two of usó, the other man just grunt ed and shuffle d off.  But when paying for car repairs and g iving 

his name simply as òFredó (when the expectation was clearly a full name) followed, after the guy at the counter looked a bit quizzingly at him, by òthat name obviously doesnõt mean the same 

around here as it does where I come from!ó, the other guy pa used briefly before saying òWell, with a name like that  ð you  can have the job done for nothing!ó  A lovely moment.  
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less able to appreciate the value and 
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A. People able to appreciate value and 

surprise of new material from ôuncertain 

territoryõ and not feel threatened by it; 

more likely to see humour  
 

S A F E  T E R R I T O R Y  
T E R R I T O R Y  O F  U N C E R T A I N T Y  

Aõs view of other (yellow) side of X >> humour 

 

B doesnõt get the humour, 

and sees Cõs version of X 

as something wrong, 

mad, incomprehensible or 

even threatening  

 
 

Itõs not really  

dangerous over here  

on this side of the line!  
 

Aõs view of the humour of X might involve stepping just across the ôdanger lineõ 

              . . . or experiencing it from within the ôsafe territoryõ.  Either way it 
                     is aided by Cõs input from within the ôterritory of uncertaintyõ 
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 Communities  
e are a gregarious species by nature, with all kinds of social communities.  I recognize two main types of human communit y.  1. Local communities  of 

geographical neighbours (in the same town, village or rural area, or the same part of a city) within which social contact/act ivity is defined by more shared location 

than by peopleõs interests or attitudes.  2. Subject - based com munities whose members share a common interest regardless of how close they live to each other.  

Strongly local communities have perhaps become less common or less prominent over time, as people have become more mobile and  transport and communication 

techn ologies have improved.  There are intermediates such as ôlocal interestõ communities defined by a combination of location and subject (for example a local 

photography club) operating over a range of catchment areas (district, county, region, etc) and gradi ng into both local and subject - based communities.  In a subject - based 

community spread across a large area (e.g. national or international scale) a member might 

have few or even no local contacts.  

Communities benefit their members through social coherence and a sense of belonging , 

and can also benefit non - members,  for example from community work with wider co -

operative aims .  However, the nature or just the sheer strength of some communities can 

also form an unwelcoming barrier to ôoutsidersõ (as Iõve heard said of our local village 

community) and can even display elements of tribal, cliquey or snobbish group behaviour 

associated with some belief systems.  In a local area both ôinsiderõ (community) and 

ôoutsiderõ categories can include a mix of people of local and non - local origin, although 

ôinsidersõ are very commonly of local origin.  A local community in which conformist or mainstream thinking dominates (as appears to be a common situation) might 

happily accept other conformist/mainstream people who have just  moved in from afar but reject more individualistic people who have lived there for much longer , even if 

they are friendly and sociable.  Some people say that there is more friendliness and community spirit in rural areas than in towns and cities, but i n my experience I have 

generally found similar variation from friendly to unfriendly among urban and rural dweller.  Iõve hardly ever been in the south- east of England ð an area spoken of by 

many as particularly unfriendly ð but Iõve met several friendly p eople from there  and have not personally experienced clear evidence of significant variation in overall 

friendliness across different regions of the UK . 

I have observed a prominence of conformist/mainstream thinking not only in local communities but also i n some subject - based communities.  For example in the 

equestrian world, at all geographical scales, there is a strong and unquestioning dominance of traditional methods and values  ð which doubtless helps to bind like - minded 

horse riders together ð but also  a reluctance to accommodate non - traditional methods and values.  Iõm not a horse- rider, but my wife Alison is.  Her non - traditional and 

more questioning and scientific approach to horse behaviour and related equestrian matters is at odds with most riders.  Her equestrian community is much smaller than 

the traditional/mainstream one but very widely dispersed geographically and unrelated to our local equestrian community.  Con formist/mainstream communities can 

understandably appear unwelcoming to more individ ualistic outsiders, but members of those same mainstream communities might perceive an equally 

tribal/cliquey/unwelcoming feel coming to them from relatively non - conformist/individualistic subject - based groups such as communities of artists.  I am an artis t but 

have sometimes felt a taste of tribal or cliquey group attitude coming from some ôartsõ communities ranging from local art groups and folk music clubs to more elite and 

high - brow but sometimes pretentious groups of artists, musicians or poets (perhap s is the art - related group is particularly strong or dominated by influential members 

with strong shared views).  It can then seem as though the Science and Art thinking shown on page 4 has changed so that the ôNew conceptõ and ôAchievementõ boxes have 

developed strong links with the ôBelief systemsõ box and the arrow from ôAchievementõ feeding back to ôAimõ has gone.  Likewise some other outwardly unconventional 

communities such as those based on ôalternativeõ fashion /culture  can turn out to be surprisingl y conservative and conformist.  

W 
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Co -operative long term thinking  

indness and a co - operative spirit are , thankfully, common in human society.  Co - operative attitudes have obvious benefit for all, and in my view 

this extends to the idea of government led by  science , co- operation  and an understanding of the importance of the environment  (high global 

biodiversity, low degradation/pollution, etc) for the long term survival  of our species (so we donõt die out ôbefore our timeõ or suffer too much from 

effects of environmental degradation  and  uncooperative behaviour ).  This doesnõt mean life based on coldly logical  planning and its associated 

unimaginative and uninspiring (and probably mostly well - meant) documents  such as corporate strategic plans, land management plans  and  reviews of 

consultations on drafts of indicative planning visions  . . .   No!  I want our species to do well in the long term, and in this light I attach a lot of importance 

to the produce of human creativity, inspiration , imagination  and diligent  endeavour (for example our achievements in art, music , literature , science , 

architecture and philosophy ) and also the related role of leisure activities (including sport ).  I see the co - operative attitude described on this page as a 

positive counterpart t o the more selfish one shown on the next page.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Colours indicate broad categories of thinking/activity/behaviour:  science/art;  applied science/applied art;  practical survival;  social intera ction/order;  leisure;  belief systems;  emotion.  

 

K 

Scienc e 
AIM:  successful human 

society in both short and 

long term  

 

Understanding of  the  

importance of the 

environment  to all species  

 

Understanding of the importance 

of co - operative behaviour  

 

ACHIEVEMENT: better quality of life 

for all  (co- operative society, good 

environment, etc), and increased 

chance of successful long term 

survival of our species  

 

Co- operative behaviour  

 

Action to look after 

the environment  

 

Good quality social life  

 

Good quality environment  

 

Thinking in long 

term as well as 

short term *  

 

Emotion  

Applied Science  

*  Exploratory thinking sometimes needed here, requiring mental agility, knowledge/skill/information, time and effort as shown o n page 12 (trying t o avoid failure as in code ôYõ on page 12. 

 

Art  

Leisure  
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Selfish short term thinking   (common among individuals, groups, governments, etc. ) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Colours indi cate broad categories of thinking/activity/behaviour:  science/art;  applied science/applied art;  practical survival;  social interaction/order;  leisure;  belief systems;  emotion.  

AIM:  short term (<20 year) material / 

financial gain for oneself or oneõs 

group (family, business, government, 

etc)  
 

Understanding of 

importance of 

environment  

 

Recogniti on, by many people, that co - operative social 

attitude and sustainable use of environment help long term 

survival of all species including us  

 

Deliberate ignoring/concealment/dismissal of importance of  environmental sustainability and social co - operation where 

these might limit short term material/financial gain for oneself or oneõs group 

 

Fear of potential problems from shortage of 

material/financial wealth  

 

Leisure opportunity for 
oneself or oneõs group 

Applied science designed to 

look after environment & aid 

social co - operation  

 

Art/creativity/individuality less widely 

encouraged or understood than leisure & 

material/financial gain  

 

Applied science used to enable oneõs 

own material/financial gain from 

environmental/social resources  

 

ACHIEVEMENT: short term 

material/financial gain to 

oneself or oneõs group, using 

and affecting environment 

and soc iety with little regard 

(legal minimum) for 

sustainability and welfare  

 

Selfishness/greed & belief in self - importance  

 

Promotion (e.g. by example or 

by direct government promotion) 

of material/financial gain for all 

as priority aim, and best 

measure of success of society  

 

Widespread belief (esp. among less educated/less 

imaginative people) that short term material/financial 

gain is the priority  

 

Widespread ignorance (esp. among less 

educated/less imaginative people) of importance of 

long term environmental sustainability  

 

Despondency and associated inaction by others in the 

face of selfish activity to provide material/financial gain 

for oneself or oneõs group (e.g. wealthy sector ) 

 

Environmental 
degradation  

Manipulation of social systems to help action for 

material/financial gain for  oneself  

 

Social 
degradation  

Financial/material gain for others is short term and 

limited by bias toward oneself (e.g. in unco - operative 

gov ernments a bias toward the wealthy sector ) 

 

Some 

leisure 

opportunities  

 

Leisure generally regarded as 

more important than 

environmental sustainability  

 

Science 
 

Dominance of mains tream material/financial attitude  

Some environmental 

gain, mainly where 

required by law  
 

Failure of unco -

operative go vernment to 

deliver even this (poor) 

remit and expectation  

 

Sorry this diagram is so cluttered!   
But . . . ITõS NOT MY FAULT! 
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4    THINKING ABOUT THE ARTS 

 

 

We can find ourselves well placed to observe some of the ways people 

think in relation to whatever subjects weõre involved in through our work 

or general interest .  Thatõs why Iõm looking here at thinking in relation to 

two subjects that Iõve been involved with a lot ð the art s and nature.  As 

well as looking at other peopleõs thinking about these subjects Iõve also 

included some of my own thoughts and views too.  First, the art s ð looking 

here mainly at the visual arts but also music.  

 

 

 



 29 

Why bother with the arts when weõve got basic practicalities t o sort out ? 

n understandable question.  Just look at the big challenges and threats facing our species.  For example  ð the  rising human population worldwide 

and itõs increasing pressure on natural resources; global warming; rising sea levels; the possibility that antibiotics will one day cease to work, 

leaving us much more vulnerable to all sorts of common infections; the potential for a breakdown in society as a result of sh ortages of food and 

water; the threat of warfare triggered by political leaders o f different countries failing to cooperate with each other or by the activities of extremist groups 

. . .  In the light of all that lot, surely thereõs no time for the arts when weõve got our work cut out dealing with those major practicalities and the sci entific 

and technological matters associated with them.  Why should people bother studying art at university when they can do science s instead and learn stuff 

that can be put to use saving our species and other species from extinction?  Why should anyone b other spending any spare time on art - related projects 

when he or she could instead be working away on something more practical to help us survive?  Sometimes I ask myself these qu estions and wonder if, by 

drawing pictures, Iõm just selfishly doing what I want to do and disregarding the welfare of the rest of the world.  One reason I draw pictures is indeed 

that I simply like it and want to do it, but alongside that õthoughtlessnessõ or even ôselfishnessõ I do see reasons why the arts are useful and have an 

important place whatever the state of the world:  

 

¶ If anyone ever thinks weõre such a worthless species that thereõs no point bothering to save ourselves, they need only look at the arts 

through history to realise how great a species we are and to feel ins pired by our world, our cultural history and the endless potential of 

humans individually and collectively.  

 

¶ Seeing things in a different way is an important part of all the arts, and itõs good for societies to keep in 

practice with this not only for the s ake of the arts but also because this way of thinking can lead to 

practical solutions for our survival.  

 

¶ Part of whatõs needed for practical, survival- related action is the communication of information and 

ideas ð to increase public awareness and get throu gh to people who are uninformed or just donõt care ð 

and the arts play an important role in this.  

 

¶ We canõt all do the scientific and technological stuff anyway, as we donõt all have the sorts of mental 

skills that are well suited to it.  Many of us are na turally better suited to the arts, which is our most 

effective way of being productive and making a positive contribution to the wider world . . . even if itõs 

just drawing a picture of an old dead tree . . .  

A 
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Representational  imagery  

epresentational art  is that which makes things that look like things.  ôRealisticõ could be another word for it.  A big proportion of art , including mine,  is 

representational .  Some people in the ôserious art worldõ seem to think representational art  is just doing the obviou s, easy, shallow thing of drawing or painting a 

realistic copy of what they are looking at, be it a tree, a vase of flowers, a building . . . unless perhaps the picture has a strong element of social comment  (even 

more points if it has miserable - looking pe ople in it!) , in which case they recognize thought and purpose  through associat ion with an anthropocentric attitude with people 

and human ways central to everything.  Otherwise, representational pictures of mere things, with no clear social message, see m n ot to be taken so seriously  ð unless  the 

artist is well known .  Of course it  doesnõt follow that any old abstract stuff will be highly regarded.  As well as fame there is the style in which an artist writes or talks a bout 

his or her work  (use of wording or  jargon in current use will probably increase oneõs chances of being taken seriously), and i n these respects I perceive some conservatism 

in the art world , despite the nature of art itself being anything but conservative .  I donõt think abstraction or soci al comment always make a piece of art better  and  more 

intellectual or imaginative.  Why not?  Here are some of my reasons:  

¶ For all kinds of visual imagery there are possibilities for the process of creation/production to incorporat e any kinds of thinking ( about anything ranging from purely 

visual matters to abstract, non - visual concepts), and the nature of that thinking makes a difference to the result, whether it be an abstract painting, a rep resentational 

picture with a social ômessageõ, or some other representati onal imagery such as a picture of a tree.  

¶ In abstract or ôsocial comment representationalõ artwork it is common for ideas to have been put into a kind of visual code of the artistõs own making (perhaps because 

of practical convenience for the arti st or because the artist thinks it gives his or her ideas more meaning or depth), but with the nature of the code (especially  when 

heavily theoretical, contrived or requiring some particular piece of knowledge) making it so hard for others to work out that  the meaning of the artwork is lost on so 

many other people.  Sometimes the effectiveness of the code is questionable.  For example, it might, in theory, be worked out  to get right to the real and central 

essence of something, but in the finished work fail  to communicate a feel or sense of that thing, even when the code is explained.  

¶ I do not agree that human - related matters are of such paramount significance that artwork will be better if, all other things being equal, it has a str onger human -

focused elem ent.  There is so much else in our world that we, as a species with great intelligence, achievement and potential, should sur ely find a place within the arts 

for focusing on non - human things for reasons that are, at least initially, irrespective of human s ocial matters.  If we all truly recognize and appreciate that the real 

world is so much more than the world of Homo sapiens , our human world might be all the better for it in many ways (i.e. all the broad groupings of human 

thinking/activity described on p ages 3 - 10).  Representational art that allows itself to look at non - human things for their own sake is part of that wider matter of 

recognizing and appreciating the significance of all that is non - human in our world.  

The above points underlie my motivation  to draw representational pictures of things (trees, woods, mountains, skyscrapers . . .), 

recognizing the value of their visual qualities as inherent rather than dependent on modification and code - translation according 

to human matters.  Described like th at it may seem a simple approach, but a simple rather than over - complicated approach can 

help when looking at such a complex thing as the world in which we live; this is certainly true of ecological studies, for wh ich 

highly specified and complex methodolo gies sometimes make it harder for an observer to gain an effective understanding of the 

subject under study.   Some artists scoff at representational art as though they think itõs easy; they donõt seem to appreciate the 

amount of study, thought and technica l work that is often necessary in order to produce meaningful representational pictures.  

R 
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Itõs just an arrangement ð not  a proper music al composition  
n music I see a parallel with what I wrote about representational art on the previous page .  In represent ational art the subject is typically based on something 

that already exists, but the nature and quality of the artwork is dependent on the artistõs own creativity.  Likewise, with a musicianõs arrangement of a melody 

or theme that was written previously by  someone else, the nature and quality of the final piece depends primarily on the musicianõs own creativity.  However, 

musical arrangements can be judged inferior to compositions created entirely by the composer.  This judgement seems wrong.  R epresentatio nal art and musical 

arrangement both involve creative processes acting upon a given subject matter, so they can surely be of equal worth.  In bot h cases what matters most is the 

creative input.  A musical arrangement can deviate so much from the original s ubject as to be effectively a new piece of music, and can have more originality and 

creativity than some compositions.  For example, many players of traditional folk music stick so firmly to established tradit ional ways as to show little musical 

creativity , whether playing existing traditional tunes or their own ôcompositionsõ (which are typically similar tunes in the same traditional style).  Hence the 

boundaries between composition and arrangement can be blurred; the quality of the piece is more dependent  on the musical creativity that has gone into it than 

on the simple matter of nature or source of the original theme or subject matter that served as a basis for the final piece.  Even an ôoriginalõ piece of music or art 

is likely to have at least some bas is in things that existed previously or were the produce (physical or otherwise) of other people; that basis can be in the su bject 

matter or the creative process (taking influence from other peopleõs processes), or both.  While every picture or piece of music is in some way unique, it cannot be 

guaranteed to be without an outside influence of some kind.  In each of the four scenarios below (which can apply equally to music and the visual arts, and are, of 

course, very simplified) a thick arrow denotes a str ong influence and a thin arrow a weaker influence.  
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Does subject matter matter?  

t is common for someoneõs appreciation or assessment of the quality or value of a piece of representational artwork to be influenced more by the  subject matter in that 

work than by other visual or conceptual qualities such as composition, style, use of colour/line/detail, originality, meaning , etc.  For example:  

. . . . . . . . . . . òNiceó . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . òNot very niceó . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 

     

The three pictures on the right are large ( A2) coloured pencil drawings  of the Hallglen housing estate in  Falkirk.  I showed them to a lady who had grown up in Falkirk  ð 

and her mouth dropped open !  Now, when we say someoneõs mouth dropped open, it  usually means they were impressed or excited in some positive way .  Well, Iõd put a 

lot of hard work into these Falkirk pictures (more than can be shown in the small reproductions  here ), but this ladyõs response was not in positive appreciation of that.  

After some moments of silen ce and an open - mouthed  facial expression of horrified disbelief , she managed to utter some thing to the effect that it was unthinkable that 

anyone would lower themselves so far as to even think of drawing pictures of such horrible scenes, let alone actually go ahea d and waste their time and materials doing it.  

And she did not hesitate to ma ke it clear to me that she herself came from a very different ð and, of course, a more decent ð part of this town.  

Thatõs an example of subject matter influencing someoneõs assessment of artwork: a picture of a liked or approved subject  is favoured over on e depicting a subject that is 

disliked or considered uninteresting, regardless of the pictureõs visual or creative interest.  Lots of people also prefer art that is done in a well - established, traditional or 

easily understandable style.  These preferences can be seen even among some who, in other fields, are so highly educated and intellectual that we might expect their 

intellect to accommodate art in an appropriately perceptive and exploratory way.  (Some do this, of course, but some others d onõt, often surprisingly.)  

And then there are people who produce things in the name of ôartõ, along similar lines, attaching more significance to subject matter than to visual qualities or creativity.  

Itõs the same with photographs too, with people enthusiastically showing us their ôwonderfulõ photos of this or that interesting or approved subject, seemingly quite 

indifferent to other visual matters (so the pictures can vary from visually good to very disappointing . . . and in the latte r cases we tend to avoid pointing  that out to them!).  

But ð my artwork has a strong focus on trees, woods, high rise buildings  and  housing estates, and many other representational artists focus on their own chosen types of 

subject matter , perhaps reflecting the ir greater awareness of or i nterest in th ose subjects.  So am I trying to say that attaching a lot of significance to the identity of the 

subject matter is OK for an artist to do in the process of making artwork but not OK for a non - artist viewer to do when assessing the quality / valu e of a piece of art?  Yes!  

But isnõt that hypocritical of me?  No -  because exploratory/creative thinking, unhindered by subject bias, is so important in art that it applies not only to the process of 

production but also to so much else including the asse ssment of other peopleõs art.  I donõt like guns, but it is of course quite possible for someone to do a visually or 

creatively wonderful picture of a gun or a person with a gun; I would then recognise it as a wonderful picture; it might even  be way better  than some woodland landscapes.  

I 


