
PERCEP~ON AND VISUAL "COMMON SENSE" 

The map is not the territory. 

-Alfred Korzybski 

Our eyes are truly wondrous windows on the world. The last of 
our senses to evolve and the most sophisticated, they are our main 
source of information about the world, sending more data more quickly 
to the nervous system than any other sense. 

Yet what our eyes register is not a picture of reality as it is. Rather 
our brains combine information from our eyes with data from our other 
senses, synthesize it, and draw on our past experience to give us a work- 
able image of our world. This image orients us, allows us to comprehend 
our situation, and helps us to recognize sigruhcant factors within it. To 
clanfy how we see, perceptual psychologist J. J. Gibson has made a dis- 
tinction between the image that appears on the retina, which he called 

e "visual field," and the mental creation that composemUT "visual 
world.* me v HEld is created by light falling on our eyes; the visual 
wSrld, however, interprets these patterns of Light as &ty. ThP visual 
world, then, is an interpretation of reality but not reality itself. It is an 
image created in the brain, formed by an integration of immediate multi- 
sensory information, prior experience, and cultural learning. In short, it 

a mental map, but it is not the territory. IT 
This is why although Alfred Korzybski's first principle of general 

semantic-"the map is not the 
obvious (who would confuse a road map 
statement implies much more. It suggests 
tion and reality that is fundamental-it is, in 

-at we refer to as "reality" is 
the end product of a process that begins 
environment and ends in the intricate and complex dynamics of the 
mind. 



Visual Intelligence 

m a t  we perceive, then, is no more "real" than a painting of a still 
life is edible: perception always intercedes between reality and our- 
selves. The surrealist painter Rene Magritte continually commented on 
this gap in such paintings as "The Key of Dreams," where word captions 
seem to contradict the meaning of the images above them: the head of a 
horse is captioned "the door," a clock "the wind," a pitcher "the bird," a 
valise, "the valise." Because we see things consistently, we have also 
come to believe that we see truly. Ultimately, however, we see more what 
we expect to see than what really "is." 

Even when we watch television, we misunderstand approximately 
30 percent of what is shown to us. Our emotional state, our mindset at the 
time, and our prior experience all seem to conspire against our seeing 
things as they really are.' We go about our lives, however, mostly assum- 
ing that what we see is what really "is," as if there were no intermediary 
process-in other words, as if the map were indeed the territory. 

On the other hand, much of this assumption is for the most part 
justified and continually reinforced through experience: when we see a 
chair in front of us and then sit in it, we know our senses weren't fooling 
us. Because our evolutionary survival as a species has depended on our 
ability to recognize and derive meaning from our surroundings, the very 
fact that we are here tells us that the mechanism of perception is 
working. If our perceptual maps didn't work, we wouldn't survive to 
pass along the genes that preprogram the process. 

But the trust we have in our senses and our own sense of objectiv- 
ity is rarely if ever completely justified. Not only are we biologically 
tuned to overestimate certain aspects of perception, such as height com- 
pared to width, but we are also rarely even conscious of the variety of 
factors impinging on our perspective, especially those derived from sub- 
conscious and even primitive forces or from the vagaries of personal 
experience. Our image of the world is governed by evolutionary princi- 
ples; it is to a great extent shared by others with the same cultural back- 
ground; yet it is also uniquely nuanced in each individual. 

Evolution, Emotion, and Subliminal Perception 

Etched into our perceptual system is the whole evolutionary 
process of humankind. The reptilian brain, geared for land survival, still 
operates within us, regulating basic bodily functions below the level of 
our awareness, and responding to survival threats by preparing the 
body for fight or flight. The brain's amygdala, the seat of our emotions, 
dates back to the reptilian era and still plays a primary and dominant 
role in all our perception. It is the seat of our ability to accurately read 


























