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INTRODUCTION

| left the [TC Conference, International Theosophy Conference,
in Julian CA, August 2011, on a high. Lovely people joined
{across related organizations) by a greater truth and a need to
hielp catalyze new consciousness in the wiorld, for the benefit of
all beings. Time to waork together - time for the ties that bind. |
was reminded of a piece | wrote earlier for a special issue on
Ecopsychology of the Jowrnal of Humanistic Psychoiogy. |n this
izsue, | and various others were looking at our profound
intercaonnection with all of life, indeed all the cosmos, and the
depth and complexity of our awareness and who we really are.
We were broadening the traditional purviews of humanistic
psychology. | shared with Jan Kind, whom | was privileged to
meet at the [TC gathering, and | am honored he is presenting it
here, and in such a stunning way.

FHuth Fichards, M.0O ., Ph.D.
Frofessor, Saybrook University
Cctober 28, 2011




— —

A NEW AESTHETIC FOR
ENVIRONMENTAL AWARENESS:
CHAOS THEORY, THE BEAUTY OF
NATURE, AND OUR BROADER

HUMANISTIC IDENTITY
by Ruth Fichards

Suminary

Can beauty help us adapt, evalve, and cope with environmental
crisis? This article challenges the longstanding Kantian views that
beauty is "disinterested " while linking kKant's wiew of the sublime
with chaos theary and the fractal forms of nature. VWe humans
participate in beauty as open systems in ongoing process,
coevolving with all of existence. BEeauty offers us conscious
awareness and resonance with deeper life patterns . Ve sense
our interconnection and the "hounded infinities" of potentialities
related to chaotic "strange attractors " A study of aesthetic
preference not only supports preference for the fractal forms of
nature but suggests, tentatively, that creative persons prefer
forms of even higher "dimensionality " Beauty can open up our
vision in an endangered world - while yielding intimacy and
delight, not isolation and fear. Caring can become natural for the
greater whole we all cocreate. As humanistic psychologists, we
can be concerned with no less than this totality.




{Zan aesthetic appreciation be good for usY Can it be good far
aur waorld? Might it advance an awareness that can aid us in an
endangered age? These are the guestions addressed in this
article. Their implications may be important for the health of our
environment and for all of us.

The article looks at (a) the possibility that beauty has adaptive
aspects, including rales in the evolution of information and
ourselves. It then addresses (b) the powerful aesthetic appeal of
many fractal forms of nature, including homaologous forms found
broadly across inorganic and arganic life farms, with the
possihility that we humans are also included in such
morphogenetic families. Mext, the article considers (C) aspects
of our selective and limited sensing of our surrounds, followed
by (d) newy research findings on patterns of aesthetic
appreciation that may work to broaden our awareness, including
"creative" profiles of appreciation. Finally, in view of the ahove,
and considering how we humans are open systems in resonant
interaction with our warld, this article presents () six
perspectives to help increase ecological awareness in our era of
ervironmental degradation and threat. Their adaptive value for
us as a culture is further underscored by their direct benefits for
us as individuals - for both our physical and psychological health.

ADAPTIVE VALUE FOR BEAUTY?

An adaptive value for Beauty? Some may strongly resist such a
position. Yet, why do people respond so quickly and intensely to
certain images of nature or to the patterns that evoke these? So
many of the natural forms around us - be they jagged
mountains, forests, clouds, hillsides of flowers, swaying trees,

falling water, or the sound of thunder - can evoke attention,
appreciation, and awe (Fichards, 19980, Wilson, 1992). Let us
consider this phenomenon and new insights it affords us into
our intimacy with our environment.

Kant's Time-Honored View! Beauty Iy "Disinterested "

In the widely accepted views of Immanuel Fant [1790/1964),
there is no further function to our appreciation of heauty than our
appreciation itself. Beauty is disinterested. Kant's judgment of
faste occurs without ary agenda or further purpose. People
notice heauty (ar elegance, or fitness) because of its intrinsic
appeal. That reasaon for noticing is sufficient in itself; there is
nothing else we want to get out of it. e look because we look -
and it pleases us intrinsically to do so.

What, actually, dowe call aesthetic? What is involed in
beauty? Santayana (1896/1955) suggested that besuly is
“walue, positive, Intrinsic, and objectified. ... Beauty is pleasure
regarded as a quality of thing" (p. 31). We don't have a good
wiord in English for the broad category of aesthetic gualities we
may recognize. There are bheautiful landscapes, to be sure, hut
also fine wines, handsome people, and elegant mathematical
proofs. All of these have a special quality - and one that appeals
to us, one that will drawr us in (Sheppard, 1987,

FolloMay (1985) expanded on the personal experience of
heauty. He said,

Beauty is the experience that gives us a sense of joy and a sense
of peace simultaneously. ... Beauty gives us not anly a feeling of
wonder; it imparts to us at this same moment a timelessness, a
repase - which is why we speak of beauty as being eternal. (p. 20)
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Might Beauty Do Even More for Us - and o Us?

What If our gazing at beauty - whether we intended this or Mot -
does do something to us and for us? This seems to be so. First
of all, we are brought to conscious awareness! "Aow!" we may
say, seeing a beautiful dusk from our summer cahin porch, the
light fading over the lake, the faint puff of air on our cheek. We
may even nudge our companion to get her or him to ook as
well. Now we have brought our companion into the picture and
into this conscious awareness.

Az if this weren't enough, our noticing activity has permanently
changed us, physically and hiologically, and potentially
paychaologically. Cur neurons, our dendrites, our electrical
patterns, and our dynamic web of experience have been altered
- they have registered this moment and will never again be the
same (Fichards, 1888b, in press-a) Ve are nows different
persons than we were the moment before. Ve all are open
systems in ongoing interaction with everything around us.

Each time we notice something, our brains - which are very
rarely quiet amywiay - waork to process this new information. In
addition, when a person notices consciously, rather than
unconsciously, the infarmation may bhe shared across a broader
range of brain subsystems (e.g., Combs, 1995, 1896). Thus, in
our contact with a summer lake, deepening dusk and gentle
hreeze, an individual iz changed. In however a big or small way,
she or he has evolved. It is therefore worth asking about some
possihle drivers of this "evolution” - and whether it might apply to
Us A% 3 SpeCieS.
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Can Beautfy Show Us Greater Possibility 7

Poet Robert Burns wrote,

The voice of nature loudly cries,
And many a message from the skies,
That something in us never dies.

Burns, 1790

Wary have spoken of broader and indeed transcendent
experiences of beauty - of experiences involving a realm or
agency of existence that may transcend the ordinary, may defy
description, and one that can transform lives in ways that are
beneficial. Hillman (1989) said, for instance, that "beauty is the
wiay In which the gods touch our senses, reach the heart and
attract us into life" (p. 302).

From an environmental perspective, some scientists and writers
hawve posited an intrinsic need to be present with nature, to gaze
at certain scenes, as in Wilson's "biophilia hypothesis" (Foberts,
1858 \Wilson, 1892 \Winter, 200073, they have noted a
fundamental pleasure one experiences in doing so (see also
kant, 17901964 Richards, 149%9%). This may involve a sense of
unity that draws us beyond our isolated individual identities
(Pilisul;, 2001 [this issue]; Winter, 2000) and a transcendent
reaction of our deeply aware ecological self (Winter, 2000).

This article considers whether beauty might advance such
greater connection. If =0, then we also need to ask how human
beings manage to mute this appreciation and to manifest
instead destructive behaviors (e.0., to consume an excess of
goods ar to shape the land to our short-term needs; e g, Kanner,
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1988, Laszlo, 2000; Oskamp, 2000, Riebel, 2001 [this issug]).
Indeed, for someone sensing a broader interconnection (e.g.,
Macy, 1991; Pilisuk & Parks, 1986, Pilisul, 2001), this
destruction is also a way of neglecting and of hurting ourselves.

An Evolution of lformation and a Creative Process

This ongoing dynamic, this metabhaolism of information in the
wiorld, and our rale in it, may be seen as an evoiution of
information. Does beauty - and most certainly the beauty in
nature - help alert us to what we would do well to notice? (Ve
hawe not yet proposed wihy we should notice - just that we
should do so.) Significantly, this hypothesis is not in conflict with
Immanuel Kant's {(1730/1864) =till dominant and widely accepted
perspective on beauty. To Kant, beauty is disinferested, and we
notice simply because we have pleasure in doing so. Kant's
aesthetic judgrment of faste, therefore, stands alone; we look
hecause we look - there is no ulterior motive, no other agenda.

Yet, one may note that the judoment of faste may itself be the
point - the very means of heightening our consciols awareness
and of furthering a transformation or change (Richards, 1993h).
If one does not appreciate beauty far a particular purpose, a
particular purpose has still been duly served. Ve have noticed -
and we have remembered.

What undergoes transformation ar evolution’? One can speak
metaphaorically of memes (Dawking, 1876; Richards, 1990,
1998h) or of "unitz of infarmation” that affect the evolution of our
personal and cultural understandings. These are comparable to
the genes or units of genetic information that affect our hiological
evolution. In our individual woarls or social communication, these

=
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informational units might mix, match, and recambine to vield
ariginal information. This ariginality, this putting together of
elements in new ways, this informational evolution, i the very
definition of creativity (Alhert, In press; Richards, 18959k Funco
& Fichards, 19497

What iz @ meme? Examples are an idea, a tune, an equation.
One can also speak of a meme system, information that
evolves more or less as a unit. Examples include the English
language or the Beethoven piano concertos. Wit smaller, one
might speak of various concepts or meaningful clusters of
information that have evolved for particular reasons, such as the
types of pasta or rivers in the Morthwest. Our minds seem
organized to create such clusters, to chunk and conceptualize
much of our reality. Modern research suggests this may occur
against a chaotic background of electrical brain activity (see
Combs, 19952, Richards, 1997, Skarda & Freeman, 1987),
which iz poised to suddenly self-organize in face of new
understandings. We look at a landscape and we see trees,
clouds, mountaing, and fields. Cur perceptions seem to come
already prepackaged in such conceptual units.

Such memes and meme complexes may be the paints on our
informational palette. We combine them in new ways in our
ongoing creative task of staying alive and of seeking meaning far
aur living. Qur creativity 1S fundamental to our evalution,

Cne may note in this regard that from a human perspective,
creativity is neither inherently good nor evil {e.g., Richards,
1893). Az with a knife, which can be used to make a salad or to
commit a robbery, our originality of daily life can be applied guite
broadly across the works of humankind, whether benevolent or
not. One may consider, as well, as one reads on in this article,
whether our response in accordance with the beauties of the
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natural warld may not put us maore fully in harmony with 3
greater flow of life and paoint us in a3 more positive evolutionary
direction. Such has indeed been suggested, for example, in our
aesthetic appreciation of Taoist or Zen art (Chung-yuan, 1963;
Foss, 18607, 0One might even ask if what we call "ugliness"
might tend to fade, when viewed maore universally, and without
self-interest.

Memes and Chaos Theory

Indeed, using chaos theory, memes might he profitably
compared with chaotic attractors of mind; some helieve these
attractors arganize our thoughts and beliefs in complex
hierarchies of mental operations (Combs, 1495; Goertzel,
18985a, 19495k =ee Richards, in press-a). We can learn a hit
maore about creativity from chaos theary and vice versa.

To take a relatively uncreative example, we see a drinking glass
in a department store and touch and reject it VWe're just not
interested in tableware today. The word gfass may become the
totality of what we remember, if anything, from this brief
encounter, which we box and file away without a flicker of
Cconscious awareness. Such mindless response can be useful
as we go about our complex tasks, our demands are far too
many to process them all consciously. Thus, goodhye glass.

Yet, one can overdo a good thing. YWe may then walk through
the shoe department and then out the doar - still on automatic
pilat - use the drinking fountain, get in the car, drive to the office,
eat our lunch, and even carry on a conversation, in a routine and
mindless way. If automaticity can be helpful at times, such
programmed living also brings the risk that we will miss our life

entirely, and the richness it could have, as we continue along on
automatic pilot. While our "drinking glass" is being filed away
under tableware, in our mental files, we may meanwhile be
overlooking its deep blue color, brilliant clanty, sparkle of cut
crystal, and numerous other qualities. We may as well have
heen asleep. These gualities will stay incognito until something
else arrests us and helps us to notice. Happily, without the need
for immediate action, for fight or flight survival responses, fear or
aggression, we can still be brought to awareness. Beauty can
do this.

In the case of the glass, in the first and mindless instance, we
hawve not significantly changed our mental organizing structure
but have assimilated the information about the glass, even as
Fiaget said (see Richards, 18996a) into our already existing
mental schemata. In this case, we have automatically added
another card to our mental card file {or another glass to the
shelf). Cur conscious awareness has moved onto some
seemingly more meaningful tasks.

Moy enter beauly which comes, interestingly, hand in hand with
deeper holistic awareness and with our human creativity
{(Fichards, 1883b). The sun strikes our glass. "Wow!" we gasp
as the sun shows the depths of the blue and a hundred
sparkling facets. We gasp with delight. This time, we are not just
cataloging attributes - a form, a color, a reflection of light. Ve
are there with the object, there in its totality, and our seeing and
the ohject become one in a deeper and a holistic knowing. This
experience is indeed guite well known to our children as well as
to our sophisticated adult sekves. As Puhakka (1997) put it

"Krnowing" is @ moment of awareness in which contact occurs
between the knower and the known. This contact is
nonconceptual, nonimaginal, nondiscursive, and extremely brief,
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"Having knowledge " on the ather hand, consists of descriptive or
interpretive claims to the effect that "such-and-such is the case” ..
{weith knowing) what is contacted are, to borrow Husserl's term,
“things themseles." The act of contact breaks out of our
salipsistic representational world of images and meanings, and
also out of the collective saolipsism of socially determined
meanings, into genuine, empathic interconnectedness. (p. 9)

Moy let's return to our glass in the store and another possible
type of encounter. A curator of a California histarical museum
sees this object. She iz struck - she just stops, she looks. This
I= a moment of pure appreciation. A smile comes forth on her
face. She iz finishing an exhibit on the people of the California
gold rush, and now she imagines the sparkling blue glass in the
hand of a smartly tallored California banker. He stands in an
18590s" Mob Hill parlor far above the San Francisco Bay, she
pictures him haoisting hand and glass in the elegant manner of
his native Boston toward a full-skirted lady. Behind him, through
the bhay window, 1 a San Francisco panorama, with hills and
harbaor, expanse of blue bay, the outlet the Golden Gate Bridge
will later span, and the ocean beyand. Tiny in the distance, down
near the docks, are gold prospectars in tanes of brown and
grey, raising dust as they enter town.

In the museum example above, the glass has been reframed as
an art ohject, an elegant piece of craftsmanship that picks up
the dominant blue color of a panoramic background. In using the
glass this way, the curator became consciously aware and
made conscious choices after initial direct awareness and
appreciation of the glass. Here she escaped not only
automaticity but alzo the usual conventional meanings and
associations to a drinking glass.

Here one finds freedom for creativity! The curator reframed the

glass's gualities, associations, and impact for the task at hand,
and she perhaps adjusted the task itself in turn (e.g., highlighting
blue mare as a dominant color associated with means or ease).
she was willing to sccormmodsafe, to use Piaget's companion
term, to adapt actively to a situation that was evolving anew and
requiring news visions of its parts and the whaole.

This innovative instance places recollection of the blue crystal
glass in a different mental region, or attractor of mind, serving
this time as symbol of elegance, wealth, and leisure, as well of
glassware. Simultaneously, in the mind of the creator, this use
bhecomes linked creatively to many other possihilities, enriching
the content - and also the potential process - for future creative
associations.

Recombination and Replication of Information

What iz evalving here? |s it not our very minds, aur
understanding, our infarmation in memaory and conscious
awareness, plus the dynamic structure of our brains and the
angoing process we use individually and together to organize
aur material reality? BEvery second, we reframe our warlds
(indeed, even when we are maoving an autopilot) We are all
processes in motion; we never stop. Each moment we change -
and we truly see differently! Ve bhecome different beings as
varied neurons flicker an and off or link to each other through
new chemical aor anatomical connections. As with our genes,
these memes - including our thoughts, ideas, wishes, and plans
- will recomhbine and replicate always, as we blink, move, sit
quietly, take a nap, ar jump up to answer a ringing phone
(Richards, 1986h).
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{2ne might think that this mental process could reach a new
local maxmum whenever creativity is invaolved. Qur everyday
creativity is precisely the bringing together of known elements in
news and unusual ways far the generation of meaningful
ariginality (see Barron, 1969, Richards, 1997).

Compared with hiological creativity, one can ask how efficient
this meme-making, or informational, process is. Unlike genes,
wherein two biological parents join after perhaps a lengthy
courtship and then wait 3 months for the offspring to emerge,
the creation of new memes can happen instantaneausly. MNow
compare our example of exhibit design. "That's itl" says the
curator, the creator of the gold rush scenes, as she mentally
hands the blue glass to the man by the lace curtain of the San
Francisco Yictorian home. The whole picture comes together. In
the openness of discovery, the system has coevaolved, separate
memes have been joined - glass to residence to banker, against
a backdrop of salt water and blue sky. In what was not a wisp of
a thought a second hefare, new memes have been created.

The next day, perhaps, a local reporter writes up the exhibit for
the marning paper, and a photographer snaps a picture. Already
some memes have been replicated. Thousands may scan them
in the newwspaper the next day at the breakfast table.

Yet, how well will such memes actually survive’? The salmon
swims upstream and lays many eggs. Only certain offspring will
live and propagate their DA, their genes. So it may be as well
for our creative memes, both individually and socially, even far
our newest and maost ariginal ideas aor compositions. Far a
variety of reasons, some of these will survive, but many others
wiill languish and die.

Yet, if any one of these should appeal, if the idea or creative

product should do something useful within the minds of others, it
may achieve a different fate. The information will be stored -
preserved, not lost - and will be replicated, as in the example
ahove. Publication in the Jowrnal of Humanistic Psychology is
ane warthy example of this. The information can be cloned and
distributed at remarkable speeds in this age of the Internet,
cable connections, networks, and systems of all sorts.

Feturning to the museum illustration, aspects of the gold rush
exhibit could also be captured with digital photography and sent
electronically elsewhere. These memes could appear in
museum YWeh sites, online journals, and on tourist souvenirs
such as gold rush postcards, T-shits, sunhats, calendars, and
screensavers. Here is a mini population explosion - an explosion
of information.

When might such an information explosion be most
pronounced? Consider a cure for cancer. & vaccine for AIDS.
The discovery of life on Mars. How fast this news would travel
around the globe and into each living room! Here are memes
exploding in all directions like brilliant firewarks .

Seeing Beauty, Evolving Along With &

Our ideas may fade, but the wonders of nature have so far
persisted. Indeed, how often may people across cultures and
countries be roused to awareness by the beauties of our natural
world - including the fragile leaf and the tiny bud, along with mare
majestic mountains and valleys. How readily we may file such
aesthetic experiences away for future appreciation and bhenefit.
You have probably heard it said that we bhecome the food we
eat; no less do we become the sights we see, the ideas we
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