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FORM vs. FUNCTION, CONTENT vs. STRUCTURE

To ask questions which are addressed to form vs. function
such as, “Do we grasp because we have hands or do we have
hands because we grasp?”’ has proved quite fruitless in my
opinion. I have not been as preoccupied with the content of
culture as some of my colleagues, for it has been my experi-
ence that overemphasis on content often results in distortion.
It also leads to failure to understand situations where content
has been greatly diminished. This is the case with American
Negro culture, for example. In fact, it is believed by many
that American Negroes have no culture of their own simply
because the visibly explicit content of their culture has been
reduced. For such observers, the Spanish American in New
Mexico who speaks English, sends his children to an urban
school, lives in a modern house, and drives a Buick, has the
same culture as his Anglo-American neighbors, While 1 take
exception to this point of view, it has, in fact, been slowly
changing, witness Glazer and Moynihan’s book, Beyond the
Melting Pot. The point I wish to make is subtle and offers
many opportunities for misunderstanding. This is because I
have generalized about groups that are clearly distinguishable
from each other in some contexts (for the most part in their
private life), and indistinguishable in others (predominantly
in their public life), or where content is quite similar but
structure varies. As the reader might suspect, proxemic pat-
terns are only a few of the many differences that do enable
people to distinguish one group from another.

For example, I have recently been conducting research on
non-verbal communication between lower-class Negroes and
lower middle-class whites. Differences in the handling of time
represent a very common source of misunderstanding. In
addition, the voice, the feet, hands, eyes, body, and space
are all handled differently, which often causes even highly
motivated Negroes to fail to get jobs for which they apply.
These failures are not always because of prejudice, but can
be traced to instances where both parties misread each other’s
behavior. In general, the Negro communications which my
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de band I have been studying tend to be quite subtle so
that even ‘the signs reflecting the strength of the Negro's desire
ft_)r a particular job may go undetected by the white inter-
viewers who are looking for strong motivation as an impor-
tant indicator that the applicant would do well. At times like
these one can demonstrate the danger of overemphasizing
content. The Negro is well aware of the fact that his white
interlocutor is not “reading him.” What he doesnt know is
that while he may be more aware of the nuances of white-
Ne.gro interaction than the white man, there are many, many
points at which he too is being miscued.

Because we Americans apparently direct our attention more
towafd content than structure or form, the importance of cul-
ture is often minimized. We tend to overlook the influence of
the form of a building on the people in it, or the results of
ovefcrowding on Negroes, or the consequences of having
one’s senses conditioned by Negro culture while trying to
cope with “white” teachers and *white” educational materials,
Most important, we have consistently failed to accept the
reality of different cultures within our national boundaries.
Negroes, Indians, Spanish Americans, and Puerto Ricans are
tn?ated as though they were recalcitrant, undereducated,
middle-class Americans of northern European heritage instead
of what they really are: members of culturally differentiated
enclaves with their own communication systems, institutions,
and values. Because we Americans have an “a-cultural bias”
we believe only in the superficial differences between the peo-
ple{; of the world. Not only do we miss much of the richness
which comes from knowing others but often we are slow to
correct our actions when difficulties begin to develop. Instead
of pausing and taking a second look, we are apt to increase
our earlier efforts, which can have serious, often unexpected
consequences. Furthermore, preoccupation with the content
of communications often blinds us to the adumbrative or
foreshadowing functions of communication referted to in
Chal.ster. L. When people don’t respond to adumbrative com-
munications, emotional commitment moves from out-of-
awareness to increasingly higher levels of awareness. It is at
tl?e pomnt at which the ego is consciously involved that it is
difficult to back out of a controversy; whereas the ability to
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correctly assess adumbrative shifts smooths ruffled feathers be-
fore one is cognizant that a situation is even developing, In
animals terrible fighting breaks out when adumbrative se-
quences are short-circuited. This happens with overcrowding
or when strange animals are introduced into a stable situation.

MAN’S BIOLOGICAL PAST

Western man has set himself apart from nature and, there-
fore, from the rest of the animal world. He could have con-
tinued to ignore the realities of his animal constitution if it
had not been for the population explosion, which has become
particularly acute in the past twenty years. This, together
with the implosion into our cities of poverty-stricken people
from rural areas, has created a condition which has all the
earmarks of population buildup and subsequent crash in the
animal world. Americans in the 1930s and '40s used to fear
economic cycles; today we may have more to be alarmed
about in the population cycle.

Many ethologists have been reluctant to suggest that their
findings apply to man, even though crowded, overstressed ani-
mals are known to suffer from circulatory disorders, heart
attacks, and lowered resistance to disease. One of the chief
differences between man and animals is that man has domesti-
cated himself by developing his extensions and then proceeded
to screen his senses so that he could get more people into a
smaller space. Screening helps, but the ultimate buildup can
still be lethai. The last instance of severe urban overcrowding
over a significant period of time was in the Middle Ages,
which were punctuated by disastrous plagues.

Harvard historian William Langer, in his article “The
Black Death,” states that from 1348 to 1350, after a period
of rather rapid growth, the population of Europe was reduced
one-quarter by the plague. Transmitted by fleas from rats to
man, this disease was caused by a specific organism (Bacillus
pestis). There is little agreement as to why the plague ended,
and, while the relationship of man to the disease is certainly
complex, there is something suggestive about the fact that
the end of the plague coincided with social and architectural
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i%0ges -that must have considerably reduced the stress of
ur!?an diving, I am referring to the changes in the home de-
scnl?ed by Philippe Ariés which protected and solidified the
family (see Chapter IX). These changed conditions bolstered
by more stable political conditions did much to reduce the
stress from crowded urban living,

If man does pay attention to animal studies, he can detect
thf:' gradually emerging outlines of an endocrine servomech-
anism not unlike the thermostat in his house, The only dif-
ference is that instead of regulating heat the endocrine con-
tl:OI system regulates the population. The most significant
dls":overies of experimental ethologists whose works are de-
scribed in Chapters II and I1I are the catastrophic physiological
and behavioral consequences of population buildup prior to
crash, and the advantages enjoyed by those animals which
have a territory, a space of their own.

Recent reports by pathologists H. L. Ratcliffe and R, L.
Sny'der of the Philadelphia Zoo’s Penrose Laboratory may be
of interest. Their report on a twenty-five-year cause-of-death
study of 16,000 birds and mammals demonstrates not only
that a wide variety of animals are stressed from overcrowding
bl_.lt that they suffer from exactly the same diseases as man:
high blood pressure, circulatory diseases, and heart disease,
even when fed a low-fat diet. ’

_The animal studies also teach us that crowding per se is
n_elther. gooed nor bad, but rather that overstimulation and
dlsn}ptlons of social relationships as a consequence of over-
lappmg personal distances lead to population collapse. Proper
sc1:eemng can reduce both the disruption and the overstimu-
lgtfon, and permits much higher concentrations of popula-
lations, Screening is what we get from rooms, apartments,
l.ind. !Juildings in cities. Such screening works until several
Individuals are crowded into one room; then a drastic change
occurs.. The walls no longer shield and protect, but instead
press mward on the inhabitants.

'By domesticating himself, man has greatly reduced the
flight .distance of his aboriginal state, which is an absolute
hecessity when population densities are high. The flight reac-
!:mn (keeping distance between one’s self and the enemy)
1s one of the most basic and successful ways of coping with
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danger, but there must be sufficient space if it is to .functiqn.
Through a process of taming, most higher organisms, in-
cluding man, can be squeezed into a given area provided that
they feel safe and their aggressions are under control. How-
ever, if men are made fearful of each other, fear resurrects
the flight reaction, creating an explosive need for space.
Fear, plus crowding, then produces panic.

Failure to appreciate the importance of the intimate rela-
tionship of man to his environment has led to tragic conse-
quences in the past. Psychologist Marc Fried and sociologist
Chester Hartman reported deep depression and grief on the
part of the relocated Boston West Enders following the de-
struction of their urban village as part of a renewal program,
It wasn’t just the environment for which the West Em?ers
grieved but the entire complex of relationships—building,
streets, and people—as an integrated way of life. Their world
bad been shattered.

THE NEED FOR ANSWERS

In order to solve the many complex urban problems facing
the United States today we must begin by questioning our
basic assumptions concerning the relationship of man to his
environment, as well as man’s relationship to himself. Over
two thousand years ago, Plato concluded that the most diffi-
cult task in the world was to know one's self. This truth has
to be continually rediscovered; its implications are yet to be
fully realized. .

The discovery of self on the level of culture is possibly
even more demanding than it is on the individual level. ’.l‘he
difficulty of this task, however, should not cause us tq slight
its importance. Americans must be willing to unde.rwrlte and
participate in team research on a massive scale directed to-
ward learning more about the interrelationship of man and
his environment. A point repeatedly stressed by the transac-
tional psychologists has been the error of assuming that thfzse
two were separate and not part and parcel of one interar:‘tmg
system (see Kilpatrick’s book, Explorations in Transactional
Psychology).
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n :__v:vords of JTan Mc Harg writing in “Man and His
Envireament” in The Urban Condition:

+ + « DO species can exist without an environment, no
species can exist in an environment of its exclusive crea-
tion, no species can survive, save as a non-disruptive
member of an ecological community. Every member
must adjust to other members of the commupity and to
the environment in order to survive, Man is not excluded
from this test.

It isn’t just that Americans must be willing to spend the
money. Some deeper changes are called for which are diffi-
cult to define, such as a rekindling of the adventuresome
spirit and excitement of our frontier days. For we are con-
fronted with urban and cultural frontiers today. The question
is, How can we develop them? Our past history of anti-
intellectualism is costing us dearly, for the wilderness we
must now master is one requiring brains rather than brawn.
We need both excitement and ideas and we will discover that
both are more apt to be found in people than in things, in
structure than content, in involvement rather than in detach-
ment from life.

Anthropologists and psychologists must discover how to
compute peoples’ involvement ratios in a reasonably simple
way. It is known, for example, that some groups, such as the
Italians and Greeks, are much more sensorially involved with
each other than some other groups, such as the Germans and
the Scandinavians. In order to plan intelligently we must have
& quantitative measure of such involvement. Once we know
how to compute involvement ratios, questions for which we
will need answers are: What is maximum, minimum, and
ideal density for rural, urban, and transition groups? What
is the maximum viable size of the different groups living
under urban conditions before normal social controls begin
to break down? What different types of small communities
are there? How related do they need to be? How are they
integrated into larger wholes? In other words, how many dif-
ferent urban biotopes are there? Is the number unlimited or

i3 it possible to categorize them? How can space be used
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therapeutically to help relieve social tensions and cure so-
cial ills? '

YOU CAN'T SHED CULTURE

In the briefest possible sense, the message of this book is
that no matter how hard man tries it is impossible for him
to divest himself of his own culture, for it has penetrated to
the roots of his nervous system and determines how he per-
ceives the world. Most of culture lies hidden and is outside
voluntary control, making up the warp and weft of human
existence, Even when small fragments of culture are elevated
to awareness, they are difficult to change, not only because
they are so personally experienced but because people cannot
act or interact at all in any meaningful way except through
the medium of culture.

Man and his extensions constitute one interrelated system.
It is a mistake of the greatest magnitude to act as though
man were one thing and his house or his cities, his technology
or his language were something else. Because of the inter-
refationship between man and his extensions, it behooves us
to pay much more attention to what kinds of extensions we
create, not only for ourselves but for others for whom they
may be ill suited. The relationship of man to his extensions
is simply a continuation and a specialized form of the rela-
tionship of organisms in general to their environment. How-
ever, when an organ or process becomes extended, evolution
speeds up at such a rate that it is possible for the extension
to take over, This is what we see in our cities and in automa-
tion. This is what Norbert Wiener was talking about when
he foresaw dangers in the computer, a specialized extension
of part of man's brain. Because extensions are numb (and
often dumb, as well), it is necessary to build feedback (re-
search) into them so that we can know what is happening,
particularly in regard to extemsions that mold or substitute
for the natural environment. This feedback must be strength-
ened both in our cities and in our conduct of interethnic re-
lations.

The ethnic crisis, the urban crisis, and the education crisis
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are intarvelated. If viewed comprehensively all three can be
scen as:different facets of a larger crisis, a natural outgrowth
of man's having developed a new dimension—the cultural
dimension—most of which is hidden from view. The question

is, How long can man afford to consciously ignore his own
dimension?




SUMMARY OF JAMES GIBSON’S
THIRTEEN VARIETIES OF PERSPECTIVE
AS ABSTRACTED FROM
THE PERCEPTION OF THE VISUAL WORLD

In the beginning of his book, Gibson says that there is no
such thing as perception of space without a continuous back-
ground surface. Also, like the transactional psychologists, he
observes that perception depends upon memory or past
stimulation, i.e., it has a past that lays the foundation for the
perceptions of here and how. He identifies thirteen varieties
of perspective “sensory shifts”—visual impressions which ac-
company the perceptions of depth over a continuous surface
and “depth at a contour.” These sensory shifts and varieties
of perspective are somewhat analogous to the large classes of
the contrasting sounds that we call vowels and consonants,
They constitute the basic structural categories of experience
into which the more specific varieties of vision fit. In other
words, a scene contains information that is built up out of a
number of different elements. What Gibson has done is to
analyze and describe the system and the component “stimulus
variables” which combine to provide the information man
needs in order to move about effectively and to do all that
movement implies on the surface of our globe. The impor-
tant thing is that Gibson has given us a complete system and
not just unrelated parts of a system.

Gibson’s sensory shift and varieties of perspective fall into
four classes: perspective of position; perspective of parallax;
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perspective independent of position or motion; and depth at
a contour.

Many of these will be readily recognized by the reader.
Their importance and the significance of their description is
evidenced by the talent, energy, and emotion that have gone
into the many different attempts on the part of painters to
discover and describe these same principles. Spengler recog-
nized this when he characterized spatial awareness as the
prime symbol of Western culture. Writers like Conrad, who
wanted to make his readers see what he had seen, and Mel-
ville, who was obsessed with communication, built and con-
tinue to build their visual imagery on the process described
below.

A. Perspectives of Position

1. TEXTURE PERSPECTIVE. This is the gradual increase in
the density of the texture of a surface as it recedes in the dis-
tance.

2. SIZE PERSPECTIVE. As the objects get farther away they
decrease in size. (Apparently not fully recognized by the
Italian painters in the twelfth century as applying to humans.)

3. LINEAR PERSPECTIVE. Possibly the most commonly
known form of perspective in the Western world. Renaissance
art is the best known for its incorporation of the so-called
laws of perspective. Parallel lines like railroad tracks or high-
ways that join at a single vanishing point at the horizon illus-
trate this form of perspective.

B. Perspectives of Parallax

4. BINOCULAR PERSPECTIVE. Binocular perspective operates
very much out of awareness. It is sensed because, owing to
the separation of the eyes, each projects a different image.
The difference i3 much more apparent at close distances than
at great distances. Closing and opening one eye and then the
other makes the differences in the images apparent.

5. MOTION PERSPECTIVE. As one moves forward in space,
the closer one approaches a stationary object, the faster it ap-
pears to move. Likewise, objects moving at uniform speeds
appear to be moving more slowly as distance increases,
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C. P¥spéctives Independent of the Position or Motion of the
Observer

6. AERIAL PERSPECTIVE. Western ranchers used to have fun
at the expense of dudes unfamiliar with regional differences
in “aerial perspective.” Untold numbers of these innocents
would awaken refreshed and stimulated, look out the window
and, seeing what looked like a nearby hill, anpounce that it
was such a nice, clear morning they were going to walk to
the hill and back before breakfast. Some were dissuaded.
Others took off only to discover that the hill was little closer
at the end of half an hour’s walk than when they started. The
“hill” proved to be a mountain anywhere from three to seven
miles away and was seen in reduced scale because of an un-
familtar form of aerial perspective. The extreme clarity of
the dry, high-altitude air altered the aerial perspective, giving
the impression that everything was miles closer than it really
was. From this we gather that aerial perspective is derived
from the increased haziness and changes in color due to the
intervening atmosphere. It is an indicator of distance but not
as stable and reliable as some of the other forms of per-
spective,

7. THE PERSPECTIVE OF BLUR. Photographers and painters
are more likely than laymen to be aware of perspective of
blur. This form of visual space perception is evident when
focusing on an object held out in front of the face, so that
the background is blurred. Objects in a visual plane other
than the one on which the eyes are focused will be seen Jess
distinctly.

8. RELATIVE UPWARD LOCATION IN THE VISUAL FIELD, On
the deck of a ship or on the plains of Kansas and eastern
Colorado, the horizon is seen as a line at about eye level,
The surface of the globe climbs, as it were, from one’s feet
to eye level. The further from the ground one is, the more
pronounced this effect. In the context of everyday experience,
one looks down at objects that are close and up to objects
that are far away.

9. SHIFT OF TEXTURE OR LINEAR SPACING, A valley seen
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over the edge of a cliff is perceived as more distant because
of the break or rapid increase in texture density. Although
several years have passed since I first saw a certain Swiss
valley, I can recall clearly the bizarre sensations it produced.
Standing on a grassy ledge, I looked down 1500 feet at the
streets and houses of a village. Blades of grass were sharply
etched in the visual field, while each blade was the width of
one of the small houses.

10. SHIFT IN THE AMOUNT OF DOUBLE IMAGERY. If one
looks at a distant point, everything between the viewer and
the point will be seen as double, The closer to the viewer, the
greater the doubling; the more distant the point, the less dou-
bling. The gradient in the shift is a cue to distance; a steep
gradient is read as close, a gradual gradient as far,

11. SHIPT IN THE RATE OF MOTION. One of the most de-
pendable and consistent ways of sensing depth is the differen-
tial movement of objects in the visual fleld. Those objects
which are close move much more than distant objects, They
also move more quickly, as noted in Point 5. If two objects
are seen as overlapping and they do not shift positions rela-
tive to each other when the viewer changes positions, they
are either on the same plane or so far away that the shift is
not perceived. Television audiences have become accustomed
to perspective of this type because it is so pronounced when-
ever the camera moves through space in a manner similar to
the moving viewer.

12. COMPLETENESS OR CONTUNUITY OF OUTLINE. One fea-
ture of depth perception that has been exploited during war-
time is continuity of outline. Camouflage is deceptive because
it breaks the continuity, Even if there is no texture difference,
no shift in double imagery, and no shift in the rate of motion,
the manner in which one object obscures (eclipses) another
determines whether the one is seen as behind the other or
not. If, for example, the outline of the nearest object is un-
broken and that of the obscured objects is broken in the proc-
ess of being eclipsed, this fact will cause one object to appear
behind the other.

13. TRANSITIONS BETWEEN LIGHT AND SHADE. Just as an
abrupt shift or change in the texture of an object in the
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vmull!dd will signal a cliff or an edge, so will an abrupt
shift i drightness be interpreted as an edge. Gradual transi

tions in brightness are the principal means of perceiving
molding or roundness.
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