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To Peter Berger,
who opened for me the door to social phenomenology



And the eyes of them both were opened, and they knew 
that they were naked.

g e n e s i s  3 : 7
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PREFACE

My great fascination with the concepts “figure” and “background” 
dates back to 1969, when I first read about the Gestalt theory 
of perception in college. Seven years later, in my doctoral 
dissertation, I began to realize their potential extra-psychological 
use as I was analyzing the question “What are you doing here?” 
we often ask people we see at unexpected times,1 and I continued 
to explore such odd figure-ground configurations in my 1981 
book Hidden Rhythms.2

But the main theme of the present book dates back to 
a 1993 article3 I later developed into a chapter on the social 
organization of attention in my 1997 book Social Mindscapes.4 It 
was there that I first noticed the connection between the figure-
and-ground model of perception and the social structure of 
relevance. Later, in my 2006 book on conspiracies of silence, The 
Elephant in the Room, I began to also appreciate the importance 
of “foregrounding” as a cognitively subversive way of combating 
denial.5

Then, on December 14, 2009, I happened to watch the 
Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center playing Johann 
Sebastian Bach’s Brandenburg concertos. As soon as the concert 



began, I was immediately drawn to the sounds produced by the 
double-bass player Edgar Meyer, and then realizing that I was 
actually attending to the part of the music that is conventionally 
supposed to remain “in the background”! It was my familiarity 
with the piece, of course, that allowed me to focus on the 
“accompaniment” while suspending my attention to the “melody.” 
A few days later, while telling a friend about that experience, I 
decided to write a book about “the background.”

Several people played a major role in my efforts to produce 
this book. I am particularly grateful to my family – Yael Zerubavel, 
Noga Zerubavel, Noam Zerubavel, and Dave Waller, as well 
as to my former students Tom DeGloma, Asia Friedman, and 
Ruth Simpson, who read my manuscript and spent many hours 
discussing it with me. I also benefited tremendously from some 
very useful feedback I got from several other friends, students, and 
colleagues who read earlier drafts of the manuscript – Caroline 
Levisse, Alicia Raia, Wayne Brekhus, Ira Cohen, Christena 
Nippert-Eng, Zali Gurevich, Ian Watson, Doug Harper, and 
Simon Gottschalk. I also wish to thank Ilanit Palmon and Eiko 
Saeki for their help with some of the illustrations in the book, and 
James Cook for his sound editorial advice.

I dedicate this book to Peter Berger, who forty-three years 
ago opened for me the door to the enchanting world of social 
phenomenology.

East Brunswick, New Jersey, 2014

x   |   P R E F A C E



HIDDEN IN PLAIN SIGHT





plate 2  Blurring one’s contours makes one “invisible.” Liu Bolin, Hiding in the 
City No. 96—Supermarket No. 3, 2011. Photograph. Courtesy Klein Sun Gallery, NY. © 2011, 
Liu Bolin

plate 1  “Color-blind” persons cannot differentiate the figure-like 
numeral “74” from the background in which it is visually embedded and 
are therefore unable to see it



plate 3  Without clear contours, a hunter becomes “invisible.” Courtesy 
Realtree



plate 4  Even the conventionally backgrounded sky can be foregrounded 
as a figure-like object of attention. René Magritte, Les muscles célèstes. © Royal 
Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, Brussels/Photo: J. Geleyns/Ro scan

plate 5  Look again at the “empty” space between the leaves. Sandro Del-Prete, 
Secret Between Fall Leaves. Copyright Sandro Del-Prete, www.sandrodelprete.com



plate 6  The figure-like silhouette of the skyline doubles as the background-
like spaces between the shreds of a torn drape. Rob Gonsalves, A Change of Scenery. 
Courtesy of Huckleberry Fine Art



plate 8  Conventionally figure-like “objects” blending into their con-
ventionally background-like “surroundings.” Cole Phillips, Good Housekeeping 
October 1912 Cover

plate 7  Though featureless, the background is nevertheless an integral 
part of the flower arrangement. Copyright Peter Staes, www.imageguru.es



plate 9  Conventionally figure-like “objects” blending into their 
conventionally background-like “surroundings.” Cole Phillips, Between You, Me, 
and the Lamp Post

plate 10  Because the woman’s gaze is directed outside the frame of 
the painting, our attention is directed to the painting’s conventionally 
irrelevant surroundings. Edgar Degas, A Woman Seated beside a Vase of Flowers 
(Madame Paul Valpinçon?) The Metropolitan Museum of Art. H. O. Havemeyer Collection. 
Bequest of Mrs. H. O. Havemeyer, 1929. Accession Number: 29.100.128



plate 11  This painting begs us to mentally “complete” the truncated 
geometrical forms beyond the canvas, thereby foregrounding its conven-
tionally irrelevant surroundings. Piet Mondrian, Tableau No. IV; Lozenge Composition 
with Red, Gray, Blue, Yellow, and Black. C. 1924/1925. Image courtesy of the National Gallery 
of Art, Washington

plate 12  The sculpted figure literally flows out of the artistic frame into its 
supposedly irrelevant surroundings. Copyright Bill Mack



plate 13  A painted object literally steps out of the artistic frame into its 
supposedly irrelevant surroundings. Pere Borrell Del Caso, Escaping Criticism. 
Collection of the Bank of Spain



NOTICING AND IGNORING

I remember taking one of the wilderness classes I teach 
out for a walk. We passed a dozen deer, two foxes, one 
cottontail, six groundhogs, a myriad of birds, insects 
and other creatures. Nobody noticed even one of them. 
When I went through the list, the students were angry 
at themselves: how could they have missed so much?

t o m  b r o w n  j r.1

As you are reading this, you too, indeed, are most likely unaware 
of the constant sound of your breathing, your own body odor, 
or the persistent pressure of the shoes you are wearing against 
your feet. Nor is it unusual to suddenly realize that something 
for which you have been searching for some time was in fact right 
in front of you the whole time, hidden, as they say, in plain sight.

Such inattentiveness, whereby things that can easily pene-
trate our consciousness nevertheless remain unperceived,2 is in 
fact a very common phenomenon.3 Indeed, what we can access 
through our sense organs and thus potentially see, hear, taste, or 
smell is always more than what we actually notice. Simply looking 
at something, for instance, does not guarantee, therefore, that you 
will in fact notice it.4

Such fundamental discrepancy between what is perceptually 
accessible to us and what we actually notice underscores the crit-
ical role of attention, arguably the most important organizational 
feature of our conscious life.5 After all, there is no conscious per-
ception without attention, which is indeed why we often fail to 
notice what is right in front of us, for example, unless our atten-
tion is in fact directed to it.6 Visibility, in other words, is thus a 

1
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function of not just strictly physical factors such as the object’s 
size or distance from the viewer, but also the extent to which he or 
she actually attends to it.

As William James aptly summed it up, “[m]illions of items,” 
indeed, “are present to my senses which never properly enter into 
my experience. . . . My experience is what I . . . attend to.”7 To fully 
understand how we experience the world, we therefore clearly 
need to pay greater attention to the way we pay attention.

A most critical element in the process of attending is the 
mental act of focusing. “In attention,” wrote John Dewey, “we 
focus the mind. . . . So the mind, instead of diffusing conscious-
ness over all the elements presented to it, brings it all to bear upon 
some one selected point, which stands out with unusual brilliancy 
and distinctness.”8 As a “cognitive attitude,” focusing therefore 
implies “an underlying preference for experiencing the world in 
a narrowed . . . way.”9 In other words, it involves “disengag[ing] 
from a broader field of attention . . . for the sake of . . . focusing 
on a reduced number of stimuli.”10 As such, it inevitably entails a 
narrowing of our conscious awareness11 by what Aldous Huxley 
so vividly described as the workings of some cerebral “reduc-
ing valve.”12 This is most evident, for example, in concentrative 
meditation, where we try to attain a single-focused mental state 
aptly known as “one-pointedness” by effectively restricting our 
awareness to a single source of stimulation (a particular “attention 
anchor”13 such as a candle, stone, or mandala on which we fix our 
gaze while trying to suppress any stray thoughts; a special mantra 
we recite; or our breathing) and withdrawing it from anything 
that might distract us from focusing on that “anchor.”14

Focusing, in short, implies selective attention, a particular 
mode of awareness encompassing only part of what actually im-
pinges on our senses. The study of attention, to quote Paul Wach-
tel, is therefore “essentially the study of selectivity in perception 
and cognition.”15

The fact that we actually notice only a few out of many po-
tential perceptual stimuli16 underscores attention’s inherently 
exclusionary nature. As a process of selection, in other words, it 
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also implies exclusion.17 When we attend to something, explained 
Dewey, we basically “fixate [its] mental content in the centre of the 
mind’s activity, and allow all else to become dim and indistinct,”18 
effectively blocking much of what we can access through our sense 
organs out of our awareness.19 As Wilhelm Dilthey described this,

If I am looking out the window . . . the light of consciousness may 
well distribute itself evenly over the entire landscape. But as soon as 
I try to apprehend a single tree . . . in greater detail, the conscious-
ness which I direct toward the rest of the landscape diminishes.20

A rather common metaphor for the process of attending, in 
fact, is that of a spotlight,21 which, as so vividly exemplified in 
Figure 1.1, in selectively illuminating only a portion of the visual 
world separates that to which we attend from what we exclude 
from our awareness and effectively ignore:

Attention may be compared to a beam of light in which the 
central brilliant part represents the focus surrounded by a less 

figure 1.1  The “spotlight” model of attention. Ted Leung Photography
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intense fringe. Only the items located in the focus are distinctly 
perceived whereas we are less aware of the objects located in the 
fringe of attention.22

Attention, in other words, functions like a spotlight. Whatever 
lies within its focus is well noticed, whereas what remains outside 
it is effectively ignored.23

Indeed, by “concentrating the mind upon a small number of 
objects,” observed Emile Durkheim, attention actually “blinds it 
to a greater number of others.”24 Or as Alfred Binet so aptly put it, 
focusing on a single point “increas[es] the intensity of that point 
so as to surround it with a zone of anaesthesia. Attention only 
increases the force of certain sensations in proportion as it attenu-
ates others.”25

In short, “attention is essentially a zero-sum game: If we pay 
more attention to one place, object, or event, we necessarily pay 
less attention to others.”26 Thus, as I focus my attention on the 
newspaper I am reading while eating my breakfast, for example, 
I inevitably pay less attention to the taste of what I am actually 
eating.27

Some fifteen years ago Daniel Simons and Christopher Cha-
bris conducted a famous psychological experiment in which 
participants were shown a short video featuring two groups of 
people passing basketballs and were asked to count the number of 
passes made by one of those groups. Halfway through the video, 
a woman wearing a gorilla suit walked into the scene, faced the 
camera, thumped her chest, and walked off. Focusing their atten-
tion on the ball passes, however, about half of the participants did 
not even notice the “gorilla.”28

As this now-classic experiment so spectacularly demon-
strates, such inattention,29 also referred to in such cases of visual 
imperception as “inattentional blindness,”30 is actually the result 
of being attentive, yet to something else.31 Indeed, ironically, it is 
usually when we attend to something in a highly focused manner 
that we also fail to notice other things around us. “[H]ow readily,” 
observed Joseph Jastrow, “what, at one moment, is carefully fixed 
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upon the charge of the attention, becomes lost in the background 
when other urgent claimants displace it.”32 Thus, while monitor-
ing swimmers in a pool, lifeguards, for example,

often fail to notice otherwise obvious events because they 
happen outside the[ir] immediate focus of attention . . . [E]ven 
though the[y] were “looking” right at the missed events, their at-
tention was focused [elsewhere] . . . [E]ven the most vigilant ob-
servers suffer from [such] blindness. In fact . . . the more focused 
guards become . . . the more susceptible they are to failing to 
notice events that are outside of this intense focus of attention.33

Inattentional blindness thus occurs, in other words, not despite, 
but actually as a result of, being “focused.”34

Inattention is manifested not only visually, however, as ex-
emplified by auditory inattention, such as failing to hear certain 
sounds when we focus our attention on others,35 as well as tactile 
inattention, which, as evidenced by various relaxation techniques,

can easily be demonstrated by switching one’s focus of attention 
to different locations on the body. For example, if you switch 
your focus of attention to your foot, you immediately become 
conscious of sensations arising from receptors in your foot that 
were non-existent a moment earlier.36

Indeed, as we shall see, the selective nature of our attention is 
evident not only in the organization of our sensory experience 
but also in the remarkably similar organization of the way we 
think about as well as remember things. It is likewise evident in 
the cognitive organization of our moral concerns, as any given 
set of moral considerations effectively “goes out of focus” when-
ever a competing one “comes into focus.”37 Given the striking 
similarity between the ways in which we focus our attention 
perceptually and conceptually,38 we thus often fail to notice 
things that are “right in front of us” not only literally but also 
figuratively.
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Furthermore, as evidenced by the choice of highly evocative 
titles like Wide-Angle Vision and Peripheral Vision for books about 
overcoming mental “blind spots” in management and business, 
or Never Saw It Coming for a study of the cognitive challenge of 
“envisioning” the worst,39 we also invoke vision metaphorically in 
reference to non-sensory cognitive activity. Throughout this book 
I thus use visibility and invisibility as metaphors for relevance and 
irrelevance. And as exemplified by the case of camouflage, an in-
depth study of invisibility thus constitutes, as we shall see, a per-
fect case study of the way we generally notice and ignore things.

As implied in the evidently symbiotic relation between atten-
tion and inattention, noticing also presupposes the act of ignor-
ing. Given that it effectively involves not only taking in but also 
screening out information,40 attention is thus indeed often asso-
ciated with the metaphor of a filter,41 which vividly captures the 
dialectical relations between perceptual passage and blockage. 
After all, notes Asia Friedman, filters “allo[w] selected elements to 
pass . . . while blocking others . . . [A]ll filters perform this func-
tion of ‘straining’ or ‘sifting.’ ”42 “Thinking in terms of filters,” she 
adds, thus helps force us to consider “which features or details 
pass through and are attended and, perhaps more importantly, 
which are blocked by the filter and thus remain unnoticed.”43

Studying how we notice things thus also presupposes study-
ing how we effectively ignore others. As such, it calls for a fuller 
understanding of “the epistemology of ignorance,” to paraphrase 
Charles W. Mills.44

The most ambitious effort to develop such an understanding 
has thus far revolved around the phenomenon of denial, famously 
identified by Anna Freud as a defense mechanism to which we 
often resort “in order not to become aware of some painful im-
pression from without.”45 Such unawareness (either in its extreme 
form, as in the case of “psychic numbing” among the severely 
traumatized, or just in the form of “a continuous vigilance to not 
notice something,”46 also known as “selective inattention”)47 is “a 
powerful survival technique when information is too dangerous 
to know.”48 In order to psychologically survive living in an abusive 
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environment, for example, victims of intimate partner abuse thus 
often restrict their awareness of the abuse.49 A somewhat similar 
tactic, ironically, likewise allows perpetrators only “a diminished 
awareness” of their victims’ feelings.50

Inattention, however, need not necessarily manifest itself only 
in the form of actual avoidance. In fact, it quite often involves only 
an implicit absence of awareness. As such, it actually constitutes 
but a mere non-event, thereby implicitly posing a serious meth-
odological problem for anyone who might venture to study it. The 
problem, of course, as Simons and Chabris indeed point out,

is that we lack positive evidence for our lack of attention. . . . We 
are aware only of the . . . objects we do notice, not the ones we 
have missed. . . . It takes an experience like missing the chest-
thumping gorilla . . . to show us how much of the world around 
us we must be missing.51

Being cognizant of this problem, I thus draw on the classic 
figure-and-ground model of perception, which most effectively 
captures the essence of the relations between what is perceptu-
ally present and absent when we attend to something in a focused 
manner. According to the Gestalt theory of perception, whether 
we notice something is largely a function of the way it is perceptu-
ally situated as a figure against its background-like surroundings. 
The relations between “figure” and “background,” in other words, 
basically represent the relations between the attended and unat-
tended parts of our phenomenal world.

As I argue in this book, although originally theorized within 
the specific context of visual perception, the figure-and-ground 
model is also applicable to non-visual (auditory, olfactory, gus-
tatory, tactile) forms of perception as well as to altogether non-
sensory modes of cognition. Indeed, throughout the book, I thus 
use “figure” and “background” to metaphorically represent the 
things we not only perceptually but also conceptually attend and 
inattend. By effectively examining the relations between the rele-
vant and the irrelevant, I thus demonstrate that the fundamental 
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principles underlying the act of sensory focusing also capture the 
essence of the more general act of mental focusing.52

Unlike the Gestalt theorists, however, I am particularly care-
ful not to essentialize the figure-like or background-like nature of 
what we only conventionally, after all, come to regard as figures 
or as backgrounds. Whereas the classic figure-and-ground model 
assumes that our attention is naturally directed to unmistakably 
figure-like entities that are inherently more perceptually prom-
inent than the seemingly empty, unquestionably background-
like spaces surrounding them, those entities are by no means 
inherently figure-like and those spaces by no means inherently 
background-like, and we only view them as such because we are 
habitually accustomed to do so. In fact, drawing on various artis-
tic, intellectual, as well as explicitly political attempts to effectively 
reverse conventional attentional patterns by subversively directing 
our attention to what is conventionally unattended, thereby fore-
grounding what we habitually regard as background, I thus dem-
onstrate that nothing is inherently figure-like or background-like.

Indeed, we also need to be careful not to essentialize the 
very distinction between figures and backgrounds, a distinction 
based on our ultimately conventional vision of seemingly discrete, 
freestanding entities that are somehow separable from their sur-
roundings.53 What we notice, after all, is not really detached from 
what we habitually ignore, and the contours we envision delineat-
ing the former and thereby separating it from the latter are in fact 
mere figments of our minds.

We likewise need to rethink our notions of relevance and ir-
relevance. What we consider “relevant” or “irrelevant,” after all, is 
to a large extent merely a function of the way our attention is so-
cially, and thus ultimately conventionally, delineated. Despite the 
fact that we often regard what we essentially ignore when we focus 
our attention on something as irrelevant or “extraneous,” nothing 
is inherently irrelevant or extraneous.

Viewing something as inherently irrelevant, therefore, ef-
fectively essentializes our ultimately conventional notion of rel-
evance by portraying it as if it were a strictly logical matter. Yet 
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it is clearly not simply logic that makes us consider cockroaches 
morally irrelevant and compels jurors to disregard inadmissible 
evidence presented to them in court. Indeed, it is unmistakably 
social norms of attending that often determine what we consider 
relevant, and thereby notice, and what we complementarily con-
sider irrelevant, and thereby ignore.

Yet, as is implicit in my discussion of the figure-and-ground 
model, this anti-essentialist critique of the limits of Logic is just 
as applicable to Nature. Admittedly, given the role of our brain 
as well as sense organs in the process of attending, whether or 
not we notice something is partly a function of our physiology 
as human beings, and most of the work on human attention thus 
far has indeed been done by biologically oriented psychologists 
and neuroscientists. Yet, while it has clearly advanced our under-
standing of the bio-cognitive hardware we use in order to notice 
things, such work has largely ignored the socio-cognitive software 
underlying the process of noticing and ignoring.

Whereas the similar manner in which brown pelicans focus 
their attention as they dive for fish is ultimately a function of their 
physiology, the strikingly similar manner in which structural en-
gineers focus theirs when they inspect a building is not. By the 
same token, unlike the difference between eagles’ and mosquitoes’ 
ranges of vision, the difference between dentists’ and astrophysi-
cists’ professional concerns (and therefore also sense of relevance) 
has little to do with any biological constraints on their ability to 
access the world through their sense organs.

What we notice and ignore, in short, is also a function of 
whether we are detectives or philosophers, Koreans or Ameri-
cans, omnivores or vegans. In other words, we notice and ignore 
things not only as human beings but also as social beings. In order 
to study human attention, psychology and neuroscience are there-
fore clearly not enough. We also need a sociology of attention.54

A sociology of attention also highlights our often-shared and 
therefore ultimately collective sense of relevance and concern, 
thereby reminding us that we actually notice and ignore things 
not only as individuals but also jointly, as parts of collectives. As 
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exemplified by the way various problems are collectively ignored, 
it thus also helps reveal our collective blind spots.

The present book is an attempt to uncover and explore the 
social underpinnings of human attention. To some extent, I con-
tend, noticing and ignoring are sociomental55 acts ultimately per-
formed by members of particular communities with particular 
styles of attending, who focus their attention on particular slices 
of physical or mental reality while inattending others. As mem-
bers of such communities, I show, we are socialized into culturally, 
subculturally (ideologically, professionally), and historically spe-
cific norms, conventions, and traditions of attending that actually 
determine what we come to regard as attention-worthy and what 
we effectively ignore.

Inevitably, the book reveals the remarkable extent to which 
we in fact reduce so much of what we can potentially experience 
both perceptually and conceptually to a mere “background” that 
we so casually ignore. Yet by at the same time uncovering the 
merely conventional nature of this process, it also helps remind us 
that such “background” need not actually always remain hidden 
in plain sight.



FIGURE AND BACKGROUND

No field of view . . . is perceived all at one dead level. 
Some part of it will always tend to become “figural,” 
and to be differentiated from the rest of the field which 
forms the “ground” to this “figure.”

m a g d a l e n  d .  v e r n o n 1

Whether we actually notice something, as I pointed out earlier, is 
to a large extent a function of the way it is perceptually situated 
as a figure, to which we focally attend, against some background 
(or simply “ground”), which we effectively ignore.2 The signifi-
cance of such “background” was already implicit in the works of 
James (in 1890), Jastrow (in 1906), as well as Edward Titchener (in 
1910),3 yet it was Edgar Rubin who placed the concepts “figure” 
and “background” in the very foreground of a theory of percep-
tion, explicitly titling the opening chapter of his groundbreaking 
1915 doctoral dissertation “Figure and Ground.”4

The distinction between “figure” and “background” represents 
the pronouncedly asymmetrical phenomenological distinction 
between the attended and unattended parts of our phenomenal 
world. In any given perceptual field, observed Rubin, the figure is 
always more attentionally prominent than the background.5

As etymologically implied in the fact that we effectively per-
ceive it as being under6 (“ground”) or behind7 (“background”) 
the figure (as so vividly exemplified by the ancient Assyrian relief 
in Figure 2.1), the background is of only secondary importance 
relative to the figure it perceptually supports.8 This is symboli-
cally manifested in the fact that in portrait painting, for example, 
“background” elements such as the drapery were once painted 

2
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only by the portraitist’s assistant.9 Indeed, as evident from young 
children’s drawings, our earliest artistic representations actually 
consist of essentially backgroundless figures10—a rather telling 
pattern, further reinforced by commercial coloring books.11

In fact, we usually perceive the background as but an inter-
space,12 often also characterized as a “negative” space.13 Whereas 
figures are viewed as “things,” backgrounds are perceived only re-
sidually, as the intermediate, hole-like spaces between them,14 as 
exemplified by the way we conventionally envision urban space 
in terms of figure-like buildings separated from one another by 
stretches of open, “empty” space.15

Figures’ thing-like quality is visually underscored by the 
perceived non-thing-like quality of their backgrounds.16 Not 
only are the sculpted figures in the ancient Greek relief in 
Figure 2.2, for example, raised (practically as well as symboli-
cally) above their background-like surroundings, they are also 

figure 2.1 In marked contrast to the richly articulated figure, the back-
ground has no eye-catching features. The Trustees of the British Museum
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articulated much more vividly.17 Indeed, one of the foremost 
characteristics of the background is the fact that it is not as 
richly (nor, for that matter, as clearly)18 articulated as the figure 
it perceptually supports.19 As exemplified by Figure 2.1, whereas 
figures are usually articulated in great detail, backgrounds 
merely provide the effectively empty20 context within which 
they are perceptually situated and have practically no “eye-
catching” features.21

figure 2.2 The sculpted figures of the Three Graces are raised physically as 
well as symbolically above their backgrounded surroundings. RMN-Grand 
Palais/Art Resource, NY. Photo: Hervè Lewandowski
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That explains why we often fail to notice the details of, as 
well as changes in, the background-like parts of our perceptual 
field,22 whose texture usually seems rather indistinct.23 It also 
explains the traditional distinction between the different Oscars 
respectively awarded by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and 
Sciences every year to the performances by the “Best Actor in a 
Leading Role” and the “Best Actor in a Supporting Role,” one of 
which is clearly expected to attract the audience’s attention much 
more prominently than the other.

As one might expect, differences in attentional prominence 
entail differences in both perceptibility and recognizability. In 
marked contrast to the figure, the background is viewed as ef-
fectively shapeless24 as a result of being perceived as lacking a 
well-delineated contour that would provide it with a thing-like 
character.25 Shape is a product of delineation,26 yet as Rubin so 
astutely observed, we tend to perceive the contour actually ad-
joining the figure and the background as bounding the former 
but not the latter.27 The pronouncedly asymmetrical relation 
between the figure-like and background-like parts of a given 
perceptual field, in other words, essentially boils down to “the 
different roles the contour plays for them. Properly speaking, the 
contour belongs entirely to the figure and has no significance for 
the ground.”28

We thus tend to perceive coastlines, for instance, as delineat-
ing the land but not the sea around it,29 which is indeed why we 
seem to perceive “the famous boot of Italy and the outstretched 
palm of Greece,” for example, yet fail to see “the form of the 
Adriatic Sea between them. If asked could we say off-hand what 
object it resembles? Surely not; in fact we are totally unfamiliar 
with it.”30 That, of course, applies just as well to the unoccupied 
space in our living rooms31 and to the patches of sky we see be-
tween buildings or trees. As we can see in Figure 2.3, for example, 
whereas the buildings themselves seem to have shapes, we tend to 
perceive the sky between them as effectively shapeless,32 which is 
indeed
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just as true for almost all shapes that . . . give the impression 
of [a] background. Of all shapes projected into the eye, we can 
usually only really see those that give the impression of figures 
[yet when] an object creates the impression of an intermediate 
space, it is as though it has been made to disappear by magic 
even though it is lying in plain view before our eyes.33

In short, whereas figures are perceived as having well-
delineated boundaries, backgrounds are viewed as essentially 
unbounded.34 Thus, whereas human settlements, for example, are 
often envisioned as being bounded, the wilderness surrounding 
them is not.35 And since it is their boundaries that actually pro-
vide figures with their perceived shape, backgrounds’ perceived 
boundlessness indeed makes them seem shapeless. Thus, whereas 

figure 2.3 In marked contrast to the figure-like buildings, the background-
like patches of sky between them are perceived as shapeless. Photo taken by 
the author
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“[o]wing to the shape the figure derives from the contour, it ap-
pears as a self-contained unit, detached from the ground,”36 and 
therefore seems recognizable, the background’s perceived bound-
lessness makes it seem invisible.

This, indeed, is most compellingly exemplified by the so-
called “Rubin vase,” the famous “vase-faces” image that, since 
having been featured by Rubin in his doctoral dissertation,37 has 
certainly come to emblematize the figure-and-ground model of 
perception.38 As we can see in Figure 2.4, the shapes of the vase 
and the faces “cannot be simultaneously observed: only one shape 
or the other will be seen at any one moment in time.”39 We can 
thus perceive either the vase or the faces, but not both of them at 
once, together. As we focus our attention on either of them, the 

figure 2.4 We can alternately focus on either the faces or the vase but not 
on both of them at once. Image courtesy of Ilanit Palmon
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other thus seems effectively shapeless and, as such, remains prac-
tically invisible.

Originally conceptualized specifically within the context of 
visual perception, the figure-and-ground model is nevertheless 
applicable to non-visual modes of perceiving as well40 (and what 
is true of visibility and invisibility, as we shall see, is also true of 
perceptibility and imperceptibility in general). When smelling 
or tasting a curry, for instance, I can thus pick out the distinct 
figure-like odor41 or flavor of the cumin or garlic in it from its 
background-like olfactory or gustatory surroundings. Moving 
one’s hand over a stiff brush, one may likewise experience its bris-
tle points as “tactual figures” and the spaces between them as a 
“tactual ground.”42

Yet the applicability of the figure-and-ground model beyond 
the visual domain is most strikingly evident in our ability to dif-
ferentiate auditory figures from the acoustic background in which 
they are perceptually embedded,43 as exemplified by the way we 
habitually parse continuous spoken input into distinct words. Al-
though the background-like blank spaces we conventionally insert 
between figure-like written words to separate them from one an-
other are not always present in actual speech,44 we nevertheless 
need to mentally “hear” them in order to be able to distinguish 
“nitrate” from “night rate” and “no notion” from “known ocean”45 
or make sense of the effectively continuous auditory stream “per-
hapstheyshouldhavetrieditearlier,”46 and the figure-and-ground 
model certainly provides the most compelling account of our 
ability to do so.

Even more spectacular, however, is the way we manage to ha-
bitually assign the plethora of concurrent sounds entering our 
head to their essentially distinct, separate sources:

Suppose you are in an environment where there is sound coming 
from a television set, sound coming from a child playing, and 
sound coming from a person talking. You are able to separate 
these sounds into recognizable streams; they do not blend to-
gether as one sound conglomerate.47
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Our ability to do so, however, presupposes a most intriguing 
mental process identified in 1971 by Albert Bregman as “auditory 
stream segregation,” or simply “streaming,”

in which a single . . . sequence of tones seems to “break up” per-
ceptually into two or more parallel sequences. . . . We call this 
phenomenon primary auditory stream formation. A stream may 
be defined as a sequence of auditory events [that are] being seg-
regated perceptually from other co-occurring auditory events.48

The process of parsing an acoustically complex situation into 
several distinct (and thus separate) auditory “streams” is remark-
ably analogous, of course, to the mental process of carving up 
visually complex perceptual fields into separate figure-like and 
background-like sections. And just as in the case of the faces and 
the vase, we can actually focus our attention on only one stream at a 
time. As we focally attend to any given stream, all the other acous-
tic information is thus effectively relegated to the background.49

As one might expect, when a given sequence of sounds is 
bound into a single identifiable stream, it is easier to attend 
to it and thus to mentally “follow” it over time.50 It is “stream-
ing,” therefore, that allows us to follow what somebody is saying 
to us despite the constant sound of traffic in the street, listen to 
the radio while children are noisily playing around us, and pick 
out any particular one of the many conversations simultaneously 
going on around us at a crowded party or restaurant.51 And it ba-
sically involves focusing our attention on only one of the many 
potential auditory figures available while “tuning out” all the rest 
as mere background.

Consider also in this regard the conventional distinction 
between “melody” and mere “accompaniment,” which we come 
to perceive as but “the acoustic background . . . against which 
melody stands out in relief as an individual foreground figure.”52 
As we listen to music, we thus usually focus our attention on (and 
thereby mentally “follow”) one supposedly “melodic” line and es-
sentially regard all other simultaneously produced sounds as mere 
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“background” embellishment.53 As they transition from “merely” 
accompanying to actually playing a featured solo, big-band jazz 
musicians indeed often stand up to visually mark the dramatic 
shift between their perceived roles as background-like and figure-
like acoustic objects.54

As the acoustic equivalent of the distinction between lead and 
supporting acting, the distinction between melody and accompa-
niment is pronouncedly hierarchical, with the former considered 
attentionally dominant while the latter is perceived as playing a 
merely secondary role. Accompaniment thus constitutes “that 
part of a musical continuum generally regarded as providing sup-
port for, or the background to, a more prominent strand in the 
same music.”55 Consider, for example, in this regard the tradi-
tional “background” role of the double bass and the bass guitar 
in classical, jazz, and rock music.56 Though absolutely captivating, 
Bob Cranshaw’s bass line on the Horace Silver Quintet’s Bonita 
and Paul McCartney’s on the Beatles’ With A Little Help from My 
Friends, for instance, were nevertheless designed to be perceived 
as merely supporting those songs’ “main” melody lines.

The accompaniment’s essentially supportive role is also man-
ifested rhetorically in the way we use the word “backing” (as in 
“backing vocals” and “backing track”) to characterize the sounds 
we conventionally regard as but the acoustic background to those 
produced by the “lead” vocals or instruments.57 In fact, in live 
jazz and rock performances, effectively participating in forming a 
spatial structure that visually embodies the hierarchical relations 
between figure-like and background-like acoustic objects, drum-
mers, for instance, are often placed literally behind the featured 
soloist or lead singer (who are indeed also known as the “front-
line” musicians), thereby visually reinforcing their perceived role 
as merely “backing” them up.

In fact, there is even an entire musical genre effectively con-
ceived as but mere background. Often played in supermarkets, el-
evators, and public lavatories, “background music” is clearly not 
meant to actually attract anyone’s attention. As a sonic form of 
wallpaper,58 it represents our auditory equivalent of peripheral 
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vision (“peripheral hearing”).59 Indeed, it is designed to be un-
obtrusive, “loud enough to give you an idea of what’s playing but 
low enough to keep it on the brain’s back burner,” something we 
should actually “hear without listening.”60

A perfect example of such “background” music is the cine-
matic soundtrack, specifically designed to be “subtle enough not 
to overscore the screen action,” that is, “catchy yet innocuous 
enough not to detract from the story.”61 As sometime film com-
poser Aaron Copland glumly observed, it is “the most ungrateful 
kind of music for a composer to write. Since it’s music behind, 
or underneath, the word, the audience . . . possibly won’t even be 
aware of its existence.”62

R E L E VA N C E  A N D  I R R E L E VA N C E

Although originally conceptualized specifically within the con-
text of sensory perception, the figure-and-ground model is nev-
ertheless applicable to non-sensory modes of cognition as well. 
Given the considerable affinity between the ways in which we 
focus our perceptual and conceptual attention,63 it is hardly sur-
prising, therefore, that the basic principles underlying the pro-
cesses of visual and auditory focusing also capture the essence of 
the process of mental focusing.64 The way we distinguish “lead” 
actors from merely “supporting” ones when watching a film is 
thus remarkably similar to the way we distinguish “major” from 
“minor” characters when reading a novel.

In fact, the concepts “figure” and “background” help us to 
phenomenologically describe the things we not only physically 
but also mentally notice and ignore,65 as exemplified by examining 
the way “justice” and “care” function as alternative perspectives 
guiding our “moral attention.”66 Whereas from a justice perspec-
tive “the self as moral agent stands as the figure against a ground 
of social relationships,” from a care perspective it is those relation-
ships that in fact become the figure.67 By the same token, one can 
also describe the process of remembering and forgetting in terms 
of the way we differentiate figure-like “eventful” (and therefore 
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memorable) parts of the past from essentially background-like 
“uneventful” ones which are effectively relegated to oblivion.68

Indeed, figure (and, for that matter, foreground) and back-
ground actually constitute metaphors for relevance and irrele-
vance, as manifested in statements such as “In conversations with 
worried donors and aides, [Romney] repeatedly returns to the 
simple math of the nomination process: he needs 1,144 delegates. 
The rest, he says, is background noise.”69 Thus, for example, “in 
any speaking situation,” note linguists,

some parts of what is said are more relevant than others. That 
part of a discourse which does not . . . crucially contribute to 
the speaker’s goal, but which merely assists . . . is referred to as 
BACKGROUND. By contrast, the material which supplies the 
main points of the discourse is known as FOREGROUND.70

By the same token, in narrative analysis, “foreground” repre-
sents “the main story-line” whereas “background” represents the 
merely “supportive” material.71

Consider also what we conventionally regard as “out-of-frame,”72 
which, by contrast to that which is “framed”73 and to which we are 
therefore expected to attend, we are supposed to relegate to the “side 
tracks”74 of our awareness and effectively ignore. As Gregory Bate-
son, who pioneered the study of mental framing, described the frame 
both literally and symbolically separating the figure-like, artistically 
relevant space of a painting from the effectively background-like, ar-
tistically irrelevant space of the wall surrounding it,

The frame around a picture . . . as a message intended to . . . 
organize the perception of the viewer, says, “Attend to what is 
within and do not attend to what is outside.” . . . Perception of the 
ground must be positively inhibited and perception of the figure 
(in this case the picture) must be positively enhanced.75

Such attentional split is likewise manifested in the way concertgo-
ers may sometimes not notice musicians’ “background” activities 
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(turning the pages of one’s sheet music, wiping the spittle from 
one’s horn) that are not considered part of the artistic perfor-
mance in which they are nevertheless visually embedded.76

By the same token, contestants’ highly visible features such as 
their height or the color of their hair are nevertheless considered 
irrelevant, and therefore effectively ignored, in Scrabble tourna-
ments and spelling bees. And when we play checkers and a par-
ticular piece is missing, we may quite casually replace it with a 
coin, essentially disregarding the latter’s monetary value as utterly 
irrelevant to the game.

T H E  M A R K E D  A N D  T H E  U N M A R K E D

Furthermore, figure and background in fact constitute meta-
phors not only for the relevant and the irrelevant but also for the 
“marked” and the “unmarked” parts of our phenomenal world.77 
The distinction between them therefore represents the funda-
mental distinction between the remarkable (and thus noteworthy) 
and the unremarkable (and thus unnoteworthy), as exemplified by 
the way we conventionally distinguish holidays from “ordinary” 
days,78 having a Southern accent from having “no accent,” and 
atypical from “normal”79 behavior.

As so vividly exemplified in the case of visual figures and 
backgrounds, the relation between the marked and the unmarked 
is fundamentally asymmetrical. In sharp contrast to marked 
mental constructs (“spicy,” “contagious,” “fiction”), unmarked 
ones are residually articulated as that which is not marked (“non-
spicy,” “non-contagious,” “non-fiction”).80 Indeed, as implied in 
the fact that only one of the days of the Jewish week has a distinc-
tive name (the Sabbath) while the other six are simply designated 
by ordinal numbers indicating their distance from it,81 whereas 
marked mental constructs are usually named, unmarkedness 
often manifests itself in namelessness.

In other words, whereas the marked parts of our phenom-
enal world are explicitly articulated (thereby becoming special 
objects of attention), the unmarked ones are only implicit. Thus, 
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for example, in America, whereas blackness, which is socially 
marked, implies the presence of African ancestors, whiteness, 
which is socially unmarked, implies their absence rather than the 
presence of European ones. Whereas having even a single Afri-
can ancestor therefore often suffices to make Americans “black,” 
having several European ancestors does not always suffice to 
make them “white.”82

Such fundamental asymmetry is largely a function of relative 
size. As so vividly evident in the case of visual figures and back-
grounds,83 the marked is usually more narrowly specified than the 
unmarked.84 As exemplified by the ratio of gendered parts of our 
body to generic ones, for instance,85 what we explicitly notice is 
proportionally smaller than what we implicitly ignore.

Essentially considered unremarkable and therefore unnote-
worthy, the unmarked parts of our phenomenal world are usually 
relegated to “the background.” As we shall now see, that certainly 
affects what we come to notice as well as what we fail to notice.



 SEARCHING AND HIDING

A black cat in a coal bin is difficult to see. A black cat on 
a snow bank is hard to miss.

— c a r l  p u r c e l l 1

S P O T T I N G

To further appreciate the figure-and-background structure of our 
phenomenal world, let us also examine the cognitive dynamics of 
searching, a mental process aimed at spotting figure-like “targets” 
by essentially differentiating them from the background-like sur-
roundings in which they are perceptually embedded.2 In theorizing 
the phenomenology of this process, it may be useful, for example, 
to invoke the notion of a figure-like “signal” perceptually embed-
ded in background “noise.”3 The higher the ratio of the intensity of 
this signal to the level of its surrounding noise, of course, the easier 
it is to spot it. It may also be useful to invoke the metaphor of a 
searchlight.4 Effectively designed to help us scan large bodies of in-
formation in search of specific targets, both the back-of-the-book 
index and the search engine, for instance, ultimately presuppose 
the kind of mental “illumination”5 it figuratively implies.

As we scan our perceptual field when searching for something, 
we basically disregard anything we consider irrelevant. As Ulric 
Neisser described the mental process of scanning a phone book 
when looking up the number of some Mr. Smith who lives on Fif-
teenth Street, for example, there are usually, as one would expect,

a lot of Smiths, but it does not take long to skim down the column 
to the correct address; the irrelevant addresses are passed over so 

3
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quickly that they seem blurred. In a sense they are not seen at all. 
In much the same way one sees, but does not see, dozens of hurry-
ing figures when trying to locate a friend in a busy air terminal.6

By the same token, if you were looking for a particular brand of 
shampoo in the supermarket,

you would actually “set” your attention . . . to screen out bottles 
that look different from [that] brand. . . . You wouldn’t have to 
carefully scrutinize every bottle on the shelf. . . . You’d let your 
eyes scan the shelf, paying little attention to most of the sham-
poo, zeroing in quickly on the one you wanted.7

That implies, of course, that as we begin a search we already have a 
certain mental “search image” guiding it. Thus, when looking for 
particular mushrooms, for example, there is “a little template that 
you carry in your mind.” In fact, if “you just walk around with 
your head down . . . you won’t see anything.”8

Effectively mirroring the process of searching for some-
thing is the process of trying to “capture” someone’s attention.9 
Complementing shoppers’ efforts to find that particular brand of 
shampoo in the supermarket, for example, are the store manager’s 
efforts to display it in such a way that they would in fact be able to 
spot it, not to mention advertisers’ efforts to get them to look for 
it in the first place.

In order to attract attention (thereby figuratively “catching” 
someone’s eye), we sometimes dress colorfully so as to visually 
“stand out from the crowd.” And in an effort to make the “struc-
ture of relevance”10 we wish to impose on texts we read visually sa-
lient so as to capture our own or someone else’s future attention, we 
likewise mark certain passages with a bright highlighter pen (just 
as we underline or italicize certain words when writing or typing):

A quite general class of cognitive practices consists of methods 
for highlighting [a] perceptual field so that relevant phenomena 
are made salient. . . . Faced with . . . a dense perceptual field, 
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workers [often] highlight their documents with colored markers 
. . . [They thus] tailor the document so that [certain] parts of it  
. . . are made salient.11

By the same token, our ability to recognize a familiar tune is partly 
a function of how effectively we can differentiate it from the other 
sounds in which it is acoustically embedded.12 And when listening 
to polyphonic music, we can much more easily follow two con-
current melodies when they are not in the same pitch range, when 
they have noticeably different rhythms, or when they are played 
by different instruments, and are therefore more easily differenti-
ated from each other.13

Differentiation, in short, is a precondition for awareness.14 
“[Our] perceptual mechanism has evolved to cope with a dif-
ferentiated field, and, in the absence of differentiation, there is a 
temporary breakdown of the mechanism,”15 as so dramatically 
exemplified by the “ganzfeld” effect generated by perceptually 
homogeneous surrounding environments (a dense fog cloud, an 
MRI tunnel, Arctic whiteouts), when it is practically impossible 
to perceive any “thing” at all or to even tell whether one’s eyes are 
actually open or closed.16

Yet it is not simply differentiation, but actual contrast, that 
makes things more discriminable and therefore more likely to be 
spotted. A sharp contrast between a figure and its surrounding 
background makes it easier to notice its contours and thereby per-
ceive its shape,17 thus helping us to actually notice it. In fact, when 
a figure is perceptually embedded in a contrasting background, it 
seems to almost literally “pop out” of it.18 “The degree of . . . con-
trast between an object and its background is what makes it visi-
ble. . . . A black cat on a snow bank is hard to miss.”19

That explains the importance of high contrast in biomedical 
imaging, as exemplified by the way magnetic resonance imaging 
(MRI), for instance, helps detect problems that might not even 
be noticeable in low-contrast images, where objects’ contours 
are not as sharply delineated. By the same token, while scanning 
video footage in an effort to identify the 2013 Boston Marathon 
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bombers, it was a striking behavioral contrast that actually helped 
the authorities spot them: “According to officials, when the blasts 
went off, most people fled in panic, but these two did not and in-
stead walked away slowly, almost casually.”20

I N  T H E  B AC K G R O U N D

As one might expect, things tend to become less noticeable when 
the general conditions that facilitate spotting them are not pres-
ent. The very aspects of the relation between a figure and its sur-
rounding background that make it easier to spot it (such as the 
existence of a sharp contrast between them), in other words, 
thereby make it harder to spot when they are absent or reversed.

As so vividly exemplified by Edgar Allan Poe’s famous “pur-
loined letter”21 (or by “Verbal” Kint, Kevin Spacey’s character in 
the film The Usual Suspects, for that matter), things are least “spot-
table” (and thus most unnoticeable) when they are either literally 
or figuratively “in the background.” As such, they are usually 
taken for granted and thereby tacitly ignored.22

Thus, as a result of cognitive habituation, for example, we 
rarely notice that which is constantly around us and therefore 
lacks the contrastive quality that would have helped us spot it. As 
Ludwig Wittgenstein so wisely observed, it is in fact their very fa-
miliarity that often makes things unnoticeable. “One is unable to 
notice something,” in other words, precisely “because it is always 
before one’s eyes.”23

When getting dressed, for example, we can thus

feel our clothes on our skin, but then the feeling fades. . . . If the 
senses are exposed to a continuing stimulus, habituation soon 
occurs. . . . This is why we do not feel the clothes we are wearing 
and become aware of them only if we change or adjust them.24

That is also true of the constant sound of our breathing, our own 
body odor, and the persistent pressure of the shoes we are wear-
ing against our feet.25 As ordinary, nearly ever-present and thus 
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experientially unmarked components of our phenomenal world, 
they lack remarkability and therefore usually escape our attention.

Our cognitive habituation to what we consider unmarked is 
the main reason, for example, why it has taken sociologists longer 
to focus their scholarly attention on masculinity, adulthood, and 
well-being than on femininity, adolescence, and illness.26 It also 
explains the fundamental difference between locals’ and visitors’ 
attentional patterns, as exemplified by the way many New Yorkers 
manage to effectively “tune out” the sound of the police-car sirens 
which for many tourists is such a distinctive feature of their city’s 
soundscape. In fact, locals sometimes even fail to notice the very 
attractions that bring tourists to their town. “The tourist gaze,” 
after all, is specifically “directed to features of [the] townscape 
which separate them off from everyday experience. Such aspects 
are viewed because they are taken to be in some sense out of the 
ordinary,”27 which is precisely why locals, for whom they are part 
of their ordinary, ever-present and therefore experientially un-
marked experience, may not even notice them.

Some objects, however, are perceptually relegated to “the 
background” simply because they are considered socially irrel-
evant, such as mere “bystanders,” whom we usually notice only 
when they actually force themselves into our awareness, as when a 
total stranger butts into a conversation between a couple standing 
in line.28 Like “extras” in films, such background persons29 are often 
considered invisible.30 Effectively regarded as “nonpersons,”31 
they may not “gain even the minimum attention required to feel 
that [their] presence [is] acknowledged.”32 According to Erving 
Goffman, who pioneered the study of social invisibility, they are 
treated as though they are not present, and are even expected to 
“act so as to maximally encourage the fiction that they aren’t.”33 
Such attentional marginalization is usually associated with being 
of low status,34 as exemplified by the way we often ignore cleaning 
personnel, beggars, as well as children. Thus, in the film Maid in 
Manhattan, after soon-to-be senatorial candidate Ralph Fiennes 
falls in love with Jennifer Lopez, whom, unbeknownst to him, he 
actually first “met” when he was about to relieve himself in his 
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luxurious hotel bathroom which she was in the midst of cleaning, 
she indignantly reminds him, “You think you would have taken a 
second look at me if you knew I was the maid? . . . I am just invis-
ible. . . . The first time you saw me I was cleaning your bathroom 
floor, only you didn’t see me.”

For precisely the reason that it hinders our ability to spot 
things, however, their inconspicuousness also helps us when we 
try to hide them. Indeed, as a process ultimately antithetical to 
searching, hiding actually involves reversing the perceptual condi-
tions necessary for a successful search. Given the fact that objects 
are more noticeable when they move against a fixed background, 
for example, one can easily understand why prey animals often 
“freeze” when trying to hide from a predator.

As exemplified by wanted criminals, members of terrorist 
“sleeper cells,” ex-convicts, as well as incognito celebrities, incon-
spicuousness is basically achieved by “keeping a low profile” and 
effectively “hiding in the crowd.” Thus, in the aftermath of the 
Boston Marathon bombings, for example, “[f]or more than three 
days—from the time of the explosions . . . until the F.B.I. released 
their photographs,” it was indeed “the very ordinariness of their 
activities [that] let the [Tsarnaev] brothers hide in plain sight.”35 
By the same token, in the Nazi concentration camps, inmates 
often tried not to become conspicuous, and to

make [themselves] invisible. . . . At roll call, one had to disappear 
somewhere in the middle rows. . . . In the marching column, 
one needed to get oneself a position roughly in the middle. The 
maxim was: avoid the exposed outer edges. . . . If one crossed the 
field of vision of the supervisors, one had to move at a normal 
speed . . . not too fast, not too slow. . . . Unnoticed, one was in no 
danger of being selected as a victim of some punitive operation.36

It is the ability to “fit in” so as to not stand out, after all, that allows 
one to “pass.” By downplaying one’s markedness while playing up 
one’s ordinariness,37 one can thus stay “in the background” and 
remain effectively invisible.
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As one might expect, their inconspicuousness makes back-
ground persons ideal candidates for spying. Robert Baden-Powell, 
who as a British intelligence officer in the late nineteenth century 
managed to produce detailed drawings of enemy military installa-
tions in Dalmatia while posing as a harmless butterfly collector,38 
and Elyesa Bazna (“Cicero”), who used his highly inconspicuous 
position as a valet to the British ambassador to Turkey to become 
one of Germany’s most valuable spies in World War II, are per-
fect examples. So, indeed, are young children, who, often unno-
ticed by adults, can actually become quite useful in interfamilial 
espionage.39

B AC K G R O U N D  M A T C H I N G

While a black cat on a snow bank may indeed be hard to miss, 
a black cat in a coal bin is actually difficult to see.40 By the same 
token, in fact, it is probably easier to find a needle in a haystack 
than in a bin full of other needles.41

Indeed, the more something resembles its surroundings, 
the harder it is to spot.42 “[B]ecause they have more features in 
common with the surround and therefore blend into it,” embed-
ded targets are generally “harder to find than nonembedded tar-
gets that stand out from [it].”43 A figure, in short, tends to become 
conspicuous when it contrasts with the pattern of the background 
in which it is perceptually embedded, yet inconspicuous when it 
conforms to it.44

In the latter case, that is basically a result of the perceptual 
dissolution of its contours and therefore also its overall shape. 
The greater the resemblance between a figure and its surrounding 
background, the less noticeable its contours and the more difficult 
it is therefore to perceive it as a distinct entity.45

This is perhaps most vividly exemplified by the instrument 
we use to detect color-vision deficiencies. Originally designed in 
1917 by Shinobu Ishihara, our standard screening test for “color 
blindness” consists of a set of plates featuring various assort-
ments of dots of varying sizes, colors, and degrees of saturation 



S E A R C H I N G  A N D  H I D I N G   |   3 1

and brightness specifically arranged so that similarly colored dots 
form a figure-like numeral surrounded by differently colored 
ones, with the colors of the figure and its immediate background 
being ones that people with anomalous color vision cannot ac-
tually differentiate from each other. Thus, whereas people with 
normal color vision can easily spot the numeral “74” in Plate 1, 
“color-blind” persons who cannot differentiate greenish from red-
dish hues, for example, cannot perceptually separate this greenish 
figure from the reddish background in which it is visually embed-
ded and are therefore effectively unable to see it.46

In the absence of a sharp contrast that would help differenti-
ate it from its immediate surroundings, in short, a might-be per-
ceptual object is thus unlikely to become one. Failure to situate an 
object against a sharply contrasting background, in other words, 
makes it unlikely to be noticed.47

Indeed, as so dramatically exemplified in the way we manage 
to cosmetically conceal scars, burns, birthmarks, bruises, acne, 
and skin discoloration by making them appear visually contin-
uous with their surroundings, by deliberately making a figure 
match (and thereby effectively blend into) its background we can 
actually decrease its perceptibility.48 Noticeability, in short, can 
thus be reduced by simply reversing the conditions necessary for a 
successful search. After all, for the very same reason that the target 
must look different from its surrounding background in order to 
be more conspicuous, it must resemble it in order to remain in-
conspicuous.49 And indeed, whereas spotting presupposes the 
ability to differentiate a figure from its surrounding background, 
background-matching camouflage50 is essentially based on blur-
ring the very distinction between them.

Camouflage, of course, “implies a seeing eye from which to 
hide.”51 And indeed, background matching manifests itself per-
haps most vividly in coloration patterns that help make animals 
effectively invisible, as in the countless cases of prey coloration 
that so perfectly resembles the prey’s actual habitat and is the 
reason why chameleons, for example, often change their color 
when moving between different habitats.
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It was Erasmus Darwin, Charles’s grandfather, who first ob-
served that animals’ colors “seem adapted to their purpos[e] of 
concealing themselves . . . to avoid danger,” and that birds’ eggs 
are likewise protectively designed “to resemble the colour of the 
adjacent objects”52—a most insightful observation later reiterated 
by Alfred Russel Wallace:

The fact that first strikes us in our examination of the colours of 
animals . . . is the close relation that exists between these colours 
and the general environment. Thus, white prevails among arctic 
animals; yellow or brown in desert species; while green is only a 
common colour in tropical ever-green forests.53

The reason for this was explicitly articulated by Edward Poulton, 
who pointed out that an animal’s colors, markings, and patterns 
help it “harmonise with the general artistic effect of its surround-
ings” specifically “so that it does not attract attention.”54

Yet it was not a natural scientist like Darwin, Wallace, and 
Poulton but rather an artist, Abbott Thayer, who first developed a 
full-fledged attention-based theory of camouflage. As he and his 
son Gerald announced in their 1909 book Concealing-Coloration 
in the Animal Kingdom, “‘Protective coloration’ . . . has waited 
for an artist . . . to perceive that the many animals of supposed 
‘conspicuous’ attire are almost all colored and marked in the 
way most potent to conceal them.”55 Animals’ coloration pat-
terns, in other words, are specifically designed to enhance their 
inconspicuousness:

All the patterns and brilliant colors on the animal kingdom, 
instead of making their wearers conspicuous, are, on the con-
trary, pure concealing coloration, being the actual color notes of 
the scene in which the wearer lives, so that he really is nature’s 
utmost picture of his background.56

In fact, argued Thayer, provocatively featuring a painting of a 
peacock, the very symbol of conspicuousness, blending in with 
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its leafy surroundings, we usually see such seemingly conspicu-
ous animals situated against the “wrong” background.57 Indeed, 
as Frank Beddard had already pointed out, in their natural habitat 
their coloration actually matches their surroundings:

Most persons who had only seen these animals in the Zoological 
Gardens would be inclined to look upon the giraffe, the zebra, 
and the jaguar as among the most conspicuously coloured of the 
Mammalia; and yet we are assured, by those who have seen them 
in their native countries, that they are most difficult to detect.58

“Concealing-coloration,” concluded Thayer, thus means pri-
marily “coloration that matches the background.”59 Its underlying 
principle, which is basically that of “painting on the surface of 
the creature itself a picture representing as closely as may be [its] 
background,”60 is the idea that a predator would “think that he 
sees background, when he is really seeing a part of the animal.”61 
A bird, for example, is thus colored as “such part of the scene . . . 
as the eyes that he most needs to avoid would see him against.”62 
Indeed, suggested Thayer, invoking the possible didactic use of 
cutouts,63

[g]o to . . . where antelopes . . . come to drink, and with your 
eyes a foot from the ground (crouching lions’ eyes height) study 
through an antelope-shaped hole in a card the [view that] would 
form these beasts’ background to a crouching feline. What you 
discover is that . . . those color notes which are almost always 
present in the lion’s view of the antelope, are fully repeated 
on the part of him this enemy is surest to see against such . . . 
background.64

Yet as Darwin, Poulton, Wallace, and Thayer all realized, 
camouflage not only helps prey animals hide from predators but 
also allows the latter to approach the former unseen.65 In other 
words, it serves “to conceal the herbivorous species from their en-
emies” while at the same time also “enabling carnivorous animals 
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to approach their prey unperceived.”66 The lynx’s coloration, for 
example,

just as much increases his dangerousness to the hare, as that of 
the hare adds to the lynx’s difficulty in catching him . . . [The] in-
conspicuousness of the predator causes him to be less avoided by 
the animal he preys on, while for the prey it means a minimizing 
of the stimulus he gives to his enemy’s rapacity . . . [B]oth sides 
profit by showing as indistinctly as possible, so that the rapa-
cious animal is harder to dodge, and the prey a fainter target to 
strike at.67

The same dialectic, of course, is at work in human camouflage 
as well. While camouflage headdresses and ghillie suits, for ex-
ample, help conceal snipers, similar forms of background match-
ing are designed to protect potential targets. Such protection may 
not have seemed necessary when warriors fought hand-to-hand 
(and indeed sometimes even dressed somewhat flamboyantly to 
intimidate their adversaries), but it certainly became quite critical 
with the advent of long-range weapons such as the rifle, as in fact 
evidenced by the use of gray and green uniforms by some Brit-
ish and Austrian units in the eighteenth century and the adop-
tion of khaki as the standard color of British military uniforms 
by 1902.68 Gray, olive, and khaki uniforms were soon also adopted 
by the American, Japanese, Italian, Russian, German, and Belgian 
armies, and by 1915 even the French army finally gave up its tra-
ditional colorful uniforms, adopting instead drab ones to allow 
soldiers to better blend in with their surroundings.69

It was also during World War I, in the context of efforts to 
conceal military equipment, that the word camouflage was actu-
ally introduced. The idea of making fortifications “indistinguish-
able from the ground in which they stand” (instead of “batteries 
conspicuously frowning . . . with tiers of guns rivalling rows of tar-
gets in . . . clearness of definition”) had already been raised in the 
1880s,70 but the need to conceal military equipment gained special 
urgency with the advent of aerial reconnaissance photography.71 
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It was in order to address that need that the French army invited 
the painter Lucien-Victor Guirand de Scévola to establish its 
Section de Camouflage, and by 1915 this special unit effectively 
made up of painters, sculptors, and set designers emblematically 
represented by the figure of a chameleon72 began painting tanks, 
heavy artillery, and armored personnel carriers to match their 
surroundings (as well as covering them with nets splashed with 
earth colors), thereby blurring their contours in an effort to make 
them seem invisible.73 Such optical tactics were soon also adopted 
by the British, Italian, Belgian, German, and American armies,74 
and by the end of World War I camouflage had already become an 
integral part of modern warfare.

Military camouflage has since then clearly also inspired a 
number of modern artists (Holger Trülzsch, Rachel Perry Welty, 
Désirée Palmen, Laurent La Gamba)75 to experiment with invis-
ibility by painting themselves as well as their models to actually 
match their surroundings. As perhaps most spectacularly exem-
plified by Liu Bolin’s “camouflage art” (see, for example, Plate 2),76 
such works represent an epistemically subversive effort to opti-
cally eliminate a person’s contours and thereby effectively obliter-
ate his or her status as a distinct object of perception.77

Note, however, that efforts to blur the distinction between 
figure and background are by no means confined to visual per-
ception. Like some insects,78 hunters, for example, often try to 
elude the attention of their anticipated prey by effectively match-
ing their olfactory surroundings (such as by storing their hunt-
ing gear along with leaves, twigs, and dirt from their hunting 
grounds), thereby downplaying their figural status and essentially 
becoming “smell invisible.”79

There is a particular form of background-matching cam-
ouflage known as steganography, in which actual “signals” are 
purposely designed to be mistaken for mere “noise” and thereby 
effectively ignored. One can thus send a covert message in such a 
way that no one apart from oneself and one’s intended audience 
(who are in fact usually alerted to expect it) even suspects its ex-
istence. Whereas in cryptography only the content of the hidden 
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message is concealed, in steganography its very existence is con-
cealed as well.

Steganography is, in short, the practice of hiding signals by 
embedding them within what seems like mere noise. Effectively 
presented as mere “background” and therefore as largely irrele-
vant, a covert signal can thus be overtly displayed without attract-
ing any attention. As an ordinary-seeming object that looks like 
an integral part of one’s backyard, a fake rock, for example, is for 
all practical purposes invisible and thereby constitutes a perfect 
place in which to hide a key.

That, indeed, is how graffiti artist and political prankster 
“Banksy” actually managed to surreptitiously smuggle a minia-
ture model of a fighter jet with missiles slung under its wings into 
New York’s American Museum of Natural History in the midst 
of America’s Iraq War. Facetiously attaching it to a glass-encased 
beetle with the pseudo-scientific caption “Withus Oragainstus”80 
(thereby subversively referencing George W. Bush’s famous slogan 
“You’re either with us or against us”), he thus artfully managed 
to make it look like an integral part of the museum’s Hall of 
Biodiversity.

Such was also the case with the songs (as well as quilt patterns)81 
often used in the nineteenth century by the Underground Railroad 
to provide American runaway slaves with actual escape plans:

[S]ome slaves communicated their intentions of escape through 
songs whose words contained secret messages. In coded spiri-
tuals, slaves expressed . . . plans and directions for the journey 
North. . . . “Follow the Drinking Gourd” was a secret metaphor 
for the “Big Dipper,” which served as a directional to the North 
[while] “Let Us Break Bread Together” . . . told slaves to meet 
before sunrise on the east side of the slave quarters to plan an 
escape.82

In a classic steganographic manner, slaves could thus openly send 
secret messages containing specific escape plans by essentially re-
peating them aloud while their captors were totally unaware of 
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what was actually being secretly communicated through the very 
songs they were hearing.83

By the same token, while a prisoner of war in North Vietnam, 
U.S. Navy pilot Jeremiah Denton used the occasion of being forced 
to participate in a 1966 television interview as an opportunity to 
quite ingeniously “smuggle” out the information that he was being 
tortured by his captors. Covertly targeting American intelligence 
officers as his intended audience, he thus actually “spelled out” the 
Morse code equivalents of the letters of the word torture in quick 
(for dots) and slow (for dashes) eye blinks.84 The very possibility 
of such “openly covert” communication was indeed the reason 
why in the wake of the 9/11 attacks the United States government 
actually asked American television networks to carefully screen 
videotaped communiqués issued by Osama Bin Laden, which it 
suspected might contain encrypted orders to al-Qaeda sleeper 
cells in the United States, before broadcasting them.85

In a similar vein, consider, finally, the following ad posted in 
July 1986 in the Washington Times: “DODGE—’71, DIPLOMAT, 
NEEDS ENGINE WORK, $1000. Phone (703) 451-9780 (CALL 
NEXT Mon., Wed., Fri. 1 p.m.)”86 Although potentially available 
to the thousands of the newspaper’s readers, only the KGB, who 
ran it, and FBI-agent-about-to-become-Soviet-spy Robert Hans-
sen, who had requested several weeks earlier that they run it, were 
actually aware that this seemingly innocuous “background noise” 
that resembled so many other “For Sale” ads was in fact a critical 
signal that indeed helped launch one of the most damaging espio-
nage operations in American history.

C O N T O U R  D I S T O R T I O N

Setting things up to match (and thereby actually blend in with) 
their surroundings is not the only way to make them invisible, 
however. There is another major form of camouflage, for example, 
based on distorting, rather than simply blurring, a figure’s con-
tours (and thereby distinctive perceptual “signature”),87 thus effec-
tively breaking up its shape.88 Such contour-distorting camouflage 
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manifests itself throughout nature in the form of “boldly con-
trasting patches of color [that] mask the contour of their wearer, 
and ‘break him up,’”89 as so vividly exemplified, for instance, by 
the way many jungle birds’ color patterns

make their wearers invisible in the colored shimmering lights 
of southern forests. Certain parts of their bodies [thus] become 
visually cut out of the body and assigned to the background, so 
that the visible remainder takes on an irregular shape not char-
acteristic of an animal.90

By essentially distorting the contours of the animal’s silhouette, in 
other words, such patterns thus decrease its perceptibility.

By often involving perceptually complex figures, contour-
distorting camouflage undermines our ability to actually spot 
objects. After all,

it is the continuity of surface, bounded by a specific contour or 
outline, which chiefly enables the recognition of objects; so if the 
surface is covered with irregular patches of contrasted colours 
and tones, these patches tend to catch the eye of the observer 
and to draw attention away from the shape which bears them.91

Contrasting color patches that are placed at the edge of an ani-
mal’s body, for example, thus tend to visually break up its outline.

A “busy” design, in short, thus compromises the recogniza-
bility of an object’s shape, thereby threatening its perceived unity. 
By containing a lot of “internal detail that is more salient than 
[its] edge,”92 an object may therefore no longer look like a single, 
perceptually coherent entity, and might-be perceivers may think 
that they are actually seeing several different objects.93 Whereas 
by setting up a figure to match (and thereby blend in with) its sur-
rounding background it might no longer be perceived as a separate 
entity, distorting its contours makes it more difficult to perceive it 
as a single entity.94

Thus, unlike drab uniforms, for example, contour-distorting 
military camouflage (see Plate 3)95 is designed to actually distort, 
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rather than merely blur, soldiers’ contours. It is likewise used to 
distort the outlines, and thereby break up the shape, of airplanes 
and buildings96 in order to make them harder to target. In other 
words, it perceptually manipulates objects so

that they will no longer look like units. . . . If a gun is covered with 
paint in such a way that one part of it will “fuse” with the bole of 
a tree, another with the leaves, a third with the ground, then the 
beholder will no longer see a unit, the gun.97

Indeed, in modern warfare, as so vividly exemplified by the 
“dazzle” paint schemes (see, for example, Figure 3.1)98 used in 
World War I to make ships’ shapes less recognizable to enemy 
submarines (and thus effectively the contour-distorting equiva-
lents of the ancient Roman background-matching tactic of dyeing 
warships’ sails in blue to match the color of the seawater),99

it has become a real art to make objects such as guns, cars, 
boats, etc., disappear by painting upon [them] irregular designs, 
the parts of which are likely to form units with parts of their 

figure 3.1 Contour distortion helped make World War I ships less recog-
nizable to enemy submarines. Courtesy Roy R. Behrens
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environment. In such cases the objects themselves no longer 
exist as visual entities, and in their place appear meaningless 
patches which do not arouse the enemy’s suspicion.100

Yet as anyone looking for something in a cluttered basement, 
pantry, or drawer (or on a “busy” carpet, for that matter) knows, it is 
not only their own perceptual complexity but also that of their sur-
roundings that makes things less visible.101 Spotting a target, after 
all, presupposes its relatively homogeneous surroundings,102 and the 
more perceptually complex their surrounding background, there-
fore, the harder it is to spot figures embedded in it.103 The fact that 
small tumors and microcalcifications are effectively camouflaged 
by the “busy” background of overlapping tissue structures in which 
they are perceptually embedded on X-rays, for example, makes it 
quite difficult for anyone but expert radiologists to detect them.104

As so spectacularly demonstrated in Annie Leibovitz’s pho-
tograph of Keith Haring in Figure 3.2, contour-distorting cam-
ouflage is most effective when it is used in combination with 
background-matching camouflage and both the figure and its 
surrounding background are perceptually complex. That is why 
when zebras, for instance, stand (see, for example, Figure 3.3) or 
move in groups, it is much more difficult for predators to target 
any particular one as potential prey.105

Contour distortion is actually one of the hallmarks of Cubism, 
an art movement that, as exemplified by Pablo Picasso’s “Portrait 
of Wilhelm Uhde” in Figure 3.4, indeed tried to visually obliterate 
figure-like objects through a deliberate

breaking of contours . . . so that a form merges with the space 
about it or with other forms; planes or tones . . . bleed into other 
planes and tones; outlines . . . coincide with other outlines, then 
suddenly reappear in new relations . . . parts of objects shifted 
away, displaced . . . until forms disappear behind themselves.106

That explains, for example, Guirand de Scévola’s decision to spe-
cifically recruit Cubist artists to his Section de Camouflage in 



figure 3.2 Combining background-matching with contour-distorting 
camouflage. 1986. © Annie LEIBOVITZ (CONTACT PRESS IMAGES)

figure 3.3 When zebras stand in groups, it is harder for predators to target 
any particular one as potential prey. Herd of Zebras. © Theo Allofs/Corbis



figure 3.4 Contour distortion is a hallmark of cubism. Picasso, Pablo 
(1881–1973) © ARS, NY. Portrait of Wilhelm Uhde. 1910. Coll. Joseph  
Pulitzer Jr., St. Louis, Missouri, U.S.A. Photo Credit: Bridgeman-Giraudon/
Art Resource, NY
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World War I. “In an effort to obliterate objects,” as he later de-
scribed it, “I used the techniques the Cubists had used . . . [T]his 
enabled me . . . to assign certain painters to camouflage who—
because of their visual adeptness—could prevent the recognition 
of virtually any object.”107

The cognitive challenge of spotting figure-like entities em-
bedded in perceptually complex configurations has also in-
spired the Embedded Figures Test designed in 1926 by Kurt 
Gottschaldt to psychometrically measure our ability to men-
tally detach figures from their surrounding background and 
thereby spot familiar shapes “hidden” in complex designs108 
(such as the two Hs at the top, and the K at the bottom, of 
Figure 3.5)109 or recognize a tune when presented with only 
three or four familiar notes acoustically embedded in a string 

figure 3.5 Even familiar shapes (“H,” “K”) are harder to spot when they 
are “hidden” in complex designs. Image courtesy of Ilanit Palmon
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of unfamiliar others.110 It has likewise inspired treasure-hunt-
like games such as

the children’s party game Hide the Thimble. An ordinary thim-
ble is shown to all participants, and all but one leave the room, 
while the thimble is “hidden.” . . . The thimble has to be hidden 
in plain sight. It may not be placed behind or under anything, or 
too high up for any of the children to see. . . . Once it is hidden, 
the rest of the children come back in the room and proceed to 
hunt for the thimble [and they] can usually be counted on to look 
right at the thimble several times without actually seeing it.111

Such playful use of contour-distorting camouflage is also ex-
emplified by “Hidden Mickeys” in Disney theme parks;112 word 
games (like Word Search and Boggle) in which players try to spot 
actual words “hidden” in a grid of scrambled letters; “hidden pic-
ture” puzzles such as the ones portrayed in Figure 3.6113 and in the 
“Spot-It,” I Spy, and Where’s Waldo? children’s book series;114 and 
“knock-knock” jokes, the very essence of which involves distort-
ing words’ perceived auditory contours:

Knock, Knock.
Who’s there?
Isadore.
Isadore who?
Isadore [Is the door] locked? I can’t get in.115

D I V E R S I O N

There is an old Soviet joke about a factory guard who would oc-
casionally see one of the workers walking out of the factory with 
a wheelbarrow full of trash. Suspecting that he might actually 
be trying to steal something, he would stop him and thoroughly 
search through the trash, yet he never found a single stolen item. 
Running into that worker years after they had both retired, he 
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could not resist asking him whether he had ever managed to steal 
anything from the factory. The man smiled and said: “Wheelbar-
rows.” What by itself would have most likely constituted a highly 
noticeable figure was in fact “backgrounded” when filled with the 
trash, thereby becoming effectively invisible.

Unlike background matching and contour distortion, this 
form of camouflage involves deflecting attention from one 

figure 3.6 Can you spot the “hidden” pig in the top drawing? Courtesy 
Roy R. Behrens
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potential target to another. After all, as we are so dramatically re-
minded by Simons and Chabris’s “gorilla” experiment, it is espe-
cially when directing one’s attention to some specific object that 
one often fails to notice others.116 As when sugar-coating bitter 
medications, by diverting others’ attention to other perceptual 
targets we thus often manage to prevent them from spotting the 
ones we wish to hide.117

As a result of such diversion, “signals” are sometimes mistaken 
for sheer “noise,” and vice versa. Thus, as in background match-
ing, for example, what might have otherwise been perceived as a 
figure is effectively backgrounded, as when a presidential limou-
sine is strategically embedded in a motorcade of several identical-
looking vehicles, or when we try to disguise “stolen glances”118 as 
parts of general scans of our surroundings. On the other hand, 
it takes a full forty-five minutes into Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho 
(until the famous shower scene, that is) for the audience to realize 
that the film is actually not about embezzlement. As the master of 
suspense himself described this diversionary tactic,

the first part of the story was a red herring. That was deliber-
ate, you see, to detract the viewer’s attention in order to heighten 
the murder. We purposely made that beginning on the long side, 
with the bit about the theft and her escape, in order to get the 
audience absorbed with the question of whether she would or 
would not be caught.119

Such diversionary tactics are quite common in magic shows. 
As Harry Houdini described it, conjuring is “the art of making 
people look somewhere else,”120 thereby getting them to focus their 
attention on one point while “the action” is actually taking place 
at another.121 Stage magicians thus try to create “areas of high 
interest” that capture the spectators’ attention while the trick is 
in fact carried out in an “area of low interest,”122 as when overtly 
waving one hand in the air while covertly pulling something out 
of their pocket with the other.123 “Magic words” such as abraca-
dabra are likewise designed to help them make the audience focus 
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on a particular place and time while “cover[ing] up the fact that 
the trick actually takes place at a different place and a different 
time.”124

Pickpockets often use similar tactics when faking distractive 
“accidents”:

When a pickpocket intends to rob you of your . . . wallet, he, or 
his confederate, takes care to distract your attention from what 
he intends to do by creating a diversion. He draws your eyes 
from what is really happening to what seems to be happening.125

He may thus “accidentally” bump into (or have his assistant “ac-
cidentally” spill coffee on) his victim, thereby diverting the latter’s 
attention from realizing that he is at the same time sneaking the 
wallet out of his pocket.126

Fakes and feints (as in boxing, fencing, soccer, basketball, 
volleyball, ice hockey, and water polo, for example) operate on a 
similar principle. So, in fact, did Mao Zedong’s Sun Tzu-inspired 
military tactic of “making a noise in the east while attacking in 
the west,”127 a tactic also used in “Operation Fortitude,” an elab-
orate deception campaign designed to conceal the Allied prep-
arations to invade Europe through Normandy by diverting the 
Germans’ attention elsewhere. The Allies thus faked, for exam-
ple, an impending invasion of Norway from Scotland using vari-
ous attention-grabbing diversions ranging from dummy landing 
barges and decoy tanks to false radio traffic and doctored reports 
from “German” agents.128 They also pretended to prepare to land 
in Calais, and when attacking German coastal defenses in France 
sent out two bombing missions over the Pas de Calais for every 
mission over Normandy.129

Such diversionary tactics are sometimes also used by politi-
cians to keep certain things out of the public’s awareness.130 They 
thus strategically time unpopular or embarrassing acts such as 
announcing controversial appointments or firing senior officials, 
for example, to coincide with other events that they hope will 
overshadow them. They likewise manufacture crises (and might 
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even start wars) to divert the public’s attention from economic 
problems or political scandals—a tactic also known since Barry 
Levinson’s cinematic account of such an attempt as “wagging the 
dog.” “To ‘wag the dog,’” in other words, means “to purposely 
divert attention from what would otherwise be of greater impor-
tance, to something else of lesser significance.”131 By doing so, of 
course, “the lesser-significant event is catapulted into the lime-
light, drowning proper attention to what was originally the more 
important issue,”132 a perfect example of how something can actu-
ally be hidden in plain sight.



THE SOCIAL ORGANIZATION 

OF ATTENTION

The background does not consist only of what is empir-
ically less salient or even less personally salient; it is also 
a reflection of what is less socially salient.

a s i a  f r i e d m a n 1

N A T U R E  A N D  C U LT U R E

Whether or not we notice something is partly a function of our 
physiology as human beings. Our perceptual access to the world, 
after all, is ultimately constrained by our senses, so that unlike 
bees, for example, we are unable to see objects reflecting only ul-
traviolet or shorter wavelengths of light, yet unlike rattlesnakes 
we also cannot see ones reflecting only infrared or longer wave-
lengths.2 Our olfactory and auditory access to our surroundings 
is likewise rather limited compared to dogs and bats, for instance.

Such effectively species-specific physiological constraints are 
further exacerbated by the actual location of our sense organs. 
Unlike deer’s, rabbits’, and other prey animals’ eyes, for example, 
which are essentially located on the sides of their heads, thereby 
allowing them a more panoramic view of their surroundings (so 
that no one can in fact sneak up on a rabbit from behind),3 our 
own eyes are located on the front of our heads, thus allowing us a 
strictly frontal and therefore much narrower view.4

Given our physiological makeup as human beings, we are by 
and large very similar in what we are capable of noticing, yet we 

4
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often differ from one another in what actually captures our atten-
tion.5 While listening to a song, for example, some of us attend 
primarily to the lyrics, whereas others focus more on the music. 
By the same token, flipping through the same newspaper, people 
with different interests or concerns tend to notice different stories 
in it. And as sexist as that may sound to modern ears, when look-
ing at the same woman a “breast man” may first notice her blouse 
while a “leg man” may first notice her skirt.

Yet not only the actual object of our attention but also our 
very “style” of attending often varies across individuals. After all,

people differ in the extent to which they stress focusing in their 
cognitive organizations. They differ in their ability to maintain 
a . . . narrowed and selective attention that would permit them 
to screen out carefully from the stimulation which is relevant at 
any given time that which is irrelevant.6

While some of us, for example, are narrowly focused “screeners” 
who tend to selectively attend to only a few “relevant” stimuli 
and essentially ignore everything else, others are more widely fo-
cused “nonscreeners” who tend to also be aware of various other, 
“extraneous or irrelevant” stimuli.7 In fact, we often differ from 
one another in our capacity to differentiate perceptual objects 
from their surroundings, as famously captured by the fundamen-
tal distinction introduced by Herman Witkin between “field-
dependent” people who tend to perceive objects as effectively 
inseparable from their surroundings and “field-independent” 
ones who tend to be less influenced by context and to therefore 
perceive objects as more figure-like (that is, as discrete from their 
surrounding background).8 The difference between these two at-
tentional styles is manifested, for instance, in the relative ease at 
which we can identify “hidden” figures in visually complex de-
signs such as in the Embedded Figures Test (or can spot Waldo, 
for that matter, in a crowded beach scene). Given the aforemen-
tioned considerable affinity between the ways we focus our per-
ceptual and conceptual attention, it therefore also captures our 
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varying propensities for thinking in a decontextualized, analyti-
cal manner.9

Yet the fact that we notice and ignore things not only as 
humans does not mean that we therefore also do so only as in-
dividuals. Indeed, although the way we differentiate figure-like, 
“relevant” objects from their background-like, “irrelevant” sur-
roundings is by no means universal, nor is it entirely idiosyn-
cratic. As a matter of fact, it is often very similar to the way some 
other people do so.

As exemplified by the distinctive manner in which indi-
viduals with autism, for example, fixate their gaze,10 some such 
non-universal yet also non-idiosyncratic attentional patterns are 
biologically based, yet that is definitely not always the case. The 
remarkably similar manner in which structural engineers focus 
their attention when inspecting a building, for instance, is clearly 
not a function of their physiology. Nor is it any physiological con-
straint on our auditory capacity, for that matter, that keeps us 
from listening in on others’ personal conversations.

That is indeed true of not only interpersonal attentional 
commonality but also intra-human attentional variability. 
Unlike the difference between eagles’ and butterflies’ respec-
tive ranges of vision, for instance, the difference between astro-
physicists’ and microbiologists’ respective ranges of professional 
concern has nothing whatsoever to do with any physiological 
constraints on their ability to access the world through their 
sense organs.

Consider also, in this vein, the fact that men tend to filter 
“irrelevancies” out of their awareness far more readily than do 
women, as exemplified by their ability to attend to only one of 
several competing auditory messages, effectively ignoring the 
others.11 Notice, too, the greater ease with which men manage to 
mentally detach figure-like objects from their background-like 
visual surroundings12—a tendency that has even led to the claim 
that their field of vision may actually be narrower than women’s13 
as a result of the historical division of labor between male hunters 
and female child-rearers, the former developing an overall stance 
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favoring focused attention and the latter developing one based on 
extreme vigilance and therefore favoring divided attention:

As a nest defender, a woman has brain software that allows her 
to receive an arc of at least 45 degrees clear vision to each side of 
her head. . . . As a hunter, a man needed vision that would allow 
him to zero in on, and pursue, targets. . . . He evolved with vision 
almost like a racehorse with blinders so that he would not be 
distracted from targets, whereas a woman needed eyes to allow 
a wide arc of vision so that she could monitor any predators 
sneaking up on the nest.14

Yet even such seemingly natural gender-based attentional division 
of labor, after all, has always been as much about culture as it is 
about nature.15 Indeed, in cultures that allow women to be more 
independent they also tend to be less “field dependent.”16

By the same token, it is in fact as part of the unmistakably 
sociomental process of moral attention17 that we actually come to 
regard objects lying beyond a certain socially delineated “circle 
of concern”18 as morally irrelevant, thereby rarely extending our 
concern to also include, for example, the ants and cockroaches we 
so casually poison in our kitchens.19 And it is likewise largely as 
part of the ultimately sociomental process of erotic attention20 that 
we rarely come to experience our parents, siblings, and children as 
objects of our erotic desire.

In short, we notice and ignore things not only as individuals 
and as human beings but also as social beings. While it is certainly 
Nature that equips us with our sense organs, it is nevertheless our 
social environment that so often determines how we actually use 
them to access the world.

Effectively delineating the scope of our attention and concern, 
it is particular attentional communities21 that often determine 
what we come to regard as relevant and to which we therefore 
attend. Such communities have their own distinctive attentional 
traditions22 and therefore also distinctive attentional habits and 
biases, as manifested in their members’ “tendency to notice . . . 



T H E  S O C I A L  O R G A N I Z A T I O N  O F   A T T E N T I O N   |   5 3

specifically along certain directions.”23 It is specific conventions 
of what is noteworthy, for example, that make the Sistine Chapel 
and the Colosseum such “must” attractions for visitors to Rome,24 
and unmistakably social attentional norms25 that likewise compel 
us to tactfully ignore another’s stutter or open fly.

Such ultimately social traditions, conventions, biases, habits, 
and norms underlie our basic notions of relevance. As members 
of particular attentional communities we are thus “‘perceptually 
readied’ . . . to seek out and register those details that reflect our 
collective expectations, while overlooking other details that are 
equally perceptible,”26 thereby being, for example, hyperattentive 
to the differences yet highly inattentive to the similarities between 
male and female bodies.27 Such perceptual readiness manifests 
itself in the form of a mental filter that “let[s] in culturally mean-
ingful details while sifting out the culturally irrelevant.”28 Selec-
tive attention is thus a result of being not only personally but also 
socially selective.

This definitely calls for a sociology of attention.29 The volu-
minous amount of psychological and neuroscientific research 
on attention notwithstanding, only a pronouncedly sociological 
perspective can help reveal the unmistakably social attentional 
traditions, biases, habits, norms, and conventions underlying 
the way we access the world as members of particular attentional 
communities. Such a perspective, as we shall see, also helps high-
light the political as well as the collective dimensions of human 
attention.

S O C I O -A T T E N T I O N A L  PA T T E R N S 3 0

The most visible manifestation of the social underpinnings of 
human attention are attentional patterns that are shared by some 
individuals (and therefore evidently not entirely idiosyncratic) yet 
nevertheless not by others (and thus also far from universal). As 
we shall see, although the way we focus our attention often re-
sembles the way some others do, it is at the same time also quite 
different from the way still others focus theirs.
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Unlike the aforementioned difference between humans’ and 
rabbits’ attentional patterns, however, such variability is not in 
what we are physiologically capable of noticing but in our over-
all attentional style, as so vividly illustrated by culture-specific 
styles of mental focusing, some classic examples of which are the 
highly contrasting attentional styles respectively predominant in 
hunting and farming societies. In marked contrast to farmers, 
hunters, after all, must be able to rapidly differentiate potential 
food sources from the immediate surroundings in which they are 
visually embedded.31 (Such necessity may in fact be further com-
pounded by the visual composition of their physical surrounds. 
Living in the Arctic, for example, one must “develop certain per-
ceptual skills merely to survive . . . [One] must first of all in order 
to hunt effectively develop the ability to isolate slight variation in 
visual stimulation from a relatively featureless array.”)32 That cer-
tainly requires focused attention, and members of hunting soci-
eties indeed tend to be significantly less “field dependent” than 
members of farming societies.33

Ecology, however, does not explain why Germans, for exam-
ple, tend to be better than Russians at spotting “hidden” figures 
in visually complex designs.34 Nor does it explain why Guatema-
lans and Samoans have a tendency to attend to multiple objects, 
or follow several events, simultaneously rather than focus, as do 
Americans, on only one thing at a time.35

Americans’ single-focused (and thus pronouncedly selective) 
attentional style is quite consistent, of course, with the general 
Western tendency to mentally detach things (and thereby envi-
sion them as distinct) from their surroundings. As quite reveal-
ingly implied in the Roman historian Pliny the Elder’s account 
of the origin of painting (a story about a young Greek woman’s 
attempt to capture her lover’s image by “trac[ing] the profile of his 
face, as thrown upon the wall by the light of the lamp”),36 West-
erners have long cherished the contours they envision separating 
figure-like objects from their background-like surroundings. As 
so evocatively embodied in the very term Witkin chose to con-
note focused attention, “field independence,”37 this remarkably 
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distinctive feature of Western civilization is in fact a product of 
its emphasis on independence. Indeed, cultures that promote 
social interdependence tend to adopt a somewhat less-focused at-
tentional style than those promoting social independence.38 After 
all, “[i]f one perceives oneself as embedded within a larger con-
text of which one is an interdependent part, it is likely that other 
objects . . . will be perceived in a similar way.”39 “Attention to the 
social field,” in other words,

also entails greater attention to the physical field. . . . Independ-
ent social systems foster analytic thought because the individual 
can focus on relevant objects without paying so much attention 
to the way they are enmeshed with other people and their goals.40

Spectacularly revealing in this regard is the striking contrast 
between Westerners’ and East Asians’ attentional styles. Since East 
Asian societies are generally much less individualistic than West-
ern societies, claims Richard Nisbett, their members tend to view 
things as organically embedded in specific contexts.41 Westerners, 
on the other hand, basically view the world as made up of discrete 
objects that are detachable from their contexts42 and therefore 
tend to pay much less attention to contextual information:

Westerners tend to engage in context-independent and analytic 
perceptual processes by focusing on a salient object independ-
ently of its context, whereas Asians tend to engage in context-
dependent and holistic perceptual processes by attending to the 
relationship between the object and the context in which the 
object is located.43

Effectively ignoring contextual information,44 Westerners can 
thus spot objects much more easily even when they are percep-
tually situated against an unfamiliar background.45 East Asians, 
by contrast, notice much more contextual detail, yet have greater 
difficulty differentiating figures from their backgrounds.46 They 
also tend to distribute their attention among multiple objects 
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simultaneously rather than focus, as Westerners tend to do, on 
only one object at a time.47

The fundamental contrast between those two attentional 
styles is quite evident, for example, in studies tracking eye move-
ments (those “unconscious adjustments to the demands of atten-
tion” which therefore reflect the way we actually allocate it)48 as 
well as in brain scans monitoring neural responses to visual en-
vironments,49 both of which show that Westerners tend to fixate 
sooner as well as longer than East Asians on foregrounded objects 
and are much less attentive to backgrounds.50 It is also manifested 
in their highly contrasting aesthetic predispositions. Whereas 
Westerners exhibit a clear preference for paintings, drawings, and 
photographs that provide only a limited amount of contextual in-
formation,51 East Asians tend to favor ones that offer viewers a 
great deal of context.52

What people tend to notice and ignore also varies across dif-
ferent attentional subcultures within the same society, however, as 
so vividly exemplified by profession-specific attentional traditions, 
conventions, and habits. Every profession, after all, has a distinc-
tive sense of relevance53 and therefore also distinctive concerns.54 
Depending on their profession, one person is thus likely to “notice 
details to which another person is blind . . . [P]odiatrists notice feet, 
chiropractors notice posture and spinal alignment, orthodontists 
notice jaw alignment, dancers notice leg alignment,”55 and so on.

Furthermore, professions often vary in the overall style of at-
tending they implicitly and sometimes even explicitly promote. 
Consider, for example, the way surgeons, while operating, usually 
focus their attention only on a very small part of the patient’s body 
selectively displayed through a hole in the surgical drape covering 
it, thereby mentally reducing his or her entire body to that “visu-
ally cut out” part,56 that specific “piece of body below the operating 
lighting.”57 Needless to say, the contrast between such a pronounc-
edly decontextualized style of attending and the one prevalent 
among both landscape and anti-aircraft defense system designers, 
for instance, could hardly be starker. Nor, for that matter, could 
the somewhat analogous contrast between mathematicians’58 and 
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social workers’ respective levels of context awareness. By the same 
token, whereas experimental researchers are specifically trained 
to focus their studies on a few preselected variables and essentially 
disregard everything else, both police detectives and investigative 
reporters are in fact trained to look for evidence “everywhere” and 
therefore to pay attention to practically “everything.”

What we consider relevant and therefore tend to notice 
also varies across different settings and social occasions within 
the same society. While we are unlikely to notice whether other 
people around us happen to be chewing gum in an amusement 
park or at a picnic, for example, the very same act would most 
likely capture our attention at a formal reception or a funeral. 
By the same token, whereas players’ gender is deemed irrelevant 
when playing dominoes or Parcheesi, it is considered highly rele-
vant in basketball and soccer competitions, which are in fact even 
formally organized by participants’ gender.59

Furthermore, the very decision whether something ought 
to be considered relevant and therefore attended to is often con-
tested. Whereas some people, for instance, consider cyberbullying 
a serious problem, others do not think it even merits public atten-
tion. Disputes over whether applicants’ race ought to play a major 
role, and therefore be explicitly attended to, in college admissions 
further exemplify such attentional battles. So do arguments over 
the relevance of politicians’ sexual indiscretions and ethical de-
bates over whether experimenting with animals warrants our 
moral concern.

What we tend to notice and ignore also changes with time,60 
as exemplified by historical shifts in what we deem noteworthy 
enough to feature in our museums. Thus, for example, we have 
recently witnessed

a marked broadening of the objects deemed worthy of being pre-
served. . . . No longer are people only interested in seeing either 
great works of art or artefacts from very distant historical peri-
ods. People increasingly seem attracted by representations of the 
“ordinary,” of modest houses and of mundane forms of work.61
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By the same token, it is only relatively recently that food critics, 
for instance, have begun to include the noise level of venues in 
their restaurant reviews.62 And whereas only a few decades ago 
smoking was still considered a mere “background” (and thus 
often unnoticed) activity, a sort of “side” occurrence, so to speak,63 
nowadays, as numerous smoking bans64 seem to suggest, it has 
clearly become a highly marked and therefore noticeable figure-
like activity.

Our moral horizons, too, keep shifting, as we keep incorpo-
rating new, traditionally ignored objects into our circle of con-
cern. Only recently, after all, have the hundreds of thousands of 
Africans who die from starvation and disease every year begun 
to register on Americans’ moral radar screens. By extending legal 
rights to prisoners, captured enemy soldiers, children, and even 
the unborn, many societies likewise grant moral relevance now to 
entire populations whose legal standing was not so long ago vir-
tually unthinkable.65

Historical shifts in what we notice and ignore are also evident 
in science. In fact, as Thomas Kuhn so wisely noted, many scien-
tific revolutions are but perceptual revolutions in which scientists 
actually come to “see new and different things when looking with 
familiar instruments in places they have looked before.”66 It was 
William Herschel’s discovery of Uranus in 1781, for example, the 
first discovery of a hitherto unknown planet in several millennia, 
that made astronomers mentally ready to notice additional ones,67 
as evidenced by the exceptionally rapid successive discoveries of 
the hitherto undetected four largest asteroids by three different 
astronomers between 1801 and 1807. By the same token, not until 
the publication of Sigmund Freud’s The Psychopathology of Every-
day Life in 190168 had the everyday phenomenon presently known 
as a “Freudian slip” ever been systematically attended to, and not 
until the publication of Edward Hall’s aptly titled The Hidden Di-
mension in 196669 had anyone given serious scholarly attention 
to the highly structured organization of interpersonal distance 
in human interaction. Indeed, as Thomas Laqueur has so spec-
tacularly demonstrated, nor did European anatomists pay much 
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scholarly attention even to the “obvious” anatomical differences 
between men and women until the late-eighteenth century, as 
gender was becoming increasingly significant politically.70

N O R M S  A N D  C O N T R O L

As one might expect, attentional communities do more than 
simply offer their members suggestions as to what they might find 
noteworthy. Indeed, they also generate various norms that actu-
ally tell them what they should attend to and what ought to remain 
in the background. Thus, for example, it is

not simply that certain body parts are more available for us to 
inspect, and it is therefore those empirically salient details that 
we attend. Although some details may in fact be more visually 
salient, that alone cannot account for what we notice. At times, 
in fact, social norms of attention direct us to seek out and attend 
physical details that are far from obvious and to ignore those 
that are technically more salient.71

It is the normative (rather than, say, physical) salience of such de-
tails, in other words, that makes us pay more attention to them.

Attentional norms may be physically embodied in actual road 
signs explicitly cautioning us to watch for falling rocks, crossing 
deer, merging traffic, or slippery road conditions. Quite often, 
however, they are only implicit, as exemplified by the norms of 
moral attention that only tacitly inform us that weeds and bac-
teria are essentially morally irrelevant, or the equally tacit norms 
of mnemonic attention72 that actually determine what we come 
to regard as historically insignificant and therefore not worth 
remembering.

As implied above, attentional norms also tell us what 
would be considered wrong to attend. As such, they implicitly 
embody certain notions of attentional deviance.73 People who 
do not attend to their health in accordance with society’s con-
ventional norms, for example, are thus viewed as sociomentally 
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deviant—“‘irresponsible’ if they [do so] less regularly than dic-
tated by norms, ‘hypochondriacs’ if they do so too frequently.”74 
Being a devout fan of a mere film extra (that is, someone who is 
conventionally supposed to be considered part of the background 
and therefore effectively ignored) is likewise the first indication 
viewers get that something must be seriously wrong with the 
character played by Arsinée Khanjian in the film Speaking Parts. 
She is most certainly an attentional deviant.

The kind of ignoring mandated by attentional norms often in-
volves not just inattention but also some active disattention.75 Indeed, 
not only does society affect what we habitually inattend, it also tells 
us what we ought to actively disattend. Ignoring something, in other 
words, is often a result of more than simply failing to notice it.

Such attentional avoidance usually presupposes certain 
norms of disattention.76 Thus, for example, effectively as a result of 
various taboos against looking,77 we normally refrain from star-
ing at people, thereby displaying “civil inattention”78 and avoiding 
“uncivil attention.”79 We likewise expect doctors and patients to 
collaboratively play down, through their attentional behavior, the 
potential sexual undertones of gynecological examinations. Doc-
tors are thus supposed to make it clear that their strictly clinical 
gaze80 takes in only medically pertinent facts, while patients are 
expected to complement such efforts to de-eroticize the situation 
by “glanc[ing] upward, at the ceiling . . . eyes open, not dreamy” 
and “avoid[ing] looking into the doctor’s eyes.”81

Similar attentional taboos82 are in fact formally prescribed by 
law. Thus, when screening job applicants, for instance, employers 
are nowadays often legally required to effectively ignore their age, 
sex, skin color, marital status, religion, sexual orientation, and po-
litical affiliation, and formally exclude those variables from their 
considerations to ensure equal employment opportunity. By the 
same token, under the exclusionary rule, unlawfully obtained evi-
dence presented in court is considered inadmissible, and the judge 
can in fact instruct the jury to formally disregard it.

Attentional avoidance may also take the more subtle form 
of tact, however, as when one simply refrains from asking others 
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about “delicate” matters such as their marital problems or medi-
cal history. Indeed, as one can tell by how we view “nosy” people 
who do actually pry, tactlessness is clearly considered a major 
form of attentional deviance:

Suppose you go around and find out how old everybody you 
meet is and how much they paid for their houses. Suppose each 
person with what you considered a physical oddity informed you 
in detail why he or she limped. . . . Suppose all single people 
explained to you why they were single . . . and every adult stated 
a rationale for the . . . nonexistence of his or her children. Sup-
pose that upon greeting someone, you were able to find out im-
mediately how old each piece of clothing he or she wore was, 
where it was bought, and for how much . . . [W]hy don’t people 
quit asking such questions at every opportunity and go back to 
the system in which it was off-bounds to ferret information out 
of people and each person was allowed to volunteer topics he 
wished to discuss?83

Not only are we supposed to disattend certain things, we are 
also expected to at least feign inattention when we are unable to 
do so, such as by pretending not to have noticed one’s facial birth-
mark or embarrassing faux pas.84 In other words, aside from the 
pressure not to notice certain things, we are also socially pressured 
not to acknowledge the fact that sometimes we actually do notice 
them, as so poignantly captured in the tongue-in-cheek definition 
of a tactful man as someone who, having walked in on a naked 
woman, says: “Excuse me, sir.”85 As Goffman, who pioneered the 
study of such “tactful blindness,”86 so aptly put it, “when bodies 
are naked, glances are clothed.”87

As quite clear from the fact that they always entail a certain 
amount of pressure, norms are cultural manifestations of power 
and control, and power indeed plays a major role in what we come 
to notice and ignore. It is parents, after all, who decide what tele-
vision shows their children can watch rather than the other way 
around. It is likewise the more powerful people in organizations 
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who decide what gets to be included on staff meetings’ agendas 
and also have the authority to “change the subject” (of attention) 
at those meetings.

Determining what others should consider relevant is a major 
form of sociomental control.88 It is thus teachers, for example, who 
determine what students are required to read as well as what are 
the “main ideas” on which they ought to focus while reading and 
what are the mere “minor details” they should actually ignore as ir-
relevant.89 In fact, curbing the scope of its citizens’ attention is one 
of the hallmarks of the police state. During the 1930s and ’40s, for 
example, people who happened to live near the Nazi concentration 
camps were actually instructed by the SS to turn their heads away, 
lower their gaze, and refrain from looking at the inmates or even at 
the trains transporting them to the camp.90 And though they could 
certainly identify the unmistakable source of the stench coming 
out of the crematoria, they nevertheless learned to feign ignorance, 
trying to “look innocent by not noticing”91 and pretending

to ignore what they otherwise could not help but notice. [They] 
learned that if awareness of what was happening in and around 
the camp was unavoidable, one might still look away. Although 
cognizant of the terror in the camp, they learned to walk a narrow 
line between unavoidable awareness and prudent disregard.92

In so doing, they thus came to embody the kind of citizen who 
in fact makes the police state possible—“not looking, not even 
asking . . . not once curious.”93

Although curbing the scope of others’ attention may some-
times entail explicit acts of censorship such as closing down news-
papers and radio stations and imposing Internet blackouts (that 
is, the macrosocial equivalents of “don’t look” or “don’t listen” 
taboos), there are also various tacit manifestations of the power to 
control what others attend to, as exemplified by the lists of “must-
see” destinations on tourist itineraries94 or even by the way seats 
are traditionally positioned in classrooms.95 Consider also in this 
regard the tacit attentional norms that pressure academic scholars 
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to consider certain works canonical “must-reads” (and to thereby 
demonstrate their awareness of “the literature” by also regarding 
them as “must-cites”), implicitly ignoring others. They likewise 
often pressure them to confine their scholarly attention to spe-
cific “fields” and to even more narrowly delineated “areas” within 
them. Such tacit intellectual blinders certainly curb the scope of 
academic thoroughbreds’ professional attention, which is why 
very few scholars are actually willing to endure the difficulties 
(such as in getting hired, funded, published, and promoted) often 
faced by attentional deviants who venture beyond the confines of 
the inherently parochial “attentional ghettos” of their academic 
discipline or choose to work on topics conventionally envisioned 
as lying on the margins of its awareness.

A T T E N T I O N A L  S O C I A L I Z A T I O N

As implied by the very notion of attentional norms, separating 
the relevant from the irrelevant is a sociomental act performed 
by members of particular attentional communities who learn to 
focus their attention on certain parts of their phenomenal world 
while systematically inattending or even disattending others in 
accordance with their community’s distinctive attentional tradi-
tion, conventions, biases, and habits. As members of such com-
munities, we thus essentially learn what to notice and what to 
ignore as part of our attentional socialization.96

It is hardly a coincidence, therefore, that the very first person 
in Hans Christian Andersen’s classic story “The Emperor’s New 
Clothes” to point out that the emperor has actually no clothes is 
indeed a presocialized child who has yet to learn what he is sup-
posed to tactfully disattend97 (such as by pretending not to hear 
or smell anything when someone around him breaks wind, for 
instance). By the same token, when they go to the zoo, young chil-
dren have yet to learn

to attend to . . . the cues that direct viewing [there]. While more 
mature visitors know that exhibits are contained within the zoo’s 
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enclosures, and look there for “viewable” contents, very young 
children may . . . ask about guardrails . . . maintenance areas and 
equipment. . . . Learning to look properly . . . means coming to 
understand that some features deserve attention, while others 
are  .  .  . meaningless. (The child learns, for example, to see the 
animal, but not the cage.)98

Thus, when young visitors attend to conventionally “wrong” ob-
jects of attention such as the pigeons and squirrels that linger in 
between the zoo’s enclosures, for instance, their parents indeed 
often try to redirect their attention to the specifically exhibited 
(and therefore conventionally “noteworthy”) animals.99 By the 
same token, when a young attentional deviant points to an ele-
phant statue, a corrective response such as “I see that statue—but 
look at the real animal”100 is thus clearly part of his attentional 
socialization.

The psychological as well as biological foundations of human 
attention notwithstanding, it is nevertheless the attentional tradi-
tions, conventions, norms, and habits we internalize during our 
attentional socialization that often determine what we come to 
notice and ignore.101 We thus learn, for example, that whereas its 
author’s last name is particularly relevant for finding a book in a 
bookstore, the color of its jacket is not, as well as how to curb our 
moral concerns in a socially appropriate manner. It is not just our 
personal feelings, therefore, that make us concerned about some 
war casualties (women, enemy civilians) more than others (men, 
enemy troops) and deem mosquitoes morally irrelevant.

Attentional socialization can be quite explicit, as in special 
“appreciation” courses where we are effectively taught by expert 
attentional mentors what we should specifically attend to when 
looking at a painting, listening to a piece of music, watching a 
film, or tasting a glass of wine, or as children watch their read-
ing teacher demonstrate how to identify the text’s “main idea” 
and separate “key” (that is, relevant) information from “minor” 
(that is, irrelevant) details.102 Most of it is implicit, however, as 
we usually learn what to attend to and what to ignore by simply  
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noting what others around us attend to and ignore. By watching 
his mother describing their trip downtown that morning, for ex-
ample, a young child thus also gets a tacit lesson in what is consid-
ered attention-worthy and what is conventionally deemed mere 
“background noise.” By the same token, by watching televised 
broadcasts of football games and track meets, he tacitly learns 
what spectators are actually supposed to attend to in such percep-
tually complex situations, in much the same way as new members 
of an organization tacitly learn from reading the official minutes 
of the first few meetings they attend what is considered notewor-
thy at such events.

Such tacit attentional socialization is also part of the proc-
ess of learning a language. In fact, even what we actually see is 
partly “a function of . . . the words that are available to name vis-
ible things” and thus constitute “programmes for perception”:103

This point was recently reinforced for me as I settled into a new 
job and became acquainted with a new group of colleagues. 
Long before I had learned everyone’s names and roles, I knew 
with certainty whether they were male or female, whereas it took 
me over a week to register that one of the people I was working 
most closely with has one brown eye and one blue eye. Of course, 
if language were organized around eye color rather than sex, I 
would have been unable to ignore it.104

By the same token, native speakers of a noun-dominated language 
such as English105 are tacitly socialized to view animals as mem-
bers of specific taxonomic categories, quite independently of the 
particular contexts in which they are situated. (That may also be 
a consequence of visiting the Reptile House or Monkey House at 
the zoo, in marked contrast to the way in which watching the tele-
vision series “Planet Earth,” for example, may actually lead one to 
view them as integral parts of the multi-species ecological com-
munities in which they are organically embedded.)106

Membership in a given attentional community is often char-
acterized by the ability to notice things that nonmembers tend 
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to ignore as well as to ignore some of the things they attend to, 
and that is particularly evident in the case of professions, which 
are indeed often characterized by their distinctive foci of atten-
tion and concern. One of the most important aspects of becoming 
professionally socialized, in fact, is acquiring the ability to notice 
the things that are considered relevant107 and ignore those that are 
deemed irrelevant by one’s profession, and attentional socializa-
tion is therefore a critical part of the process of professionalization.

Attentional patterns, as we already saw earlier, often vary 
from one profession to another, and while an orthopedist, for ex-
ample, is unlikely to ask patients with shoulder tendinitis about 
their appetite, which he considers totally irrelevant, a holistic 
practitioner might very well do so, having been professionally 
socialized to regard every part of the body as organically related 
to all the others. That does not necessarily mean, however, that 
holistic practitioners are therefore more curious individuals than 
orthopedists. Nor, for that matter, is it their superior sensory ca-
pacity that enables professional chess players to visually scan a 
larger area of the chessboard than laypersons108 and professional 
soccer defenders to be aware of more potential attackers than just 
the one currently possessing the ball.109 And just as it is not simply 
their temperament that makes flight attendants seem friendly and 
bill collectors seem hostile,110 it is also not necessarily customs 
officers’ and security personnel’s paranoid tendencies that make 
them particularly vigilant or division commanders’ wider scope 
of personal concern that enables them to think more strategically 
than tactically oriented platoon leaders. Such seemingly personal 
“curiosity,” “superior sensory capacity,” “paranoia,” and “concern” 
are after all but products of the particular manner in which the 
individuals occupying those professional positions are attention-
ally socialized.

Such socialization is indeed a big part of what distinguishes 
experts (such as the sports commentators we listen to while 
watching televised gymnastics and diving competitions)111 from 
novices. Whereas untrained viewers of a painting, for example, 
usually notice only foregrounded objects in it, art-trained viewers 
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also attend to its backgrounded features.112 By the same token, 
when sight-reading, trained musicians are much better than un-
trained ones at noticing sudden changes of tempo, meter, or key 
signature. And when listening to polyphonic music, they do not 
just “focally process the upper part alone” while “relegating the 
lower material to a background role.”113 A greater use of one’s pe-
ripheral vision (and thus a wider range of horizontal scanning) 
likewise distinguishes experienced from novice drivers.114

Similarly, when viewing a chest X-ray, for instance, beginning 
radiologists tend to spend a lot of time examining its peripheral 
portions, effectively looking for radiographic findings outside the 
lungs, pleura, and mediastinum, which expert radiologists have 
already learned from years of experience are often but background 
noise.115 That implies, of course, the latter’s ability to distinguish 
“relevant” from “irrelevant” information, in marked contrast to 
the former, who “may not recognize relevance and irrelevance” 
and therefore “attribut[e] prominence to items of little import” 
while failing to notice the most critical findings.116

It is partly through learning their profession’s specialized 
vocabulary that members come to acquire its distinctive atten-
tional habits. In acquiring such a vocabulary, a new member is 
actually acquiring “a set of colored spectacles. He sees a world of 
objects that are technically tinted and patternized. A specialized 
language constitutes a veritable a priori form of perception and 
cognition.”117 Yet as exemplified by the way we sort out the injured 
in battlefields, disaster areas, and hospitals based on their need for 
urgent treatment, professional socialization is partly also senso-
rial. As a process of prioritizing attention,118 triage requires the 
ability to spot critical figure-like signals in perceptually complex, 
“noisy” environments, and emergency-room receptionists and 
triage nurses are indeed specifically trained to spot visual (mas-
sive bleeding), auditory (shortness of breath), and tactile (very 
high fever) symptoms that require immediate medical attention.119

Occasionally, professional socialization may actually in-
volve reversing ordinary attentional habits, as in the case of in-
terpreters of aerial stereoscopic photographs, the foreground and 
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background planes of which are both simultaneously in focus,120 
or for that matter soccer forwards, who must learn to spot tradi-
tionally backgrounded “negative” spaces such as the supposedly 
empty gaps between opponent defenders or between goalkeepers 
and goalposts.121 A somewhat similar cognitive challenge is also 
faced by psychotherapists, who are professionally socialized to 
attend not only to what their patients are saying but also to what 
they are not saying.

The considerable extent to which a profession’s distinctive 
attentional tradition and habits affect what its members come to 
notice is also evident in science. After all, what scientists actually 
“observe” is partly a product of the particular way they focus their 
attention as a result of their professional socialization.122 “Only 
after . . . such transformatio[n] of vision,” indeed, “does the stu-
dent become an inhabitant of the scientist’s world, seeing what the 
scientist sees.”123 Only their professionally acquired sociological 
imagination, for instance, enables sociologists to envision social 
movements, labor markets, power structures, influence networks, 
and kinship ties.124

Furthermore, when doing research, scientists confine their 
scholarly attention to a few selected variables, thereby implic-
itly inattending, or even explicitly disattending, to others.125 A 
decision to examine the relation between offenders’ age and the 
amount of time it takes them to become eligible for parole, for ex-
ample, thus also implies a tacit prior decision on the researcher’s 
part to essentially disregard their reading habits and table man-
ners. A decision to examine the relation between having children 
and the amount of time it takes students to graduate likewise im-
plies a tacit prior decision to effectively ignore their height and 
cholesterol level, and the researcher would most likely not even 
try to control for such presumably irrelevant variables (in marked 
contrast to her explicit effort to disattend to, so as to control for, 
their grade point average, for instance).

Some forty-plus years ago I was once invited to visit Robert 
Freed Bales’s seminar on small-group behavior and, along with 
his students, watch a group of people interacting in his lab. Later, 
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as we compared the notes we took while observing them, I no-
ticed that whereas most of the other students’ notes were about the 
power dynamics within the group, mine were about eye contact, 
impression management, and use of space. Such fundamental dif-
ference in focus, however, had less to do with our personal obser-
vational skills and more to do with the fact that, at the time, I was 
studying with and greatly influenced by Goffman, whose notion 
of social interaction was significantly different from that of Bales. 
Having been professionally socialized into two very different at-
tentional traditions, it was as if we were actually observing two 
different groups.

C O L L E C T I V E  A T T E N T I O N

A sociology of attention also helps remind us that we actually 
notice and ignore things not only as individuals but also as collec-
tives.126 After all, there are many situations—from kissing, ball-
room dancing, playing ping-pong, or having a conversation to 
televised presidential debates, Oscar ceremonies, New Year’s Eve 
ball drops, and state funerals—where two or more people jointly 
sustain a single focus of attention simultaneously.127 Indeed, as so 
spectacularly demonstrated by the hundreds of millions of people 
around the world who effectively watch the televised opening cer-
emony of the Olympic Games or the soccer World Cup final “to-
gether,” Marshall McLuhan’s once-futuristic “global village” is no 
longer just a metaphor.

Attentional “togetherness” may not always imply simultane-
ity, yet it does imply a collective focus of attention. In other words, 
it presupposes a shared sense of relevance128 and therefore implic-
itly also a shared notion of irrelevance.

That implies, of course, some basic agreement about what we 
should attend, inattend, and disattend to. At the microsocial level 
of a conversation, for example, it is usually manifested in the form 
of a tacit agreement to focus our attention on what is being said, 
thereby effectively ignoring presumably irrelevant “background 
noise” such as scratching and postural adjustments.129 By the same 
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token, at the macrosocial level, it typically assumes the form of a 
common ranking of issues in terms of their collectively perceived 
relative salience. While some of them become part of the so-called 
public agenda, others remain off our collective radar screen.130 We 
thus focus our collective attention on abortion, gas prices, and im-
migration, for example, while collectively ignoring poor service, 
dangerous driving, and elderly abuse.

Viewing “social problems” simply as reflections of objectively 
problematic situations cannot explain, therefore,

why some conditions are defined as problems, commanding a 
great deal of societal attention, whereas others, equally harmful or 
dangerous, are not. . . . Why are conditions and events in the Third 
World that affect the life chances of millions of people . . . the object 
of only the most cursory and superficial public attention . . . ? Why 
do toxic chemical wastes in landfills receive more public discus-
sion than dangerous chemicals in America’s work-places?131

To answer such questions, one needs to examine how we collec-
tively come to attend to certain issues more than others. As the 
process of “placing an issue . . . on the public agenda so that it 
becomes the focus of public attention,”132 agenda setting is thus the 
group-level analogue of the mental process through which atten-
tion is selectively allocated at the individual level.133

Nowadays, of course, it is by and large the mass media—
newspapers, radio, television (“the most pervasive and efficient 
system for the management of attention”),134 and the Internet—
that actually set the public agenda.135 By figuratively spotlighting 
certain issues and events while downplaying or even completely 
ignoring others, they in effect shape our collective sense of rele-
vance, thereby basically determining what we collectively attend 
and inattend to.

Thus, by choosing which issues and events make newspaper 
headlines and become the lead stories on radio and television 
newscasts, for example, editors and news directors actually affect 
what we come to consider the most important issues and events.136 
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“The lead story on page 1, front page versus inside page, the size of 
the headline, and even the length of a story all communicate the 
salience of topics,”137 thereby determining their perceived public 
relevance. Indeed, as Bernard Cohen so aptly put it, though they 
may not always succeed in telling us what to think, the media are 
therefore nevertheless “stunningly successful in telling [us] what 
to think about.”138

In fact, they also determine the length of our collective atten-
tion span. As soon as they stop “covering” (and thus effectively 
directing our attention to) a particular news story we have been 
following for several days or even weeks, we often forget about it, 
thereby exemplifying the operation of an unmistakably media-
driven public attention cycle whereby issues and events gain public 
prominence, remain on our collective radar screen for some time, 
and then gradually fade from public awareness once media cover-
age ends.139 Even the most sensational so-called focusing events140 
(hurricanes, mass shootings, political scandals), after all, actually 
have a relatively short public attentional “shelf life,” inevitably re-
ceding to less prominent spots on our collective radar screen after 
a while and ultimately dropping off it altogether.

Furthermore, the media also keeps certain things off the 
public’s radar screen simply by not covering them. That, in fact, 
happens not only in totalitarian states, where all the newspapers, 
radio stations, and television networks are effectively controlled 
by the government, but even in more pluralistic political systems, 
as exemplified by the publicly invisible “homecomings” of Amer-
ica’s fallen soldiers during the Iraq War, the considerable differ-
ence in media coverage when white and black American children 
go missing,141 or the general reluctance on the part of the Ameri-
can press to cover “minor” candidates it believes (and in a self-
fulfilling manner thereby also helps ensure) are not going to play 
a major role in an upcoming election.142

In fact, even in telling us what to actually think about, the 
media are implicitly also telling us what not to think about. As 
such, they always play a critical role in both the production and 
maintenance of our collective blind spots.



 CONCLUSION

For by narrowing my attention . . . I no doubt increased 
my capacity to understand the small part I was actually 
looking at, but I also increased that dark area outside 
its concentrated beams in which ideas might remain 
unrecognized.

m a r i o n  m i l n e r 1

A testament to the importance of selective attention in our lives, 
“[p]art of normal human development is learning to notice less 
than we are able to.”2 For one thing, such “reduced awareness”3 
helps protect us from the predicament of constant mental bom-
bardment. After all, at any given moment,

thousands of stimuli are bombarding [our] sense organs . . .  
[W]e can see and hear a vast number of things [but] can at any 
one time [attend] to only a small number of them. Stimuli will 
thus be competing for [our attention] and there must be ways of 
determining which stimuli will win the contest.4

To a large extent adjustment to the environment . . . develops by 
a process of selection and inhibition of incoming sensory input, 
so that only part of [it] is effectively registered in consciousness.5

That presupposes, of course, the ability to actually “tune out”6 ir-
relevancies, and indeed, one of the functions of our brain is

to protect us from being overwhelmed [by] irrelevant knowledge, 
by shutting out most of what we should otherwise perceive . . . 

5
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and leaving only that very small . . . selection which is likely to 
be practically useful.7

The organism is literally bombarded by sensory stimuli . . . which 
are too numerous to process completely. However, the human 
brain has been optimized in the course of evolution to select sa-
lient information by directing the focus of attention, which per-
mits the filtering of information relevant for everyday life.8

To appreciate this screening, or filtering, function of our 
brain,9 consider people with schizophrenia, whose selective at-
tention is effectively “reduced to zero,” according to the person 
who coined that term, “so that almost everything is recorded that 
reaches the[ir] senses.”10 As such, they are practically flooded with 
incoming sensory data,11 which is indeed the way they themselves 
describe the “over-inclusive” awareness12 that precludes them 
from attending to anything in a selective, “focused” manner:

I do want to explain . . . the exaggerated state of awareness in 
which I lived. . . . Each of us is capable of coping with a large 
number of stimuli, invading our being through any one of the 
senses. . . . It’s obvious that we would be incapable of carrying 
on any of our daily activities if even one-hundredth of all these 
available stimuli invaded us at once. So the mind must have 
a filter . . . sorting stimuli and allowing only those which are 
relevant to the situation in hand to disturb consciousness. . . . 
What had happened to me . . . was a breakdown in the filter, and 
a hodge-podge of unrelated stimuli were distracting me from 
things which should have had my undivided attention. . . . I had 
very little ability to sort the relevant from the irrelevant. The filter 
had broken down.13

Effectively “bombarded with irrelevant information,” people with 
schizophrenia thus feel “swamped by the incoming tide of impres-
sions,”14 to the point where they may actually close their eyes and 
stuff their ears with cotton wool.15
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Furthermore, as anyone who has ever literally or figuratively 
“looked for” an object or an idea knows, it is our ability to “[s]
elec[t] what to attend to and maintai[n] concentration on that 
thing, rather than on irrelevancies”16 that actually allows us to 
perceive or conceive any “thing” at all.17 Being able to mentally 
detach figure-like objects from their background-like surround-
ings is an absolute prerequisite for finding a paper clip in a clut-
tered kitchen drawer as well as for conducting a successful air 
search for shipwreck survivors or detecting a lung tumor on an 
X-ray. Such ability to “‘zoom in’ on task-relevant information 
while ignoring distractions”18 is also a major professional require-
ment for surgeons and jewelers, pole-vaulters and simultaneous 
interpreters, proofreaders and auctioneers.

Yet our ability to attend to the world in a selective manner 
inevitably also blinds us to everything else that might have other-
wise “entered” our mind. By fixating on his direct opponent, for 
instance, a soccer player may thus fail to notice, and thereby pass 
the ball to, an open teammate on his right.19 Focusing too heav-
ily on one possible solution may likewise impede one’s ability to 
consider others.

This clearly poses a problem, particularly given the inverse 
relation between perceptual salience and empirical prominence. 
After all, as we saw earlier, the marked parts of our phenomenal 
world, which we explicitly notice, are proportionally smaller than 
the unmarked ones, which we implicitly ignore. In other words, 
only a small part of what is phenomenally available to us actually 
becomes the focus of our attention. There is much more we could 
potentially perceive or conceive had we not deemed it irrelevant.

Indeed, selective attention involves a considerable element 
of mental constriction,20 thus effectively “closing” our minds. As 
William Blake so evocatively put it, “[i]f the doors of perception 
were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it is, Infinite. 
For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things thro’ narrow 
chinks of his cavern.”21 And “[b]y narrowing my attention,” adds 
Marion Milner, while “I no doubt increased my capacity to under-
stand the small part I was actually looking at . . . I also increased 
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that dark area outside its concentrated beams in which ideas 
might remain unrecognized.”22 Such a restricted and therefore 
impoverished experience of reality is perhaps best captured by the 
metaphor of a visually restrictive tunnel. Essentially evoking the 
perceptual experience of seeing the world as if through a straw,23 
tunnel vision implies a highly parochial outlook and is thus effec-
tively synonymous with narrow-mindedness.

Focusing on any “thing” and thereby differentiating it from 
its perceptual or conceptual surroundings also presupposes a cer-
tain degree of obliviousness to context.24 As such, it inevitably also 
implies a strong element of denial,25 since no amount of ignor-
ing can really make what we disregard as irrelevant disappear. In 
other words, we cannot simply wish away what we figuratively 
banish beyond the narrow tunnels through which we access our 
phenomenal world. By keeping various sensations, thoughts, and 
feelings out of our awareness, such denial saps our energy,26 ulti-
mately numbing us intellectually as well as emotionally.27

M U LT I F O C A L  A T T E N T I O N

But selective attention, distinctively associated with its single-
focused character, is by no means our only mode of awareness. 
Just as common, for instance, is multifocal28 (or “divided,” “dis-
tributed”)29 attention, which, as we saw earlier in the case of Gua-
temalans and Samoans, for example, involves focusing on more 
than one thing at a time.30 As evidenced by the practice of multi-
tasking31 (such as monitoring the road ahead as well as listening to 
the radio or talking with someone while driving),32 our ability to 
simultaneously attend to multiple foci of attention certainly defies 
the notion that in order to attend to any given “thing” we must 
inattend or disattend to any others. As such, it represents a clear 
rejection of the rigid “either/or” logic33 underlying our experience 
of figures and backgrounds.

Consider, for example, “The Word,” a popular segment of 
the television show The Colbert Report in which political satirist 
Stephen Colbert delivers a serious-sounding monologue while at 
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the same time flashing on the screen a facetious commentary on 
what he is saying. Although technically speaking those two seem-
ingly competing targets of the viewer’s attention may in fact be 
attended to sequentially, thereby involving rapid switching from 
one to the other, they are nevertheless phenomenologically expe-
rienced simultaneously.34 Only by concurrently attending to both 
his spoken and written messages, indeed, can Colbert’s viewers 
fully enjoy the comic effect of such farcical juxtapositions.

By the same token, consider also Cubist paintings (such as 
the one featured in Figure 3.4), those “infractions of conventional 
spatial syntax”35 where the viewer is expected to attend to several 
competing figure-ground configurations simultaneously. Even if he 
actually switches rapidly from one such configuration to another, 
they are nevertheless phenomenologically experienced simultane-
ously. By featuring such visually dazzling compositions, Cubism 
clearly challenges our conventional view of the contours suppos-
edly delineating figure-like objects of attention.36

In presupposing the viewer’s multifocal attention, Cubist art 
also resembles polyphonic music, in which two or more voices are 
designed to simultaneously attract the listener’s attention with 
equal force. (It likewise resembles polyrhythmic music, where lis-
teners are expected to simultaneously attend to several competing 
rhythms.) Unlike in homophonic music, where one voice is per-
ceived as a figure-like melody and all the others as its background-
like accompaniment, in polyphonic music all voices are designed 
to be perceived as figure-like melodic lines of equal status.37

As such, polyphonic music implies a listener who can simul-
taneously attend to several separate strands of melody38 (unlike 
the novice listener, who can do so only in rapid succession). In 
other words, as Anton Ehrenzweig points out, it actually requires 
a special kind of listening, because while

the single-melody-minded listener . . . still follows that voice in 
which he has just picked out the theme, he will often discover 
that yet another voice has already taken up the theme a few 
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bars before and [that] he ought to have switched over his at-
tention much earlier. . . . In order to enjoy polyphonic music 
a change of attitude is necessary. One has . . . to follow the 
unfolding of this structure with a diffuse attention not con-
centrated on a single voice but on the structure as a whole . . . 
[O]nly then will the listener feel the deep elation connected 
with polyphonic music which has to speak in several tongues 
instead of in one.39

Only then, indeed, can one fully appreciate the intricate sonic 
texture jointly produced by the flute and the bassoon in the Aria 
movement from Heitor Villa-Lobos’s Bachiana Brasileira No. 6, 
let alone the exquisite beauty of the vocal and instrumental “mul-
tilogues” in the Sanctus movement of Giovanni Palestrina’s Missa 
Papae Marcelli and the spectacular six-voice (!) ricercar from 
Johann Sebastian Bach’s Musical Offering.

O P E N  AWA R E N E S S

Yet the challenge to the way selective attention inevitably nar-
rows40 our field of consciousness comes not only from multifo-
cal attention. After all, phenomenologically speaking, despite the 
fact that the background-like parts of our phenomenal world are 
clearly “less intensely grasped,” they are nevertheless “dimly and 
marginally present.”41 In other words, as implied by the use of the 
margin metaphor here,42 we do also attend to the “periphery” of 
our awareness.43

The implicit analogy to our peripheral vision44 is almost 
self-evident. Our eyes, after all, contain not only cone-like pho-
toreceptor cells (“cones”) that enable us to perceive figure-like 
objects but also rod-like ones (“rods”) that allow us access to 
their background-like surroundings.45 And while our central 
(foveal) vision is indeed narrowly focused, our peripheral vision 
offers us a wider, more panoramic46 view of our surroundings,47 
as evidenced, for example, in driving, juggling, boxing, soccer, 
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handball, volleyball, and basketball,48 where seeing “the whole 
court” is in fact considered a form of art:

Most people remember the incredible passing abilities of Earvin 
(“Magic”) Johnson, who became famous for his “no-look passes.” 
Magic Johnson [used] to fool his opponents by looking in the di-
rection of the most obviously open teammate, but then passing 
the ball to another player instead without even looking at him.49

As one might expect, such a wider scope of attention tends 
to promote a more “open” mode of awareness50 that sharply con-
trasts with narrowly focused selective attention:

With focused consciousness, a person is totally on a task, abso-
lutely absorbed in it. The ticking of the clock . . . the sounds from 
the street . . . all vanish into a gray background, as the bright 
light of consciousness illuminates only the single task. Open 
consciousness, on the other hand, is diffused . . . [It] touches the 
ticking of the clock [which is then] interrupted by the sound of a 
truck rumbling by on the street outside.51

A perfect example of such mental openness is mindfulness. In 
marked contrast to concentration, a pronouncedly exclusionary 
mode of awareness in which we essentially ignore everything 
other than the object on which we focus our attention, it is an 
all-inclusive state of mind52 where we actually try to be aware of 
everything we experience, thereby rejecting the very notion of se-
lective attention. (Unlike concentrative meditation, for instance, 
in which meditators narrow their attention to a single source of 
stimulation thereby withdrawing their awareness from anything 
that might distract them from it, mindfulness-based Vipassana 
meditation involves expanding one’s attentional scope53 thereby 
promoting “an open awareness to all stimuli in an undiscrimi-
nating fashion.”)54 Rather than focusing on a single object, it thus 
promotes “a field of experience [that] does not have a finite ho-
rizon.”55 As such, it is “awareness of all stimulation,”56 including 
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thoughts and feelings we usually suppress as distractions and 
thereby avoid experiencing.57

In marked contrast to being attentionally selective, which 
inevitably implies an element of mental constriction, widening 
the scope of one’s attention (even literally, in the form of a wide-
eyed look)58 enhances creativity59 (which may indeed explain why 
highly creative individuals are often also more distractible).60 
Being creative, in other words, presupposes a certain degree of 
mental (perceptual as well as conceptual)61 openness:

The highly creative individual may be privileged to access a greater 
inventory of unfiltered stimuli . . . thereby increasing the odds of 
original recombinant ideation. Thus, a deficit that is generally as-
sociated with pathology may well impart a creative advantage.62

Indeed, one of the most distinctive characteristics of being creative 
is the ability to notice what others tend to ignore,63 which requires 
widening the scope of one’s attention as well as being mentally 
ready “not to screen out the irrelevant.”64 Such “readiness to as-
similate a wider range of available input” as well as “to regard all 
information as potentially relevant”65 comes particularly handy, of 
course, in situations requiring original, “out-of-the-box” thinking.

R E L E VA N C E  R E C O N S I D E R E D

Not only is it important that we examine other modes of aware-
ness besides selective attention, we also have to be careful not to 
essentialize the seemingly intrinsic figure-like or background-like 
character of what we conventionally consider “figure” or “back-
ground.” As anyone who has ever wondered whether zebras are 
white animals with black stripes or black animals with white 
stripes knows, nothing is inherently figure-like or background-like. 
Figureness and backgroundness are not inherent qualities, and 
as exemplified by the two yin/yang-like faces in Figure 5.1,66 any 
component of our phenomenal world can in fact be perceived as 
both figure and background.67
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Attributing a figure-like quality to land and a background-
like quality to bodies of water, for instance, is thus but a mere 
cartographic convention. Indeed, on many nautical charts, the sea 
actually

tends to assume the appearance which the land has on ordinary 
maps. [Although] the contour of the land is the same on a mari-
time chart as it is on a map of the usual type . . . when looking at 
such a map, say, of the Mediterranean, we may completely fail to 
see Italy. Instead we may see a strange figure, corresponding to 
the area of the Adriatic . . . which happens to have shape . . . [S]o 
long as the Mediterranean has shape, the area corresponding to 
Italy has no shape, and vice versa.68

figure 5.1  Nothing is inherently figure-like or background-like. Image 
courtesy of Ilanit Palmon
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Such maps may indeed look odd to us because they actually force 
us to effectively reverse the way we conventionally view land 
masses as figure-like and bodies of water as background-like.69

It might also be helpful at this point to reexamine our very 
notions of relevance and irrelevance. We usually regard relevance 
as simply a matter of logic, and consider what we inattend or 
disattend to intrinsically irrelevant or “extraneous.”70 And when 
reading experts write about teaching children how to identify 
“the main idea” of a text and distinguish “key” information from 
“minor details” in it,71 one may get the impression that relevance 
is indeed objectively determinable.

Yet other than perhaps in analytic philosophy, legal schol-
arship, and mathematics, it is rarely logic alone that delineates 
the scope of our attention and concern and thereby determines 
what we consider relevant. It is never simply logic, for instance, 
that compels jurors to ignore inadmissible evidence presented in 
court. Indeed, as one can tell from comparing the front page of 
The New York Times with that of Rutgers University students’ The 
Daily Targum on any given day, nothing is inherently relevant (or 
irrelevant, for that matter). Viewing anything as inherently rele-
vant (and thereby “intrinsically foregroundable”),72 therefore, ef-
fectively essentializes the merely conventional way in which we 
actually attribute relevance.

Given all this, one may also have to take the claim about 
the greater distractibility of “underfocused”73 (or simply “unfo-
cused”)74 people with so-called attention deficit disorder (ADD), 
which tacitly implies universal agreement on what constitutes a 
“distraction,” with a grain of salt. After all, it may very well be 
that their attention span is simply shorter (that is, that they shift 
their attention somewhat more rapidly) than what we conven-
tionally consider normal.75 By the same token, it is quite possible 
that people with so-called obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), 
whom we regard as being “excessively” attentive to detail, as well 
as people with other forms of anxiety disorder whom we con-
sider “hypervigilant,”76 are but attentional deviants who simply 
disregard our effectively conventional attentional traditions and 
norms. And though the highly distinctive manner in which people 
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with autism typically focus their attention77 likewise makes them 
“appear to ignore relevant stimuli in favour of apparently mean-
ingless” ones, we must keep in mind that “the decision which 
stimuli are relevant and which are meaningless”78 is ultimately a 
conventional one.

Furthermore, as neurodiversity advocates point out, it is 
quite possible that people with autism simply have a distinc-
tive attentional “style” rather than a “dysfunction”79 and that 
we should therefore perhaps consider autism “a different type of 
information-processing system” rather than a disability.80 In fact, 
claims Temple Grandin, noting that they are often exceptionally 
good at differentiating figure-like objects from their background-
like surroundings (as exemplified by their ability to detect the 
constituent notes of musical chords or to spot familiar shapes 
“hidden” in perceptually complex configurations),81 it is actually 
neurotypicals who are somehow “disabled” compared to them.82 
“I thought about [that] after 9/11,” she adds,

when news reports started coming out about how hard it is 
for  .  .  . luggage inspectors to spot weapons . . . If [you sit] all 
day long staring at a video screen, pretty soon you’ll have trou-
ble separating out the form of a weapon from all the other junk 
that’s packed in people’s bags. The screen is too cluttered, and 
everything blurs together. But that might not be a problem for 
autistic people, and I think airports ought to try out some autis-
tic people in that job.83

F O R E G R O U N D I N G

There is a famous scene in Alfred Hitchcock’s North by Northwest 
in which Cary Grant stands on a deserted road waiting to meet 
the man for whom he believes he has been mistaken. As we watch 
him waiting, we catch a glimpse of a small, innocuous-looking 
crop duster flying in the background. A few minutes later we get 
a second glimpse of the plane, still in the background, and a man 
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waiting for the bus on the other side of the road mutters: “Some 
of them crop-duster pilots get rich if they live long enough,” then 
adding: “That’s funny. That plane is dusting crops where there 
ain’t no crops.” It takes another long minute, however, before the 
plane reappears yet again, this time clearly in the foreground, and 
our hero realizes that it is actually heading in his direction, trying 
to kill him.

Like René Magritte’s The Muscles of the Sky (see Plate 4), let 
alone the real-life September 11, 2001 attacks on the World Trade 
Center, the scene clearly challenges our conventional view of the 
sky as “essentially” background-like (see Figure 2.3). As it so com-
pellingly demonstrates, since nothing is inherently background-
like, anything can actually be perceptually pulled out of the 
background and become a figure-like object of attention in its 
own right. In order to be noticed, however, it first needs to be 
“foregrounded.”

Foregrounding84 calls for a fundamental “gestalt switch,”85 
which effectively involves reversing the conventional relation be-
tween figures and backgrounds by shifting our attention from the 
former to the latter.86 In other words, it is essentially a process of 
refocusing, in which “background becomes foreground, and fore-
ground becomes background,”87 such as when we come to see life 
as “what happens to [us] while [we]’re busy making other plans”88 
and a chicken as a means for one egg to produce another.

Such figure-ground reversal ultimately involves turning the 
proverbial spotlight on what is usually ignored,89 such as watch-
ing others’ conventionally backgrounded feet instead of their typ-
ically foregrounded (and therefore highly self-monitored) face in 
order to access their unacknowledged feelings,90 incorporating the 
conventionally backgrounded ringing of a cell phone into one’s 
viola recital by playfully improvising on the ringtone,91 or pro-
ducing a documentary film spotlighting backup singers. (As Mark 
Olsen so succinctly put it in his aptly-titled film review “‘20 Feet 
from Stardom’ Moves Spotlight to the Background,” “You’ve seen 
them but not noticed them. You’ve heard them but not listened to 
them.”)92 This is also true of any effort to turn a conventionally 
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backgrounded (and therefore publicly invisible) issue into a fo-
cally attended “social problem.”

Effectively defying our habitual, almost automatic93 way of at-
tending to the world which ultimately “strangles [our] awareness 
[by] limit[ing] us to [notic]ing only a fraction of what there is to 
be [noticed],”94 foregrounding helps us make things “jum[p] out 
of the background enough to be perceived consciously rather than 
just being part of [our] surroundings.”95 And as so vividly exem-
plified by Alexandra Horowitz’s writings about ordinary urban 
walks, in which she actually examines “what it is that I miss, every 
day, right in front of me, while walking around the block,”96 that 
often involves defamiliarization,97 a process of “making the famil-
iar strange” by focusing our attention on the unmarked elements 
of our phenomenal world that we habitually take for granted and 
therefore inattend.98 That is certainly true, for example, of street 
photography, of Horace Miner’s satirical portrayal of ordinary 
American health and cleanliness habits as exotic “Nacirema” 
rituals,99 as well as of Goffman’s and Harold Garfinkel’s efforts 
to unveil the taken-for-granted interactional order underlying 
everyday social life.100 As someone once described such efforts, 
“Like the hidden face in the picture, it’s hard not to see, once it’s 
pointed out; Goffman not only sees it, but makes the rest of us see 
it too.”101

Foregrounding helps make the implicit explicit,102 as so com-
pellingly exemplified by the story of Adam and Eve. As soon as 
they eat the fruits of the proverbial tree of knowledge or aware-
ness, “the eyes of them both [a]re opened” (indeed, we often 
regard situations in which we suddenly become explicitly aware 
of something as “eye-openers”), and they immediately realize that 
they are naked,103 something of which they were only tacitly cog-
nizant before.

In order to help make the implicit explicit, foreground-
ing sometimes also involves simply naming the hitherto back-
grounded, thus making it easier to attend to.104 In fact, as 
implied in the following exchange, in Arthur Conan Doyle’s 
story “Silver Blaze,” between police inspector Gregory and Sher-
lock Holmes about the dog that did not bark on the night the 
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horse disappeared, such an act can actually help foreground 
even non-events:

“Is there any point to which you would wish to draw my 
attention?”

“To the curious incident of the dog in the night-time.”
“The dog did nothing in the night-time.”
“That was the curious incident,” remarked Sherlock Holmes.105

Naming non-occurrences is analogous, in a way, to the mental 
exercise of focusing visually on what Edmund Husserl so insight-
fully identified as “the between”:106

Look at a scene in nature imagining that the . . . spaces are solid. 
Instead of focusing on the substance, look at the ‘emptiness.’ If 
you are looking at a woodsy scene, ignore the trees and concen-
trate on seeing the spaces between the branches and leaves. . . . Let 
empty spaces . . . take on more importance.107

[R]everse . . . figure-and-ground awareness so that you allow the 
figure to recede and . . . the background to move forward in your 
awareness. . . . What was figure is now background [and] what 
was background is now figure . . . [Allow] the side walls, the ceil-
ing, and the floor to serve as figure and . . . the front wall to be 
seen as the background . . . highlighting peripheral awareness as 
figure and central awareness as ground.108

[I]magine the space between your middle and ring fingers.109

Visual artists, in fact, are often given similar advice. Beginning 
photographers, for example, are thus instructed to

[e]mphasize the negative space when taking a picture. Learn to 
see the interval between visual elements as figure. Position your 
camera in such a way as to make the interval between [objects] 
the integral part of your picture.110

By the same token, in her drawing classes, art instructor Betty Ed-
wards trains her students to notice the shapes of the spaces formed 
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between pieces of furniture in a room,111 noting that they are “not 
just empty air” and just as important as the objects they happen to 
surround.112 Challenging the “negative” character conventionally 
assigned to such spaces, a fellow art instructor likewise insists that 
they ought to be explicitly delineated.113

In fact, notes Edwards, while delineating figures, contours 
at the same time also delineate their surrounding backgrounds, 
thus providing them with a recognizable shape.114 As she trains 
her students to notice the shapes of the spaces formed between 
pieces of furniture, she thus reminds them that a contour, after 
all, “is always the border of two things simultaneously,”115 and that  
“[i]f you draw the edges of the spaces,” you therefore “also will 
have drawn the chair, because it shares edges with the spaces.”116

That idea, in fact, underlies the artistic production, dating 
back to antiquity,117 of perceptually ambiguous configurations in 
which figures and backgrounds are effectively interchangeable.118 
Roger Shepard’s Beckoning Balusters (see Figure 5.2),119 in which 
the background-like gaps between the balusters also double as hu-
man-shaped figures in their own right, and Shigeo Fukuda’s Legs 
of Two Different Genders (see Figure 5.3) in which the background-
like spaces between the upward-pointing male legs also double as 
downward-pointing female legs, are classic examples of such “op-
tical puns.”120

So, indeed, are Sandro Del-Prete’s Secret between Fall Leaves 
(see Plate 5), in which the seemingly empty space between the 
leaves also doubles as a naked body, and Rob Gonsalves’s aptly-
titled A Change of Scenery (see Plate 6), in which a figure-like 
silhouette of an urban skyline turns out to also double as the 
background-like space formed between the shreds of a torn drape. 
Even more spectacular in this regard are Maurits Escher’s Circle 
Limit IV121 and Plane Filling II (see Figure 5.4 for the latter), in 
which virtually all the featured figure-like forms also double as one 
another’s backgrounds.122 In assigning equal perceptual salience to 
each of those forms,123 such works effectively challenge the figure-
like or background-like “nature” of the various constituents of 
our phenomenal world.
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Indeed, as so strikingly exemplified by the rise of the tra-
ditionally backgrounded double bass as a featured solo instru-
ment in modern jazz124 (or by Tom Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern Are Dead, an entire play centered around minor, 
background-like characters from Hamlet, for that matter),125 the 
impulse to foreground the conventionally backgrounded is a 
major feature of modernism.126 The space between walls, floors, 
and ceilings, for instance, traditionally viewed as a “negative” ele-
ment in design, is thus considered by modern architects a “posi-
tive” one,127 and fewer urban designers today are likely to view 
spaces between buildings as mere void.128

Yet modernism calls attention not only to “empty” space 
but also to “empty” time, as so vividly manifested in modernist 

figure 5.2  Balusters or women? Courtesy of Roger N. Shepard



figure 5.3  Men’s or women’s legs? © Shigeo Fukuda
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efforts to foreground silence. Stéphane Mallarmé’s poems, in 
which conventionally backgrounded pauses are typographically 
foregrounded in the form of wider-than-average gaps between as 
well as within lines,129 are classic examples of such efforts. Such 
heightened awareness of silence is also one of the most distinc-
tive features of Jackson Mac Low’s poems,130 Samuel Beckett’s and 
Harold Pinter’s plays, as well as the music of Anton Webern and 
John Cage.

B E Y O N D  F I G U R E  A N D  B AC K G R O U N D

Even more epistemically disputable than our tendency to es-
sentialize the seemingly intrinsic figure-like or background-like 

figure 5.4  Figures or backgrounds? M. C. Escher’s Plane Filling II. © 2014 
The M. C. Escher Company—The Netherlands. All rights reserved
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character of what we conventionally consider “figure” and “back-
ground,” however, is the way we essentialize the very distinction 
between those two categories. According to the Gestalt theory of 
perception, our attention “is by nature directed toward objects” 
rather than toward the “intermediate spaces” between them,131 
and we therefore seem to “see things and not the holes between 
them.”132 Yet are those “objects” indeed inherently thing-like, and 
the “intermediate spaces” between them inherently hole-like? 
Could it be that we actually come to regard them as such only be-
cause we have been socialized, and therefore become habituated, 
to view them this way?

In the first place, what we consider “things” are not inher-
ently more perceptually dominant than what we consider “non-
things.”133 Like Nino Rota’s, Bernard Herrmann’s, Philip Glass’s, 
and Mozart’s supposedly background-like soundtracks of La 
Dolce Vita, Psycho, Koyaanisqatsi, and Elvira Madigan, respec-
tively, the spaces between the stems, flowers, and leaves in ike-
bana arrangements (see, for example, Plate 7)134 contribute as 
much to the overall aesthetic effect as those supposedly thing-
like elements themselves. Nor, for that matter, can one ignore 
“empty” spaces when designing a bracelet, a pair of scissors, or 
a ring.135

Furthermore, as so vividly demonstrated in Coles Phil-
lips’s “Fadeaway Girl” illustrations (see, for example, Plate 8 and 
Plate 9), although it is their envisioned contours that indeed help 
us mentally detach figures from their surrounding backgrounds, 
thus providing them with a thing-like quality, in the real world 
there is nothing actually separating figure-like objects from their 
background-like surroundings.136 “I don’t want to destroy any be-
loved delusions,” points out art instructor Carl Purcell, “but the 
coloring books we grew up with lied!”137 The contours delineating 
the “objects” we attend to and separating them from their “sur-
roundings,” which we habitually ignore, are but “an artistic con-
vention to which we have become so accustomed that we overlook 
it,”138 a mental device that we ourselves have created in order to 
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underscore the supposedly discrete nature of what we envision as 
thing-like entities. In other words, they are mere products of our 
imagination.

Indeed, the very notion that the figure-like “things” that we 
notice are somehow detachable from their background-like “sur-
roundings” that can therefore be ignored is by no means self-
evident139—a central theme underlying the deliberate attempts 
by Frank Lloyd Wright and other “organic” architects to visually 
integrate buildings into their natural surroundings, as well as the 
modernist effort to allow art and its traditionally out-of-frame 
and therefore backgrounded non-artistic surroundings to literally 
interpenetrate each other. Thus, for example, in his “A Woman 
Seated beside a Vase of Flowers” (see Plate 10), not only does 
Edgar Degas defy the tradition of directing the viewer’s attention 
to the very center of the painting,140 as far away as possible from 
its non-artistic surroundings, he actually directs it (through the 
woman’s gaze) to those conventionally backgrounded surround-
ings.141 Such a glaring defiance of one of our most fundamental 
attentional conventions is even more dramatically exemplified 
in Piet Mondrian’s “Lozenge Composition with Red, Gray, Blue, 
Yellow, and Black” (see Plate 11),142 which almost begs the viewer 
to mentally “complete” the truncated geometrical forms beyond 
the canvas, let alone in Bill Mack’s “Melody” (see Plate 12) and 
Pere Borrell del Caso’s “Escaping Criticism” (see Plate 13), in 
which a sculpted or painted object is portrayed as literally flowing 
or stepping out of the “art” frame—a visually stunning effect also 
produced cinematically when a fictional character steps out of 
the screen into a movie theater in Woody Allen’s film The Purple 
Rose of Cairo. It likewise manifests itself in Edward E. Cummings’ 
poems that begin in the middle of a word within parentheses or 
end in the middle of a sentence,143 as well as in the blurring of the 
distinction between performers and spectators in the theater (as 
so vividly exemplified in Luigi Pirandello’s Tonight We Improvise, 
Clifford Odets’s Waiting for Lefty, and Joseph Heller’s We Bombed 
in New Haven).144
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The ultimate expression of the modernist effort to integrate 
art and its conventionally backgrounded non-artistic surround-
ings, of course, are so-called “environments” that, in marked 
contrast to traditional paintings, for instance, are virtually un-
framed.145 As such, there is indeed absolutely nothing around 
them that viewers can actually ignore as mere “background.”

The truth, of course, is that we do not really have to choose be-
tween selective attention and open awareness, since they actually 
complement each other. Given the fact that our eyes, for example, 
contain cones, which enable us to focus our attention on figure-
like objects, as well as rods, which allow us unfocused146 access 
to their background-like surroundings, we are indeed hard-wired 
to utilize both modes of awareness. (And while the figure-and-
ground model may indeed underlie the phenomenology of our 
conscious perception, it is the unfocused, “blank” stare147 that ac-
tually captures the essence of unconscious perception.)148 Using 
both our cone-dominant central vision and rod-dominant pe-
ripheral vision, we can thus attend to the world around us in a 
focused as well as an unfocused manner.

By alternating between those two effectively complementary 
modes of awareness we thus have more than just one way in which 
we can access our phenomenal world.149 While eating curry, for 
example, we can thus discriminate the distinctive flavor of the 
coriander from that of the garlic, ginger, cumin, or turmeric, yet 
at the same time also savor the rich flavor of the sauce as a whole 
(just as we savor the sound of chords, as individual notes harmo-
niously blend with one another). In fact, the pleasure of eating 
that dish is probably enhanced by our ability to use both modes 
of accessing it.

Consider also, finally, the range of our (perceptual as well 
as conceptual) attention. Our mental “horizons,”150 after all, are 
but figments of our minds, and we therefore need to be care-
ful not to essentialize them. Indeed, as soon as we literally or 
figuratively turn our necks, their very position is immediately 
reconfigured.



C O N C L U S I O N   |   9 3

Unlike people who actually lose their peripheral vision151 (or 
horses with blinders), it is in fact we ourselves who essentially 
construct the narrow figurative tunnels to which we habitually 
confine our mental vision. Rather than resign ourselves to such a 
predicament, we can therefore “widen” our mental vision,152 thus 
allowing ourselves access to what is ordinarily “hidden” from us, 
albeit in plain sight. After all, as James so wisely observed, by the 
way we attend to things we actually choose what sort of universe 
we ultimately inhabit.153
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