Beauty and Understanding

Lecture 3 of The Primacy of Beauty

Welcome back. In this lecture, we move deeper into the philosophical and cognitive
structure of beauty, continuing from our exploration in Lectures 1 and 2.

«o Review of the Argument So Far

Previously, we examined:

« The Fall of Beauty due to:

« The hermeneutics of suspicion

« The reduction of beauty to aesthetics (the smooth, the shocking, the self-
expressive)

- Darwinian byproducts (sexual attraction alone)

« Modal confusion (having vs. being)

- The Imaginal & Transjective:

« Beauty is not merely subjective or objective, but transjective—a dynamic
coupling between subject and world.

« Related phenomena: insight, flow, fluency, niche construction, salience
landscaping, sizing up, affordances

- Elaine Scarry's Five Characteristics of Beauty:

- Sacredness

« Unprecedentedness

 Life-giving / Life-saving

« Provocation of wonder

« Clear discernibility (splendor, claritas)

We concluded that beauty is a dynamic, participatory event—a realization and
enactment of a new way of being coupled to the world.




Scarry’s Spider Structure

Scarry illustrates a moment of beauty through the image of a tree:

The tree shines forth (phenomenology = "to shine")

Your mind races backward to past experiences, searching for precedent
Your mind races forward, projecting new possibilities

This is a living dynamism between memory and anticipation, precedent and
promise

This structure is key to understanding beauty. It maps to how we evaluate

plausibility.

4 The Primacy of Plausibility

Vervaeke introduces a cognitive framework for plausibility:

What is plausibility?
Not probability (empirical likelihood)
But: "That makes good sense." = "I understand it. I take it seriously.
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The Spider Web Model

Four key dimensions of plausibility:

o Nk wDNRE

Convergence (Trustworthiness):

Multiple independent sources converging — less chance of bias
E.g., multisensory input (sight + sound + touch)

Elegance (Power):

A model that explains many things across many domains
Elegance = simplicity with reach

Balance:

Too little forward reach = triviality

Too much forward reach, not enough support = far-fetched



10. Coherence (Gestalt):
11. The model must hang together structurally and functionally

12. A bird isn’t a random collection of feathers and wings—it’s a gestalt
If all four conditions are satisfied, the result is:

Deep Understanding

And when this structure shines and moves us, we may experience it as:

Beauty

© Protecting Against Triviality, Bullshit, and Far-Fetchedness

Vervaeke connects this to our ability to:

» Resist triviality (true but irrelevant)
« Detect bhullshit (statements designed to bypass concern for truth)

« Avoid far-fetched theories (elegance without trust)

Plausibility is the shield against these. Beauty participates in this shielding
when it teaches us to care about clarity and coherence.

@ Deep Learning, Evolution, and the Imaginal

Deep learning systems (like GPT) and evolution follow a cycle:

- Compression: Data convergence — invariants
« Variation: Generate new forms based on the invariants

« Selection: Which variations fit reality?



Beauty works similarly. It is an imaginal flowing niche construction. We see, we
are moved, we are changed. A new agent-arena relationship is opened up.

Beauty = The emergence of an embodied, enacted, evolving existential
plausibility.

Beauty as Both Sacred and Real

Beauty has a mysterious double character:

« It shines clearly — we feel its impact in the now
It withdraws into mystery — there's always more to discover

Two dimensions of plenitude:

- Moreness — more aspects than we can grasp at once
« Suchness — the thing’s uniqueness before all categories

Beauty draws us both into the particular and beyond to the transcendent.

() Beauty and the Pursuit of Truth

According to Scarry and Han (via Heidegger):

- Beauty is not truth, but an ally to truth

- Beauty is the plausible presencing of aletheia (unconcealedness)
« It makes us reflect on:

« Our salience landscapes

e Our framing

« Our perspectives



"You must change your life." — Rilke
Beauty demands reverence. It teaches:
- Wonder over curiosity
« Reasonableness over rationality
- Proportion over proof

« Perspective over possession

Beauty is a schoolhouse for becoming more rational and more reasonable.

& Summary

« Beauty shares the phenomenological structure of plausibility

- It opens new ways of seeing, being, and relating

- Itis transjective: a dance between the self and the world

« Itis both clarity and mystery

« It orients us to truth, justice, and reverence

« It educates our relevance realization, helping us become more deeply human

Beauty is not subjective. It is not flat. It is the participatory enactment of deep
meaning—a shimmering gateway to a more intelligible, more sacred world.

Next Lecture: We will explore how beauty connects to the good, and how the
ancient alignment between beauty, truth, and goodness can be recovered in our
time.



