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Hardly a plan today is complete without a Vision Statement, a carefully crafted word picture of an imaginable future state. Students of Geddes may recall his dictum that from “the Hard World of Facts to the no less real World of Acts, you can only travel by the In-World way”, via the imagination. The meeting place for Geddes for these two worlds – the In-World and the Out-World – was the Eye. Throughout his long career he championed the “eye”, not merely as a mirror of nature but as the illuminating lamp, to use a Romantic metaphor. In the first chapter of “Cities in Evolution” (p 6) he urges our view should be truly synoptic, vividly concrete, “a seeing of the city and this as a whole”. He continued, “Large views in the abstract, Aristotle knew and thus compressedly said, depend upon large views in the concrete.” To forget this, Geddes claimed,  would lead to  “deadly results to civics, and thence to cities.” Still remaining optimistic, he saw education beginning “to tear away those blinkers of many print-layers which so long have been strapped over our eyes.” (Later on, in a letter to Lewis Mumford, written towards the end of his life, it was clear that he felt he had failed in this task.) 
The most graphic expression of his visual approach was the Outlook Tower in Edinburgh, the subject of recent erudite papers by Pierre Chabard and Ernest Sternberg. Chabard sees (sic) the Tower as an anamorphosis of Geddes’ own thinking, while Sternberg, drawing on Aristotle’s advocacy of  the particular, compares and contrasts Geddes’ Outlook Tower  - giving citizen’s the chance to actually see – with Bentham’s Panopticon – subjecting the prisoner to the warden’s gaze.
Today there is a lively post-modern debate on the role of vision, its relation to the other bodily senses, and its “hegemony” in the modern world of thought. David Levin’s “Modernity and the Hegemony of Vision” is a key text, encompassing and questioning the way ocularcentrism has dominated our representations of reality throughout the history of philosophy. As ever, Descartes is a key figure in this story, yet, as Judovitz explains, at the same time as he criticised vision for its deceptiveness and its attempt to separate mind from body, and reason from perception and imagination, he transferred the properties of the visible to the mental domain so they could metaphorically illuminate the powers of reason to attain certitude as “clear and distinct ideas”.
All the major philosophers have a “take” on this – from Geddes’ mentor Aristotle through to Hobbes, Locke, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Bergson, Goethe, Heidegger, Barfield and modern feminists such as Susan Bordo and  Evelyn Fox Keller. Today neuro-scientists also engage in strenuous debate about perception and consciousness, frequently abhor philosophers, and try to puzzle out, bit by bit, how the brain works. For Michael Morgan “understanding how electricity becomes perception offers the key to the relationship of measurable objective brain processes to the subjectivity of experience, the mysterious qualia of consciousness” – but how does this relate to Geddes’ spiritual eye? 
This is by way of background – a further paper will address Geddes’ insights into the power of direct observation, trace his key sources, and look at the validity of his claims in the light of the post-modern debate on vision and recent scientific findings. It will then look (sic) at ways of seeing that are appropriate today’s complex realities, as planners struggle to promote sustainable development. With today’s computer technologies, town planners are supplied with vast information systems, theatres of virtual reality, and an array of sophisticated techniques for assessing development impacts.  However, many of the theories taught or applied still explicitly or implicitly laud the Cartesian/ masculine split of mind and body, and still promote the quest for a detached objectivity using distinct criteria quantified as far as possible. The paper is an attempt to connect the zeitgeist of the post-modern world with the concrete realities of contemporary plan-making and development control. 
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