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Perceptual Agility 

The Best Jokes in the World 

Caveats: 
§  Well, not the whole world; just that portion of the 

English-speaking world that votes on websites 
§  Well, not necessarily the best, but the most popular 
§  Well, not necessarily the most popular for all time, 

but at least for a particular time 
§  Having a good sense of humor doesn’t necessarily 

mean being able to tell jokes well 
§  So please don’t be disappointed if you already 

heard someone else tell it better 

© Milton Bennett 

Perceptual Agility 

Arthur Koestler on Humor 
 (The Act of Creation) 

All humor (and innovation, and artistic creativity) 
depends on bisociation: 

“The perceiving of a situation in two self-consistent 
but habitually incompatible frames of reference” 

Seeking help Campfire 

philosophizing 

Murder Crime analysis 
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Perceptual Agility 

Visual Humor (Cartoons) 
Warning: Religion & Politics 

 Slow bisociation generates amusement or irony 

Perceptual Agility 

Visual Humor (Cartoons) 
Warning: Religion & Politics 

Faster bisociation may generate laughter 
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Perceptual Agility 

G. Spencer Brown on Observing 
 (Laws of Form) 

We cannot make an indication without drawing a 
distinction (G. Spencer Brown, Laws of Form) 

§  The distinction creates figure and ground 
§  The “frame of reference” determines which part of a 

distinction to pay attention to 

Practice shifting 
figure and ground 
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Perceptual Agility 

Contextual Intelligence 

Sets of figure/ground distinctions constitute a context 

Harvard University Leadership Initiative 
Ø  860 innovative business leaders in 20th 

and early 21st century 
Ø No personality characteristics in common 
Ø Widespread ability to identify trends 
Ø Shared ability to recognize context, shift 

context, and synthesize across contexts 

Perceptual Agility 

Bilingualism (Biculturalism) 

The ability to shift between two language or cultural 
contexts apparently has implications for “executive 
functions” of the brain 

The mixed-language context shifted the executive 
system to an enhanced functional level, thus 
improving the effectiveness of nonverbal conflict 
resolution…(with implications for) functional 
plasticity, the process by which new skills and life 
experiences modify brain structure and functions  

Yan Jing Wu & Guillaum Thierry (2013) Fast modulation of 
executive function by language context in bilinguals. Journal 
of Neuroscience, 33(33):13533-13537 
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Perceptual Agility 

Biculturalism (Biculturalism) 

Additional research: 
Ø  Bilingual children are better than monolinguals at shifting 

to new rules 
Ø  Bilingual children are better at focusing attention 

(inhibiting distraction) 
Ø  Bilingualism enhances some aspects of executive control 

(e.g. task shifting) independently from differences in 
culture, language, or immigration status 

Ø   The effects of bilingualism on executive control appear to 
be long-lasting (e.g. lower incidence of Alzheimer 
disease). 

Reported in François Grosjean, Ping Li, & 
Ellen Bialystok (2013) The psycholinguistics of 
bilingualism. Oxford: Blackwell 

Perceptual Agility 

Intercultural Communication 

Ø  Intercultural communication is about communication, 
not culture 

Ø Communication is the process whereby we 
coordinate meaning and action with others 
(culture=communication, per E.T. Hall) 

Ø  Intercultural communication is the “coordination of 
coordination of meaning and action” – a kind of 
metacommunication 
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Perceptual Agility 

Competent Intercultural 
Communication 

Two keys to intercultural communication 
competence: 

Ø Perceptual Acuity (ability to make contextual 
distinctions) 
Ø Cultural self-awareness 
Ø Complex perception of alternative contexts  

Ø Perceptual agility (ability to shift context) 
Ø Linguistic and/or cultural code-shifting 
Ø Experiencing the alternative distinctions 

The Developmental Model of Intercultural 
Sensitivity (DMIS) 

Perceptual Experience of difference 
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Attributing equal 
human 
complexity to 
different cultural 
groups 

Generating 
appropriate and 
authentic 
alternative 
behavior  

Ethnocentrism  Ethnorelativism 

Failing to 
perceive the 
existence or 
relevance of 
culture 

Perceiving 
specific cultural 
groups in 
polarized and 
evaluative 
ways 

Focusing on 
common human 
experience and 
universal values to 
reduce prejudice 

Including cultural 
context in decision-
making and acting 
with contextual 
ethical commitment 
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Perceptual Agility 
Intercultural Empathy	



���
Perceptual Agility 

Co-creating Virtual Third Cultures	



Social Context 

Culture A Culture B 

Third 
Cultures 
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THANK 
YOU ! 


