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The Art Of Looking Sideways

The Art Of Looking Sideways: Unlocking Creativity Through
Oblique Vision

In  a  world  that  constantly  demands  direct  answers,  optimal  efficiency,  and  linear
thinking, the ability to step off the well-trodden path of logic can feel like a lost art. We
are trained from a young age to look straight ahead, to focus intently on the goal, and to
filter  out  the  "noise"  that  distracts  us  from  our  destination.  Yet,  some  of  the  most
profound discoveries, creative breakthroughs, and beautiful innovations happen not by
staring  directly  at  the  problem,  but  by  looking  at  it  from a  different  angle.  This  is  the
essence of The Art Of Looking Sideways.

Popularized by the legendary British designer Alan Fletcher in his iconic book of the
same name,  this  concept  is  far  more than a design principle.  It  is  a  fundamental
cognitive  tool—a  way  of  seeing  the  world  with  fresh  eyes,  finding  connections  where
none seem to exist, and allowing chance and serendipity to play a greater role in our
output.  Mastering  this  art  means  training  yourself  to  ignore  the  obvious  path,  to
embrace ambiguity, and to find the story hidden in the peripheral shadow.

Decoding the Philosophy: Why Looking Sideways is Essential

At its core, The Art Of Looking Sideways is a rebellion against conventional wisdom.
It  challenges  the  dogma that  solving  a  complex  problem requires  a  direct  frontal
assault. Instead, it proposes that the most elegant solutions often come from an oblique
angle—from juxtaposing unrelated ideas or simply paying attention to what everyone
else has overlooked.

This philosophy is rooted in the practice of lateral thinking, a term coined by Edward
de Bono. While vertical thinking digs the same hole deeper, lateral thinking digs a hole
in  a  completely  different  place.  Looking sideways  is  the  muscle  you flex to  make that
cognitive leap. It involves:

Defamiliarization: Taking something ordinary (a paperclip, a traffic jam, a tea
cup) and stripping it of its assumed function to see it purely as a form, a texture,
or a possibility.
Random Association: Connecting two seemingly unrelated concepts to create a
"third thing" that is entirely new.
Playfulness: Approaching work and life with a sense of childlike curiosity, where
failure is just an interesting outcome rather than a dead end.

The  world  is  saturated  with  information.  We  suffer  from  what  psychologists  call
"inattentional blindness"—we literally fail to see the gorilla walking across the basketball
court because we are too focused on counting passes. Looking sideways is the antidote
to this blindness. It widens your aperture, allowing you to absorb the "gorilla" and use it



to your advantage.

The Neuroscience of Aha! Moments: How Lateral Thinking
Works

Why is looking directly at a problem often counterproductive? The answer lies in how
the human brain is wired. When we stare intently at a problem, we activate our brain’s
executive  function,  which  relies  heavily  on  established  neural  pathways.  This  is
excellent  for  logical  deduction,  but  terrible  for  creative  breakthroughs.  This
phenomenon is known as the "Einstellung effect"—the brain gets fixated on a familiar
solution, blinding you to a better, novel one.

The Art Of Looking Sideways bypasses this mental block. When you disengage the
direct  line of  sight  and allow your mind to wander—or when you force a random,
unexpected input into your thought process—you activate the Default Mode Network
(DMN). This is the part of the brain responsible for imagination, memory consolidation,
and future planning. It is the engine of the "Aha!" moment.

Have you ever noticed that your best ideas come in the shower, while driving, or just
before falling asleep? You are not looking at the problem at that moment. You are
looking sideways. You have stepped back from the canvas of your work to allow the
paint to dry, and in that periphery, the connections finally click. Neuroscience confirms
this:  stepping away from the focal  point is  not a waste of  time; it  is  the most efficient
way to solve complex, non-linear problems.

Practical Techniques to Cultivate the Skill

You cannot simply wake up one day and be a master of oblique vision. It requires
practice,  intention,  and  a  willingness  to  look  foolish.  Here  are  several  practical
techniques to embed The Art Of Looking Sideways into your daily routine.

1. Embrace Constraints as a Catalyst

It sounds counterintuitive, but limiting your options often forces you to look sideways. If
you  have  infinite  resources  and  time,  you  stick  to  the  straight  line  of  "what  works."  If
you are forced to use a specific, awkward material or a tight deadline, you are forced to
improvise. Many of the greatest design innovations (the Concorde, the Volvo 1800)
came from severe constraints. Ask yourself, "If I couldn't do it the normal way, how
would I do it?"

2. The Power of Oblique Strategies

Inspired by Brian Eno and Peter Schmidt's "Oblique Strategies" cards, this technique
involves introducing a random, often confusing instruction to break a creative deadlock.
When stuck, pick a prompt like, "Honor thy error as a hidden intention" or "Look at the
order in which you do things." This forces you to re-evaluate your assumptions from a
completely new vantage point. It is a formalized way of practicing creative problem



The Art Of Looking Sideways

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Marisa & Jaiden • Read more, learn more. • Page 3

solving.

3. Cross-Pollination and Analogy

Stop looking at your competitors and start looking at nature, history, or completely
different  industries.  How  does  a  beehive  organize  information?  How  does  a  fungus
deliver  nutrients?  How did  ancient  Romans  manage traffic?  By  taking  a  principle  from
one  field  and  applying  it  to  another,  you  are  engaging  in  the  highest  form  of  looking
sideways. This is the foundation of design thinking and biomimicry.

4. Practice Active Observation

Look at the world as if you are an alien seeing it for the first time. When you walk down
the street, turn off your phone and look at the negative space between buildings. Notice
the texture of the pavement. Ask "Why is this doorknob shaped this way?" This mindful
observation is a core component of visual literacy. The more data you collect from the
periphery, the more ammunition your brain has for generating unexpected connections.

Applications Across Disciplines

The Art Of Looking Sideways is not limited to artists and designers. It is a universal
tool for anyone who thinks for a living.

In Business and Strategy:  The corporate world suffers from "Groupthink" and "Best
Practices." Looking sideways is how you create a Blue Ocean. Instead of competing in a
crowded market, you create a new one. Airbnb didn't just look at hotels; it looked at
community and local experiences. Netflix didn't just look at video rental; it looked at the
friction of  late  fees and the convenience of  streaming.  These were acts  of  lateral
thinking that disrupted entire industries.

In Science and Discovery: The discovery of penicillin by Alexander Fleming is the
textbook  definition  of  looking  sideways.  He  didn't  set  out  to  find  a  mold  that  killed
bacteria;  he  observed  a  contaminated  petri  dish  and  recognized  the  value  of  the
"mistake." He looked at the periphery of his experiment, rather than at the bacteria he
was  trying  to  grow.  Every  major  scientific  breakthrough  involves  a  scientist  who  was
willing to follow the weird data rather than the expected hypothesis.

In Everyday Life: This art is a tool for resilience. When you face a personal setback,
looking sideways allows you to reframe the narrative. "I didn't get the job" becomes "I
am now free to pursue the path I was too scared to take." It allows you to find humor in
chaos and opportunity in disaster.

Common Barriers to Looking Sideways

If the benefits are so clear, why don't we do it more? The brain is a prediction machine
designed to conserve energy.  Looking sideways is  metabolically  expensive.  It  feels
uncomfortable.



The biggest barrier is Functional Fixedness—the cognitive bias that limits a person to
using an object only in the way it is traditionally used. You see a brick as a building
material, not a doorstop, a bookend, or a weapon. You see your job title as a box, not a
platform. To practice this art, you must consciously fight this bias.

The second barrier is the Fear of Failure. Looking sideways requires a high tolerance
for ambiguity and weirdness. You must be willing to generate 100 bad ideas in the hope
of finding one brilliant one. In a culture that prizes efficiency and correctness, this can
feel like weakness. In reality, it is the highest form of intellectual courage.

Conclusion: The Peripheral Path to Mastery

In a hyper-specialized world, the ability to connect disparate dots is the most valuable
skill you can possess. The Art Of Looking Sideways is not just about being creative; it
is about being fully aware. It is a declaration of independence from the tyranny of the
obvious.

Alan Fletcher’s book acts as a beautiful, chaotic repository of this philosophy, but the
practice itself lives in the way you choose to see the world today. It is in the decision to
take the long route home, to read a book you disagree with, to learn a skill completely
outside your profession, and to treat every mistake as a clue.

The straight line is the shortest distance between two points, but it is almost never the
most interesting. To master perception, to solve complex creative problems, and to
live a life of discovery, you must learn to look sideways. Stop staring at the lock, and
start looking for the window. The view from the side is often the most breathtaking of
all.


