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1988). As the name Gestalt (a German word that loosely translates to “configuration” 
or “shape”) suggests, these psychologists’ central assumption was that psychological 
phenomena could not be reduced to simple elements but rather needed to be analyzed 
and studied in their entirety. Gestalt psychologists, who studied mainly perception and 
problem solving, believed an observer did not construct a coherent perception from 
simple, elementary sensory aspects of an experience but instead apprehended the total 
structure of an experience as a whole.

As a concrete example, consider Figure 1.1. Notice that (A), (B), and (C) contain the 
same elements—namely, eight equal line segments. However, most people experience 
the three arrays quite differently, seeing (A) as four pairs of line segments, (B) as eight 
line segments haphazardly arranged, and (C) as a circle or, more precisely, an octagon 
made up of eight line segments. The arrangement of lines—that is, the relationships 
among the elements as a whole—plays an important role in determining our experience.

The Gestalt psychologists thus rejected 
structuralism, functionalism, and behav-
iorism as offering incomplete accounts of 
psychological and, in particular, cognitive 
experiences. They chose to study people’s 
subjective experience of stimuli and to focus 
on how people use or impose structure and 
order on their experiences. They believed 
that the mind imposes its own structure and 
organization on stimuli and, in particular, 
organizes perceptions into wholes rather than 
discrete parts. These wholes tend to simplify 
stimuli. Thus, when we hear a melody, we 
experience not a collection of individual sounds but rather larger and more organized 
units—melodic lines.

THE STUDY OF INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES

Yet another strand of the history of psychology is important to mention here, 
even though no particular “school” is associated with it: the investigations into 
individual differences in human cognitive abilities by Sir Francis Galton and his 
followers. Galton, a half-cousin of Charles Darwin, inherited a substantial sum 
of money during his early 20s that afforded him the time and resources to pur-
sue his interests. A child prodigy himself (he read and wrote by the age of 2½ 
years), Galton trained in medicine and mathematics at Cambridge University 
in England. Like many of his fellow students (and many of today’s college stu-
dents), Galton felt a great deal of academic pressure and competitiveness and 
“was constantly preoccupied with his standing relative to his fellow students” 
(Fancher, 1979, p. 257). This strong preoccupation (which may have contributed 
to a breakdown he suffered at Cambridge) developed into a lifelong interest in  
measuring intellectual ability.

Galton’s interest in intellectual differences among people stemmed in part from 
his reading of his cousin Darwin’s writings on evolution. Darwin believed animals 
(including humans) evolved through a process he called natural selection, by which 
certain inherited traits are perpetuated because individuals possessing those traits are 
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 Figure 1.1: Examples of Gestalt figures. Although (A), (B), and (C) all 
contain eight equal lines, most people experience them differently, seeing 
(A) as four pairs of lines, (B) as eight unrelated lines, and (C) as a circle 
made up of eight line segments.


