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stimuli are trees, cars, people, and so forth. From the 
upside-down, backward, two-dimensional image, you 
quickly (almost instantaneously) “see” a set of objects 
you recognize. You also “recognize” that, say, the 
giant oak tree is closer to you than are the lilac shrubs, 
which appear to recede in depth away from you. This 
information is not part of the proximal stimulus; some-
how, you must interpret the proximal stimulus to know 
this information.

Although researchers studying perception disagree 
about much, they agree that percepts are not the 
same things as proximal stimuli. Consider a simple 
demonstration of size constancy. Extend your arm 
away from your body and look at the back of your 
hand. Now, keeping the back of your hand facing you, 
slowly bring it toward you a few inches and then away 
from you. Does your hand seem to be changing size as 
it moves? Probably not, although the size of the hand 
in the retinal image is most certainly changing. The 
point here is that perception involves something other 
than the formation of retinal images.

Related to perception is a process called pattern 
recognition. This is the recognition of a particular 
object, event, and so on as belonging to a class of 
objects, events, and so on. Your recognition of the 
object you are looking at as belonging to the class  
of things called “shrubs” is an instance of pattern 
recognition. Because the formation of most percepts 

involves some classification and recognition, most, 
if not all, instances of perception involve pattern 
recognition.

We will begin by considering proposals from the Gestalt 
school of psychology that perception involves the seg-
mentation, or “parsing,” of visual stimuli into objects and 
backgrounds (and just how complicated this seemingly 
easy process is). We will then turn to examine some 
(mostly) bottom-up models of perception. Then we 
will examine phenomena that have led many cognitive 
psychologists to argue that some top-down processes 
must occur in interaction with bottom-up processing. 
We will examine some neurological findings pertaining 
to object perception and will also consider a connec-
tionist model of word perception.

We will also review a very different view: work inspired 
by J. J. Gibson (1979) on “direct perception.” Gibson’s 
view departs from most other theories of perception in 
that he claims perceivers actually do little “processing” 
of information, either bottom-up or top-down. Instead, 
Gibson believed the information available in the world 
is sufficiently rich that all the perceiver needs to do 
is detect or “pick up on” that information. We will 
conclude by looking at some neuropsychological work 
on patients who have an inability to perceive (but have 
intact visual abilities) to illustrate just what the process 
of perception is all about.

GESTALT APPROACHES TO PERCEPTION.............

When stimuli occur close to one another in space and 
in time, they may group perceptually into coherent, 
salient patterns or wholes. Such Gestalts, as they are 
called, abound in our perceptual world, as when leaves 
and branches cluster into trees, and when trees merge 
into forests; when eyes, ears, noses, and mouths config-
ure into faces; when musical notes coalesce into chords 
and melodies; and when countless dots or pixels blend 
into a photograph.

The resulting wholes may have properties their com-
ponent parts lack, such as the identity or expression on 
a face that is unrecognizable from any one part, or the 
key in which a melody is played that cannot be deduced 
from any single note. Understanding how parts com-
bine into perceptual wholes was recognized as a central 
challenge in perceptual theory nearly 100 years ago.

—Pomerantz & Portillo, 2011, p. 1331

 Figure 3.2: Find the baby in the branches of this tree. 
This is a clever modern illustration of a reversible figure. 
When you see the “baby,” the branches become the 
background; when you see the tree and people, the “baby” 
disappears into the background.


