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have examined (especially the top-down models) is that the perceiver does something 
to the proximal stimulus. Presumably, because the proximal stimulus doesn’t contain 
all the information we need to identify the object (e.g., because retinal images are two- 
dimensional instead of three-dimensional or because objects might be blurred or 
blocked by other objects), we, as observers, must use our knowledge to fill in the gaps.

To put it more simply, these models describe the act of perception as the construction of 
mental representations of objects. From the information we perceive, we somehow con-
struct a depiction that may or may not physically resemble the object or event being per-
ceived but that our cognitive and physiological processes can recognize as corresponding 
to the information perceived. We use both the information in the proximal stimulus and 
information from our long-term memory to construct these mental representations.

This idea is called the constructivist approach to perception (Hochberg, 1978) for 
obvious reasons. It describes people as adding to and distorting the information in 
the proximal stimulus to obtain a percept, a meaningful interpretation of incoming 
information. People are not seen as passively taking in all the available information; 
instead, they are seen as active selectors, integrators, and constructors of information.

J. J. Gibson and his followers (J. J. Gibson, 1979; Michaels & Carello, 1981) adopted an 
opposite stance. Gibson rejected the idea that perceivers construct mental representations 
from memories of past encounters with similar objects and events. Instead, Gibson believed 
that the perceiver does very little work, mainly because the world offers so much infor-
mation, leaving little need to construct representations and draw inferences. He proposed 
that perception consists of the direct acquisition of information from the environment.

 Figure 3.23: Examples of experimental stimuli from the composite task. The composite 
stimuli were created by slicing original Caucasian (A) and Asian (B) faces in the middle of 
the nose and then joining different top and bottom parts. For each original (target) face, four 
composites—all using the same bottom part from another face—were constructed: (1) the 
target’s upper part aligned with that bottom part, (2) the target’s upper part misaligned with 
that bottom part, (3) a different upper part aligned with that bottom part, and (4) a different 
upper part misaligned with that bottom part. The first two kinds of composites, which 
required a “same” response, were critical for the experiment.
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Science, 17, p. 610.


