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lying on top of other parts of the figure and blocking them from view. The point here 
is that this perception is not completely determined by the stimulus display; it requires 
the perceiver’s active participation.

A number of individuals during the early part of the 20th century—among them Max 
Wertheimer, Kurt Koffka, and Wolfgang Köhler—were deeply interested in how per-
ceivers come to recognize objects or forms. As we saw in Chapter 1, these research-
ers, who formed the Gestalt school of psychology, were particularly concerned with 
how people apprehend whole objects, concepts, or units. The Gestalt psychologists 
believed that perceivers follow certain laws or principles of organization in coming to 
their interpretations. They asserted that the whole, or Gestalt, is not the same as the 
sum of its parts. To put it another way, Gestalt psychologists rejected the claim that 
we recognize objects by identifying individual features or parts; instead, we see and 
recognize each object or unit as a whole.

What are the Gestalt principles of perceptual organization that allow us to see 
these wholes? The complete list is too long to explore here (see Koffka, 1935), so 
we will examine only five major principles. The first is the principle of proximity, 
or nearness. Look at Figure 3.5(A). Notice that you tend to perceive this as a 
set of rows rather than as a set of columns. This is because the elements within 

rows are closer than the elements within columns. 
Following the principle of proximity, we group 
together things that are nearer to each other.

Figure 3.5(B) illustrates the principle of similarity. 
Notice that you perceive this display as formed in col-
umns (rather than rows), grouping together those ele-
ments that are similar.

A third principle, the principle of good continuation, 
is depicted in Figure 3.5(C) and states that we group 
together objects whose contours form a continuous 
straight or curved line. Thus, we typically perceive 
Figure 3.5(C) as two intersecting curved lines and not 
as other logically possible elements such as those shown 
in Figure 3.5(D).

We encounter the fourth principle, the principle  
of closure, when we look at subjective contours in 
Figure 3.4. Figure 3.5(E) illustrates this principle more 
exactly. Note that we perceive this display as a rectan-
gle, mentally filling in the gap to see a closed, complete 
whole figure.

The fifth principle, the principle of common fate, is dif-
ficult to illustrate in a static drawing. The idea is that 
elements that move together will be grouped together, 
as depicted in Figure 3.5(F). You can construct a better 
demonstration of this principle yourself (Matlin, 1988). 
Take two pieces of transparent plastic (such as report 
covers cut in half). Glue some scraps of paper on each 
one. Lay one sheet upside down on top of the other, and 
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 Figure 3.5:  Gestalt principles of perceptual organization:  
(A) the principle of proximity; (B) the principle of similarity;  
(C,D) the principle of good continuation; (E) the principle of 
closure; and (F) the principle of common fate.


