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Perception begins our experience and interpretation of the world, and so is crucial to the
growth of thought, to the regulation of emotions, to interaction in social relationships, and
indeed to most aspects of our development. The input, translation, and encoding of sensory
information in perception are essential to thought and action. Even very young children
recognize the fundamental position of perception in life (Pillow, 1989): Three-year-olds will
attribute knowledge about an object only to people who have viewed the object, and not to
people who have not viewed the object (Gopnik, Slaughter, & Meltzoff, 1994). For all these
reasons, phil physicists, physi and have been strongly motiv-
ated to study perception and especially its development.

Our everyday experiences raise many challenging questions about perception. How faithful
are our perceptions of properties, objects, people, and events in the world? How is a stable
world perceived in the midst of continuous environmental variation and biological fluctu-
ation? How are perceptual aspects of the world invested with meaning? How and why do
perceptual qualities differ across modalities? How do we apprehend individual features of
things and simultancously know their synthesized whole?

Philosophy provided major initial impetus to study perceptual development: Epistemology
asks questions about the origins and nature of human knowledge. Extreme views on epis-
temology were proposed by empiricists, who asserted that all perceptual knowledge derives
from the senses and grows by way of experience, and by nativists, who reasoned that some
Kinds of knowledge cannot possibly rely on experience and thus that human beings enter the
world with a sensory apparatus equipped (at the very least) to order and organize their
percepts. Philosophical speculation also focused attention on the early ontogenesis of percep-
tion, a period during which epistemologically meaningful issues related to the origins of
knowledge are most directly addressed. Thus, the study of perceptual development initially
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