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another person cannot be understood simply by combining all that we know about the
person. Instead, the whole (our overall impression) is greater than the sum of the parts.

2. Perception Is Directed toward Achieving Order: Prägnanz

Gestalt psychologists also assume that some visual displays are simpler or more
orderly than are others, and that simple displays are preferred over complex or dis-
organized ones (Deutsch & Krauss, 1965). The German word Prägnanz (literally “pre-
cision” or “terseness”) refers to the act of perceiving so as to achieve maximum clar-
ity. Figure 2.4 provides an example of this tendency. The figure presents a series of
arcs, yet we perceive a unified circle. Our eye fills in the circle because a completed
circle makes a better Gestalt.

Perceptual Imbalance Creates Tension That People Are Driven to Reduce.
Gestalt psychologists have also considered the origins of Prägnanz. According to the
Gestalt psychologists, we perceive with maximum clarity because imbalanced or
imperfect visual displays are disconcerting and create tension. The brain imposes order
on the display as a means of reducing this aversive tension. This is why we auto-
matically fill in the missing pieces and see a unified circle in Figure 2.4. Moreover,
this closure is an automatic, structurally determined property of the brain. Much as
an electric current jumps a gap in a circuit, so too does the brain automatically bridge
the gap to create closure. Woodworth (1948) describes the phenomenon as follows:

This tendency to close a gap is regarded as revealing a fundamental principle of brain
dynamics . . . Tension is built up on both sides of the gap. With the gap present there is
a state of unbalanced tensions, but closure brings equilibrium. (p. 130)

Some of social psychology’s most important theories proceed from the assumption
that cognitive imbalance creates an aversive state of tension that people are driven to
reduce (Abelson, Aronson, McGuire, Newcomb, Rosenberg, & Tannenbaum, 1968).
Other theories assume that people strive to form orderly, coherent impressions in order
to better predict and control the social world (e.g., Heider, 1958). Both of these ideas
are extensions of Gestalt theories of perception.

Motives, Needs,Wishes, and Desires Cannot Influence Perception. When we say
that people strive for perceptual order, we are talking about a form of motivation that
is structurally determined. In this context, structurally determined means “governed by

FIGURE 2.4
An Illustration of
Prägnanz

Even though the stimulus
is comprised of a series of
arcs, we perceive a com-
plete circle. According to
the Gestalt psychologists,
this is because perception
is organized and oriented
toward achieving a certain
ideal or end state.
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