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What is the life span of a handbook? This is probably the question the 31 contributors of Blackwell Hand-
book of Perception asked themselves before embarking on an attempt to summarize their individual fields
in 30 pages each. “Will it be useful to students and professors alike?”, “will it last?”, and, most impor-
tantly, “is it worth my busy time?”

Blackwell Handbook of Perception is an up-to-date 800-page volume on basic research in the psychol-
ogy of perception. Its 23 chapters cover all five human senses and are written by leading figures in their
respective fields. The Handbook is clearly written and will be appreciated by undergraduate students tak-
ing an advance course in Perception as well as by first-year post-graduate students. Lecturers and profes-
sors will also find it useful to brush up their background knowledge and to update their lectures.

The quality of any handbook is very much dependent on its editor. In the present case, Blackwell
publishers have made an excellent choice in trusting E. Bruce Goldstein. With a long experience with
textbooks (his popular Sensation and Perception is now in its sixth edition), Goldstein has a keen sense for
producing prose that is both informative and exciting to read. The quality of a handbook is, of course,
also dependent on its contributors. Here again, the reader will be reassured to recognize well-known con-
tributors and thus will be convinced that the information is correctly transcribed, although sometimes at
the risk of being slightly biased towards the contributors’ own research.

The Handbook is an excellent supplementary reference for an advance course in perception. With the
possible exception of Wandell (1995), Bruce, Green, and Georgeson (1996), and Palmer (1999), most
perception textbooks focus only on the most basic phenomena. In contrast, the Handbook provides an
up-to-date coverage of the vast literature in perception, providing extensive references to the original
work and highlights of other topics not covered because of space limitations. The senses other than vision
are well represented, with 9 chapters dedicated exclusively to them. However, the Handbook is at its best
in the chapters that cut across the senses, such as those on physiology and psychophysics, on multi-
sensory integration, and on modularity. The reader will also certainly appreciate two fresh chapters on
the interface between perception and art, on painting and music.

With a handbook limited to a single volume, the list of topics only superficially approached ormissing
altogether is quite understandably long. We can, however, regret the absence of contemporary issues that
would interest young researchers. Amongst these issues, readers will be disappointed if they look for a
critical assessment of studies in visual awareness and of the recent techniques in brain imaging. If one is
to trust the judgement of high-impact journals such as Nature and Science, awareness and imaging (in
particular fMRI) are by far the two most exciting contemporary perception topics.
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Another chapter that would have been highly appreciated by students is a review of research methods
(such as those used in psychophysics) and other methodological concepts (such as those used in compu-
tational modelling). Although some contributors take good care to describe their own specific methods
(e.g., visual development), others are satisfiedwith a summary of the facts without providing the tools for
the reader to evaluate the original literature independently. Finally, as a volume that seems primarily
directed towards students, the Handbook is critically missing speculations on future trends.

I predict the lifetime of this handbook to be around five years. After that, the Handbookwill face obso-
lescence because of new breakthroughs in perception, new techniques and improved methodologies,
and, of course, new up-to-date handbooks. And this naturally answers my own personal question, which
was: “What is the lifetime of a handbook review?”
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Deary, I.J. (2000). Looking down on Human Intelligence. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
Oxford. Psychology Series No 34. ISBN 0–19–852417–X. Pp 392. Price £49.95 (Hbk).

Mainstream Cognitive Psychology provides useful models for the functional processes by means of
which people performsimple laboratory tasks, and for possible ways in which these models can be related
to emerging information about the central nervous system, but not for ways in which these models or
information can explain marked and stable individual differences in performance. Differential psychol-
ogy has laboriously documented statistica l consistencies in individual differences in performance of
complex cognitive tasks but has provided no credible functional models for these differences, nor sug-
gested how they may be related to neuroanatomy or neurophysiology. Ian Deary, a distinguished differ-
ential psychologist, now describes his attempts to remedy this.

Scholarly sections on the history of models for human intelligence may entertain experimental psy-
chologists who have been contentedly unaware of 600 years of philosophical speculation since Huarte,
and of a century of empirical psychometric research since Galton, but are unlikely to affect their research
in any way. More provocative is the main thrust of Deary’s argument: Spearman’s demonstration that
most of the variance in performance between different intelligence tests can be captured by a single fac-
tor, gf, and the further proposal, originating with Jensen and Eysenck, that gf can be reified in terms of a
single functional performance characteristic, information processing rate, which, in turn, directly
reflects some global neurophysiological property of the CNS that determines level of performance on
both very simple and very complex cognitive skills. This hypothesis rests on painstaking documentation
of the ubiquity of negative correlations between choice reaction times and tachistoscopic recognition
thresholds on the one hand, and scores on pencil and paper “intelligence tests” on the other—research to
which Ian Deary has been an outstandingly prolific and able contributor. Thanks in some measure to his
excellent work, the issue is no longer whether these relationships exist but, more interestingly, how they
can help us to understand the functional and biological bases of intelligence.
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