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An inquiry into the nature of the sensory process begins properly
with psychophysics, the hundred-year-old discipline concerned with
the responses that organisms make to the energies of the environ-
ment. We live in a restless world of energetic forces, some of which
affect us and some of which, like radio waves, impinge upon us and
pass unnoticed because we have no sense organs able to transduce
them. But we see lights, hear sounds, taste substances, and smell
vapors; and it is these elementary facts of psychophysics that stir our
interest in the anatomy and physiology of the mechanisms that make
sensation possible. An orderly and systematic account of sensory
communication must include a delineation of what is perceived as
well as an explanation of how perception is accomplished. In this
sense, psychophysics defines the challenge: it tells what the organism
can do and it asks those who are inspired by such mysteries to try,
with scalpel, electrode, and test tube, to advance our understanding
of how such wonders are performed.

It must be confessed at the outset that psychophysics has often
failed to do its part of the job with distinction. Its task is not easy.
For one thing, long-standing prejudices, derived in great measure
from a chronic dualistic metaphysics, have triggered a variety of
stubborn objections whenever it has been proposed that sensation
may be amenable to orderly and quantitative investigation. You
cannot, the objectors complain, measure the inner, private, subjective
strength of a sensation. Perhaps not, in the sense the objectors have
in mind, but in a different and very useful sense the strength of a
sensation can, as we shall see, be fruitfully quantified. We must forgo
arguments about the private life of the mind and ask sensible
objective questions about the input-output relations of sensory trans-
ducers as these relations are disclosed in the behavior of experimental
organisms, whether men or animals.
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