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On February 9, 2018, the worlds of psychology and cognitive
science lost one of their most notable and influential figures,
Anne Marie Treisman. Treisman died at her home in New
York City surrounded by her family at the age of 82. A bril-
liant, insightful psychologist, Anne embodied the rare combi-
nation of rigorous experimentalist and daring theoretician. Her
passion for discovery and insatiable curiosity is evident in all
her scientific work. Anne’s insights, original ideas, and fun-
damental discoveries have inspired and influenced genera-
tions, both in the world of cognitive science and beyond,
and will continue to do so for years to come. At the same time,
her uniquely impressive and unforgettable persona will con-
tinue to serve as an example for all those who knew her—
family, friends, students, and colleagues.

Anne Treisman’s life, as well as her career, transcended
national, scientific, and gender boundaries. Born on
February 27, 1935, to a French mother and British father,
Anne Marie Taylor’s early years were spent in Wakefield,
Yorkshire, England. Anne was cosmopolitan, with a diverse
and international extended family that was mirrored in her
academic family, as well. After spending the first part of her
life in the United Kingdom, she lived and worked over the
next 40 years in two other countries, Canada and the United
States. As she wrote in her autobiography for the Society for
Neuroscience (Treisman, 2014, p. 513) regarding the different
places she had lived, “I was happy but did not always feel that
I belonged. I have had a similar experience as an adult in the
United States.”

In her scholarly endeavors she was just as global and mul-
tifaceted, first completing an undergraduate degree in Modern
and Medieval Languages at Cambridge University in 1956,
only to request that the scholarship she had been awarded for
postgraduate studies be reallocated to permit her to complete,
a year later, a second undergraduate degree, this time in

psychology. While at Cambridge, she was inspired by her
supervisor Richard Gregory’s work on vision. Her first pub-
lished work was on “Binocular Rivalry and Stereoscopic
Depth Perception” (Treisman, 1962). For her doctoral work,
she expanded her investigation into auditory perception and
completed her doctoral degree in 1962 at Oxford University,
under the tutelage of Carolus Oldfield, with a thesis titled
“Selective Attention and Speech Perception.” The work from
her dissertation showed that during auditory processing, a hi-
erarchy is acted on selectively during attention.

Anne’s first academic appointments were at the Medical
Research Council’s Psycholinguistic Research Unit at
Oxford and then as assistant professor in the Psychology
Department, University of Oxford and fellow of St. Anne’s
College, where she continued her work on auditory attention
and speech perception. Her work while at Oxford centered on
selective listening, from which came the first impactful theo-
retical contribution that put Anne into the textbooks, the filter
attenuation theory (Treisman, 1964). Ann argued that, rather
than filtering out unattended stimuli, as had been claimed by
Donald Broadbent, the mind dampens down or attenuates
these stimuli but does not eliminate them from consciousness.
This early work focused on how attention can select percep-
tual input, allowing only potentially relevant information to
reach consciousness and delineating both the limits of our
attention and the costs of task switching. This theory provides
a framework that still can account for why automobile acci-
dents are on the rise or why social media may seem addictive,
even as it is highly interruptive.

In the late 1970s, Treismanmoved to a new faculty position
at the University of British Columbia, Canada, where she
conducted a slew of new experiments—now primarily in vi-
sion once again—forming the empirical basis of the seminal
theory of visual object perception and attention, the feature
integration theory (FIT). FIT is a two-stage model that de-
scribes the early stages of object perception as the parallel
encoding of basic features—such as color, form, and orienta-
tion—as separate entities, instantly detectable. However, con-
scious perception of the object as a whole requires focused
attention: Only with focused attention can one combine the
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distinct features into an “object file” that allows identification
and localization. This theory was first mapped out in the 1980
article by Treisman and Gelade, with subsequent refinements
in later work (most notably in Treisman, 1988, and
Kahneman, Treisman, & Gibbs, 1992).

In 1986, Treisman moved to the University of California at
Berkeley and continued her pioneering work on developing
and modifying FIT. A theory is impactful when it not only
inspires new experimentation to explore a large space of re-
search questions, but also provokes scientific debate, and FIT
did both in spades. Anne’s defense of her ideas was always
empirical, rigorously testing the predictions that followed
from her theory with new experiments. Her experimental style
was highly iterative, doing many kinds and revisions of ex-
periments before she was satisfied, which resulted in long and
impactful articles. She would eagerly engage in argument, but
without confrontation or hostility, and she was never dismis-
sive of opposing ideas.

Two ofAnne’s favorite predictions stemming fromFITare the
examples of how visual perception can go wrong without atten-
tion, resulting in the existence of “illusory conjunctions” and the
symptoms experienced by patients with simultanagnosia, known
as Bálint’s syndrome. FIT postulates that focused attention is
required for binding features and that if attention is diminished,
your failure to bind will result in the perception of erroneous
combinations of features (Treisman & Schmidt, 1982). Illusory
conjunctions are a robust and reliable finding in the lab, and we
often experience them in our everyday lives. Furthermore, Anne
argued in FIT that if one loses the ability to localize objects in
space as a result of bilateral damage to the parietal lobes, then
focused attention cannot be deployed, and consequently the bind-
ing and perception of objects will no longer be possible. In the
articles she has published on neglect and simultanagnosia, that is
exactly what she has found: Patients’ inability to selectively at-
tend to different locations results in them being unable to per-
ceive more than one object at a time (Grabowecky, Robertson, &
Treisman, 1993; Robertson, Treisman, Friedman-Hill, &
Grabowecky, 1997).

After joining the Department of Psychology at Princeton
University in 1993, Anne was named the James S. McDonnell
Distinguished University Professor of Psychology in 1995,
and she continued to work there until her retirement in 2015.
In this period of her career she became especially concerned
with the interactions among visual perception, attention, and
memory as they relate to conscious and unconscious experi-
ence. Anne’s work further has focused on investigating the
link between attention and binding, a key component of con-
sciousness. This research has demonstrated how three differ-
ent spatially selective mechanisms (focus of the spatial atten-
tional window, inhibition of unwanted features, and top-down
activation of attended locations) link the neural maps of fea-
tures in scenes together, to bring about perceptual binding
(Treisman, 1996). Although focused attention is required in

order to bind and individuate objects one at a time, Anne
suggested that a different mode of attentional deployment,
“distributed attention,” affords the observer immediate im-
pressions of a scene as a whole. I was fortunate to have an
opportunity to work with Anne on this new and exciting up-
date of FIT. In a series of articles in the early 2000s (Chong &
Treisman, 2003; Evans & Treisman, 2005; Treisman, 2006),
Anne demonstrated that distributed attention might provide
information about the global properties of scenes, summary
statistics of a set of objects, and the general spatial layouts and
gists of scenes, which allows for perception of our complex
environment.

Anne Treisman’s ground-breaking research has focused
primarily on the processes of selective attention—specifically,
how relevant events can be located and perceived in complex
environments, and how an action is subsequently directed to
that event. Anne is described as one of the most influential
cognitive psychologists in the world today, producing work
that has brought international acclaim and recognition of the
broad impact of her research, both within and beyond the field
of psychology. Her research and theoretical insights have in-
fluenced a variety of disciplines, including vision sciences,
auditory sciences, cognitive psychology, cognitive neurosci-
ences, philosophy, psychiatry, neuropsychology, and behav-
ioral neurology. In 2013 President Obama awarded her the
National Medal of Science, the highest honor that can be
bestowed in the United States for science. She has been se-
lected as a fellow of the Royal Society, London (1989), the
National Academy of Sciences (1994), the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences (1995), and the American
Philosophical Society (2005). Anne was also the first psychol-
ogist to be recognized with the Golden Brain Award by the
Minerva Foundation, in 1996.

Anne was a trailblazer not only in psychology and cogni-
tive science, but also for women in science at a time when
barriers were even greater than they are now. She did this in
her own characteristic way, with stern determination, unde-
terred hard work, and remarkable modesty about her achieve-
ments. Anne managed her stellar career while at the same time
being a fully committed mother to four children (Jessica,
Daniel, Stephen, and Deborah) and a supportive wife and
partner to two spouses, Michael Treisman and Daniel
Kahneman, both scientists with their own illustrious careers.
When asked how she managed all this, she would just smile
and say, “very badly indeed.” In her autobiography, Anne
wrote, “I was fortunate in being able to combine a large family
with an academic career, and I am now blessed with three
successful children and four adorable granddaughters.
Stephen, my Down syndrome child, is perhaps the happiest
of them all” (2014, p. 527). Anne rarely contemplated what it
means to be a woman in science, because she considered
herself first and foremost a scientist, full stop. With the
strength of her impressive intellect, originality, and incisive
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critical insights, she overcame the gender stereotypes and pre-
conceptions of both then and now.

Whoever has met Anne Treisman in person, or who has
had the pleasure and honor of working with her, will remem-
ber her as a wise, very warm, generous, humble, and under-
stated person. To her students and postdocs she bestowed a
passion for discovery, beautiful and simple experimental de-
sign, and rigorous, critical evaluation of experimental evi-
dence. Anne will be dearly missed by her husband Daniel
Kahneman, as well as by her family, friends, students, and
colleagues throughout the world.

Additional accounts about Anne Marie Treisman and a
representative collection of her ideas can be found in a book
in her honor edited by Jeremy M. Wolfe and Lynn Robertson
(2012), as well as in her autobiography published by the
Society for Neuroscience (Treisman, 2014).
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