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The specificity of face processing
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The question of whether face recognition is
‘special’ is one of the central issues in the re-
search on face recognition. Hay and Young(1982)
pointed out that the term ‘special’ should be di-
vided into the two different meanings . ‘unique-
ness’ and ‘specificity’. Uniqueness implies that
face recognition is qualitatively different from
recognition of any other objects. On the other hand,
specificity implies that there is a specific system
for face recognition in the brain.

Several studies indicates the existence of a
face-specific system in the brain. For example, neu-
ropsychological studies of patients with brain dam-
age have demonstrated a double dissociation be-
tween recognition of faces and objects. However, it
is not conclusive, because there is no clear evi-
dence that contradict the hypothesis that the spe-

cial system is not restricted to faces but rather
stimuli that can be processed and represented
holistically.

Face recognition is disproportionately im-
paired by stimulus inversion relative to recognition
of other classes of stimuli. This effect was inter-
preted as evidence that face recognition involves a
unique process. However, Diamond and Carey
(1986) found that dog experts showed inversion
decrements for dog recognition that were as large
as for face recognition. They argued that the dis-
proportionate effect of inversion would emerge
when we could have the expertise to recognize a
highly homogeneous stimulus. Therefore, the hy-
pothesis that faces are unique has been rejected.

The disproportionate inversion effect suggests
that face recognition rely on processing of config-
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ural or holistic information, since there is evidence
that processing of configural or holistic informa-
tion is impaired by inversion. It should be noted
that what is meant by configural or holistic coding
is not clear. A number of terms have been applied
to configural or holistic coding, and their interpre-
tation is not consistent among researchers. Nor is
it clear which of them is implicated in expertise at
face encoding.

The caricature effect has been regarded as a
reflection of expertise at face encoding as well as
the inversion effect. Caricatures, which exaggerate
distinctive information, are at least as recognizable
as undistorted images, and both are more recogniz-

HWEROEE B UBE3T
able than anti-caricatures, which reduce distinc-
tive information. Sometimes caricatures are more
recognizable than undistorted images. Rhodes and
McLean (1990) demonstrated a caricature effect for
a homogeneous subset of birds (songbirds), but only
on bird experts.

The caricature effect has been interpreted as
evidence that faces are coded as deviations from a
norm face (norm-based coding model). However, an
alternative model, in which faces are represented
as points in a multidimensional space (exemplar-
based coding model), could also explain the carica-
ture effect. Which model is more adequate is cur-
rently under discussion.

(Japanese Journal of Neuropsychology 14 ; 150-156, 1998)



