Key Note 12A – The Thatcher Illusion
This note describes a famous illusion in face perception, whose explanation is not entirely clear, but is probably related to configural processing.
In 1980, Peter Thompson published a short article containing two images of the face of the then UK Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher.  Mrs Thatcher, who was leader of the Conservative party, died in 2013, and her memory evokes emotions ranging from adoration to fury, depending on one’s position in the political spectrum.  Both facial images were upside-down, but, in one, Thompson had inverted the eyes and mouth within the image.  When the inverted images were viewed, they appeared to be two upside-down smiling faces, but when turned right way up, one was dramatically changed.  Mrs Thatcher now appeared to be the vampire character in a low budget horror movie, about to sink her fangs into the neck of an innocent maiden.  At the time of her death, some of Mrs Thatcher’s political opponents would have accepted this as a metaphor for her approach to many issues during her premiership.
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Figure 1.  An inverted President Obama and his Thatcherised version.
The illusion is not confined to the UK’s Iron Lady. Any smiling politician can provide material for the effect, as shown in Figure 1. Viewed upside down, both images appear to depict a relaxed and happy President Obama.  When viewed in the normal orientation, however, in one image the President becomes a frightening ghoul, perhaps as he is visualised by members of the Tea Party.
Versions of the illusion have certainly increased the sum of human happiness for generations of students, but what does it tell us about face processing?  Nearly 30 years after the original article appeared, and during which it received many citations in the literature, the journal Perception re-printed it, along with commentaries by several distinguished researchers.  There seems to be agreement that when viewing Thatcherised faces upside down, our configural processes do not operate (or only partially operate), and so the ghoulish nature of the image is not perceived.  Thompson himself says that he has ‘often recited the mantra of configural coding not being available when faces are turned upside down, but my heart isn’t really in the explanation.  I have this nagging doubt that if, upside down, we see the Thatcherised face’s component eyes and mouth in an upright ‘normal’ expression, why doesn’t an upside-down, non-Thatcherised Margaret Thatcher not look hideous? After all, her features are in the same orientation as the Thatcherised ones the right way up.’(2009, p932)
[bookmark: _GoBack]The commentaries are well worth reading, and include many images of great scientific interest, such as pictures of the un- or partially- clad female form. Of special note is one of Peter Thompson in his bikini, which reveals that he has developed an impressive bosom since his original article was published. It is not clear to what extent the two events are related.
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