

Key Note 14B – Binocular rivalry and aftereffects of facial emotion

This note discusses the extent to which stimuli of which we are unaware can affect perception (and if so, how).

We noted in Chapter 14 of the book that face identity aftereffects are abolished by lack of awareness (Moradi et al, 2005). Two groups of researchers asked whether the same was true of facial emotional aftereffects (Yang et al, 2010; Adams et al 2010), since there is evidence for a subcortical pathway involving the amygdala in the perception of emotion (see Chapter 13). Yang et al found that emotional aftereffects following monocular adaptation were greatly reduced by Continuous Flash Suppression in the other eye, whereas Adams et al report stronger emotional aftereffects, using rivalry from dynamic random patterns to suppress awareness of the adaptor.  Adams et al (2011) argue that the requirement in their study for the participant to monitor the stimuli continuously to check on awareness of the adapting faces may have led to the stronger emotional aftereffects which they found.  They also suggest that physical properties of the stimuli, not their emotional message, may underlie their perception (and so presumably might adapt early visual mechanisms in V1, not in mechanisms fed by the pathway to the amygdala).

Thus, at present, the situation is uncertain. It appears that adaptation to suppressed emotional stimuli can occur, but it is not yet clear whether this adaptation is of emotional processing via amygdala, or of processing of physical characteristics via V1. 

Adams WJ, Gray KLH, Garner M, Graf EW (2010) High-level face aftereffects without awareness. Psychological Science 21(2): 205-210

Adams WJ, Gray KLH, Garner M, Graf EW (2011) On the special status of emotional faces…. Comment on Yang, Hong, and Blake (2010) Journal of Vision 11(3): 1-4

Moradi F, Koch C, Shimojo S (2005) Face adaptation depends on seeing the face. Neuron  45: 169-175

Yang E, Hong S-W, Blake R (2010) Adaptation aftereffects to facial expressions suppressed from visual awareness. Journal of Vision 10(12): 1-13

1

