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level of activity, we can say that its associated 
feature, letter, or word is perceived.

Note all the lines between nodes. These 
represent connections, which can be either 
excitatory or inhibitory. When an excitatory 
connection links two nodes, the two nodes 
suggest each other. Consider the nodes for 
the word TRAP and the letter T, for example. 
Imagine seeing a stimulus such as _RAP in a 
crossword puzzle in a family newspaper: four 
blanks, the last three of which are filled in 
with R, A, and P. If this pattern suggested the 
word TRAP to you, a connectionist would 
say your node for TRAP had been activated.

Once a node is activated, that activation 
spreads along that node’s excitatory connec-
tions to other nodes. If the TRAP node has 
an excitatory connection to the T node, then 
the T node will become more active when 
the TRAP node becomes more active and 
vice versa. Excitatory connections are repre-
sented in Figure 3.21 by blue arrows ending 
with points. The brown lines ending in dots 
in Figure 3.21 indicate inhibitory connec-
tions, as in the line between the TRAP node 
and the ABLE node. Thus, if the TRAP node 
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So far we have looked at the perception of letters, objects, works of art, chopped up (and
intact) photos, squiggles, and angles. These are, of course, things that humans perceive, 
although many of these things might be presented only in the laboratory. What does the 
previous discussion of the different approaches to perception have to do with how we per-
ceive important everyday things that occur frequently in the real world? Let’s take the per-
ception of other people’s faces as a case study. We know that face perception is something 
that even young infants like to do (Bushnell, 2001; Nelson, Moulson, & Richmond, 2006).

We also know that there is something special about the way people perceive faces rela-
tive to the way they perceive other complex visual stimuli. Researchers generally agree 
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 Figure 3.21: Nodes and 
connections in McClelland 
and Rumelhart’s (1981) 
model of word perception.
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