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that face perception is done using a holistic process of the sort 
the Gestalt psychologists (discussed earlier) were talking about. 
Laguesse and Rossion (2013) described this holistic perception 
as “the ability to see a face immediately as a whole configuration 
rather than having to decompose it part by part” (p. 1013).

To understand this idea, consider the phenomenon of com-
posite faces, formed by placing the upper half of one person’s 
face with the lower half of a second person’s face. Young, 
Hellawell, and Hay (1987) discovered something known as 
the composite face illusion, which is illustrated in the top half 
of Figure 3.22. Essentially, if you make two different com-
posite faces, using the same top half but different bottom 
halves, it will be hard for a perceiver to see that the top halves 
are identical. Presumably this is because perceivers respond 
to the whole face as a Gestalt, not as the sum of individual 
parts such as eyes, nose, mouth, eyebrows, and cheekbones.

However, if the experimenter presents the composite face with 
the top and bottom halves slightly offset (as shown in the bottom 
row of Figure 3.22), this disrupts the Gestalt-ness of the face 
and it becomes immediately apparent to the perceiver that the 
two top halves are identical. This is known as the composite face 
illusion. Interestingly, this illusion works only if the faces are pre-
sented in an upright orientation. If they are presented inverted 
(upside down), it’s immediately apparent that the two top halves 
are identical (Laguesse & Rossion, 2013; Rossion, 2013; Young 
et al., 1987).

Related work by Bruno Rossion and his colleagues (Michel, Rossion, Han, Chung, & 
Caldara, 2006) showed that people are much better at both recognizing and discrimi-
nating among faces belonging to their own racial group relative to faces from another 
racial group. Researchers call this differential performance the other-race effect or ORE. 
Presumably, each of us has much more perceptual experience looking at faces from our 
own racial group than we do looking at people from other racial groups, and this experi-
ence allows a form of perceptual learning to occur.

Michel et al. (2006) used the composite face illusion to see whether it could explain the 
ORE. They created and showed stimuli in Figure 3.23 to both Caucasian and Asian 
research participants who had been prescreened to have lacked much experience in 
seeing faces of the other race. Findings showed that, for both groups of participants, 
the composite face illusion was much greater for faces of the participant’s own race 
than it was for faces of the other race. Said another way, same-race faces seem to be 
processed much more holistically than other-race faces.

DIRECT PERCEPTION................................................................................

The models of perception we have looked at so far all share a common assumption. 
Recall that, as shown in Figure 3.1, the perceiver must acquire information about a dis-
tal stimulus, presumably by interpreting the proximal stimuli (retinal images, in the case 
of visual perception). The common assumption underlying the models of perception we 

 Figure 3.22: The composite face illusion. (A) The two 
identical top halves are perceived as being different 
because they are aligned with different bottom halves. 
Misaligning the bottom halves as in (B) breaks the 
illusion. This powerful visual illusion indicates that our 
visual system automatically integrates the two halves 
of a face into a global configuration.
Source: Laguesse, R., & Rossion, B. (2013). Face perception is whole or none: 
Disentangling the role of spatial contiguity and interfeature distances in the composite 
face illusion. Perception, 42, p. 1014.


