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Highlights
Body and expression perceptionmay be
sustained by midlevel feature computa-
tions rather than by body category-
selective processes.

Body expression coding in the brainmay
be organized by feature statistics of body
posture and movements rather than by
natural language semantic categories.

Midlevel features at stake in biological
computations of body posture and
movements exploit ethological char-
acteristics of organism–environment
Beatrice de Gelder1,2,* and Marta Poyo Solanas1

Survival prompts organisms to prepare adaptive behavior in response to envi-
ronmental and social threat. However, what are the specific features of the
appearance of a conspecific that trigger such adaptive behaviors? For social
species, the prime candidates for triggering defense systems are the visual
features of the face and the body. We propose a novel approach for studying
the ability of the brain to gather survival-relevant information from seeing
conspecific body features. Specifically, we propose that behaviorally relevant
information from bodies and body expressions is coded at the levels of midlevel
features in the brain. These levels are relatively independent from higher-order
cognitive and conscious perception of bodies and emotions. Instead, our
approach is embedded in an ethological framework and mobilizes computational
models for feature discovery.
interactions.

Midlevel feature processing may on its
own sustain rapid expression perception
and action preparation, and may not re-
quire or depend on computations of the
high-order category.

Feelings can be associated with midlevel
processing and may be precursors to
conscious emotional states because
they are an intermediate layer between
unconscious processes and fully formed
conscious emotional states.
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From body areas to behavioral features
Human and nonhuman primates are experts at gathering crucial survival information from body
posture and movement perception. Social threat situations and reactions to them are among
the most studied [1,2]. However, what is it specifically about the body posture or movement of
a conspecific that triggers adaptive behavior? In our intuitive thinking about that question, we
typically retrieve one or another salient characteristic such as head orientation, the position of
the arms, or the overall movement velocity [3]. So far, very few studies have objectively measured
which visual features are crucial for understanding expressive body postures and movements,
and even fewer have looked at their possible brain correlates. To understand why this novel
approach is needed, we must frame it in the context of current research on the brain basis of
body perception. Most studies on body perception have followed in the tracks of face research
by adopting a theoretical framework of object category (see Glossary)-selective areas [4] as
the top level of a hierarchical model [5,6]. In this framework, emotion expression processes are
dependent on successful high-order visual category perception.

We sketch here a different approach centered not on the notion of high-level body representation
as the gateway to subsequent expression decoding, but onmidlevel body feature computations
(Figure 1). Midlevel features are different from classical low-level visual features (e.g., edges, spatial
frequency, motion direction) [7] as well as from subjective semantic features that we intuitively no-
tice and believe to be the features we act upon (i.e., high-level semantic categories of emotions,
actions, and intentions) [8]. Some examples of midlevel feature candidates derived from computa-
tional analysis of body posture andmovements are limb contraction [3,9], head orientation, and hand
to head distance [10]. Recent studies identified brain correlates of semantic features such as agentic
action [11], animacy [12], and sociality [13]. These high-level concepts are used and validated in sub-
jective perception, but theymay turn out to reduce to, or emerge from,midlevel feature computations.
The goal of midlevel feature models is to provide a functional and adaptive characterization of whole-
body expressions in naturalistic contexts. Notions such as ethological actionmaps [14] and functional
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Glossary
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD): a
neurological and developmental
disorder that impairs normal social
interaction and verbal and nonverbal
communication, and is also
characterized by repetitive behaviors.
Blindsight: the ability of patients with
lesions in the visual cortex to identify
visual stimuli in the absence of conscious
visual experience.
Category: a class of entities identified
by everyday concepts and language that
share some visual and functional
characteristics, and that are often
defined at several hierarchical levels of
perception (e.g., animals, mammals,
dogs).
Connectivity: the relation between two
or more brain regions in terms of their
pattern of anatomical connections
('anatomical connectivity'), causal
relations ('effective connectivity'), or
statistical dependencies ('functional
connectivity').
Electroencephalography (EEG): a
non-invasive technique with excellent
temporal resolution that measures
electrical activity of the brain
at the scalp.
Event-related potential: changes in
electrical brain activity triggered by a
specific sensory, cognitive, or
motor event that are measured using
EEG.
Functional magnetic resonance
imaging (fMRI): a non-invasive
technique with excellent spatial
resolution that localizes brain activity by
detecting changes in blood oxygenation
and flow.
Hemispatial neglect: a
neuropsychological condition
characterized by a deficit in attention to,
and awareness of, one side of the field of
vision after damage to one hemisphere
of the brain.
Magnetoencephalography (MEG): a
non-invasive technique with excellent
temporal resolution that can localize
brain activity.
Midlevel body feature: properties of
posture and movement of body
expressions at processing stages
between low-level and semantic
features.
N170: an event-related potential
component characteristic of the initial
neural processing of stimulus categories
such as faces, bodies, familiar objects,
or words that occurs in the time-window
~170 ms after stimulus presentation.
domains [15] have already proved to be useful in characterizing an intermediate level of organization in
the motor domain, and an intermediate processing level has been proposed between low- and high-
level action representations [16]. Systematic discovery of midlevel features of naturalistic behavior
needs ethological observation of behavior combined with computational methods to counter, on
the one hand, the naïve observer bias and, on the other, the dimensionality explosion of uncon-
strained neural networks.

Body and body expression processing in the brain
Studies on body perception have consistently described areas in the human brain [17,18] and
body patches in the monkey brain [19] that are selective for body images. In humans, originally
one and later two areas were reported: the extrastriate body area (EBA) in the middle occipital
gyrus/middle temporal gyrus [17,20], and the fusiform body area (FBA) in the fusiform cortex
[18,20,21]. The respective roles of the EBA and FBA are still not well understood. It has been
suggested that the EBA may be more selective for body parts whereas the FBA may be biased
towards whole-body images [22]. More recent evidence indicates that the EBA may also encode
details pertaining to the shape, posture, and position of the body [23]. The current lack of clarity
concerning the functions of the two body areas may in part be related to their anatomical
complexity. For example, there is substantial overlap between the EBA and the human motion
complex (hMT+), which makes it difficult to determine the actual involvement of the former in
body motion processing [24,25]. In addition, the EBA is not a single area, as illustrated by
evidence from anatomical landmarks, visual fieldmaps, and functional stimulus comparisons [26].

Although current evidence clearly supports the involvement of the FBA and EBA in body expression
perception [21,27,28], it is not clear whether the EBA or the FBA is more important for expression
recognition, or whether they may have different roles depending on the specific emotion. For
example, it has been shown that fear modulates the activity of the EBA but not of the FBA, although
no difference has been found for other emotions [29]. Emotion-specific differences may also be
related to their different connectivity patterns (Figure 2C). Interestingly, and along these lines, the
fact that the EBA seems to be more sensitive to fearful body expressions than the FBA makes
more sense from a survival point of view because the EBA has been suggested to be the interface
between perceptual and motor processes [30].

In addition to body-selective areas, the first functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI)
studies on body expressions showed that other areas are also involved in their processing
(Figure 2) [27,31,32]. For example, the action observation network shows increased activity for
threatening body expressions than for neutral expressions [27,32,33]. The motor system, that
is responsible for action preparation, also plays an important role, especially in the case of fear
[31,34–37], as do subcortical areas [9,38] and cerebellum [39]. A subcortical pathway between
the pulvinar, superior colliculus, and amygdala interacts with other areas to support defensive
reflexes (e.g., withdrawal, freezing, startle) [40,41], and specifically does so for threatening
body expressions [28]. In particular, there is substantial evidence supporting a pivotal role of
the amygdala in the assignment of affective value to incoming stimuli, and in the preparation for
adaptive behaviors, by modulating attentional, perceptual, and motor processes [42].

Beyond category-based models of expression perception
For over a decade, studies on body perception have implicitly assumed that body category areas
constitute the gateway for processing various body attributes, in the same way as face category
areas are involved in face perception [4,43–46]. With the gradual shift from category-based to
network models, the notion of encapsulated category computations is loosened. Certainly, the
available evidence shows that body expression perception is associated with activity in ventral
Trends in Cognitive Sciences, September 2021, Vol. 25, No. 9 745
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Selectivity: refers to the type of
information that optimally stimulates the
firing of a neuron.
Representation: the pattern of activity
over a collection of neurons that holds
the representation of an external reality
(e.g., concept).
Transcranial magnetic stimulation:
a non-invasive technique that uses a
strong local magnetic field to stimulate or
disrupt neural activity in the targeted
region.
body areas, but is associated equally well with activity in areas outside the body-selective areas
[32,40]. However, whether the computations attributed to category-selective areas are needed
at all for expression and action perception is an open question.

Functional category models assume that category areas represent the category [47,48] in a way
that is relatively stable, and is also independent from the actual task (e.g., detection, object and/or
attribute identification, passive viewing, explicit recognition) and from specific stimulus attributes
(e.g., emotion, gender) [29,49]. However, there is growing evidence showing that all these factors
significantly impact on the activity in object category areas, including body-selective areas
(Box 1). For example, selective attention-related increases have been found in category represen-
tation areas for the preferred category during visual search tasks [50,51].

The gateway role of category areas for extended attribute processing has also been challenged
by transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS) and magnetoencephalography (MEG) stud-
ies showing category-nonspecific modulations in these areas before categorical encoding
[28,52]. Furthermore, MEG measurements have shown differences between fearful and neutral
bodies as early as 80ms in a complex of areas in the right parietal cortex [36] before the time-win-
dow that is typically associated with category processing in body-selective areas. In addition,
there are interesting findings about activity modulations in body category areas not as a function
of the presence of a body but of faces and scenes. The presence of a body also influences how
faces are processed [53], a scene without a body present in it triggers FBA activity [54], and a
body without a face activates face neurons [55]. These findings suggest that body
representation is dynamic and relative rather than absolute [56], in the sense that it depends on
the context, particular stimulus attributes, the task, and attention (Box 1).

Admittedly, the notion of a functional hierarchy where a category area is regarded as the gateway
for attribute perception is more explicit in face models [57] than in body models [58,59] or in
models of expression perception [40], but it is still sufficiently present in the background to trigger
an appeal for an alternative non-hierarchical model [60]. In the framework we propose, the mech-
anisms of information exchange between, the action or emotion networks and body-selective
areas may be based on coding a specific body part or a particular feature rather than on category
coding. There is no functional hierarchy between category-selective and attribute coding,
TrendsTrends inin CognitiveCognitive SciencesSciences

Figure 1. Body expression perception. The classical hierarchical model (left) and the radically distributed model (right) proposed here for body expression perception.
Abbreviations: FG, fusiform gyrus; IOG, inferior occipital gyrus; IPS, intraparietal sulcus; STS, superior temporal sulcus; TP, temporal pole.
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Figure 2. Body concept representation. Activation reported for (A) still and (B) dynamic body expressions in fMRI studies that contrasted naturalistic emotional body
expressions with emotionally neutral expressions. (C) Areas presenting connectivity to the EBA (left) and FBA (right), respectively, in terms of anatomical connectivity (★),
functional connectivity (♦), effective connectivity (•), or psychophysiological interactions (+). Data from [20,21,27–33,134–141]. Abbreviations: ACC, anterior cingulate
cortex; aSFG, superior frontal gyrus, anterior part; AIC, anterior insular cortex; AMYG, amygdala; aSTS, superior temporal sulcus, anterior part; C, cerebellum; CC,
cingulate cortex; CN, caudate nucleus; dmPFC, dorsomedial prefrontal cortex; EBA, extrastriate body area; EVC, early visual cortex; FBA, fusiform body area; FG,
fusiform gyrus; H, hippocampus; IC, insular cortex; IFC, inferior frontal cortex; IOG, inferior occipital gyrus; IPL, inferior parietal lobule; IPS, intraparietal sulcus; Limbic
sys., limbic system; LOTC, lateral occipito-temporal cortex; MFG, middle frontal gyrus; MTG, middle temporal gyrus; NAc, nucleus accumbens; OFC, orbitofrontal
cortex; PAG, periaqueductal gray; PCC, posterior cingulate cortex; PCL, paracentral lobule; PCUN, precuneus; PHC, parahippocampal cortex; pIPS, intraparietal
sulcus, posterior segment; PoCG, postcentral gyrus; PrCG, precentral gyrus; pre-SMA, pre-supplementary motor area; pSTS, posterior superior temporal sulcus; PU,
putamen; PUL, pulvinar; RSC, retrosplenial cortex; SC, superior colliculus; SFG, superior frontal gyrus; SMA, supplementary motor area; SPL, superior parietal lobule;
STS, superior temporal sulcus; TP, temporal pole; TPJ, temporoparietal junction; vmPFC, ventromedial prefrontal cortex.
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Box 1. A more dynamic view on body areas

Hierarchical models assume that each area elaborates on the stimulus representation of previous areas [48] in a way that is
relatively stable, independently from various task-related processes and the different stimuli attributes involved
(e.g., detection, identification, emotion, gender). However, some studies have reported substantial variability in how stimuli
are represented in their specific category areas, indicating that their role may not be as abstract, static, high-level, and con-
ceptual as often assumed. From research on facial expressions it is well known that, for identical stimuli, the type of task
clearly influences activity in face areas (e.g., active vs passive observation, emotion recognition vs an orthogonal task)
[116–119]. There are similar findings about task effects on brain activity in the body perception literature. For example,
increased activity in the FBA and EBA has been reported for emotion-naming compared to a color-naming task [28]. Using
multivariate pattern analysis we found that the difference between explicit and implicit body expression processing can be
decoded with high accuracy specifically in the EBA but not in FBA [120]. Similar strong task-driven variability in body
representation has been reported with electroencephalography (EEG) [121].

Substantial variations in body processing are also linked to attention and stimulus awareness. Along these lines, affective
body information has been shown to modulate attention processes, as observed for example with the differential effects
that fearful body expressions have on saccades compared to neutral bodies [122]. In hemispatial neglect patients,
contralesional presentation of fearful body expressions overcomes attentional deficits [123]. In the intact brain,
consciously, as opposed to non-consciously, viewed images are associated with major differences in brain responses
in ventral body category areas and in frontoparietal regions [61,124,125]. There is also evidence for body processing with-
out awareness in EBA, but not in FBA, in patients with full bilateral visual cortex lesion [126]. This EBA activation indicates
that category-specific areas in the ventral stream can still receive visual input through a V1-independent pathway (Box 2).
Some features of the body shape or movement may be sufficient to drive these responses, but we do not know which
partial and feature-based computations of the body image sustain the non-conscious percept.
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meaning that the computations that characterize category areas are not or are only weakly
needed for attribute coding. This may explain why ventral body areas are active for consciously
seen but not for unseen bodies [61]. Along the same lines, one may try to explain blindsight or
residual vision in patients with primary visual cortex lesions (Box 1).

Midlevel ethological features: a unifying framework
We propose that the information exchange between body-selective areas and action and emotion
networks for body expression perception crucially involves midlevel body-feature information.
Midlevel features refer to posture andmovement properties of body expressions that drive percep-
tion at processing stages between low-level and high-order semantic representations. They are not
high-order concepts, semantic features, or attributes [e.g., emotion, (in)animate], nor are they parts
of a stimulus (e.g., hands of the body). Midlevel features are also different from low-level features (e.
g., spatial frequency, luminance). This functional definition of body representation builds on findings
in nonhuman species showing that many behaviors cluster in some basic functional domains
[15,62]. Currently, a major obstacle for understanding midlevel feature processing is the lack of
an analytical and quantitative model of body posture and movement perception. The development
of such a model is best guided by biological/ethological considerations of brain and behavior.

Ethology as the heuristic basis of midlevel features
The notion that the visual system evolved in particular environments and for specific functions is a
cornerstone of ethology [63,64]. An ethological framework, as opposed to a traditional mentalist
one, is the logical point of departure for emotion theories because concepts such as fear or anger
are about survival behaviors triggered in a variety of concrete situations. Without an ethological
framework, we are confined to the traditional psychological perspective of mapping intentions
and emotions onto brain structures in a holistic fashion. An ethological framework can provide
a theoretical and systematic background for identifying the crucial variables at stake in the organ-
ism–environment interaction [65,66]. More specifically, midlevel ethological features are those
that code for the recognition of conspecifics and for relations between agents in social contexts.
Many relevant facets of individual action and social interaction have already been tackled
(e.g., personal distance, direction of movement, face to face interaction, dominance, gender,
748 Trends in Cognitive Sciences, September 2021, Vol. 25, No. 9
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context, etc.), and there are already interesting findings about possible midlevel features in the lit-
erature. For example, visually naïve chicks are more attracted to objects that move with changing
speed than to objects that move linearly. This suggests that it is not movement or speed per se (a
low-level feature) but the perception of dynamic changes in speed that leads neonates to seeing
animacy, viewed here as indicative of a midlevel feature [67,68], and that differs from how the se-
mantic feature animacy is defined by Thorat et al. [12]. An ethological framework is also essential
for capturing the real diversity of situations an organism is engaged in. For example, a fear epi-
sode is variously described as an instance of being alarmed, scared, frightened, or panicking.
These are not merely some psychological nuances that one tries to catch in questionnaires and
reduce entirely to the fear center of the brain [69]. These episodes correspond to different behav-
iors in different contexts, and are presumably associated with specific posture and movement
patterns. Each also triggers a different behavior in the observer. Therefore, the search for abstract
emotion categories in mental or neural processesmust take a back position in favor of investigations
of actual behavior [66].

Computational approaches to midlevel ethological features
The intuitions of observers about the most striking characteristics of the behavior of conspecifics
are not the best guide to discovering the features that play a crucial role in brain processes.
Undoubtedly, intuitions, conventions, and culture do bias us to pay attention to some features
at the detriment of others. For example, people privilege the face as the mirror of the feelings
and intentions of an individual [70], while the facial impression is strongly influenced by the
body expression [53]. Naturalistic observations outside an ethological framework traditionally suf-
fer from two major problems: massive dimensionality and observer subjectivism [71]. Traditional
ethology circumvented the first by focusing on functional animal–environment interactions
and the second by studying a different species than one's own. Computational ethology holds
the promise of circumventing both in a similar way, thus reducing the number of dimensions
and picking out the relevant space from the myriads of features and feature spaces.

Models are already being developed in the field of computer vision, interested in the automatic recog-
nition of body expressions [72–75]. Thesemodels share the aim of mapping the spatiotemporal infor-
mation of body movements into abstract emotion labels. Different methodologies are already being
used for detecting and tracking body movements, and different approaches can be followed for
modeling emotion [76]. For example, the estimation of body poses across frames can be achieved
by tracking different body parts (head, hands, torso, etc.) or by mapping a kinematic model
(i.e., skeleton) to the image or frame (e.g., OpenPose [77] or DeepLabCut [78]). Emotion labeling
can be categorical (classifying affect into distinct classes), dimensional (using dimensions such as va-
lence), or componential (complex emotions are hierarchically built on emotions of previous layers) [76].

Although these models have already provided critical body features such as motion cues and
orientation or shape descriptors, the crucial question is whether the resulting midlevel features
correspond to processes in the human visual system (cf [79]). A biologically plausible model is
presumably a model that is consistent with the neurophysiological properties of the visual cortex
[7,80] as well as with those of other relevant brain areas for body expression perception.
However, such model is not yet available [81]. Adopting a neuroethological framework will
guide the discovery of biologically plausible midlevel features. In turn, this will allow us to formulate
specific and testable hypotheses about critical features [82].

Quantitative analysis of body perception and body expressions in neuroscience
Studies of movement kinematics are among the first to have opened a quantitative analysis
perspective on the brain representation of bodies and related this to brain processes. For
Trends in Cognitive Sciences, September 2021, Vol. 25, No. 9 749
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example, body-part speed and the distance between body parts are related to brain activity in
the extrastriate and posterior superior temporal cortex [83]. Another study found sensitivity to
human actions complying or not with kinematic laws in left dorsal premotor, dorsolateral pre-
frontal, and medial frontal cortex, areas that play an important role in action perception [84].
Another recent study investigated the relation between an index of whole-body movement
and brain activation [85]. This motion index was related to brain activity in a single cluster in
the right inferior temporal gyrus, an area frequently reported in studies of body movement
perception as seen in a recent meta-analysis [86]. Studies of action intention also illustrate
how a kinematics-based quantification of behavior allows decoding of action intentions
[87,88]. With a different approach, models of visual processing of actions have been developed
that are closely inspired by neurophysiological properties, such as shape selectivity, at
different stages in the visual processing stream [7].

In affective neuroscience, a few studies have investigated how objectively defined and subjectively
reported emotions are related to quantitative descriptions of movement (e.g., velocity) and postural
(e.g., symmetry, limb contraction) configurations [3,75,89]. For example, a machine-learning
algorithm was used to extract emotion-specific postural and movement features frommotion cap-
ture (mocap) recordings of expressive gait [89]. Interestingly, these automatically defined emotion-
specific features strongly correlated with the emotional judgments of observers [89]. In another
study it was shown that quantitative descriptions of several gait properties, such as the
intersegmental plane or the angular rotation of the leg segments, can distinguish between different
emotions [90].

A different source of input for midlevel feature-based hypotheses is provided by measuring
muscle activity related to body expression perception [91] and production [92]. A feature
such as muscle contraction can be measured with electromyography, and this information
could, in turn, provide insights into feature organization. For example, clear activation was
found in the trapezius, deltoid, and triceps muscles during fear perception, whereas the biceps
showed inhibition. Based on these electromyography measurements, a body action coding
system (BACS) was developed [91,92] that is comparable to the facial action coding system
(FACS) [93]. Further developments along these lines may help to clarify and validate com-
putational features and to understand how observing body expressions triggers adaptive
action [94].

Brain representation of quantitative descriptions of body expressions
The previous sections reviewed some work aimed at finding crucial stimulus properties of body
movements and postures that carry expression information. What is crucially needed next is to
understand if and how these properties are processed in the brain and how they can explain
body expression perception. We recently undertook computational analyses and behavioral tests
of naturalistic videos to define critical body features. We then asked whether these body features
are encoded in the brain. We found that computationally defined features are systematically related
to brain activity in several specialized brain areas. For example, one study focused on several features
taken from a computational model of dance perception [95]. Low-level computational body
features (e.g., acceleration), as defined in that model, were represented in areas related to
early visual and motion processing, whereas mid-level body features related to postural body
dynamics (e.g., symmetry, lightness) were encoded in occipital-temporal cortex, pSTS, and
superior parietal lobe [95].

In another study, we showed that the midlevel features 'limb contraction' and 'limb angles' play a
central role in fearful body expression perception and are specifically represented in action observation,
750 Trends in Cognitive Sciences, September 2021, Vol. 25, No. 9
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motor preparation, and affect coding regions, including the amygdala (Figure 3) [9]. Importantly, with
this new feature-based approach we can now clarify in detail the functions of areas that have so far
only been associated with general body selectivity at the visual category level. For example, we
observed that the EBA and FBA present a similar encoding of body features, with a greater sensitivity
to postural rather than kinematic features. Although the feature-encoding activity was similar in these
areas, the feature representation of the body-movement stimuli was dissimilar, suggesting that they
play different roles in body expression processing. This functional difference may be related to the
different anatomical connections of these areas and their role in adaptive reaction to specific emotions
(Figure 2C) [30]. Another surprising result was that we did not find a representation of kinematic body
features in pSTS, despite previous studies implicating this area in the processing of biological motion
[96–98]. This is consistent with a recent study concerning its role in biological motion processing,
showing that pSTS is involved in parallel networks rather than being the gatekeeper in a hierarchical
system [99]. A recent 7T fMRI study correlated brain activity with several features of body expressions
that covered stages from low- to high-level processing. High-level attributes, such as actor identity,
were represented in the left middle temporal sulcus. Among the defined midlevel visual features,
only head orientation and the shortest hand-to-head distance were positively correlated with brain
activity, indicating that these features might be biologically relevant [10].

Taken together, these results suggest that movement and emotion encoding in the brain are
organized by feature statistics of body movements rather than by semantic categories [95].
Indeed, many of these areas have been reported previously, but so far remained without a
clear functional description other than that a correlation was observed with qualitatively and
holistically described emotion categories. To understand the specific role of the brain areas
involved in body expressions, midlevel features are of the essence. There are currently very few
examples of analytical and quantitative approaches to body posture and movement perception
that could serve as inputs for brain models that sidestep abstract categories. Furthermore,
TrendsTrends inin CognitiveCognitive SciencesSciences

Figure 3. Feature-based approach to body expression perception. Poyo Solanas et al. [9] investigated the subcategorical representation of emotional body
movements by relating computed features of body movement to multivariate patterns of fMRI data using representational similarity analysis. This figure shows the
results for the feature limb contraction (average of the distances between the wrists and ankles to the head). Abbreviations: ACC, anterior cingulate cortex; AMYG,
amygdala; IPL, inferior parietal lobule; MTG, middle temporal gyrus; pIPS, intraparietal sulcus, posterior segment; PMv, premotor cortex, ventral part; RSA,
representational similarity analysis; SFG, superior frontal gyrus. Figure modified, with permission, from [9].

Trends in Cognitive Sciences, September 2021, Vol. 25, No. 9 751

Image of Figure 3


Trends in Cognitive Sciences
OPEN ACCESS

Outstanding questions
How do brain structure and function
embody the range of survival actions of
the organism in its environment? Recent
findings suggest that sensorimotor
circuits include both perceptual and
sensorimotor neuronal activity. This
presumably reflects the fact that brain
architecture evolved for active behavior
in the natural and social environment.

How can we connect survival-based
behavior networks with the facts
about phenomenal experience that
high-order theories exploit? So far,
differences in methods for studying
emotions in human and non-human
species have only reinforced the species
gap and lead to the notion that higher-
order theories are necessary to render
the specificity of human emotions. A
focus on midlevel features offers a
novel research program for bridging
this gap and for a better integration of
findings across different methods in
human and nonhuman species.

How to discover midlevel features?
In contrast to computational theories
of object recognition, computational
neuroethology is guided by the
discovery of visual features with a focus
on the ethological action repertoire of
the species. Midlevel visual features are
presumably closely linked with, and
provide input to, processes in premotor
and motor cortex.

How does learnability constrain
computational models? Within some
genetics-based boundaries to be
discovered, species-specific learning
takes place based on fine-tuning of
feature selectivity rooted in relevant
environment–organism categories.

Is affective information decoded before
high-order concept driven categoriza-
tion? To date only isolated findings
support this contention. Is this early ex-
pression signature based on the un-
derlying features of body movement/
posture? How does a new processing
model then address current puzzles of
implicit, minimally conscious or uncon-
scious perception of affective signals?
there is a need for methods that describe and quantify the natural behavior of freely moving
humans under various natural circumstances [65,66]. Data obtained with such methods should
provide a fertile terrain for hypotheses about midlevel feature computations. With the advent of
novel technologies and computational tools, the time may be ripe for a systematic analysis of
human affective behavior [100–102].

Concluding remarks and future perspectives
Social adaptive behavior capitalizes on specific features of the bodymanifestations of conspecifics.
The discovery of ethological and computationally driven midlevel features promises a novel
understanding of the processing stages between low-level perception and high-order concept
representation. It also promises to cast new light on four important issues that remain outside
the scope of this review. One is a better understanding of the visual basis of social interaction.
Although studies of category, action, and emotion representation have provided evidence that
the brain prioritizes social stimuli, most explanations of body expression perception have
remained mentalistic and used high-level qualitative concepts. A midlevel feature approach
might provide insights into the specific visual processes driving social perception. Notions
such as ethological action maps [14] and functional domains [15] have proved to be useful in
characterizing an intermediate level of organization in the motor domain. Nevertheless, on
the side of perception we do not currently know how best to characterize the input into
those areas from visual areas. The notion of ethological midlevel features provides a framework
for studying the visual characteristics of basic natural actions such as defensive reactions or
dominance postures [103].

Second, research onmidlevel features offers novel opportunities for clarifying the temporal dynamics.
One hitherto puzzling finding concerns the timecourse of processing the emotional expression. For
example, some studies did not find emotional modulation of the N170 by body expressions [104].
This is in line with the classical hierarchical view that the ventral body-selective areas are the gateway
to subsequent processing of various body attributes such as emotion expressions. Others showed
an increase in N190 amplitude for fearful than for neutral or happy body postures [105,106]. A study
using stimuli matched for the action category displayed (opening a door in a neutral vs a fearful
fashion; i.e., matching action features) found faster processing of fearful body expression compared
to neutral body expression for two early event-related potential components: the P1 component
at ~110 ms and the vertex positive potential component at ~175 ms [107]. Similarly, MEGmeasure-
ments have shown differences between fearful and neutral bodies as early as 80 ms after stimulus
onset and in a complex of areas in the right parietal cortex [36]. These early activities are consistent
with feature-based recognition that is relatively independent of later ventral area processing. A much
more complex issue concerns the time-window in which body expressions unfold. Although only a
very short time is sufficient to perceive movement, the perception of whole body behaviors may re-
quire a minimal duration. One hypothesis is that some critical feature information is already available
at intermediate stages and allows perceptual predictions [108] while the full action sequence is still
unfolding. An interesting question for future research is whether perception uses a temporal chunking
procedure to build minimal syntactic structure-like sequences using midlevel features rather than
high-level semantic categories. Given its long evolutionary history and its survival importance,
it seems unlikely that our ability for visual recognition of conspecifics is only based on a loose
collection of movement templates [40].

Third, understanding development may gain considerably from a focus on midlevel features, and
this will in turn provide constraints on modeling adult body expression perception. For example, it
has been suggested that the FFA and FBA might develop along different trajectories, with the
FBA being on average 70% larger than the FFA in children [109]. When specifically looking at
752 Trends in Cognitive Sciences, September 2021, Vol. 25, No. 9
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expression representation in adults, adolescents, and children, we observed that right hemi-
spheric activity in EBA, FBA, and STS increased across age. However, no difference in these
areas and in the amygdalae was seen between age groups when contrasting angry or happy ver-
sus neutral body movements [24,110]. A difference in the developmental course of body-selec-
tive areas awaits elucidation from a developmental feature approach. In return, this promises a
more specific understanding of nonverbal emotion deficits and a better way to connect with
epidemiological and epigenetic studies.

Finally, and in this regard, midlevel features may also represent plausible candidates for
characterizing the basis of clinical deficits such as nonverbal communication in autism
spectrum disorder (ASD). Several explanations of ASD have been put forward, with at one
end, high-level cognitive theories such as theory of mind (ToM) [111] and, at the other, hypotheses
about impaired biological movement perception [112], possibly with a genetic basis. Integrating
these findings into a single picture has so far been very difficult. A feature-based approach may
help to pinpoint some core midlevel social perception problems and in turn advance treatment
options by building bridges between features, genetics, emotion, and social communication
disorders [113].

In conclusion, postural and kinematic feature information appears to predict brain activity in cortical
and subcortical areas, and ultimately may predict a range of behaviors. If so, the brain activity
associated with these midlevel feature processes may be sufficient to sustain expression percep-
tion and thereby social communication and therefore may not require high-level, category-driven
perception and semantic representation of the full stimulus. This new approach to body perception
promises to throw light on rapid expression perception and action preparation (Box 2 and see
Outstanding questions). However, the few studies that are so far available do not yet propose a
theoretical framework of midlevel vision processes that could serve as feature-level heuristics
[114]. In addition, the relation between ethological analysis and computer-vision models has yet
to be pursued systematically. What could be a midlevel feature defined from ethological, functional
domains may, however, correspond to other processing levels of the architecture of computer-
vision models. Therefore, what is urgently needed is a biologically plausible feature-based compu-
tational model of naturalistic body expressions that reflects the relevant principles and structures of
Box 2. The missing link in emotion and consciousness research: feelings and midlevel features

Imaginewalking in thewoods at dusk. A shifting shape begins to appear at a distance and immediately frightens you. The acute
feeling of fear and the rapid defensive actions it prompts are already triggered at intermediate stages of perception. The
experiencewill intensify or fade as its cause becomes clearer and assigned to one or another label. This labeling process is typ-
ically called 'emotion construction' in high-order theories [69], meaning that a fear experience results from high-order cognitive
constructions. In this account, any fear experience is a conscious experience of having fear [69]. By contrast, subjective states
associated with midlevel feature processing may be akin to feelings. Feelings are the intermediate layer between unconscious
processes and fully formed conscious and cognitively constructed emotional states [127]. Instead of considering (emotional)
consciousness as an all-or-nothing concept, it may be useful to distinguish between the state of feeling fearful (driven by
emotion-perception-action feature loops) versus being conscious of a fearful object (driven by object recognition, conscious-
ness of the object, and memory). In contrast to consciousness of one’s fear (consciousness of oneself as having fear), fearful
feelings may be akin to an anoetic state of consciousness [128,129]. The distinction between these two notions of fear/
consciousness parallels findings about two separate fear circuits, one reactive and the other cognitive [31,130].

The focus on the midlevel features may throw light on some paradoxical phenomena such as vision without awareness –
blindsight. We found that limb contraction is distinctly associated with fear expressions. Thus, it may be perceived as
signaling fear and prompting action, and this may take place without conscious thought and independently of processing
the whole-body posture or movement. As such, this may be an explanation for the findings that fear can be triggered in the
absence of conscious perception of body object awareness, as seen in binocular rivalry [131], continuous flash suppression
[132], and blindsight patient studies [133].
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organism–environment interaction. Similar to how ethologists proceed, we need to discover what
features and feature configurations of a range of emotional behaviors (e.g., defensive movements,
freezing, dominance displays) a conspecific picks up and reacts to. The case of body expressions
is a particularly important area in which to try out this approach. Body expressions are not somuch
representations of emotions as behaviors whereby the organism adapts to real-life conditions.
Perception of such behaviors is driven by the ability of the brain to pick up specific features relatively
independently of the conceptual processes that operate in high-level vision [115].
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