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The computational role of the abundant feedback connections in the ven-
tral visual stream is unclear, enabling humans and nonhuman primates
to effortlessly recognize objects across a multitude of viewing condi-
tions. Prior studies have augmented feedforward convolutional neural
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Recurrent Connections in the Primate Ventral Visual Stream 1653

networks (CNNs) with recurrent connections to study their role in vi-
sual processing; however, often these recurrent networks are optimized
directly on neural data or the comparative metrics used are undefined
for standard feedforward networks that lack these connections. In this
work, we develop task-optimized convolutional recurrent (ConvRNN)
network models that more correctly mimic the timing and gross neu-
roanatomy of the ventral pathway. Properly chosen intermediate-depth
ConvRNN circuit architectures, which incorporate mechanisms of feed-
forward bypassing and recurrent gating, can achieve high performance
on a core recognition task, comparable to that of much deeper feedfor-
ward networks. We then develop methods that allow us to compare both
CNNs and ConvRNNs to finely grained measurements of primate cat-
egorization behavior and neural response trajectories across thousands
of stimuli. We find that high-performing ConvRNNs provide a better
match to these data than feedforward networks of any depth, predict-
ing the precise timings at which each stimulus is behaviorally decoded
from neural activation patterns. Moreover, these ConvRNN circuits con-
sistently produce quantitatively accurate predictions of neural dynamics
from V4 and IT across the entire stimulus presentation. In fact, we find
that the highest-performing ConvRNNs, which best match neural and be-
havioral data, also achieve a strong Pareto trade-off between task perfor-
mance and overall network size. Taken together, our results suggest the
functional purpose of recurrence in the ventral pathway is to fit a high-
performing network in cortex, attaining computational power through
temporal rather than spatial complexity.

1 Introduction

The visual system of the brain must discover meaningful patterns in a com-
plex physical world (James, 1890). Within 200 ms, primates can quickly
identify objects despite changes in position, pose, contrast, background,
foreground, and many other factors from one occasion to the next, a be-
havior known as “core object recognition” (Pinto, Cox, & Dicarlo, 2008;
DiCarlo, Zoccolan, & Rust, 2012). It is known that the ventral visual stream
(VVS) underlies this ability by transforming the retinal image of an object
into a new internal representation, in which high-level properties, such as
object identity and category, are more explicit (DiCarlo et al., 2012).

Nontrivial dynamics result from a ubiquity of recurrent connections in
the VVS, including synapses that facilitate or depress dense local recur-
rent connections within each cortical region and long-range connections
between different regions, such as feedback from higher to lower visual
cortex (Gilbert & Wu, 2013). Furthermore, the behavioral roles of recur-
rence and dynamics in the visual system are not well understood. Several
conjectures are that recurrence “fills in” missing data, (Spoerer, McClure, &
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1654 A. Nayebi et al.

Kriegeskorte, 2017; Michaelis, Bethge, & Ecker, 2018; Rajaei, Mohsenzadeh,
Ebrahimpour, & Khaligh-Razavi, 2019; Linsley, Kim, Veerabadran, Windolf,
& Serre, 2018) such as object parts occluded by other objects; that it “sharp-
ens” representations by top-down attentional feature refinement, allowing
for easier decoding of certain stimulus properties or performance of certain
tasks (Gilbert & Wu, 2013; Lindsay, 2015; McIntosh, Maheswaranathan, Sus-
sillo, & Shlens, 2018; Li, Jie, Feng, Liu, & Yan, 2018; Kar, Kubilius, Schmidt,
Issa, & DiCarlo, 2019); that it allows the brain to “predict” future stimuli,
such as the frames of a movie (Rao & Ballard, 1999; Lotter et al., 2017; Issa,
Cadieu, & DiCarlo, 2018); or that recurrence “extends” a feedforward com-
putation, reflecting the fact that an unrolled recurrent network is equivalent
to a deeper feedforward network that conserves on neurons (and learnable
parameters) by repeating transformations several times (Liao & Poggio,
2016; Zamir et al., 2017; Leroux et al., 2018; Rajaei et al., 2019; Kubilius et al.,
2019; Spoerer, Kietzmann, Mehrer, Charest, & Kriegeskorte, 2020). Formal
computational models are needed to test these hypotheses: if optimizing a
model for a certain task leads to accurate predictions of neural dynamics,
then that task may be a primary reason those dynamics occur in the brain.

We therefore broaden the method of goal-driven modeling from solving
tasks with feedforward CNNs (Yamins & DiCarlo, 2016) or recurrent neu-
ral networks (RNNs) (Mante, Sussillo, Shenoy, & Newsome, 2013) to ex-
plain dynamics in the primate visual system, building convolutional RNNs
(ConvRNNs), depicted in Figure 1. There has been substantial prior work
in this domain (Liao & Poggio, 2016; McIntosh et al., 2018; Zamir et al., 2017;
Kubilius et al., 2019; Kietzmann et al., 2019; Spoerer et al., 2020), which we
go beyond in several important ways.

We show that with a novel choice of layer-local recurrent circuit and
long-range feedback connectivity pattern, ConvRNNs can match the per-
formance of much deeper feedforward CNNs on ImageNet but with far
fewer units and parameters, as well as a more anatomically consistent
number of layers, by extending these computations through time. In fact,
such ConvRNNs most accurately explain neural dynamics from V4 and IT
across the entirety of stimulus presentation with a temporally fixed linear
mapping compared to alternative recurrent circuits. Furthermore, we find
that these suitably chosen ConvRNN circuit architectures provide a better
match to primate behavior in the form of object solution times compared
to feedforward CNNs. We observe that ConvRNNs that attain high task
performance but have small overall network size, as measured by num-
ber of units, are most consistent with these data, while even the highest-
performing but biologically implausible deep feedforward models are
overall a less consistent match. In fact, we find a strong Pareto trade-off
between network size and performance, with ConvRNNs of biologically
plausible intermediate depth occupying the sweet spot with high perfor-
mance and a (comparatively) small overall network size. Because we do not
fit neural networks end-to-end to neural data (see Kietzmann et al., 2019),
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Recurrent Connections in the Primate Ventral Visual Stream 1655

Figure 1: ConvRNNs as models of the primate ventral visual stream.
Performance-optimized recurrence: Convolutional recurrent networks (Con-
vRNNs) have a combination of local recurrent circuits (green) and long-range
feedback connections (red) added on top of a feedforward CNN BaseNet back-
bone (blue). Feedforward CNNs are therefore a special case of ConvRNNs, and
we consider a variety of CNNs of varying depths, trained on the ImageNet cat-
egorization task. We also perform large-scale evolutionary searches over the
local and long-range feedback connections. In addition, we consider particu-
lar choices of lightweight (in terms of parameter count) decoding strategy that
determines the final object category of that image. In our implementation dis-
played on the top, propagation along each arrow takes one time step (10 ms)
to mimic conduction delays between cortical layers. Measurements: From each
network class, we measure categorization performance and its size in terms of
its parameter and neuron count. Comparison to neural and behavioral data: Each
stimulus was presented for 100 ms, followed by a mean gray stimulus inter-
leaved between images, lasting a total of 260 ms. All images were presented to
the models for 10 time steps (corresponding to 100 ms), followed by a mean
gray stimulus for the remaining 15 time steps, to match the image presentation
to the primates. We stipulated that units from each multiunit array must be fit
by features from a single model layer, detailed in Section A.6.2. Model features
produce a temporally varying output that can be compared to primate neural
dynamics in V4 and inferior temporal cortex (IT), as well as temporally varying
behaviors in the form of object solution times (OST).

but instead show that these outcomes emerge naturally from task perfor-
mance, our approach enables a normative interpretation of the structural
and functional design principles of the model.

Our work is also the first to develop large-scale, task-optimized
ConvRNNs with biologically plausible temporal unrolling. Unlike most
studies of combinations of convolutional and recurrent networks, which
posit a recurrent subnetwork concatenated onto the end of a convolutional
backbone (McIntosh et al., 2018), we model local recurrence implanted
within ConvRNN layers, and allow long-range feedback between layers.
Moreover, we treat each connection in the network, whether feedforward
or feedback, as a real temporal object with a biophysical conduction delay
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1656 A. Nayebi et al.

(set at ∼10 ms), rather than the typical procedure (e.g., as in McIntosh et al.,
2018; Zamir et al., 2017; and Kubilius et al., 2019) in which the feedforward
component of the network (no matter now deep) operates in one time step.
As a result, our networks can be directly compared with neural and behav-
ioral trajectories at a fine-grained scale limited only by the conduction delay
itself.

This level of realism is especially important for establishing what
we have found appears to be the main real quantitative advantage of
ConvRNNs as biological models as compared to very deep feedforward
networks. In particular, we can define an improved metric for assessing the
correctness of the match between a ConvRNN network, thought of as a dy-
namical system, and the actual trajectories of real neurons. By treating such
feedforward networks as ConvRNNs with recurrent connections set to 0,
we can map these networks to temporal trajectories as well. As a result, we
can directly ask how much of the neural-behavioral trajectory of real brain
data is explicable by very deep feedforward networks. This is an important
question because implausibly deep networks have been shown in the litera-
ture to achieve not only the highest categorization performance (He, Zhang,
Ren, & Sun, 2016) but also competitive results on matching static (tempo-
rally averaged) neural responses (Schrimpf et al., 2018). Due to nonbiolog-
ical temporal unrolling, previous work with comparing such networks to
temporal trajectories in neural data (Kubilius et al., 2019) has been forced to
unfairly score feedforward networks as total failures, with temporal match
score artificially set at 0. With our improved realism, we find (see section
2) that deep feedforward networks actually make quite nontrivial temporal
predictions that do explain some of the reliable temporal variability of real
neurons. In this context, our finding that plausibly deep ConvRNNs in turn
meaningfully outperform these deep feedforward networks on this more
fair metric is a strong and nontrivial signal of the actually better biological
match of ConvRNNs as compared to deep feedforward networks.

2 Results

2.1 An Evolutionary Architecture Search Yields Specific Layer-Local
Recurrent Circuits and Long-Range Feedback Connectivity Patterns That
Improve Task Performance and Maintain Small Network Size. We first
tested whether augmenting CNNs with standard RNN circuits from the
machine learning community, SimpleRNNs and LSTMs, could improve
performance on ImageNet object recognition (see Figure 2a). We found that
these recurrent circuits added a small amount of accuracy when introduced
into the convolutional layers of a shallow, six-layer feedforward backbone
(FF in Figure S1) based off the AlexNet (Krizhevsky, Sutskever, & Hinton,
2012) architecture, which we refer to as a “BaseNet” (see section A.3
for architecture details). However, there were two problems with these
resultant recurrent architectures. First, these ConvRNNs did not perform
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Recurrent Connections in the Primate Ventral Visual Stream 1657

Figure 2: Suitably chosen intermediate ConvRNN circuits can match the ob-
ject recognition performance of much deeper feedforward models. (a) Archi-
tectural differences between ConvRNN circuits: Standard ResNet blocks and
SimpleRNN circuits have direct passthrough but not gating. Namely, on the
first time step, the output of a given ConvRNN layer is directly a single linear-
nonlinear function of its input, equivalent to that of a feedforward CNN layer
( f (W ∗ xt + b), where f is a nonlinear function such as ELU/ReLU and xt is
the input). The LSTM circuit has gating, denoted by T-junctions, but not direct
passthrough. The reciprocal gated circuit (RGC) has both. (b) ConvRNN circuit
search: Each blue dot represents a model, sampled from hyperparameter space,
trained for five epochs. The orange line is the average performance of the last 50
models up to that time. The red line denotes the top-performing model at that
point in the search. Search space schematic: Question marks denote optional con-
nections, which may be conventional or depth-separable convolutions with a
choice of kernel size. (c) Performance of models fully trained on ImageNet. We
compared the performance of an 11-layer feedforward base model (BaseNet)
modeled after ResNet-18, a control ConvRNN model with trainable time con-
stants (Time Decay), along with various other common RNN architectures im-
planted into this BaseNet, as well as the median reciprocal gated circuit (RGC)
model from the search (RGC Median) with or without global feedback connec-
tivity, and its minimally unrolled control (see the first table in section A.3 for the
exact time step values). The RGC Random model was selected randomly from
the initial, random phase of the model search. Parameter and unit counts (total
number of neurons in the output of each layer) in millions are shown on top of
each bar.

substantially better than parameter-matched, minimally unrolled controls,
defined as the minimum number of time steps after the initial feedforward
pass whereby all recurrence connections were engaged at least once. This
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1658 A. Nayebi et al.

control comparison suggested that the observed performance gain was due
to an increase in the number of unique parameters added by the implanted
ConvRNN circuits rather than temporally extended recurrent computation.
Second, making the feedforward model wider or deeper yielded an even
larger performance gain than adding these standard RNN circuits, but with
fewer parameters. This suggested that standard RNN circuits, although
well suited for a range of temporal tasks, are less well suited for inclusion
within deep CNNs to solve challenging object recognition tasks.

We speculated that this was because standard circuits lack a combination
of two key properties, each of which on their own have been successful
either purely for RNNs or for feedforward CNNs: (1) direct passthrough,
where at the first time step, a zero-initialized hidden state allows feedfor-
ward input to pass on to the next layer as a single linear-nonlinear layer
just as in a standard feedforward CNN layer (see Figure 2a, top left); and
(2) Gating, in which the value of a hidden state determines how much of
the bottom-up input is passed through, retained, or discarded at the next
time step (see Figure 2a, top right). For example, LSTMs employ gating
but not direct passthrough, as their inputs must pass through several non-
linearities to reach their output, whereas SimpleRNNs do pass through a
zero-initialized hidden state but do not gate their input (see Figure 2a; see
section A.3 for cell equations). Additionally, each of these computations has
direct analogies to biological mechanisms: direct passthrough would corre-
spond to feedforward processing in time, and gating would correspond to
adaptation to stimulus statistics across time (Hosoya, Baccus, & Meister,
2005; McIntosh et al., 2016).

We thus implemented recurrent circuits with both features to determine
whether they function better than standard circuits within CNNs. One ex-
ample of such a structure is the reciprocal gated circuit (RGC; Nayebi et al.,
2018), which passes through its zero-initialized hidden state and incorpo-
rates gating (see Figure 2a, bottom right; see section A.3.7 for the circuit
equations). Adding this circuit to the six-layer BaseNet (FF) increased accu-
racy from 0.51 and 0.53 (RGC Minimal, the minimally unrolled, parameter-
matched control version) to 0.6 (RGC Extended). Moreover, the RGC used
substantially fewer parameters than the standard circuits to achieve greater
accuracy (see Figure S1).

However, it has been shown that different RNN structures can succeed or
fail to perform a given task because of differences in trainability rather than
differences in capacity (Collins, Sohl-Dickstein, & Sussillo, 2017). Therefore,
we designed an evolutionary search to jointly optimize over both discrete
choices of recurrent connectivity patterns and continuous choices of learn-
ing hyperparameters and weight initializations (search details are in sec-
tion A.4). While a large-scale search over thousands of convolutional LSTM
architectures did yield a better purely gated LSTM-based ConvRNN (LSTM
Opt), it did not eclipse the performance of the smaller RGC ConvRNN. In
fact, applying the same hyperparameter optimization procedure to the RGC
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Recurrent Connections in the Primate Ventral Visual Stream 1659

ConvRNNs equally increased that architecture class’s performance and fur-
ther reduced its parameter count (see Figure S1, RGC Opt).

Therefore, given the promising results with shallower networks, we
turned to embedding recurrent circuit motifs into intermediate-depth feed-
forward networks at scale, whose number of feedforward layers corre-
sponds to the timing of the ventral stream (DiCarlo et al., 2012). We then
performed an evolutionary search over these resultant intermediate-depth
recurrent architectures (see Figure 2b). If the primate visual system uses
recurrence in lieu of greater network depth to perform object recognition,
then a shallower recurrent model with a suitable form of recurrence should
achieve recognition accuracy equal to a deeper feedforward model, albeit
with temporally fixed parameters (Liao & Poggio, 2016). We therefore tested
whether our search had identified such well-adapted recurrent architec-
tures by fully training a representative ConvRNN, the model with the me-
dian (across 7000 sampled models) validation accuracy after five epochs of
ImageNet training. This median model (RGC Median) reached a final Ima-
geNet top-1 validation accuracy nearly equal to a ResNet-34 model with
nearly twice as many layers, even though the ConvRNN used only ap-
proximately 75% as many parameters. The fully unrolled model from the
random phase of the search (RGC Random) did not perform substantially
better than the BaseNet, though the minimally unrolled control did (see Fig-
ure 2c). We suspect the improvement of the base intermediate feedforward
model over using shallow networks (as in Figure S1) diminishes the dif-
ference between the minimal and extended versions of the RGC compared
to suitably chosen long-range feedback connections. However, compared
to alternative choices of ConvRNN circuits, even the minimally extended
RGC significantly outperforms them with fewer parameters and units, in-
dicating the importance of this circuit motif for task performance. This ob-
servation suggests that our evolutionary search strategy yielded effective
recurrent architectures beyond the initial random phase of the search.

We also considered a control model (Time Decay) that produces tempo-
ral dynamics by learning time constants on the activations independently
at each layer rather than by learning connectivity between units. In this
ConvRNN, unit activations have exponential rather than immediate falloff
once feedforward drive ceases. These dynamics could arise, for instance,
from single-neuron biophysics (e.g., synaptic depression) rather than in-
terneuronal connections. However, this model did not perform any better
than the feedforward BaseNet, implying that ConvRNN performance is
not a trivial result of outputting a dynamic time course of responses. We
further implanted other more sophisticated forms of ConvRNN circuits
into the BaseNet, and while this improved performance over the Time
Decay model, it did not outperform the RGC Median ConvRNN despite
having many more parameters (see Figure 2c). Together, these results
demonstrate that the RGC Median ConvRNN uses recurrent computations
to subserve object recognition behavior and that particular motifs in its
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1660 A. Nayebi et al.

recurrent architecture (see Figure S2), found through an evolutionary
search, are required for its improved accuracy. Thus, given suitable local
recurrent circuits and patterns of long-range feedback connectivity, a
physically more compact, temporally extended ConvRNN can do the same
challenging object recognition task as a deeper feedforward CNN.

2.2 ConvRNNs Better Match Temporal Dynamics of Primate Behav-
ior Than Feedforward Models. To address whether recurrent processing
is engaged during core object recognition behavior, we turn to behavioral
data collected from behaving primates. There is a growing body of evi-
dence that current feedforward models fail to accurately capture primate
behavior (Rajalingham et al., 2018; Kar et al., 2019). We therefore reasoned
that if recurrence is critical to core object recognition behavior, then recur-
rent networks should be more consistent with suitable measures of primate
behavior compared to the feedforward model family. Since the identity of
different objects is decoded from the IT population at different times, we
considered the first time at which the IT neural decoding accuracy reaches
the (pooled) primate behavioral accuracy of a given image, known as the
object solution time (OST) (Kar et al., 2019). Given that our ConvRNNs also
have an output at each 10 ms time bin, the procedure for computing the OST
for these models is computed from its IT-preferred layers, and we report the
OST consistency, which we define as the Spearman correlation between the
model OSTs and the IT population’s OSTs on the common set of images
solved by the given model and IT under the same stimulus presentation
(see sections A.6.1 and A.8 for more details).

Unlike our ConvRNNs, which exhibit more biologically plausible tem-
poral dynamics, evaluating the temporal dynamics in feedforward models
poses an immediate problem. Given that recurrent networks repeatedly ap-
ply nonlinear transformations across time, we can analogously map the lay-
ers of a feedforward network to time points, observing that a network with
k distinct layers can produce k distinct OSTs in this manner. Thus, the most
direct definition of a feedforward model’s OST is to uniformly distribute
the time bins between 70 and 260 ms across its k layers. For very deep feed-
forward networks such as ResNet-101 and ResNet-152, this number of dis-
tinct layers will be as fine-grained as the 10 ms time bins of the IT responses;
however, for most other shallower feedforward networks, this will be much
coarser. Therefore to enable these feedforward models to be maximally tem-
porally expressive, we additionally randomly sample units from consec-
utive feedforward layers to produce a more graded temporal mapping,
depicted in Figure 3a. This graded mapping is ultimately what we use for
the feedforward models in Figure 3c, providing the highest OST consistency
for that model class.1 Note that for ConvRNNs and very deep feedforward

1
Mean OST difference 0.0120 and standard error of the mean (s.e.m.) 0.0045, Wilcoxon

test on uniform versus graded mapping OST consistencies across feedforward models,
p < 0.001; see also Figure S3.
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Recurrent Connections in the Primate Ventral Visual Stream 1661

Figure 3: Intermediate ConvRNNs best explain the object solution times (OST)
of IT across images. (a) Comparing to primate OSTs. Mapping model layers to time
points: In order to compare to primate IT object solution times (namely, the first
time at which the neural decode accuracy for each image reached the level of
the (pooled) primate behavioral accuracy), we first need to define object solu-
tion times for models. This procedure involves identification of the IT-preferred
layer(s) via a standard linear mapping to temporally averaged IT responses.
Choosing a temporal mapping gradation: These IT-preferred model layer(s) are then
mapped to 10 ms time bins from 70 to 260 ms in either a uniform or graded fash-
ion, if the model is feedforward. For ConvRNNs, this temporal mapping is al-
ways one-to-one with these 10 ms time bins. (b) Defining model OSTs. Once the
temporal mapping has been defined, we train a linear SVM at each 10 ms model
time bin and compute the classifier’s d′ (displayed in each of the black dots for
a given example image). The first time bin at which the model d′ matches the
primate’s accuracy is defined as the Model OST for that image (obtained via
linear interpolation), which is the same procedure previously used (Kar et al.,
2019) to determine the ground truth IT OST (Primate OST vertical dotted line).
(c) Proper choices of recurrence best match IT OSTs. Mean and s.e.m. are com-
puted across train/test splits (N = 10) when that image (of 1320 images) was a
test set image, with the Spearman correlation computed with the IT object solu-
tion times (analogously computed from the IT population responses) across the
image set solved by both the given model and IT, constituting the Fraction of
IT Solved Images on the x-axis. We start with either a shallow base feedforward
model consisting of 5 convolutional layers and 1 layer of readout (BaseNet in
blue) as well as an intermediate-depth variant with 10 feedforward layers and 1
layer of readout (BaseNet in purple), detailed in section A.2.1. From these base
feedforward models, we embed recurrent circuits, resulting in either Shallow
ConvRNNs or Intermediate ConvRNNs, respectively.

models (ResNet-101 and ResNet-152) whose number of IT-preferred layers
matches the number of time bins, then the uniform and graded mappings
are equivalent, whereby the earliest (in the feedforward hierarchy) layer is
matched to the earliest 10 ms time bin of 70 ms, and so forth.
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1662 A. Nayebi et al.

With model OST defined across both model families, we compared vari-
ous ConvRNNs and feedforward models to the IT population’s OST in Fig-
ure 3c. Among shallower and deeper models, we found that ConvRNNs
were generally able to better explain IT’s OST than their feedforward
counterparts. Specifically, we found that ConvRNN circuits without any
multiunit interaction such as the Time Decay ConvRNN only marginally,
and not always significantly, improved the OST consistency over its
respective BaseNet model.2 On the other hand, ConvRNNs with multiunit
interactions generally provided the greatest match to IT OSTs than even the
deepest feedforward models,3 where the best feedforward model (ResNet-
152) attains a mean OST consistency of 0.173 and the best ConvRNN
(UGRNN) attains an OST consistency of 0.237.

Consistent with our observations in Figure 2 that different recurrent cir-
cuits with multiunit interactions were not all equally effective when em-
bedded in CNNs (despite outperforming the simple Time Decay model),
we similarly found that this observation held for the case of matching IT’s
OST. Given recent observations (Kar & DiCarlo, 2021) that inactivating parts
of macaque ventrolateral PFC (vlPFC) results in behavioral deficits in IT
for late-solved images, we reasoned that additional decoding procedures
employed at the categorization layer during task optimization might have
a meaningful impact on the model’s OST consistency, in addition to the
choice of recurrent circuit used. We designed several decoding procedures
(defined in section A.5), motivated by prior observations of accumulation
of relevant sensory signals during decision making in primates (Shadlen
& Newsome, 2001). Overall, we found that ConvRNNs with different de-
coding procedures but with the same layer-local recurrent circuit (RGC
Median) and long-range feedback connectivity patterns yielded significant
differences in final consistency with the IT population OST (see Figure S4;
Friedman test, p < 0.05). Moreover, the simplest decoding procedure of
outputting a prediction at the last time point, a strategy commonly em-
ployed by the computer vision community, had a lower OST consistency
than each of the more nuanced Max Confidence4 and Threshold decoding

2
Paired t-test with Bonferroni correction: shallow Time Decay versus BaseNet in blue,

mean OST difference 0.101 and s.e.m. 0.0313, t(9) ≈ 3.23, p < 0.025; intermediate Time
Decay versus BaseNet in purple, mean OST difference 0.0148 and s.e.m. 0.00857, t(9) ≈
1.73, p ≈ 0.11.

3
Paired t-test with Bonferroni correction: shallow RGC versus BaseNet in blue, mean

OST difference 0.153 and s.e.m. 0.0252, t(9) ≈ 6.08, p < 0.001; intermediate UGRNN ver-
sus ResNet-152, mean OST difference 0.0652 and s.e.m. 0.00863, t(9) ≈ 7.55, p < 0.001;
intermediate GRU versus ResNet-152, mean OST difference 0.0559 and s.e.m. 0.00725,
t(9) ≈ 7.71, p < 0.001; RGC Median versus ResNet-152, mean OST difference 0.0218 and
s.e.m. 0.00637, t(9) ≈ 3.44, p < 0.01.

4
Paired t-test with Bonferroni correction, mean OST difference 0.0195, and s.e.m.

0.00432, t(9) ≈ −4.52, p < 0.01.
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procedures5 that we considered. Taken together, our results suggest that the
type of multiunit layer-wise recurrence and downstream decoding strategy
are important features for OST consistency with IT, suggesting that spe-
cific, nontrivial connectivity patterns farther downstream of the ventral vi-
sual pathway may be important to core object recognition behavior over
timescales of a couple hundred milliseconds.

2.3 Neural Dynamics Differentiate ConvRNN Circuits. ConvRNNs
naturally produce a dynamic time series of outputs given an unchanging in-
put stream, unlike feedforward networks. While these recurrent dynamics
could be used for tasks involving time, here we optimized the ConvRNNs
to perform the static task of object classification on ImageNet. It is possi-
ble that the primate visual system is optimized for such a task, because
even static images produce reliably dynamic neural response trajectories
at temporal resolutions of tens of milliseconds (Issa et al., 2018). The object
content of some images becomes decodable from the neural population sig-
nificantly later than the content of other images, even though animals rec-
ognize both object sets equally well. Interestingly, late-decoding images are
not well characterized by feedforward CNNs, raising the possibility that
they are encoded in animals through recurrent computations (Kar et al.,
2019). If this were the case, we reason then that recurrent networks trained
to perform a difficult but static object recognition task might explain neural
dynamics in the primate visual system, just as feedforward models explain
time-averaged responses (Yamins et al., 2014; Khaligh-Razavi & Kriegesko-
rte, 2014).

Prior studies (Kietzmann et al., 2019) have directly fit recurrent param-
eters to neural data, as opposed to optimizing them on a task. While it is
natural to try to fit recurrent parameters to the temporally varying neural
responses directly, this approach naturally has a loss of normative explana-
tory power. In fact, we found that this approach suffers from a fundamen-
tal overfitting issue to the particular image statistics of the neural data
collected. Specifically, we directly fit these recurrent parameters (implanted
into the task-optimized feedforward BaseNet) to the dynamic firing rates
of primate neurons recorded during encoding of visual stimuli. However,
while these nontask optimized dynamics generalized to held-out images
and neurons (see Figures S5a and S5b), they had no longer retained per-
formance to the original object recognition task that the primate itself is
able to perform (see Figure S5c). Therefore, to avoid this issue, we instead
asked whether fully task-optimized ConvRNN models (including the ones
introduced in section 2.1) could predict these dynamic firing rates from

5
Paired t-test with Bonferroni correction, mean OST difference 0.0279, and s.e.m.

0.00634, t(9) ≈ −4.41, p < 0.01.
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multielectrode array recordings from the ventral visual pathway of rhesus
macaques (Majaj, Hong, Solomon, & DiCarlo, 2015).

We began with the feedforward BaseNet and added a variety of
ConvRNN circuits, including the RGC Median ConvRNN and its counter-
part generated at the random phase of the evolutionary search (RGC Ran-
dom). All of the ConvRNNs were presented with the same images shown to
the primates, and we collected the time series of features from each model
layer. To decide which layer should be used to predict which neural re-
sponses, we fit linear models from each feedforward layer’s features to the
neural population and measured where explained variance on held-out im-
ages peaked (see section A.6 for more details). Units recorded from distinct
arrays—placed in the successive V4, posterior IT (pIT), and central/anterior
IT (cIT/aIT) cortical areas of the macaque—were fit best by the successive
layers of the feedforward model, respectively. Finally, we measured how
well ConvRNN features from these layers predicted the dynamics of each
unit. In contrast with feedforward models’ fit to temporally averaged neu-
ral responses, the linear mapping in the temporal setting must be fixed at
all time points. The reason for this choice is that the linear mapping yields
“artificial units” whose activity can change over time (just like the real tar-
get neurons), but the identity of these units should not change over the
course of 260 ms, which would be the case if instead a separate linear map-
ping was fit at each 10 ms time bin. This choice of a temporally fixed linear
mapping therefore maintains the physical relationship between real neu-
rons and model neurons.

As can be seen from Figure 4a, with the exception of the RGC Random
ConvRNN, the ConvRNN feature dynamics fit the neural response trajec-
tories as well as the feedforward baseline features on early phase responses
(see Wilcoxon test p-values in Table 1 in the online Extended Data section)
and better than the feedforward baseline features for late phase responses
(Wilcoxon test with Bonferroni correction p < 0.001), across V4, pIT, and
cIT/aIT on held-out images. For the early phase responses, the ConvRNNs
that employ direct passthrough are elaborations of the baseline feedforward
network, although the ConvRNNs that only employ gating are still a non-
linear function of their input, similar to a feedforward network. For the late
phase responses, any feedforward model exhibits similar “square wave”
dynamics as its 100 ms visual input, making it a poor predictor of the subset
of late responses that are beyond the initial feedforward pass (see Figure S6,
purple lines). In contrast, the activations of ConvRNN units have persistent
dynamics, yielding predictions of the entire neural response trajectories.

Crucially, these predictions result from the task-optimized nonlinear dy-
namics from ImageNet, as both models are fit to neural data with the same
form of temporally fixed linear model with the same number of parame-
ters. Since the initial phase of neural dynamics was well fit by feedforward
models, we asked whether the later phase could be fit by a much simpler
model than any of the ConvRNNs we considered, namely, the Time Decay
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Figure 4: Suitably chosen intermediate ConvRNN circuits provide consistent
predictions of primate ventral stream neural dynamics. (a) The y-axis indicates
the median across neurons of the explained variance between predictions and
ground-truth responses on held-out images divided by the square root of the in-
ternal consistencies of the neurons, defined in section A.6.3. Error bars indicates
the s.e.m. across neurons (N = 88 for V4, N = 88 for pIT, N = 80 for cIT/aIT)
averaged across 10 ms time bins (N = 4 each for the Early and Late designa-
tions). As can be seen, the intermediate-depth feedforward BaseNet model (first
bars) is a poor predictor of the subset of late responses that are beyond the feed-
forward pass, but certain types of ConvRNN circuits (such as RGC Median,
UGRNN, and GRU) added to the BaseNet are overall best predictive across vi-
sual areas at late time points (Wilcoxon test, with Bonferroni correction with
feedforward BaseNet, p < 0.001 for each visual area). See Figure S6 for the full
time courses at the resolution of 10 ms bins. (b) For each ConvRNN circuit, we
compare the average neural predictivity (averaged per neuron across early and
late timepoints) averaged across areas, to the OST consistency. The ConvRNNs
that have the best average neural predictivity also best match the OST consis-
tency (RGC Median, UGRNN, and GRU).

ConvRNN with ImageNet-trained time constants at convolutional layers. If
the Time Decay ConvRNN were to explain neural data as well as the other
ConvRNNs, it would imply that interneuronal recurrent connections are
not needed to account for the observed dynamics; however, this model did
not fit the late phase dynamics of intermediate areas (V4 and pIT), as well
as the other ConvRNNs.6 The Time Decay model did match the other
ConvRNNs for cIT/aIT, which may indicate some functional differences in

6
Wilcoxon test with Bonferroni correction p < 0.001 for each ConvRNN versus Time

Decay, except for the SimpleRNN p ≈ 0.46 for pIT.
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the temporal processing of this area versus V4 and pIT. Thus, the more com-
plex recurrence found in ConvRNNs is generally needed to improve object
recognition performance over feedforward models and to account for neu-
ral dynamics in the ventral stream, even when animals are only required
to fixate on visual stimuli. However, not all forms of complex recurrence
are equally predictive of temporal dynamics. As depicted in Figure 4b, we
found among these that the RGC Median, UGRNN, and GRU ConvRNNs
attained the highest median neural predictivity for each visual area in both
early and late phases, but they significantly outperformed the SimpleRNN
ConvRNN at the late phase dynamics of these areas,7 and these models in
turn were among the best matches to IT object solution times (OST) from
section 2.2.

A natural follow-up question to ask is whether a lack of recurrent pro-
cessing is the reason for the prior observation that there is a drop in ex-
plained variance for feedforward models from early to late time bins (Kar
et al., 2019). In short, we find that this is not the case and that this drop
likely has to do with task-orthogonal dynamics specific to individual pri-
mates, which we examine below.

It is well known that recurrent neural networks can be viewed as very
deep feedforward networks with weight sharing across layers that would
otherwise be recurrently connected (Liao & Poggio, 2016). Thus, to ad-
dress this question, we compare feedforward models of varying depths to
ConvRNNs across the entire temporal trajectory under a varying linear
mapping at each time bin, in contrast to the above. This choice of linear map-
ping allows us to evaluate how well the model features are at explaining
early compared to late time dynamics without information from the early
dynamics influencing the later dynamics, and also more crucial, to allow
the feedforward model features to be independently compared to the late
dynamics. Specifically, as can be seen in Figure S7a, we observe a drop in ex-
plained variance from early (130–140 ms) to late (200–210 ms) time bins for
the BaseNet and ResNet-18 models, across multiple neural data sets. Mod-
els with increased feedforward depth (such as ResNet-101 or ResNet-152),
along with our performance-optimized RGC Median ConvRNN, exhibit a
similar drop in median population explained variance as the intermediate
feedforward models. The benefit of model depth with respect to increased
explained variance of late IT responses might be noticeable only while com-
paring shallow models (less than 7 nonlinear transforms) to much deeper
(more than 15 nonlinear transforms) models (Kar et al., 2019). Our results
suggest that the amount of variance explained in the late IT responses is not
a monotonically increasing function of model depth.

7
Wilcoxon test with Bonferroni correction between each of these ConvRNNs versus

the SimpleRNN on late phase dynamics, p < 0.001 per visual area.
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As a result, an alternative hypothesis is that the drop in explained
variance from early to late time bins could instead be attributed to task-
orthogonal dynamics specific to an individual primate as opposed to iter-
ated nonlinear transforms, resulting in variability unable to be captured by
any task-optimized model (feedforward or recurrent). To explore this pos-
sibility, we examined whether the model’s neural predictivity at these early
and late time bins was relatively similar in ratio to that of one primate’s IT
neurons mapped to that of another primate (see section A.7 for more de-
tails, where we derive a novel measure of the neural predictivity between
animals, known as the “interanimal consistency”).

As shown in Figure S7b, across various hyperparameters of the linear
mapping, we observe a ratio close to one between the neural predictivity (of
the target primate neurons) of the feedforward BaseNet to that of the source
primate mapped to the same target primate. Therefore, as it stands, tempo-
rally varying linear mappings to neural responses collected from an animal
during rapid visual stimulus presentation (RSVP) may not sufficiently sepa-
rate feedforward models from recurrent models any better than one animal
to another, though more investigation is needed to ensure tight estimates of
the interanimal consistency measure we have introduced here with neural
data recorded from more primates. Nonetheless, this observation further
motivates our earlier result of additionally turning to temporally varying
behavioral metrics (such as the OST consistency) in order to be able to sep-
arate these model classes beyond what is currently achievable by neural
response predictions.

2.4 ConvRNNs Mediate a Trade-Off between Task Performance and
Network Size. Why might a suitably shallower feedforward network with
temporal dynamics be desirable for the ventral visual stream? We reasoned
that recurrence mediates a trade-off between network size and task perfor-
mance, a trade-off that the ventral stream also maintains. To examine this
possibility, in Figure 5, we compare each network’s task performance versus
its size, measured by either parameter count or unit count. Across models,
we found unit count (related to the number of neurons) to be more consis-
tent with task performance than parameter count (related to the number of
synapses). In fact, there are many models with a large parameter count but
not very good task performance, indicating that adding synapses is not nec-
essarily as useful for performance as adding neurons. For shallow recurrent
networks, task performance seemed to be more strongly associated with
OST consistency than network size. This trade-off became more salient for
deeper feedforward models and the intermediate ConvRNNs, as the very
deep ResNets (ResNet-34 and deeper) attained an overall lower OST con-
sistency compared to the intermediate ConvRNNs, using both many more
units and parameters compared to small relative gains in task performance.
Similarly, intermediate ConvRNNs with high task performance and mini-
mal unit count, such as the UGRNN, GRU, and RGCs, attained both the
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Figure 5: Intermediate ConvRNN circuits with highest OST consistency con-
serve on network size while maintaining task performance. Across all models
considered, the intermediate ConvRNNs (denoted by ×) that attain high cat-
egorization performance (x-axis) while maintaining a low unit count (panel B)
rather than parameter count (panel A) for their given performance level, achieve
the highest mean OST consistency (Spearman correlation with IT population
OST, averaged across N = 10 train/test splits). The color bar indicates this mean
OST consistency (monotonically increasing from purple to red), binned into six
equal ranges. Models with a larger network size at a fixed performance level
are less consistent with primate object recognition behavior (e.g., deep feedfor-
ward models, denoted by boxes), with recurrence maintaining a fundamental
trade-off between network size and task performance.

highest OST consistency overall (see Figures 3 and 5), along with providing
the best match to neural dynamics among ConvRNN circuits across visual
areas (see Figure 4b). This observation indicates that suitably chosen recur-
rence can provide a means for maintaining this fundamental trade-off.

Given our finding that specific forms of task-optimized recurrence are
more consistent with IT’s OST than iterated feedforward transformations
(with unshared weights), we asked whether it was possible to approxi-
mate the effect of recurrence with a feedforward model. This approximation
would allow us to better describe the additional “action” that recurrence
is providing in its improved OST consistency. In fact, one difference
between this metric and the explained variance metric evaluated on neural
responses in the prior section is that the latter uses a linear transform from
model features to neural responses, whereas the former operates directly
on the original model features. Therefore, a related question is whether the
(now standard) use of a linear transform for mapping from model units
to neural responses can potentially mask the behavioral improvement that
suitable recurrent processing has over deep feedforward models in their
original feature space.
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To address these questions, we trained a separate linear mapping (PLS
regression) from each model layer to the corresponding IT response at the
given time point, on a set of images distinct from those on which the OST
consistency metric is evaluated on (see section A.8.2 for more details). The
outputs of this linear mapping were then used in place of the original model
features for both the uniform and graded mappings, constituting PLS Uni-
form and PLS Graded, respectively. Overall, as depicted in Figure S3, we
found that models with less temporal variation in their source features
(namely, those under a uniform mapping with less IT-preferred layers than
the total number of time bins) had significantly improved OST consistency
with their linearly transformed features under PLS regression (Wilcoxon
test, p < 0.001; mean OST difference 0.0458 and s.e.m. 0.00399). On the other
hand, the linearly transformed intermediate feedforward models were not
significantly different from task-optimized ConvRNNs that achieved high
OST consistency,8 suggesting that the action of suitable task-optimized re-
currence approximates that of a shallower feedforward model with linearly
induced ground-truth neural dynamics.

3 Discussion

The overall goal of this study is to determine what role recurrent circuits
may have in the execution of core object recognition behavior in the ven-
tral stream. By broadening the method of goal-driven modeling from solv-
ing tasks with feedforward CNNs to ConvRNNs that include layer-local
recurrence and feedback connections, we first demonstrate that appropri-
ate choices of these recurrent circuits that incorporate specific mechanisms
of direct passthrough and gating lead to matching the task performance of
much deeper feedforward CNNs with fewer units and parameters, even
when minimally unrolled. This observation suggests that the recurrent
circuit motif plays an important role even during the initial time points
of visual processing. Moreover, unlike very deep feedforward CNNs,
the mapping from the early, intermediate, and higher layers of these
ConvRNNs to corresponding cortical areas is neuroanatomically consis-
tent and reproduces prior quantitative properties of the ventral stream. In
fact, ConvRNNs with high task performance but small network size (as
measured by number of neurons rather than synapses) are most consis-
tent with the temporal evolution of primate IT object identity solutions.
We further find that these task-optimized ConvRNNs can reliably produce

8
Paired t-test with Bonferroni correction: RGC Median versus PLS Uniform BaseNet,

mean OST difference −0.0052 and s.e.m. 0.0061, t(9) ≈ −0.86, p ≈ 0.41; RGC Median with
Threshold Decoder versus PLS Uniform ResNet-18, mean OST difference 0.00697 and
s.e.m. 0.0085, t(9) ≈ 0.82, p ≈ 0.43; RGC Median with Max Confidence Decoder versus
PLS Uniform ResNet-34, mean OST difference 0.0001 and s.e.m. 0.0079, t(9) ≈ 0.02, p ≈
0.99.
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quantitatively accurate dynamic neural response trajectories at temporal
resolutions of tens of milliseconds throughout the ventral visual hierarchy.

Taken together, our results suggest that recurrence in the ventral stream
extends feedforward computations by mediating a trade-off between task
performance and neuron count during core object recognition, suggesting
that the computer vision community’s solution of stacking more feedfor-
ward layers to solve challenging visual recognition problems approximates
what is compactly implemented in the primate visual system by leveraging
additional nonlinear temporal transformations to the initial feedforward IT
response. This work therefore provides a quantitative prescription for the
next generation of dynamic ventral stream models, addressing the call to
action in a recent previous study (Kar et al., 2019) for a change in architec-
ture from feedforward models.

Many hypotheses about the role of recurrence in vision have been put
forward, particularly in regard to overcoming certain challenging image
properties (Spoerer et al., 2017; Michaelis et al., 2018; Rajaei et al., 2019; Lins-
ley et al., 2018; Gilbert & Wu, 2013; Lindsay, 2015; McIntosh et al., 2018; Li
et al., 2018; Kar et al., 2019; Rao & Ballard, 1999; Lotter, Kreiman, & Cox,
2017; Issa et al., 2018). We believe this is the first work to address the role
of recurrence at scale by connecting novel task-optimized recurrent mod-
els to temporal metrics defined on high-throughput neural and behavioral
data, to provide evidence for recurrent connections extending feedforward
computations. Moreover, these metrics are well defined for feedforward
models (unlike prior work; Kubilius et al., 2019) and therefore meaning-
fully demonstrate a separation between the two model classes.

Though our results help to clarify the role of recurrence during core
object recognition behavior, many major questions remain. Our work ad-
dresses why the visual system may leverage recurrence to subserve visu-
ally challenging behaviors, replacing a physically implausible architecture
(deep feedforward CNNs) with one that is ubiquitously consistent with
anatomical observations (ConvRNNs). However, our work does not ad-
dress gaps in understanding either the loss function or the learning rule
of the neural network. Specifically, we intentionally implant layer-local re-
currence and long-range feedback connections into feedforward networks
that have been useful for supervised learning via backpropagation on Im-
ageNet. A natural next step would be to connect these ConvRNNs with
unsupervised objectives, as has been done for feedforward models of the
ventral stream in concurrent work (Zhuang et al., 2021). The question of bi-
ologically plausible learning targets is similarly linked to biologically plau-
sible mechanisms for learning such objective functions. Recurrence could
play a separate role in implementing the propagation of error-driven learn-
ing, obviating the need for some of the issues with backpropagation (such
as weight transport), as has been recently demonstrated at scale (Akrout,
Wilson, Humphreys, Lillicrap, & Tweed, 2019; Kunin et al., 2020). There-
fore, building ConvRNNs with unsupervised objective functions optimized
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with biologically plausible learning rules would be essential toward a more
complete goal-driven theory of visual cortex.

High-throughput experimental data will also be critical to further sepa-
rate hypotheses about recurrence. While we see evidence of recurrence as
mediating a trade-off between network size and task performance for core
object recognition, it could be that recurrence plays a more task-specific role
under more temporally dynamic behaviors. Not only would it be an inter-
esting direction to optimize ConvRNNs on more temporally dynamic vi-
sual tasks than ImageNet, but to compare to neural and behavioral data
collected from such stimuli, potentially over longer timescales than 260 ms.
While the RGC motif of gating and direct passthrough gave the highest task
performance among ConvRNN circuits, the circuits that maintain a trade-
off between number of units and task performance (RGC Median, GRU,
and UGRNN) had the best match to the current set of neural and behav-
ioral metrics, even if some of them do not employ passthroughs. How-
ever, it could be the case that with the same metrics we develop here but
used in concert with such stimuli over potentially longer timescales, we can
better differentiate these three ConvRNN circuits. Therefore, such models
and experimental data would synergistically provide great insight into how
rich visual behaviors proceed, while also inspiring better computer vision
algorithms.
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