
Grouping and the Metaphysics of High-Level Perceptual Experience 

High-levelists hold that perceptual experiences of high-level properties (such as natural or 
artifactual kinds) have their own phenomenal character (Bayne, 2009; Burnston, 2023; 
Cavedon-Taylor, 2021; Fish, 2013; Nanay, 2011; Ransom, 2020; Siegel, 2011; Stokes, 2018). 
There is, on this view, something it is like to visually experience a tulip, over and above the 
experience of its shape, color, texture, and other low-level properties.  

Presently, there are two broad approaches to the metaphysics of perceptual experience in 
general. According to the ‘what’-approach, phenomenal character is fully constituted by 
what objects and properties are experienced. Paradigm examples include strong versions of 
naïve realism (Campbell, 2006; Fish, 2009; Sethi, 2025), and of representationalism (Dretske, 
1995; Pautz, 2021; Tye, 1995). According to the ‘how’-approach, phenomenal character is 
constituted, at least in part, by how objects and properties are experienced, e.g., by ways of 
perceiving (French & Phillips, 2020) or appearing (Beck, 2019), by mental paint (Block, 
1996; Papineau, 2021), or by (affective) attitudes (de Vignemont, 2023; Jacobson, 2021).  

In this talk, based on evidence about grouping in Multiple Object Tracking (MOT), we 
argue that high-levelism conflicts with the what-approach, but not with the how-approach. 
Thus, a viable form of high-levelism must adopt a how-approach. 

In MOT paradigms, participants are asked to track a subset of moving targets among 
distractors. Tracking performance improves when targets share a low-level property that 
distractors lack, such as a common color or shape (Feria, 2012; Störmer et al., 2011). These 
improvements can be interpreted as the result of perceptual grouping (cf. Yantis, 1992): 
targets are grouped by subjects to form a unique dynamic figure which is easier to track than 
separated targets. Such grouping is facilitated when targets are similar to each other and 
dissimilar from nontargets. Crucially, Wei et al. (2016) show that similar improvements can 
occur when targets share a high-level property, suggesting that high-level perception can also 
support grouping. 

However, in MOT, grouping based on high-level properties differs strikingly from grouping 
based on low-level properties. The latter is automatic and irresistible: it occurs even when it 
is task-irrelevant and disrupts performance, by competing with the correct grouping required 
for the task (Erlikhman et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2016). By contrast, the former is resistible 
and under voluntary control: when a high-level property is task-irrelevant—such as when 
some targets and some distractors have the same high-level property—participants can 
deliberately avoid high-level grouping (Wei et. al., 2018). This behavioral result is 
corroborated by neuroimaging evidence that high-level grouping recruits brain regions 
associated with top-down attentional control (Wei et. al., 2017). 

This result has important phenomenological consequences. As a first rough pass (to be 
refined in the talk), perceptual grouping is driven by experienced object similarity, in 
accordance with the Gestalt law of similarity: all else being equal, objects that are experienced 



as similar are automatically grouped together (Wagemans et al., 2012; Wertheimer, 1923). 
Thus, since perceiving a high-level property shared by several objects does not automatically 
lead to grouping of these objects, it follows that there is no experience of high-level similarity 
between the objects in question. Assuming high-levelism, i.e., that the experiences in 
question have similar high-level phenomenal character, we get the following premise: 

Premise 1: High-level phenomenal similarity between experiences does not imply an 
experience of high-level similarity between the objects of these experiences. 

We add the following premise, which we argue is highly plausible upon reflection: 

Premise 2: If high-level phenomenal character is fully constituted by what is 
experienced (i.e., the what-approach is true), then high-level phenomenal similarity 
between experiences implies an experience of high-level similarity between the objects 
of these experiences. 

The two premises together entail that the what-approach is false. 

Now, suppose that high-level phenomenal character is constituted by mental paint, attitudes, 
or ways of perceiving, in accordance with the how-approach. As a result, high-level 
phenomenal similarity between experiences need not imply an experience of high-level 
similarity between the objects of these experiences. Thus, the how-approach is compatible 
with Premise 1 and therefore not threatened by our argument.  

In support of this compatibility claim, we develop the following analogy with attitudinal 
theories of affective perception (de Vignemont, 2023; Jacobson, 2021). Molly fears spiders 
and snakes. Her perceptual experiences of spiders and snakes are similar with respect to fear. 
On the attitudinal approach, the phenomenal similarity between her experiences lies entirely 
in the affective attitudes she has towards the two animals, not in any experienced property of 
the animals. Consequently, the phenomenal similarity in question need not imply that she 
experiences fear-related similarity between the animals. We argue that the how-approach to 
high-level phenomenology yields the same result: high-level phenomenal similarity (between 
experiences) need not involve an experienced high-level similarity between the perceived 
objects themselves.  

We next deal with an important objection. When arguing for Premise 1, we assumed that the 
lack of automatic grouping in the high-level case implies a lack of experience of high-level 
similarity between objects. It might be objected that high-level grouping fails to occur 
automatically not because subjects do not experience high-level similarity between objects, 
but because the grouping mechanism itself is low-level and consequently insensitive to such 
similarities. 



Our response challenges the intelligibility of this objection. Consider a subject who 
experiences a set of blue circles surrounded by red circles, and who consequently experiences 
the blue circles as similar to each other (and as dissimilar from the red circles). In such a case, 
the subject cannot help but experience the figure constituted by the blue items – which 
implies their grouping. To suppose that all this experiential similarity (and dissimilarity) is 
present, yet the figure is not experienced at all, is—we submit—hard to make sense of. On 
this basis, we argue that the objection mistakenly treats grouping as an optional add-on to 
experienced similarity between objects. 
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