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The role of perceivers in representing the sensory world

In this paper, we argue that a perceiver’s contributions to perception can substantially affect
how objects are represented in perceptual experience. To capture the scalar nature of these
perceiver-contingent contributions, we introduce three grades of subject-dependency in object
perception. Each grade refers to a deeper and more pervasive influence of perceivers on
resulting object representations. The first grade, “weak subject-dependency,” concerns
attentional changes to perceptual content like, for instance, when a perceiver turns their head,
plugs their ears, or primes their attention to a particular cue. The second grade, “moderate
subject-dependency,” concerns changes in the contingent features of perceptual object
representations due to action-orientation, location, and agential interest. For instance, being to
the right or left of an object will cause the object representation to have a corresponding locative
feature, but that feature is non-essential to the object in question. Finally, the third grade,
“strong subject-dependency,” concerns generating perceptual object representations whose
existence depends upon their perceivers’ sensory contributions. Accordingly, different
perceivers with differently adapted or developed perceptual systems may process and represent
the same sensory information differently from one another. For this final grade of subject-
dependency the adaptive perceptual system shapes diverse representations of sensory
information by contributing necessary features. To exemplify this nonstandard form of object
perception we offer evidence from the future-directed anticipation of perceptual experts, and
from the feature binding of synesthetes. We conclude that strongly subject-dependent
perceptual object representations are accurate representations of the sensory world that track
material objects. Although they represent material objects, they also represent necessary
relations shared between those objects and their perceivers which renders them often
idiosyncratic.

What we learn from these analyses is that perception is plastic in that its dynamic operations
are responsive to subject-dependent pressures like the adaptive effects of perceptual learning,
attentional interests, and non-pathological differences in the regular functioning of an
individual’s perceptual system. We conclude that despite the non-regular nature of strongly
subject-dependent perceptual object representations, such object representatoins are no less
capable of substantiating accurate experiences of the material world. There are as many ways
to perceive the world as there are individuals who develop and live with adapted perceptual
systems. The non-regularity of object representations, whether generated from the weak grade
of subject-dependency, moderate, or strong one, should neither unsettle our epistemology nor
undermine our confidence in perceptual science. Rather, such perceptual object representations
may be embraced by contemporary theories regarding the content of perception to better
accommodate the diversity of perceptual experience.
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