Features vs Categories: dissociable representation between physical and categorical features of sounds in the occipital cortex of blind people.
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In the last decade, the study of congenitally blind individuals has emerged as a unique model to disentangle the role played by genetic constraints on the one hand, and sensory experience on the other, in shaping the functional organization of the high-level ventral visual cortex. An increasing number of studies have demonstrated that at least some aspects of the functional architecture of the ventral visual cortex are present in congenitally blind individuals, and may thus develop in the absence of any visual experience. 

What is still unclear is whether this functional architecture is maintained also in the more posterior part of the occipital cortex in blind individuals. In this case, the process of physical properties of non-visual stimuli should occur in their EVC.
The aim of the present study is to investigate the functional specialization of VOTC and EVC in congenitally and late blind using fMRI. Sound stimuli are presented from four different categories. Using Representational Similarity Analysis, linking patterns of brain activity with different features similarities of our stimuli space, we are investigating which physical and categorical features of the auditory stimuli are encoded in EVC and in VOTC of blind and sighted individuals.

Preliminary data suggest that, in sighted participants, little information about high-level categorization is encoded in VOTC whereas neither VOTC nor EVC seem to contain any information about low-level features of the stimuli. On the contrary some information about both, high-level categorization and phisycal properties of the stimuli are encoded in different regions of the occipital cortex of blind individuals.
