 What can philosophy learn from the existence of perceptual illusions?
The phenomenon of illusion is interesting because it tells us something about how our perceptual systems work and what happens when they don't work. What happens if they don't work is that you get a variety of different experiences that we consider to be illusory like hallucinations, mirage's, dreams and so on. They seem to project or convey a different kind of reality or a different type of reality to experience. The question is of course, is that as real as the reality of the waking world? Or is it just something that looks like reality but isn't really. This kind of phenomenon raises deep philosophical questions about the nature of the world and the nature of our perceptual relations within the world. An example of one such illusion is dreaming. Everybody dreams and when you're dreaming you have this experience of being immersed into a completely different world which once you are in the dream looks exactly as real as the waking reality you’ve left behind. Now the question is if you are so completely taken in by this dream situation, why are you more convinced that when you are in the waking world as I think I'm right now that you are actually really in touch with things that are out there that “really” exists in space-time. Whereas in a dream where it feels the same, we would think, no in this case this is all just something cooked up by our minds or cooked up by our brains.

Perceptual illusions such as dreaming raise many interesting theoretical problems, of course there also are many scientific question such as, what actually happens when we're dreaming? what kind of neurological processes are involved? how do they differ from the kind of neurological processes that are involved in the day in the in the waking world? Science can tell us a lot about these things but the next question that we want to ask then is, what is at the other end of the representation? what is being represented? That is a question that asks something about what is that the other side of empirical means and that is not something you can investigate by empirical means because the empirical means only takes you so the scientific questions have to end at a certain point and at that point you really have to start with a theoretical reflections about the scientific results in order to get any further. For this reason, illusions are very interesting, and I think a good example of what compels us as philosophers into a discussion of these fundamental questions.

In his book “Twelve Examples of Illusion”[footnoteRef:1] Jan Westerhoff explains one way the ancient Buddhists came up with of trying to explain it is to say the entire world is mental in substance, so when we look at things for instance a tree over there and there's actually not an external object out there rather what I see is a construction or concatenation of mental things of ideas or different moments of consciousness. What they were trying to do there was to develop a theory of the external world that didn't assume that the fundamental entities or the fundamental constituents of reality are bits of matter but bits of mind. It's quite an interesting way of trying to come up with a theory that is the complete inverse of we normally think. What we normally think of as the best way of explaining the world involves first explaining the material and then asking how our mind gives rise to that. But they were trying to do was the other way around, they started with the idea of consciousness in mind as the root and then they try to come up with an idea of how the material word could arise from that. Do I think mind comes before matter or that comes before mind? I think if you answer the question either way, you'll have to assume that there is some level of reality that is fundamental, and everything comes from that. So we have to assume a kind of foundationalist standpoint, now I think that is not a satisfactory way of thinking because what you end up with is a position where the dependence variation goes both ways so, the material stuff determines mental stuff and it mental staff determines material stuff, in which case you'll end up with a position where you have no fundamental theory or no rock bottom ontology to explain it all. In end it leaves us with a kind of coherentist picture where everything depends on some other things but there are no completely independent things, I think that is the most the most satisfactory philosophical way of thinking about it. [1:  Jan Westerhoff, Twelve Examples of Illusion ([n.p.]: Oxford University Press, 2010).] 


 Of course the questions surrounding illusionary perception have similarly plagued figure heads of Weston philosophy such as Plato this can be seen in his “Allegory of the Cave” The allegory relates to Plato's theory of Forms, that the true essence of an object is not what we perceive with our senses, but rather its quality, and that most people perceive only the shadow of the object and are therefore limited to false perception. Another famous example the “Meditations on First Philosophy” by Rene Descartes, who employed skeptical methodic doubt and concluded that only the ego and its thoughts are indubitable. A contemporary version of this is “Brains in Vats” by Gilbert Harman. Doubting the nature of our reality is even popular in the mainstream as was proven with the unexpected popularity of the film “The Matrix”[footnoteRef:2] which is almost certainly an allusion to the afore mentioned philosophical thought experiments.  [2:  'The Matrix, dir. by The Wachowskis (Warner Bros., 1999).] 


Perceptual illusion leads us to question the external reality available to us, it also raises questions about the nature of consciousness. To begin with we can think of consciousness in two different ways. There are experiences of the world around us, full of sights, sounds and smells. And then there's the conscious self. The specific experience of being you or me. Let's start with experiences of the world around us, and with the idea of the brain as a prediction engine like Google. Imagine being a brain. You're locked inside a bony skull, trying to figure what's out there in the world. There's no lights inside the skull. There's no sound either. All you've got to go on is streams of electrical impulses which are only indirectly related to things in the world, whatever they may be. So perception has to be a process of informed guesswork in which the brain combines these sensory signals with its prior expectations or beliefs about the way the world is to form its best guess of what caused those signals. What we perceive is its best guess of what's out there in the world. Instead of perception depending largely on signals coming into the brain from the outside world, it depends as much, if not more, on perceptual predictions flowing in the opposite direction. We don't just passively perceive the world, we actively generate it. When perceptual predictions are too strong, the result may look very much like the kinds of hallucinations people might report in altered states, examples in “DMT: The Spirit Molecule”[footnoteRef:3], or perhaps even in psychosis. If hallucination is a kind of uncontrolled perception, then perception right here and right now is also a kind of hallucination, but a controlled hallucination in which the brain's predictions are reined in by sensory information from the world. In fact, we're all hallucinating all the time, including right now. It's just that when we agree about our hallucinations, we call that reality. What if the specific experience of being you, is also a controlled hallucination generated by the brain. For most of us, the experience of being a person is so familiar, so unified and so continuous that it's difficult not to take it for granted. But there are in fact many ways we experience being a self. There's the experience of having a body and of being a body. There are experiences of perceiving the world from a first-person point of view. There are experiences of intending to do things and of being the cause of things that happen in the world. And there are experiences of being a continuous and distinctive person over time, built from a rich set of memories and social interactions. Many experiments show that these different ways in which we experience being a self can all come apart. The basic experience of being a unified self is a rather fragile construction of the brain. The brain makes its best guess about what is and isn’t part of its body. There's an experiment in neuroscience to illustrate this called “the rubber hand illusion” The idea is that the connection between seeing touch and feeling touch on an object that looks like hand and is roughly where a hand should be, is enough evidence for the brain to make its best guess that the fake hand is in fact part of the body. This means that even experiences of what our body is in fact a kind a kind of controlled hallucination by the brain. We don't just experience our bodies as objects in the world from the outside, we also experience them from within. And sensory signals coming from the inside of the body are continually telling the brain about the state of the internal organs. Interoception is critically important because perception and regulation of the internal state of the body is what keeps us alive. Experiences of the body from the inside are very different from experiences of the world around us. When I look around me, the world seems full of objects, tables, chairs, rubber hands, people, even my own body, I can perceive it as an object from the outside. But perception of the internal state of the body isn't about figuring out what's there, it's about control and regulation, keeping the physiological variables within the confines that are compatible with survival. When the brain uses predictions to figure out what's there, we perceive objects as the causes of sensations. When the brain uses predictions to control and regulate things, we experience how well or how badly that control is going. Our most basic experiences of being a self, of being an embodied organism, are deeply grounded in the biological mechanisms that keep us alive. We can start to see that all our conscious experiences all stem from this basic drive to stay alive. We experience the world and ourselves with, through and because of our living bodies. What we consciously see depends on the brain's prediction of what's out there.  [3:  Rick Strassman, DMT: The Spirit Molecule: A Doctor's Revolutionary Research into the Biology of Near-Death and Mystical Experiences, illustrated edn ([n.p.]: Simon and Schuster, 2000).] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Our experienced world comes from the inside out, not just the outside in. The rubber hand illusion shows that this applies to our experiences of what is and what is not our body. And these self-related predictions depend critically on sensory signals coming from inside the body. So, our experiences of the world around us and ourselves within it are kinds of controlled hallucinations that have been shaped over millions of years of evolution to keep us alive in worlds full of danger and opportunity. Just as we can misperceive the world, we can misperceive ourselves when the mechanisms of prediction go wrong. We are animals whose conscious experiences are shaped at all levels by the biological mechanisms that keep us alive. Our own individual inner universe, our way of perceiving consciousness, is just one possible way of perceiving conscious. Human consciousness is just a tiny region in a vast space of possible consciousnesses. Humanities questionable sense of perspective limits what we can appreciate, leaving us lonely on a planet full of conscious lifeforms with unique perspectives.
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