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Introduction

In our predominantly materialist culture we take it for granted that the physical world is real. But in what sense are
experiences, thoughts and feelings real? And what about virtual realities? Are they physical, psychological, or
somewhere in between? In the present chapter I examine:

1. the ways physical, psychological and virtual realities differ
2. the ways in which physical, psychological and virtual realities are the same
3. the ways in which physical, psychological and virtual realities might relate to some 'grounding reality'

or 'thing-itself'.

I also tell a story about the possible consequences of living too long in a convincing, virtual reality.
typical beliefs about physical, psychological and virtual realities
In our everyday intuitions it is common to think about physical, psychological and virtual realities in the ways
summarised in Table 1.

Table 1. typical beliefs about physical, psychological and virtual realities

physical reality psychological reality

extended in space - in the world nonextended in space - in the mind
exists independently of the observer existence depends on the observer
has tangible properties, e.g. mass and solidity is relatively intangible and insubstantial

virtual reality

appears to have extension in space, but has no actual extension
appears to be in the world, but is actually in the mind
existence depends on the interaction of the observer with VR equipment
can appear to have tangible properties (with suitable equipment) but does not have such
properties

Following Descartes' classical body/mind split into res extensa (stuff that extends in space) and res cogitans
(thinking stuff), it is common to think of the physical world as having both extension and location in space. By
contrast, psychological realities do not have spatial dimensions, and their location is only metaphorically 'in the
mind'. In everyday life (and in classical physics) we take it for granted that the physical world continues to exist
whether or not we observe it, but psychological realities are only real for a given observer- pains, thoughts and
other experiences do not exist in themselves. These intuitions are confirmed by the fact that physical realities
have tangible, substantial properties such as mass, solidity and weight. Psychological properties are, by
comparison, intangible and insubstantial.

Virtual realities, however, appear to form a third, distinct category. With appropriate headsets, feedback from
bodily movements and visual displays they may give the appearance of being virtual worlds extended in physical
space, but they have no actual 3D physical extension. One may appear to move around such virtual worlds, but
these apparent changes in self-location do not correspond to actual changes in location. Such virtual worlds are
'physical' in so far as their existence depends on the information provided by appropriate physical equipment, but
unless this information is translated into an observer's experience, no independent 'virtual reality' exists. In
principle, virtual objects can be given what appear to be physical properties, for example, the observer may wear
a gauntlet which is programmed to resist closing around a visually perceived, virtual object, making the latter feel
'solid'. In truth, however, there is nothing solid there.

what is taken for granted

These intuitions about physical, psychological and virtual realities are grounded in widespread assumptions about
how minds relate to bodies, and about how perception works. For example in the 'dualist model' shown in Figure
1, light reflected from an external object (a cat) innervates the visual system of a subject to produce
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representations of the cat in the brain. Under appropriate conditions, neural causes and correlates of a conscious
experience are formed, accompanied by a percept of a cat 'in the mind' of the subject. The external cat (in the
world) and the subject's visual system and brain are 'physical', although they are all clearly separate 'bits' of the
physical world. The percept of a cat is even further separated from the external cat, being 'in the subject's mind'
(without location and extension in space).

Figure 1. A dualist model of perception

Figure 2. A reductionist model of perception

The 'reductionist model' shown in Figure 2 is very similar. As before, the external cat reflects light rays which
innervate the visual system. As before, neural representations of the cat are formed, along with the neural causes
and correlates of consciousness. However, reductionists try to demonstrate that the resulting experience (the
percept of a cat) is nothing more than a state or function of the subject's brain.

In their effects on our everyday intuitions about physical, psychological and virtual realities, the differences
between dualist and reductionist models are not as important as what they shore. Both models take it for granted
that the cat as-perceived in the world is quite separate from the percept of a cat. Their dispute is largely about
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whether the percept of a cat is 'in the mind' or 'in he brain'

fitting virtual reality into a model of perception

Note that virtual realities do not fit easily into such models of the world as-perceived. Dualists and reductionists
assume that experiences either have no location or extension, or are located and extended in the brain. However,
in VR one appears to interact with a virtual world outside one's body although there is no actual (corresponding)
world there. That is, the VR world appears to have 3D location and extension outside one's body in spite of the
fact that it is entirely a phenomenal experience. The VR does not seem to be without location or extension, or to
be 'in the brain'.

To accommodate virtual reality one needs a model of perception that more accurately portrays the
phenomenology of what is experienced. Such a 'reflexive model' of perception' is shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3. A reflexive model of perception

In most respects, there is no difference between the dualist, reductionist and reflexive models. All the models
assume there to be an initiating stimulus (in this case, a physical cat), reflected light, innervation of the visual
system, and the formation of neural representations along with neural causes and correlates of conscious
experience in the subject's brain. The models differ only in the way they characterise the resulting experience. In
the dualist model, the subject's experience of a cat is separate from the physical universe, without location or
extension in space. In the reductionist model, the subject's experience of a cat is nothing more than a state or
function of the brain. In the reflexive model, the subject's experience of a cat is just the cat as perceived out in
space. That is, an entity in space, once it engages the visual system, is experienced as an entity in space. That is
why the entire process is 'reflexive' (see Velmans, 1990, 1993, 1996 for a more detailed account).

Only the last claim conforms to our actual experience. Note too, that while we focus on the cat, a cat in the world
is all we experience. The neural causes and correlates of what we experience are in the brain - but, subjectively,
we have no additional 'experience of a cat' in the mind or brain. Nor can such an experience be found in the brain
if it is inspected from the outside, by an external observer. That is, the 'experience of a cat' (in the mind or brain)
portrayed in dualist and reductionist models is a theoretical fiction. Applying 'Occam's Razor', the reflexive model
gets rid of it, giving a description of what is going on that reflects actual phenomenology.'2

how can experiences be located and extended in space?

Like other models of perception, the reflexive model takes it for granted that the neural causes and correlates of
experience are in the brain. Given this, how could the resulting experiences be anywhere else? This is an
important question. But it is important to distinguish descriptions of what happens from investigations of how it
happens. Before investigating a phenomenon it is necessary to notice it and name it. The reflexive model
describes what happens. Perceptual processing in the brain can result in experiences that have a subjective
location and extension beyond the brain. In Velmans' I have called this phenomenon 'perceptual projection'. How
spatial encodings and other encodings in the brain are translated into such spatial
phenomenology are matters for scientific research.


