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               Your Lying Eyes 
We do not see things as they are.

We see them as we are.
Anais Nin

S     EEING IS BELIEVING.
    Or so the saying goes.
    But clearly there are numerous caveats to 
this commonly-held point of view. (Not the 
least of which is that it does, indeed, depend 
on one’s ‘point of view.’)
    In the illustration above, two squares 
balance precariously one atop the other—
like an open jewel box—against a sky blue 
and muddy brown landscape. Clearly, 
square ‘B’ is white and square ‘A’ is grey, 
roughly midway between black and white.
    Now, place your finger across the line of 
intersection of the two squares. Amazingly, 
they now appear to be exactly the same 
color: light grey! Seen together, the two 
squares are very different; seen in isolation, 
they are virtually the same.

   Consider this optical illusion—as 
impressive as it may be—as more than a 
mere trick of the eye. Rather, think of it as a 
metaphor: Context is everything. 
    What we see is a function of our frame of 
reference and our prior experience as much 
as it is something separate from what we 
think we already know. Rather than simply 
believing what we see, it might be more 
accurate to say: We perceive what we believe.
    But wait—it gets worse!
   Some cognitive scientists argue that in 
fact we perceive the world as discrete 
objects situated within space and time, not 
necessarily because space-time actually has 
this inherent structure, but because that is 
the only way our limited, optimally-adapted 
brains and sensory organs could perceive it. 
   In fact, objective ‘reality’—assuming it 
exists at all—might be completely unlike 
what our minds (much less our eyes, or 
even our elaborate theories) present to us. 



   For example, the sun radiates electro-
magnetic radiation at all wavelengths, but 
its radiation is most intense in the narrow 
band of wavelengths that are visible to us 
humans. No doubt our eyes evolved with 
the ability to detect radiation only in that 
limited range precisely for that reason. 
   Beings from other planets would likely be 
able to detect radiation at whatever 
wavelengths their own suns emitted most 
strongly. (Interstellar visitors from X-ray 
emitting pulsars might have a promising 
career awaiting them in airport security.) 
   Birds and bees can detect ultraviolet light, 
and bats and dolphins make liberal use of 
ultrasound to navigate their own physical 
reality, a world completely alien—and 
probably utterly unfathomable—to humans. 
The same is equally true with regard to our 
other physical senses: hearing, smell, taste, 
and—perhaps most intriguingly—touch. 
   Even after millennia of living in a physical 
universe which we now mathematically 
define as space-time, we still don’t really 
know what ‘space-time’ actually is. 
We know, however, that objects that appear 
solid and substantial to our touch—like a 
heavy stone picked up off the ground—are 
actually composed of 99.9999999999% 
space. The stone’s apparent solidity comes 
from the resistance to our touch of electrons 
in the rock—electrons that in reality have 
no substance, volume, or dimension of their 
own, but are nothing more than clouds of 
negatively-charged quantum probability!
   Our sense of touch arises from an 
exceedingly complex interaction between 
our bodies and brains and the objects we 
encounter, and this suggests that not only 
does touch not give us an accurate ‘sense’ of 
reality, but that any interpretation of reality 
at all is wholly dependent on—and in fact 
defined by—the limited sensory nature of 
the particular creature experiencing it.

   Just as different animals experience the 
world in completely different ways depend-
ing on their sensory organs, different people 
may have far different experiences of the 
world than we casually assume. We know, 
for example, that ‘synesthetes’ experience 
emotions or sounds as colors—or tastes as 
shapes—and collectively have access to at 
least 80 other kinds of mixed-sensory 
perceptions out of reach to the rest of us.
    There may well be many other aspects of 
reality not yet detectable by any species—or 
conceivably even by our most advanced 
technology—a prospect often entertained by 
mystics and science fiction writers alike. 
The bewildering fact is that our brain and 
senses appear to have evolved to hide the 
true nature of reality, not to reveal it.
    Not only shouldn’t we assume that the 
world looks exactly the same from the 
‘point of view’ of any other individual brain 
as it does to ours, but a growing body of 
scientific evidence suggests that perception 
itself is a sort of ‘controlled hallucination’.   
   What we call ‘reality’ may be more a 
matter of social conditioning than an accurate 
model of what is really ‘out there’ in the 
‘real world.’ In fact, maybe what we call 
reality is only what we collectively agree on 
with regard to our individual hallucinations. 
   This view of perception doesn’t mean, of 
course, that nothing is real. It doesn’t make 
it O.K. to jump in front of a bus, because 
the bus has primary qualities of solidity that 
exist independently of our secondary 
perceptual machinery. (The way the bus 
appears to us may indeed be a controlled 
hallucination, but the bus itself is not!)
   But what it does suggest is that we might 
all be better served by keeping in mind just 
how arbitrary and unique each person’s view 
of the world is, and how precious—and 
precarious—may be the  consensual reality 
that binds us all together. ◾


