Can Being Aware of the Illusion of Self Augment an Agent’s Affordances:
Integrating Buddhist Philosophy, Cognitive Science, and Artificial Life
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Developments in cognitive science, AI, and artificial life
force us to consider minds and intelligences that are
different from human minds. The dominant contemporary
metaphor for any kind of mind is based on an
understanding of the human brain and human experience,
both of which frequently presuppose a notion of self. In
some disciplines, including Buddhism, contemporary
philosophy of mind, and cognitive science, much debate
has focused on the nature of the self, and one insight from
all these domains is that while we are strongly attached to
notions of stable selves, it is also possible to conceive of
selves as dynamic, interconnected, and illusory. We
suggest that an interdisciplinary approach, drawing on
fields with well-developed models of self in relation to
agency, can offer new insights. We suggest that the view
of self as illusory, and awareness of this illusion, in both
human and non-human minds, may augment and
qualitatively change the agent's affordances, or range of
possible actions.

The illusion of self in Buddhism,
philosophy and contemplative science
Our approach is based on Buddhist views of “no self”
(Garfield, 2014; Kapstein, 2016), which in turn can be
seen as developing the idea that what is conventionally
considered to be a single and enduring person (or agent)
is constructed upon a plurality of impermanent causal
factors. Buddhist philosophers may thus suggest that
because no person or agent can be found apart from these
constantly changing factors, it is more profitable to
consider a person an imputation rather than a substantial
and enduring individual (Kapstein, 2016). According to
Buddhist traditions, and as a basis for contemplative
practices, this view has ethical implications: it is thought

that an individual who recognizes oneself as an entity that
is constantly co-constituted by their interactions with
others, will develop prosocial qualities. Mahāyāna
Buddhist thought describes this process as an orientation
towards others as part of one’s own identity
(Maitreya-Asaṅga et al., 2014). In other words, the self
can in this way be considered both extendable and
illusory. In Buddhist thought, the notion of “self as an
illusion” can then be summarized as a rejection of
singular and enduring individuals (Gold, 2021; Kapstein,
2016), which in turn may enable perceptions of selfhood
as
distributed/distributable
and
dynamic
(Maitreya-Asaṅga et al., 2014).

Cognitive science: contemplative practice
and lucid dreaming alter affordances
Indeed, this notion of diminishing the importance and
stability of a sense of self, while counterintuitive but
intriguing, has gained traction in contemporary
contemplative practices as well in cognitive
neuroscience (Antonova & Nehaniv, 2018; Britton et al.,
2013; Wallace, 2009). Many meditation practices that
involve disciplined and deliberate activities of focused
observation of one’s own thoughts and sensations are
aimed at testing, experientially, the idea that what may
otherwise typically be referred to as an “I” cannot be
found as any specific entity. Research shows that many
practices aimed at decreasing the process of “selfing” (a
process of reifying one’s own identity as an independent
self), result in beneficial effects, such as increased
well-being (Britton et al, 2013), and in increases in
social connectedness (Hutcherson, Seppala, & Gross,
2008) as well as prosocial emotions and behaviours
(Condon, 2019; Luberto et al., 2018).
In addition to mindfulness practices, the lived
experience of the illusion of self can sometimes be
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Both contemplative practices and lucid dreaming, have
been linked to general increase in the sense of
well-being and insight (Dahl & Davidson, 2019,
Konkoly & Burke, 2019), and are characterized by
potential change in affordances. The concept of
affordances (Gibson, 1977) refers to the “relationships
between the abilities of organisms and features of the
environment” (Chemero, 2003). Recent work has
identified multiple facets of affordances, including
social affordances (Valenti & Gold, 1991). For example,
experience in contemplative practice may lead to change
in the way in which one interacts with others and the
world, thus changing social affordances; and lucid
dreams open up possibilities for action which are not
normally possible in waking life (Tholey, 1989) thus
altering environmental (dream) affordances. While these
practices are both private experiences of self as
relatively illusory, their documented effects lead to
potential questions of how and whether these insights
can be applied to other kinds of minds, in particular to
AI.

Integrating with tools from AI and
artificial life
While AI is interested in replicating human intelligence,
the field of artificial life more largely studies toy models
of living and cognitive systems in order to understand
them (Bedau et al., 2000; Bedau, 2003). The main
distinction with the disciplines mentioned above, is that
artificial life will approach the illusion of self not
directly, but by replicating its effect within a model.
Through rigorous modeling assumptions, one may
simulate the mechanisms to test hypotheses without
interacting with the original object of study. As long as
each step can be stated clearly, such a model has the
power to disentangle difficult questions in the original
domain of interrogation.
This paper attempts to address, in the light of AI and
artificial life models, the question of the self and, more
specifically, the nature of the effects that may follow
from an agent understanding self as an illusion. In order
to break down the question of whether awareness of the
illusion of self augments an agent’s affordances into its
composing factors, we naturally need an actionable

understanding of the notions of self, individuality,
identity, agency, affordances, enaction, empowerment,
control, integration, as well as awareness, and illusion.
A wide amount of literature exists on each of these
concepts, and we don’t intend here to perform an
extensive review of them, but rather identify the
existence of a minimal set of concepts that will allow us
to address the question at hand. One may start by
framing a self in a model, which connects to the notion
of an individual (Barandiaran, 2003; Krakauer, 2020),
while also requiring tools to capture the identity of an
autonomous agent interacting with its environment via
sensorimotor loops (Varela, 1997; Beer, 2014).
Information theory offers a language to characterize
such entities and synergies between them, using
measures such as predictive information (Bialek, 2001;
Ay, 2008), synergistic information (Edlund et al., 2011),
multi-information (McGill, 1954; Schneidman, 2003),
and integration (Tononi et al., 1994; Lungarella et al.,
2005). Of course, the meaning of information is
modulated
by its use (Wittgenstein, 2010;
Donaldson-Matasci et al., 2010; Kolchinsky & Wolpert,
2018), and such characterization may therefore benefit
from being related to a function such as empowerment,
or the quantification of options available and visible to
an agent (Klyubin et al., 2008), or characterization of
the change in affordances (Borghi et al., 2011). To
capture the remaining mechanisms relating to the sense
of self and of agency (Haggard, 2017), such tools should
then be carefully connected to a formal, relevant
mathematical model.
Hypothesizing that an artificial model can provide an
integrated framework to address the question at hand,
the information and modeling tools we proposed above
may profit from being connected to frameworks from
cognitive science and philosophy addressing the sense
of agency as a private experience. The challenge, then,
is to extract meaningful data from the study of human
cognition, and integrate them. This effort will require a
dual process of using what we know about the sense of
self, and testing whether and how this knowledge may
affect experience and behavior in human and other kinds
of minds. We propose that the notion of the self as
illusion, as realized in AI and artificial life practices,
may contribute to novel fields of affordances for
non-human intelligence. This framework may contribute
not only to testing theories of affordances, but also shed
light on new fundamental principles in AI science,
possibly leading to new kinds of technologies.
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triggered by an experience of lucidity during dreams.
Lucid dreams are dreams in which the dreamer is aware
of the fact that they are dreaming (LaBerge &
Rheingold, 1991). Following this realization, they may
gain control over some of the elements of the dream, in
particular over the way their body may move (e.g.
flying) and over aspects of the environment (Stumbrys,
Erlacher, Johnson, & Schredl, 2014). In Tibetan
Buddhist tradition, cultivation of dream lucidity is an
integral part of a contemplative path (Holecek, 2016;
Wallace & Hodel, 2012), and it is suggested that through
the gradual realization of the illusory nature of one’s
interactions with the dreamworld (which is a very
compelling simulation of the real world), one may, in
turn, realize the illusory nature of one’s self.
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