
ABSTRACT

This research reinterprets the Vedantic concept of Maya through the lens of modern

cognitive science, demonstrating that ancient philosophical descriptions align precisely

with contemporary understanding of perceptual filtering, selective attention, and predictive

processing. Rather than "illusion," Maya describes the necessary cognitive architecture

through which consciousness constructs experience from sensory data. Key findings

establish that conscious awareness processes approximately 40-50 bits per second while

sensory systems receive 11 million bits per second—radical compression requiring

systematic filtering. The predictive processing framework reveals that conscious experience

represents the brain's best statistical guess rather than raw reality, with only prediction

errors reaching awareness. Research on inattentional blindness (gorilla experiment), change

blindness, and binocular rivalry demonstrates that attention doesn't merely select but

determines what becomes phenomenologically real . The binding problem research shows

that unified perceptual experience is constructed from disparate neural processing streams

through synchronized activity—the coherent "world" is an edited production. Default Mode

Network studies reveal that selfhood itself is narrative construction, continuously generated

rather than accessed as stable entity. Multiple filtering layers operate unconsciously:

cultural conditioning shapes color perception and temporal experience; emotional states

narrow or broaden attention; confirmation bias affects perception itself; linguistic

frameworks determine available distinctions. The analysis concludes that Maya describes

map-territory distinction rather than ontological illusion. Meditative practices train

recognition of filtering processes rather than escape from them. The rope-snake analogy

represents interpretive error within real neural activity, not falsity of perception. Liberation
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involves recognizing filtering as filtering while functioning effectively within constructed

experience.
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The Cognitive Architecture of Maya

When Vedantic philosophers spoke of Maya (माया)—usually mistranslated as “illusion”—they weren’t
describing hallucination or fantasy. They were describing what cognitive scientists now call selective
attention, perceptual binding, and predictive processing. Maya is your brain’s filtering system.
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This research demonstrates that understanding Maya through cognitive science transforms both spiritual
practice and everyday cognition.

The Filtering Problem: Quantified

Information Compression

As you read this sentence, approximately 11 million bits of information hit your sensory systems every
second:

Visual data from eyes
Tactile sensations from skin
Proprioceptive feedback from muscles
Ambient sounds, smells
Body weight, temperature gradients
Breath pressure

Your conscious awareness processes approximately 40-50 bits per second.

The rest is filtered out—never reaching consciousness. This isn’t a bug in human cognition; it’s the core
feature. Your brain must radically compress reality to function.

Inattentional Blindness: Empirical Demonstration

The Gorilla Experiment

In psychology’s most famous attention study, subjects watch people passing basketballs and count
passes. Midway through, someone in a gorilla suit walks into frame, beats their chest, and exits.
Remarkably, about 50% of viewers don’t see the gorilla at all.

Critical finding: Their eyes register it—visual data hits the retina—but conscious awareness never forms.

Maya isn't what you see being false. It's what you don't see—and don't know you're not

seeing—that creates the illusion of completeness.
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This is selective attention operating: your brain makes constant decisions about what reaches awareness
based on current relevance. Everything else—even a gorilla—gets filtered out.

Scaling the Principle

Scale this to your entire life:

Not just visual perception but every sensory modality
Every cognitive process
Every emotional reaction

Your brain constantly makes editorial decisions about reality, deciding what to show you and what to hide.
The version of reality you experience is a radically compressed, filtered, interpreted reconstruction.

This is Maya—not that the world is fake, but that your experience of it is necessarily incomplete and
shaped by hidden processes you don’t control and usually don’t notice.

Predictive Processing: The Brain’s Generative Model

Paradigm Shift in Perception Science

Modern neuroscience has converged on predictive processing—a model that radically changes perception
understanding.

Classical view: Perception works bottom-up; sensory data comes in, gets processed, consciousness
experiences it.

Predictive processing: Your brain constantly runs predictive models of expected encounters. When
sensory data arrives, the brain compares incoming data against predictions. Only prediction errors—
differences between expectation and reality—get passed up the processing hierarchy.

What you consciously experience isn’t raw reality. It’s your brain’s best statistical guess, continuously
updated by error signals when predictions fail.

Explained Phenomena

This framework explains numerous perceptual phenomena:

Phenomenon Mechanism

Change blindness Scene changes unnoticed because predictive model doesn’t expect change

Priming effects Previous exposure shapes predictions for subsequent interpretation

Confirmation bias Brain preferentially processes prediction-confirming information
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Phenomenon Mechanism

Placebo effect Expectations change physiology because prediction shapes experience bottom-up

Your brain is a prediction machine running generative models of reality. Consciousness experiences those
models, not reality itself. This is Maya described in computational terms.

The Binding Problem: Constructed Unity

Neural Fragmentation

The binding problem reveals another Maya layer:

Your visual system processes:

Color in one brain region
Motion in another
Shape in another
Depth in another

Auditory processing happens elsewhere. Emotional valence elsewhere still. There’s no single place where
all information comes together—no “Cartesian theater” where unified experience is staged.

Constructed Coherence

Yet you experience unified, coherent reality. That coffee cup doesn’t feel like separate attributes of brown-
ness, cylindrical-ness, warmth, weight. It feels like a single, integrated object.

This unity is constructed. Your brain binds disparate features through synchronized neural activity. The
binding is so seamless you never notice it happening.

But neuroscience shows it can fail:

Split-brain patients
Certain types of aphasia
Synesthetes (crossed sensory wires)

The unified, coherent reality you experience is another Maya layer—a useful construction obscuring
underlying neural fragmentation. The “world” you perceive is carefully edited production, not raw footage.
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Attention: Reality Construction

Beyond the Spotlight Metaphor

Attention is often described as a spotlight illuminating different parts of your perceptual field. This
metaphor misses something crucial: the spotlight creates its own blind spots.

By focusing awareness on one thing, you necessarily suppress awareness of everything else.

Binocular Rivalry Evidence

Studies using binocular rivalry—presenting different images to each eye—show that attending to one
image causes the other to completely disappear from awareness, even though it continues hitting the
retina.

Critical implication: Attention doesn’t just select what you’re aware of. It determines what becomes real for
you. Things outside attention don’t fade into background—they cease to exist in your phenomenological
reality.

This selective construction is the mechanism through which Maya operates. Buddhist meditation practices
developing “choiceless awareness” train recognition of this mechanism—not to escape Maya but to see
how it operates.

The Self as Narrative Construction

Default Mode Network Research

Perhaps Maya’s most profound aspect revealed by cognitive science: the self is constructed.

You feel like a consistent, continuous entity moving through time. Neuroscience suggests this is an after-
the-fact construction—a narrative your brain weaves to create coherence from disparate experiences and
memories.

The default mode network constantly generates self-referential narratives:

Who you are
What you want
How you relate to others
What happened in your past
What might happen in your future

This network creates the felt sense of being a bounded, continuous self.
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Evidence for Construction

Studies of split-brain patients, people with dissociative disorders, and ordinary memory research show
that selfhood is far more fragmented and constructed than it feels.

Memory finding: Memories are reconstructed each time they’re recalled, often changing to fit current
narratives. The “you” of ten years ago isn’t accessed like a video recording—it’s recreated based on
fragments and current models.

This is Maya’s deepest layer: not just filtered perception of external reality, but the construction of the
perceiver itself.

Multi-Layer Filtering Architecture

Unconscious Filter Categories

Maya operates at multiple levels, most unconsciously:

Cultural Conditioning The language you speak literally shapes what colors you can distinguish, how you
perceive time, what emotions you recognize. You perceive reality through culturally constructed categories
you didn’t choose and usually don’t notice.

Emotional State Anxiety narrows attention to threats. Depression dims positive information. Your current
emotional state literally changes what reaches awareness and how it’s interpreted.

Beliefs and Expectations Confirmation bias isn’t just about reasoning—it affects perception itself. You’re
more likely to notice information confirming existing beliefs and to interpret ambiguous information as
supporting your views.

Physiological State Hunger makes you notice food-related cues. Arousal changes risk perception.
Interoception—your sense of body’s internal state—continuously influences emotion and decision-making,
mostly below conscious awareness.

Linguistic Frameworks The categories your language provides shape what distinctions you can make.
Languages with multiple words for snow enable survival-relevant distinctions. You perceive distinctions

The ego isn't the problem. The problem is mistaking a useful fiction for ultimate reality.
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you have words for more easily than those you don’t.

All these filters operate automatically, shaping experience before you’re aware anything is happening.
Maya isn’t one illusion—it’s layers of filtering processes, most of which you never notice because you’re
always already inside them.

Reinterpreting “Illusion”

Map-Territory Distinction

Translating Maya as “illusion” creates confusion. If the world is illusory, why not jump off cliffs? Why care
about anything? This misunderstanding has led to nihilistic misinterpretations of Vedantic philosophy.

The cognitive science perspective clarifies: Maya isn’t about the world being fake. It’s about the difference
between map and territory. Your experience is a map—extraordinarily useful, necessary for functioning—
but it’s not the territory itself.

The Rope-Snake Analogy Revisited

The rope-snake analogy from Advaita Vedanta makes sense in this context. In dim light, you might
mistake a rope for a snake.

Analysis:

The rope is real
Your perception of a snake is also real (real neural activity, real fear response, real behavior
change)
But the snake is a misinterpretation—your brain’s best guess given ambiguous data

Maya doesn’t mean the rope doesn’t exist. It means your brain’s interpretation might not match what’s
actually there. And critically—you can’t tell the difference between accurate perception and
misinterpretation from inside the experience. The snake feels absolutely real until you turn on the lights.

Practice Applications

Training Filter Recognition

Understanding Maya as filtering system transforms spiritual practice. You’re not trying to escape illusion or
reach some “real” reality behind appearances. You’re training to notice the filtering process itself.
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Meditation Not creating a special state but becoming aware of how normal perception constantly
constructs experience. Notice how attention selects and suppresses. Notice how thoughts arise and
create narratives. Notice the space between stimulus and interpretation.

Inquiry Questioning assumptions and beliefs not to find “truth” but to notice that what feels like direct
perception is actually interpretation. When you’re certain you’re right about something, that’s Maya
operating—your brain presenting its model as reality.

Phenomenology Describing direct experience without interpretation. Not “I saw a beautiful sunset” but
“orange and red visual sensations, expansive feeling in chest, thought ‘beautiful’ arising.” This reveals the
gap between raw experience and the stories you immediately tell about it.

Shadow Work Noticing what you don’t notice. What makes you uncomfortable? What do you avoid
thinking about? What perspectives never occur to you? These are the edges of your perceptual filter, the
boundaries of your constructed reality.

The goal isn’t eliminating filtering—that’s impossible and would be dysfunctional. It’s recognizing filtering
as filtering. Holding experience lightly, knowing it’s a useful but incomplete model. Developing flexibility in
how you attend and interpret.

States Beyond Filtering

Samadhi and Suspended Processing

Some traditions speak of states where Maya temporarily drops away—moments of “direct perception” or
“unfiltered awareness.” Samadhi experiences where subject-object duality dissolves, the sense of
separate self disappears, and what remains is awareness without content.

Neuroscience interpretation: States where typical filtering processes are suspended—default mode
network activity drops, attentional gating relaxes, predictive models temporarily shut down. What’s
experienced might not be “reality as it really is” but consciousness no longer constrained by usual
structural limitations.

The Filtering of Revelation

Critical insight: Even if you access such states, you immediately filter them through memory and language
to describe them. You can’t bring back the unfiltered experience—only a filtered memory of it. Even
revelation gets processed through Maya’s machinery.

This isn’t cause for despair. It’s recognition of a fundamental condition: you’re always inside experience,
never outside it observing objectively. Maya isn’t something you’re trapped in. It’s how consciousness
works. Liberation isn’t escape but recognition.
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Practical Implications

Living With the Filter

Understanding Maya as filtering changes how you relate to experience:

Hold beliefs more lightly Every certainty is your brain’s model, not ultimate truth. This doesn’t mean
nothing is true—just that your confidence in your interpretation should always include humility.

Develop meta-awareness Notice when you’re reacting to your model of reality versus reality itself. Most
suffering comes from arguing with your interpretation of situations rather than responding to actual
circumstances.

Cultivate multiple perspectives Since every perspective is filtered, deliberately adopt different vantage
points. How would someone else see this? What am I not noticing? What filters am I using unconsciously?

Investigate certainty The moments you’re absolutely sure you’re right are precisely when to inquire.
Certainty is Maya presenting its model as reality. Genuine understanding includes awareness of its own
limitations.

Conclusion

The ancient philosophers were more sophisticated than the “world is an illusion” caricature suggests. They
understood something modern cognitive science confirms: consciousness isn’t passive reception of
reality. It’s active construction, continuous filtering, predictive modeling, selective attention, and narrative
generation.

You don’t experience reality. You experience your brain’s real-time reconstruction of reality, shaped by
evolution, culture, learning, current goals, and countless factors you’re not aware of. That reconstruction is
extraordinarily sophisticated and mostly serves you well. But it’s not the territory—it’s a map.

That’s Maya. Not illusion. Not deception. Just the necessary, remarkable, limiting architecture of how
consciousness works. And seeing it clearly—really seeing it, not just believing it intellectually—changes
everything.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is Maya according to this cognitive science reinterpretation?

How does predictive processing relate to Maya?

What does the binding problem reveal about constructed perception?

How is the self related to Maya according to this analysis?

What are the multiple filtering layers that constitute Maya?

Why is 'illusion' a mistranslation of Maya?

What is the goal of practice according to this framework?

Can states 'beyond Maya' be accessed and retained?

The world isn’t an illusion. Your certainty about the world is.
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