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Abstract

There is growing evidence for the significant plasticity of the human brain’s body representation.
Using immersive virtual reality it is quite straightforward to generate in people the strong illusion
that the virtual body that they see substituting their real body is their body. Although there is
substantial evidence that such illusions can easily be generated there has been scant research on the
behavioural and attitudinal correlates of such apparent body transformations. We introduce the
concept of ‘body semantics’ that is, where the visual appearance of the virtual body suggests
particular personal attributes - for example, due to stereotyping. In this talk I will describe some
experiments that show that a body ownership illusion with respect a transformed virtual body leads
to changes in attitudes and behaviours that are appropriate to the semantics of that body. We
conclude that adoption of a body type experienced from first person perspective carries with it
behavioural correlates, that could be exploited in a number of rehabilitative applications, as well as
being a powerful tool in cognitive neuroscience. Moreover, virtual reality, typically used for the
illusion of transfer to another place - the place depicted by the virtual reality displays - can be
harnessed also to generate the illusion of being another ‘self’, with behavioural, attitudinal and
possibly cognitive changes as a result.
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