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BOOK REVIEW

Andy Clark’s 2023 book The Experience Machine: How Our Minds Predict and Shape
Reality offers an engaging and accessible account of one of the most influential ideas in
contemporary cognitive science—predictive processing. Clark, Professor of Cognitive
Philosophy at the University of Sussex and Macquarie University, is the author of influential
works such as Surfing Uncertainty: Prediction, Action, and the Embodied Mind (2015) and Being
There: Putting Brain, Body, and World Together Again (1996). A Fellow of the Royal Society of
Edinburgh and the British Academy, he has consulted for Google UK and led the ERC project
“Expecting Ourselves” on embodiment, prediction, and consciousness. Together with David
Chalmers, he developed the extended mind theory. His research spans embodied and extended
cognition, robotics, computational neuroscience, and computational psychiatry.

In this book, Clark sets out to show the brain as a “prediction machine,” arguing that our
perceptions are active constructions shaped by expectation rather than passive reflections of the
world. Using vivid and often surprising examples, he demonstrates how predictive processing can
illuminate experiences as diverse as phantom phone vibrations, chronic pain, social bias, and the
“extended mind.” The work blends neuroscience, philosophy, and psychology, concluding with
practical suggestions for reshaping our mental predictions—and thereby our lived reality. The
book consists of seven chapters, framed by a preface, an interlude, and a conclusion.

In the first chapter, Clark introduces the brain-as-prediction-machine model, overturning the
traditional feedforward account of perception. The mind, he argues, is constantly generating
hypotheses about the world, and perception emerges as these expectations are tested against
incoming sensory data. Through striking examples—phantom vibrations, hallucinated birdsong,
ambiguous images—he shows how top-down predictions actively sculpt experience, making
perception a form of “controlled hallucination.” The second chapter applies this framework to
psychiatry and neurology, exploring how pain, fatigue, and other symptoms can persist without a
clear physiological cause, and how predictive processing challenges the old divide between
“mental” and “physical” illness. In the third, the theory is extended to action, with movement
described as the fulfillment of motor predictions and habits, skills, and postural adjustments
emerging from the same predictive processes. Chapter four turns inward to examine
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interoception—the brain’s predictions about the body—and its role in emotion, mood, and self-
awareness, offering a richer account of mental health and neurodiversity. After a philosophically
charged interlude on the “hard problem” of consciousness, chapter five introduces “precision
weighting,” the brain’s method of estimating the reliability of sensory signals versus predictions,
and its relevance to conditions like anxiety, depression, and psychosis. Chapter six moves beyond
the individual to explore the “extended mind,” showing how tools, technologies, and
environments become integrated into our predictive loops, effectively expanding the boundaries
of self. Finally, chapter seven shifts to application, suggesting ways to “hack” the prediction
machine through reframing, attentional training, environmental design, and even controlled
psychedelic use—making predictive processing not only a theoretical model but also a practical
guide for change.

Clark has a talent for explaining complex cognitive science in a language accessible to readers
new to the topic. Perhaps the only exception is the Interlude, which delves into the philosophy of
mind in a way that may appeal more to those with some prior grounding in the subject. His use of
concrete, often relatable examples greatly aids comprehension and keeps the argument grounded.

Three aspects of the book stand out in particular. First is the overlap between theory and practice,
most evident in Chapter 7, “Hacking the Prediction Machine.” Here, Clark moves from
conceptual explanation to real-world application, exploring interventions that range from
cognitive reframing—shifting perspective to alter baseline predictions—to physical and
environmental changes that recalibrate the cues we use to anticipate the world. Practices such as
mindfulness, meditation, and attentional training are joined by more unconventional methods,
including the careful use of psychedelics to disrupt entrenched expectations and open up new
patterns of thought and feeling. This final chapter underscores the real-world relevance of
predictive processing and demonstrates how the theory can be put to work.

The second highlight builds on Clark’s earlier collaboration with David Chalmers in the 1990s:
the extended mind theory. Although this approach has faced criticism—Jerry Fodor among its
sceptics—Clark makes a convincing case for its continued relevance, not only in philosophy of
mind but also in understanding our embeddedness in the world. The predictive processing model
reinforces this view, as the weights of our predictions are constantly shaped by interactions with
external tools and technologies. Our predictive loops, therefore, are not confined to the skull but
extend into the environment. This perspective, with its emphasis on integration rather than
separation, has potential applications well beyond cognitive science and could, as I see it, be
fruitfully combined with Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network Theory.

Finally, the Interlude addresses an issue central to contemporary philosophy of mind: the “hard
problem” of consciousness—why brain activity is accompanied by subjective experience. Clark
readily concedes that predictive processing does not solve this problem outright. However, he
argues that it reframes the debate by clarifying the layered predictive processes that shape
conscious perception, thereby narrowing the gap between physical mechanisms and lived
experience. This, in turn, connects neuroscience with phenomenology and challenges
perspectives that draw too sharp a line between mind and body.

In conclusion, The Experience Machine succeeds in presenting a sophisticated scientific theory in
an engaging, example-rich style that bridges academic research and everyday life. Clark’s
integration of neuroscience, psychology, and philosophy produces a compelling account of
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perception and cognition that is both intellectually stimulating and practically relevant. While
certain sections—particularly the Interlude—may resonate more strongly with readers already
versed in philosophy of mind, the book as a whole remains accessible without oversimplifying.
Its blend of conceptual depth, illustrative storytelling, and openness to application makes it a
valuable contribution not only to cognitive science but also to broader discussions about the
nature of mind, self, and our place in the world.

This work can be used in accordance with the Creative Commons BY-NC-ND 4.0 International license
oarma  terms and conditions (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode). This does not
apply to works or elements (such as images or photographs) that are used in the work under a
contractual license or exception or limitation to relevant rights.
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