LA PARADOJA DE LOS ESPEJOS: EL MAPA DE LO INVISIBLE - EPISODE 13
The Visual Cliff Experiment: Are We Born
Afraid?

Some scenes feel borrowed from a silent nightmare. A baby crawls across a table covered with glass.

Under one side, a checkerboard pattern sits right beneath the surface. On the other, the same pattern
lies far below, as if the floor had suddenly fallen away. There is no real hole. No true danger. But to those

brand-new eyes, the world seems split in two.

In 1960, psychologists Eleanor J. Gibson and Richard D. Walk built this illusion at Cornell University.
They called it the 'visual cliff.' It was a simple, brilliant setup: a safe surface made to look like a drop.
They wanted to answer a question that still follows us like a shadow: is fear of falling built into us from

birth, or do we learn it later, bump by bump, glance by glance?

The scene was almost cinematic. On the 'safe’ side, the mother called the baby with a smile. On the
side that appeared deep, she called again. Many infants crossed the shallow side without hesitation.
But when the glass covered the area that looked like a cliff, they stopped. They rocked back and forth.
They looked at their mother. They touched the glass with their hands like someone feeling through an
unfamiliar dark. Some cried. Others searched for a way around, as if the body knew something words

could not yet say.

The unsettling part is that babies were not the only ones to react this way. Gibson and Walk tested goats,

lambs, chicks, and even kittens. Newborn goats, barely able to stand, avoided the deep side almost
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immediately. Chicks did the same. It was as if some creatures arrive in the world with an alarm already
switched on, a biological flashlight pointed at the edge.

 Crawling babies often avoided the fake drop.
* Animals that move early in life showed caution from the beginning.
 The reaction did not seem to require a previous fall or bad experience.

But the story twists in a way worthy of a psychological thriller. Not all babies avoided the 'dangerous'
side for the same reason. Some seemed afraid. Others showed something stranger: visual distrust, like
the hesitation you feel in a glass elevator even when you know it is safe. The brain was not seeing a real

abyss. It was reading clues, estimating distance, rehearsing possible danger.

So maybe the question was never whether we are born afraid, but something more unsettling: are we

born with a brain that already suspects the void before it understands what falling is?

The suspicion of the void

To get closer to the answer, we have to step into the logic of the experiment as if we were walking onto a
film set. The 'visual cliff' table was not a trap but a perspective trick. Imagine a glass floor in a shopping
mall. You know it will not break, yet your stomach still tightens a little. Not because you are irrational, but
because your brain works with shortcuts. It sees certain visual signals and launches a danger hypothesis

before it finishes thinking.

That is the key to this story: the brain does not wait for absolute proof. It makes fast bets. It is a stage
director assembling a version of the world from whatever information it has. If it sees texture below, if
it detects depth, if it notices distance between your body and the pattern on the floor, it switches on an
alert. Sometimes it is right. Sometimes it overreacts. But its job is not elegance. Its job is to keep you

alive.

Cornell, 1960: a question shaped like a precipice
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Eleanor J. Gibson was already an important figure in perception psychology. She was interested not
only in what we see, but in how we learn to move inside what we see. Together with Richard D. Walk,
she designed an experiment that now appears in almost every psychology textbook, though at the time
it carried a bold conceptual edge. They were not asking about just any emotion. They were touching

something ancient: the relationship between vision, movement, and survival.

The setup was elegant. A large platform covered with a strong sheet of glass. Under the glass, a
red-and-white checkerboard pattern. On one half, the pattern sat directly beneath the surface, creating
the feeling of solid ground. On the other half, the same pattern was placed much lower, creating the
illusion of depth. The baby was physically safe on both sides because the glass held everything. But the

eyes told a different story.

In the original study, published in 1960 inScientific Americanand later discussed widely in other papers,
the participants were babies already able to crawl. Many refused to cross the deep side, even when
their mothers called from the other end. The image became iconic: a mother stretching out her arms,
the baby frozen, caught between the urge to reach her and the suspicion that the floor could not be

trusted.

Animals and the early alarm

The most striking part was that the same design was tested with other species. The results seemed to
tell a powerful story. Goats and lambs, animals that stand shortly after birth, avoided the deep side
almost immediately. Chicks did too. By contrast, species that take longer to move around showed more

complicated or slower responses.

This opened a fascinating possibility. Maybe the brain is not born with ‘fear' in the fully human sense,
loaded with images and memories, but with certain circuits ready to detect situations that were
dangerous across the history of the species. Like a fire alarm installed at the factory. The house does
not need to have burned before for the alarm to exist.

 Not everything innate appears as a full emotion.
* Sometimes it begins as a sensitivity: a special way of paying attention.

» Experience later sharpens that sensitivity, making it more accurate or more exaggerated.

Seeing is not copying: it is constructing
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Here comes a central idea, one that can be slightly unsettling: we do not see the world as it is. We see
a negotiated version between what reaches the eyes and what the brain expects to find there. It is like
looking at a city through a wet windshield. The data are real, of course, but so is the interpretation.

In the visual cliff, the baby does not detect 'a hole' in some objective sense. What the baby detects are

depth cues. Psychologists call them visual cues, but the idea is intuitive:

« If a texture looks smaller and farther away, it seems lower or more distant.
« If there is shadow and separation, we feel relief or emptiness.
« If moving the head makes the background shift differently, the brain estimates distance.

All of this happens in fractions of a second. Your mind is like an editor cutting, splicing, and arranging
scenes before you notice. And when the scene suggests falling, the body reacts. Sometimes with fear.

Sometimes with freezing. Sometimes with pure caution, which is not exactly the same thing.

Fear, caution, and that invisible brake

For years, many people summarized the experiment by saying, 'babies are afraid of heights.' But later
researchers began to refine that idea. Fear as an intense emotion, with crying, tension, and refusal,
is one thing. Avoidance is another: simply not moving forward when the visual information seems

untrustworthy.

In 1987, Joseph J. Campos and colleagues explored more deeply how locomotion changes the
perception of risk. Their work highlighted something crucial: when babies begin moving on their own,
they do not just build muscle. They recalibrate the map of space. Before crawling, the world is mostly a

movie. After crawling, it begins to feel like territory.

That changes everything. A baby with movement experience learns the relationship between what is
seen and what the body can do. The baby learns that some edges are edges, that some distances
matter, that a surface can deceive. There is no need for a dramatic fall from a great height. It is enough

to build a link between vision and action.

It is similar to learning to drive. At first, the distance between your car and the one ahead is abstract.
After a few weeks, your body starts to 'feel' that distance. You do not perform a conscious calculation.
You just know. Something similar happens in infants: depth stops being only an image and becomes a

bodily decision.

Social referencing: a mother's face as compass
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Now another fascinating twist enters, one that reveals we are never entirely alone inside our minds. In
the 1980s and 1990s, Joseph Campos and his colleagues showed that babies do not only read space;
they also read faces. If the mother smiled and appeared calm, some babies were more willing to cross.
If her expression signaled fear or tension, they pulled back.

This is known as 'social referencing.' The phrase sounds technical, but the idea is deeply human: when
we do not know whether something is dangerous, we borrow someone else's interpretation. Adults do
this constantly. If a plane makes a strange sound, we look at the flight attendants. If someone shouts in

the street, we check other people's faces. The brain uses other people as emotional subtitles for reality.

With babies, this becomes especially visible. The visual edge is not only a matter of eyes and legs. It
is also a relational scene. The child looks at the apparent drop and then looks at the mother. Between
those two images, the brain negotiates a response. You could say that fear, or caution, is written with

two hands: one biological and one social.

So, are we born afraid?

The most honest answer is: not exactly, but we are not born blank either. We are not empty sheets
waiting for the world to draw everything. We arrive with drafts. With predispositions. With alarm systems
that evolution has been tuning for millions of years.

Falling from a height was, for our ancestors and for many species, a brutal and simple threat. Creatures
that detected edges better and behaved cautiously had better odds of surviving. We do not need to
imagine a single 'gene for fear of heights.' It is enough to picture a brain shaped to take certain clues
seriously.

At the same time, that preparation needs experience to become precise. In several studies, very young
infants, before self-produced movement, did not always show the same avoidance of the deep side. In
other words, the visual machinery may be there, but the complete link between seeing, understanding,

and stopping is strengthened through action.

* Biology provides an alarm system.
» Experience teaches when to trust it.

 Relationships with others shape how strongly we respond.

What the experiment also taught us about ourselves
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The visual cliff is not only about babies. It is about all of us. We still live inside that same mechanism,
even if we dress it in adult language. We all have our own visual cliffs: safe situations the brain interprets

as dangerous, and real dangers it sometimes underestimates.

A glass floor, a very high escalator, a hotel balcony, a suspension bridge. Even when we rationally
understand that everything is fine, something in the body hesitates. That gap reveals an uncomfortable
truth: consciousness is not always in charge. Many times it arrives later, like a reporter covering a

decision made in another office.

The reverse also happens. Some people lean too far over the edge, convinced they control more than
they do. The brain not only exaggerates threats; it also minimizes them. It is a talented cartographer, but

not an infallible one. It draws useful maps, not perfect maps.

Newer views and important nuances

Over time, some researchers questioned how much the visual cliff measures fear, depth perception, or
locomotor experience. Karen Adolph, for example, has shown in many studies since the 1990s that
infants learn in highly specific ways depending on their bodily experience. A baby who crawls may judge
certain risks well from that posture, but may not automatically transfer that knowledge once walking
begins. In other words, the brain does not receive a universal license to understand all edges. It learns

chapter by chapter.

This makes the story even more interesting. There is no single switch that suddenly turns on. There is a
fine, almost handcrafted learning process among eyes, muscles, balance, and memory. As if each new

motor skill forced the brain to redraw the map of danger.

So we are not born with a finished script about fear. We are born with a faint soundtrack, background
music that rises when certain images appear. Then life adds scenes, contexts, mistakes, rescues, and

the brain edits the film again.

The final mirror

That may be the most beautiful and unsettling lesson of the visual cliff experiment. Reality does not enter
us the way water enters a glass. It enters the way a story does: interpreted, trimmed, suspected. Before
we have words, before we even understand what 'falling’ means, there is already an ancient intelligence
in us reading space the way someone reads weather before a storm.

Are we born with fear? Perhaps we are born with something subtler and deeper: a sensitivity to the edge,
a primal distrust of certain shapes of emptiness. What we later call fear is built on top of that. But the

first stone may already be there.
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And that should make us look at our own hesitations more tenderly. Because every time we pause at
the edge of something, it is not only our personal history speaking. It is also a much older memory,
written not in words but in reflexes, calculations, and that silent shiver with which the body tries to save

us before the mind fully understands why.
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