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ABSTRACT

Recent technological developments in real-time computer simulation, namely Virtual
Reality technology, have been met with excitement and enthusiasm by many who see the
poicntial it has for aliering our communicative, educational and recreational environments. I
have recognized one fundamental question that the technology poses: What will the nature of
rcality in virtual reality be, and how will we determine it? This thesis investigates two areas: the
ontology of virtual reality and the intersection between the work of Marshall McLuhan and
phenomenology as a heuristic method of investigating the problem.

fFor the phenomenological framework this thesis references Alfred Schutz, primarily his
work on how we “construct” our social and physical reality expressed in The Constructions
of the Life-World, (volumes I and II). I also incorporate Berger and Luckman’s Social
Construction of Reality into the discussion. I refer to Don Idhe’s work on phenomenology
applicd to technology and Drew Leder’s work on discmbodiment.

My consideration of McLuhan and phenomenology yields four broad areas of
intcrscction, cach containing further intercises within. These categories are (1) The Body; (2)
The Environment; (3) Language; and (4) McLuhan’s Tetrad.

In my discussion of the body I note that both McLuhan and the phenomenologists regard
it as the starting point from which all understanding of the world originates thus privileging
the rolce of the senses and perception. Specific complementary areas I consider include the
cxtension - discmbodiment dynamic and the amputation - disappearance relationship. The
sccond point of intersection cxamines two perspectives on how we manipulate the
cnvironment and how it, in tum, manipulates us, focusing specifically on various “levels™ of
rcality and how we move through them. The third point of conversion considers how the
“language™ of a technology structures perception, returning to the implications of
McLuhan’s phrase, “the medium is thc message”. I end by presenting McLuhan’s Tetrad as
a significant arca of convergence with the process of phenomenological reduction and apply

the model to an analysis of virtual reality.
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In concluding this thesis I suggest that McLuhan’s work, grounded as it is in the senses,
and phenomenology, grounded as it is in the philosophy of perception and cxperience, can
provide a way of illuminating the ontology of virtual reality. The two models arc helpful
when intersected as cach deal with an area of concern in a manner complementary to the
other. I speculate on the nature of the reality of virtual reality, noting the inevitable
relationship it must have to our lived, social reality and suggest scveral arcas for further

investigation.
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INTRODUCTION

Introduction te the Discussion

I have worked for a number of years in the field of interactional computer-based
program dcvelopment, and along with my colleagues have witnessed the birth and
introduciion of virtual reality (VR) technoiogy first into the computer industry and then into
the public mind. Like others I have seen the incredible potential for altering our
communicative, educational and recreational environment that the technology seems to
suggest but at the same time I recognize one fundamental question the technology poses:
What will the nature of reality within virtual reality be, and how will we determine it? This
thesis investigates two areas; the nature of reality in VR and the intersection between
MclLuhan and phenomenology as a method of investigation.

McLuhan’s work, grounded as it is in the senscs, and phenomenology, grounded as it is
in the philosophy of perception and experience can provide a way to illuminate the nature of
the reality of virtwal reality. Having come to the conclusion of my heuristic investigation, a
thesis has been developed to show that a synthesis of McLuhan and phenomenology (or,
more precisely, media studies expounded by McLuhan and select phenomenologists)
provides us with a potent way to do this. The two models are helpful when intersected as each
illuminaics an arca of concemn in a manner complementary — as opposed to antagonistic — to
the other. McLuhan, as a theorist of electronic media who focuses on perception and sensory
organization as the primary influence in our interpretation of reality, emphasizes the
technological properties which structure perception. The phenomenologists, who also
privilege interpretation and reflection in the analysis of human and social life, direct their
focus 1o the cognitive aspects of reality-apprehension, namely how the dynamic interplay
between our internal mechanisms and the environment structure perception. By considering

both the “external™ (technology) and the “internal” (social conditions) factors in the

page 1



construction of virtual worlds, I am able to cngage in a more comprchensive discussion than
if I were to use either model in isolation.

Aside from providing a framework from which the qucstion of reality in virtual reality
can be considered, my investigation produces interesting residual arcas of consideration,
namely that media thcory expressed by McLuhan and many aspeccts of phcnomenology
compliment cach other. Although I sce a valid and useful relationship between the two arcas
for examining the nature of virtual reality and have chosc to craft a methodology based on
them, I can also see other methods which would be uscful in investigating virtual reality, such
as Innis and the structuralist tradition.

Although I use the broad title *“phenomenoclogy” (or “phcnomenologist”) throughout
this work, I am in fact only referring to a small part of the tradition, that is, the theory of how
we “construct” our reality (“lifc-world™”) as expressed by Alfred Schutz, primarily through
his two volumes, The Constructions of the Life-World and, in the same tradition, Berger and
Luckman’s Social Construction of Reality. 1 will also be referring to two of Don Idhe’s
works, The Consequences of Phenomenology and Technology and the Life-World for their
discussion of phenomenology applied to technology. Finally, I have incorporated Drew
Leder’s work, The Absent Body, into my discussion of discmbodiment. I have chose o
privilege the work of Schutz et al. because of its obvious application 1o a comparative
discussion of the construction of virtual worlds, but acknowledge that others in the
phenomenological tradition, most notably Martin Heidegger and his discussion of tcchnology
and Merleau-Ponty and his discussion of perception, could also provide a valuable framework
for examining the issues.

By cxpressing an interest in the nature of the reality of virtual reality, I am, in cffect,
investigating the “ontology™ of virtual reality. I am awarc that there arc conflicting traditions
in the history of ontology, although it is not within the rcalm of this discussion to cngage in
that debate. Instead I will use the term as defined by Michael Hicm, who has investigated the

ontology of word processing in his book, The Electric Language. Hiem builds his discussion
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on scveral crucial assumptions which imply a functional definition of “ontology”, the most
fundamental being posed as a philosophical questicn. He asks how contemporary contact
with reality is affected by the new writing technology, assuming that there is necessarily a
transformative clement to technological innovations. More specifically he asks: “What is it
that we can examine consistently and fruitfully which will allow us to perceive the unique
challenges to rcality apprchension that are raised by word processing?”1 He later answers his
questions by suggesting an approach, rather than specific focus for investigation, an approach
that privilcges an cxamination of thought under changing conditions caused by electronic
symbol manipulation. Hiem’s method docs not rest solely on investigating the nature of
thought alonc, however, but also pursues an investigation of subsequent changes in our
interaction with signs and changes in skills developed to manipulate these signs. Briefly,
Hiem’s ontological investigation is involved with the way our interaction with reality is
affecied by word processing and, to a lesser extent, the mode in which these “realities”
become identifiable and intelligible. It is Hiem’s functional definition of ontology that will
inform my investigation of virtual reality.

For further clarification regarding the intended meaning of ontology, Hiem contrasts a
modc of investigation which falls outside of his ontological framework when he notes that we
may be inclined to consider word processing as a tool and thus engage in an analysis
conducive to cvaluation based on utilitarianism and efficiency, an approach which would
“fail to touch on what is essential in the interface between human and machine”.2 Also, it
may lcad us away from a focus on what is happening to us and with us. Virtual reality, then,
will not be considered as a tool, but as a cultural phenomenon.

Finally, Hicm provides this investigation with a model and subsequent rationale for
considering a technology upon its introduction (as opposed to after it has become sedimented
in our social structure) which maintains theoretical harmony with the phenomenological
tradition (i.c., considering the introduction of new social institutions in their nascent phase).

Hiem acknowledges that it would be easier 1o evaluate the phenomenon after “historical
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distance” has been established and historical acccunts become available.3 Yet it is precisely at
the point of introduction that, says Hiem, “the past bccomcs clear as past, as obsolescent, and
the future becomes clear as destiny, a challenge of the unknown™.4 The advantage of the
study of VR in its infancy, then, is the sensc of novelty generated by the lack of transparency
which may yield a more comprehensive awareness of transformations.

My consideration of McLuhan and phenomenology has yiclded four broad arcas of
intersection, each containing further complementary arcas within. These catcgorics, although
not arbitrary, arc not the only areas where McLuhan and the phenomenological tradition may
cross, but instead provide what I consider to be the primary areas of concern when
considering the ontological nature of virtual reality. The four themes, each investigated in a
chapter of its own, are (1) the body; (2) the environment; (3) language; and (4) the tetrad.

I begin with a discussion of the body as both thc phcnomenologists and McLuhan regard
it as the starting point from which all understanding of the world originates. McLuhan
emphasizes the alignment of our senses as fundamental to reality apprchension and the
phenomenologists focus on the role of perception, which is necessarily bodily-based, in the
interpretation (thus phenomenological construction) of our world. This intersection and its
implications for emergent virtual reality technology illuminatc the dual nature of VR as on
one hand being a forum conducive to disembodying cxperiences (when considered from an
“internal” cognitive perspective) and, on the other, being scnsc-affirming and grounding us
very much in our camal, percciving physical condition. Specific complementary arcas |
consider include the extension - disembodiment dynamic and the amputation —
disappearance relationship, both of which emphasizec McLuhan’s extemal, metaphorical
contribution (extension and amputation) and the phenomenologists cognitive contribution
(disembodiment and disappearance).

From a discussion of the body I move to consider the environment in which we (and our
bodies) exist. The second point of intersection examines two perspectives on how we

manipulate the environment and how it, in turn, manipulates us. Within this discussion I look
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at various levels of reality and how we move through them, sometimes aware of the shifting
propertics, somctimes not. I suggest that these discrete realms of reality are bound by a
“permcable membrane” through which information passes in both directions, again
suggesting a dynamic relationship. I suggest that our embodied experience of the
cnvironment and reality will affect and be effected by experiences in virtual reality.

The third point of conversion in my discussion focuses on language, more specifically,
how the “language” of a technology structures perception. The role of language, in a literal
sensc, is of paramount concern to the phenomenologists as they regard it as one of the
primary instruments of socialization and contend that it structures perception in that the
grammatical constraints, syntax and terminology - scts necessarily limit what and how we
perceive. McLuhan is also concemed with the structural influence of language in perception
(as cvidenced by his attention to the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis) but extends his interest to a
mctaphorical Icvel when he considers “the language of a technology”. The step from
considering the confines that language necessarily imposes to a consideration of similar
confincs imposcd by technology paves the way for a compiehensive discussion of the
potential ontological impact the technology may have. Don Idhe has elaborated on this theme
through the development of a classification system for different kinds of perceptual
rcaltionships we may have with the world based on the nature of our relationship with
mcdiating technology. My discussion of language does not focus on the terminology set that
is devceloping to describe virtual reality or the influence of the “cyberpunk” tradition within
the science-fiction genre, although I acknowledge them as important factors shaping our
understanding of VR and in need of investigation. Instead I am retuming to the implications
of McLuhan’s phrase, “the medium is the message”.

In my fourth chapter I focus on what upon first consideration appears to be solely the
domain of Marshall McLuhan, but upon further investigation is revealed to be one of the
most significant points of intersection between McLuhan and the phenomenological tradition:

the tetrad. McLuhan’s tetrad, or “laws of media”, incorporate earlier work McLuhan did in

page S



developing the “figure-ground” methodology for investigating the unforseen consequences
an artifact may have on its environment. By focusing on four (albeit broad) usually
overlooked areas of investigation, the tetrad, in effect, performs the function of
phenomenological reduction where usual assumptions about the world arc put in “brackets”
so fresh insights may be had. Although the tetrad was presented as a set of scientifically
rigorous “laws”, I will be considering it only as a construct for generating questions for
further discussion and not as a method of scientific invcstigation. In my application of the
tetrad to VR I consider each law only in relation to the phenomenological tradition,
maintaining the investigative paradigm set for this work.

As noted carlier my chosen points of intersection arc ccrtainly not the only arcas where
McLuhan and the phenomenological tradition may intersect. For example, McLuhan
emphasizes the important social function of “the artist”, who he describes as “the man in
any field, scientific or humanistic, who grasps the implications of his actions and of ncw
knowledge in his own time. He is the man of integral awarcness.”> He also contends that
through “artistic play [artists] discover what is actually happening and thus appcar to be
ahead of their time”. He makes specific mention of science fiction, which, according 10
McLuhan, “presents situations that enable us to perceive the potential of new technologics”.6
Alfred Schutz also acknowledges the insights of the anist, for much the same rcason as
McLuhan, when he says, “The poet and the artist are much closcr to an adequate
interpretation of the worlds of dreams and phantasms than the scientists and the philosopher,
because their categories of communication themselves refer to the realm of imagry. They can,
if not overcome, at least make transparent the underlying dialcctical conflict”.”

Early in my investigation I note a tension between McLuhan's approach, which
emphasizes the external ramifications of technological change through metaphor’s which hi-
light technology as an extension of the body, including amputation, pain and shock, and the

phenomenological approach which sees change as occurring in perception and cognition, or

internally. This tension, which serves to provide a more comprchensive analysis of the subject,
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however, was not the only area of dynamic interplay that emerged during my investigation.
The second arca was between two contradictory readings of McLuhan. He is often interpreted
as contending that upon the introduction of a new technology, society is thrown into a chaotic
furor resulting from the wide spread change brought about by the technology, an analysis
that neglects consideration of his later work on the tetrad. It is because of the lack of
considcration of the retrieval aspect of McLuhan’s work that I felt it imperative to include a
discussion and application of the tetrad in my analysis.

Before 1 formulated a framcwork from which to examine the phenomenon of virtual
reality, I was intrigued by the attention the popular press had given to McLuhan in regards to
the ncw technology. I wondered if perhaps the aphorisms that made him famous were easily
applicable to the conditions brought about by the computer age because of their prophetic
insight (as his supporters would suggest) or because of their ambiguous and sometimes
contradictory nature (as his detractors would charge). I was amused by the title in Mondo
2000, an alternative California-based magazine which read, “Marshall McLuhan: The
Cognitive Agent as Cyberpunk Godfather”. Several articles in the Autumn, 1990 issue of
Mondo 2000 citcd McLuhanesque concepts such as “hot and cold media”, “The Global
Village”, and media as “extensions of our central nervous system”. In an article called
“Digits Run Riot!” author Jas Morgan says: “As we accelerate... increasingly towards
lightspced and into hyperreality it’s only natural that we as a culture re-investigate and
reinvigorate the idcas of Marshall McLuhan”.8 He goes on to say that he hopes
“McLuhanism can be forced into a kind of science through which the effects that new media
have on perception will be understood”.9 My curiosity was heightened when I noticed that
attention has been directed at McLuhan’s work as a way of examining VR also from within
academe. In “Modernism, McLuhan and the Evolution of Cyberspace” Donald Theall, the
author of The Medium is the Rear View Mirror (a comprehensive critique of McLuhan’s
rendering of James Joyce), contends that the conceptual evolution of cyberspace can be

studicd in the works of McLuhan and that in the context of virtual reality, “his ideas speak
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with a new precision of the here-and-now”.10 In “Elements of a Cyberspace Playhousc”,
Randy Walser notes that it was over a quarter century ago when McLuhan prophesied about
electronic media and Walser suggests that perhaps now we are in an environment where we
can understand what he said. Others have also incorporated McLuhan into discussions of VR
(see Jevans 1991; Laurel 1991; Sack 1991; and Levinson 1990). In my own rcading of
McLuhan I have come across several of what I call “virtual prophesics™; observations on the
future of computers which seem to describe the conditions unfolding around VR. For
example, in The Global Village McLuhan notes “Communication mcdia of the future will
accentuate the extensions of our nervous systems, which can be made discmbodicd and totally
collective”.ll He also says, “As man succeeds in translating his central nervous system into
electronic circuitry, he stands on the threshold of outering his consciousness into the
computer”.}2 And even earlier, in Understanding Media he said, *“An immediatc simulation
of consciousness would by-pass specch in a kind of massive extrasensory perception, just as
global thermostats could by-pass those extensions of the skin and body we call houses™.13
Such prophesies, although perhaps exaggerated, force onc to consider the work of Marshall
McLuhan in this age of virtual environments (whilec keeping in mind, of course, the fact that
in his later years when the personal computer revolution was beginning he was totally
disinterested in the computer as a cew and powerful technological force).

The uscful application of McLuhan’s concepts to a discussion of virtual reality
technology, however, does not depend on his immediatc popularity, but instcad on his ability
to provide a comprehensive framework for the analysis of the nature of a ncw media.
McLuhan was not known for his ability to develop and synthesize his (often disparate) facts
into a comprehensive analysis: in fact his writing style (called *“aphoristic”, based on
“probes” instead of theories) was exactly the opposite. I am aware of the debate surrounding
the validity of McLuhan’s work, and although it is not within the scope of this discussion to
become involved in it, I do acknowledge that attempting to build a methodological analysis

from McLuhan’s work would be problematic at best, which is why I have clected to integrate
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his often insightful probes with a more rigorous phenomenological discussion. Through this
integration it is hoped that I will be able to make use of McLuhan’s innovative work on

clectronic media with the supports of a more systematic method of investigation.

An Introduction to Virtual Reality

As noted above, Michael Hiem suggests that considering the implications of a nascent
tcchnology before it has become sedimented into the social structure (and thus
“transparent”) is a privileged time for philosophical consideration. It also presents, however,
certain challenges when one is faced with defining terms as care must be taken not to force a
description for clarity but instead to derive a working definition from information available.
In this scction 1 will make an effort to “define” virtual reality (alternately called
“cyberspace”, “artificial reality” or “telepresence”) through available definitions and a

bricf history of the technology.

Definition of Terms

In his introduction to the First Conference on Cyberspace in 1990, Michael Benedikt,
author of “Cyberspace: Some Proposals” noted that “no one knows exactly what form
cyberspace will eventually take”14. He nevertheless goes on to provide one of the most

comprehensive definitions of the term to date, describing it as

...a globally networked, computer-sustained, computer-accessed and compater-
generated, multi-dimensional, artificial, or “virtual” reality. In this world, onto which
cvery computer screen is @ window, actual, geographical distance is irrelevant. Objects
seen or heard are neither physical, nor, necessarily, representations of physical objects,
but are rather — in form, character, and action — made up of data, of pure information.
This information is derived in part from the operations of the natural, physical world,
but is derived primarily from the immense traffic of symbolic information, images,
sounds, and pcople, that constitute human enterprise in science, art, business, and
culture 15
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Benedikt goes on to say that in cyberspace, institutions take on ncw forms as do people.
He notes that cyberspace will likely have a geography and code of human law; it will be
bounded technically only by the limits of data transmission and computing spced, and
psychologically only by desire and imagination™.1¢ This definition, however, illustratcs
another problematic element of defining emergent technology; that is, its dual consideration
as both a phenomenon lending itself to philosophical reflection and also a specific
configuration of technclogy. Another cxample of this dual consideration is the way in which
VPL Research, a California-based developer of VR technology, describes VR on its brochure;
“The easiest way to understand VR is to compare it to the physical world. Physical reality is
the thine we find on the other side of our sense organs: cycs, cars, and skin. Virtual Reality is
perceived when computerized clothing is wom over the sensc organs.”1? This definition,
McLuhanesque in tone, also considers VR as a total cnvironment, an experience, as opposed
to an actual technology.

One might assume that to find definitions or descriptions of the technological
configuration, then, one could turn to literature on the components of virtual systems —
whether written by system architects, computer scientists or software and hardwarc developers.
This is partly true. In the users guide of Swivel 3-D, a threc dimensional drawing program
used to create virtual worlds, the building of computer modecls is described as “an
opportunity to create your own small universe, becausc Swivel is a lot morc than a three
dimensional drawing/modeling program. It has 3-D space and can move in “time” (if you
consider its powerful animation capabilitics)”,18 a description that again verges on the
ontological as opposed to the technological. Perhaps a consideration of the scmantic origins
of the terms will provide us with insight into the technology.

In “The Metaphysics of Virtual Reality” Michael Hiem notes that in contemporary
usage, the term “virtual” comes from software enginecring and is applicd to “any sort of
computer phenomenon, from virtual mail to virtual workgroups on computer networks™

where the reality referred to is not a “formal, bonafide reality”19. The term serves to bridge
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the gap between our formally unified reality and our diverse experiences.2? Today, the
technology that allows us to create informal, “unbonafide” realities includes a helmet that
presents each eye with a built-in graphic screen and a glove or an entire suit fitted with
position sensors and laced with fibre-optic cables that tell the computer how the user is
moving. The two graphic screens in front of each eye relay computer-generated images
processed by two super computers that redraw the image every time the head changes
position. One configuration of VR technology may look like this:

FIGURE ONE: VIRTUAL INTERFACE ENVIRONMENT

VIRTUAL INTERFACE ENVIRONMENT
SPACE STATION SYSTRMIG AND DATA MANAGIRUNT

VIRTIALL OONTROL PANELS
TELESDIENCE WORKATATION

HEAD MOUNTED DISPLAY pome==os -----..r-.'

o eme . -::.

§ DOF GESTURE
TRACKING
TACTILE INPUT

AND FEEDRACK

In his article, “Through the Looking Glass” John Walker provides a concise description

of VR:

I define a cyberspace system as one which provides the user a three-dimensional
interaction experience that provides the illusion one is inside a world rather than
observing an image. At the minimum, a cyberspace system provides stereoscopic
imagery of three dimensional objects, sensing the user’s head position and rapidly
updating the perceived scene. In addition, a cyberspace system provides a means of
interacting with simulated objects.2!
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A Brief History of VR

VR has been a topic for public consumption for the past two or three years, but the
history of the technology extends ack at least to 1965 when MIT rescarcher Ivan Sutherland
introduced the idea of immersion in a simulated world coupled with user control through
input-output devices. In his article, “A Head-mounted Threc Dimensional Display” written
in 1968, Sutherland described his vision of a three-dimensional display that would move as
the user changed perspective. He noted that although sterco presentation was important in
creating the illusion of existing in 3D, it was not as important as the shift in world presentation
that naturally happens when we move through reality.22 It was Sutherland and his collcagues
who first worked on the Head Mounted Display technology that has been adopted and
refined in contemporary VR development.

Even before Sutherland, however, work was being done ~ albeit of a less technical nature
— to realize the dream of a simulated environment that incorporated a mix of sensory cues to
present the user with the illusion of existing in an aiternate reality. This work was done by
Morton Heilig, inventor and creator of “Sensorama Simulator”, “an apparatus to simulate a
desired experience by developing sensations in a plurality of the senses”.23 The Sensorama
Simulator was an arcade-type game that simulated a motorcycle ride through Brooklyn in the
1950’s, complete with vibrations from the seat and handlebars, full motion 3-D film of the
scenery and the wafting smell of pizza and garbage. Scott Fisher, a VR developer at NASA
Ames Research Centre contends that “the sensorama display was one of the first steps toward
duplicating the viewer’s act of confronting a real scene. The user is totally immersed in an
information booth designed to imitate the mode of exploration while the scene is imaged
simultaneously through several senses”.24

Other major developments in VR technology grew out of rescarch being done at NASA,
described by Howard Reingold as “the institution that launched the first rcal public
exploration of cyberspace”.2> In 1984 NASA started the Virtual Visual Environment

Display project (VIVED), which led to the Virtual Interactive Environment Workstation
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Project (VIEW). The objective of research at NASA is “to develop a multi-purpose, multi-
modal operator interface to facilitate natural interaction with complex operational tasks and to
augment operator awareness of large-scale autonomous integrated systems™.26 Virtual
Reality was formally introduced to the general public, however, on June 6, 1989 ai two trade
shows by VPL Research and Autodesk, two private companies located in southern California.
Both companics presented devices for interacting with three-dimensional, computer-generated
worlds, and it is largely through their promotion that the term “virtual reality” has become
mainstrcam parlance.

This cursory history is by no means complete in its mention of events that have shaped
the history of virtual reality technology. Missing , for example, is a discussion of the role
NNight simulation for pilot and tank warfare training played in the development of the
tcchnology, as well as a discussion of earlier computer technologies which converged to allow
VR 10 become a reality (for example, developments in computer graphics and increased
cfficiency in speed and memory capacities). Also absent is a discussion of conceptual
influences, such as computer arcade games, and even non-computer role-playing games such
as “Dungcons and Dragons”.

It must be acknowledged here that the vision of VR as a realistic simulation of reality,
where onc is virtually unable to distinguish between the two, is still a long way off. Problems
cxist with the current speed for calculating and re-drawing the computer graphics. Also,
olfactory cucs as well as a sense of tactility are still in early development stages. The rate of
devclopment, however, can be expected to advance quickly and steadily. For the purposes of
this discussion it is the vision of the technology expressed by those working in the field of VR
rescarch and development that I am interested in; in short, what it promises and what we must

prepare for.
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CHAPTER I: THE RODY

One characteristic of the “postmodemn™ age is the progression from the mind - body (or
mind versus body) dualism, and the accompanying belief that rationality transcends bodily
cxperience, 1o a view where the body is the locus of all experience and through it we
understand and perceive our world. Johnson notes that “We are rational animals but we are
also rational animals™! elucidating the concept of embodied rationality. Merleau-Ponty
describes the body as “the very medium where our world comes into being”,2 and Idhe
notes that “the body plays an essential role in perception and ... is a concrete location from
which all perspectives are had™.3 In Orality and Literacy Walter Ong describes the role of the
body as the “fronticr” between self and the world, and notes that our understanding of
“intcrior” and “cxtcrior” are in relation to the body.* The centrality of the body in
interpreting our environment is thematic to both McLuhan (through his discussion of sensory
arrangement as an effector of realiiy apprehension and his metaphorical discussion of
“tecchnology as cxtensions”) and many phenomenologists (evidenced by their theoretical
description of the life-world and our experiences in it that are necessarily grounded in the
body and involve interaction with our embodied fellow men). The anatomical theme is also
cvidenced through the “phenomenological anatomy” of the lived body which characterizes
rcgions according to their usual forms of presence-absence and the kind of world relations
they permit, as Drew Leder notes.’ I will now examine phenomenological concepts of
embodiment as interpreted by Alfred Schutz and Don Idhe and juxtapose them with
McLuhan’s description of the “scnsorium™. Before I begin, however, I will put the idea of
the ‘living body’ into a socio-historical context.

We are reminded of the centrality of our physical body in our interactions with the world
by its very nature as a living, functioning organism, demanding nourishment and
revitalization. First and forcmost we are camal beings engaged in a birth-death cycle over

which wc have relatively little control (i.e., we know, unequivocally, that we will face death,
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and often fear it). Schutz describes this experience (fear of death) as the “fundamental
anxiety”® out of which other inter-related systems of hope, fears, wants and satisfactions
develop. However, although our mortal existence is an implicitly understood property of that
which it means to be human, it does not reside in conscious awareness at all times; in fact,
thoughts of death are usually relegated to our unconscious except in unusual circumstances
(such as during a prolonged illness or upon the death of a loved one). If we were constantly
aware of our impending death we would not be functional. This knowledge of death and
awareness of our camality has humbled us into accepting our role as part of the cyclic
construct of nature, but not without resistance. Descartcs himself worked to postpone his
death beyond what was considcred humanly possiblc.” More recently as we move further into
the cybernetic age we arc looking to perfect methods of cryonics and the embodiment
human intelligence in robotic systems, the mind forcver preserved.8 It is important 10 note
that just as our mortality recedes from awareness so docs specific knowledge of our
functional body. While writing, for example, I may be aware of the movement of tendons and
muscles in my hand due to the physical reminder of the pressure my fingers fecl against the
pen, but I am probably not aware of blood moving through the veins and arterics of my left
foot and even less likely to be aware of my spleen or any other internal organ (unless in a
state of discomfort). Body regions relegated to a supportive role, or simply out of play at any
given time are, according to Drew Leder, engaged in “background disappearances”. Instcad
of reinforcing the idea of disembodied rationality (how can our body be the locus of
perception and experience if we are unaware of it most of the time?) these background
disappearances can be seen as a necessary condition for functioning in the life-world as we
would certainly be unable to function while trying to maintain awarencss of our completc
physiology. I will discuss this at length when I consider the phenomenon of disembodiment
but it should also be kept in mind when examining phenomenological theorics of

embodiment.
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The Body and Life-World Apprehension
A Phenomenological Interpretation

In his description of phenomenology, Idhe says it is “a philosophy concemed with the
intcrpretation of human experience rooted in perception and bodily activity™ (italics mine).
The bodily activity - perception relationship is also a key aspect of the phenomenological
understanding of Shutz’s concept of the “life-world”. Schutz’s very definition of life-
world, “thc region of reality in which man can engage himself and which he can change
while he opcraies in it by means of his animate orgam'sm”10 (italics mine) reinforces this.
The primacy of ecmbodied relations in the life-world can be further evidenced in three
concepts presented by Schutz: the idea of the ‘manipulatory zone’; the nature of the body’s
relationship to our interpretation of time and space; and the necessary embodiment of our
“fcllow men” (that is, contemporaries) in mutual relations. Idhe develops the assumption of
the importance of the body in world relations through a classification system for relationships
we may have with technology which influence our perception of the world. I will now briefly
look at Schutz and Idhe’s ideas.

In the everyday life-world we cannot attend to all that is occurring (or has occurred/has
the potential to occur) within our immediate environment at any given time. Instead, we
prioritize cvents bascd on personal relevance and temporal-spatial coordinates. That is,
according 1o Schutz, we are most concerned with those sectors of the world which occupy the
“here™ and “now™.11 The “herc” includes elements within our immediate grasp; those
things we can see and touch (as opposed to things we can see but not touch). Schutz calls this
“the manipulatory zone” and describes it as constituting “the core of reality”.12 Only
within the manipulatory zone can the basic test of all reality, resistance, be administered. This
theory of the prominence of the manipulatory zone concurs with the bodily activity -
pereeption relationship in indicating the importance Schutz places on bodily-based
cxperiences. It is interesting to note that the manipulatory zone is part, along with things in

our range of vicw and scope of hearing, of what Schutz calls, “the world within reach”. What
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is most striking about the composition of this “world” is its sensory foundation (things we
can see, touch, and hear).

Relating to the primary role of the senses in constituting the core of reality is the
importance of bodily movement in interpreting time perspective. In his essay “On Multiple
Realities”, Schutz notes that bodily movements arc expericnced on two time planes; extecrmal
and internal, or “dureé”. Awareness of external time (sometimes referred to by Schutz as
‘cosmic time’) occurs due to measurable bodily movements in the outer world whercas
manifestations of our stream of consciousness are catalysts to awareness of dureé.!3 What is
most important here is Schutz’s assertion that it is through our bodily movements that we
make the transition from dureé to cosmic time. This is articulated by Schutz clsewhere when
he notes that we experience our self as “a body turned to the outside™ but “also as a body
from within.”14 Although we do not necessarily compartmentalize our inner and outer
experiences, we may be aware of a division betwcen events involving primarily onc or the
other.

Schutz’s third, and perhaps most important concept indicating the importance of the
body in life-world activity, is that of the necessary embodiment of fellow-men in
communicating feeling, willing and thinking. Only through the body of a fellowman may his
interior self be revealed to us (or “turned to the outside”).1 This is not, however, meant to
reduce available possibilities for interaction to polarized “mediatc or immediate” situations.
Instead, Schutz articulates gradations of immediacy ranging from a face-to-face conversation
(where the highcst number of signals are available) to telephone calls, exchange of letters, or
news delivered by a third person, all cxhibiting a decreased number of symptoms.16 Schutz’s
attention to physical proximity in the constitution of relations with our contemporaries has
interesting implications when discussing new electronic media. I will rcturn to this theme
below.

Our relationship to the world is, of course, never unmediated; our perceptions are almost

invariably filtered through a technology (even the clothing that covers our skin prevents us
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from having an “unmecdiated” relationship with the world). Thus, when considering the role
of perception, it is cssential to consider how it might be changed due to technology. Don
Idhe provides a uscful schema for examining this. In Technology and the Life-World, 1dhe
classifies different types of rclations we can have with the world based on the extent of our
cngagement with technology. Underlying his system is the contention that the body is the
centre of all perception and even though bodily perception is structured in such a way that
cenain constraints are placed on perceivability, there is still a range of “ambiguous
perceptual possibilities”.17 That is, the relationships are not determined. It is important to
note that Idhe identifics two distinct forms of perception; micro-perception (sensory
perception) and macro-perception (what Idhe calls “cultural or hermeneutic perception”).18
There is a McLuhanesque gestalt relationship between these two forms in the sense that
microperceptions are by necessity located within (and influenced by) the field of
macropcrceptions, and macroperceptions depend on microperceptions for specific focus.
The three categories of world relations Idhe suggests are embodiment relations,
hermeneutic relations and alterity relations. Embodiment relations are relations in which
tcchnology assumes a transparent mediating position between sclf and the world. (Idhe
appcars 10 translate “transparent” in both a figurative and literal sense, in the former instance
rcferring to the “withdrawal” of the technology to the extent that we are unaware of it and
the latter referring to the material condition of physically being able to see through it.)
Transparency, according to Idhe, is not only a necessary condition of embodiment relations,
but also a driving desire in the users of technology ( we don’t want to be aware of the
tcchnology). This transparency usually occurs after we have “leamed” the technologies (or,
as in the case of eyeglasses, for example, become familiar enough with them to the extent that
our consciousness is not focused on them). The desire for technological transparency co-
cxists with a desire for the increased power the technology makes available. Idhe notes the
incscapable contradiction between the desires embedded in the technology and the very

nature of the technology; that is, its transformative effect. We may desire the transformation
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eyeglasses allow (better vision) but want to be completely unaware of the glasses themsclves,

Embodiment relations may be rcpresented as

(Human - Technology) --> World.

In hermeneutic relations, as in embodiment relations, a tcchnology resides betwecen self
and the world. The difference lies in our focal awareness of it; that is, we now direct our
attention to the technology which serves as a device for world interpretation. An example of
hermeneutic relations that Idhe uses is “reading” a thermometer. While sitting inside I may
look out at my thermometer and note that it reports -10° Celsius, thus “know’ that it is cold
outside without having to directly experience it. The problem that may arise, or course, is a
failure or malfunction in the instruments through which we interpret the world (such as in
the case of Three-Mile Island). Hermeneutic relations obviously characterize a change in how
we see the world (when compared to direct self - world relations) but they also may
characterize what we see, by making the previously unseen visible. An example of this is
heat-seeking sensors that visually represent isolatcd arcas warmer than the surrounding
environment which are invisible to the unassisted cye.

Idhe notes the possibility for confusion between perception (which we engage through
embodiment and all other relations in our interaction with the life-world) and interpretation,
as perception is itself interpretational. He says, “to perceive is already ‘like’ rcading. Yet
reading is also a specialized act that receives both further definition and elaboration...”.19 In
a general sense, then, embodiment and hermeneutic relations are both interprctational,
although in embodiment relations we experience the world through a technology and in
hermeneutic relations we relate to a technology. There may, of course, be instances where
both descriptors are valid. In such instances, however, the embodiment relations may be
manifest is a different way (such as if I were tuming down my hearing aid and at that

moment became aware of the volume controls). Hermeneutic relations can be expressed as
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I --> (technology - world).

The third classification of technologically mediated world relations is alterity relations,
rclations to or with a technology. These relations are characterized by “technology as other”
(or *“quasi-other™). Lived examples of these relations are found in abundance when
¢xamining human-computer interaction. The most well-known example may be Joseph
Wcizenbaum’s “Eliza” program which was designed as an experimental language analysis
program. In the first experiment Eliza was given the “script” of a Rogerian psychotherapist;
that is, designed to ask questions based on reflecting statements back to the user.20 The most
surprising outcome of the experiment for Weizenbaum was the extent to which people
became cmotionally involved with Eliza and “how unequivocally they anthropomorphized
it”.21 In The Second Self, Sherry Turkle cites several instances where she has observed
compuler-as-other relationships, giving examples such as video games and discussions about
computers where descriptions such as “their creativity, their sensuality, their pain and

plcasure”22 were used. Alterily relations can be represented as

Human --> Technology - (World).

Through the preceding brief examples of some of the elements necessary in the
constitution of the life-world according to Schutz, namely the importance of the sensory-
bascd manipulative zone, the role of the body in our interpretation of time and space, and the
nccessary embodiment of our fellowmen for mutual relations, I have indicated ways in which
the body is necessarily involved in our experience of the life-world. To complement and
refine this, I have reviewed Idhe’s classification of relations we may have with the world based

on how technology is employed in these relations, or, how technology may alter our
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perception of the life-world. I will now tum to McLuhan’s discussion of how our sensory

arrangements ~ and thus perception — are affected by technology.

The Body and Perception: McLuhan’s Interpretation

If one had to express McLuhan’s “thematic”, that is, the central concept around which
all his other discussions revolve or to which all other discussions are related, it would be the
notion of our sensory arrangement effecting how we perceive and intcract with the world. In
The Gutenberg Galaxy, McLuhan paraphrases Blake, saying “when sense ratios change, men
change”.23 McLuhan takes this a step further by adding that “sensc ratios change when any
one sense of bodily or mental function is extemalized in technological form”,24 thus
contending, as I suggested earlier, that our relationships with technology influences how we
see the world. McLuhan traces our perceptive evolution historically, marking cach cra with
the introduction of a new technology. According to McLuhan, in tribal socicty we employed
each of our senses equally when perceiving the world, thus we maintained a scnsory balance.
This balance was the ideal state for human existence, because it allowed for the cqual
translation of all sense into each other. McLuhan defines this as “scnsus communis”, which,
he says, “was the Latin definition of man in a healthy natural state, when physical and
psychic energy were constant and distributed in a balanced way to all sense arcas.”2> This
balance was disturbed by the introduction of the phonetic alphabet, because emphasis was
suddenly placed on sight when we began reading. McLuhan clearly distinguishes between the
phonctic alphabet, which “uses semantically meaningless letters to correspond to
semantically meaningless sounds™ and earlier iconic-based systcms which were still **an
extension of the senses in that they gave pictorial expression to reality.”26 McLuhan saw this
to have profound implications; in The Gutenberg Galaxy he says “no other kind of writing
save the phonetic alphabet has ever translated man out of the possessive world of total
interdependence and interrelation that is the auditory network.”27 He explicates this point

by pointing to the Romans and the sense of linearity and homogeneity that cxtended into
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both the military and civic sphere as manifest in arches, enclosed visual space, and the mass
producing “citizens, statuary, and books”.28 The new emphasis on sight and the consequent
reduced importance of the other sense created what McLuhan later referred to as “the print
made split between head and heart”.

A more drastic sensory dislocation took place in the sixteenth century with the
introduction of movable type by Johannes Gutenberg. Although McLuhan acknowledges
that the phonetic alphabet was an “indispensable prelude”?? 10 movable type, the magnitude
of changes wrought by the latter were far greater then the effects of the former. These
changes were the product of what McLuhan called a “frontier age” that began to see the
dissolution of the entrenched manuscript culture and at the same time witness the effects of
the new technology, namely, repeatability and quantification. This “extreme phase of
manuscript culture” thus was, according to McLuhan, a catalyst of a wide range of meta-
changes which included but were not limited to nationalism, the Reformation, the whole
concept of causality, Cartesian and Newtonian concepts of the universe and perspectivism.

The third phase of technological innovation (and sensory alteration) was heralded by the
invention of the telegraph and continued by other innovations in electronic technology
culminating with the computer. This new technology allowed for instantaneous information
transmission which led to a global state of simultaneous interaction, and comprises what
Arthur Kroker, writing on McLuhan, called “the technostructure... the lens through which we
cxperience the world and... the ‘anxious object’ with which human experience has become
imperceptibly, almost subliminally merged.”30 Again, implications of this shift were far-
rcaching. Insicad of further alienating us from the sensus communis, however, electronic
technologics returned us to our blissful tribal existence, this time the entire globe becoming
the tribe. Living in our new-found instantaneous tribal awareness meant the retum to non-
lincarity and all which that implied, but also caused “acceleration and disruption”.3! A by-
product of this acceleration was the end of space as the main factor in the orchestration of

social arrangements, which caused a disruption in social relations as people tried to adapt oid
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forms of relating to the new environment. Television was the predominant technology
responsible for reversing visual supremacy because it involved tactility through an in-depth
invelvement with the screen. That is, because the resolution of the television image is low, the
viewer is forced to fill in the missing information which necessarily invoived behaving as if
we were “handling or touching the image... using [our] eyes as hands”.32 (One could
assume that McLuhan would revise this assessment had he lived to scc the introduction of
High Definition Television.) It is possible that tactility, in this instance, is used syncsthetically
by McLuhan to describe the interplay between the transmission of the image and the viewer.
Synesthesia is a key term McLuhan adopts in his discussion of the impact of technology on
sensory arrangement. It refers to “the splashing over of impressions from onc scnse modality
to another”.33 In an astutely prophetic explanation of how TV could be taciile in
Understanding Media, McLuhan notes the usc of closed-circuit TV by medical schools for
instruction in surgery. McLuhan reported that the students expericnced the feeling of
performing the surgery as opposed to watching it.

The key characteristic of the electronic age for McLuhan is its simultancous naturc which
leads to the sensation that we arc many places at the samc time (wc can “witness' .ic events
in Vietnam through television as easily as we can talk to our next door neighbour). There is
an interesting parallel between McLuhan’s simultaneity and Schutz’s notion of the potential
to experience two realms of meaning at the same time. Schutz notes that when we engage in
experiences removed from the everyday life-world, (like dreams) the only way wc can
express the experience to others is symbolically (i.e., througii specch). The act of expressing
an alternate reality from the vantage point of the everyday life world creates the simultancous
experience.34 This provides a slightly different perspective from McLuhan, whose
simultaneity occurs at the moment of our disembodied transmission via television.

The hyperbolic and metaphorical discussion of television has wrought much criticism
from people such as Jonathan Miller, who wrote “contrary to what McLuhan asscrts, TV is

strikingly visual and the images which it presents are curiously dissociated from all the other
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senses”,35 and Donald Theall, who criticized McLuhan for neglecting discussion of the
dynamic interplay between the viewer and the TV set, both when television is being watched
and created.36 Theall’s criticism comes close to articulating the weakness in McLuhan’s
observations that concern the discussion at hand, that is, the issue of interactivity, which will
be discussed in detail when I examine McLuhan’s concept of the “global village”. It should
be noted that even in his earlier writing, when he tended to be more optimistic, McLuhan saw
a disruptive aspect to this new, albeit “balanced” sensory arrangement, evidenced through
the demise of a sense of localism. For example, appearing on TV, according the McLuhan
(who might well have becn speaking from personal experience) disconnected one from one’s
peers and community.

Another icon for McLuhan’s electronic age is the computer, into which we have
succeeded in “translating our central nervous system”.37 In his earlier writing McLuhan
describes the computerized person as wearing “his brain outside his skuil and his nervous
system on top of his skin”38 and the elecironic world as “the final phase of the extension of
man - the technological simulation of consciousness, when the creative process of knowing
will be collectively and corporately extended to the whole of human society”.39

This description has been enthusiastically adopted as a slogan for the age of cyberspace
by virtual reality enthusiasts (see Mondo 2000, Issue 2, Summer, 1990). This complete
outering of inner consciousness into a state of global harmony and awareness is McLuhan’s
utopic vision of the retum to our tribal roots, a new tribal nature that surpasses even our
historical tribal naturc. Juxtaposing this, however, is McLuhan’s later, distopic assessment of
the implications of this all-at-onceness. Whereas in his earlier work McLuhan saw the return
to our tribal nature as decidedly ideal, he later assesses this return as “retrogressing... into the
heart of tribal darkness™? indicating that perhaps the new technologically structured
sensorium is unable to replace the unmediated world of tribal existence.

In The Global Village McLuhan re-assesses the effects of speed, both the speed of change

along the historical continuum bringing about the innovation of computer technology and
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the speed at which we engage in multiple experiences, observing that perhaps we have not had
enough time to adjust to the new temporal-spatial configurations in which we are forced to
live. In the darkest assessment McLuhan wonders if the amount of information presented 1o
us might not result in schizophrenia (the loss of contact with the environment) with our
bodies in one place but our minds lost in the electronic void.#! This bifurcation could be
seen as the inevitable product or the logical extension of the binary naturc of the computer,
that is, its ability to deal only with “yes” and “no”.42

This brief summary of McLuhan’s central thesis highlights the cffect our sensory
arrangement has on both forms of knowledge and perception. The role of the body in
interpreting our world is the first site of intersection between McLuhan ang phenomenology.
McLuhan’s historical review of events that have altered our sensory balance focuses on the
introduction of new technologies, thus incorporating technology as a factor in shifting world
views. This intersects with Idhe’s basic assertion that different kinds of rclationships with
technology influence our world perspective. Idhe, however, develops a schema refining these
relationships and provides insights into the implications of them. Therc is a complementary
relationship between McLuhan, Schutz and Idhe, the former using “probes’™ and an
aphoristic style combined with disparate facts taken from history and litcrature to draw our
attention to an environment so connected to who and what we are that we often overlook it,
and the latter providing a rigorous framework for examining how we understand our world
and the role that technology plays in influencing our perception, and thus understanding. I
will now apply McLuhan, Schutz and Idhe’s concepts of the primary role of the body in

reality apprehension to a discussion of virtual reality technology.

The Body in Virtual Reality

Manifestations of synesthetic representations of the world through technology (such as
artists tools) dates back to the Romantics who associated music and painting, and <an be

found in many areas of artistic expression. Examples include the Futurists, who assigned
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musical qualities to colours and constructed a chromatic piano that flashed coloured lights
determined by the keyboard sequences, and Carlo Carra’s 1911 painting “What the Streetcar
Said to Me” which was an attempt to visually represent sound.43 The electronic age and
concomitant technologies like the computer, lend themselves to synesthetic expression
through their ability to represent data in multiple forms and translate this data from one form
to another. The field of “multi-media” grew out of the desire for an enhanced
undcerstanding of a subject through multi-perspectival representaticn (for example reading a
musical scorc on a computer screen then hearing the piece performed). Computer-aided
synesthctic representation has only been fully realized, however, with the introduction of
virtual reality technology. It is this aspect of the technology that is most easily lauded as
“cvidence” of a contemporary realization of McLuhan’s vision. Before we ¢xamine this, and
other related perceptual attributes of VR, however, I will apply Idhe’s classification system to
VR.

Classifying single-purpose technologies is a straightforward task because of the usually
unambiguous and unaltering applications they are put to. As technologies get more complex,
however, the range of possible (often diverse) applications increase, making an accurate
gencral classification impossible. But instead of the complexity of VR rendering Idhe’s
system incffective, we can, in a McLuhanesque fashion, juxtapose different aspects of the
lcchnology against each other to see how they engage us and our sensory apparatus
diffcrently. We must first distinguish between two aspects of the technology which may
encourage very different sets of relations — the hardware (the actual machine) and the
applications (the wide range of programs supported by the hardware varying in content and
purposc). On first consideration, thinking of a flight simulation application, we could classify
our rclationship to VR as hermeneutic; we are using the technology to understand changes in
our (simulated) flight environment. The key word is this example, however, is simulated,
reminding us that we are in fact not reading the changes in air pressure and velocity as we

navigate through the computer-generated flight paths, but instead we are reading a computer
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representaticn ¢f them, or, a visually embodied represcntation of a concept. We are engaged
in “reading” or interpreting the actual VR technology. This is not to say, however, that there
are not instances when we may be engaged in hermeneutic relations. 1f we were traversing
through virtual space and wanted “signposts”, thus programmed an x-y axis into our virtual
world we would be using the technology to interpret an aspect of ocur virtual environment -
space — thus engaging in hermencutic relations. The difference between these examples may
appear a maitter of semantics — a technology or the representation of a technology — but in
ihe case of VR it distinguishes between hermeneutic and non-hermencutic relaiions.

Again, turning to the applications level of the technology, we can find examples of
alterity relations in *“virtual personalities”. Sherry Turkle attributes the fascination many of
us have with computers to their “seeming ability to model or reflect qualities of mind that
humans associate with intentionality”.44 If people anthropomorphized an ascii-based ‘Eliza’,
the potential rclations with a “living”, walking embodied Eliza would be staggering. This is
both an aspect of VR that the media have exploited (i.e., in articles like Howard Reingold’s
“Teledildonics™ {virtual sex]) and that has received the most criticism from cautious
observers manifest through wfiat Meredith Bricken calls “fear of confusion’ (not being able
to distinguish between virtual and physical beings) and “fear of abandonment” (“what if
VR is so compelling that people don’t want to come out, who will mind rcality?”).45 Alterity
relations may lead to the realization of what McLuhan calls, “Narcissus as Narcosis”, an
expression derived from the story of the mythic youth who mistook his own reflection in the
water for another person, his image numbing his perception until he becamc the
“servomechanism of his own extended image”.46 The challenge of building virtual worlds
necessarily leads to a high level of user involvement, even when constructing the most basic
worlds. Allequere Stone identifies two roles compuier scientists engage in when constructing
virtual worlds: the modeling of cognition (the representation of information in a generally
recognizable and meaningful form) and the modelling of community.47 Because we

“inhabit” computer-generated worlds, programmers exert care in articulating assumptions
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about human interaction and how these assumptions should be manifest in the ceding of
cyberspace. The “fcar of abandonment” mentioned above may become real for
programmers infatuated with their virtual creation or for non-programme.s who prefer the
control they can assert in the virtual worlds to the lack of control often experienced in real-
world situations.

If VR is scen as the evolution of interface to a level where it is rendered invisible to the
user, then it most definitely engages us in embodiment relations. Creating an environment
where the uscr is unaware of the technical apparatus and able to slip into a convincing
“virtual Vicnna”, for example, is one of the goals motivating VR development. This
perspective employs an aspect of the technology that is different from the previous two
cxamplcs — hardware. It is at the hardware level then, that we can classify VR as engaging us
in cmbediment rclations. It is also at this level that we must note the potential for an alteration
of our sensory awareness. Hermeneutic and alterity relations both alter our world view, the
former litcrally, by making the unseen seen, and the latter psychologically, by briniging the
computer into the rcalm of “relations to” in the life-world. Embodiment relations also
amplify (or in McLuhan’s terminology, extend) our senses. In VR we can tacitly experience
exact simulations of things that previously would have been impossible; see things that
previously were too small to see; hear things that were previously too far away to hear. Just as
using a tclephonc cxtends one sense in an embodiment relation, VR extends many. This does
not mecan, however, that sensory arrangement necessarily changes. If we take for granted that
VR cxtends all scnses equally in high definition, our sensory balance remains while we move
into another cra of communicative possibilities. If considered within the framework of the
specific relations we may have within virtual reality suggested by Idhe, we may note that
hermeneutic and alterity relations involve the directing of our consciousness toward a
technology, in the first instance as a way of interpreting the world and in the second instance
as somcthing we interact with as “other” or “quasi-other”. Hermeneutic relations involve

mediation, altcrity involves incorporation. Neither one, however, alters our sensory balance.
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Embodiment relations, however, engage us by transforming one or more of our srnses, or, in
McLuhan’s terminology, by extending our senses. Again, however, the truly revolutionary
aspect of virtual reality may lie in its ability to extend all senses, in balance, actualizing

McLuhan’s “global village”.

Our Extended Selves — Cur Disembodied Selves

Throughout our history as social beings engaged in communicative practiscs we have
been compelled to exiend our range of communication beyond our immediatc environment
(through space) and preserve our communications for further reference (thus extending them
through time). In his article “Human Replay: A Theory of the Evolution of Media™ Paul
Levinson articulates this impulse as part of a three-staged process in the development of
communication technologies. In the first stage our communicative practises were restricted by
physical limitations of the “here” and “now” as well as the limitations of our memorics.
Discontentment with this motivated the move to the second stage where we developed
mechanisms to overcome phiysical limitations but sacrificed the pre-technological face-10-
face communicative environment. This brought us to the third stage where wc weie miotivated
to both extenid our communicative space and retrieve clements from our pre-technological
communicative stage.#8 S. Tachi er al. agree. In “Development of an Anthropomorphic
Tele-existence Slave Robot” [1989] they wrote: “It has long been a desire of human beings
to project themselves in the remote environment, i.e., to have a sensation of heing present or
exist in a different place other than the place that they really cxist at the same time™ .49
Michael Hiem suggests that evidence of our evolutio:: can be found in advances made in
storing and retrieving informaticn, which also implies technological development for an
increase in power, although in a more subtle way.>? Recent developments in electronic
conferencing such as two-way video conferencing via satcllite and virtual reality techrology

indicate we are indeed striving io “extend and retrieve” our communicative practises.
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Extending our bodics — or digital reproductions of them — through space, however, lead: to a
differenit set of issucs surrounding our concept of “self” as well as “other” with whom we
are communicating. The second point of intersection between McLuhan and phenomenology
within our discussion of the body then, focuses on McLuhan’s contention that “all of man’s
antifacts of }anguage, of laws, of ideas are extensions of the human body”5! and the
phenomenological concept of disembodiment expressed by Drew Leder. Virtual reality will

be discussed in the context of these ideas.

MclLuhan’s Extensions

In the preceding section I examined McLuhan’s suggestion that every new technology
outers and cxtends one of our senses, thereby disrupting our sense ratio and the way we
perceive the world. T will now focus on the nature of the extensions themselves and their
metaphorical affiliation with the body.

According to McLuhan, all technologies arc extensions of a biological human function,
“outered” in order to increase power (as in Idhe’s embodiment relations, for example). The
“wheel as an cxtcnsion of the foot” or “clothing as an extension of skin” are metanhorical
cxamples McLuhan uscs to both illustrate the bodily function which the given technology
cxicnds and also to emphasize the transformative nature of the technologies. The wheel, for
cxample, is only “like” a foot in that they can both be used, in conjunction with other
technologics or processes, as a mode of transportation. The wheel, however, has the potential
to radically cniarge the range of spatial familiarity and effect movement of goods. Stephen
Kem provides a good cxample of this commenting on the effects the bicycle had once it
became widely available. He notes that it was four times faster than walking and that it
quickened the perceptive faculties of young people. Ken quotes Paul Adams who wroie that
the bicycie created a *“cult of speed™ for a generation that wanted to “conquer time and
space.™2 Aside from transformation through an increase in power brought about by

technologics, extensions, as discussed in the previous section, also alter the sense ratio by
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stressing one function over all others. Even pre-alphabetic speech as an cxtension of thought
is not exempt from disruptive consequences as McLuhan notces that it “intcrrupted that
sharing of a unified, collective consciousness, experienced by pre-verbal man”.33 It is
interesting to juxtapose McLuhan’s extension probes with Baudrillard’s inverted thesis of
internalization. Instead of exteriorizing human functioning, Baudrillard contends that we
internalize media and thus “become terminals within media systems”.34 The idca of
extending self into the environment via mechanical apparati is closely linked to the
phenomenologist’s concept of externalization in the sensc of power, the power in the latier
concept derived from the projection of our own meaning into reality.

McLuhan’s “hot” and “cool” media classification system is derived from considering
the effects of imbalance among extensions. A “hot” medium extends onc single sense in
high definition (McLuhan defines “high definition” as being “well filled with data™) and
cncourages passivity among participants because they receive all the necessary sensory
information thus do not need to engage in constructing it — filling in the gaps — themselves.
A “cool” medium, however, provides little information, forcing thc user to become a
participant and fill in the missing information. Hot media, then, are low in participation and
cool media are high in participation.

McLuhan distinguishes between “early” extensions, like words or print, and later
extensions like electronic technology, the former being closcd systems, incapable of
interplay, or synesthetic interaction and the latter being “open” and simultancous, thus
conducive to iranslation between senses. This interaction — or petential intcraction — between
cxtensions is an essential part of the evolution of new media like computers, which arc the
“final extension”, that is, an extension of consciousness. One product of McLuhan’s
discussion of the computer as an extension is his consideration of the necessiiy of
“feedback”, which may imply interactivity. McLuhan contends that the computer only cxists
as an extension by virtue of this function, implying that perhaps we, as users of computer

technology, at whom the feedback is directed, are also part of the evolutionary process of new
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media, a rolc supposedly relegated to other extensions. It is interesting to consider the
implications of sclf as an cxtension, which implies the absence of a referent (we are that which
is being extended in McLuhan’s discussion of media), something Baudrillard has written on
cxtensively. I will retum to this idea in chapter four. McLuhan’s functional definiticn of
“feecdback”, however, is unclear. If he is using it to refer to a technique of system adjustment
designed to improve a specific performance and not involving reciprocity,5 for example,
then our relationship to computers is similar to our relationship to television or any other
clectronic medium; that is, not truely interactive. It is interesting to note that McLuhan sees
our technological cxtensions as both our primary area of evolution and that which influences
our cvolutionary path.

The development of extensions was a necessary step in our evolution, yielding advantages
including cnergy conservation (they have no need for nourishment), easy storage and
cxchangability (allowing us to move from specialism to play many roles) and communal
access. % The characteristics cited above are implicitly in contrast to the pre-technological
body which, duc to inefficient energy use and transportation mechanisms as well as specialist
tendencies, would have been disadvantaged and unsuited for survival. This creates a paradox
between the positive transformative nature of extensions and the disruptive reconfiguration of
the scnsorium duc to shifts in the hicrarchy of senses. The ideal situation for McLuhan then
is the balanced extension of kinesthetic awareness with reality apprehension occurring evenly
through all sensory channels.

McLuhan continues his bodily-based technology metaphor in a discussion of adaptive
strategics that occur with the introduction of new technologies. As a sensory organ is
cxtended into the cnvironment, it is simultaneously “amputated” or “numbed” to lessen the
intensity of shock to the organism (society) allowing it time to adapt, or, as McLuhan says,
“to cffect immediate relief of strain of the central nervous system™.57 Schutz also uses the
term *‘shock™ to refer to that which compels us to move from the paramount reality to

another province of meaning such as falling asleep or having a religious experience.8 It is in
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this way that new technologies are at first invisible (and remain so until the introduction of
another technology). McLuhan’s assertion that only through retrospection can new
technologies be understood is articulated in the “rear view mirror” metaphor: we only sce
what is behind us as we move forward. It is interesting to note that McLuhan saw the
metaphorical amputation as occuring like a “huge, collective surgery carried out on the
social body with complete disregard for antiseptics”.59

Taking the amputation metaphor a step further, McLuhan appropriates another medical
term, “phantom pain”, to refer to the mass remorse that occurs when a technology
obsolesces. The term refers to a medical phenomenon first noted by Weir Mitchell, a
physician working with amputees after the American Civil War. Mitchell noticed that the
amputees developed (or retained) an internal mental model of the shape and characteristics of
the injured body part as it was before the injury. Later, Henry Head called the phcnomenon
“body image” and noted that articulation of the size and shapec of thc missing limbs was not
constant, but in fact varied according to things like self confidence and sclf image. This
created an interesting correlation between the “ego” (concept of sclf) and the body,
suggesting a cohesion of the two where previously they were gencrally belicved to be distinct.
The “phantom limbs”, as Mitchell called them, were the sitc of scnsations such as pain and
itching.60 Schutz also cited the “phantom pain” phenomcnon, but to cmphasize that our
actual bodily awareness (body image) is, to a degree, lcamed, thus variable and modifiablc.5!

The idea that our technologies extend and amplify bodily-based functions and processes
is not a new one as the metaphor helps us understand our rclationship to technology and
articulate implications of that relationship. Leder notcs that the lived body constantly
transforms itself by acquiring new skills and habits and uses “tools and machines” to
supplement itself through “annexing artificial organs”.62 Thc idea that the telephone
“extends™ us (our voice) through space alludes to realignments in our spatial awarcness
(such as a perceived “shrinking” world), changes in temporal structures (duc to the

expectation that things be done faster and, as Stephen Kem notes, the increased imminence
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and importance of the immediate future53) and changing concepts of the importance of
physical presence in communicative situations. In McLuhan’s simultaneous clectronic
cnvironment we are everywhere all at once; when using the telephone, “the sender is sent,
minus a body”. But being everywhere all at once implies we are nowhere in particular. Thus,
McLuhan notes that electronic technology “turmns the user into discarnate information.” If
we arc able to extend a representation of our being through space, as VR technology
promises 1o allow us to do, have we reached the epitome of disembodiment? I will discuss VR
in the context of McLuhan’s extensions but first refer to the phenomenological idea of

disembodiment as it relates to McLuhan’s extensions.

Phenomenological Disembodiment

Disembodiment is defined as, “to be divest of a body, of corporal existence or of
rcality” (Webster’s Dictionary). With the identification of the bedy in the 17th century as a
physical object conducive to scientific description like all other physical objects, the division
between the scientific/body and humanistic/mind was easily made. Once divided, the
metaphorical spatial separation set up conditions for the acceptance of a physical separation
beiween the body and consciousness, such as those that occur with electronic technology.

As noted above, McLuhan provides examples of the disembodying characteristics of
clectronic technology, classifying them as “effects” of extending ourselves through space.
In these insiances technology assumes a mediating role between self and environment, a role,
as Don Idhe notes, that can range from being transparent to overtly transformative, and allows
us to be represented without being “there”. By divesting us of the need for a body in
relaying information, electronic technology creates the allusion of mind supremacy, a fallacy,
I will argue later, rooted in the lack of attention given to how we receive and understand
information.

Technology alone has not accentuated the possibility of a mind-body separation. In

Technology as Symptom and Dream Robert Romanyshn focuses on the advent of linear
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perspective and its attendant consequences like the spatialization of time and the necessary
distancing of self from “the midst of things”.64 According to Romanyshn a neccssary
condition for perspectivism is the construction of 2 window to scrve as a boundary between
the perceiver and the perceived. This separation encourages the withdrawal of the spectator
from the world and alienation from its sensual qualities.

In McLuhan’s discussion of the coping strategics society engages in when ncw
technologies are introduced (amputation), he focuscs on the idea of thc body, or parts of it, as
absent, removed from the sensory-interpretive base it usually enjoys when perceiving the
world. This numbing is functionally similar to two strategies nccessary for existing in the
physical world outlined by Drew Leder: focal disappearances and background

disappearances. These “deficient modes” are juxtaposed with our “ecstatic” involvement in
the world to create what Leder calls “the radical paradox of the present - absent body”.65 1
will examine focal and background disappearances in the context of McLuhan’s thoughts on
“amputation”, but first it is necessary to review the mechanisms we employ for affirming
bodily presence.

As noted earlier, Schutz implies the centrality of visceral experience in reality
apprchension through the idea of the “manipulatory zonc”, through the ability we have to
move from internal to external awareness of time through bodily movements, and through
the importance of the embodiment of our fellowmen in world relations. Leder adds support
to this argument by suggesting four examples of ways in which the body is present, giving
rise to the idea of the “ecstatic body”, the body which stands out in its opcrations and
stance, projecting outward from its place of origin.6¢ He reitcrates the phenomenclogical
constant that the body is the centre point through which all experience takes place (i.c., |
experience myself as situated “here”); that the body is defined through “actional ficlds”
(things within reach); that the body is always a field of lived sensations and kinesthetic

awareness; and that we are able to engage in multiple modes of self-observation mediated

through, for example, mirror’s and photographs, or the gaze of others.67 The assumption of
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bodily prescence supported by the very nature of our interaction with the world can be
contrasted with instances, like McLuhan’s amputative state, when we are phenomenologically
“absent”.

The first sclf-concealment strategy Leder identifies refers 1o “the self-effacement of
bodily organs when they form the focal origin of a perceptual or actional field”.68 That is, a
sensory organ will tend to disappear from thematic awareness and become transparent at the
moment of its use (for cxample, the eye is invisible within the perceptual field it generates; I
do not smell my nasal tissue, hear my ear or taste my taste buds, but perceive through them).
Leder calls these focal disappearance “intrinsic to the perspectival nature of
disembodiment”.%9 The second self-concealment strategy refers to unused sensory capacities
that recede from awareness, not because they are focal points (as with focal disappearances)
but becausc they are not bodily foci. These bodily processes may be either relegated to a
supportive role or put out of play but are essential to the working gestalt of the body. As
noted in the introduction, background disappearances are essential to our ability to function
in the lifc-world, as if complete awareness of our physiological - sensory motor processes was
rcquired the amount of information to process would render us immobile.

Both McLuhan and Leder have articulated the duality implied by our very existence as
carnal beings; that we are rooted in the physical but often unaware of the very anatomical
functioning that allows for perception. Both strategies are motivated by a survival instinct
(without the amputory reflex, according to McLuhan, we would not be able to survive the
“shock™ of a new technology on the societal system, and if our sensory organs did riot
recede in times of usc or when fulfilling a supportive role, according to Leder, we would be
overloaded with information and unable to process enough to function) and both explicitly
acknowledge a counter-state to bodily presence (its functional absence). This issue of
intentionality is also common between McLuhan and the phenomenologists in that in both
instances the amputation or disappearances occur as an unconscious, instinctual

phenomenon.
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McLuhan contends that a condition for disembodiment is a perceived spatial distance
between our physical being and our consciousness (or manifestations of it) as cvidenced, for
example, in electronic technology which “creates the discamate being of clectric man who
has no body”. A problematic aspect of McLuhan’s “extensions as discmbodying” probcs is
his lack of distinction between the extensions of a bodily function (i.c.. specch, via the
telephone) and the transmission and reassembling of digital information (video conferencing
via satellite) which is disembodying due only to its simultaneous nature (as opposcd to the
phone which is disembodying through its very nature as an extendor). The distinction here is
important if we arc to understand the propertiecs McLuhan deems nccessary for discmbodicd
situations. McLuhan also neglects to consider the dual naturc of technologies as scparating
the body from physical experiences in the world but also rcaffirming the primacy of the
body through its role in interpreting information broughi to us through tcchnologics (we
hear the interlocutor talking on the phone through our ear). These concemns will now be

addressed in the context of extcnsion - disesmbodiment and virtual reality technology.

The Search for a Virtual Body

When applied to communications technology, the issue of disembodiment is often
regarded as an obvious attendant property of the technology, sometimes liberating, more
often alienating. The term itself has become a buzz-word in post-modem jargon and a stylish
notion that theorists have adopted in attempts to incorporate the issues surrounding the
personal into discussions of the highly impersonal, that is, the technological. Like the plight
of many other post-modem phrases, however, the notion of disembodiment oftcn does more
to alienate the “personal” from the discussion because of the imprecision with which the
term is used. It is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to find a comprehensive definition
that outlines the properties necessary for disembodiment. How, then, do we decide when we
are disembodied? Throughout his work, McLuhan notes that the tclephone, television, satellite

and computer have made us discamate beings with numerous representations of ourselves
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scattered through space. McLuhan, through frequent references and allusions to the
disembodying effects of modern communications technologv and through his extension -
amputation paradigm, acknowledges that there are consequences but does not en~age in any
comprehensive discourse about the issue of disembodiment itself. More fundamentally, his
very classification of users of electronic technology as “discamate beings” overlooks the
necessary role of the body as the locus of synesthetic interpretatior.. Before I can apply
McLuhan’s “theory” of disembodiment to VR technology, I will need to intersect it with
phcnomenological insights conceming the primacy of the body in reality apprehension. This
will highlight what I see as a disembodying - re-embodying paradox present in electronic
technologics. 1 will then apply McLuhan’s extension - amputation paradigm to the
tcchnology and use ihe discussion as a catalyst to examine issues of representation.

Although McLuhan makes frequent reference to the idea of dissmbodiment, he neglects
{0 provide a comprehensive definition of the term and leaves one wondering if perhaps any
“outering” of our consciousness, speech included, implies a disembodied state. The
definition, “being divest of a body”, begs the question, “what is divest?” The logical
assumption is that our mind or spirit is divest, thus existing independently. As we cannot
physically demonstrate a separation of the mind from the body we must rely on symbolic or
other manifestations of our mind leaving our body. One way in which we share thought
processes with the extemal world is through speech. When speaking, then, our mind is
symbolicaily leaving our body. Is this not disembodiment? One could say that as our voice is
most certainly rooted in the physical body, void of technological intervention in its natural
state, it docs not lcad to disembodiment. Does this change when the technology of language
is employed? Is the sound of one’s voice echoing off a distant cliff disembodying? It seems
cvident that even basic communicated expressions of self could be seen as disembodying, but
instead of succumbing to the desire for a lexically precise definition that leaves no room for
rcasonable interpretation, I will suggest that disembodiment occurs in degrees ranging from

the totally embodied, non-communicative and unextended self to the dead body (death being
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the only absolute form of disembodiment), that it is unavoidable to some extent in any
communicative instance, and that it is so natural to us that we are seldom aware of being
divest of a body, even in extreme instances. I will briefly turn to Schutz to illustrate the notion
of gradations of disembodiment.

According to Schutz, the face-to-face situation allows us to engage in “immediate”
relations with our fellowmen, relations where the greatest number of symptoms are availabie
for exchange. It is interesting to note that the properties of this communicative environment,
the spoken word in the immediate “here” and “now” , basically constitute conditions
necessery for McLuhan’s orality. It would follow, then, that when technological supports arc
incorporated into the communicative environment, the idyllic immediate situation is distorted
to an extent that depends on the nature of the technology employed. Schutz calls this
“reductions in the gradations of immediacy” and provides examples of communicative
media or techniques like letter writing or using the phone to show how by reducing the
number of symptoms it is possible to change the nature of the communicative expericnce.
There are obvious parallels between Schutz’s argument and the large body of literaturc that
focuses on the transformations that took place when writing was introduced into oral socictics,
a discussion pioneered by Harold Innis and supported by Eric Havelock, Walter Ong and,
most importantly to this discussion, McLuhan. This is important to note because it is my
contention that once we employed technologies or practices which allowed us to
communicate beyond the “here”, and to a lesser extent “now’”, we began to encourage a
more serious separation of our bodies from representations of consciousness, or mind.

McLuhan explicitly drew his arbitrary line separating the disembodying tcchnologics
from non-disembodying oncs between the mechanical and electronic cpoches. When we
examine the two major differences between mechanical and electronic technology we can
illuminate the properties necessary for McLuhan’s definition. They include the simultancity
of information exchange due to an increase in speed and the extension through space of one

sense at the cost of the others. This instantaneous extension of our senses through space
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constitutes the conditions McLuhan sees necessary for disembodiment. Before I apply this to
virtual reality, I must note the oversight in McLuhan’s implied definition. Although when
using the telephone, for example, our ability to hear is extended and amplified, it still relies
on the very carnal nature of our ears, just as seeing the images on the television screen relies
on our eyes, that is, senscs rooted in the body. Granted McLihan refers to the disembodied
sender as opposed to the receiver, but as we are all constantly erigaged in the simultaneous
information envircnment the distinction becomes problematic. What is mest importani here,
however, is an acknowledgment of the role of our senses as the only channels through which
our world can be interpreted.

As noted above, McLuhan contends that when one or more senses are extended a
disruption in the natural sensory balance occurs, alienating us from cur bodies. He does not,
however, differentiate between the extension component and the sensory component, but
instcad notcs the combination of the two. One could then assume that when perceiving the
world in our idyllic, unextended state, we are necessarily receiving information in balance
thus remaining embodied. It also follows that in instances where all senses are exiended
cqually, we would remain fully embodied. This is precisely the case with VR technology;
sincc VR allows for the extension of all our sensory apparatus in balance we enjoy what
McLuhan refers to as “the translation of [our] central nervous system inio electronic
circuitry... the outering [of] consciousness into the computer”.70 It can also be secen as the
final stage in Paul Levinson's three-staged process in the develepment of communication
icchnology; the extension of our communicative space and retrieval of elements from our
pre-technological communicative past. It is in this sense that VR is embodying. As mentioned
carlicr, unless we are dead we are grounded in our bodies through our very nature as carnal
beings. Schutz notes that this is true even in fantasies, where although we may imagine
oursclves as a giant or a dwarf, “freedom of discretion has its barrier at the primordial
experience of the boundaries of [our] body.”! Although this is fundamentally true in VR, the

illusion of changing body size may be completely convincing due to the ability to scale the
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surrounding environment proportionately. Beyond size, Jaron Lanier notes that some users in
virtual worlds elect to modify their actual body struciure by, for example, adding a third leg.
Most users are quick to adapt to the extra appendage, developing mechanisms by which they
control its function and mevement.”2 There are obvious medical application to this, such as
allowing a paraplegic to *“walk” in VR. In this sense the technology encourages us to go
beyond Schuiz’s boundary.

Recalling the lexical definition of disembodiment, “to be divest of a body, of a corporal
existence or of reality”, the question to ask might not be who is discmbodied in VR, but what
is disembodied in VR, drawing our attention to the nature of the digitally encoded, simulated
worlds and the levelling process that occurs when we enter them, represented as digitally
encoded information. Perhaps the very nature of this completely synthetic (and potentially
alienating) environment motivates the desire for users to become re-cmbodied in VR,
ironically by creating an electronic representation of sclf that contribuics to the uscr-world
fusion in an effort t0 become distinct from it. Allequere Stonc notes that “penetrating the
screen involves a state change from the physical, biological space of the embodied view to the
symbolic metaphorical “consentual hallucination” of cyberspace; a space which is a locus of

intense desire for re-figured embodiment”.”3

Amputation and the Disappearance of the Body

The idea of being absent from our bodies is common to both McLuhan and Leder,
although from two distinct perspectives. McLuhan emphasizes the physical reality of
absences reinforced by the medical metaphors of thc “phantom limb” and “amputation”.
The amputation metaphor, however, suggests that the locus of control resides outside the
personal (someone else does the amputating). Leder’s “absences”, in contrast, are the result
of intcrnal cognition; either parts of our body not in *“foreground” usc or the organs we are

perceiving with that are at the time unable to be perccived themselves. In usual circumstances
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our cognilive processes are also internally controlled or inspired, implying a different set of
relations than McLuhan’s, where the locus of control is exterior o the body. Instead of
secing these schemata as being only in opposition to each other, McLuhan’s and Leder’s
disappearances can compliment each other and provide a balance between the physical
(body) and the cognitive (mind). When considered from this perspective, I can suggest once
again that VR cncourages both the total presence of our body but also creates an
environment conducive to absences. The very nature of the technology causes us to be
present: the peripheral devices through which we receive virtual information act as catalysts to
heightened sensory experience (the glove, for example, simulates pressure by contracting and
cxpanding). Also, because the environment in and apparatuses through which our senses are
stimulaied is forcign we may have a heightened sense of awareness. Schutz classifies the
hcightened awareness that accompanies unfamiliar experiences as one of four “imposed
thematic relevances”, (thematic relevances are ways in which attitudes enter into our
conscious awareness). Interestingly, Schutz’s second example of imposed thematic relevances
is thc “leap” from one province of reality to another (such as from talking to a friend to
watching a theatre performance or, more relevantly, from participating in the everyday life-
world 1o participating in a virtual world).” In the physical sense, then, VR encourages
presence; absences, as Leder poinis out, occur more in the realm of cognition.

When rcading a captivating book or participating in engaging conversation we often
become so0 involved in the immediate circumstances that we loose track of time, forget the
physical cnvironment we are in, and lose our awareness of people around us who are not so
cngaged. We are often in this state of dissmbodiment. The extent to which we become
dissociated from ourselves is proportionate to the intensity of the experience we are having.
We oiicn hear of computer programmers unintentionally working through the night or
working for extended periods of time without eating, completely absorbed in a problem.

Sherry Turkle observed this tendency in people who play video games.
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When you play a video game you enter into the world of the programmer who made
it. You have to do more than identify with a character on the screen, you must act for
it. Identification through action has a special kind of hold. Like playing a sport, it
puts people into a highly focused and highly charged statc of mind. For many people
what is being pursued in a video game is not just a score, but an altered state.”3

In these instances the intensity of the experience blocks our physical awarcness of our
bodies. Entering virtual worlds, where experiences may be fantastical, without referent to
reality or, more captivating, of our own creation where highly personaiized, imagined
fantasies come to life, would inevitably lead to a high level of involvement. In these instances,
our body may fade from awareness (this may occur only if the technology has become
transparent: the very opposite may occur if we are having trouble orienting ourselves to the
technology and navigating through the virtual worlds).

I have applied the idea of dissmbodiment to VR and suggesicd that users who enter
virtual worlds may simultaneously experiecnce disembodiment through the loss of bodily
awareness and re-cibodiment through the primary role the sense organs play in translating
virtual experienccs. We must also consider the psychological effects of existing and
inieracting in an environment where we are reduced to clectronic code. The communicative
practises and conventions that have cvolved during the history of computer mediated
communications, specifically the history of computer confcrencing, illustrate Stone’s
observation of the “intense desire for reconfigured embodiment” noted carlicr. Computer
conferencing refers to ascii-based communication via computer. Electronic messages arc
keyed in and left for others to access at their convenience, from any other computer
“hooked up” to the conference computer. The messages are oreanized around discussion
topics into “‘conferences”, some with sub-conferences or related “i.ircads”. UseNet is the
largest conferencing system in the world and extends world-wide. Its mempership comes
from a consortium of academics who use the electronic conncctions made possible by
international nctworks (such as BITNET and ARPANET) to share research and other

information. A user needs only access to a mainframc computer connected to UseNet to
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participate in the information sharing and generating process. When participants
communicalc on a regular basis they push the constraints of ascii representation for
indivitual expression. For example, most participants on USENET have an electronic
“signaturc™ at the end of each message, many containing representational drawings and/or
favourile guotcs along with their name and electronic address. Conventions have evolved for
cxpressing things like good humour or a tongue-in-cheek response, the former being
represented by :-) and the latter ;-) (both have 1o be read with your head tilted to the left).
This need for cxpressing “self” even through a reductionist code in narrow band width,
represents attempts at re-cmbodiment (as much as the medium allows). Mark Poster suggests
four cffccts that computer writling appears to have on the subject. They include: the
introduction of “new possibilitics for playing with identiiies”; the destabilization of existing
hicrarchies in rclationships and the spatial and temporal dislocation of the subject.’6 All of
these possibilitics will exist in virtual worlds, the only difference being the increased power
for representation in the virtual medium.

It is interesting 1o note that “aliases™ are common practise in computer conferences
(especially “dating™ conferences) which raises the issuc of representation (or
misrepresentation).  Working with only ascii characters on a computer screen allows for a
limitcd amount of information to construct a “persona”, and the nature of the virtual person
is cntirely up to cach individual. As Stone notes, “constructed personalities... may bear liitle
resemblance 1o the personalities or bodies of the individuals representing them”.7” This was
the case with “Julic”, a disabled older woman who gave insightful on-line advice to many
women unti} it was discovered that “Julic” was in fact a middle-aged psychiatrist. The
conference participants were outraged when they discovered the nature of Julie’s true
identity, and sevcral stopped participating in the conference altogether.”8 Julie’s story,
although perhaps the most notorious example of misrepresentation, is not an isolated
incident. Electronic conference participants can choose to represent themselves anyway they

want, and for many it is an opportunity to express an “alter-ego™ or lived fantasy. This
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directly contradicts Schutz’s assertion that when interacting with the life-world “the given
presentation of the other’s physical appearance is necessarily paired with the sensorily not
given appresentation of his human experience”.?9 Any technology that tumns information
into digital form is conducive to manipulation. This will most certainly be the case in VR
where the added channels for information transmission allow for greater clarity, but also
greater deception. It is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss the implications of
communicating in an environment where there is no way to confirm the identity of onc’s
communicative partner. It is, however, an area that warrants scrious considcration.

The last issue I will address in my discussion of VR and disembodiment concerns a
variation of VR technology called “telepresence”. Although 1 suggested earlier that VR is
just as conducive to embodiment as discmbodiment, 1 will now argue that telepresence
technology does in fact encourage “out of body” cxperienccs.

The term “telepresence’ was {irst used in 1979 by Marvin Minski, a researcher at MIT,
to refer to the use of interactive simulations as a way to control robots. His idca was that
human operators could put on a head mounted display unit and be fed the visual and
auditory information that the robot moving through a diffcrent environment experienced to
manipulated the robot. The controller would also wear a glove exoskeleton to control the
basic arm movement of the robot. Minski saw two advantages to this method of control: first,
it would make use of our sophisticated perceptual and cognitive apparatus as a means for
robotic control. It would also “create a specific state of consciousncss in the human users, an
experience of being present in a remote location8® (Italics minc). The illusion of being
present in a remote location allowed operators to direct robots to perform tasks that were not
possible or safe for humans to do, such as handling radioactivc materials.8! Michacl
McGreevy, head of NASA’s Ames Virtual Environment Research Lab says of telepresence;
“Instead of being like TV, which is a window you look through, this is like a door. You walk

through the door and you’re there.” NASA is currently developing applications to visualize
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the information that planetary probes send back to earth so geologists at the Centre can see
exactly what the video camera sees.82

The technological difference between VR and telepresence is significant; the former
invites participation in simulated three dimensional worlds contained in computer memory.
The latter allows users to experience and manipulate remote environments through a machine

while physically remaining somewhere else. As Howard Rheingold reports,

My consciousness suddenly switched locations... from the vicinity of my head and
body to a point about twenty feet away from where I normally see the world. The
world I was in had depth, shadows, lighting, but was depicted in black and white.... I
began to accept the odd sensation that accompanied the act of transporting my point
of view (o that of a machine until I swivelled my head and looked at myself and
realized how odd it seems to be in two places at the same time.83
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CHAPTER II: THE ENVIRONMENT

In the previous section I considered the body as the locus of our perception and
understanding of the world, the place where infermation is processed and meaning
constructed. The body, however, never exists in a vacuum but instead is engaged in a constant
dialectic with the environment, a relationship McLuhan alluded to when he said, “we shape
our tools and our tools shape us”. Beyond our “tools”, the phenomenologists note that we
alter the complete reality of the world around us; in fact, we construct it. I will now look at
McLuhan’s probes on the “cnvironment” then tumn to Schutz, Berger and Luckman for a
framework of how we socially construct the world around us. The theme articulatcd by
McLuhan, ihat is, the often overlooked importance of our relationship with the environment,
and the framework provided by the phenomenologists, that is, how wc “construct” our
world, are both essential to the discussion of VR technology. What will the naturc of our
relationship to a simulated computer environment that can be dcleted or drastically changed
with a key stroke be? How will virtual environments change us? Will they, as Mark Poster
suggests, “threat[en] the stability of our sense of thc boundary of the human body in the
world... [and] create a new species of humans”?! What norms, if any, from the construction
of the “real” world will be appropriated for use in the construction of virtual worlds? How
will we negotiate meaning in shared worlds where symbols can be instantancously and
arbitrarily assigned by anyone? In this section I will start by considering the symbiotic role
between environment and the players within it. We are largely unaware of the ongoing
process of construction in the life-world that both the phenomenologists and McLuhan
discuss. However, one of the interesting by-products of virtual worlds may be the
conscientization of world-construction due to the awareness of the process that the
construction of virtual worlds will demand. Will the mechanisms we take for granted in the
life-world be part of our recipe for the construction of communal virtual worlds? (If we are

interested in constructing “reality for one”, these mechanisms will not be as important.) I
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will also look at the issue of “figure - ground” as a way cf perceiving in an environmernt

where the “ground” not only has the potential for constant change, but also the potential to
cmbody completely new or arbitrary meaning. Before 1 begin the discussion I must establish
the semantic intention of the terminology that both McLuhan and the phenomenologists use.

In my carlier discussion of the sensorium I noted McLuhan's contention that new
technologies crcate new sensory arrangements which lead to new ways of perceiving the
world. These technologies envelop and penetrate us and our institutions so thoroughly that
they become the environment in which we exist. Within this all-pervasive technological
macro-cnvironment McLuhan identifies distinct micro-environments such as “rational or
pictoral spacc”, language, weaponry and clothing created by technologies. By presenting
both the macro and micro view of the technological environment McLuhan alludes to a
definition that encompasses the interplay between discrete parts and the whole.

Alfred Schutz devotes his two volumes of Structures of the Life-World to exploring the
ways in which we develop mental constructs to give meaning to the social world, or our “life-
world” (the region of reality we engage ourselves with and can change). If we apply Schutz’s
term to one lexical definition of environment, “the circumstances, objects or conditions by
which one is surrounded”, the life-world can be considered as an environment. If we apply it
to another dcfinition, “the aggregate of social and cultural conditions that influence the life
of an individual or community”, it can again be considered as an environment, and we can
notc the subtle distinction between the environment that exerts influence over an individual
and the lifc-world that engages an individual. The active-passive distinction is an important
part of both the definition of the life-worid and, on the surface, the difference between
McLuhan and Schutz’s “environment”. The first definition above refers to things which
surround us as being our environment; taking this a step further we could interpret
“cnvironment” as also meaning the context of a person or event, which implies an inter-
rclationship. Berger and Luckman note the importance of “context” in influencing the

naturc of what we are when they note that “the self cannot be adequately understood apart
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from the particular social context in which they were shaped”.2 Interestingly, Don Idhe
refers to the importance of context in defining objects, and specifically tools. He suggests that
a tool exists in a complex field of “cross-relations”, or involvements, that determine its

nature.3

Construction of the Environment
McLuhan and the Environment as Process

McLuhan presents a confusing paradox in his discussion of our rclationship to our
environment. On one hand he contends that new technologics “create new cnvironments”™
that “act incessantly on the senserium™ and that electronic technology “speeds up (the)
process of transformation”,3 anthropomorphizing the technology by giving it — not the
individual — the control and power. These assertions lead one to belicve that we are victims of
the technology, unwillingly and perhaps unwittingly carricd into the future by the
momentum of “progress”, or, as James Carey says, “that the effect on sensory organization
is automatic, without resistance, subliminal. Its penetration is indcpendent of the will and wish
of men”.6 McLuhan also talks of the “incredible pain” new environments inflict on the
perceiver’ and, most importantly, of our lack of awareness of new cnvironments. In “A
Message to the Fish”, McLuhan tells us that one thing fish know absolutely nothing about is
water, as they can never leave their aquatic environment to obscrve it (alluding, or cousse, to
our own condition in the electronic environment). The fish survives becausc it has “built in
potential which eliminates all problems from its universc”® and we survive becausc we auto-
amputate our technological extensions. We only become aware of our ecnvironment, as
mentioned earlier, when it is superseded by another one. So not only arc we not able to
mitigate the drastic effects of our all-encompassing environment, according to McLuhan we
are not even aware of it. In a position similar 0 McLuhan’s, Hiem suggests we react to
technological innovation in one of two ways. Either we “identify totally with the new

extensions of ourselves” and neglect to develop the critical apparatus 1o cvaluate them with,
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or we “react suspiciously” and again are unable to develop a critical coping strategy. In boih
instances, losses in the life of the psyche cccur.

But McLuhan also seems to suggest that we are engaged in a process with our
environment whereby it both influences and is influenced by us. He recounts part of Herman
Hesse’s Siddhartha to note that the protagonist comes io realize that, in McLuhan’s words,
“cnvironments as inputs are profoundly shaped by the individual”.? He also says, “life is
not given to us ready-made but has become a task of making rather than of matching”.10
The “making not matching” theme most strongly alludes to the process of interpretation
and re-interpretation of our environment, the idea that the environment itself is a process. It is
difficult to recconcile McLuhan’s apparent contradiction between his description of the
cnvironment as imposed on us, something we are largely unaware of, and environment as part
of a constant human process of re-definition, unless we assume that our choice to play an
active or passive role determines the circumstances. Although McLuhan alludes to the power
the environment has to penetrate all parts of society, there is an implicit assumption that it can
only happen if we choose to not intervene. In The Medium is the Message McLuhan reminds
us that “there is absolutely no inevitability unless there is a willingness to contemplate what is
happening” and in The Gutenberg Galaxy he says, “the influence of unexamined
assumptions derived from technology leads quite unnecessarily to maximal determination in
human life”. This clearly indicates McLuhan’s provision that if we are aware, new

tcchnological environments can be manipulated and structured according to our agendas.

The Social Construction of the Life-World

McLuhan sces awareness of our environment and a desire to act in it as the key to our
tcchnological emancipation (freeing ourselves from the otherwise all-encompassing hold of
the technological environment); Schutz, Berger and Luckman note the importance of
intcracting with our environment but contend that the human-environment dialectic exists

whether we are aware of it or not. Schutz reminds us of this dialectic when he notes, “the life-
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world ... is a reality which we modify through our acts and which, on the other hand, modifics
our actions”!! and Berger and Luckman note, “... the process of becoming man takes place
in an interrelationship with an environment”. They also emphasize the two distinct
components of the environment wher they note that “the developing human being not only
interrelates with a particular natural envirenment but with a particular cultural and social
order’12 and focus on the mental constructs and mechanisms we employ to socially
construct our environment. It is interesting to note that O.B. Hardison fecls that computers
equiped with arms and gripper legs can also act on and modify the environment.!3 The
process of construction is of particular interest to this discussion becausc I will later use it to
illustrate the mechanisms we appropriate from our construction of the life-world for usc in
constructing virtual worlds. Isolating the arcas where life-world construction mechanisms do
not overlap with virtual world creation will further clarify the unique propertics of virtual
environments.,

One of the central issues Alfred Schutz explored was the dual nature of the social world
as made up of both individual experience and pre-given patterns of social relations.!4 That is,
we imbue our environment with meaning through the process of individual interpretation
influenced by our previous experience, our immediate cxperience and cxpericnces
transmitted from others (parents and tcachers). Schutz refers to this interpretive schema as
“biographically articulated” situations. He also notes, however, that we arc bomn into a pre-
structured, social world with pre-established interpretations of phcnomenon and relationships.
The tension between these compceting forces results in the dynamic cnergy nccessary (o
maintain the social world in which continual rc-interpretation takes placc. I will now look at
some of the mechanisms Schutz identified in our world building process including
“biographical articulation”, the role of our “stock of knowledge”, “typifications”,
“motivation”, “relevance structures” and *legitimation processes”.

Eariier I established that we operate in a manipulatable zone of reality that also provides

the context for our communication with others. We were born intc it and operate under the
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assumption that it existed before us and will continue to exist after us. Berger and Luckman
call this “paramount reality”, the reality of everyday life, and define if further by contrasting
it with other “realities” that exist within it, such as theatre or the make-believe world of
children. These “enclaves” exist within the paramount reality and our consciousness always
rctumns back to the paramount reality after visiting them. It is important to establish the
phenomenological conception of reality as I will be using it as the assumed referent in my
discussion of virtual reality (which by its name claims to be an variation of this reality). By
communicating with others in the paramount reality, Schuiz notes that we implicitly
incorporatc other assumptions about the nature of reality into our behaviour. These
assumptions include: (a) that others are endowed with a corporal existence and consciousness
similar to our own; (b) that things in the outer world have fundamentally the same meaning
for others as for us; (c) that we can enter into meaningful relations with cthers and make
oursclves understood by them; (d) that the social world was historically pre-given to all of us
and is take for granted as the “natural” world; and, (e) because of this, our world is only to
a small dcgree created by us.!5 Schutz illuminatcs the idea that although these assumptions
may form the basis of our actions, we also engage in the constant process of imbuing our
cnvironment with meaning and shaping our reality to suit personal needs, although we may
be largely unaware of the process by which we do this.

All intcrpretation of objects and phenomenon in our environment are, at a fundamental
level, individually accented due to historical events and circumstances. Our “biographical
articulation” is the life experience which makes the content of current experiences unique.
Our past also contributes to our “stock of knowledge”, the reservoir of experiences which
arc constantly accessed to provide meaning in present situations. Previous experiences drawn
from the stock of knowledge are made useful (and easily accessible) through what Schutz
calls the process of “typification” (articulating general characteristics so something can be
understood as “like” something else). Beyond general knowledge. typification also plays a

rolc in our relations with fellowmen. For example, the initial way we understand new people is
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through synthesizing information about similar others (i.c., those occupying the same role)
we have met. Once the general “type” is classified, we begin to form an individualized
understanding of the person based on his or her unique characteristics. The same is truc of
environments. In both cases, Schutz distinguishes between two types of familiarity that
influence typification. First we experience familiarity with a person or object that has been
previously encountered and is in fact “the same” (this information is stored in cur memory).
Then there is a form of familiarity in which an object or person is “like” an object or person
in a previous experience (this information is derived from our stock of knowledge). One of
the primary methods of typifying our experience is through language (which is discussed in
the following section). Schutz distinguishes between two kinds of infomation that cnter into
the stock of knowledge, the first being experiences that are unquestioned and accepted as pan
of the natural attitude and the second being experiences requiring explication.

The elements of a situation we may focus on depend partly on the personai “agenda™ we
bring to a situation and partly on external cues that (subtly) direct our attention. Along with
our biographically determined frames of reference, we bring a personal agenda to cach new
situation; Schutz refers to this as our “motivational structurc”. It is our sct of goals based on
wants and needs that helps determine the course of action we may take. We arc motivated by
both futurc-directed goals and factors from the past (including, of course, our personal
history).16 We also are influenced by phenomena and events in our environment that
encourage us to direct our attention towards a given “theme”. In my discussion of VR and
disembodiment I briefly referred to two of Schutz’s “imposed thematic relevances™ as an
explanation for heightened bodily awareness in virtual worlds. Specifically I referred to
Schutz’s contention that the unfamiliar draws attenticn to itself when surrounded by the
familiar, and that a “leap” from one province of reality to another will cause us to re-direct
our attention. Also contributing to changes in theme are changes in the “tension of
consciousness” within one province of reality and changes induced by others in our

environment.1? These “themaiic relevances”, along with diffcrent motivations will play a
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role in dctermining our approach to situations in virtual worlds. Keeping in mind Schutz’s
theme of the dual nature of the social world as both pre-given and open for modification, we
should note that regardless of the object of our attention, each situation is “open” in the
scnse that we can define and interpret it based on our stock of knowledge but is also
“closed” or determined, as it is the product of all previous situations.

In a morc general sense our action in a given situation is also motivated by a “hierarchy
of plans” bascd on rules of logic that are “partially ontological...partially historical... and
partially biographical in nature.”!8 That is, according to Schutz, when writing a letter, for
cxample, we accept writing with an implement or machine as given “because we cannot write
with our cyes” (the ontological element); if we lived in the 15th century it wouldn’t occur to
us to write with anything other than a pen (the historical element); and if we could not write
Icgibly we may have to write with a typewriter (the biographical element). These motivational
influcnces are useful to consider when examining our action within the perimeter of the life-
world; they will also be interesting to consider when examining our action in virtual worlds
which are conducive to changing ontologies, have no history, yet are still imbued with
mcaning based partially on biographical experience.

So far I have looked at different ways in which we phenomenologically interpret and
direct situations in our environment on personal level. The life-world, however, is also the
product of a much larger process that extends beyond the sum of its parts. In The Social
Construction of Reality, Berger and Luckman focus on the way the social order itself arises,
going back to the crigins of institutions. I will now briefly note the elements of this process
that will be uscful to consider in my discussion of the construction of virtual reality
technology.

Earlicr when 1 reviewed mechanisms we use when interpreting and constructing our
reality, I noted the assumption that personal realities necessarily exist in the context of the
larger social order. The “larger social order” itself consisting of institutions and

institutionalized norms and traditions, was, according to Berger and Luckman, the result of
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the intentional interaction between “A” and “B”, who shaped a world based on their
combined biography and agenda’s. While their world was under construction, A and B werc
capable of modifying or abolishing it and shared the realization that it was in fact a construct;
the world was transparent to them. This sense of arbitrariness changed, however, when the
world was transmitted to a new generation, who had no part in the construction and thus
perceived the world as “given” and unchangeable. To the new generation, the social
construct appeared as a permanent social world.

In the process of transmission, institutions are legitimated to secure their position as part
of the “paramount” reality. A by-product of this is the development of a stock of
transmittable knowledge (manifest ir the form of rules and norms) that dictates conduct. A
body of practical experience-based knowledge also develops on an individua! level through
those participating in the institutions. It is internalized then externalized as objective
information. The whole process of transmiiting constructed “meaning” is, according to
Berger and Luckman, a fundamental method for the legitimization of our social world,
incorporating both knowledge and values. “Legitimization is this process of cxplaining and
justifying. Legitimization “explains” the institutional order by ascribing cognitive validity to
its objective memory. [It] justifics the institution by giving normative dignity (o its practical
imperatives.”19 There are four levels of legitimation: (1) the legitimation of traditions (“this
is how things are done”); (2) theoretical propositions (such as proverbs and wisc sayings);
(3) explicit theories pertaining to a body of knowledge (which oficn develops into pure
theory), and (4) “symbolic universes”.20

Symbolic universes are “bodies of theoretical tradition that integrate different provinces
of meaning and encompass the institutional order in symbolic totality”.2! That is, processes
within the symbolic universe, such as communication, may refer to diffcrent reaims of reality
that exist outside everyday life experiences (dreams). By understanding a dream in relation to
the life-world and representing it symbolically from the perspective of the life-world

(through language), we naturalize the experience in the conter*. of the life-world. In this sense
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the symbolic universe orders all experiences and assigns them a hierarchical position as well
as integrates and legitimizes them.

The constituted symbolic universe, however, does not exist completely without resistance
from what Berger and Luckman call “deviant versions” of reality 22 that challenge the
dominant position. If these deviations attract enough support they pose both a theoretical
threat to the symbolic universe (by presenting an alternate version of reality thus challenging
the supremacy of it) and a practical one (through the potential dissolution of institutions and
processes that exist through legitimation). It is beyond the scope of this discussion to
consider how deviant versions of reality develop and how they are normalized by the
dominant groups. What I am interested in is the fact that deviant conceptions and groups
cxist.

Berger and Luckman present the “intellectual” as an example of a deviant, marginal
type, defining him or her as “an expert whose expertise is not wanted by society at large”23
and implying there is a gap between theoretical and practical knowledge. The rejection of the
intcllectual may also be rooted in the fact that instead of legitimizing the social apparatus and
institutions, he or she challenges them by providing alternate (theoretical) possibilities. When
integration into society is impossible, Berger and Luckman note there are two basic options
open to the intcllectual; withdrawal into an “intellectual subsociety” or revolution. For the
purposcs of this discussion I am interested in the former because it raises the issue of the
implication of the power position elite groups of “knowledge holders” have when their
theory is found usecful — or even necessary — 10 the larger society. By withdrawing into a sub-
socicty the intcllectual may find refuge in those who support or complement the deviant
theorics (thus, to an extent, legitimizing them) and is also able to maintain his or her
“deviant™ position without fear of annihilation. But this dichotomy may also lead to what C.
P. Snow recognized as the split of modem culture due to progress into two sub-cultures,

scientific and non-scientific, with no communication between the two.
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The Social Construction of Virtual Worlds

When viriual reality technology was first developed, the systems were designed to support
one person in a solitary environment for the purpose of skill development (i.c., flight
training) or scientific visualization (i.e., molecule docking). Programmers would ofien
develop worlds for themselves or for others who shared a common perceptual base, thus the
issues of how to represent virtual objects in a form intuitively understandable and how to
develop conventions for (for example) virtual navigation were not esscntial to maintaining a
functional system. With the introduction of shared virtual spaces (heralded by VPL's
“Reality Built for 2””), however, questions concerning ontological relevance (the way that
realities come to be conceived as publicly identifiablc and intelligible24) have become a
fundamental comerstone in world construction. How do we develop a framework within
which meaning can be shared and information successfully exchanged? How much of the
cnvironment that we take for granted is essential to the communicative process? And if we
realize that most or all communication is dependant on the social environment, how do we
construct such environments in VR? McLuhan has articulated the playcr-environment
relationship theme, and Schutz, Berger and Luckman have devcloped a comprchensive
framework for understanding the nature of this rclationship. Contained within their
framework are mechanisms that could be taken into consideration when constructing virtual
worlds. By using our awareness of the construction of the life-world as a templatc, we may be
able 1o replicate the properties necessary for an effective communicative environment without
the spatial constraints or reliance on limited symbols that exists in paramount reality. In this
instance VR would duplicate paramount reality (we can compare it loosely to the relationship
between television content and paramount reality). There is, of course, a danger in modelling
a new expericnce on that which is familiar, as it may prevent us from exploring the unique
properties of the new environment — virtual space. Instead of necessarily limiting cxploration,
however, we could employ the phenomienological model as a starting point for world

construciion. from which innovative practises could develop. The relationship between VR
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and paramount reality could also be taken to a more abstract level, adopting a n.etaphorical
modcl, where the virtual objects may lack perceptual similarity with paramount reality but be
intuitively understood through it. he third level of relatic:iships could involve the
cmployment of physical objects for the rey:::sentation of abstract concepts.

The issues that I outlined above in the discussion of the construction of social worlds and
wili now apply to VR are by no means presented as a comprehensive recipe: that would go far
beyond the scope of this discussion. Instead I have identified some of what I contend are the
primary issucs in social world construction and essentiial individual mechanisms we bring to
the process that could be applied to the constr.:: {ion of virtual worlds. I will start with the
mcta-processes embodied in the origin of the social universe and the legitimization
procedures used to maintain it.

The first thing I noted when reviewing mechanisms for the construction of institutions
was that after the initial development phase their stabilization depended primarily on the
process of transmitting the knowledge the institutions embody from generation to generation.
In this way the institutionalized noms become sedimented in tradition and accepted as a
permancnt construct. The positive aspect of this process is the establishment of a common
mcaning structure within which certain assumptions about shared referentials can be made.
For example, linguistic norms allow us to convey the meaning of a tree by representing it
with the word “trec” instead of having to describe its precise properties to guarantee that the
concept is understood. The other advantage is that established institutions provide an
organization structurc around which a society can exist (and without which it could not). The
disadvantages of this sedimentation include the assumption that only one version of reality
exists which may lead to stagnation or the imposition of the dominant ontology on those who
may scck alternate vicws.

The primary characteristic of the legitimation process is a temporal one: norms and
“traditions™ develop over time. What then happens when virtual environments are created in

a day and under constant (drastic) revision? How is a sense of shared meaning developed? An
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easy (and obvious) solution would be to incorporate pre-established norms from paramount
reality into virtual worlds so that a virtual tree resembles a “real” tree. If we confine
ourselves to this practise, however, we would neglect to take advantage of the opportunitics
for what Jaron Lanier calls *“post symbolic communication”; that is, our ability to crcatc any
contingency or action in reality instead of trying to describe them with words.23 If, however,
we venture into the world of idea representation, how will we understand that my visual
construct “x” symbolizes anger while your visual construct “y" symbolizcs mclancholy?
As with all contrived conventions for expression we will necessarily develop a *“universal™
protocol for representing visually what has up to now been represented linguistically. There
may be many “dialects” within this visual language and the tcchnology itself may be
conducive to a wider range of representation, but the development of common meaning
structures is essential if VR is to exist as a communicative spacc. The inter-relationships that
exist between VR and paramount reality at least during the carly stages of the implementation
of the technology can be understood in terms of Walter Ong’s “intertextuality”. All texts, he
notes, “have extratcxtual supports. Roland Barthes...has pointcd out that any interpretation of
a text has to move outside the text so as to refer to the rcader: the text has no meaning until
someone reads it, and to make sense it must be interpreted, which is to say related to the
rcader’s world”.26 Although VR presents sensually a completely new form for expression,
the content cannot be independent of the extra-virtual world; in fact it will depend on it

The inter-relationship between virtual and paramount reality exists in the rcalm of the
symbolic universe. As mentioned eariier, communication in the symbolic universe may
include reference to different realms of reality that cxist outside cveryday cxperience.
Conversely, experiences in the life-world can be referred to (will necessarily be referred to)
through the symbolic communication process in VR. In this sense therc naturally cxists a
dynamic interplay between the two realms. The practisc of referencing the clements of
paramount reality to create meaning in virtual reality will be in large part a natural

inclination, as we generally understand that which is new by considering it as “like”
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somecthing clse. This process of typification is evident even in attempts define the experience
of VR itself (“Its like having a collaborative, lucid dream’27).

Not only wili virtual communications have to be interpreted according to life-world
norms, the interpretation process itself will be grounded in the mechanisms we employ on an
individual level in the life-world. As mentioned at the beginning of this discussion, we exist in
this world as camal beings, necessarily accepting the physical limitations of our bodies. When
wc cnter into VR then, it is understood that we bring our bodies with us. We also bring with us
our complcte personal history, out of which our motivational structure and hierarchy of plans
develop. We can recall that in paramount reality this hierarchy is based on a set of rules of
logic that arc partially ontological, partially historical and partially biographical in nature.

Aside from historical and biographical motivations, the technological specifics of VR
cncourage certain interpretive schemata. As type encouraged linear thought due to its
scquential nature and the predominance of the eye, the predominance and simultaneous
naturc of the scnses in VR may encourage conditions similar to the oral tradition, with the
added power of communicating through space and the ability to outer our consciousness in
a more comprchensive way. According to McLuhan the technology would encourage
simultancous right-brain awarcness — a return to the tribe. We could, of course, choose to
limit our virtual cxperience to one sense medality thus shifting the perceptual implications of
the technology. The point to raise here is that one absolute characteristic of the technology is
its potential for unlimited freedom of representation which will necessarily encourage a
varicty of ontological structures. But the constructing of a reality that lacks any connection to
paramount rcality will not be possible, due to limits in our ability to create and understand

unprecedented spaces. As Bauscia, Riviera and Setaccio note,

Such limits stem from the organization of our brains, which (as stated by Maturana
and Varela) is the result of thousands of years of interaction with the environment we
live in (both from a phylogenetic and from an ontogenetic perspective). An
implication of this observation is that it is impossible to get completely rid of natural

page 63



reality: it will always “be present” in the organization of the brain to the users (as
well as of the designer) of any [virtual] reality.(Italics minc)

Figure and Ground

In my examination of the environment so far, I have focused on the symbiotic
relationship we as players enjoy with it and the mechanisms we use to socially construct it.
The phenomenologists contend that these construction mechanisms are cvident in the
interpretive process, which is rooted in perception. Both McLuhan and the phenomenologists
cmphasize that perception must be expericnced and understood as the sum of discrete parts;
only through a holistic approach can we understand our environment. This interpretive
schema is derived from a movement that emerged before World War 1 callied Gestalt
Psychology. McLuhan and Idhe have both appropriated terminology from this movement to
express their theories of environmental perception.28 1 will now look at McLuhan's attempt
to synthesize the figure-ground dichotomy into a holistic view of the environment and Idhe’s

contention that the interplay of figure and ground lcads to “perceptual multistability.”

McLuhan’s Figure and Ground

In a general scnse, McLuhan calls an objcct of attention in a given situation “figurc” and
the environment which immediately supports and surrounds it “ground”. We arc largely
unaware of the ground, and this unawareness allows the ground to act subliminally on us. For
example, if we consider the car as figure, we would include highways, industrial plants and oil
companies as ground.2? This is a crucial point becausc it illustrates the intcrconnectedness of
clements in our cnvironment and points to the “chain reaction’ that occurs when a new
variable is introduced. If we consider the introduction of the car in isolation we can scc the
dramatic effect it had on our spatial sense (suddenly the town down the road was accessible),
which effected, among other things, our social relationships, purchasing habits, and scnsc of

“home”. If we consider the car as figure in relation to the environment as ground, we scc
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that the cffect of the car extended beyond immediately identifiable conditions to a web of
more profound changes. The car needed roads and highways to travel aiong, the
development of which lead to changes in our political/social economy. The need for fuel for
cars contributed 10 2 complex network of international dependencies and alliances and the
cstablishment of multinational companies. (I am not suggesting that cars alone created these
situations, but rather that they contributed to them.) In this sense McLuhan uses the terms
“figurc and ground™ to draw our attention to the often unconsidered implications of a new
technology on its environment.

McLuhan applics his discussion of figure-ground most rigourously to a consideration of
clectric technologies, which exist in a ground that is “simultaneous” and always changing
duc to spatial ambiguity (satellites remove us from a set environment to allow us to be in any
- or all — cnvironmentis) and “instantaneous transmission”. The simultaneity of ground
creates what McLuhan secs as a “mosaic” structure, where we are forced to be aware of
cverything at once and interpret meaning from the random juxtaposition of conditions. It is
intcresting 10 note that in *“The Canadian Connection II: Marshall McLuhan”, Paul Heyer
notes McLuhan’s admission that his style of writing is “mosaic”, allowing for, as Heyer says,
“cxposition that juxtaposes divergent observations... moves back and forth across history in a
comparative way”.30 One characteristic in the figure-ground dichotomy in the electric age
that McLuhan emphasizes is the ability of the relationship to reverse, the figure becoming
ground and ground becoming figure. McLuhan’s discussion of the simultaneity of ground
in the clectric age in a sense provides the foundation for his probes on disembodiment, as in
both cases the coniext is vinually absent. In a perceptive assessment, McLuhan says that
television is “figure without ground”, suggesting that we have become alienated from
immediate experiences and all information has become transferable and interchangeable.
This notion of figure and ground, instead of emphasizing the global picture, as does the first
cxample, focuses more on the interaction between the two elements (what McLuhan calls the

“mterface™. Implied in both exampies, however is the idea that our perception of figure is
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necessarily influenced by its ground, whether we are aware of the ground or not. This is
something that Idhe focuses on more directly in his discussion of perceptual

multidimensionality and multi-stability, which I will now address.

Phenomenological Figure and Ground

Don Idhe supports the view that the foundation of phenomenological inquiry rests in the
perceptive nature of our understanding of the life-world. In a tradition pioncered by Husserl,
Idhe describes a “multidimensional paradigm for perception” which includcs that which is
manifest and lateni, or “given” and “meant”.31 The object of inquiry is recognized as a
composite of both what is present and what is absent, the dichotomy setting the paradigm for
further phenomenological analysis. Idhe sees this multidimensionality as forming the basis
for all perceptual action. It is at this point that Idhe incorporates Merlcau-Ponty’s notion of
the percecived world as the foundation of all reality, and cxpands it to include the notion of
multistability. 1dhe defines multistability as “the framed ambiguity of perception’32 and
relates it, via Merleau-Ponty, to the idea that perception is both sensory and cultural (we may
perceive things in different ways depending on our circumstances). The foundation of
perception for Merlcau-Ponty, according to Idhe, lies in the idea that we sclectively focus on
an object (figure) drawing it out of its context (ground). Merlcau-Ponty’s incorporation of
the figure-ground dichotomy, according to Idhe, begins to draw togcther the
multidimensionality and muliistability of perception. That is, “the figure is always seen as
both a sensory object and as a possible meaning™.33 A classic example of the
multidimensionality and multistability of perception is found in the well-known ambiguous
image of the young woman/old woman’s face, the perceived image being dependent on

where the focus is directed.
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FIGURE TWO: WOMAN'S FACE

This example, however, is clearly a case of either-or, as the ground, whether it be the
young woman or the old woman is constant. Idhe, however, increases the complexity of the
model 1o include gradients of ground detail, which serve to reduce the possibility for
pereeptual ambiguity. If we were, for example, to add glasses to the face of the old woman
the possibility for ambiguous interpretation would be greatly reduced.

Although McLuhan and Idhe emphasize different properties of the figure-ground gestalt
(the former focusing on the macro-causational effect of figure on ground as well as the
ambiguous nature of ground in the electric age, and the latter focusing on an interpretive
figure-ground modecl) 1 suggest that a common interpretation of the terms exist. This is not to
claim that McLuhan adopts a phenomenological stance; in fact as we shall see later, the only
rcference McLuhan makes to phenomenology concemns its inability as a methodology to
uncarth the simultaneous nature of the environment. Instead I am suggesting that there is a
complementary intersection between McLuhan and Idhe’s approach to perception, embodied
in the figure-ground relationship. McLuhan presents examples of the effect of technology on
the environment, refers to the simultaneous environment as ground and gives an example of
an electnc figure without ground. Idhe stabilizes McLuhan’s examples in a synthesized

framework that emphasizes, as McLuhan does, the multidimensional nature of the figure (its

page 67



interpretation lying in an awareness of both what is present and what is absent) and its
multistability (interpretation being culturally and sensually based). McLuhan's themes will
now be selectively adapted to a discussion of virtual environments and applied to Idhe’s

framework.

Viriual Figures and Changing Ground

As noted above, McLuhan suggests two areas in which the figure-ground gestalt can be
applied to the environment: the first is a cause and effect macro-vicw (i.c., the “ripple cffect”
the introduction of the new technology has on the context in which it is placed). The second
is the perceptual schema used to imbue an area of attention with meaning bascd on its context
(ground). The latter application closely aligns with Idhe’s focus and is more relevant to a
discussion of the perceptual experience of VR as a medium (as opposed to the “cffect” the
introduction of VR may have on social/political/religious and other arrangements), which is
the theme of this discussion.

Before we apply figure-ground to VR, we must establish the nature of the virtual world in
question, as the implications of applying the propertics to a photo-realistic world (onc
modcled on our paramount reality) are drastically different then applying them to a purcly
symbolic world where arbitrary symbols are assigned to rcpresent concepts. In the first
instance, if I enter into a virtual environment modelled on a real-world situation, for cxample
a simulation of the Amazon Rain Forest (which I have never visited but have read about), |
have a pre-cstablished understanding of the “meaning” of a trce as well as its relationship to
the earth, based on our typified experiences in paramount rcality. In this case 1 would transfcr
the multistability of an object found in paramount reality into VR. If, however, I enter inito a
completely fanciful virtual world (not of my cwn creation) where the usual laws of the
universe are suspended and ideas are arbitrarily assigned symbolic represcntation, we arc
forced into a different scenario where I would have to “negotiate” meaning through

establishing a set of norms (derived in a large part from expectations) with others I wish to
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share the virtual space with. McLuhan’s “simultaneous ground” of electric technology
would nccessarily be tempered in the virtual world if we wanied to develop any meaning. In
Alice in Wonderland, the worids Alice visited were inverted (large became small, for example)
but still referred the real world to allow for identification and meaning. One by-product of
constructing or entering virtual worlds where conscious attention must be given to the
intcrrelationships between objecis and environment may be an increased awareness of the
process by which we give meaning to objects in paramount reality based on both their

multidimensionality and multistability.

Alternate Realities

Michacl Hiem begins his essay, “The Metaphysics of Virtual Reality” by recounting a
Taoist legend about an artist commissioned to paint a mural. The artist worked diligently
cach day, green forests and blue skies stretching across the grey wall that was her canvass,
until her imagined world was complete. Many people gathered for the unveiling and *“oo-
cd” and “aw-cd” when the tarp was dropped and the colourful scene came alive. Afier
accepting congratulations and enjoying the delighted reception of her work, the artists moved
10 the centre of the mural where a path emerged from the dense forest; she tumed around
and disappcared into the green leaves, never to be seen again.

Hicm notes two human tendencies that the story illustrates: the power of artistic illusion
and our need to create altemate realities or “realities within realities”.34 The creation of
rcalitics within realities and our emergence in them occurs in routine aspects of our existence
that we completely take for granted, such as when we read a captivating book, enjoy an
cngaging {ilm or arc overwhelmed by a painting. In these instances we are entering and
navigating in symbolic spaces, removed from the realm of everyday reality (which, of course,
according the the phenomenologists is also a symbolic space). We are also engaging our

imagination in a process of world construction based on minimal information (as when we
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construct an imaginative scene based on information provided to us through printed words
on a page)}. In this sense our imagination transcends the limitations of our bodics and allows
us to “escape” to other worlds. We may also transcend bodily limits and be transported to
different realities when we engage in ecstatic religious experiences, have an “out of body”
experience”, fantasy or dream. There are also instances when we engage in alternate realities
that are encouraged by external conditions, such as taking hallucinogenic drugs. At its most
sensational virtual reality has heen compared tc drug experiences, unlimited fantasy and a
dream state through claims such as “It’s a world without limitations, a world as unlimited as
dreams”35 and “It’s like having a collaborative, lucid dream”.36 Does virtual reality, then,
deprive us of ultimate control over our environment as does the dream staic, where we often
“experience” situations we would rather not? Does virtual reality not adhere to a prime
narrative and coherence that allows us to make sense of the environment? If compared with a
drug induced state, must we not them assume that the experience of VR is largely intemal and
only marginally shared (two people taking the same drug will have radically different
experiences of it).

McLuhan saw the metaphorical — and actual — connection between the cffects of drugs
and the cffects of electrical techrology, particularly television, both cncouraging a
simultaneous “all-at-oncerness” with the environment. In his Playbey interview Mcl.uhan

notes,

The inner trip is not the sole prerogative of the LSD traveller; it’s the universal
experience of TV watchers. LSD is a way of miming the invisible electronic world,
and gives the potential of instant and total involvement.... The attraction of
hallucinogenic drugs is a means of achieving empath with our penetrating electric
environment, an environment that in itseif is a drugless inner trip.37

Whether or not we are all numbed in a drugless state by the iechnology (we can assume
that the effects of technology are numbing as opposed to sensc-enhancing, as we have

already noted McLuhan’s assessment of the numbing effccts of technology) is open for
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debate. The important issue that McLuhan does raise, however, is the potential to engage in
altematc forms of reality through a technology, a potential that many VR enthusiasts would
assert has been realized. I will now look at Schutz’s model of the life-world as consisting of
multiple realitics, described as “enclaves” within paramount reality. I am most interested in
the properties of these enclaves, and their comparison to experiences of virtual worlds. By

juxtaposing these states with VR I will address the issue of VR as an alternate reality.

Schuiz’s Multiple Realities

William James stated, “Our ncnnal waking consciousness... is but one special type of
consciousness, whilst all about it, parted by the filmiest of screens, there lie potential forms of
consciousness entirely different”,38 reminding us that in the natural course of existing in the
world we navigate through different rcalms of experience, thus different experiences of
reality. James further developed the idea of the existence of different realms, eventually
referring to them as “sub worlds” or “sub-universes™ of meaning, and describing them as
subjugated to paramount reality.39 It is from this description that Schutz was inspired to
investigate these sub-universes (which he ultimately called “finite provinces of meaning™)
and classify them in rclation to the social experience of everyday life, as the “archetypal
cxperience of reality™0 1o which all other experiences are both inferior and dependant.
Schutz contends that we are aware of both the primacy of paramount reality and our ability
to move through the multiple realities or enclaves that exist within it, as well as the fact that
our consciousness always returns back to paramount reality and only from pzramount reality
can we understand and describe our alternate experiences (through, for example, the use of
symbols such as language). We move from one province of reality to ancther by “leaping”
(lcaps refers to the exchange of one style of lived experience for another, due to a
modification in our tension of consciousness) which is accompanied by an initial shock.
These finite provinces of meaning, whether they be dreams, fantasies or religious experiences,

all have a particular cognitive style and support experiences which are consistent and
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compatible with each other (although not necessarily with the life-world). An example of this
is our experience of factual, although not logical inconsistencies when dreaming. 1 may quite
plausibly dream of taking an exotic cruise with an acquaintance with no sensc of disbelicf
while I am dreaming; if, however, 1 dream of a flying horse, I am almost certain to note the
aberration, even while dreaming. I will now look at what Schutz has identified as the
distinguishing properties of both fantasy and dreams.

When we “leap” into the world of fantasy perhaps the first thing we experience is a sense
of freedom from what Schutz calls the “pragmatic motive”; the sense that certain tasks must
be performed or a’titudes held for our harmonious existence in the life-world. Schutz does
note, however, that the logical structure of harmony does remain valid in fantasy, so
imagining a breech of life-world etiquette may be stressful in my fantasy world. Being free
from the pragmatic motive implies that we no longer need to master the life-world and thus
can turn: our encrgy elsewhere. As noted above Schutz contends that the logical structure of
harmony remains valid in fantasy, but other boundaries and conditions do not remain valid
{we may imagine ourselves conducting the London symphony orchestra cven if we are not
musically inclined). In this sense, our fantasying ego can “volitionally fill its empty
anticipations with whatever it wants”.4! That is, we can fantasy what we want, when we wanlt.

Schutz aiso notes that the time perspective of fantasy worlds differs from the time
perspective of paramount reality due primarily to the lack of a stable focus.#2 We may
engage in a repeat of one fantasy over and over in one day-dreaming cpisode, the unity
being derived from our sense of inner time which develops out of our span of attenticn. Also
the time structure of the life-world is distorted as we may fantasy in “fast-forward”,
accelerating events beyond what would be possible in paramount reality or we may fantasy in
“siow-motion”, siowing events down beyond what is possiblc in paramount reality. The
strongest tie to the time structure of paramount reality, however, lies in the fact that while |
fantasy I get older and the life-world progresses according to its own rhythms and cycles; this

cannot be directed of my own volition. And just as the external time structure is ultimawely
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imposed on us in our fantasy worlds, so is the limitation of our physical being. I may fantasy
myself as a flying dwarf, but if I actualiy try to fly through a small open window I will
quickly become aware that my fantasy finds limits at the boundary of my body.

Although Schutz describes fantasy as a finite province of meaning within paramount
rcality, we must remcmber that, as noted above, there is “carryover” from paramount reality.
It may hclp us to think of the boundary of these meaning structures as a permeable
mcmbrane through which information is passed. Just as we incorporaie infermation from
paramount reality into fantasy, so does fantasy experience become incorporated into
paramount rcality, through our stock of knowledge, which refers back to various experiences
ir other provinces of reality. The suggestion that a permeable membrane separates
paramount reality from the enclaves within it is an irnportant one, because it sets the
conditions for expcricnces we may have in VR to alter our experiences in and understanding
of the life-world. I will retum to this below.

Schutz describes sleep as “complete relaxation of consciousness... combined with
complete withdrawal from life” 43 In this state of withdrawal, we engage in “passive
perceptions™#4 which remain in a state of confusion, but also determine the theme of that
which is dreamt. I have noted that in fantasy worlds we can fantasy what we want, when we
want; drcam worlds lack this freedom. The dreamer cannot willfully fulfil desired situations
as he or she is not in control of the direction (as the experience of nightmares demonstrates).

Just as the time structure of fantasy differs from the time structure of paramount reality,
s0 100 the time structure of dreams differs from that of paramount reality, dreams involving a
far more complex configuration. Schutz describes the dreaming person as observing “future
events as if they were past; past events are dreamed of as open and modifiable and thereby
bear a clear, future character; successions can be simultaneously transformed and so
forth™.4% Dreams, then, do not coincide with the temporal structure of the life-world, but

cngage an inner time structure.
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The dream world is a solitary onc (we dream by ourselves and no two people can have the
same dream), the person dreamt about becoming an object of the dream as opposed to
someone with which the experience is shared. This suggests one thing about the dreamworld
that we all intitively understand; it is not a communicative cnvironment. The fact that only in
a wide awake state can drcams be communicated (through language, for example) implics an
understanding that is based in the life-world (something in our drcam is “like™ or “‘the
opposite of”’ something in reality). Thus our solitary experience of the dreamworld engages
us in a finite province of meaning completely distinct from paramount reality, but
communicating (and interpreting) dreams grounds us firmly in the world.

Earlier I suggested visualizing the enclaves within paramount reality as being surrounded
by a permcablc membrane through which certain information passes. This is complemented
by Schutz’s suggestion that the relevance systems of the life-world are put into question by
our experiences in various finite provinces of mecaning (including, as mentioned before,
dreams, fantasy, religious experiences, but also science and “‘non-rationaiistic world views”).
These enclaves may be embodied in religious or psychiatric institutions, or in camivals or
other forms of play. Through Schutz’s discussion it is evident that his finite provinces of
meaning involve a directed or spontaneous shift in our intemal state, although not necessarily
Icading to “altered” states of consciousness in the sense of a drug-induced altered state.
Ecstatic religious experiences may, however, involve this kind of altercc state while at the
same time existing simply as a separate meaning structure within paramount ieality. It is
essential 1o establish the idea that finite provinces of meaning involve an internal realignment
as then we can think of certain conditions as being conducive to — although not nccessanly
causing — a shift in consciousness. This allows the primary locus of control to rest with the
participant; the nature and properties we take for granted in the life-world will not change
during a religious experience unless we are receptive to these changes. I will now juxtaposc

the properties of dreams and fantasies that Schutz has defined with the propertics and
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conditions of virtual reality to assess its status as a potential finite province of meaning, then

consider VR's conduciveness to encouraging “altered states™ of consciousness.

VR as a Finite Province of Meaning

Earlier it was established that Schutz’s finite provinces of meaning adhere to a particular
cognitive style and support consistent internal experience (not necessarily consistent with
cach othcr or paramount reality). They can be contrasted to the continuous and coherent
nature of paramount reality (which implies that they possess discrete and incoherent
propertics), but also have their own distinct and unique set of properties. Virtual reality has a
uniquc sct of properties that can be contrasted with paramount reality, suggesting that Schutz
may havc considered it, too, a finite province of meaning, although distinct from dreams and
fantasy.

In my discussion of dreams I noted Schutz’s observation that we cannot (usually) control
the content nor the way it is revealed; instead we are passive bystanders engaged in a larger
narrative. I contrasted this with fantasy where the content is self-directed and the participant
enjoys complcte freedom, even from our life-world circumstances. If we apply the issue of
control to VR, I suggest that the primary distinguishing property of VR as a finite province of
mcaning (and a uniquely configured environment) is illuminated; that is, the users high level
of cnvironmental control. In user-created environments a higher level of freedom is available
than in prc-configured environments as the user herself can determine the nature and scope
of the virtual world, although is still limited by the ontology of the technology (the
presentation format and ways of experiencing the world) and the practical conditioning
carricd over from the life-world. In this sense a virtual world can be compared to Schutz’s
fantasizing. This freedom decreases, however, when users engage in pre-made worlds.
Although the freedom 10 navigate where one wants at a self-directed speed may still exist, the
environment is determined and constant. In these virtual worlds, the level of control decreases

and can no longer be compared to fantasy worlds, but is not as limited as in dreams.
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In the discussion of drcams I also noted the complex time structure that disregards a past-
present-future continuum to engage in a simultancous prescntation of information over
which the drcamer exerts no control. Time perspective when fantasying also deviated from
life-world pattemns, but conirol of the mechanism for deviation rests primarily with the one
cngaged in the fantasy. The time continuum is established by the directed attention of the
actor, morc specifically, by his or her intensity of concentration or lack of intensity. If
heavily involved in a fantasy werld, or if choosing to rcplay fantasy over and over, cosmic
time is transcended by durée (lo retumn to Bergson’s terminology). In this sensc time
perspective in fantasy is very much like time perspective in virtual worlds, where perceived
ratc of time passage depends on intensity of concentration. VR, however, also presents an
added level to the intemnal-external time construct, as it acts as a micro-cosim for cosmic time.
That is, there is a sensc of shared time within a communal virtual world that is scparatec from
cach individual’s sense of dureé, which may or may not also involve awarencss of paramount
rcality. But the virtual world itself also exisis within the cosmic time structurc of paramount
reality. The configuration can be represented as:

FIGURE 3: REPRESENTATION OF VIRTUAL TIME
’ Cosmic
\ time

We have already cstablished, through the idea of the permeable membrane, that
information from the life-world cnters into our drcams and fantasy’s just as the content of
dreams and fantasics inform our lifc-world expericnces through the information that enters
our stock of knowledge (it does, of course, enter with the mark “dream experience”™ or
“fantasy cxperience™). In our discussion of clements of lifc-world construction we might

appropriate from paramount reality into VR, I suggested that there necessarily will be a high
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cross-over of information. Perhaps the most useful aspect of the technology will lie in the
facilitation of information transfer from virtual worlds io paramount reality; what would be
the purpose of using VR as a forum for concept representation if the knowledge could not
then be incorporated into our life-world stock of knowledge? In this sense VR is unlike
drcams or fantasy as the connection to paramount reality will be more pronounced, due in

large part 1o its function as a communal as opposed to solitary environment.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE LANGUAGE OF TECHNOLOGY

The nature of language and its role in shaping, expressing, domesticating and limiting
cxperience has long been the subject of philosophical thought and debate. On the one hand
language may be rcgarded as an emancipatory system through which we are able to
transcend the limitations of time and space. On the other hand, language may limit our realm
of experience and present a danger if we rely on it to express new cultural concepts which it
iz unable to represent because it has not evolved as quickly as culture. There is also a danger,
as William Lciss notes, in applying “old” language to new experiences when it is inadequate
to describe them.! For some of us an awarencss of our language has been heightened by the
creation of “artificial” computer language (the English language is also “artificial”, but as
David Boltner notes, its creation was not as self-conscious?). We are often asked if we
“know” PASCAL or BASIC in much the same manncr as if whether we “know” French or
halian, the question itsclf emphasizing the structured and arbitrary nature of our primary
system of communication. But what effect does language have in structuring our experiences,
and what, if any, similaritics arc there between language influencing perception and
technology influencing perception? In this chapter I will shift the perspective of my
considcration of virtual reality away from subjectively based experiences of the technology to
a detached consideration of the nature of the technology looked at “from the outside”. I will
consider phenomenological interpretations of the role of language as a point of intersection

with McLuhan’s thoughts on language, then consider the “language” of VR.

Language and the Perception of the Life-World

One clement common to Berger and Luckman, Schutz and Idhe’s phenomenological
intcrpretation of the world is the primary role of language in framing our perceptions. Berger
and Luckman note: “Symbolism and symbolic language become essential constituents of the

rcality of everyday life and of the common sense apprehension of this reality”3; and Schutz
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says, “meaning structures are determined by language”, both implying that the structure,
freedom and constraints inherent in language frame what we think and how we think about it.
Idhe notes the nature of perception stecped in language as being problematic in that it makes
all which we encounter, familiar. “Perhaps only for moments do we come face to face wiih
that which is truely other, and then we give it a name, domesticating it into our constant
interpretation which centres us in the world.”4 A characicristic of language has been
identified by Schutz, Berger and Luckman as foundational to its influence in reality
apprehension: its grounding in the everyday life-world and inevitable reference back 1o it
when describing other finite provinces of meaning. Language allows us to semantically share
experiences we may have in other realitics, but at the same time it naturalizes thosc
expericnces in terms of paramount reality. I will claborate this point later.

The phenomcnologists also identify several functions that language fulfils, the most
fundamental being its role as a “universal cultural medium”.3 In his consideration of
language in general, Schuiz was most intcrested in the language people used cveryday to
communicate with their fellowmen. He looked not only at the technical aspects (such as
terms, phrases and syntactic forms) but also at how language crecated a broader meaning-
context, “a kind of preinterpretation of the world named in these terms, characterized by
these phrascs, and described with the help of its grammatical and syntactic forms™.% The
phrases, terms and syntactic forms convey culture duc to their endowed meaning, but also
through the public and private associational and emotional connotations they carry.’

Another function language fulfils, alluded to in the previous section, is its role as a
legitimator in creating and maintaining the socially constructed world. Berger and Luckman
note that “Language provides the fundamental superimposition of logic on the objectivated
social world. The edifice of legitimations is built upon language and uses languagc as its
principle instrumentality”.® This occurs due to the ability of language to make experiences
available to everyone in a linguistic community, sedimenting traditions peoplc may or may

not have actually participaied in. In this sense language objcctivates experiences, allowing
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them to be presented as ‘given”. In the social world, objectivated experiences are ultimately
incorporated into the collective stock of knowledge, thus further sedimented in the cultural
and social history of a given community or society. A more precise method of linguistic
legitimation is the process of “typification”, whereby forms of action are objectivated and
grouped, usually linguistically, to ailows for identification with previous “similar”
cxperiences. The process highlights the relationship of the phenomenon to “objectively
available typifications of conduct”,? the phenomenon becoming most consciously
apprchended when such typifications are unavailable (i.e., as in a new experience). New
phenomena arc woven into the social structure primarily through the appropriation of old (or
the adoption of ncw) terminology sets to describe them.

In my discussion of the construction of the social world in the previous section, I briefly
lIooked at the role of the “stock of knowledge” as a reservoir of experiences, accessed to
provide mecaning to current life-world situations. It was established that all experiences
contribute to our personal stock of knowledge, although the precise method by which they
arc assimilated in it was not detailed. Berger and Luckman suggest that language plays a
fundamental role in relation to our stock of knowledge through its ability to objectivate
shared cxpericnces (thus becoming an instrument in the creation and maintenance of the
stock of knowledge): “The edifice of legitimation is built upon language and uses languages
as its principle instrumentality”.!® We can, then, consider the stock of knowledge as an
cmbodiment of the social process that determines socially acceptable meaning structures. The
fact of it being a product of the “social” life-world, however, must not imply that it is limited
to incorporating and structuring only experiences that take place within paramount reality.
To the contrary, it is through the potential of language as a symbolic system that we can
transcend paramount reality and cross boundaries into fantasy and dreams and bring the
cxperiences back to share with others. Berger and Luckman articulated this essential function;
~...language is capable of transcending the reality of everyday life altogether. It can refer to

cxpericnees pertaining to finite provinces of meaning and it can span sphere’s of reality”.!!
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Schutz notes “Language can then provide knowledge about realitics which not only
transcend the current experieice of the individual, but are also practically, if not also in
principle, inaccessible to him. ... And finally, language can provide knowledge that refers to
provinces of meaning which are in principle inaccessiblc in immediate cxperience™.!2 What
is essential 10 note here is the inevitable naturalization of expericnces when they arc
linguistically integrated into the constructs of the life-world. We can only describe dreams
using the grammatical and syntactical confines that have been established in the life-world.
Experiences that defy this logic, then, are necessarily appropriated by it or excluded from
admittance into the stock of knowlcdge creating a paradoxical limiting-transcending function
in language. However, the function of language that allows us (limited) transcendence into
finite piovinces of meaning, as alluded to carlier, is its symbolic foundation. I will now
consider language as a symbolic medium of communication.

Berger and Luckman have defined “symbolic language” in rclation to its potential to
transcend. They say: “Any significative themc that thus spans spheres of reality may be
defined as a symbol, and the linguistic mode by whi- .; such transcendence is achieved may
be called symbolic language™.13 The smallest unit -ontributing to the process of (linguistic)
transcendence is, then, the symbol. Schutz dealt extensively with the concept of the symbol
(and also of mark, indication and sign) in the context of communication and cxpression.
Although brief reference will be made to Schutz’s interpretation of “sign” I will focus here
primarily on his description of symbol. Three characteristics common 1o all catcgorics should
be noted, as they provide the foundation for understanding the precise nature — and
importance — of Schutz’s symbol. First, the symbol, sign , mark and indication all must be
manifested physically and be apprehended through our senses. Second is the oftea
overlooked fact that the physical form they take is completcly arbitrary and “more or less
accidental”.!4 Related to this is thc essential role of the human interpretive process; that is,
whatever physical appearances they take, a mark, indication, sign or symbol cxists and is

meaningful only if we, individually or in a group, attach meaning to it.
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it has alrecady been established that the primary functionality of a symbol rests in its
polential to transcend the life-world and convey news about finite provinces of meaning: its
ability to refer to something which is at present not given. Schutz notes that the object or
phcnomenon not given may have once been given (and may be given again) or may be
something that has “a different mode of giveness”!5 such as an idea or dream. It is the latter
possibility I am interested in; situaticns in which symbols serve as a bridge connecting usually
discrete provinces of meaning. We have noted that experiences in “different modes of
giveness” arc necessarily naturalized (legitimated) by the linguistic structures of the life-
world, but conceptual evolution is evidence of the reciprocity between ideas and the
modification of the stock of knowledge. That is, new experiences by necessity demand
symbolic represcntation if they are to be accessible to others in the linguistic community. If
the expericnce is shared, a descriptive terminology set is regotiated among members of the
group (the ‘group’ being those who share in the direct expericnce) and emerges, at first open
o modification, but quickly becoming sedimented, especially when passed on to those who
have not actually participated in the experience.

It is a small step from a discussion of symbolic language to a discussion of metaphors,
and when we consider metaphors from the perspective of symbolic language (language
constituted by arbitrary vehicles of meaning) the distinction is shaky. McLuhan noted that all
words in every language are metaphors, an observation which focuses on the structural
characteristics of language. If we look at the expression of meaning through metaphors from
a macro-perspective (and accept as given that all language is symbolic) we can see the
metaphor as both a bridge between two provinces of meaning and as the creation of a new
situation constructed from old clements. The metaphor helps us understand that which is new
in terms of things familiar. In a phenomenological sense it is a linguistic alternative to Idhe’s
theory of multi-stable possibilities discussed in the previous section. We can recall that Idhe
defines multistability as “the framed ambiguity of perception™ which refers to the idea that

pereeption is both sensory and cultural (that is, context dependant). Words, or semartic
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equivalents, are also context-dependant. New ideas and concepts can be introduced through

linguistic muliistability as evidenced in the metaphor.

McLuhan and Language: From New Criticism to the Language of Technology

Throughout his writing, McLuhan constantly reminds us of his fascination with and
dedication to language not through a concise narrative “style”, but rather through the
¢ouble entendres and clever associations that characterize his aphoristic probes. The
aphorisms themselves that brought him to public attention (“the medium is the message™
and “the global village” being the most notorious) were modelied partly on Francis Bacon's
use of language (Bacon employed the aphorism becausc it was suggestive rather than
conclusive, inviting the audience to engage in further investigaticn16). Aside from his
aphoristic style, his interest in the English language is cvidenced through the allusions and
direct references to writers scattered throughout his writing, the most reccurring being James
Joyce. In War and Peace in the Global Village McLuhan juxtaposed his ongoing narrative
with quotes from Joyce’s Finnigan’'s Wake, perhaps to illicit non-linear thinking, as the
quotes are secmingly unrelated to the body of the text. The Gutenburg Galaxy references the
work of Shakespeare, Ezra Pcund, James Joyce, Dylan Thomas, Edgar Allan Poc and William
Blake, among others, as well as the text of Don Quixote and the Dunciad to illustrate such
themes as the relationship between sense ratio and rationality (p. 13), and the importance of
the study of paradigms and pattemn recognition (p. 77). Another literary influence on
McLuhan camc from Mallarmé and the symbolists who reinforced for McLuhan the
importance of technique over content (or the effect of “things” as opposed to “idcas”!7).
One of Mallarmé’s most well-know poems, “Un Coup de Dés” or “A Throw of the Dice”
illustrates stylistic elements that may have illuminated the point for McLuhan. The poem is
presented as a “concrete” poem, words and phrases stretching across two pages, challenging

standard conventions such as justified margins and page boundaries. Mallarm¢ also used a
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mix of upper and lower casc type, all of which forces the reader into a mode where he or she
must not rely on the meaning of the words themselves but instead derive meaning through
ihe visual display. In Disappearing Through the Skylight, O.B. Hardison describes the theme
of thc poem as being “the difficulty of writing”. That is, “Language changes slowly but
culture is changing rapidly. Language in its traditional forms therefore becomes less and less
complementary to the world it is supposed to represent”.18 Hardison also suggests that the
poem cmbodies the process of language creating a response to an old language unable to
represent reality. In a McLuhanesque sounding assessment, Hardison notes that with
. traditional pocms the “paper is ground” to the text (which becomes figure). In “Un Coup
de D¢s”, however, “the standard relationship between figure and ground is displaced. The
white space is cxpressive — part of the message rather than a neutral field for the type™.
Major influcnices in McLuhan’s academic career can be traced to the time he spent at
Cambridge University as a graduate student under the guidance of I.A. Richards. Richards,
well respected in the field of literary criticism, captured McLuhan’s attention with his then
innovative approach to the study of literature, particularly poetry. He felt poetry was a
“supreme form of human communication”, thus poetic analysis shculd focus on how
cxpericnce is communicated.1® He also noted the necessary role of context in eliminating
unintended mcanings, allowing words in themselves to communicate. In his biography of
McLuhan, Philip Marchand notes that Richards, along with one of his students, William
Empson, became the “godfathers” of New Criticism, a school of thought which ultimately
provided McLuhan with a springboard into his study of media. Marchand notes, “If words
were ambiguous and best studied not in terms of their “content” (i.e., dictionary meaning)
but in terms of their cffects in a given context, and if those effects were often subliminal, the
same might well be truc of other human artifacts — the wheel, the printing press, and so
on™.20 The connection between the analysis of literature and analysis of other elements in
the environment was sedimented for McLuhan by another of Richards students, F.R. Leavis.

In his book Culture and Environment, Leavis suggested that the analytic capacity of literary
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critics could be extended to other areas of environmental analysis,2! a suggestion McLuhan
adopted and employed throughout his intellcctual career.

The profound influcnce that the study of literaturc had on McLuhan (Marchand goes so
far as to claim that the oniy influence more significant than New Criticism on McLuhan’s
thinking was his conversion to Catholicism?2) makes it appropriate — and even necessary — to
consider the insights he later developed on the role of language in relation to technology.
McLuhan used the term “language” in both a metaphorical way (such as when he referred
to the “language” of technology) and in a literal sense when hc became interested in how
language shapes perception. This latter concern was largely the result of McLuhan’s
discovery of the work of linguists Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf, who postulated that the
structure of language determincd the structure and scope of perception. I will now cxamine
four themes McLuhan articulated in his consideration of language: the naturc of language
itself as an extension; the role of the metaphor; the three linguistic categorics through which
reality is experienced (which leads to) the rclationship between reality and perception; and
technologies as language (or the language of technologics).

In the first chapter I considered technologies as extensions of the human body as a way
of understanding McLuhan’s concept of disembodiment. There I noted that McLuhan saw
all technologies as extensions of biological functions “outered” to incrcase power. He
distinguished between early extcnsions (like print representations of language) and later
extensions (electronic techniologies), the former being closed systems, not conducive to
syncsthetic interaction and ihe latter encouraging simultaneous awarencss. By this
categorization we can assume McLuhan regards printed language as disruptive; indced he
dedicated The Gutenburg Galaxy to chronicling the deterioration of the psychic envirc: ment
upon the introduction of movable type (which accelerated the process of disintegration that
was started by the phonetic alphabet). McLuhan’s objection to language embodied in print
was its emphasis on the visual properties of the eye (which encouraged lincarity; we can only

see one thing at a time, which implies logical, left-brain thought). Language embodied in
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sound, then, (Idhe notes that all language must first be embodied in sound, “heard and then
spoken”23) escapes visual emphasis, engaging instead in an ear-based world of aural
domination. The aural/oral world, however, encourages sirnultaneous awareness, as our ficld
of auditory perception does not isolate, but rather incorporates. Another reason for
McLuhan’s preference for oral communication is the increased chance that other scnses will
be used. For example, when speaking we often use hand gestures and facial expressions to
clarify meaning or introduce subtext, thereby invoking a wider sensory arrangement — onc
not possible with writien communication. But even if no other sensory cucs are available,
McLuhan maintained that hearing is “hotter” than sight.24 (It is interesting to notc Husserl’s
suggestion that proof of temporal integration between past and preseni can be found by
considering a simple melody; if past notes were 1o entirely disappcar from our audile range
we could not enjoy music, as we would only hear unconnected singular notes.25 Instead, the
simultaneous and integrated nature of aural perception allows us to enjoy melodics.) In hig
consideration of language as an extension McLuhan made the very practical separation
between written and oral language, which we must keep in mind when discussing the other
themes to which I will now tumn that deal with language at a far more abstract level.

The role of the metaphor, that is “a figure of speech in which a word or phrase literally
denoting one kind of object or idea is used in place or another to suggest a likencss or
analogy between them’26 has been extensively considercd by those interested in the role
language plays in forming opinions and shaping attitudes and perceptions. In Under

Technology’s Thumb, William Leiss notes the dual nature of mectaphors:

metaphors...allow us to capture a novel or extraordinary event in forms of thought
that are well-known to us, thus ‘domesticating’ it; furthermore, thcy encourage us 10
believe that we may communicate our experience to others. There is a concomitant
risk, of course: metaphorical constructs limit our ability to assimilaie new information,
because we try to squeeze the unusual into familiar and comfortable form.27
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Michael Hiem agrees, as he notes that the weakness of a metaphor lies in the inevitable
distortion that accompanies the reduction of meaning.28 Hiem goes on to articulate the
central characteristic of language which allows it to be used metaphorically; its ambiguity.
This assumes the unique ability we have to use words in different ways, to “mis-take” one
thing for another.29 It is through metaphor that we are able to adapt to cultural and
tcchnological evolution. As Hiem says, “Metaphorical uses of language meet the world as it
moves through the shifts and transformations of historical drift”.30

McLuhan traces the route of the word metaphor to the Greek meta plus pherin, to carry
across or transport.3! This transportation of meaning, however, never occurs in unaffected
isolation, but instead involves a transformative element. As McLuhan says, “Each form of
transport not only carries, but translates and transforms the sender, the receiver, and the
message”.32 It is through this transformation of meaning that new ideas and concepts may
be introduced. McLuhan classified all technologies as metaphors precisely because of their
transformative nature. He observed that they outwardly transform the user because they
cstablish new relationships between user and environment.32

In a rather abstract cxplanation of metaphors, McLuhan looked at them from the
perspective of figure and ground, suggesting that there are four parts to metaphors, which
may be represented as figure-ground in relation to figure-ground. The connection between
mctaphors and figure-ground may lie in the metaphor’s functional position; that is, to
interpret unknown ground with a common figure (or an unknown figure with a common
ground). For example, it may be easier to understand the string “c: dir/w" (as figure) if we
put it in the context of “computer language”. The employment of figure-ground techniques
arc also a way of encouraging awareness. The metaphor also encourages awareness.
Mcl.uhan notes, “Structurally speaking, a metaphor is a way of presenting one situation in
terms of another situation. That is to say, it is a technique of awareness, of perception (right

hemisphere), not of concepts (left hemisphere).”34
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Metaphors work because they access an intuitive part of human understanding, a pari that
lies beyond a reliance on semantics. This type of meaning, which exists independent of
grammatical forms, is one of three ways McLuhan suggests that language gives cvidence of
its communicative properties. The other indications lie in the actual meanings of words
themselves, and in the grammatical forms to which they subscribe.35 When we rely only on
the semantic intention of words or the grammatical forms of sentences, we use language in a
way that is necessarily imperfect, because, as McLuhan noies, we succumb 1o “an uncritical
trust in the adequacy of these words and forms as constituting the ultimatc content and cxtent
of language.”36 As a symbolic system of communications, then, language itsclf can only
approximate meaning and experience: the real communicative potential lics in its ability to
evoke intuitive awareness. The grammatical forms and scmantics, however, do much to
influence how we perceive the world around us.

I have already noted that McLuhan’s thought was hcavily influenced by I.A. Richards
and New Criticism, particularly the movement toward looking at the effect the language of a
poem — or technology — had on its environment. When McLuhan first came across the
work of Edward Sapier and Benjamin Whorf, then, the parallels were obvious, and he
enthusiastically supported (and was theoretically supported by) the Sapier-Whorf hypothesis.
The hypothesis suggests that our interpretation of physical and social reality is shaped
fundamentally by the language and grammatical constructs we use to cxpress it. Whorf, who

had investigated linguistic constructs of the Hopi, put it this way:

Human beings do not live in the objective world alone, nor alone in the world of social
activity as ordinarily understood but are very much at the mercy of the panicular
language which has become the medium of expression for their society. It is quite an
illusion to imagine that one adjusts to reality essentially without the use of language and
that language is merely an incidental means of solving specific problems of
communications or reflection. The fact of the matter is that the “real world” is to a large
extent unconsciously built on the language habits of the group....37
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McLuhan, like the phenomenologists, was aware of the power evoked by the communal
adoption of a shared language in “legitimizing” society. At times he saw its negative
potential, such as when he noted, “the greatest propaganda in the world is our mother tongue,
that which we Ieam as children, and which we leam unconsciously. That shapes our
perceptions for life. That is propaganda at its most extreme form.”38

For McLuhan, language was a technology; a means of “outering” ourselves. Like all
other technologics it carried with it a bias that altered the sender and receiver of the message
as well as the environment and the message itself. But just as we consider language as a
technology with all the attendant properties, so must we consider technologies as languages,
cach onc cxpressing reality with an individual accent and structuring what kind of
information is to be cmphasized. The technological parameters of an apparatus determine
what may be talked about or what comer of reality may be heard. This is certainly true of

VR, as I suggest in the section below.

The Language of Virtual Reality

When discussing the “language” of a technology we are inevitably brought back to one
of McLuhan’s most quoted aphorisms: “the medium is the message™. In this section I will
consider the way the technical properties of VR put a certain accent on the communication
that takes place within it. I will focus on three fundamental properties of the technology
which, to a large extent, dictate its nature: 1) the large number of sensory channels through
which information is presented; 2) the potential it presents for interactivity; and 3) its lack of
reference to reality.

Wc have already noted McLuhan’s preferred communicative environment is one which
supports a “harmonious sensory balance” where the information can be translated among
the senises. The phenomenologists also emphasize the importance of sensory awareness in

apprchending the life-world, a sensory awareness grounded in the body. McLuhan’s thematic
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criticism of technologies from movable type to the telephone was that they disrupted this
potential for sensory integration. Television has perhaps come closest to integrating multiple
sensory channels for extension across space, although we are limited to two senses for data
interpretation — sight and hearing {possibly three if we accept McLuhan’s contention that
television is also tactile). Television provides a good conceptual model for understanding VR
if we can imagine ourselves, for example, interacting with the characters in their television
environments. Because we receive information in VR through all our sensory channels, we
have functionally returned to an oral communicative environment, combined with the
advantages of electronic technology; we can project oursclves through space and keep a
record of our communications. (It is interesting to note that Paul Heyer suggests that
McLuhan’s ideal communicative state may have been thc manuscript cra, where oral ritual
was combined with the ability to store information.3%) For a comprehensive discussion of the
effects of the virtual reality environment we can refer to previous discourse on the
characteristics of oral society (such as contained in Walter Ong’s Orality and Literacy). 1 will
persue McLuhan’s discussion of visual-acoustic thought in rclation to orality.

According to McLuhan, one sensory implication of orality was a balance conducive 0
simultaneous awareness. This lead, in turn, away from “linear”, visual thought to
multidimensional acoustic thought. In the mid-1950’s, McLuhan began developing his
notion of visual-acoustic space and published a paper titled, “Acoustic Space” in February
1955.40 Visual space emphasized “left-brain” functioning, which meant it engaged in lincar,
sequential, logical thought (everything McLuhan associated with post-literate, pre-clectric
existence). Acoustic space, in contrast, highlighted right-brain functioning, characteristic of
multidimensional, simultaneous awareness. It is possible that McLuhan would have regarded
communication in virtual environments conducive to integrated, acoustic awarcness duc 1o the
full range of sensory channels it encourages. Related to McLuhan’s visual-acoustic
dichotomy and to this discussion of orality, is the notion of simultaneity; the integrated

awareness that comes from comprehensive experience of the environment. McLuhan
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contended that one of the main features of the electronic age was a retum tc simultaneous
awarencss; VR would realize this state.

I have aircady discussed, frcm several perspectives, the issue of interactivity: McLuhan
alluded to it when he spoke of the glebal village and the phenomenologisis suggested that it
is the cornerstone in our ongoing dynamic relationship with the environment. Recently the
perccived need for “interactivity” in our relationship to media and technology has increased
— especially in the field of computer technology. But what is interactivity? Are we
“intcracting” with the television when we watch it, or does interactivity imply a level of user
control over the environment? In his article, “A Typology for Interactive Media”, Jerome
Durlack notes that media professionals seldom agree on the set of variables needed for a
media or technology to be truly interactive. For the purposes of this discussion, I will define
interactive as a condition whereby a user is engaged with his or her environment (i.e.,
technology) to the extent that they can make modifications supported by the parameters of
the technology. Television is a one way process where the user (watcher) receives data,
whereas interactive tclevision (or interactive fiction, for example) gives the user the option of
determining the outcome of a murder plot by choosing one of several possible scenarios.
Although the uscr may not have the option of choosing a scenario perfectly compatible with
his or her desired outcome, they do have the ability to modify the environment.

In VR, participants can not only modify their environments, they can create them. If they
arc cngaged in a pre-made environment they control where they go and at what speed (one
of the characteristics that has made VR an attractive educational environment). In the
discussion of VR as an altered state, I suggested that it was not like a dream state because we
could change VR of our own volition. The interactive nature of the technology presents the
potential to create a “language” that encourages activity, thought and creativity as opposed
to “*broadcast” media systems which encourage passivity and acceptance.

Earlier in my discussion of disembodiment I suggested that when reading a captivating

book we may lose sight of our physical environment and become immersed in our fictive
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world. If, however, someone enters the room and slams the door, or if we hear what sounds
like a gunshot nearby, we would probably be transported back to our immediate
surroundings. Our fictive world is “fictive™ in relation to the paramount reality that is in
evidence all around us. When we enter virtual worlds, we loose our immediate physical reality
as our prime referent. We only hear virtual sounds (thus would not hear a2 gun shot no matter
how close it was if it was not a virtual one) and only see virtual images. It is this complete
physical immersion which allows the exciting potential for the construction of new,
emancipatory worlds but also present the possibility for a detachment from reality.

I have presented three characteristics of VR which are, in their combination, distinct from
previous communication technologies, and suggested that the implications of these quaiitics
will determine the nature of the language of VR. VR will encourage simultancous
(““acoustic™) sensory awareness, active participation and creativity in communicative

environments.
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CHAPTER FOUR: A PHENOMENOLOGICALLY BASED TETRADIC ANALYSIS OF
VIRTUAL REALITY

When considering points of intersection between McLuhan’s themes and
phenomenology, perhaps the place to start would be with McLuhan’s four Laws of Media,
(the “tetrad™). As I noted earlier, it is in the context of his discussion of the tetrad rhat
McLuhan makes reference to Husserlian phenomenology, emphasizing how tetradic
observations “reveal the hidden cffects of artifacts on our lives”, an objcctive shared by the
process of phenomenological reduction. (Phenomenological reduction refers to the process
in which all assumptions conceming causation and consequences about the world arc
eliminated (“bracketed”) so fresh insights may be gained.) McLuhan also gives reason to
compare the tetrad to phenomenological thought when he notes that the tetrad “reveals the
artifacts as a product of the user’s mentality”. Beyond our immidiate concern with the tetrad,
this statement implies that all artifacts are the result of our inicmal processes, which ultimatcly
suggests a significant area of intersection petween McLuhan’s thought and phenomenology.
In this section I will examine and critique McLuban'’s tetrad thcn apply a modified version of

it to a phenomenological interpretation of virtual reality.

McLuhan’s Four Laws of Mediz

The tetrad as a predictive device presents four questions that when asked of any antifact,
media type or social process, promise to illuminate the effects of the phenomenon on the
environment. This is possible, according to McLuhan, because it focuscs our awarcness,
shifting it from the past to the present (guarding against the “rear view mirror” syndrome
discussed earlier). By considering four distinct aspects of a phenomenon in relation to its
environment McLuhan also suggested that the tetrad assesses the current shift between visual
and acoustic space, encouraging simultaneous awareness. Enlightenment is promiscd if we
ask the following four questions: (1) What does it enhance? (2) What docs it obsolesce? (3)

What does it retrieve? and (4) What does it reverse? Marchand notes that the first two “laws”
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are fairly intuitive — for example Optical Character Recognition scanning devices will
enhance the process of data entry but obsolesce the data entry clerk — but the third and
fourth laws give McLuhan’s tetrad originality. The third law (retrieval) was derived from
carlicr considerations of the process whereby old cliche’s are retreived and made into
“modem” archetypes.] McLuhan elaborated on this theme in Cliche to Archetype, his 1970
book coauthored with Wilfred Waton. The fourth law was conceived of early on and noted in
Understanding Media, namely, that new forms are revealed just as an artifact reverses into
somcthing entirely new.2 By focusing awareness on all possible areas of “effect” (McLuhan
deficd aayone to discover a fifth law which focused awareness on something not already
considered) the tetrad was purported to bring about simultaneous awareness of figure and
ground in relation to each other where traditionally only one or the other is perceived at one
time. Specifically, the tetrad “raiscs hidden ground to visibility” by including the ground of
the user — or an awareness of the user as ground. (This consideration is of phenomenological
importance in that it acknowledges the perspective or context of the user as essential in
“defining” the objcct.) McLuhan saw the structure of the tetrad itself as two figures and two
grounds in balanced ratio to each other. An applied example of the tetrad is McLuhan’s
consideraiion of the computer which enhances speeds of calculation and retrieval, obsolesces
scquence, approximation perception and the present, reverses anarchy via the overlay of
burcaucracy and retreives perfect memory.3

The tetrad is the closest thing McLuhan developed to a methodology in that it is an
applied procedurc or system of “rules”, although whether or not it is empirical is open for
debate (McLuhan insisted the process was empirical because it relied on observation,
cxpericnce and precepts, even though it was not based on a theory or set of concepts?). Two
of McLuhan’s books deal with the tetrad. The Global Village: Transformations in the World
Life and Media in the 21 Century, was co-authored with Bruce C. Powers and published
posthumously in 1989. Laws of Media: The New Science was co-authored with Eric McLuhan

and published post-humously in 1988. The treatment of the tetrad differs slightly between the
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two books primarily in the context in which it is introduced, particularly the emphasis the
latter book places on the tetrad as a set of scientific laws (although McLuhan’s claim that the
tetrad is empirical is expressed in both books). The Global Village emphasizes the predictive
and intuitive function of the tetrad and its role as a reconciliator of opposites. Both books,
however, link the tetrad 10 phenomenology and critique the phenomenological process. In
The Global Village McLuhan notes that “insofar as the tetrads arc a means of focusing
awareness on hidden or unobserved qualities in our culture and its technologics, they act
phenomenologically”.5 McLuhan then goes on to critique phenomenology because of its
usc of “left-hcmisphere techniques™ to tackle “right hemisphere™ problems (the uncarthing
of concealed propertics of artifacts). In The Laws of Media McLuhan makes a morc dircct
attack on phenomenologist Martin Heidegger by suggesting that he was unable to reconcile a
scnsc of interplay beiween figure and gound in his interpretation of the environment and
continuously shifted from one to the other. Therc is no reason to assume that McLuhan’s
broad critique of phenomenology (or Heideggar) was based on a comprechensive
understanding of the subject as McLuhan does not refer directly to phenomenology in the
context of other discussions nor does he reference phenomenological writcrs in his
bibliography.

McLuhan notes that media analysis usually consider only the first two aspects of the tetrad
(enhancement and obsolescence), thus lacks a comprehensive overview of effecis at best or
arc completely misguided at worst. The argument for an integrated approach to the analysis
of the implications of new media is a strong one that deserves attention. Although simply
answering the questions themselves may not gencratc a conclusive understanding of the
technology, the tetrad does serve two important functions; (1) it focuses the arca of possible
consideration from a potentially infinite field to specific elements, and (2) it gencratcs other,
previously hidden issues to consider (by promoting creative, “lateral” thinking). For thesc
resaons I have elected to use the tetrad to consider some possible implications of virtual

reality technology.
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McLuhan’s tetrad purports to be a tool for bringing to awareness the impact an artifact
has on its environment. Although this broad task is brought into focus by the specific nature
of the questions asked of the antifact, McLuhan’s own application of the tetrad is not focused.
For example, in his *“Xerox” :etrad McLuhan notes that it increases the speed of the printing
press, obsolesces the assembly line book, retreives the oral tradition, the committee, and
reverses into “everybody is publisher”. The arca of consideration applied to each law
varics from the mechanical properties to historical traditions to people’s life-roles, diffusing
the focus and weakening the overall effect of the analysis. A constructive implementation of
the tetrad would involve an application of the laws to a consistent plane of consideration. In
my tetradic analysis of virtual reality, then, I will consider only phenomenologically-based
aspects of the creation and mainanance of the social world which may be enhanced,

obsolesced, retreived or reversed due to VR.

A Tetradic Analysis of Virtual Reality
The Enhancement of Awareness

In the sccond chapter I considered the mechanisms by which we phenomenologically
“construct” our social world, including processes of legitimation, typification, biographical
articulation and the role of our stock of knowledge and relevance siructures. I also discussed the
role of paramount reality, that is, the reality of everyday life within which “enclaves” (such as the
world of fantasy or dreams) exist. The principle property of paramount reality involves its
centralizing roie: our consciousness is rooted in paramount reality and necessarily returns back to it
after visiting the enclaves supported by it. In my discussion I outlined these phenomenological
propertics, making an cffort to emphasize the often arbitrary nature of environmental construction
to remind us that we are engaged in a dynamic relationship that offers us the potential to
compilctely change our “reality”. As traditions, institutions and society myths have become
scdimented due to the historical inertia, however, we often loose sight of both the arbitrary and

malicable properties of our environment. I suggest that virtual reality, by providing people with the
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opportunity to actively engage in “world building” on a microcosmic level, will enhance our
awareness that reality is socially constructed.

A non-computer-based parallel to the construction of virtual worlds can be found in the creative
process of constructing fictive literary worlds, the process I might go through if I were a novelist,
for example. Cenain key features of this process are worth considering, as they provide a cluc to
what tools may be valuable in constructing virtual worlds. The first, and perhaps most crucial, is
creating internal consistency within the fictive world. On a simplistic level if in my science fiction
novel I establish that the planet has no gravity, then obviously the character’s actions while on that
planet have to reflect the lack of gravitational force. On a psychological level, if I introduce a
“three dimensional” character and assign certain attributes to her, her actions must be consistent
with her characteristics in order for her — and the fictive world — to be belicved. In order to bring an
audience into a fictive world, I must also establish cnough detail to make the world “alive”. If I do
not scatter interesting diversions or focus on unique attributes (or mundane attributes in a unique
way) throughout my fictive world, my audience will certainly lose interest and return to paramount
reality. Related to the amount of detail is the issue of serting. I must consider the role of the sctting
in my fictive world, where in some instances it may be crucial and in others it may not be as
important. I may want to create an interesting setting that complements the “plot™ ( or, in a virtual
world, the motivation of the world, whether it be for fantasy or educational purposes) and
“characters” (participants). Or I may want to downplay the setting so that other clements of my
world may be highlighted. Another crucial element in my literary world construction is point of
view. I must consider the place from which I am “telling the story”, decide on the places where 1,
as author, can intervene, provide more information or be selective about the information I provide.
These considerations, by no means comprehensive, provide clues 10 mechanisms we may usc to
construct virtual worlds. Writers have an awareness of the building-blocks they use to shape their
worlds, an awareness that often influences the way they perceive and interpret reality.

In chapter one 1 briefly discussed computer conferencing in relations to the desire we have for

re-embodiment when we represent ourselves through ASCH characters. A process related to
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computer conferencing that provides an ASCII paradigm for the construction of virtual worlds is
“MUDS” (“multiple user dialogues”). MUD’s are interactive, multiple user computer games that
run on a central system to which users can connect. Users adopt a persona and can engage in a
variety of role-playing fantasy scenarios, similar, to the board game, “Dungeons and Dragons™.
Through the ASCII systems complete worlds are constructed, attributes given to characters and
symbols developed to represent phenomena or people. The dearth of sensory cues hint at the
importance and power of symbols, but also remind uvs of the role of imagination in the construction
of rcalities.

The phenomenologists present a rigourous case to suggest how we socially construct our world.
As we move through the world, however, (trying to correct a bank error, for example) the arbitrary
and mallcable nature of the life-world is lost and we may feel locked in a static, determined system.
But as we begin to consider the building-blocks we need to construct “inhabitable” worlds in

virtual reality, our sense of awareness of the process of socially constructing our social world will be

cnhanced.

The Obsolescence of Temporal-Spatial Constraints in Communication

Before the early 19th century our conceptualization of space heid it as an absolute, non-
malleable physical entity in which we existed. As Steven Kemn notes, there was only one space
which held the properties described by Euclid’s axioms. But new ideas about the nature of
space were beginning to emerge, ideas that challenged the notion that space was
homogencous.? Several events contributed to this realignment in our attitudes, among them,
the introduction of the wireless. Kern notes that the wireless “annihilated time and space”
due 10 its ability to instantaneously unite geographically dispersed persons, creating the
illusion that we could “conquer” distance (thus space). This lead to the realization that
“Various orders of space and time adapt themselves to man’s experience and his perceptive
faculty.” 8 D. J. Boltner echoes this when he says “Space is what each culture chooses to

make of it, and what each chooses depends upon the tools and techniques available”,? a
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sentiment which aligns theoretically with McLuhan’s dictum, “the medium is the message”
and the earlier work of Harold Innis on the “bias™ of the medium (the suggestion that the
cultural orientation and values of a society are influenced by the predominant modcs of
communication). Boltner, Innis and McLuhan all pave the way for a consideration of how
tools — in this case, virtual reality — can alter conceptions of spacc.

Before we consider the nature of our relationship to space in virtual worlds, we must ask
the question “Do virtual experiences take place primarily in space?” This, of course, invites a
potentially involved discussion on the very nature of space itsclf and its relationship to time
and perception, a discussion that goes beyond the scope of this thesis. As preface to my
suggestion that VR obsolesces spatial constraints, I will contend that space is defined in terms
of perception. As an illustration we could consider swimming a mile: to thc novice swimmer
the last 200 meters may seem significantly “longer” than the first 200 meters due to
increased fatigue, boredom, etc., while to a competitive swimmer the last 200 mcters may
seems “shorter” than the first due to the rcalization of a nearly-completed goal. The absolute
physical space, of course, is the same for both swimmers. We could compare virtual space to
dream space, where the only physical space involved may be that occupied by one’s body but
where the space dreamed of may be unlimited. What role, then, does “space” play in VR?

In my introduction I noted that architect Michael Benedikt contends cyberspace will
likely have a geography, although he does not venture further to describe it. I suggest that
cyberspace will definitely have a “geography” due to our need to creatc mental models for
understanding relationships and for navigation (both through physical space and through, for
example, information-space). This is evidenced by the spatial metaphors that have already
emerged around computer technology, the most well-known being Apple Compulter’s
desktop metaphor, where bytes of information are represented in relation to their position and

function on the electronic “desktop”.

page 1G]



FIGURE 4: APPLE DESKTOP
[@ roe Ec1 Diew isbel Spectal

i g

Corcaviashises
Fliomaiar Feldr m
£ =
Sad”S

In Turing’s Man, D.J. Boltner defines two kinds of computer space, the first being
physical space which includes the actual properties of machines, and the second being logical
space, which includes the properties that define the computer as a logical entity.10 He later
makes two importiant observations: first, because computer space is “addressed” (that is, each
byte of electronic information is given a unique identifier) it becomes easy to abstract and is
thus manipulatable.ll He also notes that programmers visualize their workspace as an area
with physical dimensions.12 In the context of the discussion in prcvious chapters which
maintains that conventions from the life-world will necessarily be appropriated in VR, we can
sce that in terms of spatial metaphors the paradigm for information transfer has already been
sct in computing traditions. It is, perhaps, this need for geographic orientation that motivates
articles titled “Colonizing Cyberspace” (as seen in the Summer 1989 issue of Mondo 2000).

I noted above that the introduction of the wireless “annihilated space” due to the illusion
of “immediate connection” between people anywhere in the world. According to McLuhan
other media, most notably television, intensified this illusion. More recently, the introduction
of computer-mediated communication (CMC) added “time” as another dimension

conquercd due to “progress”. It will be useful to examine the case of CMC and its
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elimination of spatial - temporal constraints in communication as it is the ASCII prototype for
virtual reality.

“CMC” refers to the technological potential crcated by the use of computers and
telecommunication networks in the communication process. Examples of CMC systems arc
remote databases (collections of data stored on a central computer and organized to allow
users to manipulate and retrieve desired information), electronic mail (text, clectronically
produced and sent to a user or group of users via the computer, 2 modem and a telephone
line or direct cable) and computer conferencing (a more organized form of clectronic mail
where many people receive the same message).!3 The technology allows participants not only
to access information over great distances, but, unlike the telephone, allows for asynchronous
communication due to the computers ability to store the electronic messages until they arc
accessed by the recipient. In this sense, CMC also “overcomes”™ temporal constraints. Of
course both time and space are still a factor in organizing the communication on many levels.
Users cannot communicate if they do not have access to a telephone, thus very remote regions
remain distanced. And of course cosmic time is not altered, only our control over it in
relation to when we want to engage in the exchange of information. Other spatial-temporal
constraints that remain will be discussed later.

The characteristics attributed to CMC also apply to VR (technically VR runs over
networks similar to the ones used by CMC) with virtual worlds crcating an added intensity duc
to a more complete sensory involvement. Using VR technology I can remain in Vancouver
and communicaie with colleagues in Toronto while enjoying the illusion that we are sitting
side by side. I can also record and “re-live” the conversation at a later date if I so choose.
Conceptually, it is possible for all those involved in a virtual discussion, for example, to
converse in their own personal, tailored space (I may be sitting by my fireplace while
colleague “X” may be sitting in a garden beside a stream) provided that our “shared” space
(for example, the representation of a document we may be discussing) is common to all of us.

Beyond the mundane, the implications of “unlimited real estate” arc many-fold. If “space”
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is not in demand, notions of ownership and value inevitably change, possibly forcing new
standards of value (ones based, for example, on aesthetics and creativity). In this sense, virtual
rcality obsolesces spatial and temporal constraints in communicative situations. But like CMC,
both space and time are still factors when considering other issues such as computer hardware
constraints. Boltner notes that “lack of space is one of the two principle limitations of the
clectronic world. The other is computer time. Making intelligent use of the space at hand is a
cardinal virtue in the craft of computer programming”.14 As mentioned in the introduction
10 VR, spatial constraints (i.e., limited computer memory resources) is one of the factors
preventing the actualization of photo-realistic virtual worlds. In this sense, spatial constraints
are stiil a very real issue. From the perspective of an increased (technologically supported)
frecdom 10 communicate across great distances or the ability fo represent internal visions of

spacial configurations, however, spatial constraints are obsolesced in virtual reality.

The Retreival of Paramount Reality

When the curtain riscs at the start of a stage play, we interpret it as a signal indicating we
arc abandoning the norms that govern conduct in the life-world to engage in a fictive world
govemed only by our imagination. This ritual — the lifting of the curtain — reminds us that, in
Schutz’s terminology, we are soon to “leap” into an alternate reality. Other rites of passage
indicating a shift from paramount reality to other finite provinces of meaning include the
claboratc ceremonies that often accompany religious experiences or even deep breathing
cxercises that may accompany meditation. Less obvious transitions include slipping into a
drcam statc (the moment of actual boundary-crossing is seldom remembered and, unless
experiencing a lucid dream, the realization of being in an altered dream-state is not had) or
becoming transfixed by a work of art. Even more subtle are the slight shifts in our tension of
consciousncss that occur when we are reading or watching television or even when we are
engaged in captivating conversation. Yet all of these circumstances involve transitions, to

differing degrees, into altered states of awareness.
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Before the introduction of the alphabet, when information was not easily disseminated
through space, we were ultimately and perhaps exclusively concemed with the “reality” that
surrounded us; the reality we could interpret through our senses. For the few to whom travel
was possible an awareness of differing world-views (differing realities) was evident. When
information about distant regions and peoples became available to use through the written
word, there was also the felt sense of contrast. If we fast-forward through history to the
introduction of visual broadcast media (early film and television) we first note that a morc
complete understanding about other realities was possible, but we can also note that it ook
only a short period of time before the bombardment of distant images became *‘naturalized”
and were incorporate into our sense of reality even when direct expcrience may not have becn
had. The actual technological imperative of television and film also allowed for the
naturalization of other “altered” states through, for cxample, the advent of surrealistic film,
which strove to represent the unconnected non-narrative of drcam states. Increasingly, the
boundaries between paramount reality and finite provinces of mcaning were blurred.

Broadcast technologies were not the first media that allowed for the expression of altered
states. For example in the preface to “A Dream Play”, playwright August Strindberg

explained that

In this dream play ... the author has sought to reproduce the disconnccted but
apparently logical form of a dream.... Anything can happen; everything is possible
and probable. Time and space do not exist; on a slight groundwork of reality,
imagination spins and weaves tew pattems made up of memories, cxpcricnces,
unfetted fancies, absurdities and improvisation. The characters are split, double and
multiply; they evaporate, crystalize, scatter and converge.!5

And of course James Joyce, through his *‘stream of consciousness” style strove to
emulate literarily our fantasy processes. The result of these attempts to represent alternate
forms of consciousness combined with the barrage of media images (which in themselves arc
similar to an unconnected fantasy state) has been the naturalization of other states within

paramount reality and a blur of boundaries between finite provinces of mcaning, lessening
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our awareness of paramount reality as a transcendable place from which all other experiences
arc had and to which we inevitably return. I suggest that through the experience of virtual
reality we will retrieve a sense of the distinctive nature of paramount reality due to the
possibility of contrast through juxtaposition. This retrieval will be enhanced by the ritual of
entering virtual worlds and the nature of VR as a place from which reflection on paramount
reality may be had.

Unlike the passage between paramount reality and dream state, or paramount reality and
fictive worlds, the passage into VR currently involves a seif-conscious reminder that cne is
cnicring into an altered space. First, the proper gear must be donned which, at minimum
involves a head-mounted display unit and dataglove but may also invoive a full body suit.
Once technically “in” VR, one must become familiar with {or remind oneself of) the
arbitrary hand signals used for navigation through virtual space. For example, in the VPL
system, pointing one’s index finger in the desired travel direction allows for basic navigation;
to increasc or decrease speed, the thumb is raised or lowered accordingly. Once navigational
techniques are mastered, one must adjust to unfamiliar sensations such as flying or moving
through “solid” objects (in programs where there is no collision control). Beyond the
technological orientation there is the issue of ontological orientation; getting used to existing
in a digitized world where the potential for manipulation is beyond what is possible in the
life-world.

The unique properties of virtual reality allow for participants to use it as a place from
which obscrvation and reflection on the nature of paramount reality, the archetypal
cxperience of “reality” may be had. VR will aid in retrieving an awareness of the existence
of paramount rcality due to the pronounced nature of the threshold between the discrete
rcalms of existence, a threshold that explicitly emphasizes the shift. Schutz notes that “the
dissimilarity of realities outside everyday life is made more evident by the interpretation of
the memories and indications that are brought back from there to the “normal” wide awake

state.!6 Vinual reality will, upon introduction and before it is “normalized” into our
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collective ontological framework, present 2 finite province of mecaning that will enhance

awareness of paramount reality through juxtaposition and contrast.

The Reversal of the Symbol

In my earlier discussion of language I focused on the symbol and symbolic language as a
vehicle for transcending spatial-temporal constraints to communicate information about finite
provinces of meaning. I noted three characteristics of the symbol; it must be manifest
physically and aporehended through the senses, although the form it takes is complctely
arbitrary and in fact is meaningful only if we attach meaning to it. I noted that McLuhan
points out that in essence all language is symbolic, the phonectics being arbitrary characters
representing the sounds which form words, from which we derive meaning.

When we consider the process by which information is communicated in virtual reality,
we are confronted with a fundamental question about the nature of virtual space: do the
computer-simulated models simply refer to paramount reality or are they non-referential, a
“world” in themselves characterized by polygons and algorithms? The vision of computer
programs as self-referential — and potentially self-generating — is a fcar often portrayed in
dystopic science fiction; one that many believe could become reality. It is not the purposc of
this discussion, however, to engage in futuristic projections about the course the technology
may take. I will only consider functions that the technology can now support and applications
to which it can now be directed.

As noted throughout this discussion I contend that virtual worlds will necessarily be
modeled, to varying degrees, on the censtructs and conventions developed in the life-world if
they are to be a forum for shared meaning. My discussion of the symbol is also based on this
assumption. It is difficult, however, to keep the symbolic - non-symbolic distinction clcar.
Jaron Lanier, for example, suggested that VR offers a forum for “post-symbolic
communication”, illustrating his claim by noting that although in “reality” we may imaginc

the room we are in to be a giant rose, we cannot in fact climb down a stem or sit on a petal. In

page 107



VR, however, if we want to sit on a rose petal we can “create” the rose and do so. The
obvious fallacy in this argument is, of course, that the rose we create in VR is not a rose but a
representation of an object that is only found in the life-world. From this perspective
cverything in VR modelled on paramount reality (or even slightly resembling paramount
rcality) is necessarily symbolic. Before I suggest why the symbol may be reversed in VR, I
will consider Jean Baudrillard’s work on the proliferation of the symbol, simulations and
“hyperrcality”. Aside from his relevant work on hyperreality, it is appropriate to consider
Baudrillard in the context of this discussion because of his relationship to Marshall McLuhan
(he is considcred a “post-modernist” and was influenced by McLuhan’s writing). But in his
book, Jean Baudrillard: from Marxism to Post-Modernism and Beyond, Douglas Kellner
suggests that there is a fundamental point over which Baudrillard and McLuhan diverge.
“While Mcl.uhan... celebrate[s] the new media and information technologies as purely
progressive forces, with purely (or largely) beneficial results, Baudrillard sees them as
producing predominantly, if ot completely, baleful results.” 17 It should be noted that there
arc many arcas of concem associated with Baudrillard’s work, the most predominant being
his cxtreme, pessimistic conclusions that leave little room for human intervention to change
the course of “progress™. It will benefit this discussion, however, to present a small and
uscful portion of his work on the symbol.

According to Baudrillard, we have entered into an age of “cyberblitz”, where media and
simulations constitute a new realm of experience and the boundary between reality and
representation implodes. The overwhelming proliferation of simulations has precipitated a
shift in our undcrstanding, a shift that has lead us to substitute signs of the real for the real.
This has come about due to an evolution of phases the image goes through. In the first phase,
according to Baudrillard, the image is a reflection of basic reality. In the second stage it
masks and perverts basic reality, which leads to the third stage, where the image masks the
absence of basic reality (heralding the age of cyberblitz). In the fourth stage, the image bears

no relations to reality whatsoever, but instead is pure simulation. These categories, although
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perhaps hyperbolic, may be useful to consider as a possible course of evolution for the image
in VR.

The reality Baudrillard describes, where signs and other modes of representation come to
constitute reality, would seem to imply the proliferation of the artificial. To the contrary,
however, Baudrillard claims that the simulations have come 1o constitute a hyperreality that is
“more real than real”.!® An example suggested to iliustrate this is Disneyland, where models
of the United States appear ‘more real’ than their actualitics in the social world.!? With this in
mind it is interesting to note the cover story of a recent issue of Time magazine titled,
“Fantasy’s Reality”, the subscript reading, “Orlando, the boomtown of the U.S. South, is
growing on the model of Disncyworld: a community that imitates an imitation of a
community”. (Time, May 27, 1991). As we move increasingly toward an cnvironment of

complete simulation, according to Baudrillard,

The very definition of the real has become: that of which it is possible to give an
equivalent reproduction.... The real is not only what can be reproduced, but that
which is already reproduced: that is, the hyperreal... which is entircly in simulation.20

The above definition begs application to VR as it defines it as a new reality independent
of its ability to represent things external. And if we consider the successive stages of the
image noted earlier as one possible scenario in the evolution of VR, where we move from
representing reality to creating a completely new aesthetic, the real may in fact lic entirely in
simulation. Baudrillard contends that this situation would inevitably lcad to an environment
where signs exchange among themselves without interacting with the real, maintaining a
closed system. Throughout this discussion I have suggested that elements in virtual worlds
would necessarily reflect the constructs and phenomena that have evolved in paramount
reality if VR were to be a communicative environment because so much of our
communicative process is based on shared assumptions (as noted in chapter onc) that arc
grounded in paramount reality. The very nature of VR as a computer-generated, simulated

environment, however, forces all communication to take place through the cxchange of
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symbols. In this sense, VR realizes Baudrillard’s prophetic vision of the hyperreal, but in such
a self-conscious way that the negative implications of the “hyperreal” are mitigated.

So far I have suggested that VR is a symbolic environment in that communication
dcpends on symbolic reference to a meaning-structure or phenomenon established in
paramount rcality. | now suggest that these conditions, that is, the complete saturation of the
symbol, do in fact lead to a situation where the value of the symbol as a vehicle of
representation is reversed, nullifying the act of symbolization as a unique event. Hiem
comments on an implication of the overuse of the symbol when he says that “symbols can be
uscd to bring things into awareness, but they can also, through trivialization and inflation,
bicnd things out of awareness.”2! Hiem later refers to this as “symbol pollution”. 22
Symbol pollution would only be possible, however, in conditions where the symbol could be
juxtaposcd with non-symbolic representations of meaning and events. 1 suggest that in an
cnvironment such as virtual reality where nothing is “authentic” in the sense of being non-
rcpresentational and everything exists only through simulation, the very nature of the symbol
reverses into its own, self-contained meaning-structure, actualizing Baudrillard’s vision of

hyperreality.

"Marchand, Medium and Messanger, p. 241.

21bid.

3McLuhan and McLuhan, Laws of Media, p. 188 - 189.
4 Ibid., p. 116.

SMcLuhan and Powers,Global Village, p. 6.

O1bid., p. 176.

TKem, Time and Space, p. 132.

8Ibid., p. 135.

.. Boltner, Turing's Man (Chapel Hill: University fo North Carolina Press, 1980), p. 90.
101bid., p. 81.

Mibid., p. 82.

121bid., p. 85.

13Robin Mason, "A Case Study of the Use of Computer Conferencing at the Opea University” (Phd dissertation,
Open University, 1990), p. 13.

14palmer, Turning’s Man, p. 82.
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20Baudrillard, Simulations, back cover.
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CONCLUSION

This thesis was initiated to consider what the nature of reality in virtual reality will be aud
if the interscction of media theory expounded by McLuhan and the work of select
phcenomenologists could provide a useful framework from which the issue could be
considered. Explorations which lead to this focus unearthed two common themes that
surround the VR debate: that the technology will precipitate an entirely new form of reality
complete with new, “post-symbolic” communicative practises, and that we should retum to
the work of Marshall McLuhan to understand the implications of this new technology.

My own reading of Marshall McLuhan led me to conclude that although he articulated
many important themes to consider as we move further into the electronic (and digital) age,
basing a discussion of the nature of VR solely on his “probes” would be problematic at best
and likcly lack the scope necessary for a rigourous discussion. His innovative work on
clectronic media, however, can provide a focus for what could be an infinitely wide-ranging
discussion.

When I began considering the nature of virtual reality I was confronted with the obvious
and agc old question: What is the nature of reality? I chose to answer this by turning first to
Berger and Luckman’s work, The Social Construction of Reality, and then to Alfred Schutz
and his work, The Constructions of the Life-World. 1 soon realized that the body of
phenomcenological litcrature on how we create the social (and physical) world that surrounds
us would be crucial to consider when examining the construction of virtual worlds, bui also
rcalized a comprehensive consideration of the literature would be beyond the scope of my
investigation. The synthesis of McLuhan and phenomenology, however, provided a focused
and rigourous framework from which to examine the ontology of virtual reality.

Upon completion of this thesis I am able to address the issue of VR emerging as a
completcly new forum for communication by referring, as I have done throughout this

investigation, to the phenomenological interpretation of how we socially construct our reality.
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In ti:c four points of intersection discussed in my thesis, I maintained that we will necessarily
incorporate many of the constructs, institutions and interpretive processes dcveloped in
paramount reality into virtual reality. The nature of paramount reality will in turn be
influenced by information and experiences gained in virtual reality, through their
incorporation into our “collective stock of knowledge”. This extension of social norms into
VR, however, may be juxtaposed with the unique properties of the technology which, as we
leamn from McLuhan, may structure experience and communication in a ncw way.

My synthesis and intersection of McLuhan and phenomenology lcads me to suggest that
McLuhan’s work, grounded as it is in the senses, and phenomenology, grounded in the
philosophy of perception and experience, together provide an effective way of illuminating
the ontology of virtual reality. I felt it essential to begin any investigation of virtual reality by
exploring its very nature as only after the essence of a technology is grasped may we proceed
to examine the crucial socio-political issues which arise from the technology.

In the public eye, due in part to recent (often sensationalized) media coverage, VR is a
new technology with unlimited potential to fulfil private and collective desircs; asking what
one’s ultimate virtual world would be is like administering a Rorschach Ink Blot test. Some
suggest, however, that the media is not solely to blame for creating and maintaining the
present furor that surrounds VR, but instead that academic attention is also to blame as it
legitimizes VR as an area of concern. This is a dangerous position as the momentum
surrounding all technological innovation — certainly the high-tech world of computer
technology — shows us that the visions of the mass media often provide a template for
technological actualization. VR will certainly develop until current and future visions are
realized. It is thus essential that we begin investigating the implications of this new and
powerful technology. I will now suggest four areas where I see the need for exploration.

I have already alluded to the first, and perhaps most problematic arca presenting itself for
investigation: the role of the popular press in influencing public understanding of VR. When

VR was first under development in the 1960’s the only information available about it was
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found in technical journals or conference proceedings. A few years ago articles began
appecaring in computer trade magazines that, although not “mainstream”, had a wider
audicnce then the earlier journals. Since then articles have appeared in general science
magazines such as Omni and Scientific American and, more recently, in general news
magazincs and newspapers.

Making information about VR available to a general audience has increased the
information flow about the technological developments and has provided a terminology-set
to allow the “non-expert” to engage in the debate. It has also, however, lead to the
compromising of technologically authentic facts which have been replaced by the “hype”
that captures readers attention and sclls magazines. The simplification of technological details
nccessary when writing for a general audience in many instances gives way to pure
speculation and embellishment, creating tension between actuality and desire which, as we saw
in the development of Arificial Intelligence, may lead to a general disillusionment about the
technology. The relationship, then, between media representation of VR and the technology
iisclf is fertile ground for further investigation.

Related 10 media representation of VR and the development of the technology is the
symbiotic relationship between the genre of science fiction and technology. Rosanne Stone,
for cxample, notes that the pentagon holds regular forums with science fiction writers to
solicit ideas for possible technological development.! The relationship is clearly exemplified
by the influence William Gibson’s book Neuromancer has enjoyed over VR. In
Neuromancer, Gibson supplies what many see as the definitive definition of cyberspace: “A
conceniual hallucination experienced daily by billions of legitimate operators... a graphic
representation of data abstracted from the banks of every computer in the human system.
Unthinkable complexity.”2 It is interesting to note that Gibson’s distopic vision of the
technology as been appropriated by not only science fiction enthusiasts but also by many
academics, who regard Neuromancer as the guiding vision behind VR, or at least as an

influence descrving attention (see Ahreris 1990; Henderson 1990; Jacobson 1990; McManus
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1990; O’Bannon 1990; Temkin 1990; Thomas and Stuart 1990; Bukatman 1991; Byrd
1991; and Kelley 1991). Further investigation in this arca is warranted.

Beyond the purely technical, VR will exist and flourish only insomuch as “artists™ arc
realized as privileged in their roles as creators and visionarics of this new space. Traditionally
alienated from participating in current technological developments and instcad forced into
the role of social critic, artists will be in demand as the “architects” of virtual worlds and will
have the potential to express themselves synesthetically through a forum allowing for
unprecedented freedom and creativity. Aside from the issue of access (artists are traditionally
relegated to marginalized positions in society) issues of the nature of represcntation, “cthical
creating” and virtual ownership demand exploration.

As with the introduction of any new technology the fundamental social question that
emerges is: “Who will control the technology and who will have access to it?” As it cxists
now, VR is prohibitively expensive and conscquentially available only to well-endowed
private companies or through elite research institutions. Public participation in actual VR
technology is generally only possible at trade shows and then demand for the technology far
exceeds its availability. But, to use the paradigm coined by Harold Innis, what is the reaction
to the functional monopoly of the technology by those economically “marginalized”? It is
interesting to note the growing popularity of brickoleured VR systems assembled in
basements and garages from less expensive parts such as Mattell’s Power Glove (which was
based on the more expensive VPL “Dataglove” used in most VR sct-up’s), incxpensive 3D
glasses and interactive computer games. It is impossible to tell at this point in the “history”
of the technology if creative solutions will indeed emerge from the margins, but the question
of access is an area deserving further attention.

I have suggested four general areas for further research, areas which are by no means
comprehensive. Virtual reality allows us to create and inhabit our own “worids” and possibly
because of this has captivated public curiosity and fascination. For these two reasons alone it

deserves intense and ongoing scrutiny. Embedded in the technology (and our fascination
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with it) are many philosophical, political, social, religious and economic assumptions which
nced to be uncarthed and discussed. It is my hope that others in the field will accept the
challenge of considering all facets of the phenomenon so we may de-mystif); the technology

and experience we call virtual reality.

IStone, “Sex and Death Among the Disembodied”, p. 7.
2William Gibson, Neuromancer (New York: Berkley Publications Group, 1984), p. 51.
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