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[ The bodies constructed in a virtual world
— from a phenomenological perspective]

B R (8K

Hi, everyone. I am Qi Zhixuan from Rikkyo University. Today, my topic is “Body in virtual
world - on the subjective theory of virtual reality.”

[#: indicates slide number]

HN

There are three sections in my presentation. In the first section, I will introduce the relevant
background and the philosophical issues on virtual reality, and I will focus on David Chalmers’
virtual realism. In particular, I will point out the absence of the body in Chalmers’ theory. In
the second section, through Merleau-Ponty’s theory of body-subject, I will show that there
are some functions of the body important for construction of the subject in the virtual world.
Finally, by analyzing a concrete technical issue, I will further point out the possible problems
faced by the disembodied subject theory of virtual reality, and I will show some possible

solutions.

Ho
First, the philosophy of virtual reality and Chalmers’ virtual realism. Since 2021, when

the famous internet giant Facebook changed its name its Meta, the metaverse has become a
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popular topic in the world. The concept of the metaverse has gradually become an issue in
the public eye. To realize the relevant functions and the features of the metaverse, a range of
techniques are required which include a synthesis of technologies ranging from the most basic
hardware to software. Of all the technologies associated with the metaverse, virtual reality is

one of the most directly related to the perceptible virtual world.

<

In fact, the discussion of virtual reality in philosophy is not a new issue. This is largely due
to the pertinent critique of the brain-in-a-vat thought experiment. In the wake of the film, The
Matrix, the philosophical discussion of virtual reality has become a prominent topic. Stanovsky
addresses various philosophical issues that may be present in virtual reality. He argues
that the coming of virtual reality brings a new set of metaphysical issues. There are three
important dimensions of the philosophy of virtual reality, namely the ontological issues, the

subject issues, and the culture and ethics issues.

H 1o

Chalmers’ work is crucial in retrospect because he attempted to provide us a philosophical
realism foundation for virtual reality. In his view, virtual reality is not an inferior reality,
although it may be a second-level reality in that it is contained within the physical reality and
realized by processing the physical world. But this does not mean that it is less real or less
valuable. Virtual reality is real, non-illusory, and valuable. In principle, it is on par with the

physical reality. In Chalmers’ work on virtual work, this underlying standpoint has not been

H o
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changed. He rejected skepticism and fictionalism which reduced virtual reality to that of an

illusion or fiction.

H©

In his early works on virtual reality, he focused on a complete virtual reality technique - a
strong virtual reality in which subjects are fully immersed in the environment provided by a
simulation system. Cognitively, they cannot tell if there is an external world existing outside
of the one they are immersed in. This raised concerns about skepticism which suggests that
if we are living in such a virtual reality, then all of our beliefs about the world are false and our
lives in the world will lose all of their value. Chalmers pointed out that such a virtual reality
is a metaphysical hypothesis rather than skepticism in most cases. In this metaphysical
hypothesis, the majority of our daily beliefs will be true and only the beliefs about fundamental
metaphysics questions may be false.

In his recent works, Chalmers’ focus has shifted toward current virtual reality — an
incomplete, weak virtual reality. He argues that virtual objects and environments are
not fictional, but are digital objects and events that can provide cultural efficiency as data
structures and add aspects of perception and action. Furthermore, he argues that perception
in virtual worlds is not just an illusion, although novices may be deceived. But as they become
more familiar with virtual environments, they will be able to distinguish clearly whether they
are in a virtual environment or in the real world, and they will become more sophisticated
at interactions with virtual objects therein, just as a skilled driver would do with a rear-view

mirror. They will perceive and cognize them as digital objects without confusing them with
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real physical objects.

Ho-

Virtual realism provides us a complete set of ontological and ethical foundations for virtual
reality and the metaverse. It could be a guide to how we consider these technologies in
the future. I should note, however, Chalmers’ thinking leans toward a traditional Cartesian
mind-body dualism, supporting the disembodied subject theory on virtual reality. He argues
whether subjects embodied in virtual reality are innocent to the value issues for virtual
reality, but this is doubtful. The argument suggests that embodiment is very important for
subjects in virtual reality. If the body is the essential element for a subject acting in the virtual
world, then it would not only involve the degree of value, but it may even affect the entire
metaphysical framework of virtual reality. Indeed, there seems to be some hints in Chalmers’
texts, especially in his recent work that includes issues of perception in virtual reality, where he
attempted to justify his frame of virtual reality by the perspective of skilled knowledge which
was explained within Dreyfus’ discussion of intelligence without representation, a cognitive

scientist’s introduction of embodiment.

oo

“Reflections upon phenomenology: the body-subject in the virtual reality.” In the second
part, in light of Merleau-Ponty’s theory of body-subject. I am going to further discuss what
functions the body may play in virtual reality. Merleau-Ponty’s theory of body-subject starts off

with his critique of Cartesian dualism. He proposed a new explanation of “being in the world.”

H o
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“Being in the world” always means being in the world with one’s body. This body, on one hand,
is our vehicle in terms of corpus, while on the other hand, it includes our consciousness, our
mind, and the environment in which our body is situated. The body-subject is the object to all
the theoretical concepts and theoretical structures of mutual implication among both the mind

and the world.

Ho

The significance of the situation is revealed here. First off, the situation is not an
environment in the sense of geographical space, but a “behavioral environment” — a positive
concept. In this sense, the body is not an absolute lim