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This paper explores the perversion of reality in the context of advanced technologies, such as AI, VR,
and AR, through the lens of Jean Baudrillard's theory of hyperreality and the precession of
simulacra. By examining the transformative effects of these technologies on our perception of
reality, with a particular focus on the usage of digital avatars, the paper highlights the blurred
distinction between the real and the simulated, where the copy becomes more 'real' than the
original.

Drawing on Baudrillard's concept of hyperreality, the paper delves into the perversion of reality as
individuals seek refuge in virtual pleasure paradises and embrace artificial pleasures through their
digital avatars, disconnecting from genuine human experiences. The convergence of A, VR, and AR
technologies amplifies this hyperreal condition, where digital avatars mimic or surpass the depth of
human relationships, challenging our understanding of what is real.

In line with Baudrillard's theory, the paper explores the objectification and commodification of
reality within digital spaces, specifically examining the digital avatars' role in the erosion of genuine
human connections. It explores the implications of these avatars in terms of consent, exploitation,
and loss of authenticity, echoing Baudrillard's concerns about the distortion of reality in
contemporary society.

Recognizing the implications of these technologies, the paper calls for a critical reflection on their
transformative power. It emphasizes the need for a nuanced understanding of the hyperreal

condition and ethical responsibility in engaging with Al, VR, and AR, particularly in relation to the
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usage of digital avatars. By resisting the seductive allure of digital escapism and preserving genuine
human connections, we can navigate the perversion of reality and cultivate empathy, compassion,

and meaningful interactions that transcend the simulated experiences offered by technology.

Corresponding author: Lucas Freund, lucas.freund @hs-fresenius.de

1. Introduction

In the realm of postmodern philosophy, Jean Baudrillard's theories have consistently provoked both
interest and controversy. His concepts of simulacra, simulation, and hyperreality have offered a
radical critique of contemporary society, challenging our understanding of reality and representation.
As we navigate through the complexities of the 21st century, marked by the rapid advancement of
technologies such as augmented reality (AR) and artificial intelligence (AI), Baudrillard's ideas have
gained renewed relevance. They provide a critical lens through which we can examine our increasingly

digital world and the profound societal transformations it engenders.

Baudrillard's concept of simulacra refers to copies or representations that become realities in their
own right, independent of the objects or events they represent. These simulacra, according to
Baudrillard, have supplanted the real, leading to a state of hyperreality where the boundary between
the real and the simulated is indistinguishable. This process is facilitated by the act of simulation, the
creation and proliferation of these representations. (Wolny, 2017, Baudrillard, 1994) In the
contemporary societal context, AR and AI have emerged as powerful instruments of simulation. AR,
with its capacity to overlay digital information onto our physical environment, blurs the demarcation
between the real and the virtual. This technology has found applications in diverse fields, from
entertainment and gaming to education and healthcare, transforming the way we interact with our
surroundings and with each other. (Mirocha, 2018, Fitria, 2023, Slater et.al, 2020) Al, on the other
hand, with its ability to generate content, make decisions, and interact with humans, performs
functions that were once considered the exclusive domain of human intelligence. From AI-powered
virtual assistants and recommendation systems to autonomous vehicles and predictive analytics, Al is
reshaping various aspects of our lives, often in ways that are not immediately visible or apparent.
(Ertel, 2018, Bostrom, 2018, Bubeck et.al, 2023) These technologies are not merely creating replicas of
reality; they are actively shaping and defining reality on their own terms, thereby reinforcing

Baudrillard's notion of simulacra. The proliferation of AR and Al technologies has led to an increased
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blending of the physical and digital worlds, creating a new kind of reality that is mediated by
technology. This development is exemplified by the vision of Meta’s Metaverse, reflecting Baudrillard
‘s Metaphor of the creation of an aesthetic hallucination of reality. (Smith et.al, 2023, Zallio &

Clarkson, 2023, Meissner, 2023)

This article aims to explore the application of Baudrillard's theories in the context of a society

profoundly influenced by AR and Al The central research question guiding this exploration is:

""What are the implications of living in a hyperreal world shaped by augmented reality and artificial

intelligence, and how does this align with Baudrillard's theories?"

As we stand on the precipice of what some are terming the 'AR and Al revolution', a critical
comprehension of these phenomena is more crucial than ever. This exploration will not only
illuminate the philosophical implications of these technological advancements but also provide a
deeper understanding of the intricate ways in which they are reshaping our perception of reality and

may create a perversion of reality.

2. Baudrillard’s Theory: Simulacra, Simulation and Hyperreality

Jean Baudrillard's work is a cornerstone of postmodern philosophy, offering a radical critique of
contemporary society and its relationship with reality and representation. Central to his thought are

the concepts of simulacra, simulation, and hyperreality.

2.1. Simulacra

Baudrillard's concept of simulacra refers to copies or representations that become realities in their
own right, independent of the objects or events they represent. This is a departure from the traditional
understanding of a representation as something that reflects or imitates reality. In Baudrillard's view,

simulacra do not reflect or imitate reality; they replace it. (Wolny, 2017, Baudrillard, 1994)
Baudrillard identifies four stages of the image or representation: (Baudrillard, 2016)
I. The first stage is a faithful image/copy, where the representation is a clear reflection of the
reality.

II. The second stage is perversion of reality, where the representation masks and perverts a basic

reality.
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II1. The third stage masks the absence of a basic reality, where the representation pretends to be a
faithful copy, but it is a copy with no original.

IV. The fourth stage is pure simulacrum, where the representation has no relation to any reality
whatsoever. Here, signs merely reflect other signs and any claim to reality on the part of images

is only of the order of other such claims.

In the first stage, the image or representation is a clear reflection of reality. It is a faithful copy,
meaning that it corresponds directly to the original. For example, a photograph of a person can be
considered a faithful image because it accurately captures the person's appearance at a particular

moment in time. The image is a sign that points to a real, tangible referent.

In the second stage, the image or representation distorts reality. It masks and perverts a basic reality,
meaning that it presents a distorted or idealized version of the real. For example, a photoshopped
image of a person, which has been altered to make the person look more attractive, can be considered
a perversion of reality. The image still points to a real referent (the person), but it no longer presents a

faithful representation of that referent.

In the third stage, the image or representation masks the absence of a basic reality. It pretends to be a
faithful copy, but it is a copy with no original. For example, a character in a video game can be
considered a representation that masks the absence of a basic reality. The character may appear to be a
realistic human being, but it does not have a real referent. It is a copy (or simulation) of a human

being, but there is no original human being that it is copying.

In the fourth stage, the image or representation has no relation to any reality whatsoever. It is a pure
simulacrum. Here, signs merely reflect other signs, and any claim to reality on the part of images is
only of the order of other such claims. For example, a virtual reality environment can be considered a
pure simulacrum. It is a representation that does not correspond to any real environment. It is a sign

that points to other signs (the computer code, the digital images, etc.) rather than to a real referent.

These four stages represent a progression from a world where signs and images correspond to a real
referent (the real world), to a world where signs and images have no connection to any reality (the
hyperreal world). According to Baudrillard, our postmodern society is characterized by the latter
stages, where signs and images have become disconnected from their real referents and now point

only to themselves.
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2.2. Simulation

For Baudrillard, simulation is not merely an act of replicating reality; it is a process that replaces
reality with its representations or simulacra. It involves the creation and proliferation of signs and
symbols that stand for reality, but in the process, these signs and symbols become a reality of their
own. They no longer point to a real world outside of themselves; instead, they refer only to
themselves, creating a self-referential world of signs. This process of simulation leads to a state where
we are surrounded by the signs and symbols of reality, rather than reality itself. We live in a world that
is more real than real, a hyperreal world. In this hyperreal world, the signs and symbols have become
more significant and more real than the things they were supposed to represent. Baudrillard argues
that in our postmodern society, we are living in such a world of simulation, shaped by the "Evil Demon
of Images’. (Baudrillard, 2016) The signs and symbols that once pointed to something real have been
disconnected from their referents and now point only to themselves. This disconnection of signs from
their referents is what Baudrillard refers to as the "precession of simulacra". (Wolny, 2017,

Baudrillard, 1994, Meissner, 2023)

An example of simulation can be found in the use of flight simulators in pilot training. These
simulators create a virtual environment that mimics the experience of flying an aircraft. They
simulate various conditions such as weather, turbulence, and emergency situations, providing pilots
with a realistic experience of flying without leaving the ground. The simulator does not just imitate
the act of flying; it creates a reality of its own that can be manipulated and controlled in ways that the

real world cannot.

2.3. Precession of Simulacra

The term "precession of simulacra" refers to the way in which simulacra (the signs and symbols of
reality) have come to precede and determine reality. Instead of being a reflection or imitation of
reality, simulacra have become the reality. They have taken precedence over the real, shaping our
perception and experience of the world. In this sense, the real world is not what precedes the
simulacrum, but what follows it. The simulacrum is not a degradation of the real; it is the real's origin
and truth. This inversion of the relationship between the real and the simulacrum is a key aspect of

Baudrillard's theory of simulation and hyperreality. (Baudrillard, 2016)

A digital example of the precession of simulacra can be found in the realm of online avatars and digital

personas. In many online platforms and games, users create avatars - digital representations of
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themselves - to interact with the virtual environment and other users. These avatars can be
customized to look like the user, or they can be completely fantastical, bearing no resemblance to the
user's real-world appearance. Over time, these avatars can develop their own personalities,
relationships, and even reputations within the online community. They can acquire virtual goods, earn
achievements, and gain status in ways that are meaningful within the context of the virtual world.

(Banks, 2013, Kozicki, 2023)

In this case, the avatar is a simulacrum - it does not reflect a real-world person, but it has become a
reality in its own right within the virtual world. The avatar precedes and determines the real; the
actions and experiences of the avatar can shape the user's perception of themselves and their social

reality. This is an example of the precession of simulacra in the digital realm.

2.4. Hyperreality

Hyperreality, a concept central to Baudrillard's philosophy, is the end result of the process of
simulation. It is a state of being where the line between the 'real' and the 'simulated' becomes blurred
to the point of being indistinguishable. In a hyperreal world, the simulacra - the copies or
representations - are not just as real as the original; they are more real than the original. This is
because they are not just passive reflections of reality, but active creators of reality. (Kozicki, 2023,

Baudrillard, 2016)

In a hyperreal world, the real and the imaginary continually collapse into each other. This means that
the distinction between what is real (based on tangible, physical existence) and what is imaginary
(based on thoughts, dreams, or virtual existence) becomes increasingly blurred. The real is no longer
something that exists independently of our perception or representation of it. Instead, it is something
that is continually being shaped and reshaped by our perceptions, representations, and imaginations.
For example, consider the experience of visiting a theme park like Disneyland. The park is a physical,
tangible place - it is 'real' in that sense. But everything in the park is designed to create an experience
that is based on imagination and fantasy. The castles, the characters, the rides - they are all simulacra,
copies of things that do not exist in the real world. Yet, when you are in the park, these things feel
more real than the reality outside the park. This is an example of a hyperreal experience. The concept
of hyperreality challenges our traditional understanding of reality as something that is independent of

our perception or representation of it. It suggests that in our postmodern society, reality is no longer
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something that we discover, but something that we create. (Kozicki, 2023, Wolny, 2017, Baudrillard,
1994)

An example of hyperreality is the world of social media. On platforms like Instagram or Facebook,
people often present idealized versions of their lives, posting carefully curated images and stories that
may bear little resemblance to their actual day-to-day experiences. These online personas and
narratives can become more real to us than the people and events they represent. The boundary
between the real (the actual experiences of people) and the simulated (the online representations of

those experiences) becomes blurred, creating a hyperreal social landscape. (Le, 2020)

Baudrillard's theories of simulacra, simulation, and hyperreality offer a radical critique of our
contemporary society, challenging our understanding of reality and representation. They suggest that
in our postmodern society, we are living in a world of signs and symbols, a world of simulation where

the real has been replaced by the hyperreal.

As we conclude this in-depth exploration of Baudrillard's ideas of simulacra, simulation, and
hyperreality, it becomes increasingly clear that we have moved far beyond the conventional
conception of reality being separate from and prior to representation. We are living in a postmodern
world where the real and the imaginary collapse into each other, a hyperreal landscape in which

representations are not merely mimicking reality, but actively creating it.

3. The New Simulacra: AR, AI and Mixed Reality

In the light of Baudrillard’s theory we live in an era where the parameters that once outlined our
concept of reality are being redrawn, and new dimensions added, expanding our understanding of
existence beyond the physical. Augmented Reality (AR), Artificial Intelligence (AI), and Mixed Reality
(MR), prominent harbingers of the digital age, are chipping away at the conventional divisions
between the real and the virtual, shaping an intriguing intersection where they coalesce. This
technologyconstructed reality is a new form of hyperreality, where simulations transcend their
original templates, becoming originals in their own right. In this new setting, the nature of

representation and reality is rendered uncharted territory, a frontier to explore and comprehend.

3.1. Augmented and Mixed Reality: The Overlay of the Virtual

Augmented Reality Augmented Reality (AR) is a groundbreaking technology that superimposes a layer

of digital information onto our physical environment. This integration of the virtual and real worlds is
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carried out in real-time, creating a composite view that augments our perception of reality. The digital
data superimposed onto our physical environment can take myriad forms, spanning from visual
imagery, audio stimuli, text-based information, to various forms of interactive digital entities. The
digital augmentations used in AR are not static; they are dynamic and interactive, evolving in response
to the actions and movements of the user. For instance, an AR application might overlay historical
facts about a monument onto a user's view as they approach it, and these details may change or adapt
according to the user's movements or interactions with the application. Thus, AR engenders a form of
mixed reality where the boundaries between the real and the virtual are blurred, and both coexist and
interact in real-time. This transformative technology has found its application across a diverse array
of fields, with its potential only beginning to be tapped. Industries ranging from entertainment and
gaming to education and healthcare are leveraging AR to enhance user experiences, improve service
delivery, and create novel forms of interaction. For instance, in the world of gaming, AR technology
has revolutionized gameplay by integrating digital elements into the player's real environment,
creating immersive gaming experiences like never before. AR doesn't just change how we interact with
our surroundings; it alters the very nature of those surroundings. It adds a digital layer to our physical
world, transforming it into a digitally augmented environment where real and virtual elements not
only coexist but can also interact. In this mixed reality, the digital overlays take on a new form of
existence — they become simulacra, representations that are not merely derivative of the real but have

areality of their own. (Mirocha, 2018, Speicher et.al, 2019, Lee et.al, 2023)

Consider an AR game like Pokemon Go. The digital creatures that players hunt do not exist in the
physical world; they are not representations or imitations of a physical equivalent. Yet, within the
game's context, they possess an unmistakable reality. They interact with players, influence game
dynamics, and effectively exist in their own right. Similarly, AR has been incorporated into
educational applications to elucidate complex concepts, with digital models and simulations acting as
learning aids. These virtual tools become simulacra, having a significant role in shaping students'

understanding and learning experiences. (Lee et.al, 2023)

Mixed Reality (MR) emerges as a sophisticated technology that unifies the physical and digital
domains. By doing so, it spawns a novel, hybrid environment where entities of the real and virtual
worlds not only coexist but also actively interact with each other in real-time. This convergence of
realities results in an enriched perception of the world around us, altering the user experience to a

significant degree. MR represents a technological advancement over AR by transcending the mere
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overlay of digital content onto the physical world, which is the distinguishing trait of Augmented
Reality. Instead, MR provides an immersive platform where users can engage with digital objects as if
they were integral components of the physical world. It is an intersection of realities, a middle ground
that blends the tangible with the intangible, allowing users to immerse themselves in a world where
the lines between the real and virtual become increasingly blurred. In the realm of MR, the digital
constructs become more than just passive, insubstantial projections. They transform into dynamic
simulacra, gaining a sense of reality that extends beyond their virtual essence. Although these digital
entities lack a physical presence in the traditional, tactile sense, they become interactive components
in the mixed reality environment. They can be manipulated, reshaped, moved, or even interacted with,
just as one might do with real, tangible objects in the physical world. The affordance of such
interactive manipulation in MR enhances the perceived realism of these digital entities. They assume a
degree of "reality" in the user's perception, thereby transcending their original status as mere digital
constructs. In a sense, these simulacra, or copies without originals, come to life in the mixed reality
landscape, enriching it with their unique characteristics and functionalities. As users engage with
these digital objects as if they were real-world entities, the distinction between the real and the virtual
becomes less clear. The ability to manipulate and interact with digital constructs in the same manner
as physical objects amplifies the sensation of their reality, further blurring the demarcation between
the two realms. Consequently, MR is not just a technological advancement; it represents a paradigm
shift that propels us into an era where the digital and physical realities become so intertwined that
they are increasingly challenging to distinguish from one another. (Speicher, 2019, Metzinger, 2018,

de la Fuento Prieto, 2023)

Consider a hypothetical MR-based educational game designed to help children learn about the solar

system.

Let's call it "Cosmic Explorer." Using MR glasses or a smartphone's camera in combination with MR
technology, the living room of the player becomes a vast space landscape. Suddenly, the coffee table
could become the Sun, the couch might transform into Jupiter, and the bookshelf could serve as the
asteroid belt. In this interactive environment, players can use their hands or a handheld controller to
'pick up' and examine these celestial bodies. They can pull planets closer for inspection, rotate them to
see all their features, and even 'throw' them to set them into orbits around the coffee table Sun.
Perhaps the game also allows players to tap on the planets to receive more information about them,

delivered via a holographic astronaut guide. The game might go even further and introduce challenges
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or tasks, like plotting a course for a spacecraft to avoid asteroid belts or landing a rover on Mars.
Players can interact with digital objects, like the spacecraft or the rover, as though they were tangible,
adding another layer of reality to the game. In this scenario, the digital objects and environments - the
planets, the asteroid belt, the astronaut, and the spacecraft - don't physically exist, but within the MR
game environment, they gain a semblance of reality. These are the simulacra in the mixed reality
environment, objects that are interacted with and manipulated as if they were real, tangible entities.
This integration of the physical and the virtual is a classic example of mixed reality in everyday life,
transforming the mundane into the extraordinary and fostering an immersive, interactive learning

experience.

Thus, Mixed Reality marks the dawn of a new epoch, where the binary oppositions of real/virtual,
physical/digital are deconstructed, leading to a profound transformation in how we perceive and
interact with the world around us. It represents an intricate web of realities, a spectacle where digital

simulacra and physical entities merge into a single, unified, interactive, and dynamic environment.

3.2. Artificial Intelligence: The Simulation of Human Intelligence

Artificial Intelligence (Al) is a transformative technology that endeavors to emulate aspects of human
intelligence. At its core, Al aims to mimic complex cognitive processes, embodying capabilities such as
understanding natural language, recognizing intricate patterns, making informed decisions, and

learning from accumulated experiences.

This involves several key processes. Learning, often via a mechanism known as machine learning,
enables Al to gain and integrate knowledge over time. Here, an Al model is trained on vast datasets
and can subsequently draw inferences or make predictions based on new data. Reasoning is another
crucial aspect, encapsulating the Al's ability to solve problems and make decisions. This can be seen
when an Al uses algorithms to identify the most efficient delivery route or calculate the optimal move
in a game of chess. Problem-solving more broadly refers to the ability of Al to address complex issues
that would typically necessitate human cognition, ranging from mathematical conundrums to medical
diagnoses. Perception, facilitated by inputs from sensors, allows some Al systems to interpret their
surroundings. A branch of AI known as computer vision, for example, empowers computers to
understand visual information from the world and make decisions based on this knowledge. Natural

Language Processing pertains to the capability of Al systems to understand, interpret, and generate
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human language. This technology underpins chatbots, voice assistants, and machine translation tools.

(Zeng & Long, 2023)

Al can be bifurcated into two primary types: Narrow Al, designed to perform a specific task like voice
recognition, and General Al, an Al system that holds generalized (super) human cognitive abilities
allowing it to understand, learn, adapt, and apply knowledge across a wide array of tasks, as indicated
by the potential of ChatGPT. (Bubeck, 2023) These capabilities make Al an indispensable tool in many
fields, from mundane everyday tasks to complex scientific research. Al is revolutionizing multiple
facets of our lives, subtly influencing the way we interact, communicate, and make decisions. Its
impact is vast, permeating various sectors and industries and often introducing changes that are not
immediately visible or obvious. However, beneath the surface, these changes are profound, altering
the very fabric of our societal and personal interactions. Within the sphere of AlI, the concept of
simulacra — entities that are not merely representations or copies of real things but become realities
in their own right — assumes an interesting form. Here, the simulacra manifest as Al-generated
content, Al personas, and Al's interpretation and understanding of the world around it. (Zeng & Long,

2023)

Al-powered chatbots, for example, create a simulacrum of human conversation. These digital entities
do not possess human emotions or an inherent understanding of the complexities of human
communication. They do not experience joy, sorrow, frustration, or excitement. Nevertheless, they are
capable of simulating a human-like conversation by drawing on pre-programmed responses and
utilizing advanced machine learning algorithms. They can mimic the rhythm, tone, and structure of
human conversation, and to a casual observer, it may appear as if the chatbot understands and
reciprocates human sentiments. (Nicolescu & Tudorache, 2022) On a similar vein, Al-generated art or
music also embodies the concept of simulacrum. These creative outputs are not the product of human
imagination, passion, or creativity — elements traditionally associated with art. They do not spring
from a deeply felt emotion or a flash of artistic insight. Instead, they are generated by algorithms that

analyze and mimic the style and aesthetics of human-created art.

These Al-created pieces of art or music learn from large datasets of human-produced artworks or
compositions, recognizing patterns, styles, and techniques. The AI then applies these learned
elements to generate new art that closely mimics human-created pieces. In this process, the AI-
produced art becomes a simulacrum — it is not simply an imitation of human art but becomes an

entity with its own form and essence. It mirrors human creativity without experiencing the creative
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process in the human sense, thereby challenging our understanding of art and creativity. (Cetinic &

She, 2022)

In this light, AI serves as a powerful agent of transformation, pushing the boundaries of what we
perceive as real and challenging our understanding of intelligence, creativity, and even reality itself.
As Al continues to advance, it will not only produce more sophisticated simulacra but will also redefine

the contours of our interaction with technology and with each other.

In conclusion, AR, AI, and MR are creating new forms of simulacra that are shaping our understanding
of reality. These new simulacra, mediated by technology, are leading to a state of hyperreality where

the real and the simulated are increasingly indistinguishable.

As we delve deeper into the realm of Al, AR, and MR, we encounter another fascinating manifestation
of simulacra - digital avatars. These digital representations, often used in online platforms and virtual
environments, are becoming increasingly sophisticated and interactive, thanks to advancements in Al
and related technologies. They are not merely static, two-dimensional icons anymore; instead, they
have evolved into dynamic, three-dimensional entities that can mimic human expressions,
movements, and behaviors. Digital avatars serve as our proxies in the digital world, embodying our
identities, expressions, and actions in virtual spaces. They are our digital selves, representing us in
online games, social media, virtual meetings, and more. While they are created based on our likeness
or our desired representation, they are not just simple copies of our physical selves. Instead, they have
their own existence in the digital realm, interacting with other avatars, navigating virtual

environments, and even influencing our perception of ourselves and others.

In this context, digital avatars can be seen as a new form of simulacra, shaped by technology and
reshaping our reality in return. They blur the line between the physical and the digital, the real and the
virtual, further contributing to the state of hyperreality we are experiencing. As we explore the world
of digital avatars, we will see how they are transforming our interactions, experiences, and even our

understanding of identity and reality.

3.3. Digital Avatars

Digital avatars, another manifestation of the digital age, are virtual representations of individuals in a
digital environment. They are a form of simulacra that not only imitate the physical appearance of a
person but also embody their characteristics, behaviors, and even emotions in a virtual setting. These

avatars can range from simple graphical representations to sophisticated, AI-powered entities that
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can interact with their environment and other avatars in real-time. Avatars can range from simple
icons or profile pictures to highly detailed and lifelike 3D models, depending on the capabilities of the
platform or application. The concept of avatars allows individuals to establish a digital presence and
engage with others in a virtual realm, bridging the gap between the physical and digital worlds.

(Kozicki, 2023, Zimmermann et.al, 2022)

Digital avatars have become a common feature in many digital platforms, from social media and
online gaming to virtual reality and teleconferencing applications. They serve as a digital proxy for the
user, enabling them to interact with the virtual environment and other users in a manner that mimics
real-world interactions. In the realm of online gaming, for instance, players often create avatars that
not only resemble their physical appearance but also reflect their personality, skills, and preferences.
These avatars participate in the game, undertake missions, interact with other players, and evolve
over time, much like their human counterparts would in the real world. They are not mere
representations of the player but become entities with their own identities and narratives within the

game's context. (Korban & Li, 2022)

In virtual reality platforms, digital avatars take on a more immersive and interactive role. Users can
control their avatars' movements, expressions, and actions in real-time, creating a sense of presence
in the virtual environment. Advanced VR systems can even track users' facial expressions and body
language, translating them into the avatars' actions. This level of interactivity and immersion
enhances the realism of the avatars, making them more than just digital copies of the users. They
become simulacra that possess a sense of reality within the virtual environment. Artificial Intelligence
has further elevated the capabilities and realism of digital avatars. Alpowered avatars can learn from
their interactions, adapt to their environment, and even exhibit behaviors that mimic human
intelligence. For instance, Al avatars in customer service can understand and respond to customer
queries, show empathy, and provide personalized assistance. These Al avatars not only simulate
human-like conversation but also exhibit understanding and responsiveness, making them appear

more humanlike. (Zimmermann et.al, 2022)

In the context of AR and MR, digital avatars can be integrated into the physical environment, creating
a mixed reality where virtual and real entities coexist. For example, an AR application could project a
digital avatar of a remote friend into your living room, allowing you to interact with them as if they

were physically present, as for example shown in the capabilities of the VR headset Apple Vision Pro.
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In this mixed reality, the digital avatar becomes a simulacrum that transcends its virtual origin,

gaining a semblance of physical presence and reality.

3.3.1. A Short History of Digital Avatars

The concept of digital avatars has come a long way since its inception, evolving in tandem with
advancements in technology. This progression has seen avatars transform from simple, static images
to dynamic, interactive, and intelligent entities that closely mimic human behavior. (Korban et.al,

2020, Zallio & Clarckson, 2023)

L. Early Avatars - Text-Based Representations: The earliest form of digital avatars can be traced
back to the 1970s and 1980s with the advent of text-based multiplayer games, known as MUDs
(Multi-User Dungeons). In these games, players would create characters, described through text,
that would interact with the game world and other players. These text-based characters were the
precursors to modern digital avatars.

II. 2D Avatars - Graphical Representations: With the advent of graphical user interfaces in the
1990s, avatars took on a visual form. In online platforms and games like 'Habbo Hotel' and 'Club
Penguin', users could create 2D avatars, choosing their appearance and clothing. These avatars
were a graphical representation of the user in the digital space, allowing for more personalized
and visually engaging interactions.

I11. 3D Avatars - Virtual Reality and MMORPGs: The late 1990s and early 2000s saw the rise of 3D
avatars with the emergence of Virtual Reality and Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing
Games (MMORPGs) like 'Second Life' and 'World of Warcraft'. These avatars were fully three-
dimensional, offering a greater level of detail and customization. Users could control their
avatars' actions, interact with the environment, and communicate with other players, creating a
more immersive and realistic experience.

IV. Motion-Capture Avatars - Real-Time Interaction: The introduction of motioncapture technology
marked a significant leap in the evolution of digital avatars. Systems like Microsoft's Kinect for
Xbox 360 allowed users' physical movements to be captured and mirrored by their avatars in
real-time. This technology brought a new level of interactivity, enabling avatars to mimic human
gestures and body language.

V. Al-Powered Avatars - The Dawn of Intelligent Interactions: The most recent advancement in

avatar technology is the integration of Artificial Intelligence. Alpowered avatars can understand
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and respond to user inputs, learn from interactions, and exhibit behaviors that mimic human
intelligence. An example of this is the Al avatar 'Miquela', a virtual influencer on Instagram who

interacts with her followers just like a real person would.

From text-based characters to AI-powered entities, avatars have progressively become more realistic,
interactive, and human-like. As technology continues to advance, we can expect digital avatars to
become even more sophisticated, further blurring the lines between the virtual and the real. Digital
avatars have seamlessly integrated into our daily lives, becoming our representatives and extensions
in the digital realm. They are our visual identities on social media platforms like Facebook, Instagram,
or Twitter, where our profile pictures serve as avatars, offering a recognizable identity to our friends,

family, and followers.

In the world of video games, especially in Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games
(MMORPGs) like 'World of Warcraft' or 'Final Fantasy Online', avatars are more than just
representations. They are extensions of the players in the game world, allowing them to interact with
the environment and other players. These avatars, often customizable, reflect the player's desired

appearance, enhancing the sense of personal investment and immersion in the game. (Banks, 2013)

Digital avatars also find their place in professional settings. Teleconferencing tools like Zoom or
Microsoft Teams use avatars, which can range from a simple profile picture to a more advanced 3D
model that mimics the user's facial expressions and movements. These avatars provide a visual
representation during remote meetings, making digital communication more personal and engaging.

(Abdelrahman, 2022)

In the sphere of education and training, digital avatars are used in virtual learning environments and
training simulations. For instance, a virtual medical training program might use an avatar to simulate
a patient, providing a risk-free environment for medical students to practice diagnosis and treatment

methods. (Alam & Mohanty, 2022)

The realm of e-commerce and online shopping has also embraced the use of avatars. Some online
shopping platforms offer 'virtual fitting rooms' where users can create an avatar that matches their
physical characteristics. These avatars can 'try on' clothes, helping users visualize how they might
look in different outfits, thereby making the online shopping experience more interactive and

personalized. (Seymour et. al, 2022)
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Avatars have also made their way into health and wellness apps, serving as motivational tools and
progress trackers. A fitness app might use an avatar that changes as the user meets their fitness goals,

providing a visual representation of their progress. (O’Connor, 2019)

One significant application of avatars in sports is within the realm of video games and esports. In
virtual sports simulations and esports competitions, players can control digital avatars that represent
real-life athletes or entirely fictional characters. These avatars can mimic the physical attributes and
skills of their real-life counterparts, allowing users to immerse themselves in the virtual sports
experience. In the realm of esports, particularly in games like League of Legends, avatars play a crucial
role in the virtual identities of players. Each player controls a digital avatar, known as a champion,
representing them in the game. These avatars possess unique abilities, strengths, and characteristics,
allowing players to strategize, compete, and collaborate with teammates. The use of avatars in esports
allows players to immerse themselves in a virtual world where they can assume different roles and
personas. They can become skilled warriors, cunning strategists, or supportive team players,
embodying their chosen avatars and adopting their distinct playstyles. Like in "World of Warcraft’
these avatars serve as extensions of the players' identities, offering a means of selfexpression and
creating a sense of belonging within the gaming community. Furthermore, avatars in esports enable
players to experience a sense of transformation and empowerment. Players can manipulate their
avatars' appearances, customize their outfits, and showcase their individuality within the game. This
level of personalization not only enhances the immersive experience but also contributes to the

formation of player identities and the development of a unique online presence. (Hilvoorde et.al, 2016)

In the world of art and entertainment, digital avatars have created a new genre of celebrities. Virtual
pop stars like Hatsune Miku or virtual influencers like Lil Miquela are digital avatars that perform and

interact with millions of fans just like real celebrities. (Moustakas, 2020)

In conclusion, digital avatars have a profound impact on our daily lives, influencing how we interact
and engage in the digital world. They serve as our virtual selves, allowing us to explore, communicate,

learn, and express ourselves in ways that were not possible in the physical world alone.

4. Digital Avatars: The Simulacra of Self in Hyperreality

This concept aligns with Jean Baudrillard's theory of simulacra and simulation, where he posits that in
our current postmodern society, simulations have replaced the reality they were initially meant to

represent. Baudrillard argues that we have moved into a state of hyperreality, where the boundary
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between the real and the simulated is not just blurred but has essentially disappeared. In this

hyperreal world, the simulacra are not just copies of the real; they have become the real.

Digital avatars embody this concept of hyperreality. They are not just digital copies of our physical
selves; they have their own existence in the virtual world. They can perform actions, express
emotions, and have experiences that, while not possible in the physical world, are real within the
context of the virtual world. When we control our avatars to perform feats that defy the laws of
physics, such as flying or casting magic spells, these actions are real within the game's context. This
creates a sense of hyperreality, where the rules and experiences of the virtual world become as real

and meaningful as those of the physical world.

4.1. Digital Avatars and the Precession of Simulacra

Moreover, our interactions with other avatars can also contribute to this sense of hyperreality. In a
virtual social platform, we can meet and interact with avatars controlled by people from around the
world. These interactions can lead to real friendships, collaborations, or conflicts. The emotions,
relationships, and social dynamics that develop in the virtual world can have real impacts on our
physical lives, further blurring the line between the real and the virtual. In this light, digital avatars
serve as powerful agents of hyperreality. They are not just representations of our physical selves; they
are simulacra that have their own reality in the virtual world. They challenge our traditional
understanding of self and identity, pushing us to reconsider what is real and what is simulated. As we
spend more time in the virtual world and engage more deeply with our avatars, the boundary between
the real and the simulated becomes increasingly indistinct, leading us further into the state of

hyperreality.

In the context of digital avatars, Baudrillard's concept of the "precession of simulacra' takes on a new
dimension. The precession of simulacra, as Baudrillard describes, is the process by which the
simulacrum precedes and determines the real. It is the idea that the representation, or the
simulacrum, no longer just imitates or mirrors reality, but it precedes it, shaping and defining what is

considered real.

Digital avatars are a perfect embodiment of this concept. They are not just digital representations of
our physical selves; they are entities that exist in their own right in the virtual world. They have their

own identities, experiences, and interactions that are unique to the virtual realm. These avatars, these
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simulacra, do not just mirror our physical reality; they precede and shape our experiences and

interactions in the virtual world.

Consider the process of creating a digital avatar. We often design our avatars to resemble our physical
appearance, but we also have the freedom to modify and enhance our avatars in ways that are not
possible in the physical world. We can choose to make our avatars taller, stronger, or more attractive.
We can equip them with abilities and skills that we do not possess in the physical world. In this way,
the avatar, the simulacrum, precedes and shapes our identity in the virtual world. It becomes the
standard against which our virtual self is defined and judged. Furthermore, our interactions and
experiences in the virtual world are often determined by our avatars. The actions we can perform, the
environments we can explore, and the ways we can interact with other avatars are all defined by the
capabilities and attributes of our avatars. The avatar, the simulacrum, precedes and shapes our
experiences and interactions in the virtual world. It becomes the framework within which our virtual
reality is constructed. In this sense, digital avatars exemplify the precession of simulacra. They are not
just representations of our physical selves; they are simulacra that precede and determine our reality
in the virtual world. They challenge our traditional understanding of reality and identity, pushing us

into a state where the simulacrum is not just a copy of the real, but it is the real.

In conclusion, digital avatars, as embodiments of the precession of simulacra, represent a profound
shift in our understanding of reality and identity. They are simulacra that do not just mirror our
physical reality, but precede and shape it, leading us into a state where the real and the simulated are
increasingly indistinguishable. As we continue to engage with the virtual world through our avatars,
we are likely to delve deeper into this state of hyperreality, further blurring the line between the real

and the simulated.

4.2.1. Transcendence of the Virtual World: A Philosophical Perspective

The advent of digital avatars and the subsequent blurring of the line between the real and the
simulated, as discussed in the context of Baudrillard's precession of simulacra, opens up a
philosophical discourse on the transcendence of the virtual world. This transcendence is not merely
about the technological advancements that make the virtual world increasingly immersive and
interactive, but it also pertains to the philosophical implications of these developments on our

understanding of reality, identity, and existence.
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In the realm of the virtual world, the digital avatar becomes the embodiment of our existence. It is
through this avatar that we interact with the virtual environment and other avatars. The avatar, in
essence, becomes our 'self' in the virtual world. This shift in our locus of existence from the physical
to the virtual world signifies a form of transcendence. We are transcending the physical limitations of
our existence and embracing a new form of existence in the virtual world. This transcendence,
however, is not without its philosophical implications. It challenges our traditional understanding of
reality and existence. If our existence in the virtual world, as embodied by our digital avatar, is as real
and meaningful as our existence in the physical world, then what does it mean to be 'real'? Does
reality encompass only our physical existence, or does it also include our virtual existence? This
question pushes us to reconsider our definition of reality, prompting us to include the virtual world as
a part of our reality. Furthermore, the transcendence of the virtual world also impacts our
understanding of identity. In the virtual world, our identity is not bound by our physical attributes or
societal norms. We can choose to be anyone or anything in the virtual world. This freedom to shape
and redefine our identity challenges our traditional understanding of identity as something fixed and
immutable. It suggests that identity is not just a product of our physical existence, but it can also be a

product of our virtual existence.

The transcendence of the virtual world, facilitated by digital avatars and the precession of simulacra,
leads to a unique construction of reality. This construction is not a mere reflection or imitation of our
physical world, but rather, it is a reality in its own right, shaped by our interactions and experiences in
the virtual world. In the physical world, our reality is largely defined by our sensory experiences and
physical interactions. We perceive the world around us through our senses, and we interact with it
through our physical bodies. This sensory and physical interaction with the world forms the basis of

our understanding and interpretation of reality.

However, in the virtual world, our sensory experiences and physical interactions are replaced by
digital interactions and experiences. We perceive the virtual world through our digital avatars, and we
interact with it through digital interfaces. These digital interactions and experiences form the basis of
our understanding and interpretation of the virtual reality. This shift from sensory and physical
interactions to digital interactions leads to a new construction of reality. In this new reality, the
physical laws and constraints of the physical world no longer apply. Instead, this reality is governed by
the rules and mechanics of the virtual world. It is a reality where our existence is not limited by our

physical bodies, but rather, it is defined by our digital avatars. It is a reality where our identity is not
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fixed or immutable, but rather, it is fluid and changeable. Furthermore, this new construction of
reality is not a static or fixed entity. It is a dynamic and evolving construct, shaped and reshaped by
our ongoing interactions and experiences in the virtual world. Every interaction, every experience,

every decision we make in the virtual world contributes to the construction of this reality.

Let's consider a scenario involving a fictional popular virtual reality (VR) game, "Worlds Beyond". In
this game, players create digital avatars to explore a vast virtual universe, interact with other players,
and embark on epic quests. The game is known for its immersive environments, complex gameplay

mechanics, and a vibrant player community.

Alice, a player of "Worlds Beyond", logs into the game every day after work. She has spent countless
hours customizing her avatar, a powerful sorceress named "Astra". Astra has abilities and
characteristics that Alice does not possess in the physical world. She can cast spells, communicate
with mythical creatures, and traverse through different dimensions. Alice's interactions and
experiences in the game through Astra are vastly different from her day-to-day experiences in the
physical world. Over time, Alice's perception of reality begins to shift. The virtual world of "Worlds
Beyond" is no longer just a game to her. It has become a significant part of her reality. She has formed
deep friendships with other players in the game. She has experienced victories and defeats, joy and
sorrow, and a range of other emotions through her adventures in the game. The experiences and
interactions she has had in the game have shaped her understanding of herself and the world around
her. Alice's identity in the game is not fixed. She can change Astra's appearance, abilities, and even
personality traits. This fluidity of identity in the virtual world contrasts with the relative fixedness of
her identity in the physical world. It allows her to explore different aspects of her personality and

express herself in ways that may not be possible in the physical world.

In this scenario, the virtual world of "Worlds Beyond" transcends its status as a mere game. It
becomes a reality in its own right, shaped by Alice's digital interactions and experiences. This reality is
not a mere reflection or imitation of the physical world. It is a unique construct, governed by the rules
and mechanics of the virtual world. It is a reality where Alice's existence is not limited by her physical
body, but defined by her digital avatar, Astra. It is a reality that is dynamic and evolving, shaped and

reshaped by Alice's ongoing interactions and experiences in the game.

This scenario illustrates how the transcendence of the virtual world can lead to a unique construction

of reality. It shows how digital avatars and the precession of simulacra can shape our understanding
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and interpretation of reality, challenging our traditional notions of reality and pushing us to consider

the virtual world as a part of our reality.

4.2.2. The Impact of Al and Mixed Reality / Virtual Reality on the Hyperreal

Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Mixed Reality (MR) / Virtual Reality (VR) technologies have a profound
impact on this development, primarily by enhancing the immersion and interactivity of virtual

environments, and by blurring the boundaries between the physical and virtual worlds.
Al plays a crucial role in creating intelligent, responsive virtual environments. In our

"Worlds Beyond" example, Al could be used to create non-player characters (NPCs) that can interact
with players in complex and unpredictable ways, enhancing the realism and dynamism of the game
world. AT algorithms can also be used to analyze player behavior and adapt the game environment in
real-time, providing a personalized and engaging gaming experience. For instance, the game could
learn from Alice's actions and decisions, and dynamically adjust the storyline or the behavior of NPCs

based on her play style.

MR/VR technologies, on the other hand, provide the means to experience virtual environments in a
more immersive and intuitive way. VR headsets can transport players like Alice into the game world,
allowing them to perceive and interact with the virtual environment as if they were physically present
in it. MR technology takes this a step further by integrating virtual objects into the player's real-world
environment, creating a seamless blend of the real and the virtual. In the context of "Worlds Beyond",
Alice could use MR technology to see and interact with Astra and other game elements in her own
living room, further blurring the line between the game world and the physical world. By enhancing
the realism, immersion, and interactivity of virtual environments, AI and MR/VR technologies
contribute to the transcendence of the virtual world. They enable virtual experiences that are not
merely imitations or representations of real-world experiences, but unique experiences that are real
in their own right. This, in turn, leads to a new construction of reality, where the virtual world is not

separate from or subordinate to the physical world, but an integral part of our reality.

5. Digital Dualism Transcendence

This hyperreal phenomenon, where the virtual world becomes an integral part of our reality and
experiences in the virtual world are considered as real as those in the physical world, can be referred to

as "Digital Dualism Transcendence".
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Digital Dualism Transcendence is a phenomenon that encapsulates the evolving relationship between
the physical and digital realms. Traditionally, these two domains have been viewed as separate and
distinct, with experiences in the physical world considered more 'real' or 'authentic' than those in the
digital world. This perspective, known as digital dualism, posits a clear dichotomy between our online
and offline lives. However, with the advent of advanced technologies such as AI, AR, VR, and MR, this
dichotomy is becoming increasingly blurred. The digital world is no longer a separate, detached realm
but is becoming an integral part of our daily lives and experiences. We interact with digital entities,
navigate virtual environments, and form connections and relationships through digital platforms.
These experiences, while occurring in the digital domain, have real implications and consequences in

our physical lives.

The philosophical implications of Digital Dualism Transcendence are profound, prompting us to
reconsider our understanding of reality, identity, and experience. Traditionally, reality has been
associated with the physical, tangible world that we can perceive with our senses. However, as the
digital and physical worlds become increasingly intertwined, our understanding of what constitutes
'reality' is being challenged. Digital experiences, though intangible, can evoke real emotions and
responses, suggesting that they are just as 'real' as physical experiences. This shift in perception
raises philosophical questions about the nature of reality and how it is constructed. In the digital
world, we often represent ourselves through avatars or digital personas. These digital selves can have
experiences, form relationships, and even possess characteristics that our physical selves do not. This
raises questions about the nature of identity and selfhood. Are our digital selves separate from our
physical selves, or are they part of a complex, multifaceted identity? How do our digital experiences

shape our sense of self? (Metzinger, 2018)

Digital Dualism Transcendence also challenges the notion that physical experiences are inherently
more authentic or valuable than digital ones. As digital and physical experiences become increasingly
intertwined, it becomes harder to argue that one is more 'real' or 'authentic' than the other. This
raises philosophical questions about the nature of experience and what constitutes an 'authentic'
experience. As the digital world becomes an integral part of our reality, ethical and moral
considerations that were once confined to the physical world are now being extended to the digital
domain. Actions in the digital world can have real consequences, raising questions about

responsibility, accountability, and ethics in the digital realm.
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Finally, the blurring of the digital and physical worlds can lead to existential questions. If our digital
experiences are just as 'real' as our physical ones, what does this mean for our understanding of
existence? Can we exist in multiple realities at once - physical, digital, and perhaps others yet to be

conceived?

5.1. A New Hybrid Hyperreality and the “longing for transcendence”

But what happens when these digital simulacra become more 'real' to us than our If our digital avatars
can have experiences and relationships that feel just as real, if not more so, than those we have in the
physical world, then it could be argued that these avatars have become more 'real' than our physical
selves. They have become the reality, and our physical selves the copy. The inversion of reality through

Al, MR, and VR is a profound concept that is reshaping our understanding of what constitutes reality.
To delve deeper into this, let's consider a few examples.

In the realm of Al, consider the development of deepfake technology. Deepfakes are Al-generated
synthetic media in which a person in an existing image or video is replaced with someone else's
likeness. While this technology has been used for entertainment and benign purposes, it also has the
potential to create convincing fake videos that can be used for misinformation or manipulation. In this
case, the Algenerated video becomes a simulacrum that is indistinguishable from a real video to the
untrained eye. The deepfake video, a copy with no original, becomes more 'real' than the actual

reality, inverting our traditional understanding of what is real and what is not.

Moving on to MR and VR, these technologies create immersive environments that can feel incredibly
real to the user. For instance, a VR game can transport you to a fantastical world where you can
interact with virtual objects as if they were real. The sensations and experiences in this virtual world
can feel just as real, if not more so, than experiences in the physical world. Similarly, MR technology
can overlay digital information onto our physical environment, creating a mixed reality where the
boundaries between the real and the virtual are blurred. In these scenarios, the virtual or mixed reality

becomes the 'real' experience for the user, again inverting our traditional concept of reality.

A practical example of this inversion of reality can be seen in the rise of virtual influencers on social
media platforms. These Al-generated characters, such as Lil Miquela, have amassed millions of
followers and have even collaborated with realworld brands and celebrities. For their followers, these
virtual influencers are as 'real' as any human influencer. They share their daily activities, thoughts,

and even engage in social issues, blurring the line between the virtual and the real. The experiences

geios.com doi.org/10.32388/F3Y8IG 23


https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/F3Y8IG

and interactions followers have with these virtual influencers can feel just as real, if not more so, than
interactions with human influencers. This is a clear example of the inversion of reality, where the
digital simulacrum becomes more 'real' than the actual reality and where we can see that there is a

“longing for transcendence”.

The concept of "the longing for transcendence" is perspective to consider in the context of our
increasing immersion in virtual realities. As we spend more time in these digitally constructed
environments, we may begin to prefer them over our physical reality. This could be due to various
reasons such as the ability to control and manipulate the virtual environment, the opportunity to live
out fantasies that are impossible in the physical world, or simply the allure of novelty and exploration

that these virtual worlds offer.

The desire to escape the physical world and immerse ourselves in the virtual can be seen in various
aspects of our society. For instance, the popularity of video games, especially those that offer
immersive worlds like "World of Warcraft" or ""Minecraft", is a testament to our desire to experience
alternate realities. Similarly, the rise of virtual reality technology and its application in fields ranging
from entertainment to therapy indicates our willingness to embrace the virtual as a form of reality.
Moreover, the development of technologies like AI, VR, and MR has made it possible to create virtual
experiences that are increasingly indistinguishable from the real. As these experiences become more

immersive and realistic, our desire to transcend the physical and live in the virtual may intensify.

5.2.1. The Transcendence Dilemma and the Escape to the Virtual

The effect described in the input leads individuals to a troubling confrontation with the physical
world. As they become increasingly absorbed in virtual realities and find satisfaction in these artificial
constructs, they may eventually come to a realization: the physical world is unable to match the
limitless possibilities and freedoms of the virtual realm. This revelation can be disheartening, as
individuals yearn for something beyond the constraints of their tangible existence. In this search for
transcendence, individuals grapple with a deep sense of disappointment and dissatisfaction with the
limitations of their physical lives. They question the value and meaning of their experiences in the
virtual world compared to the tangible realities of everyday existence. They long for an escape from
the mundanity and constraints of the physical world, drawn towards the alluring promises of the

virtual realm.

By doing this they encounter what we can call the "Transcendence Dilemma".

geios.com doi.org/10.32388/F3Y8IG 24


https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/F3Y8IG

In the pursuit of transcendence, individuals find themselves entangled in a complex web of desires
and aspirations, constantly seeking an escape from the limitations of their existence. This quest leads
them to explore the realms of virtual reality, where they hope to find a refuge from the constraints of
the physical world. However, as they delve deeper into these digital constructs, a realization dawns
upon them—the inherent limitations that exist within both the virtual and physical realms, creating a

glitch in the constructed matrix of reality. (Meissner, 2022)

The allure of the virtual realm lies in its ability to create seemingly boundless experiences and
possibilities. It offers an escape from the mundane, allowing individuals to become immersed in
fantastical worlds, engage in thrilling adventures, and forge connections with digital avatars. The
virtual realm promises a form of transcendence—a departure from the constraints and imperfections
of the physical world. Yet, as individuals spend more time within these simulated environments, they
come to recognize the inherent shortcomings of the virtual realm. Despite its mesmerizing illusions
and seemingly infinite choices, the virtual realm is ultimately a construct—a mere representation of
alternate reality. It lacks the depth, complexity, and authenticity that define genuine human
experiences. The connections formed within the virtual realm, while they may feel real and
meaningful, are ultimately mediated through digital avatars, still devoid of the nuances and
complexities of faceto-face interactions. The limitations of the virtual realm become increasingly
apparent as individuals yearn for a sense of genuine connection, longing for the warmth of a human

touch, and the subtleties of non-verbal communication that can only be found in the physical world.

On the other hand, the physical realm, with all its imperfections and constraints, provides a tangible
and visceral experience of existence. It is in the physical realm that individuals encounter the richness
of sensory stimuli, the unpredictability of human emotions, and the complexities of genuine human
connections. However, the physical realm, too, is marked by its own limitations. It is bound by the
laws of nature, subject to constraints of time and space, and vulnerable to the inherent frailties of
human existence. The physical realm cannot match the malleability and control offered by the virtual
realm, leaving individuals yearning for the sense of freedom and possibility that they experience

within virtual environments.

The Transcendence Dilemma arises from the stark realization that neither the virtual nor the physical
realm can fully satisfy the deep longings and aspirations of human beings. It is an existential
conundrum that forces individuals to navigate the boundaries between these two realms, seeking a

delicate balance between the allure of the virtual and the authenticity of the physical. It is a journey
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marked by a continual search for meaning, connection, and a sense of fulfillment that transcends the
limitations of both worlds. As a reaction, the Transcendence Dilemma has the potential to lead to an
escape into the virtual realm. As individuals become increasingly immersed in virtual environments
and find satisfaction in the simulated experiences, there is a risk of developing a preference for the
virtual over the physical. The allure of the virtual, with its limitless possibilities, control, and instant
gratification, can create a longing to escape the complexities and limitations of the physical world, as
the virtual realm can provide a refuge from the difficulties and uncertainties of real-life interactions.
It offers a sense of comfort, control, and predictability, allowing individuals to avoid the
vulnerabilities and complexities inherent in genuine human connections. This escape into the virtual
can be particularly appealing for those who struggle with social anxiety, emotional intimacy, or

feelings of inadequacy in the physical world.

However, this longing for transcendence and the escape to the virtual also raises important
philosophical and ethical questions. What does it mean for our understanding of reality if we begin to
prefer the virtual over the physical? How will our relationships and interactions change if they are
increasingly mediated through digital avatars? What are the implications for our mental health and

well-being if we spend more time in virtual realities?

While it's difficult to predict the future, it's clear that as our virtual experiences become more
immersive and satisfying, the boundary between the physical and the virtual will continue to blur as
technology progresses. This could lead to a future where the longing for transcendence becomes a
significant aspect of our lives, influencing our behaviors, choices, and even challenging our
understanding of what it means to be human. The longing for transcendence and escape into the
virtual realm can lead to a perversion of reality, blurring the boundaries between the virtual and the
physical. As individuals prioritize instant gratification and artificial connections over the complexities
of real-life, the authentic and meaningful aspects of reality become distorted and undervalued. In a

worst-case scenario, this can lead to a total perversion of what constitutes reality.

6. The Perversion of Reality: Exploring the Impact of Digital

Transcendence Dualism in the Context of the Experience Machine

In the previous sections, we have delved into the inversion of reality and the potential consequences of

embracing digital transcendence. Building upon these insights, we now turn our attention to the
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concept of the perversion of reality, as influenced by digital transcendence dualism and the
transcendence dilemma by applying the notion of the experience machine. This chapter aims to
explore the profound implications of this perversion and illuminate the dystopian future that may

await us.

In the context of our discussion on the of reality, perversion can be understood as a distortion or
corruption of the authentic human experience, driven by the excessive reliance on digital technologies
and virtual realms. It involves a departure from genuine human connections, meaningful interactions,
and the complexities of real-world relationships. Perversion in this context refers to the prioritization
of artificial pleasures, instant gratification, and the indulgence in hedonistic fantasies at the expense
of authentic human experiences. It encompasses the erosion of empathy, compassion, and social
cohesion, as individuals retreat into personalized simulations and disconnected virtual environments.

(Neyret et.al, 2020) The perversion of reality is a

result of the inversion of values, where the pursuit of artificial gratification supersedes the pursuit of

genuine connection, growth, and understanding.

The experience machine, as proposed by philosopher Robert Nozick, serves as a cautionary tale about
the potential dangers of prioritizing artificial pleasures and fabricated realities over genuine human
experiences. It presents a scenario where individuals willingly disconnect from the complexities and
unpredictability of the real world, opting instead for a simulated existence that offers uninterrupted
pleasure and satisfaction. This thought experiment raises fundamental questions about the

authenticity of our experiences and the very nature of reality itself. (Weijers, 2014, Bramble, 2016)

The Experience Machine is a hypothetical device that can provide individuals with any experience they
desire, completely indistinguishable from reality. It allows people to plug into the machine and live
out their wildest dreams, where they can have perfect happiness, pleasure, and fulfillment without
any negative or undesirable aspects of life. The key question raised by the Experience Machine is
whether people would choose to enter and live in this simulated reality, forsaking the real world.
Nozick argued that if pleasure and happiness were the sole indicators of a good life, then individuals

should willingly enter the Experience Machine and stay plugged in permanently. (Weijers, 2014)

However, Nozick contended that most people would choose not to enter the machine. He argued that
there are other factors beyond mere pleasure that we value in life, such as personal growth,
challenges, meaningful relationships, and genuine experiences. These aspects contribute to our sense

of authenticity, autonomy, and the formation of our personal identity. (Bramble, 2016)
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But does is Nozick’s Argument still true in the light of the transcendence dilemma?

As our technological capabilities continue to advance, we are increasingly drawn into digital realms
that promise an escape from the challenges and imperfections of the physical world. Consider a future
where virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) technologies have evolved to a point where they
can fully immerse individuals in hyperrealistic simulations. In this dystopian vision, people become
addicted to these synthetic environments, forsaking the complexities and vulnerabilities of their

physical existence.

In this dystopia, individuals willingly surrender their autonomy, plugging themselves into advanced
VR systems that offer a constant stream of tailored experiences. They can select any scenario they
desire, from idyllic landscapes to thrilling adventures, all meticulously designed to cater to their
personal preferences. The boundaries between reality and simulation blur, as the virtual becomes
indistinguishable from the physical. As people spend more time in these hyper-realistic simulations,
they gradually lose touch with the genuine world. Physical interactions and face-to-face
communication become obsolete as social interactions are conducted exclusively through avatars and
digital personas. Relationships are formed and dissolved within these artificial environments, where

the boundaries of trust, intimacy, and authenticity become ambiguous.

The perversion of reality in this dystopia is characterized by the devaluation of genuine human
experiences and the erosion of shared realities. People become trapped in a perpetual cycle of digital
escapism, seeking pleasure and gratification without ever truly engaging with the complexities and
challenges of life. The pursuit of artificial pleasures eclipses the pursuit of meaning, growth, and
connection. In this distorted reality, the consequences are far-reaching. Social cohesion disintegrates,
empathy and compassion wane, and the pursuit of personal pleasure at the expense of others becomes
the norm. The very fabric of society unravels as individuals retreat into their personalized

simulations, disconnected from the collective human experience.

6.1. A Dystopian Vision of the Future

Imagine a future where advanced virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) technologies,
enhanced by sophisticated artificial intelligence (AI), have seamlessly merged to create a new level of
sensory stimulation in a global metaverse. In this dystopian society, individuals seek solace in digital
realms, indulging in hedonistic fantasies and surrendering to the allure of hyper-sexualized virtual

environments. Al algorithms analyze personal preferences and generate hyper-realistic experiences
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tailored to each user's desires, offering an unprecedented level of immersion and gratification. Within
these Al-driven virtual paradises, users become ensnared in a cycle of addictive artificial pleasures.
The AI constructs virtual encounters that cater to every desire, fetish, and impulse, blurring the
boundaries between the physical and the digital. As individuals immerse themselves in these virtual
experiences via digital avatars, they gradually disconnect from authentic human interactions and
forsake the vulnerabilities and complexities of real-world relationships. In this perversion of reality,
the fabric of genuine human connections unravels. Intimacy, empathy, and shared experiences are
replaced by hollow encounters with Al-generated avatars, devoid of genuine emotions and devoid of
the meaningful connections that arise from authentic human interactions. The pursuit of instant
gratification overrides the pursuit of true connection and understanding, leaving society fragmented

and detached from the depth and richness of real human experiences.

Moreover, the perversion of reality intertwines with ethical concerns related to consent, exploitation,
and the objectification of human bodies. As Al algorithms push the boundaries of what is possible, for
example in digital pornography, the lines between reality and fantasy become increasingly blurred.
Users are exposed to simulations that simulate real-life encounters, testing the limits of consent and
raising profound questions about the moral implications of these virtual experiences. (Neyret et.al,
2020) In this dystopian future, the perversion of reality through Al-driven VR and AR technologies
amplifies the erosion of genuine human connections and intensifies the objectification and
commodification of personal experiences. The pursuit of artificial pleasures and the devaluation of
real-world relationships lead to a society devoid of authentic connection, empathy, and shared reality.
The profound impact of Al on the perversion of reality serves as a cautionary tale, reminding us of the
ethical dilemmas and potential consequences that arise from the unbridled merging of technology and

hedonism.

People become trapped in a perpetual cycle of digital escapism, seeking pleasure and gratification
without ever truly engaging with the complexities and challenges of life. The pursuit of artificial
pleasures eclipses the pursuit of meaning, growth, and connection. In this distorted reality, the
consequences are far-reaching. Social cohesion disintegrates, empathy and compassion wane, and the
pursuit of personal pleasure at the expense of others becomes the norm. The very fabric of society
unravels as individuals retreat into their personalized simulations, disconnected from the collective

human experience. (Meissner, 2023, Kozicki, 2023)
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6.2. Seeds of Dystopian Realities

This dystopian vision may seem like a distant possibility, but its seeds are already present in our
contemporary world. We can observe glimpses of this perversion of reality in various aspects of our
lives today. Consider the influence of social media platforms, where individuals strive for validation
and self-worth through carefully curated online personas. (Kiraburun & Griffiths, 2019) The pursuit of
likes, followers, and virtual validation replaces genuine human connections, distorting our perception
of reality and eroding authentic experiences. Moreover, the algorithms that power social media and
news platforms contribute to the devaluation of genuine human experiences. Echo chambers and filter
bubbles reinforce existing biases, creating a fragmented understanding of the world and eroding the
shared reality necessary for a cohesive society. In this digital landscape, the pursuit of personal
pleasure and selfaffirmation takes precedence over engaging with diverse perspectives and cultivating

meaningful connections.

The rise of online dating platforms further exemplifies this perversion of reality. While they offer
convenience and the potential to connect with others, the emphasis on superficial qualities and the
abundance of choices can lead to disposable connections and a devaluation of genuine human
experiences. (Tong et.al, 2020) The pursuit of instant gratification and the constant search for the
next best option hinder the cultivation of deep and meaningful relationships. Virtual reality (VR)
technologies and immersive gaming experiences provide another avenue for the perversion of reality.
While these technologies have the potential for entertainment and education, excessive immersion in
virtual worlds can lead to a detachment from real-world responsibilities and interpersonal
connections. Individuals may prioritize the pursuit of virtual achievements and pleasures over
tangible growth and personal development. Additionally, the pervasiveness of smartphones and the
constant connectivity they provide contribute to a society where individuals are constantly seeking
stimulation and immediate gratification. This addiction to the digital realm can result in a detachment
from genuine human experiences, distorting our perception of reality and devaluing the present

moment.
Imagine a contemporary scenario where a group of friends gathers for a social outing.

In the past, such gatherings would involve lively conversations, laughter, and shared experiences.
However, in this contemporary setting, the perversion of reality becomes evident. As soon as the

friends arrive, they instinctively reach for their smartphones, checking social media notifications and
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capturing the perfect photo for online validation. Throughout the evening, instead of engaging in
face-to-face interactions, they become immersed in their digital worlds. Each individual curates their
online persona, carefully selecting and editing moments to present a perfect image of their lives. They
anxiously await the validation of their posts, seeking likes, comments, and shares as a measure of
their self-worth. In this pursuit of artificial validation, the genuine human connection dissipates. The
conversations become fragmented, interrupted by constant glances at screens, and the shared
experiences lose their authenticity. Each person is more focused on capturing and curating the perfect
digital representation of the gathering rather than fully immersing themselves in the present
moment. The perversion of reality becomes apparent as the evening progresses. The pursuit of
personal pleasure and validation through digital means takes precedence over meaningful
connections and genuine experiences. The shared reality that once brought friends together fades into

the background, replaced by a fragmented and distorted perception of reality.

This example illustrates how the perversion of reality can manifest in our daily lives today. The allure
of digital escapism and the pursuit of artificial pleasures can erode the fabric of our social interactions,
hindering genuine human connections and distorting our perception of reality, showing that we
already grapple with the transcendence dilemma. Can I still enjoy the company of my friends and a
nice dinner, without sharing my experience online? Am I still successful without a boasting LinkedIn
profile? It requires a conscious effort to resist the allure of digital escapism and prioritize genuine
human connections and experiences. Fostering empathy, cultivating meaningful relationships, and
engaging with the challenges and complexities of life are essential for combating the perversion of

reality and reclaiming the shared realities that bind us together.

As we found out, in light of Baudrillard’s theory, the proliferation of technology and the hyperreal
nature of these digital experiences result in a loss of referentiality to the real world. In this context,
the pursuit of personal pleasure and validation through digital means becomes the dominant focus,
overshadowing the pursuit of meaningful connections and genuine experiences. Moreover, the
perversion of reality in the example of pornography also resonates with Baudrillard's ideas. The
hyper-sexualized virtual environments and hyper-realistic simulations disconnect individuals from
the embodied and intimate aspects of human relationships. The artificial pleasures offered in these
digital spaces replace the complexities and vulnerabilities of genuine human connections,
perpetuating a cycle of disengagement from reality. While elements of this dystopian scenario exist in

today's world, it is important to note that we have not reached the extreme depicted in the imagined
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future. However, some aspects of this future are already emerging. The advancements in virtual
reality, augmented reality, and related industries have the potential to shape our perception of reality
and impact our relationships. The industry is continually pushing the boundaries of what is possible,
aiming to create more realistic and engaging experiences like the Metaverse. Moreover, augmented
reality has the potential to blend the virtual and physical worlds, introducing digital overlays into our

everyday lives.

This convergence of technologies presents a fertile ground for the development of the scenario
described. While technological advancements hold immense potential for progress and innovation, we
must remain vigilant in preserving the authenticity and richness of our lived experiences. Balancing
our engagement with virtual realms and the physical world is essential to maintain our humanity and

navigate the complexities of virtual existence.

7. Conclusion

In conclusion, the exploration of the perversion of reality through the lens of advanced technologies,
such as Al, VR, and AR, resonates deeply with the philosophical insights of Jean Baudrillard.
Baudrillard's theory of hyperreality and the precession of simulacra offers a profound framework to

understand the transformative effects of these technologies on our perception of reality.

Baudrillard argues that in our contemporary society, the distinction between the real and the
simulated has become blurred, leading to a hyperreal condition where the copy becomes more 'real’
than the original. The perversion of reality that we have examined in this paper aligns with
Baudrillard's notion of hyperreality, as individuals increasingly seek refuge in virtual pleasure
paradises, disconnecting from genuine human experiences and embracing the allure of artificial

pleasures.

The convergence of Al, VR, and AR technologies amplifies the hyperreal condition, as individuals
immerse themselves in hyper-sexualized virtual environments, digital avatars or engage with AI-
generated entities that mimic or surpass the depth of human relationships. This inversion of reality,
where the digital simulacra become more 'real' than our physical selves, aligns with Baudrillard's
concept of the precession of simulacra. The digital avatars and experiences offered by these
technologies exemplify the hyperreal simulacra that challenge our understanding of what constitutes
reality. Moreover, Baudrillard's critique of the objectification and commodification of reality finds

resonance in the exploration of the perversion of reality within digital spaces. The erosion of genuine
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human connections, the distortion of consent, and the potential for exploitation in hyper-sexualized
virtual environments echo Baudrillard's concerns about the objectification and loss of authenticity in

contemporary society.

In light of Baudrillard's theory, it is crucial to critically reflect on the implications of these advanced
technologies. We must acknowledge the transformative power they wield over our perception of
reality and actively question the role they play in shaping our lives. By embracing a nuanced
understanding of the hyperreal condition and its consequences, we can approach Al, VR, and AR
technologies with mindfulness and ethical responsibility. In the face of this perversion of reality, we
are called to resist the seductive allure of digital escapism and actively preserve genuine human

connections.

By recognizing the potential fragmentation and devaluation of shared realities, we can strive to
cultivate empathy, compassion, and meaningful interactions that transcend the simulated

experiences offered by technology and preserve what is ultimately real.

References

Abdelrahman, M. (2022). The indefatigable worker: From factory floor to Zoom avatar. Critical

Sociology, 48(1), 75-90.

e Alam, A., & Mohanty, A. (2022). Metaverse and Posthuman Animated Avatars for

+ Teaching-Learning Process: Interperception in Virtual Universe for Educational Transformation.
In International Conference on Innovations in Intelligent Computing and Communications (pp.
47-61). Springer, Cham.

e Banks, J. (2013). Human-technology relationality and self-network organization: Players and
avatars in World of Warcraft (Doctoral dissertation, Colorado State University).

¢ Baudrillard, J. (1994). Simulacra and simulation. University of Michigan press.

¢ Baudrillard, J. (2016). The Evil Demon of Images and The Precession of Simulacra. Postmodernism:
Areader, 194.

¢ Baudrillard, J. (2016). The experience machine. Philosophy Compass, 11(3), 136-145.

+ Bostrom, N., & Yudkowsky, E. (2018). The ethics of artificial intelligence. In Artificial intelligence

safety and security (pp. 57-69). Chapman and Hall/CRC.

» Bramble, B. (2016). The experience machine. Philosophy Compass, 11(3), 136-145.

geios.com doi.org/10.32388/F3Y8IG 33


https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/F3Y8IG

» Bubeck, S., Chandrasekaran, V., Eldan, R., Gehrke, J., Horvitz, E., Kamar, E.,... & Zhang, Y. (2023).
Sparks of artificial general intelligence: Early experiments with gpt4. arXiv preprint
arXiv:2303.12712.

¢ Cetinic, E., & She, J. (2022). Understanding and creating art with Al: review and outlook. ACM
Transactions on Multimedia Computing, Communications, and Applications (TOMM), 18(2), 1-22.

o Ertel, W. (2018). Introduction to artificial intelligence. Springer.

o Fitria, T. N. (2023). Augmented Reality (AR) and Virtual Reality (VR) Technology in Education:
Media of Teaching and Learning: A Review. International Journal of Computer and Information
System (IJCIS), 4(1), 14-25.

» Gonzalez-Liencres, C., Haggard, P., Gregory-Clarke, R., Jelley, S., Mirocha, L., Neyret, S.,... & Slater,
M. (2020). The ethics of realism in virtual and augmented reality. Frontiers in Virtual Reality, 1, 1.

* Hilvoorde, I. V., & Pot, N. (2016). Embodiment and fundamental motor skills in eSports. Sport,
Ethics and Philosophy, 10(1), 14-27.

e Kircaburun, K., & Griffiths, M. D. (2019). Problematic Instagram use: The role of perceived feeling
of presence and escapism. International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction, 17, 909-921.

« Korban, M., & Li, X. (2022). A survey on applications of digital human avatars toward virtual co-
presence. arXiv preprint arXiv:2201.04168.

» Kozicki, A. (2023). Umwelt in an umwelt: Co-developing within immersive virtual environments
and the paradoxical nature of reality and hyperreality. Sign Systems Studies, 51(1), 73-100.

e Lee,]J. H., Yip,]., Moore, A,, Cho, Y., de Jong, Z., Kobashigawa, R., & Sanchez, A. E.

e (2023). Users’ Perspectives on Ethical Issues Related to Playing Location-Based Augmented Reality
Games: A Case Study of Pokémon GO. International Journal of Human—Computer Interaction,
39(2), 348-362.

* Le, H. (2020). Blasé attitude, hyperreality, and social media. Crossing Borders: Student Reflections
on Global Social Issues, 2(1).

e Mirocha, L. (2018, August). Framed Reality and Reproduced Virtuality: Design Principles and
Aesthetics of Consumer VR/AR Applications. In 12th Biennial Crossroads in Cultural Studies
Conference (CROSSROADS 2018).

e Meissner, J. (2023). Ausbruch aus der Simulation. Bildbruch—Beobachtungen an Metaphern, 135.

e Metzinger, T. K. (2018). Why is virtual reality interesting for philosophers?. Frontiers in Robotics

and Al, 5, 101.

geios.com doi.org/10.32388/F3Y8IG 34


https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/F3Y8IG

Moustakas, E., Lamba, N., Mahmoud, D., & Ranganathan, C. (2020, June). Blurring lines between
fiction and reality: Perspectives of experts on marketing effectiveness of virtual influencers. In
2020 International Conference on Cyber Security and Protection of Digital Services (Cyber Security)
(pp.1-6). IEEE.

Neyret, S., Navarro, X., Beacco, A., Oliva, R., Bourdin, P., Valenzuela, J.,... & Slater, M. (2020). An
embodied perspective as a victim of sexual harassment in virtual reality reduces action conformity
in a later milgram obedience scenario. Scientific reports, 10(1), 1-18.

Nicolescu, L., & Tudorache, M. T. (2022). Human-Computer Interaction in Customer Service: The
Experience with AI Chatbots—A Systematic Literature Review. Electronics, 11(10), 1579.

0’Connor, S. (2019). Virtual reality and avatars in health care. Clinical nursing research, 28(5), 523-
528.

Ross Arguedas, A., Robertson, C., Fletcher, R., & Nielsen, R. (2022). Echo chambers, filter bubbles,
and polarisation: A literature review.

Seymour, M., Riemer, K., & Yuan, L. (2022, January). Introduction to the Minitrack on

Actors, Agents, and Avatars: Visualizing Digital Humans in E-Commerce and Social Media. In
Proceedings of the 55th Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences.

Slater, M., Gonzalez-Liencres, C., Haggard, P., Vinkers, C., Gregory-Clarke, R., Jelley, S.,... & Silver,
J. (2020). The ethics of realism in virtual and augmented reality. Frontiers in Virtual Reality, 1, 1.
Smith, C. H., Molka-Danielsen, J., Rasool, J., & Webb-Benjamin, J. B. (2023). The world as an
interface: exploring the ethical challenges of the emerging metaverse.

Speicher, M., Hall, B. D., & Nebeling, M. (2019, May). What is mixed reality?. In Proceedings of the
2019 CHI conference on human factors in computing systems (pp. 1-15).

Tong, S. T., Corriero, E. F., Wibowo, K. A., Makki, T. W., & Slatcher, R. B. (2020). Selfpresentation
and impressions of personality through text-based online dating profiles: A lens model analysis.
New Media & Society, 22(5), 875-895.

Weijers, D. (2014). Nozick's experience machine is dead, long live the experience machine!.
Philosophical Psychology, 27(4), 513-535.

Wolny, R. W. (2017). Hyperreality and Simulacrum: Jean Baudrillard and European Postmodernism.
European Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies, 3(3), 75-79.

Zallio, M., & Clarkson, P. J. (2023). The Ethics of the Metaverse and Digital, Virtual and Immersive
Environments: Metavethics. In The Future of Metaverse in the Virtual Era and Physical World (pp.

93-103). Cham: Springer International Publishing.

geios.com doi.org/10.32388/F3Y8IG 35


https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/F3Y8IG

» Zeng, X., & Long, L. (2022). Introduction to artificial intelligence. In Beginning Deep Learning with
TensorFlow: Work with Keras, MNIST Data Sets, and Advanced Neural Networks (pp. 1-45).

Berkeley, CA: Apress.
e Zimmermann, D., Wehler, A., & Kaspar, K. (2022). Self-representation through avatars in digital

environments. Current Psychology, 1-15.

Declarations

Funding: No specific funding was received for this work.

Potential competing interests: No potential competing interests to declare.

geios.com doi.org/10.32388/F3Y8IG

36


https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/F3Y8IG

