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Course Summary:
Date Details Due

Thu Feb 4, 2021   Sp21-EXP-0014-S-Experimental
College 6pm to 8:30pm

Wed Feb 10, 2021   Exercise 1: Ge�ng to Know You due by 11:59pm

Thu Feb 11, 2021   Sp21-EXP-0014-S-Experimental
College 6pm to 8:30pm

Thu Feb 18, 2021

  Sp21-EXP-0014-S-Experimental
College 6pm to 8:30pm

  Exercise 2: Reading Philosophy due by 11:59pm

Thu Feb 25, 2021

  Sp21-EXP-0014-S-Experimental
College 6pm to 8:30pm

  Exercise 3: Research due by 11:59pm

Thu Mar 4, 2021   Sp21-EXP-0014-S-Experimental
College 6pm to 8:30pm

Thu Mar 11, 2021

  Sp21-EXP-0014-S-Experimental
College 6pm to 8:30pm

  Exercise 4:  Preliminary Research Plan due by 11:59pm

Mon Mar 15, 2021   Exercise 4b: Peer Comments due by 11:59pm

Thu Mar 18, 2021

  Sp21-EXP-0014-S-Experimental
College 6pm to 8:30pm

  Assignment 1: Annotated Bibliography due by 11:59pm

Thu Mar 25, 2021

  Sp21-EXP-0014-S-Experimental
College 6pm to 8:30pm

  Exercise 5a: Finding your Central Claim due by 11:59pm

Thu Apr 1, 2021

  Sp21-EXP-0014-S-Experimental
College 6pm to 8:30pm

  Exercise 5b: Planning your Argument due by 11:59pm

Thu Apr 8, 2021   Sp21-EXP-0014-S-Experimental
College 6pm to 8:30pm

Sun Apr 11, 2021   Assignment 2: Research Paper due by 11:59pm

Thu Apr 15, 2021   Sp21-EXP-0014-S-Experimental
College 6pm to 8:30pm

Thu Apr 22, 2021   Sp21-EXP-0014-S-Experimental
College 6pm to 8:30pm

Fri Apr 23, 2021   Exercise 6: Abstracts due by 11:59pm

Thu Apr 29, 2021

  Sp21-EXP-0014-S-Experimental
College 6pm to 8:30pm

  Assignment 3: Mini-Conference due by 11:59pm

  Exercise 7: Genre & Audience due by 11:59pm

Wed May 5, 2021   Assignment 4: Digital Expression &
Online Journal due by 11:59pm

  Core Assignment Roadmap  

  Weekly Sources Exercise  

 Edit

Virtual Reality:  The Ethics of Future Technology

 

Course Descrip�on

Humanity has expressed a remarkable capacity to invent and manipulate new reali�es.  From dreams and ancient
storytelling to modern 3d superhero movies and VR video games, we are all cap�vated by the process of losing
ourselves in different worlds and different possibili�es.  Nowhere is this drive more pronounced than in the rapid rise of
modern “alternate reality” technologies. 

In this course, we will begin to explore some of the philosophical and ethical implica�ons of the development of virtual
reality in light of the meteoric rise of modern technology and the tremendous impact it has had on the human
experience.  In addi�on to inves�ga�ng the history and technology of VR, MR (mixed reality), and AR (Augmented
Reality), we will seek answers to difficult ques�ons concerning the phenomenology, metaphysics, and social and ethical
implica�ons of VR technologies.  What does it mean for something to be “virtual?” What is “real” about virtual reality? 
Are we all in a giant simula�on?  Would it ma�er if we were? Can we model consciousness and even develop robust
ar�ficial intelligences using lessons learned from VR technologies?  Are we des�ned for a virtual future and what would
it mean if we could change our appearance as easily as we can change a VR avatar?  Can VR technology allow us a
special window into the embodied experience of others?  How will VR change the way we communicate, work, and
learn?

In addi�on to classic texts in the philosophy of virtuality and technology by thinkers like Plato, Aristotle, Rene
Descartes, and Mar�n Heidegger, we will also read seminal texts in the history of the technological development of VR
by thinkers like Ivan Southerland and Michael Heim and cu�ng edge philosophical research by David Chalmers, Nick
Bostrom, and Thomas Metzinger.  Over the course of this semester, students will select and pursue their own semester-
long research project on a subject in the philosophy of virtual reality.  This project will be developed in several steps and
with several different expressions, culmina�ng in a class conference and an online class journal (you can find an example
from a past semester at www.techandethics.com ).  During the second half of the semester and as student projects
develop, a por�on of our readings for each week will be selected by students from their independent research projects. 
This format invites collabora�on between students on their research projects and provides important opportuni�es for
students to discuss their findings.  Public health situa�on permi�ng, we will also get some hands-on experience with
VR equipment through the Brookline Interac�ve Group . 

Course Objec�ves

You will develop your abili�es to:

develop advanced knowledge of a specific ques�on within the philosophy and ethics of virtual reality
strategically search for and select both scholarly and non-scholarly sources and read them with understanding,
apprecia�on, and cri�cal judgment

cra� responsible, considered, and well-structured wri�en arguments;
express yourself orally and converse though�ully about complex ideas
engage a range of sources in order to address research ques�ons and to communicate findings in the form of
responsible, considered, and well-structured wri�en arguments
produce clear, coherent prose in a range of genres and styles, using different media and modes of expression as
appropriate
plan, dra�, and revise efficiently and effec�vely, and help your peers do the same by responding produc�vely to
their work
reflect on how research, reading, wri�ng, and edi�ng prac�ces differ for varied audiences, genres, and purposes

Course Handbook

Course Schedule (subject to change)

 Date Learning goals  Readings due

 

Assignments due

 

Unit 1, Course Founda�ons:  Technology, the Future, and Virtual Reality

In this unit, we will lay the theore�cal and philosophical groundwork for the course, beginning with a general
discussion of the “ontology” of technology (i.e., what is technology) and moving into a conversa�on about the role
technology has played in human culture and in individual human lives, se�ng the stage for our more targeted
conversa�on about alternate reality technologies.  We will then begin to think more carefully about the sorts of
trends and pa�erns exhibited by technological development in recent decades, and about what those trends might
mean for the future.

On a prac�cal level, we will begin discussing the basics of a research project, including how form a good research
ques�on, how to delimit a domain of inquiry, how to think about sources, and how to think about your audience.

Week 1:  What is Technology?

Feb. 4

- Define course goals

- Discuss/Review Syllabus

- Introduce topic

- Discussion:  What is
research?  What is
Technology?  What is “future?” 
Why should philosophers care
about VR?

- Exercise 1 handed out

 

 

Required:

- Southerland, Ivan E., “The
Ul�mate Display”

-Greengard, Samuel, Virtual Reality
(Introduc�on)

- Arthur, Brian W., The Nature of
Technology, Ch. 1

- This syllabus

Recommended:

- Aristotle, Physics, Book II

- Fassio,  Alex, “How to Read
Philosophy”

- Philosophy of Technology
(Stanford Encyclopedia)

Come with ques�ons about the
syllabus and the course and
thoughts about technology.

Week 2:  What is Technology (cont.)?  What is “future?”

Feb. 11

- Aristotle on Nature and
Technology

- Exercise 2 handed out

- Introduce Technology and
Society Conference

- What is the future?

Required:

- Aristotle, Physics,  Book II  

- Schummer, Joachim, “Aristotle on
Technology and Nature”  

- Hertzfeldt, Don, World of
Tomorrow  (on Viemo)

Recommended:

- Max, “How Humans are Shaping
our Own Evolu�on”  

- Review Phil. of Tech. Conference
CFA (www.spt.org ) and the
Online Journal of Technology and
Ethics (techandethics.com )

- Exercise 1:  Ini�al self-
assessment (due before class)

Week 3:  Futurism, Phenomenology, and Postphenomenology

Feb. 18

- The Singularity and
Transhumanism

- Technology as a mode of
access

- Research Ques�ons

- Exercise 3 handed out

Required:

- Kurzweil, Ray, The Singularity is
Near   (Ch 1., pgs. 1-17)

- Greengaard, Samuel, Virtual
Reality (Ch 1.)  

- Heidegger, Mar�n, Ques�on
Concerning Technology  
 (selec�ons)

Recommended:

-Heidegger, Mar�n, What is a
Thing?  

- Braver, Lee, Ques�on Concerning
Technology Commentary   , 82-97

- Braver, Lee, Modern Science,
Metaphysics, and Mathema�cs
Commentary   , 70-82

- Exercise 2: Reading Philosophy

 

Week 4:  What’s “virtual” about VR? What makes something “real?”

Feb. 25

- Planning research and best
prac�ces

o Theory as a lens

o Finding and documen�ng
sources

o Finding a Research Niche

o Thinking about arguments
and Argumenta�on

- Exercise 4 handed out

- Assignment Roadmap

Required:

- Rosenberger and Verbeek, A
Postphenomenlogical Field Guide  
(pgs. 9-25)

- Noë, Alva “Is the visual world a
grand illusion?”   (J. Conscious.
Stud., 2002)

- Heim, Michael R. “The Paradox of
Virtuality”   (The Oxford
Handbook of Virtuality, 2014)

Recommended:

- Metzinger, Thomas K.“Why is
Virtual Reality Interes�ng for
Philosophers?”     (Front. In
Robo�cs, 2018)

 

- Exercise 3:  Beginning Research
—finding and evalua�ng claims

 

Unit 2: Research as Explora�on

In this unit, you will conduct open-ended research to develop and shape a research ques�on that will drive your
project.   You will design and propose an executable research project.  In this unit we will also begin doing weekly
check-ins on research progress.  We will also be conduc�ng a very broad survey of several relevant ques�ons in the
philosophy of virtual reality, including metaphysics, simula�on theory, ethics, phenomenology, and aesthe�cs.  We
will also begin weekly research and wri�ng check-ins.

Week 5:  Caves, Dreams, and Demons—A brief history of virtual thinking

March 4

 

- Review Exercise 4

 

 

Required

- Plato’s Cave (The Republic, Book
VII   , pgs. 1-6)

- Descartes’ Dream Argument
(Medita�ons, Part I   pgs 1-5)

- Nozick, Robert “The Experience
Machine”  

Recommended:

- Descartes’ "Cogito" argument
(Medita�ons, Part II   pgs 5-11)

- Bi�arello, Maria, “Mythologies of
Virtuality”   (The Oxford
Handbook of Virtuality, 2014)

- Penny, Simon, “Virtual Reality as
the End of the Enlightenment
Project”   (Culture on the Brink,
1998)

- Exercise 4: Dra� Ini�al
Research Plan and Ques�on 

 

Week 6:  Virtual Reali�es and The Technology of VR (VR, AR, MR, XR)

March 11

- Research, Bibliographies, and
Cita�on

- Exercise 5:  Annotated
Bibliography, handed out

Required

- LaValle, Steven M. Virtual Reality,
 2018 (pgs 1-20 [skim])

- Bruce Damer,“The Virtuality and
Reality of Avatar Cyberspace"    
(The Oxford Handbook of Virtuality,
2014) (pgs 17-18, 26-29, &35-38)

Student Selected

- Hoppe, Ma�hias, "A Human
Touch"   (CHI 2020)

- Youtube:  HaptX Gloves Launch
Video

Recommended:

- Tavinor, Grant, “Towards an
Analysis of Virtual Realism”  
(DiGRA, 2019)

- Nevelsteen, Kim, “Virtual world,
defined from a technological
perspec�ve”  

 -Completed Exercise 4 Due (for
peer exchange)

-Exercise 4b Due Monday March
15

 

 

Week 7:  Simula�on Theory—Is all reality virtual reality? Does it ma�er? (VR and Metaphysics)

March 18

- Discuss Bibliographies

- Anatomy of a Research Paper

- Research Paper Assignment
Sheet handed out

- Exercise 5 (a & b):  Planning
and Dra�ing handed out

Required

- Bostrom, Nick “Are you Living in
a Computer Simula�on”  
(Philosophical Quarterly, 2003)

- Chalmers, David, “The Matrix as
Metaphysics”  
(Philosophers Explore the Matrix,
2005) (1-13 [full text
recommended, especially the
objec�ons!]

Student Selected

- Anathaswamy, Anil, "Do We Live
In a Simula�on?"  (Scien�fic
America, 2020)

- McDonald, Glenn, "We are Not
Living in a Simula�on.  Probably,"

 (FastCompany, 2018) ("do the
math" sec�on - end)

- deGrasse Tyson, Neil & Chuck
Nice, "The Simula�on Hypothesis"

 (StarTalk, 2020) (Op�onal)

Recommended:

- Chalmers, David, “The Virtual and
the Real”   (Disputa�o, 2017)

- Heim, M. Virtual Realism  
(2000)

- Travinor, Grant, “On Virtual
Transparency"   (2019)

- Bekenstein, Jacob “Informa�on in
the Holographic Universe”  
(2007)

- Assignment 1 Annotated
Bibliography Due (Dra�—final to
be included with final dra� of
Research Paper)

-Mid-Semester Course
Evalua�on

Unit 3: Wri�ng for an Academic Audience

In this unit, you will apply the best prac�ces of wri�ng and research—planning, dra�ing, integra�ng feedback, and
revising—to communicate your research to an academic audience with authority and precision.  We will also
con�nue discussing various domains of technology and maintain our weekly check-in schedule.

Week 8:  VR, Phenomenology, Embodiment, and Immersion

March 25

- What makes a good thesis?

- Arguments and
Argumenta�on

 

Required

- Yee, Nick “The Proteus Effect”  
(Human Communica�on Research,
2007), (pgs. 1-6, 15-17)

-Calleja, Gordon “Immersion in
Virtual Worlds”   (Oxford
Handbook on Virtuality, 2014)
(Read pgs 9 & 10 carefully.  Skim
the rest)

Student Selected

-Banos, RM, et. all, "Immersion and
Emo�on" (CyberPsychology &
Behavior, 2004)

Recommended:

- Gualeni, S. “Augmented
Ontologies”   (Philos. Technol.,
2014)

- Gibson, J.J., An Ecological
Approach to Visual Percep�on  
 (1979)

- Riva, Giuseppe, “Being Present in
a Virtual World”   (The Oxford
Handbook of Virtuality, 2014)

- Exercise 5a Due

Week 9:  Virtual Reality, Consciousness, and Ar�ficial Intelligence

April 1

 

- Wri�ng/Research check-in

- Structuring papers

Required

- Metzinger, Thomas K. “Why is
Virtual Reality Interes�ng to
Philosophers” (Front. In Robo�cs
and AI, 2018)

Student Selected

- Bostrom, Nick. "The
Superintelligent Will" (Minds and
Machines, 2012)

-The Unfinished Fable of the
Sparrows  (Parkerharper, 2015)

Recommended:

- Cogburn, Jon, “Against Brain-in-
a-Va�sm,” (Philos. Technol., 2014)

- Exercise 5b Due:  Central Claim 

Week 10:  Virtual Reality and Communica�on

April 8
- Avatars and VR Chat

- Class Journal Project

Required

- Biocca, Frank, Communica�on in
the Age of Virtual Reality (Ch 2,
skim)

-Forster, E.M., The Machine Stops
(1909)

Student Selected

- N/A

Recommended:

- Ohl, S. “Tele-Immersion
concepts” (IEEE Trans. Visual. Comp.
Graph., 2017)

 

- Final version of research paper
due at midnight, Sunday

 Unit 4: Academic Conferences and Class Journal Project

In this unit, you will transi�on first to a new genre, and then to a new audience, highligh�ng how new contexts call
for different kinds of argument, research, and prose style.  You will first convert your research paper into either a
conference presenta�on or poster.  We will then have our own mini-conference modeled on the Society for
Philosophy and Technology conference on Technology and Society (h�ps://www.spt.org/cfa-technology-and-
society-leuven-september-2019/ ).  You will then transi�on into preparing a version of your research for a public
media version of your research (a TedTalk, a video essay, an op-ed, a magazine ar�cle, etc) which will be posted as
part of our class journal, The Online Journal of Technology and Ethics (found here:  techandethics.com)

Week 11:  Virtual Reality, Art, and Entertainment

April 15

-Assignment 3:  Mini
Conference (handed out)

-Assignment 4:  Digital
Expression (handed out)

- Abstracts and Conferences

Required

- Lindley, C.A. “Trans-reality
gaming” (skim)

- Travinor, Grant, The Art of
Videogames, 2009 (pg 10-14.  Skim
Ch 1 & 9 if you have �me)

- Benjamin, Walter, The Work of Art
in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduc�on (sec�ons 1-5)

Student Selected

- Procter, Lesley, "I Am/We Are:
Exploring the Online Self-Avatar
Rela�onship," (Journal of
Communica�on Inquiry, 2020), (45-
49, 59-62)

-Haeney, David, "Instrument
Studio VR Is A Complete Virtual
Music Recording Studio,"
(Upload, 2020) (read ar�cle/watch
video)

Recommended:

- Searles, Rebecca “Virtual reality
can leave you with an existen�al
hangover” (The Atlan�c)

-Sibilla, Federica “I am (not) my
avatar”  (Journal of Psychosocial
Research, 2018)

-Exercise 6:  Abstracts

Week 12:  Social Implica�ons, Personhood, and the Ethics of VR

April 22

- Posters and Presenta�ons

- Public wri�ng, genre, and
audience

- Exercise 7:  Genre &
Audience  (handed out)

Required

- Brey, Philip, “The ethics of
representa�on and ac�on in virtual
reality” (Ethics and Informa�on
Technology, 1999) (pgs. 6-10.  full
text if you have �me)

- Gooskens, Geert, “The Ethical
Status of Virtual Ac�ons” (Ethical
Perspec�ves 2010) (pgs. 61-71, 74-
76, full text if you have �me)

- Beanotherlab.org  (The
Machine to Be Another) (explore
the website)

Student Selected

- TBD

Recommended:

-  “The Social Ontology of Virtual
Environments” (Brey, Philip, The
American Journal of Economics and
Sociology, 2003)

- Mandary, Michael, “Real
Virtuality” (Front. In Robo�cs, 2016)

- Exercise 6:  Abstracts (Due)

Week 13:  Class Conference/Journal Exhibi�on

April 29 - Class Conference  
-Presenta�on Materials Due

-Journal Submission Due 5/5

November 2021
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