VISIONS OF REALITY CORPORATION

“Virtual Man”: A model is surrounded by computer graphics from a virtual world visible
through his head gear. Virtual-reality designers should examine what effects such simu-
lated environments will have on human consciousness, warns Cartwright.

least 60°. Because the senses nor-
mally work together to channel in-
put to the brain, manipulation of all
sensory inputs fosters the perception
of an alternate reality. If participants
feel as though they are a part of a
virtual world, a feeling of total im-
mersion may occur.

Unfortunately, there is very little
psychological knowledge to help
guide experts along this new path

of technological development. For
most of this century, as the unreli-
able techniques of introspection and
self-report fell into disfavor, the
study of human consciousness be-
came almost taboo in a field domi-
nated by the more operationally ori-
ented behaviorists. Introspection
lacked reliability and therefore va-
lidity. This lack of experiential data
is proving to be somewhat of a

handicap to research into virtual re-
ality, which depends upon psycho-
logical processes (such as percep-
tion) that are intimately associated
with conscious activity. At precisely
the time we need to know more
about consciousness, we find that
there is a dearth of knowledge.

Concerns about Consciousness

In 1991, an experimental graduate
course called “Consciousness, Vir-
tual Reality, and Cyberspace in Edu-
cation” was developed at McGill
University in Montreal, Canada. Its
objective was to explore how the
new technology of virtual reality,
and the creation of the accompany-
ing cyberspace, will force us to re-
examine our notions of human con-
sciousness, as well as to understand
how virtual reality may finally pro-
vide us with new tools for its further
exploration. Course participants re-
viewed both classical and contempo-
rary theories of consciousness in an
attempt to determine ways in which
virtual reality might impinge on
both conscious and unconscious psy-
chological processes, as well as the
possible outcomes of such impacts.
Students in the course also engaged
in an on-line computer conference to
discuss these issues.

One of the major concerns ex-
pressed by the participants was the
degree to which virtual reality might
prove harmful. Some of the physical
dangers associated with virtual reality
are already known. Head-mounted
displays, for instance, have been
found to cause disorientation, ver-
tigo, and nausea.

However, little is known about
those aspects of virtual reality that
may interfere with normal psycho-
logical processes. It is possible that
interference with these processes
may put certain “at risk” individuals
in mental or emotional peril. Those
at risk include drug users, people
with schizophrenia or other mental
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