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II. WHAT IS VIRTUAL REALITY? 
 

o what is virtual reality? Considering virtual reality’s 
pervasiveness, it’s surprising that so few have a clue. In 

general, we harbor the vague idea of something “almost real, 
but not really real.” Of course, video games usually come to 
mind. 
 
The “in-crowd,” though, knows VR as a simulated environment 
that stimulates a participant’s senses and provides the feeling of 
being in a different place and time. These digital gurus see the 
world reborn—though only for now—in artificial form. 
 
The more visionary among them nurture other ideas: “VR is an 
immaterial world of pure perception and meaning in and by 
itself.” It is an intuitive system ruled by invisible forces that have 
been made sensuous. It is a realm rich in meaning that beckons 
us “to a better future world.”1 

 

The “real-world” definition, however, ties VR to 
technology—and for good reason. Modern virtual reality began 
with special hardware—goggles and gloves, and a computer, of 
course—and special software that represented 3-dimensional 
graphics. It was “interactive” and “immersive.” The VR system 
did something, and we did something, too: We could actively 
alter (within limits) the simulated world controlled by the 
computer. 
 
The rest of the story is well-known. A worldwide game culture 
currently absorbs us—this time without the goggles and gloves.   

                                                             
1  Philip Zhai, Get Real: A Philosophical Adventure in Virtual 
Reality (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1998) pp. 
125, 126, & back cover. 
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e’re dazzled by the skills of those who design and animate 
video games. We’re impressed by the ever-increasing 

speed and memory, by the latest breakthroughs in software and 
robotics, and by the inundation of information. We’re grateful 
for the seemingly endless applications that benefit all fields of 
endeavor. And we’re fascinated by experiments in the arts: 
hypertext novels, digital installations of visual art, role-playing 
“dramas,” electronic poetry, and interactive movies. 
 
However, virtual reality is more than a computer application. 
Granted, VR requires an intuitive, nonliteral system that 
represents something not there, something beyond itself, 
something unseen.  It requires an immersive interactivity that 
holds the tension between the “known” and the “unknown.” 
And it requires a first person, felt meaning derived from hidden 
sensuous forces.  
 
But these definitions are all predigital! For centuries, the arts 
have required the same definitions. In other words, virtual 
reality does not require a computer. As Samuel Taylor Coleridge 
asserted nearly two hundred years ago, the enjoyment of art 
depends on the audience’s “willing suspension of disbelief.”2 
This suspension, the “buy-in” of the tension between the known 
and unknown, allows us to enjoy everything from The Divine 
Comedy to Star Wars. 
 
“Our biological sense organs are no less signal-transmitters and 
-transformers than the goggles and bodysuit we wear for the 
immersive experience of virtual reality.”3 After all, good stories 

                                                             
2  Neil Greenberg, Art And Organism: A Biological Perspective on 
Art and Aesthetics  
http://tinyurl.com/69ekj8z 
 
3  Zhai, xiv. 
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and great movies are no less vivid to our senses than “flight 
simulators.”  
 
Still, VR—in its digital form—focuses increased attention on the 
beauty and power of the arts. And digital VR will undoubtedly 
become the leading art form of this century. 
 
If it overcomes a major problem . . . . 
 

o far, digital VR remains a “closed system.” It’s stuck in a 
limited, “preplanned” world. Take video games, as example. 

Designers of video games create the game by defining it. The 
players must then follow the game’s preset rules, and—if they 
win—it’s because the game “allows” them to win. The players 
may show impressive skills, but the rules of the game are law. 
We may feel “creative,” but in the end, the game only points to 
itself. 
 
Take a more sophisticated example: In “hypertext novels,” we 
select—more or less blindly—the direction we want the story to 
go. But, again, we face the same problem. We can’t creatively 
commit ourselves to any of the branching texts because all of 
them have been determined.4 
 
A virtual art museum presents a similar problem. With today’s 
high speed information, we can “visit” an online museum and 
“surf” through seemingly endless masterpieces. But this “does 
not bring about wisdom, it only brings more information. 
‘Infomania’ retards rather than accelerates wisdom.”5 More on 
this later. 
                                                             
4  Marie-Laure Ryan, Narrative as Virtual Reality: Immersion and 
Interactivity in Literature and Electronic Media  (Baltimore, MD: 
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003) p. 20. 
 
5  Heim, 145. 
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Authentic virtual reality, on the other hand, is about meaning 
and the creative power of the imagination. Further, it is 
open-ended. Rather than rules, it breaks rules. In place of limits, 
it transgresses limits. In lieu of preset events, it creates 
events—without anyone or anything knowing the outcome. In 
other words, virtual reality—in its finest form—points beyond 
itself. It transmutes itself. 
 
It’s not a game we win or lose. 
 
We need “the fascination with the discontinuous, the analogical 
jumps, the chance encounters of juxtapositions, and the 
back-blowing explosions caused by the collisions of these 
juxtapositions.”6 And, we need intuitive revelation, not written 
with digital code, but with a profound inspiration from beyond 
ordinary knowledge or intelligence. 
 
Unfortunately, we’ve become too captivated with a new 
medium rather than a new message. The designers of digital VR 
know how to shock our senses, twist our attractions, jerk our 
emotions, get “in our face,” and generally manipulate us, but if 
VR is to become the dominant art form of the future, these 
designers will need to know how to create an open-ended 
dialogue with an open-ended “present.” 
 
That’s where we’re going next . . . .

                                                             
6  Ryan, 353. 
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III. VR IS INTUITIVE 
 

o far, our definition of virtual reality has proven more poetry 
than precision. Now we propose a more exact set of terms 

for the VR experience: 
 

Virtual Reality is the intuitive, nonliteral language of 
juxtaposition. Participation in this language is 
immersive and interactive, and the result of the 
experience is felt meaning. 

 
Each of these terms deserves its own description: 

 
 

THE INTUITIVE 
 

If you have to explain a joke, it isn’t funny. True enough. We can 
analyze, classify, examine, and question rational events, but 
intuition occurs before figuring it out. In other words, it is a 
spontaneous knowing that sees unsuspected connections 
between things. We could even call it a trans-rational moment 
since it leaps Abeyond the traditional step-by-step logical chain.@1 
 
People often refer to a hunch, an inkling, a gut feeling, or an 
“aha” moment. Sometimes they say, “It came to me out of the 
clear blue sky.” Or, here is a more easily understood example: 
 

An NFL quarterback has to make several hard decisions in 
a few seconds before he is crushed.  Every play is a 
mixture of careful planning and risky split-second 

                                                             
1  Heim, 96.  
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improvisation.  How does he make all the decisions?  
It's as if his mind is making decisions without him!2 

 
We’re not all quarterbacks, but we all need this gift. The musing 
mind operates on a plane more sensitive and more complex 
than that of consciously controlled thought. 
 

You cannot study Pleasure in the moment of nuptial 
embrace...nor analyze the nature of humor while roaring 
with laughter.3 

                                                             
2  Jonah Lehrer, quoted in David May=s book review of How We 
Decide, (Orlando, FL: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2009) 
http://tinyurl.com/6x2uot3 
 
3  C. S. Lewis quoted in: http://tinyurl.com/6ev57gf 
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IV. VR IS NONLITERAL 
 

R is nonliteral because it exists outside of society’s 
“structured” communication. In other words, it is 

independent of our semantic and syntactic rules, and it ignores 
the exactness of language bent to its own ends. 
 
VR is extralinguistic. 
 
Virtual reality writes its own rules, rises above past rhetoric, and 
calls forth meaning beyond the boundaries of our bound 
dictionaries. In place of an enlightened, linear march toward 
one, final, “correct” answer, VR reveals a multisensory language 
of mosaics and metaphors—a kaleidoscope of patterns, 
transmutations, and forms. 
 
The ancient Hebrews understood this: “In many separate 
revelations [each of which set forth a portion of the Truth] and 
in different ways God spoke of old to [our] forefathers in and by 
the prophets.”1 In other words, the Hebrews embraced many 
different forms of revelations but knew them all as “portions” of 
one truth. Similarly, VR creates in us multiple, non-linear insights 
that point to a unifying, underlying theme.  
 
Incredibly, VR is a language without verbs!2 As an example, it is a 
language of likeness that explores continuities and connections 
rather than fixed identities and definitions. In other words, the 
subject and predicate are the same. Here, we can't ask, “Which 

                                                             
1 Hebrews 1:1,  The Amplified Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan Corporation, 1987). 
 
2 Steven Johnson, Interface Culture: How New Technology 
Transforms the Way We Create and Communicate (New York: 
Basic Books, 1997), pp. 54-56. 
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comes first, the chicken or the egg?” for they mutually and 
simultaneously require each other! 
 
To modern minds, the language of VR would serve no purpose 
unless it was clear and concise. Yet, VR teases us. It is a 
half-unveiling, half-vanishing act. It is a covert language of 
deliberate disguises. It is intentionally ambiguous. With VR, not 
having answers is just as important as having answers. That’s the 
only way it can be both intuitive and nonliteral. 
 
It comes as no surprise, then, that the language of VR is, of 
necessity, a sentient language—involving the senses, feelings, 
and emotions—for it depends on a “pre-semantic surface of 
human experience for its power.”3 
 
We’ve been taught that anything “nonliteral” is a mere figure of 
speech. And, no doubt, skilled writers successfully manipulate 
their figurative words. Too often, though, the fleeting emptiness 
of shallow yet colorful words and the uninspired clichés of dead 
metaphors fail to define the virtual reality of the 21st century. In 
our “enlightened” thinking, we have lost the profundity of 
metaphor. The ancient Hebrews, for example, believed 
prophetic metaphor to be the very voice of God.4 
 
At this moment, we should at least remember the gifts of the 
right-brain with its powers of intuition, emotion, feelings, 
holistic perception, and pattern recognition. Also, perhaps we 
can at least admit that, in any age, language dies in order to live, 

                                                             
3 Lewis Edwin Hahn, Editor, The Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur 
(Chicago: Open Court, 1995) p. 216. 
  
4 Hosea explains in 12:10 that God speaks to us through damah, 
meaning “prophetic metaphor.” 
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and that today’s language is less and less about literal words. In 
fact, some suggest we are living in a “postliterate era.”5 
 
The hidden, yet transparent, signs of VR may become our only 
passport to a fictional, yet not-so-fictional, alternative reality. 
There may be other “nonliteral” languages (computer codes, as 
example), but this language is the “language of juxtaposition.” 
 
That comes next!

                                                             
5 Ryan, 60, 61. 
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V. VR IS JUXTAPOSITION 
 

ost essentially, VR is the language of 
juxtaposition—putting things together that don’t go 

together and the resulting contradiction. The tension within this 
contradiction presents both the power and hope of virtual 
reality. Great thinkers agree: Johann-Georg Hamann insisted, 
“Truth appears only through . . . contradictions of reason.”1 And 
Søren Kierkegaard echoed, “All existential truth is paradoxical . . 
. (and) the language of revelation . . . (is) absolute paradox.”2 
 
So the skills of juxtaposition become crucial. Even Aristotle 
agreed: “The greatest thing by far is to be a master of 
metaphor.”3 With Greek and Hebrew artists, that meant being 
skilled in the language of juxtaposition.  
 
In this serious make-believe realm, VR creates tensions between 
the known and the unknown, the real and the unreal, the 
expected and the unexpected. It holds cheek by jowl the old and 
the new, the local and the global, this world and another world. 
And it juxtaposes the beautiful and the ugly, the ordinary and 
the odd, the force of habit and the shock of the new. 
 
In the ancient metaphor, “Time flies,” we know “time”—the 
passing of days, for example—and we know “flight”—the 
wonder of birds, for example. But how these two “known” 
experiences can be put together remains an “unknown.” No 

                                                             
1
 Johann Georg Hamann, quoted in Louis Dupré, Symbols of the 

Sacred (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000) p. 58. 
 
2
  Søren Kierkegaard, quoted in Dupré, p. 58. 

 
3  Aristotle, The Poetics, http://tinyurl.com/3wfxf7m 
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matter how much you paraphrase and analyze it, the tension in 
this metaphor remains a mystery. Our brief moment on earth is 
more than logical observation. It takes our breath away instead. 
 
It is the measure of our own mortality. 
 
Though usually hidden to everyday thinking, these incompatible 
juxtapositions create ill-at-ease enigmas that, in turn, build 
strange tensions. These alien comparisons produce absurd 
similarities that, in turn, induce intense suspense. And these 
conflicting contraries lead to a disruptive deviance that, in turn, 
causes an acute waiting. 
 
The unresolved tensions in these ridiculous rapports are like 
violin strings anchored at one end and cinched up at the other, 
rejoicing and suffering at the same time from the traveling bow. 
In a similar way, these radically different realities are like the 
archer’s bow that propels its intentional arrow because of the 
tautness between the bow’s opposing poles. 
 
Sometimes wrestling, sometimes merely flirting, we’ve felt these 
opposing forces. We’ve sensed, for example, the carnival-like 
violations in the secret grief of the happy clown. We’ve 
wondered at Negro spirituals that sing of joy and sorrow at the 
same time. And we’ve tasted, concurrently, both sweetness and 
sacrifice at our daughters’ weddings. 
 
It would seem that juxtaposition is neither the candle nor the 
wick, but the burning. 
 

ometimes subtle, often not, these tensions break into our 
reality. These gaps in our knowledge strip the veil of 

familiarity from our world. They catch us off-guard, violate our 
expectations, and impertinently push our envelopes. 
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They are “post-predictable.”4 
 
And, not surprisingly, they surprise us. Like alerted animals, we 
feel a quickening—an increased acuity of the senses—an instant 
focus. And we wait with an intense yearning for some kind of 
resolution. The more willing among us, however, meet these 
intrusions with the fascination and the excitement of a new 
journey. They’re ready to “get somewhere.” 
 
They know this is not the end. It’s only the beginning. 
 

he juxtapositions in VR are just the opposite from “good” 
thinking where thoughts narrow quickly to a single 

conclusion. For the tensions within VR begin and end with 
“multi-everything.” 
 
To begin, they are multimedia. They take many forms. Not only 
can they masquerade as sounds, movements, stories, images 
and anything else, they can also take place anytime and 
anywhere. A story, for example, “can be retold an infinite 
number of ways.”5 Juxtaposition is also multisensory where one 
sense crosses easily to another sense: “The soprano has a 
‘sweet’ voice.” (Taste to hearing.) “The violinist has a ‘velvet’ 
tone.” (Touch to hearing.) 
 
There is “no limit on the number of possible actualizations.”6 
 
They are also multi-perspectived. Single juxtapositions pile on 
top of each other in fathomless complexity. These tumults of 

                                                             
4
 Chip Heath and Dan Heath, Made to Stick: Why Some Ideas 

Survive and Others Die (New York: Random House, 2007) p. 71. 
 
5
 Ryan, 119. 

 
6 Ryan, (above). 
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tensions become kaleidoscopic, and they do this on several 
levels at once. Though the notion remains unpopular among 
enlightened intellectuals, “Consciousness can occupy multiple 
points and points of view.7 

 
This gift means VR is a never-ending cycle of expanding 
resources, a constant state of flux and form, a whirling, revolving 
self-reflection of multifariousness. And this is VR’s secret! The 
more complex, the more tense; the more tense, the more 
meaning. 
 
Take music, for example, where the many juxtapositions within 
melody, harmony, rhythm, or music’s multiple other elements, 
work not only within each element, but against each of the 
other elements as well. If all of those tensions were not enough, 
consider film or opera. There, we find endless kaleidoscopes 
within endless kaleidoscopes when music, drama, visual art, 
narrative, and dance work in amazing complexity—not only 
within each art form, but against each art form as well—to 
achieve a transcendent unifying principle.  
 

bviously, the VR experience lies beyond ordinary 
perception. So the extraordinary perception of the 

experience births from the language of juxtaposition—the 
tension that comes from placing the “known” and the 
“unknown” side by side. Again, it is a half-unveiling, 
half-vanishing act. And the show stops when the unveiled side 
totally unveils or the vanishing side totally vanishes. 
 
In other words, juxtaposition loses its power when the 
contradictions lose their power. Too much of the “known,” for 
example, results in boredom—the tedium of clichés and dead 
metaphors. And too much of the “unknown” results in 

                                                             
7 Ryan, 71. 
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chaos—the total violation of the ordinary and the surreal 
distortions of life itself. 
 
“If you change (an apple) too much, it is no longer an apple.”8 
 
So the “known” and the “unknown” form strange, yet reciprocal, 
relationships. The “known” launches us into the “unknown,” 
while the “unknown” finds anchor in the “known.” The “known” 
brings body to the “unknown,” while the “unknown” adds power 
to the “known.” 
 
Juxtaposition is the essential language of VR, but it is not the 
essential result. Too many impatient participants yank VR 
prematurely back into this world. Too soon, they paraphrase or 
literally restate VR’s hidden tensions. Admittedly, a literal 
metaphor “accomplishes in a word or phrase what could 
otherwise be expressed only in many words, if at all.”9 
 
But VR is the “if at all.” 

  

                                                             
8 Cline, 102. 
 
9 Elyse Sommer & Dorrie Weiss, Metaphors Dictionary, First 
Edition (Tampa, FL: International Thomson Publishing Company, 
1995) p vii. 
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