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Unnarratavized Mind

Stéphanie Walsh Matthews, Toronto Metropolitan University, Canada (Keynote)

Narratives are an essential part of our cognitive abilities. Humans think and have much of their
modeling of the world organized by way of narratives. Narrative theorists have engaged with much of
the psychological and neurological evidence to establish that memory, perception, imagination,
reasoning and language are essential to thinking. Narrative is what "structures the relevant content
of consciousness and gives order and direction to conscious experience that might otherwise be a
jumble of messages from the subsystems of the brain” (Wise, 2018). In order for sequential thinking
to take hold, recognizing the past as different from the present, which in turn is different from the
future is integral. This means that time is a supraessential element that organizes all recognizable
features of the physical and internal world. The evolutionary pathway that leads to the apogee of our
semiotic abilities requires this organizational feature. This feature is also a responsible organizing
mechanism for much of our thinking processes.

So, what happens when time is obfuscated as an organizing feature? Many discussions centering
around the role of artificiality in information sharing, or artificial intelligence, in all of its pervasive
features, seem to allude to the distortion of truths without necessarily looking at the eroding effect it
has on the understanding of time. Bio and Cognitive Semiotics provide us with a theoretical lens that
demonstrates that semiotic engagement has an evolutionary a priori that is embodied. The models
in the mind used to interpret the signs in circulation, are dependent on this in-the-world trait, which
| have called Semiotic Fitness. Although | have not explicitly engaged with “time” in the exploration
of the semiotic trait, it is a central feature of narrative ability, which is a central characteristic to the
species and its fitness. This presentation looks at the effects of engagement with artificial and virtual
spaces on cognitive development most especially on narrative abilities. Some case studies on the
erosion of narrative capacity will be presented as well as the need for narrative to support continuous
healthy human cohesive features.

Civilisation(s) of the Virtual

Athanasios Votsis, University of Twente, Netherlands (Keynote)

Speaking about cultural transformation due to technogenic virtuality signals at least an implicit
concern about the kind of culture that will emerge from the incorporation of digital virtualisation and
immersion in key individual and collective mechanisms of meaning-making. This concern is not just
about the here-and-now; it is also about the anthropological trajectories of a people entangled (cf.
Hodder 2018) with this (or any) technology. The Virtual represents a modality of human existence in
the world, as well as a systematic practice of producing, experiencing, and interpreting life events.
This is different from other modalities and practices to such an extent that it warrants questions
about long-term existential trajectories. In the past, such entanglements with major technological



developments framed the trajectories of a people beyond recognition, as for instance with language,
agriculture, or metalworking. What about virtualisation, then?

Such questions are typically asked by civilisation studies. The talk positions virtualisation within the
interpretative (e.g. Renfrew and Zubrow 1994) and semiotic (Votsis 2023; Votsis n.d.) study of
civilisations, that is, civilisations as symbolic endeavours that encode a stance towards the (natural,
experiential, and embodied) world. | discuss the Virtual through the lens of fundamental attributes
of civilisations, notably the stance they encapsulate about human-environment interaction and the
topological-existential systems of meaning they develop around it. | additionally provide a framework
to understand the virtualisation of culture from the perspective of civilisations and the production
and change in their sign systems. Having a systematic stance and vocabulary about the symbolic
pulse or substratum of a virtualised civilisation is important, because it helps understand and
articulate the stances, ideologies, and world-views that frame its journey through time, from its day-
to-day sub/counter-cultures and social discourses, all the way to its very survival.

Hodder I. 2018. Where are we heading? The evolution of humans and things. Yale University Press.

Renfrew C & Zubrow E.B.W. (eds.) 1994. The ancient mind: elements of cognitive archaeology. Cambridge University
Press.

Votsis, A. 2023. For a civilisational semiotics. Paper presented at the On the Roots of Humanism: Symposium of the
Academy of Cultural Heritages, Syros, 5-8 October.

Votsis, A. Bound by topos: civilisations and their semiotopes. Manuscript under review.

The Meaning of Immersion: Religious Genealogies and Technologies of Virtuality

Massimo Leone, University of Turin, Italy (Keynote)

Immersion is a primordial experience of perceptual transformation, rooted in the ancient sensation
of the body entering a medium other than air — typically liquid — where weight, perception, and the
boundary between self and world are reconfigured. Religions have long imagined immersion as a
ritual or symbolic fusion with transcendence, a return to amniotic origins, while the arts have sought
to reproduce this condition through illusion, spectacle, and aesthetic absorption. Today, virtual
reality and metaverse technologies renew this ancestral dream of fluid transformation, erasing the
boundaries between body and environment and reawakening both the ecstasy and the danger of
dissolution. This paper traces a semiotic and etymological genealogy of immersion — from the
Sanskrit majjat (“to sink”) and the Greek bapto (“to dip, to transform”) to contemporary digital
environments — highlighting the tension between immersion as salvation and immersion as loss. By
examining the case of The Sphere in Las Vegas, inspired by Ray Bradbury’s The Veldt, the study
explores how virtual immersion becomes both a spiritual and technological allegory: a new oceanin
which the human self risks drowning. The paper proposes to reread immersive technologies through



the lens of religious and ethical traditions, in search of points of light that may orient contemporary
subjects navigating the puzzling depths of digital experience.

From Technogenic to Humane Virtuality: Policy Pathways
for Safeguarding European Culture in an Immersive Age

Francesco Mureddu, The Lisbon Council, Belgium (Keynote)

Digital immersive technologies are transforming culture in unprecedented ways, raising concerns
about disembodiment, the externalisation of cognition and changes in collective meaning-making.
While technological and market-driven strategies highlight infrastructure, jobs and safety, they often
neglect the cultural and anthropological foundations of meaning, identity and ritual. As immersive
environments redefine the human condition and blur distinctions between real and simulated
experiences, there is an urgent need to examine how such virtualisation reshapes the cognitive and
interpretive spine of societies. This talk will argue for policy pathways that move from a purely
technogenic view of virtuality to a humane, inclusive and human-centred approach. Drawing on
interdisciplinary research into the long-term structural effects of virtualisation on culture and
existing proposals to develop risk-assessment frameworks for policymakers, the presentation
outlines principles for safeguarding Europe’s cultural heritage and identity in an immersive age. It
calls for governance models and public policies that recognise virtuality as a socio-cultural doctrine
while ensuring that the benefits of innovation are harnessed without eroding human agency, diversity
and meaning.

(Dis)embodiment, Imaginings and the Role of Absence:
Materiality of Ancient (Greek) Religion in Museums

Petra Pakkanen, The Finnish School in Athens, Greece & Finland (Keynote)

This presentation examines three key issues through a case study of museum displays featuring
material related to ancient Greek religion. 1) The first issue concerns the concept of embodiment,
which is explored on two levels. The first level addresses whether material representations can be
regarded as embodiments of abstract ideas about past religious beliefs and ideologies. The second
level considers the role of perception, cognitive processes, and sensory experience as possible
engagement with museum displays. 2) The second part of the presentation discusses the premises
and the “long history” of materiality in ancient Greek religion. 3) The final section brings into
discussion the concept of absence and the role of imaginings in our engagement with past material
remains. Within this framework, the virtualisation of culture in relation to our material is undergoing
change. This transformation can be viewed positively when considered within the framework of
multiple embodiments, absence as a constitutive effect or even a generative force, and the emergence
of new ways of imaginings of old objects.



Virtue and the Virtual: Learning Theories in Plato and Beyond

Eva Anagnostou-Laoutides, Macquarie University, Australia (Keynote)

For Plato, human learning is based on the soul’s ability to recollect the images of truth it had
witnessed before its embodiment. Knowledge is the result of returning to the world of the eternal
Forms, a quest which only those who have achieved moral excellence can fulfil. The experience of
this ultimate reality, famously described in the Phaedrus, is lifechanging even if ineffable; yet,
despite his pronounced dualism, Plato is adamant that the senses, if trained properly, can guide
individuals and collectives confidently in the intellectual and moral reframing that philosophy
procures for its diligent students. In this context, Plato’s educational program as explained in
the Republic and the Laws is a culturally informed manual for achieving consensus on the reality the
ideal city-state ought to embrace. My paper compares Plato’s virtuous reality with the cognitive and
sensory mechanisms underpinning digital virtuality in the modern world. The similarities and
differences of virtuous and virtual realities give rise to new modes of self-actualization but also group
formation which modern societies can and should use to educate its members. Examples of
intervening in response to racial and gender ideologies in virtual reality will be discussed, while the
ways in which Al can affect virtual reality will be also raised.

Technogenic Virtuality and the Human Condition

Dina Babushkina, University of Twente (Keynote)

Virtuality—in the broadest sense of the word—is constitutive of the human condition. The
intangibility of the virtual is as seductive as it is perplexing and inescapable. For Levy, virtuality is
boundness by unboundedness which comes with the spell of liberation (Nietzsche) and the promise
of an escape from the ultimate constraint of the human being: the determinism of the embodied, i.e.
mortality. Descartes grasped another aspect of the inescapability of the virtual when he pointed out
the inescapability of cognition. For semioticians and existentialists (even thought for different
reasons) that meant that we cannot escape trying to make sense out of the world. This longing is built
into our everyday life, our culture and collective consciousness.

Virtuality is a condition of being-in-between; it is the ultimate spatiality of non-space; the Nowhere.
As such, it blurs the boundaries between the non-existent and existent, the real and the apparent,
possible and actual. The virtualis the point of negation and initiation; the portal and the passage. The
mesmerized glaze into a screen is the same memorized glaze into the passage through POmmelte;
and with it, into oneself. But while religion, art, memory, and imagination are the ways of the virtual,
ways to gaze at, engage and identify with, they are also ways to protect what is not. Portals and
passages are spells, safeguarding fundamental binaries. There, the absent is the transcendent; it
remains beyond the reach, ensuring that what we do not desire does not come into being. Digital
virtual reality is different; it is no longer the carefully guarded access to the transcendent.
Technogenic virtuality makes actualization the ultimate goal. It exists for itself, misplacing
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transcendence with the void (Votsis & Babushkina forthcoming); substituting an extended thing with
a simulation. It is the realm of unbound potentiality (Ellul; Baudrillard) where no constraints of the
embodied physicality, which make humans what they are (Kierkegaard), apply. Technogenic
virtuality is itself becoming a constraint.

We need to take seriously the fact that virtual reality, that has become our modern mode of
existence, is of technogenic origin (Votsis & Babushkina, forthcoming). Technogenesis determines
properties and effects of virtual reality. We need to understand how technogenesis of virtualization
changes ways in which people will experience life events: learn, create, work, worship, get married,
have friends. How do technogenic properties such as displacement, non-extentiality,
disconnectedness, emersion, simulated embodiedness, reshuffled perpetual and attention
economy, alongside decontextualized cognition and pan-commodification through digitalization
affect the experiential fabric of our lives?

Social Ontology and Virtual Reality

Pekka Makela and Raul Hakli, University of Helsinki, Finland (Keynote)

In this talk we will discuss phenomena of virtual culture from the point of view of research on social
ontology. Our aim is to locate, or at least discuss possible ways of locating, virtual phenomena on
ontological map drawn on the basis of the assumption that there is one world. We will also explore
the opportunities of stretching the magic formula of social ontology, X counts as Y in C, to be
employed in explanatory use outside institutional reality.

Virtualisation and the Energy Transition

Thomas Hoppe, University of Twente, Netherlands (Keynote)

Virtualization can be used in various ways in processes to accelerate the energy transition. Firstly, to
gain more insight into how energy systems function and how to optimize them. For example,
with Virtual Power Plants (VPPs). Virtualization can also be used in the development of futures,
visions, and co-creative and gamified processes to develop sociotechnical development paths. It
can also facilitate energy professionals and decision-makers in their respective operational and
strategic tasks. While there are many opportunities here, virtualization is also new and unexplored in
the (conservative) energy sector. There are also concerns because virtualization often does not yet
address the negative externalities of data centers and future energy systems.
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Law in the Age of Virtualism: Legal Ontologies and Rights in a Fully Virtualised Culture

Imad Ibrahim, University of Twente, Netherlands

As immersive technologies such as virtual, augmented, and extended reality (VR/AR/XR) blur the
boundaries between physical and digital existence, the law faces a profound ontological challenge.
The emerging age of virtualism questions not only the nature of human experience but also the
frameworks of accountability, personhood, and justice that underlie our legal systems. This paper
explores the implications of digital virtualisation for law and culture by examining how legal norms
adapt—or fail to adapt—to environments where embodiment, authorship, and evidence are
technologically mediated. Drawing on jurisprudence, digital ethics, and cultural theory, the paper
situates law within the processes of cultural virtualisation identified by scholars: disembodiment,
desensitisation, and the externalisation of cognition. It argues that legal doctrine must
reconceptualise traditional categories such as ownership, identity, and harm in light of the
ontological instability of virtual artefacts and actions. Through case studies of virtual property
disputes, Al-generated creativity, and immersive cultural production, the paper demonstrates how
law increasingly operates as both a cultural driver and modifier within virtualised contexts.
Ultimately, the paper contends that legal frameworks must evolve from reactive regulation toward
virtual jurisprudence: a proactive legal philosophy capable of addressing the cognitive, symbolic,
and embodied dimensions of life in virtual environments. In doing so, it contributes to the broader
symposium theme by mapping how the virtualisation of culture necessitates a parallel virtualisation
of law—raising urgent questions about justice, responsibility, and human values in the digital age.

Digital Literacy and Extinction Internet

Letizia Chappini, University of Twente, Netherlands, &
Geert Lovink, Institute of Network Cultures, Netherlands (Keynote)

It is easier to envision the death of the internet than the death of capitalism. Doomscrolling, tech
addiction, excessive usage, compulsive checking, social isolation, and echo-chambers of polarised
opinions are only some of the effects of the diffusion of smartphones in our everyday lives. The
acquisition of a high degree of digital literacy becomes an essential component to decode the
complexity of the digital realm and the risks behind it. It pertains to the ability to find reliable
information online, to communicate respectfully in digital spaces, and to use digital tools, such as
commercial global platforms, energy dashboards and social media environments. This paper
explores the concept of digital literacy in relation to the drift of the internet culture and the collapse
of our environment.
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Governance of illusions? Governance Risks of Virtual Reality Technologies
in Climate Adaptation Projects.

César Casiano Flores, University of Twente, Netherlands

While Extended Reality (ER) technologies have proven helpful for citizen engagement and can help
show citizens climate adaptation risks and potential solutions, their use can also negatively impact
governance and sociocultural structures. For example, they can discourage critical social
participation. They depend on models created by experts and big private companies, not necessarily
focused on social value. Moreover, their implementation can exclude local knowledge, favour
specific social groups and weaken cultural connections to the territory. Based on a literal review,
these and other impacts of ER will be presented along with mitigation strategies.

Extended Spaces: How AR Can Transform Cultural Memory in Public Space

Abner Preis, TETEM Foundation, Netherlands (Keynote)

In this talk, artist and director Abner Preis presents Extended Spaces, a new platform that uses
augmented reality and immersive storytelling to bring hidden histories, overlooked voices, and local
cultural memory into everyday public spaces. Blending artistic research, open-source technology,
and site-specific narratives, the project reimagines streets, museums, and neighborhoods as living
archives. Preis discusses how AR can democratize access to culture, empower communities to tell
their own stories, and create new forms of shared civic imagination.

The Ontological Economisation of the Virtual: A Taxonomy for our Virtual Selves

Diana Martin, University College London, UK

Why are there suddenly so many economies? In recent years, scholars across disciplines have
identified a proliferation of economic metaphors, such as gig economy, surveillance economy,
attention economy, affection economy, fun economy, or disinformation economy. This
multiplication of “X-economy” formulations extends economic language into domains once
considered outside market logic, such as consciousness, creativity, or relationships.

This contribution argues that the proliferation of economic vocabulary in the virtual domain signals
an ontological transformation: the emergence of an economy of the virtual being. This is neither
conceptual confusion nor semantic inflation. As digital infrastructures mediate ever more aspects of
life, virtual existence becomes a substrate of value creation, scarcity, and extraction. Platforms,
metrics, and data systems translate ethical, affective, and relational capacities into programmable
forms of value. The virtual is the site where moral order is rewritten as algorithmic governance.
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Through a survey of literature, | develop a taxonomy of virtual economies, each expressing a distinct
modality of economised being. Together, they reveal how virtualisation absorbs moral life into
systems of optimisation and exchange. In response, the paper returns oikonomia to its original sense
of care for the shared conditions of life, rather than its recent understanding as market rationality. In
a world where virtual environments have become “households” of human existence, sustaining
them demands care and reciprocity. The presentation concludes with a call to an ocikonomic ethics
of digital life grounded in relational stewardship of our virtual habitats and the selves who inhabit
them.

How Al Movies and VR Movies Can Help us Avoid Digging our own Graves
Nolen Gertz, University of Twente, Netherlands

The transformation of the film industry into the Al industry can be seen as an effort to make Hollywood
productions seem as exciting and cutting-edge as products coming out of Silicon Valley, but more
importantly itis also an effort to maximize profits for studios by “streamlining operations, reducing costs,
and enhancing creative possibilities.”™ Or to put it another way, tech companies have enabled movie
studios to replace movie locations, movie actors, and even movie writers, with Al programs like ChatGPT.
It should perhaps come as no surprise then that studios are happy to green-light movies that not only find
bigger and bolder ways to make use of CGl, but that are centered on pro-Al storylines. But at the same
time Hollywood directors, writers, and actors have all gone on strike in order to fight back against this
trend and to seek protections against this desire of studios to replace their jobs with Al.1?

And so here we find what is perhaps the most vital contradiction that Al movies seek to resolve. For if Al
can replace all of the human elements traditionally required to make movies, then Al could replace
Hollywood itself, resulting in aworld where people use Al to make their own movies. Marvel movie director
and Al company board member Joe Russo claims that we are heading towards precisely such a
Hollywood-less future:

You could walk into your house and [say to] the Al on your streaming platform: “Hey, | want
amovie starring my photoreal avatar and Marilyn Monroe's photoreal avatar. | wantit to be
a rom-com because I've had a rough day,” and it renders a very competent story with
dialogue that mimics your voice. It mimics your voice, and suddenly now you have a rom-
com starring you that's 90 minutes long. So you can curate your story specifically to you.!

After giving this answer, Russo then asked the audience if this idea “excites you or scares you” and
apparently the audience tended to find the idea more scary than exciting. In response, Donald Mustard—
the CEO of Epic Games who was being interviewed alongside Russo—chimed in:

Scared? And maybe we should be scared, right? | don't know, | kind of think, just like any

newtool or any newform, artists and craftspeople, we'll find ways to create new, awesome
things with it. And it’s really just that, it’s another exciting, cool technology.
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So here we can see that Russo and Mustard are both aware that they are in a contradictory position, trying
to both promote Al as “another exciting, cool technology,” while nevertheless recognizing that “maybe
we should be scared” that such a pro-Al stance could help create a world where their careers no longer
exist. The essential question here thenis: how can the makers of Al movies avoid digging their own graves?

Of course this is the question that now seemingly haunts every field. How, for example, can universities
promote Al as a way to make education “fun” and “personalized” without thereby making universities
seem obsolete and replaceable by Al? In this paper I will look at how the film industry has tried to resolve
this contradiction in order to help us to understand how possibly other industries (e.g., education) should
do so as well.

' Neil Sahota, “The Al Takeover In Cinema: How Movie Studios Use Artificial Intelligence,” Forbes, 8 March 2024,
https://www.forbes.com/sites/neilsahota/2024/03/08/the-ai-takeover-in-cinema-how-movie-studios-use-artificial-
intelligence/.

! Jake Coyle, “In Hollywood writers’ battle against Al, humans win (for now),” AP News, 27 September 2023,
https://apnews.com/article/hollywood-ai-strike-wga-artificial-intelligence-39ab72582c¢3a15f77510c9c30a45ffc8.
¥ Jones, “Joe Russo & 'Fortnite's Donald Mustard Weigh In”.

“ bid.

The Use of Virtual Reality As a Means of Homogenization and Decolonization of the Curriculum:
The Case of Mozambique in the Visual Education Subject

Rangel de Almeida Manjate, Universidade Federal De Goias, Brasil

This article reflects on the national curriculum and decoloniality. It aims to incorporate native
knowledge into the curriculum by using virtual reality as a means for nationwide coverage.
Representation through virtual reality will improve motivation, research, and the learning of various
cultural expressions that are difficult to access, as well as the acquisition of new technological skills.
Curricular change in Mozambique is seen as the culmination of the 1955 Bandung Conference and
the World Declaration on Education for All, Jomtien Conference of 1990, within the context of the
political, cultural, and social transformations that took place in Mozambique after its independence
from five centuries of Portuguese colonization. The local curriculum is not only a space for integrating
local knowledge, values, and practices into the national curriculum; above all, itis a potential space
for negotiation, assessment, and validation of knowledge of both natures (CASTIANO, 2006).
Decoloniality is not merely an epistemological or academic option, or a field of “study,” but rather a
way of life, a way of thinking and doing; in other words, of living and coexisting with those who
embrace the decoloniality option, and with those who find parallel or complementary paths to it
(MIGNOLO, 2017). The study follows a qualitative approach supported by the historical-deductive
method. It concludes that there is an opportunity for the emancipation of native art, the creation of
virtual collections, and the homogenization of cultural manifestations with the objective of
strengthening Mozambican identity and integrating native arts into the national curriculum. Virtual
reality is used to analyze and systematize native artistic expressions (Mapiko, Nyao, Xigubo, and Tufo
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dances) as well as their costumes, colours, and aesthetic expressions. It represents an opportunity
to compile local artistic activities and make them part of the national heritage.

The Virtuality of Aesthetic Experience Between Distance and Immersion

Dakota Wayne, Switzerland

This paper argues that artworks themselves project virtual spaces that we ‘look into’ or are ‘engulfed
by.” Drawing from theory of the visual arts, theater, and contemporary music, | propose that the
history of modern and postmodern art oscillates between ‘distance’ and ‘immersion’ as a way of
relating the spectator or listener to the virtual spaces posed by works of art or music. Distance and
immersion thus form complementary modes of virtual presence that structure the encounter
between subject and artwork. Through a theoretical framework developed in parallel with my
compositional work, | show that aesthetic perception always takes place within a virtual space —a
mediated field where the actual and the potential Interpenetrate.

Modernist art maintained this virtuality through aesthetic distance: the estrangement or “shock” that
separated artwork from life, securing critical reflection. In today’s late-capitalist and digitally
mediated condition, however, such distance collapses under the ubiquity of immersive media. As
global culture becomes “internally disjunctive” (Osborne) and “distanceless” (Jameson), the
immersive affects once confined to the artwork now permeate everyday experience. Against this
background, | propose immersion as a new critical aesthetic value — not as passive absorption, but
as an intensive, bodily, and reflexive engagement with virtuality itself.

By examining the interplay of distance and immersion as extensive and intensive movements through
medial layers of virtual space, the paper develops a model for understanding how art can reclaim a
measure of autonomy within a culture saturated by virtuality. Aesthetic experience, | argue, offers a
microcosm of cultural virtualization: it stages the paradoxical coexistence of disembodiment and
affect, mediation and immediacy, virtual and real. In this way, art can lay bare the structures that
determine this condition by manifesting the very modes of perception that constitute this virtuality.

Embodied Morphologies of the Virtual: Imagination, Performance and XR

Giulia Andreini and Francesco Melchiorri, [IULM University Milan, Italy

This contribution develops a phenomenological, mediological, and anthropological understanding of
digital virtuality as a morphological transformation of human imaginative and performative experience.
Drawing on the phenomenology of embodiment (Merleau- Ponty 1945), and the mediological theories

ofthe image and the technical apparatus (Carbone &amp; Lingua 2023) it explores how technologically
driven environments amplify and reshape this continuum of virtualisation.
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Within this framework, virtuality is conceived as the organism’s embodied power of transcendence, as
the capacity to exceed immediate conditions and to project new horizons of experience (Merleau-
Ponty 1942). In réverie (Bachelard 1960), for instance, imagination unfolds a quasi-perceptual world
while the subject, though remaining embodied, detaches from its surroundings and inhabits an
elsewhere through a virtual body (Merleau-Ponty 1945): a bodily faculty of displacement allowing
actionwithin the imagined world. Human beings are thus never confined to their situation but animated
by a virtual drive, projecting themselves toward new experiential horizons, and capable of
simultaneously being here and Elsewhere.

Performance extends this dynamic into a collective form. Through the autopoietic feedback loop
between actors and spectators (Fischer-Lichte 2004), performance, as a cultural technique of
virtualization, suspends everyday contingency by opening a liminal space (Turner 1969) where
identities and bodies are transformed. In this shared threshold, the bodies of actors and spectators
become virtual bodies: they appear not as a disembodied simulation but as a continuation of the
body’s openness to the sensible.

From a Merleau-Pontian perspective, XR actualizes this body’s latent virtuality - the reversible relation
between perceiving and being perceived - revealing liminality as a morphological principle of
embodied experience. Indeed, as Diodato (2012) and Pinotti (2022) note, the environmentalisation of
the image turns representation into an inhabited space, making the spectator a spect-actorin a liminal
state: grounded in the physical body while at the same time acting in the virtual space through the
virtual body of the avatar. Yet, the digital codification of this power of transcendence redefines the very
meaning of virtuality, turning indeterminacy and contingency into a designed horizon of experience,
thereby exposing the ambivalent nature of digital virtuality.

Platonic Virtualism: Equality and Virtual Society

Eno Trimgev, University of Erlangen-Nuremberg, Germany

In order to investigate the presuppositions of virtualism from the perspective of equality, this paper
constructs a Panglossian cyberutopia of a fully virtualist society in Soffner’s (2024) sense. It argues
that a virtual lifeworld (Lebenswelt) necessarily demands two classes of people outside of it: the
statesmengineers who sustain the digital and material infrastructure of the lifeworld and the biotic
helots who maintain the natural corporeal and ecological base of human life in the lifeworld.

Drawing on John Rawls’s idea of a “well-ordered society” as a political community effectively
regulated by a shared conception of justice, the paper shows that virtualism cannot meet even this
minimal normative condition. What appears as the perfect virtual order to its digital citizens veils
hierarchies of techno-political production on one hand and of natural and ecological care on the
other. Virtualism, therefore, transforms the very conditions under which equality can be experienced
and represented. In the fully virtual society, the three strata cease to perceive each other as sharing
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the same ontological or even biological existence. This renders equality as a political and cultural
principle unintelligible, rendering equality as a political and cultural principle Unitelligible.

Methodologically, the paper employs a realist synthesis of contemporary technological, economic,
and philosophical trends to construct its cyberutopia as a critical heuristic. The analogy with Plato’s
kallipolis is diagnostic: it allows us to discern the formal unity of a virtual order that, like Plato’s just
city, is perfectly hierarchical and self-consistent yet existentially unjust. Through this Platonic lens,
virtualism appears as philosophy inverted: the dream of rational governance fulfilled not by wisdom
but by code, and the pursuit of justice replaced by algorithmic order.

The Relationship Between the Virtual and the Liturgical

Enrico Beltramini, Notre Dame de Namur University, United States

This study examines whether the liturgy can retain its efficacy in virtual, augmented, or mixed- reality
environments—a question that has become increasingly urgent amid technological innovation and
shifting patterns of worship. Advocates of digital liturgy argue that integrating technology is not a
mere concession to modernity but a pastoral necessity: the Church, they claim, must modernize and
democratize its communication, using digital tools to reach those separated from sacramental life
by geography, mobility, or social exclusion. Technology, in this view, can extend the Church’s
presence into believers’ everyday environments, enhancing accessibility and participation while
preserving the sacred dimension of worship. Yet this effort faces a crucial challenge—ensuring that
modernization serves communion and faith, rather than convenience or functionality.

Traditionally, two main theological objections oppose the idea of virtual liturgy. The first, rooted in
classical theology, holds that digital environments cannot mediate the sacred because they lack the
material and consecrated qualities required for sacramental presence. Virtual rites may express
faith symbolically, but they cannot convey real grace. The second objection, prominent in Catholic
theology, concerns the absence of physical assembly: without the bodily presence of worshippers,
the liturgy loses its ecclesial and sacramental depth.

This study identifies a third, distinct line of critique, grounded in the liturgical theology of Romano
Guardini and Joseph Ratzinger. Both thinkers emphasize that the efficacy of the liturgy depends on
the integrity of its ritual form—a form constituted by embodied, communal, and materially enacted
gestures such as kneeling, standing, singing, or processing, which together manifest the Church’s
participation in the Paschal Mystery. The essential question, then, is whether virtual space can
sustain these embodied and communal dimensions. The presentation proposes a liturgical theology
that resists both dismissal and uncritical acceptance of virtual worship, advocating instead a
sacramentally grounded framework for understanding digital Mediation.
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Will We Eventually Emigrate to a Virtual World?

Wolfhart Totschnig, Universidad Diego Portales, Chile

The technology called “virtual reality” is the most recent and most sophisticated example of a
fictional world. Humanity has been creating such worlds since at least the beginning of recorded
history and probably earlier—first only with words (tales), then with words and actions (theater), then
with images (painting), then with moving images (film), and finally with interactive systems
(computer games). “Virtual reality” is the latest stage in this development. We can identify in this
history two directions of progress: On the one hand, the fictional worlds have become ever more
immersive—it has become ever easier to lose oneself in them and forget the real world. And on the
other hand, they have become ever more interactive—the virtual world responds, in increasingly
detailed ways, to the individual’s actions. Considering this long history, the question arises: why do
we create fictional worlds and spend so much time in them? The answer, mainly, is that they are
more enjoyable than the real world. They are more entertaining (because they are designed to be
entertaining), more relaxing (because living in them requires little physical exertion), freer (because
in them you can be who you want to be), and safer (because you do not really die in them). Fictional
worlds thus have many advantages over the real world, which generates a well-known problem of
addiction: By spending too much time in them, we risk neglecting our organic bodies and real lives.

In this presentation, | will discuss the long-term prospects of this development. It seems likely that
we will one day invent technology that will allow us to spend all our time in fictional worlds. When
that day comes, what will happen to humanity? Will many or even all people take the opportunity to
leave the real world behind for good? What reasons will there be to stay in the physical world?

Simulated Farewells: Spirit Photography, Al Grief, and the Mediation of Absence

Wang Chengdong, Universiti Malaya, Malaysia

This paper explores how virtual technologies reshape cultural responses to death and mourning by
comparing two practices from East Asia: spirit photography in Republican China and contemporary Al-
based grief simulations such as South Korea’s Meeting You. Drawing on media history and cultural
analysis, we examine how these practices mediate absence and help people cope with loss. Spirit
photography used the camera as a tool to suggest a link between the living and the dead. It was closely
tied to local ritual practices such as fuji spirit-writing, and presented itself as a spiritual or scientific
medium. Rather than offering factual evidence, it provided emotional comfort through symbolic
presence, collective memory, and ritual meaning. In contrast, contemporary Al mourning technologies
use digital avatars and immersive visual effects to create the illusion of interacting with the deceased.
These experiences often turn grief into a media event, shifting focus from remembrance to emotional
impact. While both forms deal with the challenge of absence, the digital version introduces new
tensions. Al rituals can offer a sense of closure or healing, but may also lead to emotional dependency
or confusion. When virtual presence becomes highly realistic, some users may struggle to distinguish
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between simulation and reality. This may complicate the grieving process and alter how people define
loss, memory, and emotional truth. Our analysis suggests that as mourning becomes increasingly
shaped by digital tools, it is essential to reflect on the values that guide these experiences. We argue
that cultural responses to death are not only changing in form, but also in function, and that the rise of
emotionally engineered media invites deeper ethical and psychological questions about how humans
grieve in a virtual age.

Commodifying Otherness: Virtuality, Representation, and the Ethics of the Digital Gaze

Pravajya Pandey, Independent Researcher, India

As digital culture increasingly mediates our ways of seeing and being seen, “otherness” has become
avisible and tradable aesthetic within virtual spaces. This paper examines how processes of digital
virtualisation transform the representation of difference, particularly diasporic and gendered
identities, into consumable cultural artefacts. Drawing on Marx’s notion of commodity fetishism and
Adorno’s critique of the culture industry, the paper argues that virtualisation does not merely
reproduce systems of commaodification but refines them: it aestheticises empathy and sells alterity
as affective experience.

Through the lens of Homi Bhabha’s concept of hybridity, virtual identity-making is understood as
both subversive and complicit—where self-representation can resist marginalisation even as it
becomes assimilated into algorithmic visibility. This ambivalence is further explored through an
ethical framework informed by Emmanuel Levinas’s phenomenology of the Other, reinterpreted for
a digitally mediated context where the “face” becomes a flattened interface.

The paper situates this analysis within the broader question of whether virtualisation amplifies or
erodes the ethical encounter at the heart of cultural interaction. In doing so, it connects debates on
authenticity, embodiment, and agency to the materialinfrastructures of digital platforms. Ultimately,
it suggests that the virtual commodification of otherness reveals both the promise and peril of
contemporary culture: the possibility of expanded representation and the risk of ethical
desensitisation.

Hospitable Futures: Debt, Community, and Co-Creation in Virtual Ecologies

Jacqueline Viola Moulton, The Institute for the Doctoral Studies in the Visual Arts

Agnes Varda, the film maker, once remarked, “If we opened people up, we’d find landscapes.” This
project takes Varda’s intuition as an entry point into imagining virtualised futures in which humans,
environments, and technologies are entangled in shared terrains. In these emergent landscapes, the

future is not a distant horizon but a co-created space shaped by relations among beings, machines,
and ecologies. Donna Haraway’s claim that “we become with one another or not at all” signals that
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futurity is always an interdependent process, an ongoing articulation in which the past dissolves into
the present and mutual becoming takes form.

Within this frame, the concept of debt becomes philosophically generative rather than purely
economic. Following Roberto Esposito, debt can be understood as a constitutive condition of
community: a non-repayable obligation that binds singular beings to one another without collapsing
their differences. This relational indebtedness troubles the borders between self and other while
offering new models of belonging.

This project argues that the ethical and aesthetic dimensions of debt become especially salient in
virtualised futures, where human and nonhuman agencies intersect in increasingly porous ways.
Taking up Derrida’s notion that “hospitality can only be a poetic act,” | theorise debt as a
performative practice of hospitality, one that blurs boundaries between human and machine, human
and animal, human and environment. In this view, virtualisation is not a withdrawal from the world
but a site for reimagining how futures are co-created across species, systems, and technological
forms.

By reframing debt as a shared, creative obligation, this paper proposes a posthuman vision of
community that expands our sense of what collective life can be. Ultimately, it invites a
reconsideration of how ethical and imaginative practices might shape the landscapes of our
virtualised futures.

The Transformation of the Other Through and Because of Screens:
A Sartrean View on Screens in Everyday Life

Gijs van Mil, KU Leuven, Belgium

Due to Sartre, our fundamental relationship to the other is one of conflict. Through the gaze of the
subject-other we feel alienated from ourselves: the others freedom leads to a judgement that we
cannot know, which gives our being-for-others a fundamental indefiniteness. For example in shame,
we acknowledge that we are the ‘outside’ that the other sees: it is the feeling of being an object-for-
others. To resolve this tension, we can use our own freedom to make the other appear as an object-
other, reducing the subjectivity that alienated us to a mere attribute of the object-other. We care to
keep the others in the object way of being, but it is an absolute possibility that the other can always
(re-)appear as a subject-other. Our contemporary relationship to the other is often mediated by
screens, which reduces the presence of the other in several ways. At the same time, screens cause
a certain absence of others in the public space. This paper aims to explore how the ubiquity of
screens in our everyday life affects our relation to others. In the first part | will explain Sartre’s
analysis of our relation to the other. In the second part | will apply this conceptual framework to
explore how screens affect this relation in two ways: the reduction of the other through the screen
and the absence of the other in public space because of screens, for example when people are
captivated by their phones. In the third part | will apply Hartmut Rosa’s concept of resonance - a
relational concept that describes a particular mode of being-in-the-world in which the subject and
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the world mutually affect and transform one another - to argue why the transformation of the other
through and because of screens is something we should be cautious about.

The Algorithmic Gaze: the Politics of Seeing in Magnus Von Horn’s Sweat
Gabriel Brisola, Universidade do Distrito Federal in Brasilia, Brazil

This presentation analyses Sweat (2020), a polish film by Magnus Von Horn, in three distinct levels,
all grounded on the notion of gaze and its cultural shift in the context of virtualisation and social
media practices. The first level, based on the contributions of Stephen Heath and Mark Garrett
Cooper concerning the organization of film based on the gaze, analyses how the dynamics of looks
of its narrative plays a major role on the organization and development of the main argument and
conflict. This first section lays ground to the second, on which it will try to understand how the
protagonist’s gaze is at the core of her own profession: that of the fashion and fitness digital
influencer. This section resorts to the field of Critical Platform Studies in order to further the
understanding of how this look is formatted and distributed through Social Media. Lastly, it will
analyze how this state of affairs influences sociality, based on, mainly, the thought of Jacques
Ranciere and Marie-José Mondzain, to argue that this specific Social Media practice, and its related
gaze, conforms a mimetic regime, one that reinforces a correspondence of sense in its users,
grounded on the influencer's repeated gaze towards its audience. This presentation puts forth the
notion of algorithmic gaze, one that describes this threefold knot - visuality, algorithms and sociality
-that Sweat hints at by arguing that a cultural shiftis at stake here, one that conforms a specific gaze
to a specific audience, to foster desired outcomes of social media growth and visibility, at the cost
of conforming the gaze itself to the constraints of social media and its algorithmic logic.
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