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INTRODUCTION 
Virtual Reality (VR) is often heralded as an ‘empathy machine’ that has the ability to 
reduce racial bias, increase awareness of homelessness, and shine a light on sexual 

assault (Blascovich & Bailenson 2011). Many popular VR works place marginalised 

bodies in the centre of their experiences in an attempt to increase empathetic 
connection to these subjects. Much of the research surrounding VR – that often comes 

from cognitive psychology – aims to create empathy by changing in- and out-group 

dynamics (Kilteni, et al., 2013; Maister, et al., 2015; Schutte, & Stilinović, 2017). The 

central idea of much of this research is that after a particular VR experience, the user 
will become more likely to perceive whatever identity they inhabit as a part of their 

in-group.  

This paper presents two core issues with this line of thought. Firstly, the idea that a 
particular VR experience can change a person’s behaviour in a particular, preordained 

way, oversimplifies how people consume media and the messages that they observe, 

process, and enact from media objects. Moreover, this understanding of VR shares 
many common misconceptions with the moral panic surrounding video games and 

violence or anti-social behaviour that have been thoroughly critiqued by video game 

scholars (Goerger 2017). 

Secondly, and of central importance to the argument presented in this paper, is that 
understanding VR as reshaping in-group/out-group dynamics relies on the 

maintenance of social – and bodily – boundaries, despite the common claims to the 

contrary (Maister, et al., 2015). While it may seem as though VR experiences where 
the user ‘becomes’ their avatar demonstrate that VR necessarily redraws how we 

perceive our own bodies; and there is much research that comes to this conclusion 

(Ehrsson, 2007; González-Franco, et al., 2014); there also exists a more subtle 

reaffirming of both social and bodily boundaries that occurs in many VR experiences.  

This idea of the paradoxical, simultaneous breaking down and redrawing of 

boundaries will be explored in this paper through the work of both Emmanuel 

Levinas (1979) and Jacques Derrida (2000). Emmanuel Levinas (1979) suggests that 
the foundation of an ethical relationship with another person lies in our inability to 

encompass them. For Levinas, our responsibility to the other lays the foundations for 

ethics (1979). Many VR experiences that lay claim to empathy and implicit bias 
training actually attempts to encompass the other through ‘becoming’ a caricaturised 

avatar of that particular group.  
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This paper will also use Clouds over Sidra (Arora and Milk 2015) as an example to 
explore how Derrida’s understanding of hospitality can be applied to VR. Clouds 

over Sidra (Arora and Milk 2015), produced in collaboration with the United Nations, 

was presented at the World Economic Forum (WEF) in 2015 that took some of the 

world’s most rich and powerful people through a day in Syria’s Zaatari refugee camp 
through the eyes of Sidra – a 12 year old refugee. This discussion of Clouds over 

Sidra will reframe VR in relation to Jacques Derrida’s (2000) understanding of 

hospitality – an opening up without condition that paradoxically also relies on the 
creation of boundaries. Many of the current VR projects develop a sense of 

hospitality that is highly conditional and therefore often fail to produce an effective 

response to social issues. Therefore, this paper suggests that we need to rethink how 
VR is framed, used and marketed, particularly in contexts such as racial bias training 

in the police force.  
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