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Rethinking Virtual

Reality: Simulation

and the Deconstruction of the Image

David Gunkel

[C—From its beginnings, virtual reality has been proposed as the apex of image production,
completing, as many scholars and arlists have argued, the search for the ultimate visual
display medium. This essay examines the technology and possibilities of virtual reality by
investigating these conceptual maneuvers that connect computer simulated environments
to the history of mediated communication and the logic of representation. The essay
examines the conceptual history of image production in mediated communication, locates
contemporary discussions of virtual reality within this tradition, and offers a deconstructive
critique of representation, proposing alternative visions of virtual reality and computer

simulation.

N their “Vision of Virtual Reality,”

the initial essay in Communication in
the Age of Virtual Reality,' Frank Biocca,
Taeyong Kim, and Mark Levy (1995)
situate VR in the larger context of what
they call, in a gesture that alludes to
Ivan Sutherland’s seminal paper on
image technology, the “2000 year
search for the ultimate display” (p. 7).
According to Biocca et al. (1995), “the
dream of the ‘ultimate display’ accom-
panies the creation of almost every
iconic communication medium ever
invented” (p. 7) which includes paint-
ing, photography, cinema, and most
recently television. What makes VR so
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compelling, consequently, is that it not
only participates in this rich tradition
but seems to promise substantial devel-
opments towards the fulfillment and
final realization of the ultimate visual
display medium. In situating the issue
in this fashion, VR is immediately and
almost unconsciously subsumed under
the concept and technique of represen-
tation. Even if, as Biocca and Levy
(1995) suggest, this new technology
eventually “challenges our most deeply
held notions of what communication is
or can be” (p. vii), VR is still located
within and assumed to be a form of
iconic representation. This assumption
not only makes examinations of VR
possible by framing recognizable ap-
proaches and deploying well estab-
lished methodologies but, like any un-
examined presupposition, also has the
potential to restrict inquiry to a limited
set of predetermined possibilities.

As long as the concept and technol-
ogy of VR remains within the restricted
horizon of iconic communication, we
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will miss the radical possibilities and
fundamental challenges that virtual re-
ality poses to our most deeply held
ideas of what communication is or can
be. For what is at stake in VR is not a
new form of mediated representation,
but a specific kind of computer-gener-
ated simulation that deconstructs the
metaphysical system that institutes and
regulates the very difference between
representation and reality. I, therefore,
agree with Biocca and Levy (1995) that
VR may become too important, too
wondrous, and too powerful to permit
disciplinary ignorance and passivity (p.
vii). However, this essay maintains that
their general approach, that is consider-
ing VR as a medium of iconic commu-
nication, is itself part and parcel of this
ignorance and passivity. In other words,
to begin to understand the impact of
VR on the discipline of communica-
tion studies, we cannot simply pre-
sume that it is a medium of representa-
tion but must consider how the concept
and technology of VR also challenge
our deepest held convictions about
communication media and mediated
images.

The Metaphysics of
Representation

The quest for the ultimate display,
according to Biocca et al., is animated
and underwritten by the desire for what
Bryson (1983) called the essential copy:
“Seeking the essential copy is to search
for a means to fool the senses—a dis-
play that provides a perfect illusor
deception” (Biocca et al., 1995, p. 7{
By situating their investigation in this
fashion, Biocca et al. not only position
virtual reality as a natural and inevi-
table outgrowth of the past, making
connections to familiar values and ide-
ology, but package the technology in
familiar cultural wrapping construct-
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ing a historical narrative where VR is
the necessary outcome and conclusion
(Chesher, 1993, p 2). In particular, the
“essential copy” simultaneously con-
nects the ultimate display of VR to the
history and situates it as the fulfillment
of a concept of imitation and reproduc-
tion that is at least as old as Plato.
According to a logic initially formal-
ized in Book X of Plato’s Republic
(1987), the image has been understood
as a kind of derived reproduction, the
value of which is determined by prox-
imity and similarity to the original or
real. In the initial moments of this text,
Socrates proposes an image by which
to examine and explain the nature of
imitation. This image consists of a three
stage hierarchy of artisans and their
products, in this case, home furnish-
ings (couches). At the apex, Socrates
locates the €idos, the real and true form
that is created by the deity. Subordi-
nate to the singular €idos, he situates a
first order replication which is pro-
duced through the art of the craftsman.
The craftsman, Socrates reasons, pro-
duces his creation by looking to and
following the information provided by
the original eidos (Plato, 1987, 596b).
The derived product of the craftsman
is subsequently copied by the painter
who creates not a couch per se but the
appearance [d)&LvO}lEvaf of a couch
(Plato, 1987, 596e). Although the crafts-
man copies the €idos, the name imita-
tor or copier is reserved for the painter,
for as Glaucon, Socrates’ interlocutor,
argues, “he is the imitator of the thing
which the others produce” (Plato, 1987,
597e). For this reason, imitation is situ-
ated in the phenomenal product that is
three removes from the reality of the
€idos. According to this schema, the
value of any copy comes to be assessed
on the basis of its proximity and atten-
tion to the real, or its “realism.” Rely-
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ing on this illustration, Socrates eventu-
ally proposes two alternatives for
dealing with the imitative practice. Ei-
ther imitation is to be expelled from
the city, for, as he proposes, “it is a
deception and corruption of the mind”
(Plato, 1987, 595b), or imitation must
be strategically employed as a tool ca-
pable of serving and representing the
real and true nature of things. Indeed,
Socrates cleverly deploys both alterna-
tives in Book X. On the one hand, he
reiterates the banishment of the imita-
tive artists which had already been
suggested in Book I11, and on the other
hand, he justifies this exile by employ-
ing an image in order to represent and
explain the true nature of imitation.

The “essential copy” comprises a
technique of imitation that attempts to
close the distance separating the copy
from its formal referent by producing
an image or icon so accurate that it
could be confused with the real thing.
Indeed, the primary example pro-
vided by Biocca et al. (1995) to illus-
trate the “essential copy” entails this
kind of confusion. The illustration is
derived from a story that is recounted
in Pliny’s Natural History, and it con-
cerns a contest of skill undertaken by
two Greek painters.

The contemporaries and rivals of Zeuxis
were Timanthes, Androcydes, Eupompus,
and Parrhasius. This last, it is recorded,
entered into a competition with Zeuxis.
Zeuxis produced a picture of grapes so
dexterously represented that birds began
to fly down to eat from the painted vine.
Whereupon Parrhasius designed so lifelike
a picture of a curtain that Zeuxis, proud of
the verdict of the birds, requested that the
curtain should now be drawn back and the
picture displayed. When he realized his
mistake, with a modesty that did him honor,
he yielded up the palm, saying whereas he
had managed to deceive only birds, Parrha-
sius had deceived an artist. (pp. 7-8)
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What makes VR so compelling is that
it promises to supply an even greater
sense of realism and consequently con-
fusion, for VR removes the frame that
distinguishes and quarantines the space
of imitation. As Penny (1992) points
out, VR endeavors to dissolve the pro-
scenium: “Through painting, sculp-
ture, drama, cinema, TV, the separa-
tion of audience from art was complete.
VR effects a melding of experience
and representation rather than the sepa-
ration effected by the proscenium”
(p- 2). This dissolution of the enfram-
ing proscenium has been one of the
distinctive characteristics of early VR
development. As Jaron Lanier has
pointed out on several occasions, “With
a VR system you don’t see the com-
puter anymore—it’s gone” (Lanier &
Biocca, 1992, p. 166). Itis this “invisibil-
ity of the computer,” as Brenda Laurel
(1991, p. 143) calls it, that renders the
representations of VR virtually indistin-
guishable from reality.

Under the conceptualization of the
essential copy, virtual reality does not
challenge the Socratic formulation that
distinguishes the real from its deriva-
tive imitations, but operates within its
logic, striving to produce more accu-
rate and nearly perfect reproductions.
In this way, VR is understood as a
medium of almost perfect imitation, a
flawless and transparent medium
through which one sees and compre-
hends the referent in its original pres-
ence. In VR, iconic representation is
not experienced as such but as the
delegate of something else to which the
image defers and refers. As Marie-
Laure Ryan (1994) points out, “the
‘virtual reality effect’ is the denial of the
role of signs in the production of what
the user experiences as unmediated
presence” (p. 3). VR, therefore, is often
described as an “interface that disap-
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pears,” opening a doorway to another
world (Fisher quoted in Rheingold,
1991, p. 131). Understood in this way,
the fundamental difference between
VR and the other iconic media (i.e.
painting, photography, cinema, and
television) would consist in effective-
ness which is usually defined as the
degree of achieved “realism.” A mark
of quality in VR design, therefore, is
the extent to which the experience of a
representation disappears as such and
the system “duplicates the viewer’s act
of confronting a real scene” (Fisher,
1981, p. 94).2 In this way, VR portends
the creation of the ultimate communi-
cation media promising to provide im-
ages of the real so perfect that for all
intent and purposes they are experi-
enced asif they were the real thing.
The essential copy imaged through
the “ultimate display” of VR has
prompted two responses both of which
follow the contours of the Socratic as-
sessment of imitation. On the one hand,
virtual reality can be a tool employed
for the sake and in the service of the
real. For the scientific and engineering
communities, VR is, in the words of
Frederick Brooks (1988), primarily a
means for “grasping reality through
illusion” (p. 1). As an illustration of this
concept, Howard Rheingold (1991) de-
scribes the University of North Caroli-
na’s (UNC) molecular-docking simula-
tion, a haptic-VR system that permits
users to experience and to navigate
complex chemical interactions intu-
itively, learning molecular bonding not
by abstract formulas but through direct
manipulation of the molecules (pp. 13-
46). Similar applications have been pro-
posed in the field of medical imaging
to assist physicians in performing diag-
nosis and treatment planning (Pimen-
tel & Teixeira, 1993, pp. 194-208). In
an interview with Rheingold (1991),
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Stephen Pizer, a medical imaging re-
searcher at UNC, provides the follow-
ing imaginative account of the future
possibilities of VR applications in the
medical profession:

Once you are putting 3D virtual worlds in
front of the surgeon or diagnostician, why
not put them where they belong—namely,
in the patient, superimposed on where the
organs are located? One could imagine a
situation where surgeons can see their sur-
gical instruments, can see the real tissue of
the patient as they operate, and can simul-
taneously see an augmented image that
allows them to see behind the blood and
opaque surfaces. (pp. 33-34)

Two proven applications of VR tech-
nology can be found in military train-
ing simulators, like SIMNET, and ar-
chitectural design and walk-through
systems. SIMNET comprises a net-
work of tank and aircraft simulators
scattered across the globe that can inter-
act and perform maneuvers with each
other:

In the computer-generated battlefield dis-
played on the simulator screen, other tanks
and aircraft that appear are ‘driven’ by
other crews in other simulators, the data
on their movements and actions passed
along the network so that all the simulated
tanks and planes seem to be sharing the
same space. (Woolley, 1992, p. 192; also
cf. Rheingold, 1991, p. 360)

Architectural walk-through software fa-
cilitates the evaluation of an edifice by
placing designers and clients within a
virtual representation of the building
prior to construction (Aukstakalnis &
Blatner, 1992; pp. 185-195, and Rhein-
gold, 1991, pp. 29-31). Similar instru-
mental applications have been pro-
posed for education, entertainment,
data visualization and management,
and hazardous-environment telepres-
ence. The logic animating these instru-
mental applications is in complete
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agreement with the Socratic tradition.
Because the copy seeks to represent a
real system, it can be employed as a
way to get a grasp on and perceive
reality. Like the Socratic representa-
tion that was employed to get a grasp
on the reality of imitation, the technol-
ogy of VR has been perceived as a tool
by which to understand the intricacies
and to manipulate the elements of
reality.

On the other hand, no matter how
useful or perfect the VR representation
is, it is still an imitation and, as such,
necessarily remains a counterfeit and
illusion. Indeed, the degree of achieved
realism in the imitation is directly pro-
portional to its potential for deception.
“...As VR simulations grow more real-
istic,” Rheingold (1991) points out,
“their potential for being dangerously
misleading also increases. No model
can ever be as complex as the phenom-
ena it models, no map can ever be as
detailed as the territory it describes,
and more importantly, as semanticist
Korzybski noted, ‘the map is not the
territory’ ” (p. 44). This “fact” has be-
come the foundation not only of popu-
lar reactions to VR but of scholarly
criticism and hesitations concerning the
import and significance of imaging
technologies. According to this assess-
ment, VR, although a useful tool for
some applications, is still a deceptive
illusion and, therefore, “not really real.”
If used improperly or excessively, the
argument concludes, one may be in
danger of losing oneself in an artificial
fantasy cut-off from the real situation.
This argument is in complete compli-
ance with the Socratic denigration of
imitation. Namely, a copy, no matter
how useful or beneficial, is misleading
and, therefore, essentially dangerous
and potentially corrupt.

The netploitation film Lawnmower
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Man (1992), for instance, comprises a
cautionary tale about the potent risks
of VR. At the beginning of the narra-
tive, virtual reality is introduced as an
instrument for enhancing education
and accelerating learning. The film’s
climax, however, demonstrates the
dangers implicit in this undertaking. At
the apex of his “cyberlearning,” Jobe
endeavors to upload his consciousness
into the electronic matrix leaving “real-
ity” altogether and becoming virtually
immortal. His virtual transcendence®
is, however, interrupted:

What prevents the virtual-entity Jobe from
being completely divine—what preserves
his humanity—is the memory of a person
he loved as a child when in his former
human body. Little Peter, Jobe’s young
friend, remains a remembered and valued
human being in the primary world. With a
bomb threatening the body of little Peter,
Jobe suspends his omniscient tyranny and
commands, ‘Go save Peter!” And so the
bridge between the primary and the virtual
world establishes once again the impor-
tance of existential care, of personal pain
and loss, of limited lifetimes. (Heim, 1993,
p- 146)

The narrative trajectory traversed by
Jobe illustrates while employing the
Socratic argument against imitation.
Reiterating the Socratic dialogue,
Lawnmower Man reminds us that repre-
sentations are potentially dangerous,
and for this reason, one must always
return to and remain grounded in the
real and the true.

This reaction to the dangerous “un-
reality of VR” is not limited to popular
media. It has also been deployed within
and has informed the texture of critical
research. Michael Heim (1993), for ex-
ample, like all good modern philoso-
phers, always retreats to the real, the
essential, and the true. At the end of his
metaphysical investigation of the ontol-
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ogy of cyberspace, Heim recognizes
the potential deceptions instituted
within the virtual information system
and, as a result, issues an imperative
that once again privileges and exoner-
ates the “primary world”:

As we suit up for the exciting future in
cyberspace, we must not lose touch with
[William] Gibson’s Zionites, the body
people who remain rooted in the energies
of the earth. They will nudge us out of our
heady reverie in this new layer of reality.
They will remind us of the living genesis of
cyberspace, of the heartbeat behind the
laboratory. . . . (p. 107)

For Heim, as well as for other VR
theorists and critics, virtual reality may
be an exciting new medium of repre-
sentation, but like all imitations, it must
always be distinguished from and
grounded in a clear sense of reality. A
similar criticism is deployed at the con-
clusion to Shapiro and MacDonald’s
“I'm not a Real Doctor, but I Play One
in Virtual Reality: Implications of Vir-
tual Reality for Judgments about Real-
ity” (1995): “Obviously spending too
much time in virtual reality could be
damaging to those who need to con-
front reality and not escape it. It could
be particularly damaging to children
and adolescents. But in some cases
living in a VR could be therapeutic”
(p. 342). The concern over excessive
employment as opposed to restricted
therapeutic usefulness, the potential
dangers confronting children and ado-
lescents, and the assumption that all
this is somehow obvious is animated
and substantiated by the Socratic assess-
ment of imitation. It should be no sur-
prise that similar arguments have been
deployed against other media of repre-
sentation from the novel to cinema and
from photography to television (cf.
Lubar, 1992, and Marvin, 1988).
Under these conceptualizations, VR
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not only resides within the metaphysi-
cal distinction that divides reality from
derivative imitations but retains and
validates the privilege that has been
granted to the real. Imitation is either
submitted to and made an instrument
of the real or its is distinguished from
reality as a deception and, as such,
constitutes a potential depravation. In
this way, virtual reality is restricted to a
replication or imitation of western
metaphysics. Appropriately, Michael
Heim (1993) suggests that “cyberspace
is Platonism as a working product” (p.
89). VR designates a practice of imita-
tion that is located at the zenith of
iconic communication by creating cop-
ies that are so close to the original as to
fool even the best metaphysicians. Un-
derstood in this way, VR is nothing
new. It only reiterates and reinforces
Platonic metaphysics. As Simon Penny
(1994) has pointed out, “While VR is
technically advanced, like most com-
puter graphics practices it is philosophi-
cally retrogressive” (p. 231). It must be
remembered, however, that the meta-
physical formulation of imitation that
informs and substantiates this evalua-
tion of VR is itself introduced through
an image initially created by Socrates.
Consequently, the reality of imitation
is itself only virtually real.

Simulation and the
Deconstruction of
Representation

The conception of VR as a medium
of near-perfect representation, although
certainly useful for scientific research,
medical procedures, military opera-
tions, education, and such, appears to
be rather limited. Theorists like Mi-
chael Heim (1993) suggest that virtual
reality should be able to do more than
merely mirror reality. “It should,” he
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writes, “evoke the imagination, not re-
peat the world. Virtual reality could be
a place for reflection, but the reflection
should make philosophy, not redun-
dancy” (p. 137). Also Myron Krueger
(1977), the artist-scientist who designed
and constructed the virtual environ-
ments of GLOWFLOW, METAPLAY,
and VIDEOPLACE, has made a simi-
lar statement, distinguishing between
the usual instrumental understanding
of technology and its transforming ideo-
logical potential: “We are incredibly
attuned to the idea that the sole pur-
pose of our technology is to solve prob-
lems. But it also creates concepts and
philosophy” (p. 423). Virtual reality,
therefore, may be more than a me-
dium of representation that is submit-
ted to the order and rule of the real. It
also has the potential to become a labo-
ratory in which to challenge and inves-
tigate the metaphysics of representation.

The majority of contemporary VR
equipment originates in and was cre-
ated for simulator systems. For this
reason, simulation has been from the
beginning intimately connected to the
concept and tools of VR. In fact,
throughout the scientific community,
the term “simulation” has been rou-
tinely substituted for the more cryptic
and seemingly less scientific “virtual
reality” (Biocca et al., 1995, p. 4). Ety-
mologically, the word “‘simulate,” from
the Latin verb simulare, indicates to
copy, to imitate, or to feign. In this
way, simulation appears to be nothing
more than another name for imitation
and, as a result, would be appropriated
as an instrument of mimetic reproduc-
tion. Indeed the techniques and tech-
nologies of computer simulation fol-
low this formulation. “Simulation,” as
defined by Shannon (1975), “is the
process of designing a model of a real
system and conducting experiments
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with this model for the purpose either
of understanding the behavior of the
system or of evaluating various strate-
gies for the operation of the system”
(p. 2). Yet, simulation somehow ex-
ceeds and is differentiated from what is
understood as imitation. As Woolley
(1992) suggests, “The distinction be-
tween simulation and imitation is a
difficult and not altogether clear one.
Nevertheless, it is vitally important. It
lies at the heart of virtual reality” (p. 44).

Simulation is neither simply identi-
cal to nor the dialectical opposite of
imitation. Although etymologically
connected to and informed by the con-
cept of imitation and the techniques of
computer modeling, simulation is al-
ways more and less than what is meant
by imitation. ‘“Simulation,” writes
Baudrillard in his now famous essay
Stmulations (1983), “is no longer that of
a territory, a referential being or a sub-
stance. It is the generation by models
of a real without origin or reality ...”
(p- 1). This formulation of simulation
no longer reproduces the Socratic logic
of imitation. Indeed it inverts while it
displaces the usual position and status
granted the real and its mimetic del-
egate creating a situation in which “nei-
ther image nor the world is ‘first’”
(Morse, 1998, p. 21). Understood in
this way, simulation deconstructs* imita-
tion. Deconstruction, however, does
not indicate “to take apart.” It does not
mean “to break up” or “to un-construct.”
These endeavors are indicated by an-
other name-analysis. Analysis (from the
Greek avalvew) connotes “to break
apart” or “to loosen up.” Deconstruc-
tion may include something like an
analytical moment, but it will be noth-
ing more than a moment. Analysis,
therefore, does not exhaust deconstruc-
tion which is always more and less
than analysis. On the contrary, decon-
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struction comprises a kind of general
operation by which to intervene in the
closed field of metaphysical knowledge.

Metaphysics, which is not one re-
gion of knowledge among others but
that upon which such distinctions have
been founded, is animated and in-
formed by a network of dualities. “The
fundamental faith of the metaphysi-
cians,” wrote Nietzsche (1966) in the
preface to Beyond Good and Evil, “is the
faith in opposite values” (p. 2). A sam-
ple of these “opposite values” that have
been persistent in and constitutive of
the western tradition has been col-
lected in Donna Haraway’s “Cyborg
Manifesto” (1991). They include,
among others, “self/other, mind/body,
culture/nature, male/female, civilized/
primitive, reality/appearance, whole/
part, agent/resource, maker/made, ac-
tive/passive, right/wrong, truth/illusion,
totality/partiality . . .” (p. 177). Within the
western, metaphysical tradition, these
dualities are never situations of peace-
ful coexistence. Rather, they constitute
hierarchies. As Derrida has explained
in “Signature Event Context” (1982),
“an opposition of metaphysical con-
cepts is never the face-to-face of two
terms but a hierarchy and an order of
subordination” (p. 329). Deconstruc-
tion, therefore, comprises a general
strategy for intervening in these meta-
physical dualities that avoids either sim-
ply neutralizing the hierarchical rela-
tionship or residing within its closed
field and thereby confirming it.

According to the Derridian charac-
terization (1981), deconstruction al-
ways proceeds by an irreducible double
gesture:

On the one hand, we must traverse a phase
of overturning. To do justice to this necessity
is to recognize that in a classical philosophi-
cal opposition we are not dealing with the
peaceful coexistence of a zisa vis, but rather
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with a violent hierarchy. One of the two
terms governs the other, or has the upper
hand. To deconstruct the opposition, first
of all, is to overturn the hierarchy at a
given moment. (p. 41)

The first “phase” of deconstruction is
inversion. In a traditional metaphysi-
cal opposition the two terms are not
equal. One is always given precedence
and therefore rules over the other. For
example, within the western tradition,
the real is not only opposed to but
rules over and determines its mimetic
copies. The inversion of this opposi-
tion would “bring low what was high”
(Derrida, 1981, p. 42). This revolution-
ary gesture would invert the relative
positions of the real and the imitation
making reality a product of representa-
tion. This is precisely the position advo-
cated by social or symbolic constructiv-
ism. James Carey (1989), for example,
has argued that “reality is not given,
not humanly existent, independent of
language and toward which language
stands as a pale refraction. Rather, real-
ity is brought into existence, is pro-
duced by communication—by, in short,
the construction, apprehension, and uti-
lization of symbolic forms” (p. 25). This
formulation of the symbolic construc-
tion of reality, which Carey indicates is
indebted to the writings of Burke (1966)
and the work of Berger and Luckmann
(1966), inverts the hierarchical relation-
ship traditionally situated between the
real and its mimetic delegate. This in-
version, however, like all revolution-
ary operations, does little or nothing to
challenge the system that is overturned.
In exchanging the positions of the cause
and the effect, one still maintains, al-
beit in an inverted form, the causal
relationship situated between imitation
and reality. Inversion, therefore, does
not dispute the essential structure of
the binary system in question but only
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exchanges the relative positions occu-
pied by the two terms. For this reason,
Derrida (1981) argues that mere inver-
sion essentially changes nothing for it
still operates on the terrain of and from
the deconstructed system (p. 42).
Although deconstruction begins with
inversion, inversion alone is not suffi-
cient. Rather, deconstruction com-
prises an irreducible double gesture or
what Biesecker (1997) calls “a two-
step” (p. 16) of which inversion is only
the first phase. “We must,” Derrida
(1981) insists, “also mark the interval
between inversion, which brings low
what was high, and the irruptive emer-
gence of a new ‘concept, a concept
that can no longer be, and never could
be, included in the previous regime”
(p. 42). Deconstruction, therefore, com-
prises both the overturning of a classi-
cal metaphysical opposition and the
irruptive emergence of a new concept
that is displaced outside the scope and
comprehension of the system in ques-
tion. This new ‘“‘concept” is, strictly
speaking, no concept whatsoever
(which does not mean that it is simply
the opposite of the conceptual order),
for it always and already exceeds the
system of metaphysical dualities that
define the scope and structure of the
conceptual order as well as the noncon-
ceptual order with which the concep-
tual order is articulated (Derrida, 1982,
p- 329). This “concept,” can only be
called a concept by a kind of deliberate
and transgressive paleonymy which is
marked in writing by quotation marks.
Deconstruction takes place in the
interval between inversion, which
brings low what was high, and the
eruptive emergence of a “new con-
cept,” which is necessarily displaced
outside the system in question. Mark-
ing this interval requires a peculiar kind
of inscription that exceeds the logos
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(understood as both logic and dis-
course) of western metaphysics. For
this purpose, Derrida (1981) often em-
ploys the term undecidable. The undecid-
able is that “that can no longer be
included within philosophical (binary)
opposition, but which, however, in-
habit philosophical opposition, resist-
ing and disorganizing it, without ever
constituting a third term, without ever
leaving room for a solution in the form
of speculative dialectics” (p. 43). The
undecidable, then, has two characteris-
tics. First, it occupies a position that is
in-between or in/at the margins of tra-
ditional, metaphysical oppositions. It is
simultaneously neither/nor and either/
or. It does not resolve into one or the
other of the two terms that comprise a
binary opposition nor constitute a third
term that would mediate their differ-
ence in a synthetic unity, a la Hegelian
or Marxian dialectics. The undecid-
able, therefore, is positioned in such a
way that it both inhabits and operates
in excess of the binary oppositions by
which and through which western sys-
tems of knowledge have been orga-
nized and articulated. Consequently, it
cannot be described or marked in lan-
guage except (as is necessarily exempli-
fied here) by engaging in a kind of
“bifurcated writing” (Derrida, 1981, p.
42) that compels the traditional philoso-
phemes to articulate, however incom-
plete and insufficient, what necessarily
resists and displaces all possible articu-
lation. Second, the undecideable, al-
though situated at the extreme limit of
metaphysics, is not simply liberated
from or situated outside the metaphysi-
cal dualities on which and in which it
operates. Rather, it “inhabits philo-
sophical opposition.” Consequently,
deconstruction is never simply fin-
ished with or constitutes the outside of
metaphysics. Rather, it comprises an
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“interminable analysis” (Derrida, 1981,
p- 42) of metaphysical oppositions—
interminable because the traditional,
binary system, insofar as it constitutes
the very possibility of meaning, always
seeks to reestablish itself. For example,
Derrida (1981) says the following about
the deconstructive reading of Hegel:
“We will never be finished with the
reading or rereading of Hegel, and, in
a certain way, I do nothing other than
attempt to explain myself on this point”
(p. 77). Consequently, deconstruction
does not constitute the completion or
termination of metaphysics but com-
prises an unceasing critique of the
works and workings of metaphysical
knowledge.

Deconstruction comprises a general
strategy for intervening in the closed
network of metaphysical dualities. It
entails, as Derrida (1982) succinctly
describes it, both “an overturning of a
classical opposition and a general dis-
placement of the system” (p. 329). This
abstract and rather schematic character-
ization is necessarily incomplete and
insufficient. “We must,” as Briankle
Chang (1996) points out, “note that
deconstruction cannot be adequately
understood in the abstract.... What
we ought to do, when trying to under-
stand what deconstruction is all about,
is to focus on the actual operation of
deconstruction, on what happens when
deconstruction takes place” (p. 119).
The proper way to characterize decon-
struction, then, is by tracing its work
on and within a specific context, say
for example, simulation. By placing
emphasis on a term that is originally
and etymologically associated with imi-
tation, simulation effectively inverts the
system that subjects imitation to the
rule and order of the real. However,
simulation, as Woolley is quick to point
out, has never been simply identical to
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imitation. It is this almost impercep-
tible difference or dissonance that dis-
places simulation outside the meta-
physical system opening it to new and
previously inconceivable possibilities.
Simulation, therefore, consists in a
double gesture that on the one hand
inverts the duality real/imitation in an
almost absolute proximity to symbolic
constructivism and on the other hand
displaces the system that has been over-
turned by employing a “concept” that
exceeds the scope of the conceptual
field in question.

At the beginning of Simulations
(1983), Baudrillard provides an illustra-
tion of this necessary double gesture
by alluding to a fable about cartogra-
phy written by Luis Jorge Borges. By
beginning with a fable that problema-
tizes the relationship between maps
and territory, Baudrillard not only
mocks the Socratic gesture that ini-
tiates the investigation of the nature of
imitation through an image but also
parodies the cartographic image Rhein-
gold had appropriated from Korzybski
in order to reiterate the potential dan-
gers of imitation: “The territory no
longer precedes the map, nor survives
it. Hence forth it is the map that pre-
cedes the territory—Precession of Simu-
lacra—it is the map that engenders the
territory .. .” (Baudrillard, 1983, p. 2).
This formulation inverts the usual posi-
tions occupied by the real territory and
image of the map granting precedence
to the imitation over and against the
so-called real-world referent. As a re-
sult of this inversion, the territory is
derived from and becomes the product
of the map. As the symbolic construc-
tivists describe it, “maps not only con-
stitute the activity know as mapmak-
ing; they constitute nature itself”
(Carey, 1989, p. 28). Simulation, how-
ever, does not stop at mere inversion,
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which would simply swap the relative
positions of map and territory. In addi-
tion to this reversal, simulation also
displaces the relationship between these
two terms. In this second phase of the
deconstruction, the map does not sim-
ply take up the position once occupied
by the territory, which is the case in all
simple revolutions—the ruled becomes
the ruler or the dominated becomes
the dominator. With simulation,
Baudrillard (1983) continues, “It is no
longer a question of either maps or
territories. Something has disappeared:
the sovereign difference between them

. (p. 2). Simulation, therefore, not
only inverts the relative positions of
imitation and reality but also disperses
or dissolves the very difference that
would hold them in dialectical opposi-
tion. It “threatens the difference be-
tween ‘true’ and ‘false’, between ‘real’
and ‘imaginary’” (Baudrillard, 1983,
p. 5). Simulation, therefore, is neither
map nor territory but an undecidable
that exceeds and disturbs the very rela-
tionship that has been situated be-
tween the “real world” and its carto-
graphic images. As Mark Taylor and
Esa Saarinen (1994) suggest:

The point is not simply that truth and
reality have been absorbed by illusion and
appearance. Something far more subtle
and unsettling is taking place. Somewhere
Nietzsche suggests that when reality is ef-
faced, appearance disappears as well. What
emerges in the wake of the death of opposi-
tions like truth/illusion and reality/appear-
ance is something that is neither truth nor
illusion, reality nor appearance but some-
thing else, something other. (p. 15)

Simulation, therefore, does not an-
nounce the mere substitution of im-
ages for reality which is not only the
practice of symbolic constructivism but
the concern of all who worry about
and propose to resist the “virtual life”
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(Brook & Boal, 1995). Rather, it desig-
nates a radical intervention that not
only suspends the very difference that
would oppose imitation to reality in
the first place but results in an undecid-
able and irreducible alternative that is
neither one nor the other.
Understanding VR under the con-
cept of simulation requires not only a
different perspective on the technol-
ogy but researchers and research
projects that are capable of perceiving
virtual reality systems differently, that
are capable of perceiving the logic and
limitations of imitation as such. Such
an undertaking will depend less on
those who have a vested interest in the
“truth of iconic media” or the creation
of an “essential copy,” namely, scien-
tists, engineers, philosophers, and imi-
tative artists. Exploring this other possi-
bility that is neither simply real nor
mere representation will require a new
kind of virtual art—the virtues of which
lay beyond the metaphysical dualisms
that have traditionally structured the
practice and techniques of imitation.
As aresult, VR can no longer be under-
stood as a technology to be evaluated
or judged according to the criteria of
realism. As Michael Heim (1998) ar-
gues, “We no longer need to believe
we are re-presenting the real world of
nature. Virtual worlds do not re-pre-
sent the primary world. They are not
realistic in the sense of photo-realism”
(p- 47-48). Although a majority of VR
technology and experimentation ap-
pear to affirm the “search for the essen-
tial copy” and the criteria of realism,
there are a number of innovative
projects that undermine and interro-
gate this purely imitative employment.
Architect Michael Benedikt (1993),
for example, finds in the constructed
environments of cyberspace the poten-
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tial to reprogram and experiment with
reality for the sake of empowerment:

Because virtual worlds—of which cyberspace
will be one—are not real in the material
sense, many of the axioms of topology and
geometry so compellingly observed to be
an integral part of nature can there be
violated or re-invented, as can many of the
laws of physics. A central preoccupation of
this essay [“Cyberspace: Some Proposals”]
will be the sorting out of which axioms and
laws of nature ought to be retained in
cyberspace, on the grounds that humans
have successfully evolved on a planet where
these are fixed and conditioning of all phe-
nomena (including human intelligence),
and which axioms and laws can be ad-
justed or jettisoned for the sake of empow-
erment. (p. 119)

Benedikt’s proposal is situated on the
threshold of simulation. On the one
hand, he sees in the images of VR the
opportunity to modify and redesign
what has been called and understood
as reality for the sake of empower-
ment. Understood in this way, VR com-
prises not merely a technological inno-
vation for “grasping reality through
illusion” but, more importantly, a fun-
damental intervention that questions
and revolutionizes what has been de-
fined as real. On the other hand, Bene-
dikt’s particular approach remains at
the first phase of deconstruction. In
proposing that one employ VR to inter-
rogate and redesign the real, Benedikt,
like the symbolic constructivists, advo-
cates overturning the traditional rela-
tionship that submits imitation to the
rule and dictate of reality. Although
potentially useful for new allocations
of power, this inversion still operates
within and leaves untouched the meta-
physical system that distinguishes arti-
ficial images from the real. Indeed,
Benedikt’s proposal demonstrates the
way in which inversion is always open
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to the risk of reinscription in the very
system that it works against and pro-
poses to overturn, for his particular
approach to VR design is still limited
and ruled by a restricted formulation
of the real that remains beyond ques-
tion by being elevated to the status of
“natural law.” According to this formu-
lation, the adjustments and alterations
that can be introduced in cyberspace,
although potentially useful for empow-
erment, remain nothing more than stra-
tegic variations deployed from and de-
limited by what is already called and
legislated as real.

Benedikt’s approach remains limited
to the first phase of deconstruction. Al-
though he advocates employing VR to
introduce potentially revolutionary alter-
ations in the definition of the real, these
modifications remain structured by a
system that maintains the metaphysi-
cal opposition that distinguishes imita-
tions from reality. Myron Krueger's
experimentation in Artificial Reality
(1991) pushes the operation one step
further. Artificial reality (AR), a name
that actually predates Lanier’s “virtual
reality” by some 18 years, intervenes
in and deconstructs the logic of imita-
tion that has come to define and de-
limit virtual reality systems. This radi-
cal intervention is not only designated
by the moniker “artificial reality” but
is explained in the introduction to the
text that first described and developed
the concept: “The promise of artificial
realities is not to reproduce conven-
tional reality or to actin the real world.
It is precisely the opportunity to create
synthetic realities, for which there are
no real antecedents, that is exciting
conceptually and ultimately important
economically” (Krueger, 1991, p. xiv).
Artificial reality, according to Krueger,
seeks neither to reproduce reality nor
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to facilitate operations in the so-called
natural or real world. Unlike the “essen-
tial copy” proffered in the work of
Biocca et al., Krueger’s AR comprises
artificial constructions that not only do
not seek to represent the real but, more
importantly, have no real antecedent
whatsoever. Artificial reality, there-
fore, participates in the deconstruction
of imitation. It inverts the hierarchy
real/imitation by privileging synthetic
artificiality over the real and displaces
the system that had been overturned
by the additional qualification that this
artificiality not only does not refer to a
real referent but is utterly without any
realistic attachments. Artificial reality
is neither image nor reality but some-
thing other, something that is neither/
nor and either/or. It is another name
for simulation. Similar employments of
virtual reality technology have re-
cently been explored and promoted
by the Banff Centre for the Arts (cf.,
Moser & MacLeod, 1996) and Simon
Penny (1994).

Simulation intervenes in the meta-
physics of representation by deconstruct-
ing the binary opposition real/imitation.
This deconstruction comprises a double
gesture that, like symbolic constructiv-
ism, inverts the relationship between
representations and the “real world”
and, unlike constructivism, introduces
a new and undecidable concept that is
displaced outside the very system that
had been inverted. As a result, simula-
tion constitutes a significant challenge
to the concept of the “essential copy”
and the criteria of realism by which the
technology of virtual reality has been
evaluated, understood, and explained.
Understood as a technology of simula-
tion, VR can no longer be restricted to
the “2000 year search for the ultimate
display” or delimited by the Socratic
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logic that has substantiated and in-
formed this essentially metaphysical
project. Consequently, VR is not neces-
sarily a tool for grasping the real
through illusion nor a potentially dan-
gerous delusion. Rather, it is some-
thing other, something that is both
more and less, and something that ex-
ceeds the metaphysical system that op-
poses reality and imitation. This does
not mean, however, that the mimetic
understanding of virtual reality has
somehow simply collapsed or been ex-
hausted. Indeed, the representational em-
ployments of VR will continue to be valu-
able in physics, biomedicine, chemistry,
applied mathematics, and such. What
this does mean, however, is that the
instrumental or representational em-
ployments of VR are not somehow
natural, unavoidable, and beyond ques-
tion. Although VR can be and has
been employed to duplicate western
metaphysics, it also exceeds this em-
ployment and in doing so interrogates
the hegemony of metaphysics by pos-
ing alternatives to its rather restricted
set of binary possibilities. Simulation,
therefore, does not constitute a compet-
ing theoretical position that opposes
imitation. To do so would mean nothing
less than a relapse into the metaphysical
oppositions that simulation always and
already deconstructs. Simulation, rather
than simply being identical with or
opposed to imitation, occupies a mon-
strous position that places the entire
structure and system of metaphysics in
question. As Baudrillard (1983) points
out, “The representational imaginary,
which both culminates in and is en-
gulfed by the cartographer’s mad
project of an ideal coextensivity be-
tween map and the territory, disap-
pears with simulation ...” and with
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this dissolution, he concludes, “goes all
of metaphysics” (p. 3).

Conclusion

From the beginning, the conceptand
technology of VR has been incorpo-
rated into the metaphysics of represen-
tation and the 2000 year search for the
ultimate communication medium. In
pursuing this course, however, virtual
reality remains philosophically retro-
gressive by participating in distinctions
and architectonics that have been in
place at least since Plato. A new tech-
nology like VR always runs the risk of
this kind of appropriation, for it is by
this very gesture that a new medium
can be said to make sense and have
recognizable meaning. Under this for-
mulation, VR has been comprehended
as an illusion instrumental for perceiv-
ing and working in reality. Affirming
this mode appears to be both under-
standable and necessary. It informs all
those discourses that divide the virtual
world from the real and argue either
against its deceptive corruption or in
favor of its instrumental benefits. Un-
derstood as simulation, however, VR
exceeds this restricted formulation by
deconstructing the metaphysical sys-
tem that opposes imitation to reality.
In this way, VR does not remain philo-
sophically retrogressive or a mere ap-
plication of Platonism. Rather, it com-
prises a critical intervention in the
history of thought effecting and infect-
ing every aspect of what has been con-
sidered to be real or not. Consequently,
virtual reality is, as Krueger (1991) ar-
gues, “not just another technology; it is
a powerful idea with possible implica-
tions for every human transaction” (p.
xv). This conclusion engenders several
consequences.

First, virtual reality is not just a tech-
nological amusement, even if the ma-
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jority of users still encounter it in the
form of computer games. Like all imag-
ing systems, VR is necessarily hard-
wired into politics. In fact, the duality
opposing the real and the true to its
other, the imitation or copy, is funda-
mentally a political matter. This facet is
initially evident in the Republic. The
opposition between the real and imita-
tion is not only situated in the context
of a work on the political (The title of
the text in Greek is [To\trera.), but the
discussion of imitation that is instituted
in Book X is itself framed by a political
agenda. Socrates’ discussion of imita-
tion is undertaken in order to justify
the expulsion of the imitative art of
poetry from the well-governed city.
Imitation, he argues, poses a threat to
the polis because it deceives, posing
illusory alternatives to the real. Plato’s
Republic, therefore, is a text that not
only considers the reality of the politi-
cal but, more importantly, the politics
of the real. The imitative arts and me-
dia have always been recognized as
posing alternatives that threaten and
promise to alter the status quo. Today
we speak of fiction that challenges or
seeks to change social reality (cf. Har-
away, 1991) and struggle within com-
munities that debate the banning of
representations, literary or visual, that
do not accord with a particular vision/
version of reality (i.e. the Maplethorpe
controversy surrounding the National
Endowment for the Arts). VR has been
entwined in this political debate from
the beginning. For example, in War of
the Worlds: Cyberspace and the High-Tech
Assault on Reality, Mark Slouka (1995)
delivers the following warning concern-
ing the dangers of virtual representa-
tion and the “politics of virtual real-

ity”:
By flooding the culture with digitally ma-
nipulated images, I'm saying, we risk de-
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valuing all visual representations and, by
extension, the reality they pretend to de-
pict, which is no small thing. Allowed to
run unchecked, the crisis I am describing
could come to have a profound effect on
western democratic culture. (p. 124)

In the end, virtual reality is fundamen-
tally a political matter. It, therefore,
can neither be contained behind the
screen nor will its significance be lim-
ited to technical discourses and re-
search. Research and development in
VR constitutes fundamental interven-
tions in real politics and the politics of
the real. Consequently, critical investi-
gations of and practical experimenta-
tion with VR cannot and should not
avoid this fundamental political dimen-
sion.

Second, VR challenges not only “our
most deeply held notions of what com-
munication is or can be” but the theo-
retical framework by which such a chal-
lenge would be formulated and
recognized. For Biocca and Levy, the
“challenge” posed by VR is delimited
by metaphysics and restricted to its
binary possibilities. Under this concep-
tualization, VR comprises the fulfill-
ment of the metaphysics of representa-
tion, portending the achievement of
the essential copy and the completion
of the 2000-year search for the ultimate
medium of imitation. This formulation
does not, strictly speaking, challenge
our most deeply held notions of what
communication is or can be but situ-
ates the technology of VR within a
2000-year-old tradition that is firmly
anchored in and informed by Pla-
tonism. For Biocca and Levy, the “chal-
lenge” VR introduces into communica-
tion is in complete compliance with
the metaphysical system from which
our most deeply held notions of what
communication is or can be have been
derived and regulated. As long as com-
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munication research remains within the
restricted parameters of the quest for
the ultimate medium or the desire for
the essential copy, we essentially blind
ourselves to the radical possibilities that
VR presents to the theory and practice
of communication. Understood as
simulation, however, VR poses a sig-
nificant challenge to this tradition. As
simulation, VR critiques the very foun-
dation of mediated representation and
iconic communication by deconstruct-
ing the metaphysical system that op-
poses imitation to reality. This funda-
mental intervention in the field of
metaphysics exceeds the mere revolu-
tionary possibilities posed by the social
and symbolic constructivists for it not
only inverts the causal relationship situ-
ated between imitation and reality but
suspends the very difference that would
hold them in binary opposition. This
deconstruction not only has repercus-
sions for future work in communica-
tion technology but effects the very
history of the concept of representa-
tion and mediated communication. In
this way, the challenge posed by simula-
tion to the theory and practice of com-
munication cannot be contained within
or limited to the present technology of
VR. Rather, it effects and infects the
entire history and future prospects of
the mediated image and iconic commu-
nication. Consequently, the simulated
environments of VR do not simply
portend the completion of the 2000-
year search for the essential copy but
deconstruct this tradition by inverting
and displacing its very metaphysical
foundation. Tracing the effects of this
deconstruction constitutes the on-go-
ing task of communication in the age
of virtual reality.

Finally, although it is tempting to
credit or even blame the technology of
virtual reality for instituting this decon-
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struction, it would be a mistake or at
least an exaggeration to do so. For
deconstruction is neither a “voluntary
decision” (Derrida, 1981, p. 82) nor an
accidental occurrence. Deconstruction,
therefore, is not something that, at a
certain point, is done or happens to a
previously well established and pure
concept. Rather, deconstruction has al-
ways and already been underway
within the texture of the metaphysical
system in which and on which it oper-
ates. For this reason, deconstruction
has been characterized not as an activ-
ity in which one voluntarily or coer-
cively engages but “as the vigilant seek-
ing-out of those ‘aporias,” blind spots
or moments of self-contradiction where
a text involuntarily betrays the tension
between rhetoric and logic, between
what it manifestly means o say and what
it is nonetheless constrained to mean”’
(Chang, 1996, p. 119). Such an aporiais
already evident in the Republic, the text
that not only introduces and delimits
the critical difference between imita-
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tion and reality but organizes the entire
metaphysical system by which iconic
media have been understood and
evaluated. As indicated, the Socratic
argument against imitation situated in
this text is made possible through the
employment of an image. This incon-
sistency between what the Platonic text
means to say and what it is nonetheless
constrained to mean, an inconsistency
which Derrida demonstrates in a num-
ber of other places in the Platonic cor-
pus, opens the space for and already
releases the play of deconstruction
within the tradition of metaphysics. The
deconstruction of the image, therefore,
is not something that is caused by or
limited to VR. Rather, VR participates
in a general movement of deconstruc-
tion that is always and already under-
way within the tradition of metaphys-
ics and, as such, comprises nothing
more than a technique by which to
identify, articulate, and participate this
operation.

Notes

!Although numerous texts have been published on the subject of VR and cyberspace, Biocca
and Levy’s text is privileged here because it constitutes the first monograph explicitly connecting
virtual reality to the discipline of communication.

*This disappearance of the interface and immediate experience of another world is also one of
the attributes of fiction according to recent work in literary theory, cf. Ryan (1994).

3According to Biocca et al. (1995), the “desire for physical transcendence” (p. 7} is one of the
fundamental ideologies animating the development of virtual reality. For a sustained examination
of technological transcendentalism, cf. Featherstone and Burrows (1995), and Gunkel (1998).

*On the theory and practice of deconstruction within the discipline of communication, ¢f. Chang
(1996) and Biesecker (1997).
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