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Agenda

• Review

• Social Issues & Other Problems 

• Preview



Review



“On the Internet some things are not what they seem to be.”

This is not the real problem.

The real problem is the fact that 

we think this is the problem.

Introduction



Avatar – An avatar is a computer user's 

representation of himself/herself or alter 

ego whether in the form of a three-

dimensional model used in computer 

games, or a two-dimensional icon used 

on Internet forums and other 

communities. (Wikipedia)

“At its core an avatar is a simple thing…It 

is an interactive, social representation of 

a user” (Meadows, 2008, p. 23).  

Introduction



Introduction

“For some the avatar becomes a 

purposeful projection or idealization 

of their own identity, while for others, 

the avatar is an experiment with new 

identities” (Yee, 2008).



“The upside of incorporeal interaction: a 

technologically enabled, postmulticultural 

vision of identity disengaged from gender, 

ethnicity, and other problematic constructions. 

Online, users can float free of biological and 

sociocultural determinants” (Dery, 1994, p. 3).

“By virtue of being physically disembodied from the 

creator, avatars in the theater of the game space 

may act in antisocial and even pathological ways—

ways in which the 'real' person never would—

shooting, maiming, and killing in brutal fashion” 

(Noveck, 2006, pp. 269-270).

Introduction



Objective
Not to decide the dispute between 

creative role playing and virtual 

violence or deception.

Introduction



The Real Problem
Examine the shared understanding of the 

"real" that has been operationalized in 

these various discussions and disputes.

Introduction



“The cartoon makes fun of the 

anonymity of network communications 

by showing a dog online, presumably 

fooling some credulous humans about 

its true identity” (Holeton, 1998, p. 111).

Default Setting



1. Ontological Difference
Difference between what appears online 

and what is really behind the screen.

Default Setting



“There is a gap between virtual 

and actual self…and a broadly 

shared cultural assumption 

that virtual selfhood is not 

identical to actual selfhood” 

(Boellstorff, p. 119).

Default Setting



“Graphically dramatizing the 

gap between fantasy and 

reality” (Cooper, 2007, p. 1).

Default Setting



2. Real Access 
To identify and to account for this 

difference one needs to have access 

to the real as it really is and not merely 

as it appears.

Default Setting



a priori access

Default Setting



a posteriori access

a priori access

Default Setting



Critical Complications



1) Appearance vs. Being
"What objects may be in themselves, and 

apart from all this receptivity of our 

sensibility, remains completely unknown 

to us. We know nothing but our mode of 

perceiving them" (Kant, A 42/B 59).

Critical Complications



“But our further contention must also be duly 

borne in mind, namely that though we cannot 

know these objects as things in themselves, 

we must yet be in a position at least to think 

them as things in themselves; otherwise we 

should be landed in the absurd conclusion that 

there can be appearances without anything 

that appears”(Kant, B xxvi).

Critical Complications



Critical Complications

Kantian Formula

Critical Complications



"About a year ago, someone calling himself Marshall 

McLuhan began posting anonymously on a popular 

mailing list called Zone (zone@wired.com). Gary 

Wolf began a correspondence with the poster via a 

chain of anonymous remailers" (Wolf 1996, 129).

Critical Complications



2) No-thing in itself
“It is Kant who goes only halfway in his destruction 

of metaphysics, still maintaining the reference to the 

Thing-in-itself as the externally inaccessible entity; 

Hegel is merely a radicalized Kant, who takes the 

step from negative access to the Absolute to the 

Absolute itself as negativity” (Žižek, 2006, p. 27).

Critical Complications



Hegelian Formula

Critical Complications



3) Inversion/Reversal
The presumed “real person” is a retro-

actively reconstructed virtuality that is 

fashioned from out of what was thought to 

be derivative and subsequent appearances.

Critical Complications



Retroactively (presup)posited 
(Žižek, 2008, p. 209)

The term (presup)posited indicates that the 

real thing—the other person—who we assume 

stands behind the avatar is in fact an effect of 

our interactions with the avatar that is 

subsequently projected behind and before the 

digital apparition as its supposed initial cause 

and ultimate referent.

Critical Complications



Žižekian Formula

Critical Complications



Robert Epstein had an online relationship 

with a women called “Ivana.” But there was 

no actual woman named Ivana. It was just 

a bot. Epstein projected the existence of 

the real Ivana from out of his interactions 

with what had appeared to him online.

Critical Complications



Default Setting
What appears in the space of the 

virtual world are manipulated 

representations of real human 

users, who may themselves be 

entire different from how they 

appear in the computer-generated 

environment.

Conclusions



Kantian Critique
It is assumed that there is a real 

person behind the avatar, but 

because these online applications 

now have a global reach, it seems 

rather improbable that one would 

ever have unmitigated access to the 

real person behind the scene/screen. 

All we really know is the avatar.

Conclusions



Extend the Critique
“It is not that virtual worlds borrowed 

assumptions from real life: virtual worlds 

show us how, under our very noses, our 

'real' lives have been 'virtual' all along” 

(Boellstorff, 2008, p. 5).

Conclusions



Social Issues & Other Problems
• Epstein - From Russia with Love
• Turkle - Connected, but Alone? (video)
• Gaming the System - ch. 4 & 5

Today



Maker Exercise

 Talk with ELIZA – Direct experience with 

the application

 How it Works – “Pop the hood” and see 

how the application works

 Do it Yourself – Write your own basic 

version of an ELIZA-type application using 

Pandorabots



Talk to ELIZA

http://gunkelweb.com/coms493/eliza.html



How it Works

ELIZA was, technically speaking, a rather simple piece 

of programming, "consisting mainly of general 

methods for analyzing sentences and sentence 

fragments, locating so-called key words in texts, 

assembling sentence from fragments, and so on. It 

had, in other words, no built-in contextual framework 

of universe of discourse. This was supplied to it by a 

'script.' In a sense ELIZA was an actress who 

commanded a set of techniques but who had 

nothing of her own to say" (Weizenbaum 1976, 188). 



How it Works

500+ lines of code



Pandorabots http://pandorabots.com



AIML



AIML

AIML Basics

<category>
<pattern>HELLO</pattern>
<template>Hi there!</template>

</category>

The basic unit of 

knowledge in AIML is called 

a category. 

Each category consists of 

an input question, an 

output answer, and an 

optional context.

The question, or stimulus, is 

called the pattern. The 

answer, or response, is 

called the template.



Review - AIML

AIML Basics

<category>
<pattern>HELLO</pattern>
<template>Hi there!</template>

</category>

The AIML pattern language is 

simple, consisting only of 

words, spaces, and wildcard 

symbols like *. 

The words may consist of 

letters and numerals, but no 

other characters (no 

punctuation). 

The pattern language is not 

case sensitive. 



Review - AIML

AIML Basics

<category>
<pattern>HELLO</pattern>
<template>Hi there!</template>

</category>

Template defines the bot's 

response to the matched 

pattern. 

Case does matter in the 

template! Your bot’s response 

will be returned to the user 

exactly as written between 

the template tags.



Review - AIML



Review - AIML

Magic Wand
Inserts tags for a new category.

You only need to supply the text 

values for the <pattern> and the 

<template>



Questions

 Can the bot talk?

 Does the bot understand language?

 Is the bot intelligent?

 Could the bot pass the Turing Test?


