
Imagine a machine that can generate experiences and mimic an experience for others to be in the shoes of other people. It will simulate a real-life experience, someone walking in the shoes of others in a first-person view. This machine is called a Virtual Reality (VR) machine that aims to allow people to become compassionate and empathetic. People can walk in the shoes and stories of other people via this machine, which then VR machine aims to lead people to understand each other. VR machine hopes to change people’s attitudes and behaviours once they experience other people’s life experiences. People feeling empathy for a certain person can lead to acting a certain way towards them. Empathy is the ability to understand one’s feelings. It is feeling the emotion that the other person is feeling because of their experience. 

VR is thought to be an ultimate empathy machine because it attempts to change attitudes and behaviours positively in people. However, every person has different cultural backgrounds, social experiences, different biology and perspectives which causes people to feel differently compared to others. For example, humans cannot project themselves to feel like how an animal would feel in a certain situation because humans and animals have different brain and biology. Humans would not feel the exact way an animal would feel in a certain situation. This is evident to the misguiding in VR attempting to be an empathy machine. It is hard for humans to understand what it is like to be someone else by VR because of the different cultural and social background. However, it can reveal what it can be like for those humans to experience those targeted experiences for a short term. VR can only help individuals to understand for oneself what it is like to have those experiences and not for others. This suggests that in order for others to feel what it is like to experience that experience the same way as other individuals, people would have to change their background knowledge, social contexts, beliefs, attitudes and personal experiences. Every individual will have a different experience in the same targeted experience which confirms that VR is not the ultimate empathy machine.  

Bloom (2017) argues that VR can be misleading and not create empathy to its full extent. People cannot experience these short experiences and generalise it in a long-term period. Some experiences can be horrible for a short-term period but not for a long-term period and some can be fine in short term but awful in the long term. Hence, adaptation can play a role in how awful experiences can be at a certain time frame (Bloom, 2017). VR empathy machine does not influence people to feel appreciative about their own life when they are experiencing the life of a refugee by seeing the refugee camps or a life of a homeless person through a VR simulation. People in refugee camps feel anxiety, fear and stress about having to leave their country and finding themselves a new land. Homeless people can have mental illnesses or physical health problems. People cannot experience how awful such problems are for people experiencing them through a VR machine (Bloom, 2017).

Ramirez (2018) claims that VR cannot accurately generate empathy. He argues that if humans try to experience how it is like to be an animal such as a cow, they cannot have the same experience as a cow would in a real-life experience. They will not empathise with cows because biology and psychology play a role in this. Expectations, how people perceive things and processes determine how an experience would be like through a VR machine for individuals (Ramirez, 2018). VR can help people see how an experience would be like for them but it cannot show how it would be like to be someone else. 

It would be good to put the helmet on of a VR machine and walk into experiences of others but it would never mimic the same exact feelings of another individual’s real-life experience. If humans did not know that it was only a situation simulated by the VR machine then they would have different feelings and perceptions in the situations they are in. For the VR machine to be effective and achieve its aims, it would have to change people’s beliefs and memories for it to be more effective.

With these points and evidences that you have just read, think about if VR machine can still be argued as an ultimate empathy machine. Think about all the experiences VR machine can simulate and if they could actually rise a true empathy in people. Can it make people feel the same emotions as others experiencing the situations in real life? Can they start understanding one another? Can it change people’s attitudes and beliefs? Imagine you started enjoying those experiences and started to think they were not as bad as you thought they were. Would this avoid generating empathy?
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