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Virtual Bodies and Their Implications on a Sense 
of Agency

Lisa Müller-Trede

Deleuze refers to this gap between the virtual and 
the actual as a generative process and a creation 
of “its own lines of actualization in positive acts.”3 
The terms generative and positive do not connote a 
liberatory act or a specific quality in this context but 
rather refer to “the rules of actualization [which] are 
not those of resemblance and limitation, but those 
of difference or divergence and of creation.”4

Embracing this lack and rupture rather than 
attempting to recreate a “pseudo-actuality of 
the possible” led me to ground these ideas in the 
investigation of a deliberate rupture of the canvas 
by Japanese and European artists in the 1950s.5 
Shortly before members of the Gutai Group in 
Japan perforated the canvas, it was Lucio Fontana 
who first became known for integrating “real space, 
and real voids into the two-dimensional work of 
art” when exhibiting his perforated canvases at the 
Venice Biennale in 1950.6 Staying with Deleuze’s 
terminology—might this space inside the rupture 
be virtual and not possible insofar as it is pointing 
not towards the real but towards the unattainable 
potential of the actual? Paul Schimmel, curator of the 
2012 exhibition Destroy the Picture at the Museum 
of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles refers to this 
space as “a limitless and uncertain terrain, a space 
of infinite potentiality.”7 This rupture of a frame in 
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Introduction 

When wearing a virtual reality (VR) headset, the 
screen immediately in front of the face may show 
bodies which visually resemble bodies in the “real” 
world. Considering Henri Bergson’s and Gilles 
Deleuze’s notion of the virtual, this body on the 
screen “possesses a reality” while not being actual.1 
It seems generative in this context to attend to 
the virtual body specifically as a body which 
cannot be touched, and to link this quality to its 
attempt to reach towards actuality. The actual can 
be brought into conversation with the psychologist 
Peter Fonagy’s interpretation of “epistemic trust 
(trust in the authenticity and personal relevance 
of interpersonally transmitted information)” and 
thus further with a notion of human agency.2 
When interacting with a virtual body which lacks 
haptic resistance, this epistemic trust, trust in an 
idiosyncratic way of knowing, may be shaken since 
texture, consistency, and density react in a strictly 
different manner in virtual reality. I want to argue 
here that this shift may affect the sense of agency of 
a person embedded in a virtual surrounding. 

These questions materialized while I was 
working on a virtual reality installation and 
“real-world” performance. The project invited an 
embodied exploration of a lack of haptic resistance 
and a consequential rupture of virtual bodies. 
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an attempt to reach towards the unattainable seems 
helpful when trying to understand the ineffable 
quality of an interaction with a body in virtual 
reality which cannot be touched. 

While tracing conjunctions of the notions of 
the rupture, the virtual, and human agency I am 
drawing particularly on the fields of psychology, 
cinema and media studies, and art history to 
create a framework from which to study the 
porous boundaries of subjects and objects, bodies 
and environments, virtual and actual frames of 
canvasses, and a specific immersive virtual reality 
installation which I will lay out in detail in the 
following section. 

Collider Getting Sick 

The virtual reality sequence Collider Getting Sick 
(2017) hosts a deliberately glitchy photogrammetry 
scan of my body in an environment composed of 
only a floor, a sky, and a sun which casts the scan’s 
shadow onto that floor. The figure slightly exceeds 
life-size and is being hit by an invisible force while 
attempting to reach for the origin of those impulses. 
The participant, wearing a VR headset, is devoid of 
a visual representation of their own body in the VR-
world and cannot see their own actual body as they 
are wearing a headset. 

The participant’s starting position is chosen so 
that the virtual body runs through the participant 
and reveals its insides in the beginning of the overall 
three-minute sequence. The material is composed 
in a way that the gestures of the figure are likely to 
appear as if they were reactions to the participant’s 
behavior even though the experience is not 
programmed to be interactive in the sense that the 
virtual material does not change depending on the 
participant’s behavior. The participant is free to move 
and look at the figure’s insides by sticking the head 
and headset through its “skin” and is encouraged to 
do so by the initial “collision” or rather permeation 
in the beginning of the experience. The inside of 
the skin is covered in a mixture of vibrantly colored 
paint and textures of worms.

While the participant is wearing the glasses, I 
enter the space, stand closely to them and interact 
with them physically, contrasting the lack of haptic 
resistance of the virtual body which moves through 
them at times. My actual body is not visible to 

the participant from behind the headset and the 
interactions of my virtual and my actual body with 
the participant deliberately do not line up. 

I wonder how these interactions with a virtual, 
permeable body affect the kinesthetic awareness 
of the participant and consequentially their sense 
of agency. When speaking of a virtual body and 
specifically the destabilization the lack of haptic 
resistance may cause in relation to the participant’s 
sense of epistemic trust, I do not assume that this 
virtual body is necessarily perceived as another 
person. Yet the term epistemic trust seems useful 
when exploring a sense of agency even though it 
initially refers to a notion of trust in the interpersonal 
sense. In the following section I will turn to the 
psychologist Albert Bandura and his argument in 
line with the larger positioning of social cognitive 
theory against a strict separation of human agency 
and social structure, and consequentially against a 
dualism between people and their environment, in 
order to “legitimize” the term interpersonally in a 
broader sense.8

Agency

Social cognitive theory advocates four core properties 
of human agency: intentionality, forethought, self-
reactiveness, and self-regulation. Intentionality and 
forethought relate to the planning of an action, its 
anticipation, and thus the guidance and motivation 
of actions required.  This involves the temporal 
extension of agency. The latter, self-reactiveness, 
and self-regulation relate to the ability of human 
agents to self-regulate and link intent to action 
and further to self-examine their own functioning. 
There, however, is no absolute agency, as all human 
pursuit involves the participation of other agents.9 
Bandura emphasizes the diversity of these other 
agents as follows:

Most human functioning is socially 
situated. Consequently, psychological 
concepts are socially embedded. For 
example, in an interpersonal transaction, 
in which people are each other’s 
environments, a given action can be 
an agentic influence, a response, or an 
environmental outcome, depending 
arbitrarily on different entry points 
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in the ongoing exchange between the 
people involved. In human transactions, 
one cannot speak of ‘environment’, 
‘behaviour’, and ‘outcomes’ as though they 
were fundamentally different events with 
distinct features inherent in them.10

This inability when distinguishing between the 
“environment,” “behavior,” and “outcomes” in 
relation to agentic influence lays the ground for 
the confusion virtual environments may cause 
in relation to a person’s anticipated outcomes of 
their behavior as qualities of the environment 
behave drastically differently and thus outcomes of 
behavior do too. Bandura lays bare the porousness 
of putative boundaries between a person and their 
environment. A sense of agency is thus largely 
dependent on the environment and if this is virtual 
and hosts bodies which cannot be touched as they 
‘merely exist’ on a screen placed immediately in 
front of the face, this might have consequences 
as to how the physical body behind that screen 
perceives itself. 

Along these lines the concepts of the 
“physical” and “haptic” can be further challenged 
and dissected. The physicist and feminist theorist 
Karen Barad’s ontological deconstruction of these 
terms via quantum field theory illuminates the 
limitation of human perception:

Here are a few key points: the starting 
point ontology of particles and the void—a 
foundational reductionist essentialism—
is undone by quantum field theory; the 
void is not empty, it is an ongoing play 
of in/determinacies; physical particles are 
inseparable from the void, in particular 
they intra-act with the virtual particles of 
the void, and are thereby inseparable from 
it […]11

According to Barad particles are entangled with 
the void, much like behavior is entangled with 
the environment as Bandura argues. This entails 
“a particle touching itself, and then that touching 
touching itself, and so on, ad infinitum. Every 
level of touch, then, is itself touched by all 
possible others.”12 The virtual strictly speaking 
might thus be touched and outcomes of behavior 
will most certainly carry beyond that which is 

sensible to the human agent. Barad distinguishes 
between the sensible and the insensible only to 
remind us that “the force of imagination puts 
us in touch with the possibilities for sensing the 
insensible, the indeterminate […]”13 Curiously 
even though in disciplines such as psychology the 
“force of imagination” and consequences of the 
intangible make up large parts of theories which 
determine how people make sense of each other, 
the inseparable entanglement of environment, 
behavior, outcomes, and agency still require 
specific mention.

Fonagy speaks of mentalizing as “the capacity 
to understand others’ and one’s own behavior,”14 and 
further as the “understanding of the beliefs, wishes, 
and desires underpinning the actions of others and 
of the self.”15 In the context at hand this particular 
model is adopted to engage with human agency 
in relation to epistemic trust. Mentalizing, says 
Fogany, “is a generic way of establishing epistemic 
trust (trust in the authenticity and personal relevance 
of interpersonally transmitted information).”16 As 
behavior is hardly separable from the environment 
and the outcome in interpersonal transaction, this 
broadens the notion of mentalizing and epistemic 
trust not only to human interaction but to the trust in 
one’s capabilities to understand one’s surroundings, 
may they be tangible or intangible enmeshments. 
The virtual environment is part of the situation the 
participant faces and thus becomes a component of 
their mentalizing and their perception of agency.

 
Rupture

Destroying the frame, reaching through the 
picture, or through simulated bodies in virtual 
reality challenges the framework of what may be 
considered as possible or impossible, reachable or 
unreachable. Entering virtual bodies due to their 
lack of haptic resistance is a form of rupture that 
introduces a novel point of view but which at the 
same time builds upon a history of virtual extension 
in a less literal sense. The notion of a rupture, the 
space beyond the tear, was experimented with by a 
number of artists in Japan, Europe and the United 
States in the 1950s. 

One reading of this time in art history is that 
the disturbance caused by World War II initiated 
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measured but rather imaginary space, this work 
may “cut” into the perception of “space” in a more 
immersive manner than a ruptured canvas. Color 
becomes a “simulation,” to speak with the media 
and literary theorist Friedrich Kittler’s words, an 
affirmation of that which is not real which urges 
the viewer to change their state beyond logic 
reasoning, beyond stability.25 

Destabilization

When speaking of the frame of an environment 
the focus in this inquiry lies mainly on the visual 
and haptic human perception of the environment 
and the qualities which are extracted from it. 
Specifically, interpretations of texture, consistency, 
and density are most relevant while investigating 
haptic resistance in virtual reality. When this 
“frame” is ruptured one can argue that the 
consequential defamiliarization affects the sense of 
agency of a person embedded in this environment 
since potential agency is established by a continuous 
reaffirmation of epistemic trust. When this trust 
is impaired due to the manipulation of qualities 
which are typically known to react differently this 
creates an instability. 

The destabilization which might occur when 
being confronted with a phenomenological 
potential might be caused by an interruption 
of an anticipated logic of the environment. 
In this case patterns of interpretation cease to 
dominate perception. When looking at ostranenie  
(defamiliarization) in virtual reality it could be that 
“at its most ambitious, ‘post-cinematic’ art might 
be understood as a stratigraphic engagement 
with [its] history—making long-sedimented 
conventions immediate, tangible, and sensuous 
through a polyphony of spectatorial dislocation.”26 
In this context I read spectatorial dislocation not 
only as referring to the first-person perspective in 
immersive spaces but also to the potential effect 
sensory dislocation can have on the participant’s 
ways to mentalize. 

In order to make a quality like for example 
a lack of haptic resistance recognizable it might 
take an augmentation of reality. Fontana’s very 
concrete cut can be read in a similar way; it takes 
this cut to speak about the potential which he 
suggests lies behind it. While I would argue that 

an interest in a rupture and its stigma as something 
destructive.17 As mentioned in the introduction the 
Italian artist Lucio Fontana had a different take on 
his motivation to rupture the canvas and hence the 
reading of his work and the notion of the cut in 
general has been shifted. In his Manifesto Blanco 
Fontana stated that the gap caused by the tear was 
one element which would enable the transformation 
to a four-dimensional art which incorporates time, 
movement, and speed.18 

Around the same time, in 1954, Niro 
Yoshihara founded the Gutai Bijutsu Kyokai 
(Gutai Art Association) in Japan. One of the 
movement’s early objectives was to: “[…] deal 
with materiality, the correlation of matter or 
objects and space, action and physicality, and time 
and temporality, often employing light, sound, 
and movement.”19 Shozo Shimamoto, a Gutai 
member, first punctuated his paper canvas by 
accident and then continued to experiment with 
the notion of the cut. By the mid 50s he threw 
glass bottles filled with color onto a canvas on 
the floor. Some of these events were deliberately 
documented and called performances.20 Another 
Gutai member, Saburo Murakami, created picture 
frames which he jumped through and the ripped 
paper-remains were shown throughout the rest of 
the exhibition and later destroyed. He produced 
detailed descriptions of the process so that it could 
be reproduced by another person. 

The act of destroying the picture could be read 
as an artist using his body as a weapon, or simply 
as a most capable tool to create spaces with the 
potential Fontana was referring to.21 Yves Klein’s 
famous photomontage Leap into the Void (1960), 
which shows him jumping off a building might be 
creating this space just like John Latham’s first aim 
at the canvas with a spray gun in 1954. Nicki de 
Saint Phalle’s shootings of canvasses and objects 
might have triggered new objectives through the 
bullet holes.22

Tense, Torn, Twisted is the heading of an 
essay about the work of the contemporary artist 
Katharina Grosse23 by Dustin Breitenwischer. He 
speaks of tension in her paintings which “dissipates 
in the rift, allowing that which does not exist to 
be brought into the world.”24 Due to the direct 
contact with the architecture and the manipulation 
of the area which does not follow the proposal of 
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within an environment which cannot be touched 
invites one to improvise and question hierarchies in 
the process of re-identifying what behavior might 
link to which outcome and which particle. 

Conclusion 

Through the effect a disrupted environment may 
have on epistemic trust in the self, the sense of 
agency of a participant in a virtual reality experience 
might be affected. The inability to physically 
intervene, can be regarded as an impotence but 
at the same time as a possible entry point into 
an unknown mode of engagement. If physical 
intervention has no effect in the conventional sense, 
other ways of understanding one’s own boundaries 
and impact may have to be developed. In Barad’s 
words: “perhaps this awakening to the infinity of 
constitutive inclusions—the in/determinacy, the 
virtuality that is a constitutive part of all finitude—
calls us to a new sensibility.”29

Similarly to the engagement with a ruptured 
canvas which hints at the structure of the frame, the 
tear, and simultaneously beyond it, or a large scale 
spray-painting across walls, floors, and ceilings 
which invites to neglect the dominance of the 
architectural environment, bodies lacking physical 
resistance invite to reconsider cultivated limits. 
Through the ability to mentalize and to take into 
account the consequences unconventional qualities 
invent, the sense of agency might be destabilized 
only to become more dynamic and franker. Other 
than a design process which seeks to provide 
answers and strives for goals, artistic intervention 
might be stronger when it resists a teleology and 
doesn’t conclude but continues to pose the question 
of where an unharbored agent might turn to next. 

both recognition and identification are never final 
but rather momentary simplifications, a certain 
recognition of one’s surroundings seems necessary 
to enable a sense of orientation. Film theorist 
Francesco Casetti writes:

[Recognition] not only allows us to 
identify who or what we have in front 
of us, even if it is in another guise […], 
but it also leads us to accept the identity 
of whoever or whatever does not yet have 
one (this is the case when the government 
gives recognition to a newly found state). 
Recognition may be a detection or an 
acknowledgement. Through both of these 
aspects in combination, it is therefore that 
which makes something what it is.27

These words closely resemble a definition of 
mentalizing. If that which is recognized does not 
yet have an identity the journey of detecting and 
acknowledging it might at the same time put the 
tools by which this is done into question as they 
cannot yet have proven to be useful in the particular 
context. The sense of agency might thus be doubted 
when the sensory perception of an environment is 
destabilized. Referring back to the virtual reality 
installation laid out above, the simultaneous 
engagement with a virtual body’s literal insides and 
outsides which are seen and a physical body which is 
felt might require the participant’s body to develop 
a specific coordination when interacting with this 
dialectic correlation. The cultural theorist and artist 
Erin Manning speaks of risk and decision-taking 
in the context of improvisation, here specifically 
in dance: “a risk that places into question filial 
strategies that restrain politics to hierarchical 
models with which we are familiar […].”28 Moving 
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