
“Who am ‘I’?” – The Ambiguity of Virtual ‘Me’ 
 

As society adopts new technologies, new philosophical puzzles arise. In this paper, we will present               
“The Virtual ‘Me’ Puzzle” (VMP), a set of ‘monster’ cases, which undermine Kaplanian Semantics.              
In this paper, we consider several uses of the indexical terms ‘I’ and ‘here’ in the context provided by                   
the new technology of online spaces, specifically that of online games. We generate the VMP by                
taking Michaelson’s (2014) response to the Answering Machine Puzzle (AMP) and using the notion              
of “shifty indexicals” to produce a challenge for Kaplanian semanticists. 

According to Kaplan (1989: 492), the content of indexicals – ‘I’, ‘here’, ‘now’ – are               
context-sensitive: the character determines the content – the direct referents – in different contexts.              
The character of indexical is preserved within any context, but the content always varies depending on                
the context. 

(1) I am here now 

seems always true because the utterer of (2) is always at the location of utterance at the time of                   
utterance. Then 

(2) I am not here now 

is always false. If played by an answering machine, however, (2) sounds intuitively true (Sidelle               
1991). Such an intuition motivates the AMP which generates tension between Kaplanian semantics of              
indexicals versus the pragmatics of indexical use. 

One of the solutions to AMP is suggested by Michaelson (2014). Sympathetic to Kaplanian semantics,               
Michaelson’s solution to the AMP is to accept the shifty nature of indexicals and figure out the                 
character-rules for each context in which “I am here now” is uttered. Even though the solution seems                 
ad hoc, Michaelson replies that ad hockery is virtuous because a semantic theory should explain our                
best data, including the intuitions of competent language users on the truth and falsity of sentences                
and observed regularities of tokened sentences in various contexts. We use Michaelson’s ‘Shifty             
Indexicals’ in the context of online gaming to create VMP, which, even if we accept shifty indexicals                 
as a solution to AMP, is problematic for the standard Kaplanian semantic theory due to the                
ambiguities in indexicality generating ‘monster’ cases. ‘Monsters’ are operators which change the            
context of interpretation. According to Kaplan (1977), ‘monsters’ do not occur in English and could               
not be added. 

We propose and defend the VMP, a monster case for Kaplanian semantics by appealing to the                
semantic ambiguity of indexicals in the context of massively multiplayer online role-playing games.             
Here we use World of Warcraft (WoW), but the puzzle should apply ceteris paribus to any similar                 
environment. We give eight instances of using “I” and “here” to propose the puzzle: 

(Game 1) Invited to play WoW together, Anna arrives at Mia’s house. Ringing the doorbell,               
Anna shouts, “I am here now!” 

(Game 2) As Anna logs in to WoW, she types in the universal chatroom: “I am here now.” 

(Game 3) To complete a quest together with Mia, Anna decides to meet Mia at Onyxia’s                
Lair. As Anna arrives, she says to Mia, “I am here now.” 
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(Game 4) The raid group, of which Mia and Anna, are part, fights Deathwing. Anna’s               
character sustains significant damage during the encounter. On their team          
communication system, Anna utters through the headset, “I need healing now!” 

(Game 5) Mia’s cat unexpectedly jumps into Anna’s lap and and scratches her leg. At the                
same time, Anna’s character is damaged by Deathwing. Through the headphone,           
Anns says, “I am hurt!” 

(Game 6) Unfortunately, Mia didn’t have a stable internet connection, so Anna was 
disconnected from the raid for ten seconds, but is still at Onyxia’s Lair. She 
communicates in the universal chat room “I got kicked off the server. I’m still 
here in Onyxia’s Lair. Due to the connection issue, I disconnected from the raid. 
But I am still online.”  

(Game 7) In Onyxia’s Lair, Anna’s character died because of the disconnection. Anna had to               
wait six minutes until her character respawns. Other players look for Anna’s help.             
She types in the raid chatroom: “I am dead. I am not here now to help you guys.” 

(Game 8) After a night of raiding, it is time for a break. In the group chatroom, Anna types                   
“I need a break now, I am leaving myself here at the raid entrance for ten                
minutes.” Anna leaves the keyboard to get up and stretch her legs. 

 

Using these examples we defend the following claims: 

1) There are multiple references for the indexicals, which make these indexicals semantically             
ambiguous. 

2) Indexical ambiguity suggests that two propositions can equally be expressed by an             
indexical sentence. 

 

Regarding 1), we analyse that there are multiple equally valid referents for “I”: the real player, the                 
body of the avatar, and the online presence of the player. Similarly, there are multiple locations that                 
each utterance of “here” could refer to: the place that the real player is located, the place in the                   
game-map where the avatar is, and the server where the online player is connected. The former is a                  
location in physical space, whereas the latter two are ‘virtual’ locations. Regarding 2), we present a                
specific case, Game 5, in which an utterance appears to express two propositions due to the ambiguity                 
in 1), but we do not claim that this case is exhaustive. 

We argue that the VMP as a whole is problematic for the standard Kaplanian semantics because 1)                 
and 2) imply that the VMP cases are ‘monster’ cases which violate the Fixity Thesis: 

“Fixity Thesis (a corollary of Direct Reference): The semantic value of an indexical is              
fixed solely by the context of the actual speech act, and cannot be affected by any logical                 
operators.” (Schlenker 2003) 

In conclusion, we suggest that the VMP is a new puzzle which generates a problem for Kaplanian                 
semantics. VMP not only generates ‘monster’ cases but also exposes a mismatch between the              
pragmatics of indexical containing utterances in contexts provided by new technology and the             
standard semantic theory of those indexicals. 
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