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The Impact of Virtual Communities on
Cultural Identity

Radoslav Baltezarevic, Borivoje Baltezarevic,

Piotr Kwiatek and Vesna Baltezarevic

Abstract: The emergence of the Internet and various forms of virtual
communities has led to the impact of a new social space on individuals who
frequently replace the real world with alternative forms of socializing. In virtual
communities, new ‘friendships’ are easily accepted; however, how this
acceptance influences cultural identity has not been investigated. Based on the
data collected from 443 respondents in the Republic of Serbia, authors analyze
this connexion, as well as how the absorption of others’ cultural values is
reflected on the local cultural values. The results show that the adoption of
others’ cultural values diminished the bond with the local community. The
present paper adds to the theory of virtual communities by examining the
relationship between the acceptance of an unknown person in a virtual
community and its effects on cultural identity. This study contributes to the
clarification of the impact that virtual networking has on cultural identity.

Keywords: cultural identity, cultural values, individual, virtual community.

Introduction

The way people perceived the world around themselves, until the emergence of
the Internet and digital media, depended on their conception of reality based,
inter alia, on cultural traditions and folk tales. The Internet restructured the way
of organizing social and interest communities and enabled the emergence of new
media that combine the potentials of previous media with the intention of
creating hybrid social and cultural forms. The contemporary conception of
reality is largely influenced by virtual networking. This marks the beginning of a
revolution that, as Clay Shirky (2009) states, changes not only what we do and
how we do it, but who we are. According to Alexandr Asmolov and Gregory
Asmolov, “The idea of a virtual community was initially built around the need to
present one’s own true identity or, more precisely, personal identity on the
network.” (Asmolov and Asmolov 2009, 111) However, these new,
technologically mediated, forms of social interaction have changed the very way
people form groups and the way they exist within them. Communication within
virtual community creates new opportunities for people to interact and
communicate, facilitating the development of new social relations (Ellison et al.
2014).

Symposion, 6,1 (2019): 7-22
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In a virtual community, users can interact, exchange ideas, share
information, provide social support, do business, direct activities, create art, play
games, participate in a political debate, etc. All this is an indicator of the
formation of a culture, which is directly opposed to the processes of maintaining
the traditional linear culture and the values it represents. Digital media and
modern technologies seem to prevail and suppress traditional cultural values
and their content.

New technological inventions and the corresponding media stemming
from them have become the means of modern identity transformation (Brigs and
Berk 2006), because instead of genuine participation in social life, they provide a
surrogate of sociality (Fenerback and Thompson 1995, 18). At the same time, the
community culture is being transformed into a culture of isolation, within which
people do not address real persons, but physically absent persons, represented
by the computer screens (Makner 2006, 291).

This paper explores how the acceptance of unknown persons online
influences cultural identity and how the absorption of others’ cultural values
affects the traditional cultural values of virtual community users.

Literature Review

The term ‘virtual community’ was coined by Rheingold (1993, 5), in the first
edition of his book with the same title. As to the very concept of virtual
communities, there is no consensus on the underlying phenomenon. For example,
Linda Harasim (1993) argues that virtual communities actually belong to
pseudo-communities, while Margaret McLaughlin, Kerry Osborne and Christine
Smith (1995) hold that virtual communities should be treated as metaphors for
communities.

The existence of virtual communities indicates that the Internet is not only
the medium through which people access information, but through which they
also reach out to other people, in order to talk, exchange opinions and build
relationships (Sproull and Faraj 1997). Social networks today are the
predominant type of virtual communities. They are based on either a website or
a platform that focuses on forming relationships and allowing participants to
invite their acquaintances. These are the people coming from different user
network environments, such as family, friends, co-workers, and neighbours
(Joinson 2008). Such platforms allow their users to “track the actions, beliefs and
interests of the larger groups to which they belong.” (Lampe, Ellison, and
Steinfield 2006, 167)

Since a virtual community allows individuals to break social barriers and
facilitates contacts with heterogeneous individuals, it allows for the formation of
a virtual group identity. Members of a virtual community establish a group
identity and a sense of belonging on the interactive network platform (Blanchard
2007). Further, through consecutive communication and information exchange
among members, a bridged social capital is formed (Dixon 2005). “Through

8
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virtual interaction with others, the individual gradually builds personal identity
based on these experiences, while the media serve only as an accessible
reference framework for the building of collective and personal identities.”
(Strinati 1995, 239) Interestingly, though, Mirjana Ule notes that “who or what
we are, is not so much a matter of personal essence (beliefs, feelings, etc.), but of
how we are constructed through a variety of relationships, interactions, etc.”
(Ule 2000, 249)

Virtual communities, as a product of mass culture, are breaking all
intercultural barriers. In other words, as Dwight MacDonald shows, virtual
community “mixes and scrambles everything together, producing what could be
called homogenized culture.” (MacDonald 2005, 42) In this sense, technologically
mediated human activity may lead to alienation from nature and typical forms of
social interaction. Undoubtedly, we can speak of a change in human nature, in
the existing forms of socialization, in mutual interactions, and in understanding
the world, a change which happens simultaneously with the process of
remodelling the existing personal identity.

The development of virtual relationships and new identities provides
increased opportunities for cultural, social and political exchanges on a global
level, regardless of geographical locations and time zones. A decade ago, Sherry
Turkle noted that new forms of interaction were already challenging “what many
people have traditionally called ‘identity’; a sense of self is recast in terms of
multiple windows and parallel lives” (Turkle 1997, 73), which allows virtual
communities’ users to establish a connection with different cultures.

In this view, multiculturalism destroys personal perception of local beliefs
and traditional cultural values by destroying distinctive traits of the local
identity. This way, virtual culture, as a globally oriented culture, shapes the
cultural elements of the common way of life of people through the process of
globalization that inevitably undermines local cultures. “Therefore, it is
perceived as an expression of sweeping and overwhelming that undermines
local cultures. The latter, on the other hand, refers to variation and diversity of
culture.” (KOC 2006, 5)

Edmund Jandt (2012, 5) emphasizes that, according to Antonio Damasio,
culture functions as a regulator of human life and human identity. He further
argues that the development of the brain and human identity is opposite to the
indifference of nature and opens the door to the emergence of culture - a radical
shift on the evolutionary path and a new basis for the regulation of life, which he
calls ‘socio-cultural homeostasis.” Alan Fiske (2002, 8) emphasizes that “Culture
is a socially constructed constellation consisting of things like practices,
competences, ideas, schemes, symbols, values, norms, institutions, constituent
rules and modifications of the physical environment.”

In times of technological revolution, networked life and technology-
mediated communication, there is a need for positioning cultural identity on the
varied and plastic platform constructed upon the interrupted continuity of the
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former ‘solid’ character of peoples and cultures, especially in relation to the
context of globalization. Interpretation on the notion of identity in the process of
globalization points to the question of the use of historical, linguistic and cultural
resources in the process of constant formation of identity, not in function of what
we are, but what we are aiming for, what we are becoming, how we are
presented, and how identity is reflected on the ways we represent ourselves.

According to Douglas Kellner (1992), the question of identity continues to
be a problem in the postmodern era; in contemporary society, instead of
disappearing, identity suffers a process of reconstruction and redefinition. In this
interpretation, identity becomes similar to a game of choice, in which a person
radically changes identities at his/her own discretion, which can easily get out of
control. Kellner’s ambivalence reflects the actual ambivalence of the problem
itself. Identity continues to be a ‘problem,” as Kellner highlights, and, in the
current changing context, influenced by the development of technology (social
communities, networked life, the construction of online identity) it is not the
same kind of problem as in the modern era, nor is it of the same complexity.

Virtual community has deconstructed the term ‘friendship’ and pushed it
towards insignificance. Network users have ongoing interactions with people
from different cultures. Media contribute to the rapid and wide spread of ideas in
all cultures because virtual communities allow users to closely interact with
other people (Schlegel 2001). The global world and barrier-free communication
enable the development of a global identity that gives a sense of belonging to the
world culture and allows users to communicate with people from different
places through media technology (such as Facebook). Such changes can lead to a
reduced innate identity in relation to a hybrid identity, through combining the
elements of a local culture with the elements of the global culture (Hermans and
Kempen 1998), which can lead to identity confusion (Hermans and Dimaggio
2007). However, regardless of the fact that virtual identities are different from
physical identities, studies suggest that virtual identities become parts of
physical identity (Boyd 2014). In contrast to this, Jean Baudrillard, in his
Simulacra and Simulation states that “the society has developed too much of a
dependence on the models, maps and representations of life that has caused us
to lose touch with the realm of the real.” He further claims that we live in a “state
of hyperreal.” (Baudrillard 1994, 4)

The formation of virtual communities changes the way we see reality and
traditionally defined identity (Jones 1995), because globalization “refers to the
expansion and intensification of social relations and consciousness across world-
time and world-space.” (Steger 2009, 15) Globalization as a dialectically dynamic
process causes the transformation of a local cultural identity into a cultural
identity of diversity, which is increasingly moving away from the local one and
adheres to the global world.

10
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Table 1. Terms and Definitions

Term

|

Definition

Source

Culture

Cultural identity

Cultural identity
components

Unknown persons

Culture is not simply art, music
and literature; it is the total
collection of behavioral patterns,
values and beliefs that
characterize a particular group
of people.

Culture performs a role of
‘identification of otherness.’

Culture as “a learned set of
shared perceptions about beliefs,
values, and norms.”

The term cultural identity refers
to an individual's sense of self
derived from formal or informal
membership in groups that
transmit and inculcate
knowledge, beliefs, values,
attitudes, traditions, and ways of
life.

Cultural identity includes at least
six ~commonalities: vocation,
class, geography, philosophy,
language, and biology.

People focus on meeting new
virtual people and being seen by
many people, rather than
maintaining their already
existing relationships. People
from collectivistic cultures utilize
social network sites to “maintain
close relationships with a small
number of ties instead of
creating new connections with
people.”

Novitz and Willmott

1990, 5

Friedman 1996, 72

Lustig and Koester

1993, 42

Kim 2001

Beamer and Varner

2005, 5

Rosen, Stefanone,
Lackaff 2010
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Virtual identity

Social network weak
ties

Acceptance of
unknown people in
the virtual
community  affects
the change of cultural
identity.

12

Virtual identity consists of two
entities in both real world and
the virtual world.

Social networking sites allow
users to keep in touch with
existing friends and to develop
new friendships.

Weak ties allow users to create
and maintain larger, diffuse
networks of relationships from
which they could potentially
draw resources.

Weak ties provide benefits not
available in close ties:
information, resources, and
novelty, as well as a sense of
being ‘known’ in the larger
community. Consequential
strangers often act as ‘bridges’ to
new people and groups.

Virtual environments provide
the possibility of transformation
and manipulation of identity.

“A person recognizes oneself
through the adaptation to the
concept of ‘we’ as a primary form
of understanding where one
belongs. In this phase, a person
accepts the norms, beliefs and
experiences of his/her group as a
‘proper place of living,” because
within the collective security,
one escapes from loneliness and
from the threat of the unknown
world he/she is unable to cope
with, after birth.”

Halperin 2008

Boyd 2004

Donath and Boyd 2004

Burt 1992

Vander Valk 2008

Golubovi¢ 2011, 28
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By communicating with virtual Jensen 2003
friends, people adopt their

beliefs and cultural patterns,

which inevitably lead to the
reconstruction of their initial

identities.

The use of new media leads to Singh 2010
the destruction of cultural

identity and the weakening of

the intensity of relationships

between people in the local
community.

Adoption of others’
cultural values
influences the
decrease in
connection with the
local community.

Internet use, they argued, would Nie 2001
replace in-person interaction and
long-distance online interaction

would replace social interactions

in local communities.

Nadezda Bagdasaryan (2011) highlights that the speed and impact of new
media have led to the inability of traditional values to keep pace with the new
cultural values produced by new media. The use of new media leads to the
destruction of cultural identity and the weakening of the intensity of
relationships between people in the local community (Singh 2010), because
virtual community users are opting for new ways of interacting with people from
different cultures. Thus, virtual culture becomes a new form of common culture
characterized by a higher degree of heterogeneity and a lower level of
interconnection (Van Dijk 1998). By creating a space for establishing personal
contacts within the network, with the flexibility of communication, new media
directly influence the development of intercultural connections in a virtual
community (Boyd and Ellision 2007; Donath and Boyd 2004) and the creation of
a multicultural world formed by the implication of the experiences of those who
are able to successfully move from one culture into another (Kim 2001). The
transition from the local to the virtual cultural space presupposes a successful
process of adaptation, that is, an acquaintance with an unknown cultural
environment through the establishment and maintenance of a relatively stable,
reciprocal and functional relationship with the environment (Gudykunst 2003).

This paper seeks to explore how the acceptance of unknown persons
online influences cultural identity and how the absorption of others’ cultural
values is reflected in the traditional cultural values of virtual community users.

13
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Research Objectives

This article reports on a survey conducted to determine whether the virtual
community acceptance of unknown persons as ‘friends’ influences cultural
identity and how the adoption of others’ cultural values in such a community is
reflected in the connection with the local community. The objectives of this study
are twofold:

i. To test whether the acceptance of unknown persons in the virtual
community affects the cultural identity of the respondents.

ii. To test whether other cultural values that respondents adopt from
virtual friends contribute to a decreased connectivity with the
primary community.

By analyzing existing theoretical considerations on the consequences of
activities within virtual communities on the traditional identity of their users,
the following hypotheses have been advanced:

H1: Acceptance of unknown people in the virtual community determines/is
associated with a change in cultural identity.

H2: Adoption of others’ cultural values is associated with a decrease in
connection with the local community.

Sample and Data Collection

The questionnaire with closed-type questions was composed of two parts. In the
first part, questions were asked regarding the demographic profile of the
respondents (gender, age and level of education). The second part of the
questionnaire requested the respondents to answer closed-ended questions
related to their behaviour on various virtual social networks, where respondents
were offered answers in reference to the Likert scale of attitudes, anchored: 1.
Strongly disagree, 2. Disagree, 3. Neither agree nor disagree, 4. Agree 5. Strongly
agree.

The research was carried out by the authors through a specially prepared
questionnaire sent to 556 addresses of employees and students at a private
university based in Belgrade (Republic of Serbia). Data was collected from June
2017 to January 2018. A total of 443 fully filled questionnaires were selected for
further research. The IBM Statistical Package for Social Science (IBM SPSS 2015)
was used to analyse the data collected from the survey. Data was analysed using
descriptive statistic, chi-square test and measures of association.

Table 2. Demographic Profile of the Respondents (N = 443)

Demographic n %
Gender
Male 201 45.4
14
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Female 242 54.6
Age
<25 115 26.0
26-35 128 28.9
36-45 135 30.5
46-55 43 9.7
56-65 22 5.0
Education
High school 73 16.5
Student 69 15.6
Bachelor 166 37.5
Master/Doctorate 135 30.5
Number of contacts
less than 100 36 8.1
101-300 95 21.4
301-500 85 19.2
501 and more 227 51.2
Daily use of social media
less than 1 hour 59 13.3
1-3 hours 205 46.3
3-6 hours 98 22.1
more than 6 hours 81 18.3

Table 2 shows descriptive demographics of the respondents. More female
(54.6%) than male (45.4%) respondents are to be found, mostly in the 36-45
years of age group (30.5%), followed by respondents aged 26-35 years (28.9%)
and by those less than 25 years of age (26.0%). The share of respondents above
45 years of age was 14.7%. Most of respondents had a university degree (37.5%),
followed by the groups of respondents holding Master or Doctorate degrees
(30.5%). The remaining groups are formed by respondents with completed
secondary education (16.5%) and students (15.6%). Most respondents have 501
and more contacts (51.2%), followed by the groups with 101-300 contacts
(21.4%), 301-500 (19.2%) and less than 100 (8.1%).

Most respondents use social media for 1-3 hours daily (46.3%), followed
by those who spend 3-6 hours on social media (22.1%), more than 6 hours
(18.3%) and less than one hour (13.3%).

Results and Discussion

(i) Acceptance of unknown people in the virtual community determines/is
associated with a change in cultural identity.

15
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Table 3. The attitude of the respondents towards the claim that virtual
community participants accept unknown persons as friends

Scale position n %
Strongly disagree 18 4.1
Disagree 231 52.1
Neither agree nor disagree 127 28.7
Agree 55 12.4
Strongly agree 12 2.7
Total 443 100.0

Table 3 indicates that the highest percentage of respondents disagree that
unknown persons should be accepted (52.1%), the next in percentage are those
who do not have a fixed attitude (28.7%), followed by those who agree with
accepting of unknown persons (12.4%), while the smallest percentage of
respondents belongs to those who strongly disagree (4.1%) and those who
strongly agree (2.7%).

Table 4. The attitude of the respondents towards the claim that virtual

community affects the identity of its users

Scale position N %
Strongly disagree 25 5.6
Disagree 185 41.8
Neither agree nor disagree 103 23.3
Agree 117 26.4
Strongly agree 13 2.9
Total 443 100.0

Table 4 indicates that the majority of respondents (41.8%) disagree that
virtual community affects identity, followed by those who agree that networks
affect identity (26.4%), and those who do not have a fixed attitude (23.3%),
while the smallest percentage of respondents belongs to those who strongly
disagree (5.6%), and strongly agree (2.9%).

A chi-square test was performed to verify the existence of a relationship
between the attitude towards acceptance of unknown persons and the attitude
towards changing of cultural identity. The relationship between these variables
was significant, y2(16, 443) = 87.053, p<0.05. We subsequently tested the
strength of the relationship between focal variables using gamma measure of
association. The association is positive, moderate and significant (G=.416,
p<0.05), which means that the more respondents agree with the view that
virtual community participants accept unknown persons, the more they support
the view that online cultural identity is changing. Furthermore, because gamma
is a Proportional Reduction in Error type of measure, it can be concluded that

16
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knowing the level of unknown person’s acceptance improves the prediction of
identity change by 41.6%.

(ii) Adoption of others’ cultural values is associated with a decrease in
connection with the local community.

Table 5. The attitude of respondents towards the claim that others’ cultural
values are being accepted within virtual community

Scale position n %

Strongly disagree 40 9.0
Disagree 47 10.6
Neither agree nor disagree 99 22.3
Agree 204 46.0
Strongly agree 53 12.0
Total 443 100.0

Table 5 indicates that the majority of respondents (46.0%) agree that
others’ cultural values are accepted within the network, with 22.3% without a
fixed attitude, followed by a number of respondents who strongly agree (12.0%),
who disagree (10.06%), while the fewest responses belong to those who
strongly disagree (9.0%).

Table 6. The attitude of respondents towards the claim that the acceptance of
others’ cultural values influences the decrease of their connection with the local

community.

Scale position N %

Strongly disagree 25 5.6
Disagree 60 13.5
Neither agree nor disagree 107 24.2
Agree 215 48.5
Strongly agree 36 8.1
Total 443 100.0

Table 6 indicates that the highest number of respondents (48.5%) agree
that the acceptance of others’ cultural values leads to a decrease in the
connection with the local community, while 24.2% do not have a fixed attitude,
followed by those who disagree (13.5%), those who strongly agree (8.1%), while
the smallest percentage of respondents strongly disagree (5.6%).

A chi-square test was performed to verify the existence of a relationship
between the attitude towards accepting others’ cultural values and the attitude
towards the connection with the local community. The relationship between
these variables was significant, y2(16, 443) = 410.949, p<0.05. We subsequently
tested the strength of the relationship between focal variables using gamma

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://symposion.acadiasi.ro
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measure of association. We found a strong and positive association (G=.714,
p<0.05), which means that the more respondents agree with the view that
others’ values are accepted, the larger is the decrease in connection with the
local community. Again, because of PRE property of gamma measure, we can
conclude that knowing the level of others’ values acceptance improves a
perceived decrease in connection with the local community by 71.4%.

Conclusion

Our study assumed two main objectives: to investigate the respondents’ attitude
on whether the acceptance of unknown persons in the virtual community affects
cultural identity and to investigate the attitude on whether the others’ cultural
values that respondents adopt within a virtual community contribute to a
decreased connection with the local community.

The media serve as a platform for building collective and personal
identities that, due to the globalization process, are becoming uniform. Previous
research confirmed the assumption that the acceptance of unknown persons
online creates new opportunities for interaction and communication of people,
facilitating the development of new social responsibilities (Ellison et al. 2014).

We conclude that our first hypothesis was confirmed because the results
of the research demonstrated that there exists a connection between the
attitudes about the acceptance of unknown persons within the virtual
community and the attitudes about the change of cultural identity, and that this
connection is moderate and positive. We established that the more respondents
approved of other virtual network users’ acceptance of unknown persons in the
virtual community, the stronger was their agreement with the attitude that
online cultural identity is changing. Our second hypothesis was confirmed, as
well, because the results demonstrated that the identity transformation resulting
from the acceptance of others’ cultural values leads to a decreased intensity of
social relations among people in a local community (Singh 2010).

The second hypothesis was also confirmed because we established that
there exists a link between the attitudes towards adopting others’ cultural values
and the attitudes towards a decreased connection with the local community, and
that this connection is strong and positive. We concluded that the more the
respondents agree with the attitude that participants in the virtual community
accept others’ cultural values, the stronger is their agreement with the attitude
that the intensity of relations between people in the local community is
decreasing.

Limitations and Future Research

Since the data used in this research was collected based on a convenience sample,
the reader should be cautious in making generalizations. The authors would like
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to encourage other researchers to further investigate the dynamics of virtual
communities with reference to the impact on cultural identity.
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The First Person

James Cargile

Abstract: Many languages have a first person singular subject pronoun (‘" in
English). Fewer also have a first person singular object pronoun (‘me’ in
English). The term ‘I’ is commonly used to refer to the person using the term. It
has a variety of other uses. A normal person is able to refer to theirself and
think about their self and this is of course an important feature of being a
person. For any person x, no one other than x can possibly think about x and by
that alone, qualify as thinking about theirself. Perhaps this is special. However,
there is a strong tendency to conflate this important capacity with capacities of
grammar, such as thinking first person thoughts or ‘I thoughts.” This leads to
attempts to establish necessary truths about persons on the basis of rules of
grammar which are not logically necessary. Thinking about oneself does not
logically require a first person linguistic capacity. This essay is criticizing
various tendencies to overlook this.

Keywords: first, I, person, pronoun, singular, subject.

1. It is possible to look in a mirror and see someone other than yourself due to
the angle of viewing. So it is possible to see a person in a mirror, knowing it is a
mirror image and knowing you are seeing someone, without knowing whether it
is you. Suppose A sees a person in a mirror, sees that the person is wounded, and
judges “B is wounded” and is mistaken. It is not B. A’s error was not about
whether there was a wound. The error was in misidentifying the subject of his
attribution of woundedness as B. In a second case, A thinks the person in the
mirror is — himself. He thinks “That’s me - I am wounded.” A could be wrong.
This could happen in two ways - the appearance of a nasty scrape is really some
strawberry jam smeared on the reflected person’s back - or the reflected person,
the person A calls wounded, is not A.

In these cases, we have seen error due to attributing a property to
something which does not in fact have that property. We have also seen error
due to misidentifying the thing to which you attribute a property. The thing has
the property - there is no error about that - but it is not the thing you take it to
be. It may be B when you think it is you, or you, when you think it is B, etc. Some
philosophers hold that when you think you are wounded, saying “I am wounded”
you may misattribute being wounded, but you cannot possibly be mistaken due
to misidentification. This is sometimes regarded as an important insight and
named the phenomenon of “Immunity to Error through Misidentification” (IEM).

Suppose A thinks he is checking his back in a mirror to see if he is
wounded. He is not in pain but may have scraped his back. He is in fact looking
through a window. B is on the other side checking B’s back. Each is craning his
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neck looking at a back, thinking it is their back when in fact it is the other’s. B is
wounded (has a bit of scrape) while A is not. A sees the scrape and thinks “I am
wounded.” I say this is an error due to misidentification. A is right about the
woundedness but wrong about the subject. This is another case that seems to
count against [EM.

2. It is a contingent fact about English that ‘T is the first person singular subject
pronoun (fpssp) and ‘me’ is the first person singular object pronoun (fpsop).
People who confuse the roles of ‘I’ and ‘me’ could come to be a usage-fixing
majority. Some languages do not distinguish between the first person subject
pronoun and the first person object pronoun, do not have our distinction
between ‘I’ and ‘me.” A speaker who ignores the distinction may be understood
perfectly well and be speaking English. “I’ is the fpssp” needs to be explained in
correcting such a speaker. It is doubtful that a philosophical explanation would
help.

That the English language is not definable may be disputed by
philosophers taking a formal system, perhaps an ‘interpreted’ one, as a paradigm
of language. Such paradigms greatly facilitate the formulation of logically precise
generalizations, but at the cost of ignoring how language is actually individuated
(that is, vaguely). Versions of ‘pidgin English’ are not English, and subversion of
the fpssp-fpsop distinction can be a step toward pidginization. But the
assumption that it is a defining characteristic of English to have that distinction
is a source of confusion about the function it serves. This is likely to be disputed.
[t is common to defend generalizations about English by ruling out
counterexamples as not really English. This can make it impossible to achieve
agreement. [t may nonetheless be interesting to pursue.

3. Making it a criterion for a ‘correct use’ of ‘I’ that there is a person producing a
token and the token refers to that producer, guarantees the doctrine of the
automatic user-reference of correct uses of ‘I A similar rule can be offered for
‘me’ and then the ‘subject - object’ distinction can be addressed. The resulting
doctrine is a tautology that obscures facts about actual usage. That may be better
than such a ‘token reflexive rule’ as that any token of ‘I’ refers to whoever
produced it (I-yi-yi!). Trivial truth might seem preferable to trivial falsity. But the
token reflexive rule is more useful for the purpose of teaching English, where
simple rules of thumb that are right in common cases are better than tediously
guarded trivialities. You may teach Mog that if he needs to deceive a subpoena
server who calls at his door, “Mog is not here” will do, while “I am not here” will
be disastrous.

That is because “everybody knows” the token reflexive rule, so the server
would take Mog to be referring to himself with ‘I’ (at least initially, so as to find
the remark difficult to make sense of), while there is no such rule for proper
names. Whether Mog, in saying “Mog is not here” is referring to himself is
unclear because “referring to himself” in the given case is unclear. He is not
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directing the attention of his audience to himself at the time. The server will
naturally think the person speaking to him is referring to some other person (or,
if he is suspicious, Mog’s performance will at least make straightforward sense as
an effort at deception). But the server has means of determining who the person
named ‘Mog’ is which could lead him to discover Mog's deception. We can
understand how the phrases “taking him to be referring to himself,” “referring to
himself” and “knowing who Mog is” work in the description of possible sayings
in this case. Stating logically true general rules about the working of these
phrases can be more difficult, and there is a danger of founding the authority of
such rules on stipulations which obscure the possible alternate uses.

4. If a society of English speakers has a child they regard as very special, they
could name him ‘I.” There could be another named ‘Me,’ etc. (The capitalization of
‘Me’ is an unnecessary concession to a dispensable convention about names. This
community might deal only in speech.) I would learn to avoid using ‘I’ and might
manage with skillful circumlocution or just use ‘me.” Me could get by using ‘1.’ |,
in spite of being extremely acute, could become confused, like any human. He
might have an episode of thinking he is not I. Seeing himself in a big store mirror,
he might point to himself and say “There is I, with terrible posture - thank
goodness yours truly doesn’t slouch like that!” He mistakenly used ‘I’ to identify a
member of the crowd as being someone other than himself, while correctly
commenting on the posture. His hearers could understand this performance in
terms of the speaker having lost track of who is named by a name which is in fact
his own. It would be amusing but not at all incoherent.

[ was not misusing ‘I’ but he was not using ‘I’ as fpssp. What it is to so use
‘1'? Is there a logical criterion for such a use? Is there such a property as being a
token of ‘I'’? We may ask, is ‘i’ a token of ‘I'?, is ‘I’ a token of ‘i’? is ‘I’ a token of ‘{'?
etc. It is interesting to try reading these questions aloud and deciding how to
vocalize the symbols. [ say there is such a property as being a (written) token of
the 9t letter of the English alphabet and there is considerable variety in those
tokens, capital, lower case, in various typescripts, or in handwriting of various
shapes. It is a contingent fact that ‘I’ is a token of the 9th letter of the English
alphabet, and contingent that if there is any token of ‘I’ it is a token of the 9t etc.
[t is not contingent that if there is any token of the 9t letter then it is a token of
the 9th letter. What about the claim that any token of ‘I’ is a token of ‘I'? The
question is dubious because “is a token of T'” as it works in the question, does
not have a clear meaning. (Would it be the same question with ‘©'’?) And this is
confining our attention just to written tokens. If a colloquial speaker we know
well says in speech what we would say in reading aloud “I’ gives Al a lot of
trouble” we can rule out the interpretation on which Al is struggling with the
concept of fpssp. We may yet wonder whether Al needs an ophthalmologist, or
whether the speaker, whom we know dislikes Al, is reporting harassing Al.
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5. Anyone can easily identify tokens of ‘I’ on a typical textbook page (as opposed
to ingeniously contrived problem pages) if it is made clear that any token of the
9th letter will qualify. They will then ignore a number of differences and get the
common property right. They can do as well for upper case tokens of a given
type font, getting that different property right. People’s ability to recognize
written tokens that differ greatly in their geometric properties is quite striking.
This has some connection with the ability to decipher a message, grasp what is
said. Flying over a desert island, we may recognize a message stamped into the
sand, knowing it is not just a coincidence of wind effect. Reading the message, we
may identify a token of ‘H.” If we are getting daily messages, the very same token
could be left while those around it were erased and replaced, so that that same
arrangement in the sand would now be a token of ‘A.” (It might be seen as a typo
(or stampo) - but it could be as ‘directly’ identified as the other letters.) This
could inspire an attempt to distinguish between an object and various roles it
can play. We will then encounter, on the way to the role of fpssp, the role, being a
token of ‘1.

A large building may have ‘[.B.M. CORPORATION’ on its wall in large
bronze letters, each separately attached to the wall. The letters are taken down
and there is a bronze ‘I’ four feet tall and quite sturdy. It might come to be used
for cutting weeds or as a digging tool, or as a capital Roman numeral one, or in an
“I like Wheaties” sign or an ostentatious sign for an extravagant philosophy
conference on the IEM problem, etc. If used long term as a large double T square
by carpenters, would it be a token of ‘I'? If money is riding on the answer,
arbitration is needed, otherwise, why ask? Pick up anything (that you can lift).
The question “What is this thing, exactly?” may make sense, but it can break
down under philosophical pressure. The question can be understood from the
perspective of different possible uses, or some other system of classification.
Without such background, it can acquire a false aura of difficulty. We will leave
the question “What is the word (not the letter or numeral) ‘I'?” and take up
“being the fpssp.” Can we define this property which is commonly attributed to
something, the word, or uses of it?

6. Compare the project of defining the roles of subject and predicate. There used
to be such as “The subject is the word or group of words which denotes the thing
or things of which the predicate is predicated.” Such sayings can help students to
learn to use grammatical classifications, but as attempts at philosophical
definition they are unsatisfactory. There is the problem of grammatical subjects
which do not refer, which can lead to debates about reference to nonexistent
subjects, and there is a problem about circularity. One response is to choose a
few paradigm sentences, perhaps on the grounds that the majority of competent
speakers readily count them as ‘sentences.” Then lists of words can be made and
rules introduced for forming new sentences or compound words.

While the listing of things called ‘sentences (words) of English’ is based on
empirical observation by social scientists, the use made of the lists is strongly
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analogous to the construction of a ‘formal language.” ‘Subject terms’ or ‘noun
phrases’ etc. are a list of expressions simply given those titles. Something will be,
for example, a ‘name’ because it is listed as a name (or a name because listed
under ‘name’). After listing some instances of sentences, there will be formal
rules for revising and making further sentences or compound names, etc. (Some
such accounts of ‘English’ may even go so far as to include rules of inference or
even axioms, so that the ‘system’ may have theorems or be pronounced
inconsistent. However, it would be unfair to count such extremes as essential
features of the attempts at formal accounts of English.)

‘English’ can thus be presented in a systematic way analogous to a formal
language. This will not define the actual language, where it will always be
possible for expressions to be recognized as sentences that are not counted by
the system. They will be understood by users who count as speaking English.
This does not happen for a mathematically defined formal system, but it is not
only possible (thus necessarily possible), but likely for a natural language.
(Ironically, exceptions to a recursive grammar may be inspired by publishing the
grammar and inflaming some rebellious speakers.) Furthermore, these attempts
to recursively specify the grammar of English will leave unanswered the natural
questions as to what role the expressions in a given classification do serve. We
will want something beyond the arbitrary designations. This is not to say nothing
can be offered. The systematic arrangement and presentation of sentences as
constructed may suggest valuable insights. They will not make actual English any
more definable than a person is.

7. Explaining linguistic functions for English expressions in English is highly
liable to circularity. It helps somewhat to imagine the explanations being
addressed to a foreign speaker in their native language. We tell them that when
you want to refer to yourself as subject of your statement, then you use the first
person singular subject pronoun, and you can tell them this word is ‘I.” That may
be fine teaching. The student is not thereby prepared to deal with “My dog has
fleas” versus “The dog I own has fleas,” etc. but is being given a fair start. As a
definition (fpssp use of ‘I" in S iff use of ‘I" in S to refer to producer of ‘') for even
a very restricted simple sort of sentence S avoiding compound phrases, it would
be both broad and narrow. You may refer to yourself using your name. We can
clear that up somewhat, distinguishing “I am Smith” and “Smith is I,” etc. Rules
about matching verb patterns to subjects may be cited as definitive of English,
but these are patterns which have changed in the history of the language and can
always change. If we recognize that there are logically different kinds of self
‘reference,” defining ‘the’ function of ‘I’ or of fpssp is liable to confront too many
distinct kinds of reference. This can lead to resorting to stipulations which
arbitrarily restrict uses that count as ‘fpssp.’

Narrowness is just as bad. The explanation depends on the speaker or
producer having the purpose of referring to theirself. Someone talking in their
sleep might mutter “I have fleas” without having any intention of referring to
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themself, let alone revealing their embarrassing problem. Whether they are
‘using’ the words they mutters is cloudy. Furthermore, there may be no speaker
or producer as agent. It is obvious that a token of such a sentence as (I): “I
recommend that you sell your stock” could occur without ‘I’ having any referent.
Those seven words could fall out from a pile onto the floor (or be blown against a
Velcro wall, etc.) and produce such a token. In fact, in the token displayed in this
paper, the ‘I’ does not refer (though ‘I’ is involved in naming the tokenl). That
might be explained by appeal to the fact that the sentence is not being used, only
mentioned as an example. That is, the sentence, as it occurs in this paper, is not
being used, only mentioned. If I perversely went on to set up a use of that
sentence in this paper, that could be dismissed by counting sentences and
referring to the sentence as it occurs at the nth sentence place for the right n.
Then there is a clear mentioner (me) and no user.

However, the sentence, as depicted in the story, has neither a user nor a
mentioner, and not even a producer (unless some complex combination of
gravity and wind, etc. gets counted). The ‘I' is just as much the first person
singular subject pronoun, whether or not (I) is being used. The explanation
might be made subjunctive, in terms of what would be done if the sentence were
actually used. If some token were used, then some would say that it is obvious
that there must be a user, and the user is the referent of the token of ‘I’ that is
used. Itis worth discussing this appeal to the idea of ‘using.’

In the story just presented, the token of ‘I’ occurs by coincidence. If the
coincidence gets to the level of miraculous, things become unclear. If you are
prayerfully agonizing over whether to sell your stock, having (I) fall out from a
shelf of words might seem to be a message from above, with the referent of ‘I’ a
matter for fearful speculation. This shows that it can be hard to determine
whether a token of ‘T’ is being used. If the sentence “I’ is the fpssp” falls in place,
it might tempt the verdict that a token of ‘I’ got mentioned by accident, raising
the question as to who did the mentioning. It would be better to admit that it is
neither used nor mentioned, in spite of being in quotation marks, which is a
caution against taking quotation marks as a logical guarantee of mention.

8. These odd possibilities do not refute the claim that if the sentence (I) were
used, and in such a way that the occurrence of ‘I’ qualified as first person
singular subject pronoun, then it follows that the occurrence refers to the user.
That leaves the question as to what it is to be a fpssp use. One attempt might be
(U): being a first person singular subject pronoun use is, by definition of such a
use, a use to refer to the user. Our earlier character I can use ‘I’ in such a way as
to disprove (U).

‘The user’ also makes the following case relevant: Bill, is a floor worker in
a large convention, who has an arrangement with a support crew. When he holds
up a placard reading “I need more pamphlets,” his crew brings another stack of

1 But not the word ‘1,’ of course! We are being precise!
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pamphlets extolling his candidate, A. Another floor worker, Bob, has a similar
arrangement with his support crew. When he holds up a placard reading “I need
more pamphlets,” they rush him a stack of pamphlets extolling his candidate, B.
Things are intense in the huge convention and both Bill and Bob are running out
of handouts at the same time. Poor Bob lost his placard when a group of drunken
conventioneers grabbed it and cut it up to use as playing cards. Though working
for opposing parties, Bill and Bob are themselves apolitical and buddies. Bill says,
“Don’t worry, Bob, we can both use this placard.” Rather than take turns, they
hold up the placard, one holding one end, the other the other. (Either grip is
sufficient to support the placard.) Doesn’t the ‘I’ on the placard make
individuating reference both to Bill and to Bob? (Bob might have forgotten a
supply of pamphlets stuffed in his shirt, so that his claim is false, while Bill’s is
true.)

A defender of (U) may hold that there are two uses, with Bob’s use
referring to Bob and Bill’s to Bill. The fact that it was Bill who produced the token
is irrelevant. Use outranks production here. This sort of defense of (U) is
symptomatic of how deeply entrenched loose claims about the logical status of ‘T’
or fpssp are. We will persist in examining (U).

9. Here is a recognizable statement of a philosophical view: “It is a necessary
condition of moral agency that the agent is capable of thinking I-thoughts.” It is
obvious that one asserting this is not using ‘I’ in that assertion to make a singular
reference to the assertor. It still seems that they are using ‘I’ - and as fpssp. We
can concede that they are making a self reference, as part of a general reference
to all possible moral agents. This shows that using ‘I" does not entail
individuating reference. A defender of (U) may hold that this only shows this use
of T" is not a first person singular subject pronoun use. That is an easy reply, but
troubling. Shouldn’t a ‘Cartesian’ (not Descartes) want to hold that anyone who
thinks an I thought of the I think kind must then be correct in drawing an I exist
conclusion (if they live long enough to draw it)? This is a general reference to I
thinkers, yes, but the first person singular subject pronoun is used in making that
reference. It is not plausible that the ‘I’ is not, in that use, the first person singular
subject pronoun. That could be granted while denying that the use is a first
person use, but this makes for confusing terminology. The Cartesian claim is not
an individuating reference to the user who is making the claim. But the
generalization is about all first person singular subject pronoun based thoughts.
That is, about fpssp type thoughts in any language.

This is likely to draw complaints about use-mention confusion and the
need for quotation marks. Such complaints are a symptom of the hubris arising
from inflated estimates of the clarity of this distinction. Smith may say “When a
thinker argues from the premise I think to the conclusion I am...” We respond
“You mean the thinker you are discussing assumes that you (Smith) think and
concludes that, that you am, er...are?” We mean to warn that the speaker should
use quotes. But this conversation was not in writing! And even if it were, what do
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the quotes ensure? You may say that Smith did not mean to refer to himself but
misspoke by failing to use quotation marks to signal he was not using the ‘I.” This
is close to the maneuver of reserving the right to class an occurrence of “I” as a
use only if it squares with your generalization.

Of course there is a function of quotation, for which quotation marks are
merely a tool that may help accomplish it. We mean the function of quoting, not a
‘quotation function’ for producing names of expressions, with a puzzle as to the
nature of the arguments to the function and their names. Achieving the function
of quoting cannot be guaranteed by quotation marks. Neither quotation marks
nor any other purely formal linguistic devices can logically guarantee non-use in
a natural language. If you reveal state secrets, putting your words in quotation
marks does not make you less a traitor. Quotation marks do not make
obscenities any less obscene?, or ensure that you are not producing them for
some bad reason.

10. Suppose your native language is a rare tribal language, utterly foreign. You
are now in the U.S. and speak English flawlessly. An old friend from the tribe
comes to visit, knowing no language but Tribal. He is extremely bright, though,
and quick. At a party, he sees an attractive woman and wants a date. You explain
to him that he should walk up, smile and say (i) “I am very attractive and you are
eager to date me.” You explain in Tribal that this is how you say, in English (ii)
“You are very attractive and [ am eager to date you.” We may assume that in this
case both (i) and (ii) are true in their ordinary English meaning and both
contents are believed by your friend, of course, only in Tribal. Your friend is
using the word ‘I’ to refer to the woman. It may be objected that no, he is
misusing it, thus not using it.

On that line you could defend your client against a charge of using a
firearm in the commission of a felony.3 He wasn’t using his gun, just misusing it.
Not only was the use legally improper, his aim was terrible, etc. Or suppose your
client did not know what a gun is, coming from an odd background. He is a
genuine crook, though, and wanted to rob a bank. He snatched a gun from the
holster of the bank guard because he thought it was a sort of club. He is huge and
frighteningly strong, and when he waves this club people obey. He does this and
walks out of the bank with a bag of money. Is he not guilty of armed robbery?
Your client knowingly used the gun to get the money and your friend knowingly
used T’ to refer to someone else.

It is true that neither knew ‘the proper use’ of the tool they used. No doubt
we do know, though liable to become annoyed if pestered for a precise general
formula. The requirement that the user understands what the user is doing will

2 Consider, for example, the boast: “I will never, in my entire life, use even one single, ‘fucking’
obscenity!” Has the speaker merely mentioned the obscenity without using it?

3 If this seems too absurd, see the U.S. Supreme Court decision in Smith vs. The United States,
508 U.S, 223 (1992).
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not help much. “Understanding or knowing what you are doing” makes
straightforward sense in many natural uses, as in application to the case of the
Tribal speaker, who did not know what he was doing. It breaks down badly
under philosophical pressure. We are discussing the question: what function
must an agent accomplish with a token of ‘I’ in order to qualify as making a
proper fpssp use of ‘I'? Requiring that the agent understand what function the
agent is accomplishing with the token of ‘I," as a condition of qualifying as making
a proper fpssp use of the token, does not show what function that is. If it adds a
demand for a general account of understanding to the quest for a general
account of the role of the fpssp or of ‘I, it is an unhelpful addition. The Tribal
speaker could have been clued in on the prank by his friend and still gone
through with it, pretending to be deceived by his friend while “knowing what he
is doing.” How should that count for his use of ‘I'? Presuming there is a general
answer is begging an important relevant question.

11. We have already reviewed cases for which it is not true that the proper use of
T’ is to refer to the speaker or writer. There is nothing improper about discussing
[-thoughts in general, and without the ritual use of quotation marks. Perhaps
those “I thought” cases can be set aside by restricting attention to the kind of
sentences containing ‘I, that are ‘relevantly similar’ to our example (I). “I thought
it was Monday” would be relevantly similar, while “Smith’s last mental act was
an I thought” would not be. Consider then, a computer designed to offer advice
on stocks. Details can be important. One detail concerns whether the computer is
solely concerned with stocks, or it is a large computer on which various
programs can be run, and it is just running a stock evaluation program. At any
rate, we plug in data about our stock, the machine whirrs, chugs or otherwise
seems busy, and out comes a token of (I). Is this a case in which the computer is
using the sentence (I) to offer advice and in doing so, using the pronoun T’ to
refer to the computer (or the app, etc.)?

Perhaps this depends on still further details. When in good working order,
the machine dispenses excellent advice. But it is broken down, and when data is
plugged in, it just prints out the last advice it offered back when it was working.
Any data causes a print-out of (I). Something similar could happen to a person. A
famous stock broker may be semi-comatose in a drug rehab program. We try to
get a response from him by asking about our stock and he ‘responds’ with (I). We
are encouraged until an attendant tells us that is all he ever says and he says it
often, in response to casual greetings from the staff, etc. He is still a person, but is
not using the sentence, even if, by some coincidence, his production of the
sentence in some case might be misunderstood as a use, and turn out to be
excellent advice.

Or the stockbroker could be in jail, and have a meeting with an assistant
while under the watchful eye of a guard and the conversation closely recorded.
He says (I) and by a secret code, conveys “Smith hid the investment money in a
secret account numbered 0769A.” He is using (I) and ‘I’ but not to refer to
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himself. The machine could do something like that. We can object that, while (I)
may be used here, it is not used in accordance with established usage. Of course
we want to follow the advice “Don’t ask for the meaning, ask for the use!” - but
only for the use in accordance with the meaning.

Let us stay with the machine and assume it is working well and gives good
stock advice by producing (I). What is it that gave the advice? ‘The machine!’ (or
the app, etc. [ ignore these variations). And what is the basis of its personal (or
mechanical) identity? Is there something about it that qualifies it to use the
special symbol ‘I’ or is the special symbol getting used properly what
underwrites the identity? Is the ‘I’ that says (I) the ‘I’ that says “I need oiling
soon?” The machine might dodge that one by exploiting its ability to print out a
large number of tokens at once, even speaking in volumes. It could produce a
whole life history of ‘I's, all at once and brush off the Sartrean question. We could
wait for volume 2 and ask whether the ‘I’ that produced it is the ‘I’ that produced
volume 1, but this does not have the bite of the original poser.

Some might argue that the machine is not like the ‘I, is not a substance,
but a mere compound, divisible into parts, unlike the ‘T’ or self. ‘Divisible’ here is
unclear. Dividing a machine into its parts can mean it is not presently in
existence. It is disassembled. It may be possible to reassemble it, or not, like
some machines that curious investigators have been unable to get back into
operation. The indivisibility of the self or ‘I" has been held to prove its
immortality. That is highly questionable. The argument appeals to the premise
that the self cannot even be divided in thought, making it essentially different
from a mere machine. But merely attending, in thought, to various parts of a
machine is not dividing it, even in thought, and imagining disassembling it is
imagining suspending its existence. Some respectable thinkers presumed to
think about the parts of a (the) soul. There would be debate as to whether the
rational part could exist without the other parts.

12. Those can be confusing considerations, which might be avoided by rejecting
the singular ‘the machine’ as mere linguistic convenience. Properly, there are the
various parts and we should be speaking in the plural. We would say the parts
are printing various tokens and use the resource of plural quantifiers to free
ourselves, or their parts, from the illusion of the machine’s self. But wait! It was
‘the machine’ that was the target, not the human self! We were only discussing
exposing the production of ‘I’ talk by a machine as nothing qualifying as a
genuine first person singular reference. Ruling that out on the grounds it is not
genuine use trivializes the claim that genuine use entails such genuine reference.

13. Still, it is held that the ‘I’ as used by humans is associated with something
special. Frege says, in translation,

...everyone is presented to himself in a particular and primitive way in which he
is presented to no one else. So, when Dr. Lauben thinks that he has been
wounded, he will probably take as a basis this primitive way in which he is
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presented to himself. And only Dr. Lauben can grasp thoughts determined in
this way. (Frege, 298)

In translation, Frege implies that the way Dr. Lauben would think to himself that
he has been wounded is by thinking “I have been wounded” (or a German
translation). However, if he wants to let others know he has been wounded, he
may still say “I have been wounded” (unless he is speaking to Germans), “but he
must use the ‘I’ in a sense which can be grasped by others, perhaps in the sense
of ‘he who is speaking to you at this moment’...” (Frege, 298)

The idea that everyone is presented to himself in a particular and
primitive way in which he is presented to no one else may be a worthy object of
contemplation. It will not be discussed here, beyond noting that this ‘way’ is not
clearly linguistic or a ‘sense’ of any linguistic expression. There may be a thing
which is presented and a thing to which it is presented and possibly a thing
which presents the one to the other. When deeply contemplating, say, a sunset,
the sunset is present to you, rather than presented, and you are not presented in
the object of contemplation. You may then think of the scene as being
contemplated and still not need a linguistic expression to designate the
contemplator. Yet Frege seems to connect this ‘way’ of your being presented
with a special private ‘sense’ of ‘I’ (or ‘ich’) which can only be grasped by - who?
The user. Is there a word which has the power to present you to yourself when
you use it? Is the idea that ‘I’ has this power of presenting when it is ‘used’ by
anyone? It can’t be the word by itself, and use requires something to use.

Frege then asks whether the thought Dr. Lauben expresses to himself with
“I have been wounded” could be the same thought he conveys to others with that
sentence. That seems an idle question in view of Frege’s preceding remarks. It is
clearly stated that only Dr. Lauben can understand what he is saying to himself
with the words “I have been wounded.” To then try to locate this private sense
would be absurd. Success by some person other than the good doctor would
refute the claim that the sense is private to Dr. Lauben.

After a bombing, medics may check to see who needs help. Lauben might
say “I have been wounded.” It is plausible that he might have achieved the same
result with “He who is speaking to you at this moment has been wounded.” The
medics might blame the odd style of speaking on the trauma. If Dr. Lauben,
thinks, just to himself “He who is speaking to you at this moment has been
wounded,” he might need a special private sense for ‘you,” or perhaps he could
make do just with such a sense for ‘he.” In appealing to the medics ‘he’ could be
dropped for “the one who is speaking to you at this moment.” But then, ‘you’
seems dispensable too. “The person speaking at this moment” ought to suffice for
intelligent, well disposed medics. Couldn’t it work for Lauben’s private thoughts
as well? The doctor would think to himself “The person whose thinking is
present now has been wounded.” But now, what is there to be private but the
thinking? Not its content.
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When the medics hear “The person speaking at this moment has been
wounded,” it would be perverse to respond with “Speaking to whom?” They
know well enough who is being addressed and who is addressing them. It is not
profoundly different for Lauben’s private inner thought. Suppose he is dazed and
thinking out loud, unaware that highly perceptive and kind medics are hovering
over him to see if he is alive. Lauben mutters “That bomb was terrible, but it
seems that it did not kill all of us. At least one of us has survived, ali