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When someone is immersed in a virtual reality environment, her primary visual and auditory

inputs from the physical world are replaced with audio and video sensory stimuli from a computer

simulated environment. As such, it is solely that alternative environment that the subject perceives

and is able to act within. What characterizes the effectiveness of immersion is the subject's vivid

sense of being  present in a place and in a different body (that of an avatar), despite of her being

aware that she is interacting within a simulated world.

As technology evolves,  it  is  very likely that  systems with higher  and higher  degrees  of

immersion will be available. Yet, as long as someone is aware of being in a simulated environment,

there could not be a perfect immersion. For a perfect immersion to occur, one will have to forget

that she is in a computer generated reality, and so to take that world  as if it is her own physical

world. In other words, a perfect VR immersion will occur when one will not be able to distinguish

between the virtual world and the physical world (a scenario depicted in Matrix).

It  is  interesting,  though,  to  note  that,  if  a  perfect  immersion  will  happen,  the  sense  of

presence will disappear for a subject. “Presence is the feeling of being transported to another place.

This is why our notion of 'place illusion' as 'being there' includes the rider… in spite of the fact that

you know for sure that you are not actually there.” It contains an element of surprise: “I know I am

at home wearing a HMD, but I feel as if I am in the Himalayas.” (Slater & Sanchez-Vives, 2016)

Normally, in real life, there is no element of surprise in being in a certain place. We are simply here.

I know I'm in my room now, writing this paper, so how could I be surprised by my presence here?

However, along with the advance of technology - interfaces with higher resolutions, and

more senses implied (like tactile and olfactory) - VR enthusiasts anticipate that there will be a point

when  we  will  not  be  able  to  discern  between  the  simulated  world  and  the  physical  one.

Consequently, there will be many alternative worlds, besides our real world, and people will spend

more and more time to navigate from one world to another. 



However, I think that the possibility of a perfect immersion can be challenged. In discussing

'here'-thoughts, Evans (1982, 164) offers an analysis of a case that I find similar with the one of

being immersed in a virtual environment. The case involves a marine biologist located on board of a

sea vessel, who  remotely controls a submarine by monitoring video and audio signals sent back

from  it.  The  submarine  is  equipped with limbs  and  excavators  which  the  person  expertly

manipulates, so the sense of presence is increased due to the action element. At some point, she

eventually becomes fully insensitive to her actual environment, taking the submarine to be her body.

Evans admits that that person could “throw” herself in the exploration of the sea bed, having

a sense of presence which may allow thoughts as “What have we here?”, or “Here it's mucky”.

However, in his view, these 'here'-thoughts are in different respects unlike the 'here'-thoughts in

ordinary  situations:  the  latter  belong  to  a  system  of  thought  which  we  regularly  employ  in

identifying objects and places in our environment, and which are marked by conceptual simplicity.

To see the difference between the two kinds of thoughts, we have to survey Evans' account on

demonstrative identification: particularly, in employing 'here'-thoughts, we identify 'here' by means

of a specific mode of identification (the  egocentric mode of identification),  and identifying our

current location does not require further concepts, that is, 'here'-thoughts are conceptually simple. 

The egocentric mode of thinking

What does 'here' mean? A sudden thought would be to equate 'here' with 'the place where I

am'. Yet such a view is not only trivial, but, according to Evans, it stands on a wrong assumption -

that of a primacy of 'I' over 'here'. Accepting that, one would have to give an account of the way a

subject  could have  a  conception about  her-self  without  identifying as  being  part  of  the  spatio-

temporal world. Evans argues against such a possibility, saying that:

“This will raise the question 'How do I identify myself, and make sense of my

being located somewhere?', but – if we have to keep the capacity to grasp 'here'-

thoughts out of the picture – would make it  impossible to answer it.” (Evans

1982: 153)

What we should see instead is that 'I' and 'here' go together in a general system of thought

about  objects  (including ourselves)  and places,  one controlled  by  the  perceptual  information  a



subject receives from her immediate environment. Such information is in terms of egocentric spatial

coordinates which have the subject as point of origin. That is, we conceive of ourselves to be in the

center of an egocentric space, and in this frame of reference we think about the objects perceived as

being to the left, or above, or behind etc. Evans points that we must take 'here' as belonging to this

mode of egocentric spatial thinking, representing “a more or less extensive area which centers on

the subject.” (Evans 1982: 154)

Taking 'here' as 'the place where I am located' is, in Evans' view, to consider perception as

irrelevant for identifying the place in question. In such case, it is hard to see how could one acquire

an idea of what it means to be in a certain place in the absence of any relation with that place. If we

admit that 'here' is identified by a mode of thinking about places in egocentric terms, it is clear why

both perception and the subject's environment could not be cut off from the picture: 'here'-thoughts

belong to a general system of thought controlled by the perceptual information a subject receives

from her environment.

Via perceptual senses we gather information from our environment, but, for this information

to have any significance to us, our brains “translate” the perceptual inputs in terms of  behavioral

outputs – or dispositions to behave in a certain way. Think about someone who would instinctively

turn his head to the left, when hearing a sound coming from that direction (Evans 1982: 157). Or

about the way we constantly 'estimate' distances to objects in terms of affordance. Evans points that

these are not cases of thinking or calculation, but of biological processing of information made by

our brains, in egocentric spatial terms.

This is an important aspect for understanding Evans' argument for the conceptual simplicity

of 'here'-thoughts, showing that acquiring of spatial information is a matter of hard-wired processes,

which doesn't imply conscious thinking, and, for this reason, it is belief-independent. Before being

able to make judgments, we merge with the world as sentient creatures by continuously being in

“an informational state with such-and-such content”. The model Evans gives for the underlying

process  which  takes  place  in  our  brains  is  that  of  a  photograph  taken  -  the  content  of  an

informational state is neutral,  that is,  free of any interpretation and thus free of any conceptual

element, just as “a photograph is about an object”. (Evans 1982: 124) 

Moreover, by distinguishing the non-conceptual content of perception from the conceptual

content of reasoning we are able to explain how is it that we have visual illusions, i.e seeing two

lines as having different lengths, despite of knowing that they are equal (as in the Muller-Lyer

illusion), or why is it that a past hallucinatory episode still appears to us, after learning that things

did not happen as such (Evans 1982: 124). Or, why we are caught in the story of a movie, despite

knowing that it is only a fiction, and how is it that we sensitively respond to virtual environments,

even though we are aware of the fact that it is a computer simulation.



So,  along  with  'there',  'above',  'to  the  right'  etc.,  'here'-thoughts  are  a  type  of  spatial

experiences from a first person perspective of the world, which inherently depends on perception

and  action.  And  that's  because  “where  there  is  no  possibility  of  action  and  perception,  'here'-

thoughts cannot get a grip.” (Evans 1982: 153). Yet, given that we perceive things in an egocentric

manner, it's intuitive why identifying them from a single point of view is unreliable – objects can

move or change, or we may constantly change our position. To get to an objective framework of

reference, and so to adequately identify in thought objects and places, we have, as reasoning beings,

the ability to correlate our egocentric space with the public space by means of a cognitive map – a

map which represents spatial relations in a persisting spatio-temporal world.1 

Following Evans, in thinking of a place as 'here', one needs, in addition to representing the

spatial world by means of a cognitive map,  to be able to locate herself in a point on this map:

“We say that the subject thinks of himself as located in space (in an objective world

that exists independently of him, and through which he moves); only if this is so, can

the subject's egocentric space be a space at all. But what does this thinking of himself

as located mean except that the subject can in general regard his situation 'from an

objective point of view'? And this means that in general he has the ability to locate his

egocentric space in the framework of a cognitive map.” (Evans 1982: 163)

Non-ordinary uses of 'here' 

Having in mind Evans'  account of 'here'-thoughts,  we can now consider his  case of the

marine biologist immersed in the sea bed environment. If she is aware that the corresponding place

is not part of her egocentric space, then she will identify it by a description like "here, where the

submarine is recording", and, as such, it will not be a conceptually simple thought, therefore not an

ordinary  'here'-thought.  Recall  that  'here'-thoughts  are  conceptually  simple,  in  the  sense  that

knowing where 'here' is does not imply using other concepts. That is, they belong to a system of

thought one employs in identification of places, which rests upon a hard-wired linking between

perception and behavior, or dispositions to behave in certain ways in her immediate environment.

Thus the mode of identification of a place in egocentric space could not be a descriptive one, and

so, it could not involve additional conceptual elements.

1. Only in this way, one can have an Idea, that is, a mode of thinking of an object or of a place.



However, if the marine biologist is no longer aware of her surroundings and she is immersed

in analysing the sea bed, she will identify that part of the sea bed as being in her egocentric space.

(Evans 1982, 165). Is it the case that she is now having a genuine 'here'-thought? Evans finds this

situation  similar  to  the  one  of  some natives  thinking  that  there  is  a  man in  the  radio  talking.

Although the natives will manage to refer to the man, they will not be able to have thoughts about

him, since they would not be able to get a correct grasp of the source of the information. In Evans'

terms, they will not be able to grasp a thought of that man since they would not be able to locate

him in objective spatio-temporal world. Returning to the marine biologist, she will not be able to

correctly locate the place denoted by 'here', since she is not able to correctly and manifestly identify

that place.

Some final remarks

A total immersion will occur when someone will not be able to distinguish between the

virtual world and the physical one. But how plausible is this idea? Following Evans, it seems that at

least one kind of thoughts, 'here'-thoughts, will be different in a case of immersion in an alternative

environment. What we learn from his account is that changing one's perceived environment for

another  does  not  imply  having  'here'-thoughts  regarding  the  latter  one  -  an  idea  of  a  unified

objective space containing the latter environment is also needed. And this, in order to be able to

locate herself in that world and orientate through it. This is not to say that someone could not have a

place illusion, that is a 'sense of being there' within the boundaries offered by an immersive VR

system. (Slater 2007) However,  it  is not one's subjective sense of presence in question, but the

conditions of possibility for one to understand her place in a world, and, as such, to take that world

to be her world.
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