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Abstract

Taking the puzzle film The Thirteenth Floor as its object of analysis, this study aims to explore, from
a semiotic perspective, the construction mechanisms of characters’ “self” and “identity” within the
nested narrative of virtual reality. Through a spatiotemporal system comprising three levels—1937,
1999, and 2024 —the film constructs different “semiotic contexts”, rendering character personality
a dynamic signifying practice. The core of the research draws on the relevant discussions of the Chi-
nese semiotician Zhao Yiheng, distinguishing between the “semiotic self” as the subject of meaning
and the “textual identity” temporarily enacted in specific signifying practices. Through an analysis
of major characters such as Douglas Hall and Jane Fuller, the study reveals the horizontal displace-
ment and splitting of their “selves” as they traverse different levels of reality, while their “identities”
are continually reconstructed and overwritten with the shifting of semiotic contexts. Ultimately, in
a world manipulated by code and implanted memories, the presentation of character personality
follows the logic of tension between the “semiotic self’ and “textual identity”, while the characters’
inner self-choice and judgment become the final anchor for confirming subjective consciousness
within illusion. In an era when Al technology is deeply involved in content generation and identity
expression, this analysis also offers semiotic insights for understanding the greater possibilities of
self-expression empowered by technology, and for how to maintain the awareness of subjective
consciousness amid the torrent of signs.
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