Can One Set Identity Criteria For Events?


In order to talk sensibly about events, one must find a way of individuating one event from another. In other words, one must define the criteria one will use to determine when sentences of the form “a=b” are true
. However, before one can do this one must answer an even more basic question: are events the kind of thing one can set identity criteria for? To use Davidson’s paraphrase, there is no “identity without an entity”
, and, contrary to what one might think prephilosophically, there is reason to suggest that events are not entities that can be referred to by singular terms.


One commonly thinks that many ordinary sentences, such as “She moved her fingers” and “She typed” can be said to describe the same action. However, there appears to be no singular terms in these sentences to be quantified over in description. How can we make identity statements of the form “a=b” about events when the sentences we think of as describing events seem to contain no singular terms to flank the identity sign? 

There are singular terms that name events, such as “Sally’s third birthday party” or “My getting out of bed this morning”. However, these are very unusual sentences, they do not ‘work’ as sentences on their own - one would not generally speak in this form in conversation. For this reason Davidson suggests that sentences like “My getting out of bed this morning” cannot provide sufficient pressure for adopting an ontology of events until we can find some way of connecting them with more ordinary sentences, such as: “I got out of bed this morning” 
. This seems too strong a recommendation, though, as surely if there are singular terms that describe events, then there are events to be described, whether we use such terms in ordinary situations or not. 

Even if one disagrees on this point, though, there are other, more substantial, reasons for adopting an ontology of events. Firstly, there is pressure to think of events as entities in order to have a satisfactory theory of action. In order for Jones to have apologised by saying “I apologise”, there needs to have been an action (an event) such that it can be described as ‘Jones saying “I apologised”’ and redescribed as ‘Jones apologising’
. 

Explanation also calls for events to be entities. One only explains how a catastrophe occurred in a village by being able to redescribe it under different ideologies
. By identifying the catastrophe as an avalanche one instantly has reference to the ideology of avalanches (how they are caused, and so forth) which one can use to analyse the conditions that preceded this avalanche to explain how the catastrophe happened. However, as Davidson says, “this talk of descriptions and redescriptions makes sense… only on the assumption that there are bona fide entities to be described and redescribed”

Davidson also points out that certain theories in which mental activities are identified with those of the body only make sense if there are individual events which can be both mental and physical, or discernibly different events in the case of the denial of such a theory
. Of course, this reason, and the others that preceded it, rely on the assumption that one accepts certain other philosophical doctrines, which could arguably be denied – one could choose not to accept the account of action given above, for instance, or reinterpret it without reference to events. However, these doctrines seem so fundamental that the prospect of doing so seems ‘dim’, as Davidson puts it
.

Even if one is inclined to do so, though, there is substantial pressure not to from another quarter. It seems that the logical form of certain sentences requires events to be entities. Consider the following example given by Davidson. The sentence “Sebastian strolled through the streets of Bologna at 2am” would be generally thought to entail, by its logical form, “Sebastian strolled through the streets of Bologna”. Yet the usual way one would go about formalizing this would not seem to reflect that fact. The first sentence becomes: “x strolled through y at t” a three place predicate “strolled” which applies to three singular terms, x, y, and t. The second sentence would be formalized as: “x strolled through y” which is clearly an unrelated two place predicate which only applies to x and y
. 

One solution suggested is that we take “Sebastian strolled through Bologna” to express: “The exists a time t, such that Sebastian strolled through the streets of Bologna at t”
 the suggestion being that it is implicit in the fact that he strolled that he must have strolled at some time. However, assuming that the third predicate place is implicit in the entailed sentence is no good to us, as we can add adverbial places to predicates indefinitely. For example, consider the sentence: “Amy walked around the country by walking to Fleet, then walking to Farnborough, then walking to Reading…” It is not plausible to suggest that there are an indefinite number of unexpressed places attached to the predicate “strolled” in the sentence “Sebastian strolled through Bologna”.

It all becomes much easier, however, if we allow that events are entities. By reifying (to use Quine’s terminology) strollings, walkings, and events in general the formalization of such sentences as are outlined above becomes much simpler
. When we say “Sebastian strolled through the streets of Bologna at 2am” this can be taken to mean: “There is an event x such that Sebastian strolled x, x took place in the streets of Bologna, and x was going on at 2am.” Thus as Davidson puts it, “what adverbial clauses modify is not verbs, but the events that certain verbs introduce”
. We are not dealing with a single predicate with an indefinite number of places, but a list of predicates that refer to x. Clearly there is no longer a problem with entailment here, for the clause which predicates that x was going on at 2am is separate to the one which states that x was in Bologna, but both are contained within the sentence “Sebastian strolled through the streets of Bologna at 2am”.

This is not to say, of course, that all sentences that apparently describe actions contain singular terms referring to events. Particularly with sentences like “Brutus killed Caesar”, there is a pressure to think that an event must be being referred to, even though the sentence lacks a singular term. The particular pressure here comes from the thought that certain actions can only happen once; i.e. you may only kill a man once. Von Wright attempts to argue for this by saying that a ‘killing’ is a ‘particular’ action, as opposed to certain ‘generic’ actions, such as ‘kissings’, of which one can say: “There is at least one event belonging to the genus, a kissing of x by y”. Yet it seems that one can say there is a genus, “killings of Caesar by Brutus”, it is just that it is likely that there is only one member of that genus
. 

One should also resist the temptation to think that the sentence “Brutus killed Caesar” as a whole refers to an event simply because one feels sure that the sentence does describe an event. To suppose that a sentence as a whole can act as a singular term is deeply misleading. Under this suggestion, if the death of Virginia Woolf is the same event as the death of the author of Orlando, then “Virginia Woolf died” must refer to the same event as “The author of Orlando died”. Yet if we can substitute singular terms in this way, then, as Davidson says: “a short and persuasive argument will lead to the conclusion that all true sentences refer to the same event”
. For how can we distinguish between events if the identifying terms can be so easily substituted for one another. This is the danger of conflating facts (e.g. the true statement “Virginia Woolf died”) and events (e.g. the death of Virginia Woolf) that Frank Ramsey identifies
.

Having clarified this point, and established that events are entities which can be individuated, the question remains: how should one individuate them? A necessary condition of identity is that if a is a change in substance, then b must be a change in the same substance. Thus the death of Virginia Woolf is the death of the author of Orlando, and it would not have been the same event if the author of Orlando had not been Virginia Woolf. However, this is not a sufficient condition of identity. Doubtless many changes happened to Virginia Woolf in her lifetime – she was born, she had a hair cut, she began to menstruate, she was happy, she was depressed, she committed suicide… these were not all the same event. Something more than this will be required of identity criteria.

Equally, one can say: “if events have a location, same events have same locations”, but is this criterion sufficient for identity? Even before beginning to answer this question one runs up against a quandary. How does one assign a clear location to events? Certainly, if all events are changes in substances, one could try to locate the event by locating the substance. However if one substance is a part of another (as is commonly asserted
) a change in the first is a change in the second, and if every substance is a part of the universe, then it would seem to follow that all events have the same location, and would thus be the same event. 

The obvious error in this is that though an event may be a change in a substance, the location of the event need not be the location of the entire substance. Davidson’s suggests that the location of the event at any moment will be the “location of the smallest part of the substance a change in which is identical with the event”
. The illustration he gives for this is a good one: it is difficult to define the entire area of an earthquake, but when we speak of where the earthquake happened, we will locate it by reference to it’s epicentre
.


Location is still not a sufficient criterion of identity, though. As with substance, many events can happen to the same location at different times. What of time? Could time be used to individuate events? There may be some confusion as to how long, precisely, an event may be going on. Davidson illustrates this with the example that one may poison someone’s water long before they drink it and die. The poisoning happens at one time, and the death at another (possibly a time very distant to the poisoning
) so when, exactly, does the killing of the take place? If one kills one’s victim when one poisons him, one kills a man long before he dies, which seems paradoxical. There is no paradox, though; the situation is merely unusual. We feel it is perfectly legitimate for Mercutio to curse the Montagues and the Capulets, for instance, because they have killed him, and he could not curse them for it if he were already dead.


Even if this is not a problem, though, it is clear that time alone is not a sufficient condition for identity – many events happen at the same time: I write my essay at the same time as my friend plays Sonic the Hedgehog – they are not the same event. Are location and time together sufficient? In The Individuation of Events, Davidson says not, citing the example of a ball spinning and heating up over the course of a minute – they are two separate events happening in the same place and time
. He then goes on to suggest an apparently more successful criterion of identity – that events are identical if and only if they have exactly the same causes and effects. He confesses that this criterion has an “air of circularity” about it but at the time dismisses this feeling as the criterion is not formally circular – no identities appear on the right hand side of the biconditional, as shown below:

(x=y if and only if ((z) (z caused x ↔ z caused y) and (z)(x caused z ↔ y caused z))


A problem remains with this criterion, however, and it has to do with that “air of circularity” Davidson mentions. He himself confesses that it is one thing for a criterion to be correct and another for it to be useful
; and yet he misses that this is the precise problem with his own criterion, as both Strawson
 and Quine point out
. As Quine puts it, Davidson “purports to individuate events by quantifying over events themselves”, and quantifying over the event z makes sense only insofar as quantifying over events makes sense; which only makes sense insofar as one is able to individuate events; which, according to Davidson’s criterion, will require us to quantify over z. In other words, one can identify x with y if they both have the same cause z – but first we must know how to individuate the event z. The criterion is not, thus, “actually applicable”
.


As a solution to this Quine recommends a return to the criteria of time and place, arguing that there is nothing wrong with the idea that the heating up of the ball and the ball’s spinning are the same event. Moreover, he asserts that if Sebastian chews gum all the way across Bologna, then “his gum-chewing got him across Bologna”. Perhaps more surprisingly still Davidson withdraws his objection to this, and accepts Quine’s solution
. Yet surely Sebastian’s gum-chewing does not get him across Bologna simply because he does it at the same time as his walking. Pre-philosophically one would maintain that gum-chewings are simply not walkings, and that if Sebastian can walk without chewing gum, then the event of his gum-chewing is not the event of his walking. 


Jennifer Hornsby’s analysis of part-whole relations explains why this is so. Consider the macro-event of a stock market crash. This may be a world-wide event that happens over a not inconsiderable period of time. It is also formed of other events – various sellings of stocks and shares, for instance. It cannot be a fusion of all of the events that happen at the same time and place, though. For instance, one might suppose Sally’s third birthday party happens within the same spacio-temporal region, yet has nothing to do with the event that is the stock market crash. Arguably, a fusion of all the events that occur within this region is not only not identical with the stock market crash, but not an event of any sort at all
.


The clue to how we should individuate events, however, lies in the reason why Sally’s third birthday party is not part of the stock market crash. Same events must be redescribable under the same ideology, and the pressure for doing so comes from the need to “construct an explanatory causal nexus”, i.e. how something is caused, and why it has the effects it does. This theory is connected to the pressure one feels to think of events as entities as a result of our wish to explain certain things via redescription. The events that make up the stock market crash are describable under an economic ideology, and will have causes that are also describable under an economic terminology that refers to ‘sellings’ and ‘buyings’ and so forth. Sally’s third birthday party is not, rather it is describable under the ideology of celebrations, and is explainable with reference to common causes of celebrations (e.g. births, anniversaries etc.)
. 

Perhaps it is would be possible to redescribe Sally’s birthday party in some way under an economic ideology, but I think I must agree with Hornsby in that: ”If events e and f are such as need to be singled out by different ideologies, it will take an impressive argument to show that e is nonetheless the same as f”.

In terms of individuation, one might find that a combination of the above criterion will do best to individuate events. For the sentence “a=b” to be true event a must occupy the same spacio-temporal region as b, and be singled out by the same ideology as b, such that one can explain a’s being the same as b with reference to it’s causes and effects being of the same ideology. So, in the case of the ball that spins and is heated up, we are able to distinguish between the two events, because the event of the ball spinning, though it happens at the same time as the event of the ball heating up, is singled out in the ideology of rotary motion, whilst the other event is of the ideology of thermo-kinetics. Thus ideology allows us to distinguish between events that happen in the same place at the same time by, firstly, distinguishing between event types, and secondly providing a useful description of their different causes and effects for explanation.
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� As Davidson points out, it is nonsensical to ask when two events are identical, or when an event is identical with itself, for no two events are ever identical - an event is only ever identical with itself (and, indeed, it is always identical with itself). Hence, what we really mean to ask in such cases is whether two singular terms refer to the same event.


� Davidson (2001), p. 164


� Ibid.


� Example given by Davidson (2001), p. 165


� The example is Davidson’s but Hornsby’s points, and use of the term ‘ideology’, elucidate it. See Hornsby (1997), “Physicalism, Events and Part-Whole Relations”, particularly, pp.54-57, and p. 59. I shall return to her points about the importance of the differing ideologies we view events under later.


� Davison (2001), p. 165


� Ibid.


� Ibid.


� See Davidson (2001), p. 166


� Ibid.


� See Quine, “Events and Reification”


� Davidson (2001), p.167


� See Davidson (2001), p. 168


� Davidson (2001), p. 169


� See Ramsey (1950), pp. 140-141


� This may seem a straight forward assertion, but Hornsby emphasises the importance of care in making assumption about whether one substance is a part of another.


� Davidson (2001), p. 176


� See Davidson (2001), pp. 176-177, this example also illustrates the vagueness of boundaries in location, for the earthquake is felt miles from its epicentre.


� This is a point emphasised by Davidson in the fact that he envisages the poisoner poisoning a spaceman’s tank of water, and the spaceman’s drinking it occurring on another planet, presumably years afterwards (perhaps he had a separate tank of water for use during the journey). See Davidson (2001), p. 177 


� He later refutes this assessment, though I regard it as correct, and for this reason we will return to the point later.


� Davidson (2001), p. 179


� Ibid.


� Strawson (1997), p. 50


� Quine (1985), p. 166


� Strawson (1997), p. 50


� See Davidson (1985), pp. 175-176


� See Hornsby (1997), pp. 56


� Hornsby’s point about ideologies is quite similar to Strawson’s suggestion that one cannot identify an event solely by reference to space and time, and without reference to the kind of thing that is instantiated by that event. Individual things are not the sort of things that have an identifiable ‘essence’ he argues, and hence they can only be identified by reference to the properties of a general thing which they instantiate. So, a particular celebration may be identified by reference to the properties of celebrations. See Strawson (1997), p. 47
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