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The Nee d fo r  Contex t  i n Even t  Identit y 

John M. Morris 
U Procto r  Avenu e 
Clinton ,  New Yor k 

The proble m o f  even t  identit y i s th e 
proble m o f  determinin g whethe r  tw o 
sentence s describ e th e sam e event . 

Recent discussions hav-; suggested two 
possibl e criteri a fo r  determinin g even t 
identity ;  (1 )  identica l  times ,  objects , 
and constituen t  properties ;  an d (2 )  iden -
tica l  cause s an d effects .  Bot h approache s 
can b e show n t o b e subjec t  t o fata l 
exceptions .  I n everyda y life ,  however ,  w e 
have littl e troubl e i n determinin g wha t 
specifi c  criteri a woul d b e relevan t  t o 
determinin g even t  identity .  I  wan t  t o sho w 
tha t  suc h criteri a ar e heavil y context -
dependent ,  suggestin g tha t  even t  identit y 
canno t  b e determine d withou t  consideratio n 
of  th e contex t  i n whic h th e even t  occurs . 
Here are some excimples of the ways in 
whic h on e even t  may b e sai d t o b e identica l 
t o another : 
A. Logical Entailment 

Al. The plane flew over the UN Build-
ing ,  an d th e U N Buildin g i s i n Ne w York . 

A2. The plane flew over Nev; York. 

B. Definitional 

Bl. Carol forced open the window, 
reache d throug h th e window ,  an d remove d 
th e depression-glas s vase ,  wit h th e inten -
tio n o f  appropriatin g i t  t o he r  ow n use . 

B2. Carol committed the crime of 
unlawfu l  entry . 

C. Conventional 

CI. He shouted "Au secours." 

C2. He cried for help. 

D. Causal 

Dl. She struck her leg sharply against 
th e fenc e rail . 

D2. She broke her leg. 

E. Accidental 

El. A hero of the Resistance was 
electe d Frenc h president . 

E2. A man with a big nose was elected 
Frenc h president . 

F. Psychoanalytical 

Fl. A child dreamed of a dragon. 

F2. A child dreamed of her father. 

G. Theoretical 

Gl. The water boiled. 

C,2. The molecules moved rapidly. 

H.  Epistemi c 

HI. Spring is coming. 

H2. Days are getting longer. 

Ther e i s noth i 
abou t  thi s se t  o f 
welcom e t o expand , 
otherwis e mutilat e 
importan t  fac t  ab o 
tha t  i t  illustrat e 
whic h tw o sentenc e 
th e san e even t  oc c 

ng particularl y sacre d 
categories ,  an d yo u ar e 

contract ,  modify ,  o r 
th e lis t  a t  will .  Th e 

ut  th e lis t  i s  simpl y 
s th e variet y o f  way s i n 
s ca n bot h asser t  tha t 
urred . 

The logica l  entailmen t  i n Categor y A 
is ,  o f  course ,  rathe r  loose ,  bu t  th e poin t 
i s  simpl y tha t  (give n appropriat e back -
groun d knowledge )  A l  provide s completel y 
conclusiv e evidenc e fo r  A2 ;  on e canno t 
deny A 2 withou t  (implicitly )  denyin g Al . 
We kno w thi s becaus e w e kno w th e meanin g 
of  suc h word s a s "flies "  an d "over" ;  n o 
searche s fo r  empirica l  evidenc e coul d 
possibl y substitut e fo r  thi s elementar y 
understanding . 
In category B, Definitional, the mean-
in g i s scarcel y par t  o f  ou r  everyda y know -
ledg e o f  th e language ,  bu t  require s a 
searc h throug h a  lega l  dictionary .  T o sa y 
tlia t  Caro l  committe d th e crim e i s t o sa y 
tha t  sh e performe d a  certai n se t  o f  acts , 
and i t  i s  on e o f  th e purpose s o f  th e la w 
t o defin e thes e act s a s precisel y a s 
possible . 
Notice in particular that Carol's 
reachin g throug h th e windo w an d appropri -
atin g th e vas e wa s no t  a  differen t  even t 
fro m he r  committin g th e crime .  Me shoul d 
scarcel y wan t  t o sa y tha t  sh e committe d th e 
crim e an d als o reache d throug h th e window . 
Instead ,  wha t  w e sa y i s tha t  sh e committe d 
th e crim e i n reachin g (o r  b ^  reaching ) 
throug h th e window ,  wher e th e reachin g 
occurre d withi n a  particula r  contex t  o f 
propert y ownershi p an d maliciou s intent . 
The criteri a tha t  identif y th e even t  a s a 
crim e ar e par t  o f  th e contex t  i n whicl i  i t 
occurs . 
The next category, Category C, is full 
of  interes t  fo r  th e philosoph y o f  language , 
and I  wil l  onl y hin t  a t  i t  here .  Suppos e 
tha t  a t  a  privat e beach ,  a  drownin g perso n 
shout s "A u secours! "  Th e lifeguard ,  no t 
understanding ,  fail s  t o respond .  Th e 
bereave d famil y sue s th e beach ,  o n th e 
groun d tha t  th e guar d faile d t o perfor m hi s 
obviou s duty .  Le t  u s suppos e tha t  th e cas e 
resolve s itsel f  t o th e issu e o f  whethe r  th e 
man di d o r  di d no t  cal l  fo r  help .  Unde r 
what  condition s woul d w e decid e fo r  th e 
lifeguar d o r  fo r  th e family ? Th e proble m 
i s ( I  think )  extremel y difficul t  an d inter -
esting ,  bu t  i t  i s  no t  th e sor t  o f  proble m 
tha t  ca n b e solve d b y lookin g i n th e dic -
tionar y o r  b y gatherin g evidence ;  i t 
depend s o n ho\ i  th e languag e i s t o b e used . 
Category D is called "Causal," and I 
hav e include d thi s exampl e simpl y t o sho w 
tha t  cause s ar e no t  alway s prio r  i n tim e 
t o thei r  effects .  Sh e ha s broke n he r  le g 
i n th e ver y ac t  o f  hittin g i t  agains t  th e 
fenc e rail ;  sh e di d no t  hi t  th e rai l  an d 
the n brea k he r  leg .  Nevertlieless ,  i f 
asked ,  sh e woul d b e likel y t o say ,  " I 
brok e my le g b v hittin g i t  agains t  th e 
fenc e rail. "  (Sh e certainl y woul d no t 
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say ,  " I  hi t  my le g b y breakin g it." )  Ye t 
ther e i s nothin g t o distinguis h th e 
hitting-even t  fro m th e breaking-event ; 
the y ar e th e sam e even t  a s see n i n tw o 
differen t  ways . 

Another category of interest. Category 
E,  Accidental ,  show s th e importanc e o f 
contex t  i n determinin g ho w a n even t  wil l 
be described .  A  reasonabl y patrioti c 
Frenc h historia n woul d surel y choos e K l 
ove r  E 2 a s a  wa y o f  describin g a  certai n 
Frenc h election .  Fo r  th e historian ,  n l 
migh t  b e expecte d t o functio n i n a n inter -
estin g wa y i n th e formulatio n o f  variou s 
generalization s abou t  votin g behavior . 
Thi s historia n migh t  wis h t o formulat e 
some genera l  rul e o n th e wa y i n whic h 
forme r  heroe s ten d t o wi n elections .  Th e 
descriptio n E2 ,  however ,  seem s totall y 
devoi d o f  interes t  fo r  th e historian , 
sinc e i t  i s  unlikel y tha t  an y generaliza -
tio n o f  th e slightes t  historica l  interes t 
can b e derive d fro m it . 

On the other hand, we might imagine an 
overl y self-consciou s perso n wit h a  larg e 
nose ,  wh o i s preparin g a  histor y o f  th e 
famou s large-nose d peopl e o f  th e v;orld , 
and wh o imagine s tha t  thi s electio n ha s 
elevate d th e statu s o f  big-nose d peopl e 
everywhere .  Fo r  suc h a  person ,  descriptio n 
E2 i s o f  tli e greates t  importance . 
But surely El describes the same event 
as E2 .  DeGaull e wa s a  her o o f  th e Resis -
tance ,  an d h e wa s als o a  man wit h a  bi g 
nose ;  h e wa s no t  tw o persons .  I t  wa s pre -
cisel y th e sam e electio n tha t  elevate d th e 
her o an d th e big-nose d man ;  E l  doe s no t 
describ e a  differen t  electio n fro m tha t 
describe d b y E2 .  I n fact ,  th e mos t  usefu l 
way o f  characterizin g th e relationshi p 
betwee n E l  an d E 2 i s simpl y t o sa y tha t 
the y bot h describ e th e sam e event . 

The following objection lies at the 
cente r  o f  ou r  problem ,  an d i t  illustrate s 
th e confusio n wit h whic h th e proble m ha s 
been enveloped .  I t  wil l  b e objecte d tha t 
th e consequence s o f  E l  ar e obviousl y dif -
feren t  fro m th e consequence s o f  E2 . 

IVhat sort of consequences might we have 
i n mind ? Th e consequence s o f  E l  woul d b e 
thos e o f  electin g a  her o — a  surg e o f 
patriotism ,  resentmen t  o n th e par t  o f  anti -
war  factions ,  an d increas e i n th e influenc e 
of  th e militar y forces .  Th e consequence s 
of  E 2 woul d obviousl y b e quit e differen t  — 
derisio n fro m unfriendl y foreig n powers , 
jubilatio n amon g politica l  cartoonists , 
renewe d literar y interes t  i n Cyran o d e 
Dergerac .  Ye t  th e tw o event s ar e one ,  be -
caus e DeGaull e wa s jus t  on e person . 
The identity in Category F suggests 
simpl y tha t  a  psychoanalytically-incline d 
interprete r  migh t  wis h t o sa y o f  th e chil d 
tha t  sh e wa s "really "  dreamin g o f  he r 
father .  Th e meanin g o f  "really "  will ,  o f 
course ,  depen d o n ho w w e interpre t  th e 
claim s o f  psychoanalyst s an d other s wh o 
believ e tha t  ou r  dream s ar e symboli c o f  ou r 
wakin g life . 

I n th e pai r  o f  example s Gl  an d 02 ,  th e 
boilin g o f  th e wate r  wa s sai d t o b e identi -
ca l  wit h th e movement s o f  it s  molecules . 
The typ e o f  identit y suggest s i s wha t  I 
wil l  cal l  "physical "  identity ,  sinc e w e 
woul d scarcel y wan t  t o sa y tha t  th e boilin g 
of  a  pa n o f  wate r  wa s a  differen t  even t 
fro m th e rapi d movement  o f  it s  molecules . 
At  th e sam e time ,  th e contex t  i n whic h a 
coo k i s watchin g th e pa n o f  water ,  t o de -
termin e whe n t o ad d th e noodles ,  i s  quit e 
differen t  fro m th e contex t  i n whic h a n 
earl y physicis t  migh t  hav e watche d it ,  t o 
determin e th e loca l  turbulenc e tha t  reveal s 
th e molecula r  agitation .  Thu s tli e even t  i n 
th e physicist' s  contex t  i s  conceptuall y 
quit e differen t  fro m th e even t  i n th e 
cook' s context . 

The goal of the seventeenth-century 
physicis t  wa s t o establis h tha t  th e boil -
in g even t  (a s observe d b y th e cook )  wa s 
identica l  t o th e molecular-agitatio n even t 
(a s predicte d b y th e theory) .  Sinc e th e 
latte r  even t  coul d no t  b e observe d 
directly ,  i t  wa s necessar y t o develo p tech -
nique s fo r  inferrin g th e molecula r  motion s 
fro m observabl e events ,  suc h a s loca l 
turbulenc e i n th e water .  Th e reaso n fo r 
doin g s o wa s tha t  a  grea t  man y interestin g 
consequence s coul d b e derive d fro m th e 
genera l  theor y o f  molecula r  motions ,  whic h 
coul d no t  b e derive d fro m th e cook' s 
account .  We may say ,  then ,  tha t  boilin g i s 
physicall y identica l  wit h molecula r  agita -
tion ,  bu t  tha t  i t  i s  conceptuall y differen t 
fro m it .  Thi s distinctio n i s on e wliic h 
point s a  wa y t o a  solution . 

Category H, Epistemic, contains an 
interestin g typ e o f  identit y whic h coul d 
not  convenientl y b e fitte d int o an y o f  th e 
others .  We kno w tha t  sprin g i s coming ,  i n 
th e sam e wa y tha t  w e kno w tha t  th e day s ar e 
gettin g longe r  — b y lookin g a t  th e calen -
dar  o r  b y timin g th e sunsets .  Evidenc e fo r 
HI  i s tli e sam e a s evidenc e fo r  112 . 

But there is no simple way in which HI 
can b e sai d t o impl y H2 ,  o r  vice-versa . 
Ther e seem s t o b e n o logica l  relationshi p 
betwee n them ,  a s ther e i s betwee n A l  an d 
A2.  A t  th e sam e time ,  w e coul d hardl y sa y 
tha t  th e approac h o f  sprin g i s differen t 
fro m th e lengthenin g o f  days ;  H I  an d H 2 
represen t  tw o way s o f  lookin g a t  th e sam e 
set  o f  happenings . 
Thus we have eight different ways of 
determinin g th e identit y o f  eigh t  differen t 
sort s o f  events .  Ho w muc h d o the y hav e i n 
common? I  wan t  t o giv e a  brie f  answe r  t o a 
comple x question ,  wit h th e assuranc e tha t  a 
grea t  dea l  remain s t o b e said . 
An event — like a thing or an item — 
i s define d withi n a  give n contex t  o f  dis -
course .  We coun t  th e item s o n my booktiiel f 
i n on e wa y i f  w e ar e boo k dealers ,  i n othe r 
ways i f  w e ar e wastepape r  collector s o r 
interio r  decorators .  We coun t  th e thing s 
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i n a  fiel d i n on e wa y i f  w e ar e farmers , 
emothe r  wa y i f  w e ar e botanists . 
Similarly ,  w e coun t  event s i n on e wa y i f  w e 
ar e intereste d i n aircraf t  flights ,  anothe r 
way i f  w e ar e concerne d wit h nois e polutio n 
or  destructio n o f  th e ozon e layer . 

Puzzles occur when we cross the bound-
arie s tha t  separat e context s — whe n 
Eleano r  suddenl y discover s tha t  th e intru -
der  a t  who m she' s bee n aimin g th e pisto l  i s 
reall y he r  husband .  Th e even t  — hi s 
comin g int o th e roo m unannounce d — i s a n 
intrusio n i n on e context ,  a  homecomin g i n 
another .  Was hi s entr y int o th e roo m on e 
even t  o r  two ? I n som e sense ,  i t  seem s 
possibl e t o sa y tha t  i t  wa s both . 

Consid e 

Jl . 

J2 . 

J3 . 

J4 . 

r : 
R 

T 

A 

7 ^ 3 
C 

c 

T 

I n Jl ,  th e cente r  symbo l  i s unambigu -
ousl y a n "A" .  I n J2 ,  th e "O "  i s a  figur e 
i n whic h ambiguit y depend s o n whethe r  i t  i s 
interprete d a s a  numera l  o r  a s a  letter . 
When w e rea d left-right ,  i t  i s  a  zero ;  whe n 
we rea d top-down ,  i t  i s  a n oh .  I n J3 ,  th e 
cente r  figur e i s eithe r  on e lette r  o r  tw o 
numerals ,  an d agai n th e ambiguit y i s 
resolve d a s w e rea d top-dow n o r  left-right . 
I n J4 ,  th e cente r  symbo l  i s hopelessl y am-
biguou s i n isolation .  I t  ca n b e eithe r  a n 
"A"  o r  a n "I!" .  Ambiguit y i s resolvec i  a s w e 
rea d top-dow n o r  left-right . 

We ca n sa y tha t  "A "  (i.e .  th e token )  i n 
Jl  i s  th e sam e lette r  (i.e .  th e sam e toke n 
of  th e lette r  "A" )  whethe r  rea d top-dow n o r 
left-right ;  i n eithe r  word ,  th e cente r  "A " 
i s numericall y identica l  wit h th e cente r 
"A"  o f  th e other . 
But in J2, it seems strange to say, 
analogously ,  tha t  th e centra l  numera l  "0 " 
i s identica l  wit h th e lette r  "0" ,  sinc e a 
numera l  i s  no t  th e sam e a s n  letter .  Th e 
puzzl e i s no t  a  paradox ,  however ,  sinc e w e 
can resolv e i t  b y sayin g somethin g like : 
"Th e lette r  '0 '  ha s th e sam e shap e a s th e 
numera l  '0'. "  ( I  d o no t  mea n t o clai m tha t 
thi s i s reall y a  ver y satisfactor y resolu -
tio n o f  th e puzzle ;  I  wan t  onl y t o empha -
siz e tha t  ther e mus t  b e som e wa y o f  resolv -
in g it. ) 
In J3, the situation seems a little 
stranger ,  sinc e on e lette r  appear s t o b e 
identica l  t o tw o numerals .  Finally ,  i n J4 , 
a toke n o f  a  lette r  whic h w e identif y a s a n 
"A"  i s identica l  t o a  toke n o f  a  lette r 
when w e cnl l  a n "!!" ,  ye t  w e d o no t  v/an t  t o 
say tha t  a n "A "  i s identica l  wit h a n "H" . 

By insistin g tha t  variou s kind s o f 
identit y mus t  b e separate d out ,  I  hav e 
trie d t o sugges t  tha t  th e proble m o f  even t 
identit y i s no t  a s difficul t  a s i t  appeare d 
at  first .  Thi s approac h mean s tha t  th e 
ver y natur e o f  a n even t  depend s o n th e con-
tex t  i n whic h i t  occur s (jus t  a s th e shap e 

1 7 na y b e eithe r  a  "B "  o r  a  "13" , 
dependin g o n it s  context) . 
One way of emphasizing the context-
dependenc y o f  event s i s t o conside r  non -
event s — tha t  is ,  thos e occasion s o n whic h 
an even t  fail s  t o occur .  Th e watchma n 
fail s t o mak e hi s rounds .  Th e bridegroo m 
does no t  mak e i t  t o th e altar .  Ther e i s 
( I  think )  a  scen e i n Chekho v i n whic h th e 
youn g man ha s bee n expecte d t o propos e t o 
th e daughter .  Hi s proposa l  i s  extremel y 
importan t  t o tli e family ,  becaus e i t  pro -
mise s the m a  wa y ou t  o f  thei r  povert y an d 
debts ,  thank s t o hi s mone y an d status .  H e 
appear s a t  thei r  home ,  an d h e play s card s 
wit h th e family .  Thi s i s th e onl y even t 
tha t  happen s o n th e stag e — th e actor s 
pla y a  perfectl y ordinar y gam e o f  cards . 
But  th e famil y — an d th e audienc e — 
kno w tha t  h e ha s faile d t o propose .  Hi s 
failure ,  hi s cowardic e a t  th e crucia l 
moment,  mean s bankruptc y an d disgrac e fo r 
th e family ,  an d i t  i s  thi s knowledg e tha t 
give s th e scen e it s emotiona l  significance . 
But a non-event like this is literally 
nothing .  N o relevan t  physica l  event s 
occur ;  ye t  (i n anothe r  sense )  a  disaste r 
has occurre d fo r  th e family .  Th e non-even t 
i s lik e th e nul l  set ,  i n tha t  i t  canno t  b e 
distinguishe d fro m an y othe r  non-event ,  i f 
the y ar e considere d ou t  o f  context . 
A smal l  blan k are a o n a  shee t  o f  pape r  may 
be physicall y identica l  wit h tha t  sam e 
blan k are a whe n th e pape r  i s fille d wit h 
writing ;  bu t  i t  wil l  serv e differen t  func -
tions ,  dependin g o n wher e th e blan k spac e 
occur s i n tha t  writing .  Th e contex t  make s 
al l  th e difference . 
In the series of stories and analogies 
tha t  I  hav e presente d here ,  I  hav e sug -
geste d tha t  ordinar y peopl e hav e rough-and -
read y way s o f  answerin g question s abou t 
even t  identity ,  an d tha t  w e ca n mak e som e 
operationa l  sens e ou t  o f  thei r  rough-and -
read y methods .  Th e primar y metho d tha t  I 
hav e recommende d i s t o dra w a  shar p dis -
tinctio n betwee n physica l  identit y an d con -
ceptua l  identity ,  rathe r  tha n treatin g 
even t  identit y a s thoug h i t  wer e a  singl e 
typ e o f  identity .  I  hav e als o suggeste d 
tha t  conceptua l  identit y wil l  depen d o n th e 
contex t  i n whic h th e even t  occurs . 
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