Identity

Matjaž Potrč

We start with simple identity cases, showing the tension in the paradox of analysis and in the presentation of Fregean senses, leading to epistemic and away from ontological identity considerations. Once Fregean senses enter the stage, they lead to holistic support of the occurrent total cognitive states by illuminating them from the background, all in retaining their effect and presence in the occurrent state itself. From here, a further push leads towards the experiential world and the Phenomenology based identity between the Intentional and Phenomenology occurrences. Intentional occurrent total cognitive state is a process in a holistic experiential world. Therewith, we proposed a basic and yet not envisaged element needed for solution of Frege's puzzle and for understanding of Frege's identity quest.
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Simple cases of identity

We start with simple cases of identity. There is identity of a person, which can mean persistence of the same person in time despite of its variation, physical or mental. The defender of personal identity would claim that the same person is there through time, despite all the physical differences. The physical matter I am composed of now is quite different from the matter I was composed of at the time of my birth, or at the time I was five years old. In fact, practically no physical ingredient remains the same. But defender of personal identity would claim that I am the same person and even the same physical body throughout all of these changes. The opposed opinion holding person would have to claim that there are different individuals forthcoming. Common sense would join the folksy guy, for the variation of individuals defender would have a potentially infinite number of individuals up his sleeve because each moment or even a fraction of moment would bring a different physical person, given that I breathe, sweat, drink and eat, and so that at each moment I have at least some atom, molecule or neuron physical stuff which is different in respect to my previous physical composition. A mereological essentialist who claims that all parts are essential for a whole that they constitute, such as elementary physical particles constituting persons, would have to draw the counterintuitive conclusion that there is yet another different person sitting here each fraction of a second. The common sense persistence endorsing guy would then have the option, say, to propose natural kind or individual kind solution, according to which DNA determines the persistence of a person. But notice that this way out does not stick to the principle of physical composition anymore, as just the DNA imprint now suffices for the maintenance of identity. Similarly as about physical composition it goes for the mental composition. One can either endorse the persistence of an individual mind through all the innumerable changes in his thoughts and feelings, or one can perhaps subscribe to changes of mental individuals together with all the minute changes in a person's attention. Again, the persistence view seems to be endorsed by common sense.


At the end of this small beginning exercise we can present a survival story, i.e. a thought experiment trial of securing to prolong one's life, and therewith one's personal identity. The story comes from Dennett (1987), and is narrated here at my own risks. Well, it is a fact that medicine is prolonging our life expectation. As the time passes by, medical science and skills help us battle diseases. The average life expectancy increased from the historical middle ages on, and it may be expected that in a thousand years medicine will solve many hurdles, so that people born then or existing then will be able to live for another thousand years, in good physical and mental condition. Now, who would not like to try this out if there really is a chance? Here is a possible solution: Given that a lot is at stake, you decide to spend all your money and resources for a freezing capsule that will preserve your body and thereby you as a person, at your comparatively young age, for the next millennium, so that you will be able to awake and to start living again in thousand years, for the promised another thousand years. This is all right, but notice what happened to Bentham's skull and to Einstein's brain. It is told that children played football with Bentham’s embalmed head and that Einstein’s brain was lost and forgotten in a cellar. So you want to avoid these risks. And even more: in respect to the just mentioned conservation trials through comparatively very short periods of time you need some considerable amount of energy to keep you well frozen and in good condition for a millennium, because your aim in opposition to them is to resurrect and continue with your life. Now, consider also that it is quite plausible that you will not be the only one who will engage in a life prolonging survival plan. Given that buildings get torn down and that energy resources, such as electricity or fuel, may become scarce, and given that the likes of you, i.e. a number of capsules with other wanna-be-survivals have concerns similar to yours, it is the best solution first to make your capsule mobile, to equip it with the means to move in environment and to search for sources of energy. But as other capsules will engage in similar tasks of securing their own long term survival, you better equip your capsule with effective means to outsmart other candidates in the prospective exploitation of scarce energy resources involvement. The result is a Darwinian battle for survival between the mobile capsules. There is thus no easy way to preserve identity through time, and there do not seem to be any guarantees. Just to conclude this tiny story: even in the historical middle ages some people lived a comparatively quite long life, longer as the average (say hundred years and not twenty-eight), and this probably had to do, among other things, with (experiential) quality of their life.


Personal identity (and therewith connected survival worry) is perhaps more complex as compared to other cases of identity. Take the example of a ball rolling down the slope. For a while, presume that there are no physical changes happening in the object, such as the rich fluctuation of electrons. Even with this presumption, the following question may emerge: Is it the same ball or are there an infinite number of balls as that ball is rolling down the slope? This last possibility -- namely that there might be an infinite number of balls -- happens if space is taken as the criterion of individuation. Similarly, if space is criterion of individuation, then a cat moving from the point A to the point B in a segment of time actually turns out to be an infinite continuum of individuals, one for each spatial position point of A, A", A''', ..., B''', B", B', where "..." stands for an infinite number of individuated spatial points in time.


Well, these begin to be comparatively quite complicated cases of identity, despite that we started with presumably simple cases. Therefore, we may turn to yet simpler stuff. But we may already draw a partial conclusion. It looks that the cases we glimpsed at are cases of ontological or metaphysical identity. The concern is whether there is the same person around, physically or mentally, undergoing all this changes in time, whether and in what conditions a person can survive, what are conditions for the identity of objects through the change of their spatial positioning.


The simplest case of identity, though, seems to be just the repetition of the sameness, and this one is appropriately captured in the simple identity formula


a = a

Let us provide a substitution for "a" as a "cat". Then we have


cat = cat

which does not seem to be a very exciting statement, content-wise. It seems that this statement just repeats the same thing, trying to affirm the object's identity by these means. And it seems that such a repetition is ontologically minded. (By the way, people sometimes wrote about the difference and repetition, one of them being Gilles Deleuze (1994).) The case we conclude this section with, i.e. "cat = cat" may provide an affirmation of ontological identity. But by all means it sounds quite trivial on the face of it. So one may ask what identity can be good for.

Ontological or epistemic identity?

Not all people may agree that the identity claim is ontological. Some may point out that it is actually epistemic, or at least that there is ambiguity between ontological and epistemic interpretation of the identity claim. Now, epistemology is an inquiry into knowledge. And it follows that by understanding the identity claim in this way, one is asking not whether a is a, but whether someone knows that a = a. This may be then properly written down as


Km (a = a)

where K is operator of knowledge, m is an index for the epistemic agent (Matjaž in this case), and a = a is the claim of identity. The formula then asks for conditions under which someone knows that a = a. The presence of the epistemic agent is usually downplayed in treatments of identity. So we can apply the same attitude in the graphical presentation of identity claim, a = a. But we will keep in mind that identity claim may well be an epistemic claim, or at least that it may be ambiguous between ontological and epistemic interpretations, to start with. And we will subsequently try to gradually push into direction that the presumed ontological criteria for identity are best understood as epistemic criteria for identity. In other words, if we ask whether a = a, we are not so much arguing about the ontological sameness of a, but about the epistemic, say category-bound criteria for identity of a = a. We have opted for this epistemic identity criterion a while ago, as our support for language-thought category based identity claim (Potrč 1991, 2002). Our strategy now will be to raise awareness that identity may well be understood under the auspices of the epistemic criterion. Then we will ask under what conditions epistemic identity can thrive or at least make sense. Our answer at this stage will be that these are overall conditions that are there in an experiential world, where the experiential world’s environment has to be understood as a phenomenologically grounded environment. One question that we now tackle is thus: Is the identity claim ontological (does it apply to objects, say), or is it epistemic? And if it is epistemic, in what manner should it be understood?

Identity claims push in direction of the epistemic: the paradox of analysis

One case of identity claim may be presented by analysis. (Potrč Forthcoming).The work of analysis applies to concepts, and actually it is the epistemic clarification of concepts. What enters into a certain concept? How may we analyze it? A successful analysis will deliver the same extension at the right and at the left side of


a = a

where we deliver definition of some empirical concept, such as


cat =def ....

so that "..." at the right-hand-side of the formula is filled by sufficient predicates such as "feline & animal & this DNA &...&domestic". As the =def stands for equivalence, the definition is really an identity claim. But here may appear a problem, which is called the paradox of analysis. If the right-hand-side of identity claim is extensionally equivalent to the left-hand-side, the analysis is trivial, there is no real use for it, for it does not deliver any new information. But if some new information is provided, the left-hand-side and the right-hand-side will not be equivalent, and so the analysis will be false.


We can notice that the paradox of analysis puts the stress upon epistemic side of the identity equation. We can summarize the plot in the following manner. If the right side of definition is identical to the left hand side, then the analysis is trivial. If it is not identical though, then the analysis is false. But if it should be informative, if it should deliver new knowledge, then the right-hand-side will be different from the left-hand-side, and thus the analysis will be false.

Frege’s puzzle

Another example of identity claim is provided by Frege’s puzzle. This happens in his paper on Sense and reference (1892), which is one of Frege's main achievements, besides to the overall project of Begriffsschrift, underlying the foundations of the contemporary predicate logic. The paper begins with the following puzzle. The identity claim is usually written like that:


a = a

But it may also be written in this manner:


a = b

In what way do these renderings of identity differ between themselves? According to our previous discussion, the first rendering of identity, we would say, has ontological leanings, whereas the second rendering has epistemic leanings. The trivially sounding repetition of a = a somehow goes in direction of affirming the being or the existence of an item. Whereas the differing a = b hints towards the extension that may be proper to knowledge.


Let us substitute “a” with the “Morning Star”. Then a = a may be paraphrased as


Morning Star = Morning Star

and the intuition indeed will accordingly be that one affirms the being or existence of a celestial object, by affirming the identity through repeated affirmation. It feels something as saying that we are dealing with the object and not with its characterization.


Let us now substitute “b” by the “Evening Star”. Then, by this substitution, we get


Morning Star = Evening Star

and the intuition will now be that this is a claim in direction of knowledge extension, in the form of identity affirmation. In fact, we may presume that before some point in time, people did not yet know about the above identity claim. They observed a celestial body in the morning and they called it the Morning Star. And they observed a celestial body in the evening and they called it the Evening Star. They presumed that these are two different celestial bodies. And then one day somebody proved or demonstrated that Morning Star = Evening Star. We may indeed see this as an important astronomical discovery and as a significant enlargement of human knowledge.


What is the puzzle then? It seems that a = b, if it holds, should be the same as a = a, for if identity holds then there should be their equivalence. But how is this possible if there is the difference between the ontological and epistemic identity interpretations? From the epistemic point of view, a = a may be seen as trivial. While from the ontological or metaphysical point of view, the a = b may be seen as risky or even as false.

Sense and reference

Here is the picture promoted by Frege. There is a celestial body, existing independently of ourselves in space and time. Let us call it Venus. And let us call this object the referent. Then, there are expressions such as Morning Star or Evening Star by the usage of which we aim to grasp the celestial body in question. These senses are objective for Frege, for he distinguishes them from psychological graspings or presentations. If I observe a celestial body through a telescope, there may well be a presentation of the body that is formed on my retina or in my brain. But such a presentation is subjective and it should be distinguished from the objective ways to grasp the referent, namely from senses. Morning Star or Evening Star thus present two different objective manners that support the grasping of the referent. We may well doubt or continue discussing the claim that we deal with objective senses without any impact of cognition. It seems to us that both of these options can be left open however, without putting the appearance of senses into question.


It is a fact though that by his insisting about a = b identity equation to be compared to a = a, Frege affirms the importance of sense and of its epistemic impact. Notice again that knowledge claims can be interpreted in both objective and cognition independent manner or in empirical cognition dependent manner. We can thus stay uncommitted as about embracing one or another option.


Fregean affirmation of senses has as a consequence turning away from extensionalism, which underlies direct-link referential theories, such as causal theories of reference, that build upon Millian or Russellian heritage. According to these, the naming or referential relation is directed onto picking up members of a set, or again some unique item in the world where the referential naming relation targets a set with one member. The presupposition of extentionalism is the existence of independently existing items that serve as support of referential relation.


In opposition to this, Fregean senses endorse intensionalism, where the relation is not just to the objectively and mind/language independently existing referents, but also to the net or a whole bunch of senses, at least in an implicit manner. Intensionalism is quite compatible with intentionality, and thus content related interpretation and not so much object related interpretation of referents. One tension in Frege, underlying his puzzlement, is that he somehow continues to stick to the objectively existing referents, although he also opts for knowledge-enlarging senses. Through senses, aspects then come into the center of attention, and epistemic approach takes over the ontological one.

Sense holism and shadowing

In order to slightly change our example we can try to refer to Aristotle. Causal or teleological, perhaps historical link introducing theories of naming will try to establish a direct connection between the name and its bearer, and they will oppose and exclude all the indirect, sense embracing ways to go. Sense endorsing guy though will try to fish in the pool of several available aspects, such as


teacher of Alexander the Great, the Philosopher, ... , the author of Metaphysics

These are all different aspects under which Aristotle may be grasped and referred to. These different aspects are so many senses, and their pool is quite wide, perhaps even infinite, as indicated by "...". We can say that there is a whole net of possible senses that may be linked to a certain referent. These possible senses present so many adumbrations or shadowings under which the referent may be grasped. We can say that these senses form a kind of web, so that the title of sense holism may be appropriate. As we learn more about Aristotle the web grows larger and aspects present in it get related in several ways. In fact, Frege’s senses may be seen as bringing so many adumbrations, aspects or shadowings in respect to some referent. The holistic element brought into the picture thereby brings in a fundamental change if compared to extensionalism of Russellian kind. Sense bound holistic aspects are different to the extensional members of a class that are all supposed to be of the same quality. Whereas senses differ between themselves in their quality, all in still succeeding to refer to the same referential object or content.


We can try to summarize this. Frege's senses bring in adumbrations, aspects, or shadowing. There is a fundamental change here in respect to extensionalism of Russellian kind, because the holistic element comes in. Why? Because the basic idea of the sense is that it brings one aspect of referring to a content/object, from the pool of several, many available aspects, objects (Aristotle = teacher of Alexander the Great, the Philosopher, the author of Metaphysics,...): there is a whole net of possible senses that are intensionally tied to a certain reference, different to the extensional members of a class that are all supposed to be of the same quality. Senses differ between themselves, all in still succeeding to refer to the same content/object. Senses don't form a set but rather a net. This net of senses throws its shadow at the content/object or at the presupposed referent.

Holistic senses chromatically illuminate the referent, i.e. the sense

Realizing that there is not just one sense or two of them around in respect to the supposed referent, but potentially a whole differentiated net brings us into disagreement with the extensionalist approach, where members of a set are all of the same quality and come as so many atomistic instances that may be picked up. With the introduction of holistic senses, the extensional externalist approach comes into question. The important thing are now adumbrations, shadowing and aspects. This is why intension, and not anymore extension, becomes a natural relation. Senses are so many different aspects that may be shed onto the referent, in order to illuminate it, and in order to thereby provide additional knowledge about it. If you furnish to me many illuminating aspects concerning Aristotle, my knowledge in respect to Aristotle will certainly grow. This is of course a manner in which senses may be used. And it is then natural that senses have to be always at least slightly different from each other, for otherwise there would be no point in the main job that they exercise, namely that of providing and enlarging knowledge. Notice that this is quite different for extensional elements of a set that need all stay the same quality so that their function would be maintained.


The next thing to realize is that each sense is itself supported by a net of senses providing the meaning to it. As I say “the teacher of Alexander the Great”, there is an intertwined net of concepts or senses that support my grasping of it. Perhaps by grasping this sense I actually grasp the meaning of “Aristotle”. But in a similar manner, “the teacher of Alexander the Great” may also count as a referent. An extensional referent? Not quite, if it comes with the mentioning illuminating support by a holistic web of other related senses. Anyway, this brings into question our starting point with the supposed extensional referential stuff towards which senses were meant to point. We can realize that even the usage of the supposed extensional stuff is not free of these numerous background senses, which illuminate it. Only illuminated with the background knowledge can an item be grasped. This all now brings into question the starting Fregean distinction between sense and referent. The least we can say is that the space of the intensional gets enlarged, so that the referent becomes rather a role than an ontological category. For notice that each sense can be taken into this referential role: as our attention concentrates upon it, it gets automatically illuminated by a whole net of its own senses.

Background knowledge chromatically illuminates the occurrent total cognitive state

Once as a referent, or a sense as for that matter, comes into the foreground, it may be cognitively presented as a total cognitive state of an epistemic agent at a given time. We argued for neutrality between the ontological and the epistemic objectivity and thereby we stay with the possibility to inquire into the cognitive nature of referents and senses.


Total cognitive state, in which a sense is realized in a cognizer, is supported by a holistic web of other senses, as we just claimed. This brings us naturally into the direction of adopting intensionality and intentional attitude in these matters, at the expense of extensional attitude. The background web of senses supports a sense's grasping capability by illuminating it, by some coloring or furnishing of aspects, thus by chromatically illuminating the content of a total cognitive state that is a sense -- in a referential role -- in the just discussed case. Total cognitive state is occurrent, whereas background web is not occurrent and it is rather dispositional. But all in being non-occurrent and dispositional, the background web still has a role to play in the occurrent total cognitive state, precisely by chromatically illuminating it. One may think that this effect of coloration or illumination, of shadowing, is just something additional to the occurrent intentional total cognitive state. But without this background, cognitive state could not have gotten off the ground at all, it could not have meant anything. Background senses are important for its support. Yet another hint about the direction towards intension and intentionality invested nature of the content.


Senses in the background web are not occurrent, although they can become so; and even if they are occurrent, there are other senses supporting them holistically in the background, chromatically illuminating them. Therewith the very concept of an extensional reference comes into question. Each occurrent content has support of a holistic web of senses, that chromatically illuminate it, and thereby the internalist (in respect and in opposition to the externalist) interpretation comes into the foreground.


One may now think that chromatic illumination of a total cognitive state by the web of background senses is something contingent and additional, and that it does not really have to do with the basic task of pointing towards the referent. But here is a short beginning hint into the opposite direction. It may be that there is no meaning and no directedness for a total cognitive state unless it is supported by a holistic net of background knowledge or of background senses. If this is the case then the chromatic illumination is not just something additional and arbitrary but it may be presumed that without it, a total cognitive state could not have its meaning at all and could not have beed directed at something at all. The background knowledge supportive net is thereby necessary for intentional directedness to unfold. If chromatic illumination of a total cognitive state by the sensible background gets interpreted as consciousness -- and we suppose that it may well be interpreted like that, for consciousness supports and illuminates total cognitive states on our view -- then we may conclude that without it intentional directedness of a total cognitive state will be zombie-like, and that it will not be able to function at all. Especially in case, as we think, where the experiential world is supporting any such directedness.

Background dispositional holism and experiential world

Our discussion deals with identity. We started it with some cases of identity that are discussed in the literature, and one of them, namely Frege's distinction between reference and sense, targeted the difference between a = a and a = b as two identity statements. Apparently, we shifted our attention away from the topics of identity as we concentrated upon the sense/reference distinction. But notice that indeed Frege's paper on sense and reference starts with the just mentioned distinction, and that it also asks, at the beginning, how we should treat the identity formulas a = a and a = b, and what is actually their relation. Our presentation effort has shown that we should introduce sense and that we should endorse it, following Frege. Going along with this, we saw how sense's proper dimension is that of knowledge and that it is thereby opposed to the ontological interpretation into which the referent points. Following further the epistemic lead, we extended sense's influence as being effective in the background, and as forming an entire holistic net of senses which chromatically illuminates each targeted total cognitive state. Recognizing thus a sense's holistic net, we could put into question the starting referential extensionalist presumption, and we could substitute it with the intensional one.


Now we are in position to generalize the conditions of reference and sense to happen in the experiential world, in opposition to the presumed ontological world that exists independently from language/thought. At this stage, we can return to Frege's starting question about the difference between a = a and a = b identity equations, and to its relation towards sense and reference. Notice that we have expanded the environment in which our investigation happens from the referential local extentionalist atomistic environment, to a quite broader, call it the global environment, and now finally to the narrow experiential world setting that may be called the transglobal environment. Notice also that only in this transglobal setting we can again effectively return to the beginning identity quest. The idea is that reference and sense, or perhaps we may call them Intentionality and Phenomenology, are actually identical, that we should opt for their identity, and that in doing so we just follow Frege's hints at the beginning of his sense and reference paper, where he both introduces sense/reference distinction and asks about the difference between a =a and a = b identity statements.


Notice that our argument could only turn back to the identity question once as we introduced the environment of the experiential world, the transglobal phenomenally richly constituted environment. As we said, the reference/sense distinction started with the extension/intension difference. But then we introduced the background dispositional holism as support of the occurrent total cognitive states. We did a couple of things thereby. First, we moved the constitutive background aspectual illumination into occurrences of total cognitive states. Second, by introducing the background holism we actually introduced the background knowledge, whose all encompassing net may also be called morphological content, and then we can say that morphological content chromatically illuminates the occurrent content and also supports it. Morphological content is namely not the occurrent content, but the content that is dispositional by its nature and that helps to bring occurrent total cognitive states into the foreground; it is actually a precondition for these to so appear. Morphological dispositional and not occurrent content is “in the weights” of a complex multi-dimensional background cognitive landscape. The holism, by its force, pushes us to acknowledge a complete experiential world, without any real relation to the external world and to the atomistic reference. Sense opened a way towards intensionality and towards intentional internalist transglobal picture. The overall holistic internal picture appears to be a complete experiential world, and thus not the supposed extensionality supportive external world.

Identity between the Intentional and between Phenomenology

In order to see why we engaged into steps of the story from the reference/sense distinction towards the experiential world transglobal environment we need to push a little bit further. The reason is that we only now have established conditions for the introduction of the identity claim, namely of the identity between the Intentional and Phenomenology, which we may call the I = P identity:


I = P

How do we come to this conclusion, namely that the Intentional is identical to Phenomenology? We realize that the only real appropriate environment for the occurrent total cognitive state content and thus for Intentionality to unfold is neither the local atomistic environment, nor the global environment, but only the transglobal skeptical and thus narrow environment. In the transglobal experiential world environment, the support of Phenomenology (experiential world) is so strong that we can actually talk about the I = P identity. The qualitative Phenomenology supporting aspectual adumbrations involve the whole experiential world, and a local Intentional occurrence is identical to the local Phenomenology occurrence -- naturally in this holistic experiential world. An intuitive support for this position is that each occurrence of intentional directedness that happens in the world is necessarily also an occurrence of phenomenology. Simply: if one is intentionally (referentially) directed at something, then necessarily this occurrence comes with consciousness or phenomenology, if it is forthcoming in the world at all.


In order to wrap up our I = P identity claim, along the lines of Frege' quest about the identity a = a and a = b formulas, we can use the following identity equation


Intentional directedness = a process in the Phenomenological experiential world.

Notice that this is indeed a rendering of the a = a or a = b Frege's identity quest, along his proposed topics of reference/sense, or as we can call it Intentionality/Phenomenology distinction. The reader may wish to decide whether a = a or a = b identity claim fits better to the above equation. We will now turn  to another identity claim that has actually inspired our identity formula as given above.

Identity statements

We can compare the I = P identity statement in the above rendering to to the psycho-physical identity statement, as it is known from the originator of this theory U.T. Place. Here is what he says:


"consciousness = a process in the brain".

By introducing his identity claim, U.T. Place opened doors towards the contemporary theory of mind, formulating thereby opposition to both dualism and introspection and to the behaviorism, to which he actually continued to be commityted (yet acknowledging that his identity proposal is not fully compatible with it). Place's theory is known as a type-identity theory, so that the above identity statement affirms the identity between two types of processes, i.e. between consciousness and between a process in the brain. Thereby, Place tried to keep with scientific generalizations. He was firmly opposed to the subsequent variation of the identity formula as the token-identity statement, which affirms though that a token of a mental state, say a mental event, is identical to a token of physical state, say a material event. As opposed to this variant of identity claim, Place's rendition has a general law identity appeal and approach built into it.


Now, notice that I = P identity claim is really Phenomenology-based, so that I has P-world as a precondition. In other words, if there is an occurrent Intentional total cognitive state, it can only appear in the P-based experiential world.

Identity itinerary

Identity considerations have lead us from ontological to epistemic variants of identity. Once as one embraces epistemic approach, Fregean senses are in the hopper. They then involve holistic background to each intentional total cognitive state's occurrence, and can accordingly only thrive in a complete narrow holistic experiential world, in the Phenomenology based transglobal environment. This supports the I = P identity that needs to be compared to the psycho-physical identity claim. But whereas this last one happened in a physical world, the I = P identity needs an experiential, i.e. P-based narrow world. So much about identity's itinerary from atomism and ontology towards holism and epistemic narrow Phenomenology based approach.
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