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Introduction

Leibnitz’s law tells us of the identity of indiscernibles: that if A has all the same properties as B then A is identical to B, that A is the same thing as B. Unfortunately we very often want to talk about the identity of A and B when the whole point of the attribution of identity is that there are known to be different properties in A and B. Therefore, whatever it is that we mean by identity in such cases, it can’t be that the two things are indiscernible; and so Leibnitz’s law, even if it can pass as a sufficiency condition, could not be a necessity condition. I shall argue that a proper understanding of the concept of identity should be based upon an understanding of the use which we actually make of the word/concept of identity, and that such an understanding strongly suggests that identity is a conception that is fundamentally dependent upon its context of use. 
Identity in Use

The concept of identity arises naturally as a result of the way that we understand the world that we experience. We understand the world to be populated by entities that come into existence, that exist through time, that undergo changes, and that cease to exist. The way that we interact with most objects actually depends upon their being in significant respects equivalent to other objects. For example, I may fill a cup with coffee and then I may walk away from it. At the time that I walked off I knew that the cup-object had a certain set of properties: it was at a certain temperature, in a certain place, with a certain orientation and shape and colour, made of china, full of coffee, and so on. When I come back to it I do so just because I expect to find a certain object with many of the same properties as the object I had left. This expectation (often rewarded) of property overlap in objects featuring in different experiences we find very suggestive. We naturally assume, or our innate cognitive processes – adapted for survival (and not necessarily for truth-tracking) – make the assumption for us, that the objects in question are not independent.
In fact we naturally assume that the two objects are the same object, but let us suppose that we do not so far jump the gun. What sort of relationship do we think underlies and justifies the noted expectation? Well, if the relationship was such that: if object A with properties P1, …, Pn was related in that way to object B, then object B will also have properties P1, …, Pn, then this would be just the sort of relationship that would produce the dependency that we are looking for. Identity – in the form that Leibnitz’s law conceives it – is such a relationship, and is surely the idealisation of the relationship that we are looking for; but it seems at first glance that it can’t really be what we’re after because it is too strong. We want the relationship to hold even when some of the properties are not preserved. Indeed the very point of the relationship is that some properties are to be different in different experiences. For example; I left that newly filled coffee cup expecting ‘it’ to have cooled down to a drinkable temperature by the time I returned to ‘it.’ Nevertheless Leibnitzian identity is the model of the relationship that we are looking for, and the problem is conceived as one of discovering how we can justifiably modify the criteria for identity in order that it can do the things that we want it to do.
The solutions offered for this problem are numerous. I don’t intend to review them all here, but it’s worth taking note of at least the most popular strategy for solution, because I think the problems that afflict it in its simplest form are helpful in directing attention to a workable solution. So let’s look at those solutions that attempt to restrict the criteria for identity. 
Essentialism Disparaged

Perhaps, it is claimed, not all the properties are of equal importance to this relationship; perhaps only some determinable subset of properties, the essential properties or the essence, is relevant. Perhaps only one property is relevant. Presumably, the idea is that A is identical to B iff when A has properties EA(the essence of A), P1, …, Pn, then object B will have properties EA, Q1, …, Qm, where Q1, …, Qm.may include all, some, or none of P1, …, Pn. But if that’s going to be the proposed understanding of the relationship of identity then it has some pretty serious obstacles to overcome before it can play the role that is intended for it. Most obviously, on this story, before we can make identity claims we must first identify the essential properties: but this seems to be impossible in general. Consider my earlier and later coffee cups; the relationship that we’re after should be able to support a claim of identity if there were differences in any one of the properties that I mentioned in connection with it (or even in most subsets that I can think of.) And, by contrast, we know that if enough of those ‘inessential’ properties are altered we really do want to be able to deny identity. If the cup is ground into a ceramic paste and made into a brick we will usually want to claim that it has lost its identity at some stage of this process. Moreover, suppose that we established somehow that A was identical to B in the proposed way: without some further elaboration dealing with the bundling of inessential properties about the essential properties, the proposed conception of the relationship of identity would give us no grounds for our expectations that the properties of A are also to be found in B. But this was the very motivation of the concept of identity. Finally, and related to this last point, the essence theory conflicts with the normal way that we attempt to establish identity by checking the associated properties, because those properties are certainly not required to be ‘essential’ properties in order to provide a justification for an identification. 
# MIF code [0155] repeat [00]

# MIF code [0155] repeat [00]

Identity in Theory
It is the relevance of those recognisable properties to the attribution of identity, together with the variety of the property subsets that can be accounted relevant in different attributions on different occasions and in different circumstances, together with, also, the relevance of the expectations of property coincidence in identified objects that I take to be most suggestive. And what I take them to be suggesting is that questions about identity do not occur in a vacuum; the answers we will accept are answers that are sensitive to the interests that provoke our questions and that serve to justify or to direct our expectations. I take it that justifying or directing our expectations in some area of interest is the task of a preferred theory within a relevant science that includes the area of interest as part of its domain. (Whether our preference for the theory in question is implicit or explicit is a separate matter.) So, a natural way to interpret this constraint on the conception of identity is as indicating that the conditions for being a criterion of identity are integrated into the theoretical context in which the question of identity was formulated. My position will therefore be that when we make a claim of identity between objects A and B we are necessarily making a classification only with respect to a particular theory within a particular science, and which theory and science that is will depend upon the context. To describe A and B as O in circumstances X and Y when we are interested in phenomena treated by theory T, is to say that we consider A and B as instantiations of theoretical objects that occur in T in a way that the theoretical virtues that we value (such as parsimony, coherence, simplicity, etc.) are best maintained by treating those objects as corresponding to a single theoretical object O distinguished by the circumstances X and Y. 
Two Clarifications
Suggestions reminiscent of this have been made before. Quine, for example, once propounded a ‘maxim of the identification of indiscernibles: Objects indistinguishable from one another within the terms of a given discourse should be construed as identical for that discourse.’
 This is hardly surprising, since the option of relativising talk of identity to some field of discourse is a rather obvious response to the difficulties of understanding a unified concept of identity in different discourses – difficulties that have been sampled above. The proposal I have in mind is, however, significantly different from such previous proposals, as the following two comments will indicate.
First, the conception of identity that is being proposed is not fundamentally that of a ‘complete’ or ‘absolute’ conception of identity that may or may not be relativised in any particular use: it is rather a conception that is essentially ‘incomplete’ and relies upon its context of use for the supply of whatever is needed to complete it – specifically, a reference to the mode of comparison of the two relata. I think that this is by no means an unusual character for concepts. Compare it, for example, to the conception of ‘greater-than-ness.’ When we say that ‘A is greater than B’ we mean that A exceeds B according to some metric applied to some properties of A and B. It makes no sense to think of A and B being related by ‘greater-than-ness’ without there being some understanding of the mode of comparison. Nor is there any use for an all-encompassing, ‘absolute’ or ‘complete’ version of this relationship. Is there anything, even God, that can stand in the relationship of ‘greater-than-ness’ to any other thing according to any metric applied to all properties? Just so, we have noted previously the almost complete uselessness of a relationship of identity between A and B that is understood to mean coincidence in all properties. As I suggested above, such a concept should be seen as an intellectual invention, and as a natural simplification of the conception of a relationship encountered in common use, and not as a purified form of that conception.
Second, it is important that the conception of identity being proposed here is properly to be completed with reference to some particular science. The sciences that on this conception of identity are to provide the contextual completions of the conception (via the theories that occur therein) are not necessarily just the institutionalised domains of knowledge of our culture (men in lab coats, journals, University departments, etc.,) but they must be more than merely areas of discourse, for it is intended that identity statements can be counted as really true or false – and not just as a matter of conversational convention. Therefore the mode of discourse must be the sort of thing that we accept satisfies the strictest criteria available to us for determining the truth of things in the particular area of discourse in which the identity statement is made. It must be the mode of discourse that is most self-consciously and effectively concerned with the right application (so far as possible) of the epistemological virtues (so as far as they can be identified.) That mode of discourse I take to be what we would call the scientific mode in that area of discourse – but, I emphasize again, scientific in the broad sense. Now, it may be felt that this shifts the problem of identity to the problem of the definition of sciences, but even if that were true it must count as some sort of advance: we now have one problem instead of two.
This may also be the appropriate point at which to make a comment on the consequent fact that the theories being invoked are, of course, not restricted to those theories that are strongly formalised. Admittedly, when one speaks of theories and sciences – especially in a philosophical context – one is often inclined to think of a science such as Physics and of theories such as the theory of Universal Gravitation. In such theories it would be obvious how to interpret the claim of identity within the theory. For example, if the variable MA occurs in a formula of the theory which is interpreted as describing the initial conditions for a calculation of some orbital behaviour, and in which MA refers to a planet, then when MA occurs in a later part of the calculation to be interpreted as describing a consequent state of the system, and in which MA refers to a planet, it is easy to see how to assign identity to the planets that are the referents of MA in those two occurrences. By contrast, the ‘theory’ that is invoked in the debate over personal identity and that allows us to talk there of psychological continuity is not at all formalised – indeed, it barely exists as a defined theory at all – and the ‘science’ in which it occurs is certainly not a science in the sense that the layman would understand. But there is no difficulty in extending the story to such informal theories and sciences, since the aspects of theories and sciences that are relevant to the application of the proposed completion of identity are not really dependent upon the formal nature of the theory and its incorporation in a science of the sort that is done by ‘scientists.’ Any mode of understanding some part of the world, however informal its articulation, which describes processes in the world and has a role for referring terms, is capable of supporting the completion proposed. 

Two Consequences 
This conception of identity, if accepted, has some interesting consequences. First, the possibility arises that if object A (in circumstance X) and object B (in circumstance Y) occur in both theory T1 and theory T2 it may be the case that A is identical to B with respect to T1 but A is not identical to B with respect to T2. Without the relativisation of these statements to their respective theories these contrastive identity statements become apparent contradictions, but now we are able to see that we should be prepared to accept these apparent contradictions. We might be inclined to reject the possibility of contrastive identity assignments on the ground that if A and B are to be considered as objects at all they must be considered as objects in a theory in which they feature, and therefore they just cannot be the same as the objects in another theory. We recognise this as the sort of argument that leads to claims of inter-theoretic incommensurability; but if we have independent grounds to think that incommensurability is not in fact a serious problem then we can’t reject the possibility of contrastive identity assignments on those grounds. 
A second thought, however, is that we should accept at least a part of the critique of that suggestion; for it is indeed the case that objects are fundamentally parts of theories – they are, after all, what the theories are about – but it is not usually the case that theories explicitly tell the user of the theory how to identify the relevant objects. Most often theories simply take the objects as understood. The ability to identify the objects of which a theory treats is presupposed as a part of the science to which the theory belongs, and consequently the processes by which objects are identified are specific to the sciences in which the theories exist. And that includes whatever operational criteria are employed in that identification (although we should be prepared to accept a certain amount of interaction between the operational criteria and the theoretical role.) Now, the obvious further consequence of this is that if identity is dependent upon theory then the processes (and operational criteria) by which A is tested for identity to B with respect to theory T1 in science S1 are likely going to be different from the processes by which A is tested for identity to B with respect to theory T2 in science S2. 
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Anti-Realism
Is that then all there is to identity? There will be those who object to this as a ‘relativistic’ (or even a ‘subjective’) conception of identity, and they will urge that there must be some basis in reality which underlies the judgements we make regarding the identity of A and B, which makes those judgments true or false regardless of what we may believe about them. Such a position could be supported by pointing to the obvious fact that our theories about things change, and that as a result our judgements about the objects of those theories change. But we are inclined to say that this sort of theory change does not alter the real facts of the matter, and that those real facts are what make statements in a theory true or false, and therefore it is possible for a theory to say that A and B are different whereas A and B are really (in fact) identical (and v.v. of course). In the classic example, Hesperus and Phosphorus were once believed to be different things – hence the names. Now we believe that they are both identical to the planet Venus. Does this not show that when we claimed Hesperus was not Phosphorus we were simply wrong and that identity was there though we thought it wasn’t? 

Response
We can note preliminarily that when we say that Hesperus and Phosphorus are identical with Venus what we are saying is that the objects discerned by the operational criteria of the science of the prior theory and identified as Hesperus and Phosphorus in that theory are judged to correspond to an object discerned by the operational criteria of the science of the posterior theory and identified as Venus by that theory. Thus the morning and evening stars are identical. This makes it clear that at any particular time our views of reality, and the correct identifications and categorizations of reality, are dependent upon the theory which we hold at that time. However the criticism in the objection goes deeper than this. It is held that there is a truth to be told about the world and that the identity of Hesperus and Phosphorus with Venus is part of that truth. In fact we do not need to suppose that any specific claims about the world which we might make are actually true – for we can never be sure about such things – but we merely need to admit the possibility of saying true things. Thus, the argument goes, if there is a truth about the world then there is a truth about identity and that truth is independent of our theories.

Thus restated the objection is a little clearer; but what does it mean for us to claim that there is a truth to be told about the world, in the sense in which the paragraph above uses this phrase. It can only mean that there is a uniquely correct theory about the world such that statements drawn from this theory are all true statements. (The world is a certain way and this theory tells us how that is.) In this case the claim that there is an independent criterion of identity becomes the less difficult claim that if we were to hold the true theory of things then the phenomena categorized earlier separately as Hesperus and Phosphorus we would categorize then as identically Venus. The true theory has a single theoretical object which categorizes the Hesperus and Phosphorus phenomena. Here the problem of identity’s independent criteria disappears, to be replaced by the more general problem of truth in theories. Whatever our answer to the question of the proper criteria for scientific theories it is unlikely to affect our attitude towards identity statements.
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