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Abstract: Recently several authors have developed accounts of the Trinity
employing the metaphysical notion of constitution. I expound one such proposal
and defend it against objections from Keith Yandell and Brian Leftow. In the
process, I propose an improved definition of the constitution relation as applied to
the Trinity. I then compare the resulting trinitarian metaphysics with Leftow’s own
view.

There are three divine Persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Each is dis-
tinct from each of the others, and each of them is God. There is only one God.
Any doctrine of the Trinity must make consistent sense of those three propositions.
The Nicene settlement entails the further claim that the Persons share a single
divine nature or ousia; this shared nature is an important part of what makes it
the case that the three together are one God. The classical doctrine of divine sim-
plicity implies that each Person is identical with that Person’s divine nature; fur-
thermore, there is only one divine nature and therefore one God. This has been
suggested as a solution to the problem noted above (see Ayres (), ).
This, however, has the unfortunate consequence that, in view of the transitivity
of identity, each Person is identical with each of the other two Persons, which is
unacceptable. If no solution can be found for this difficulty (and I think there is
none), divine simplicity cannot provide the solution for our problem.
Recently several philosophers have suggested a solution to the problem in terms

of the metaphysical notion of constitution. This notion involves complex issues,
some of which will be considered later on, but the fundamental idea is fairly
simple. Consider the often-used but useful example of a statue made of gold.
There is the statue, but there is also the lump of gold of which the statue is
made. One’s first thought may be that the lump of gold is identical with the
statue, but this cannot be the case: not if we are thinking in terms of the strict,
Leibnizian concept of identity. The lump may exist either before or after the
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statue (for instance, if the statue is beaten into another shape), and in any case
their persistence-conditions are different: the lump of gold is such that it can
persist if its overall shape is radically changed, whereas such a change will
destroy the statue. So we say that the lump constitutes the statue but is not identical
with the statue. Once we have the basic idea of constitution in hand, many exam-
ples become evident. A piece of cloth, dyed in a certain way, constitutes a national
flag, given that there is a nation that recognizes objects with that colour-pattern as
its flag. A quantity of water, frozen into a certain shape, constitutes an ice cube.
A piece of paper, manipulated according to certain legal conventions, constitutes
a marriage licence. And so on. The appeal of constitution in the trinitarian context
is that it supplies a notion of a kind of unity between distinct items that is weaker
than identity but that offers the prospect of unifying the divine Persons in a way
that can solve the problem we are addressing.
Solutions to the trinitarian problem in terms of constitution are, naturally, con-

troversial. In some instances, objections are tied to a general rejection of the notion
of constitution – a response that is not unexpected, in view of the controversial
status of constitution itself. Responding to objections of this nature would
consume more space than is feasible here. In any case, constitution remains a
viable option in contemporary metaphysics. However, Brian Leftow has formu-
lated more specific objections to constitution in the trinitarian context, objections
that do not require rejecting constitution in other situations (Leftow, ). His
targets in this discussion are Michael Rea and Jeffrey Brower, Christopher
Hughes, and me. Our applications of constitution to the Trinity are significantly
different, so I will not undertake here to draw conclusions about the proposals
of Brower and Rea and of Hughes, but I will defend my own proposal. That pro-
posal can be stated succinctly as follows: The divine nature, the divine mind/
soul, constitutes the divine trinitarian Persons when it sustains simultaneously
three divine life-streams, each life-stream including cognitive, affective, and
volitional states (see Hasker (), ). I will now summarize a (rather long)
passage in which Leftow criticizes this proposal:

What constitutes the divine Persons is a Soul, which is not a Person and is not God. ‘[T]he

divine soul helps make up a divine Person, as bones help make up human persons’ (). The

Soul could sensibly become an object of veneration (as the bones of dead saints are vener-

ated) – indeed of divine-level veneration, which is very close to worship. If the Soul does not

have a mental life it could not strictly be an object of worship, as worship is directed at a being

that is supposed to understand that the worship is offered to it. In that case, we have an object

of divine-level veneration other than God or the Persons, which is worrying. If the Soul does

have a mental life, in consequence of the Persons having mental lives, the Soul could quite

literally be an object of worship. But then the Soul is an additional object of worship, along with

God and each of the Persons. This would amount to a divine Quaternity, which is unaccept-

able. (see Leftow (), –)

Furthermore,
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Hasker runs into a final problem because he holds that only the whole Trinity is properly God.

On any orthodox account of the Trinity, God is triune by nature, not by accident or deliberate

choice. Hasker agrees. For him, it’s the nature of the divine soul to generate the Persons and so

the whole of God. This makes it the ultimate reality in a thicker sense. It’s bad enough to have

something lie deeper in reality than God, but should anything generate God? (ibid., )

This critique makes some incorrect assumptions about my view. Taking the
last point first, the constituting entity need not, and in this case does not, generate
the constituted entity. (The lump of gold does not generate the statue.) On my
view, as for the trinitarian tradition, it is the Father who generates the Son and
the Holy Spirit. God, or the Trinity, is the entire complex of Father plus Son
plus Holy Spirit. The Father is fons trinitatis.
The other challenge is more complicated. Leftow states that ‘the divine soul

helps make up a divine Person, as bones help make up human persons’. The ref-
erence to bones, however, is misleading. It is difficult to think of bones as anything
other than parts of persons. The Soul, however, is not a part of God, and Leftow
carefully refrains from saying this. But the ‘helps to make up’ relation is exceed-
ingly vague; too vague to support any reasonable inference concerning its implica-
tions. Nor is constitution sufficiently similar to proper parthood to sustain such
inferences. We have to look specifically at the constitution relation itself. Leftow
is worried that the ‘worshipability’ or ‘venerability’ of the Soul may compete
with that of the Persons and of God. First of all, the Soul as such does not
perform mental acts apart from the Persons it constitutes, so it is not, properly,
an object of worship. But it does not, in general, make sense to add two entities –
one that constitutes, and the other that is constituted – together to get two
instances of some property they have in common. This applies to instances of con-
stitution quite generally. If the statue and the lump of gold each weighs 
pounds, the weights cannot be added to make  pounds. If a railway ticket is
constituted by a piece of cardboard, each of the piece of cardboard and the
ticket has the property of conferring the right to take a railway journey, but one
can’t add the two together and conclude that the holder is entitled to two such
journeys! When Leftow, in his own illustration, admires the marble but not the
sculpture that has been carved from it, there are not two objects of sensory con-
templation, one beautiful and the other ugly. Rather, there is just one object
that he is assessing in two different respects, in one case favourably and in the
other case not. And the divine Soul is not an additional divine entity that competes
with the Persons and the Trinity for the veneration or worship that might be direc-
ted to it. The soul is each Person, and it is the Trinity; the ‘is’ in each case being the
‘is’ of constitution and not the ‘is’ of identity.
I conclude, then, that Leftow’s criticisms fail to inflict any serious damage on my

use of the constitution relation to explicate the doctrine of the Trinity. At this point,
however, a more detailed discussion of that relation is called for. I begin with a
definition of the constitution relation, paraphrased from Lynn Rudder Baker:
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Suppose x has F as its primary kind, and y has G as its primary kind. Then x con-
stitutes y at time t just in case

(i) x and y are spatially coincident at t;
(ii) x is in G-favourable circumstances at t;

(iii) necessarily, if an object of primary kind F is in G-favourable
circumstances at t, there is an object of primary kind G that is spatially
coincident with that object at t; and

(iv) it is possible for x to exist at t but for there to be no object of primary
kind G that is spatially coincident with x at t (paraphrased from Baker
(), ).

An important concept in this definition is that of a ‘primary kind’. An item’s
primary kind supplies the answer to the question ‘What sort of thing is it?’
Baker acknowledges that she does not have a general theory of primary kinds,
but she suggests a consideration that would lead us to say whether a case is one
of constitution (i.e. the appearance of a new object with a new primary kind) or
of mere property acquisition. If x constitutes y, then y has whole classes of
causal properties that x would not have had if x had not constituted anything.
(Compare the powers to elicit certain types of responses for the mere piece of
cloth and for the national flag.) And the ‘G-favourable circumstances’ are the cir-
cumstances in virtue of which an object of one primary kind, F, constitutes an
object of a second primary kind, G.
This, however, is a definition of material constitution, the constitution of one

physical thing by another physical thing. Clearly, some modifications will be
needed if the concept is to be applied to the Trinity. One point to note concerns
the time-relations: since God, and the divine Persons, are eternal (either timeless
or omnitemporal), the time-references are superfluous; on the other hand, it does
no harm to retain them. A more serious difficulty arises with regard to the require-
ment of spatial coincidence. The divine nature and the divine Persons are either
non-spatial or present at every point of space, but their being this does not
ensure that they coincide in the required way, unless some stipulation is made
guaranteeing that nothing else is either non-spatial or omnipresent, and such a
stipulation might be hard to justify. (Abstract objects, for example, are usually con-
sidered to be non-spatial.) I propose, then, that for the requirement of spatial coin-
cidence we substitute the requirement that x and y have all their parts in common.
The sharing of parts is generally taken to be inherent in the constitution relation;
any two physical objects that coincide spatially will have all their parts in common,
and vice versa. And Baker indicates that this would be true on her definition.

Yet another, more serious, difficulty arises. This difficulty concerns the final
clause of the definition, ‘it is possible for x to exist at t but for there to be no
object of primary kind G that is spatially coincident with x at t’. This requirement
is satisfied in the case of ordinary examples of constitution: the water could exist

 WILL I AM HASKER

https://doi.org/10.1017/S003441251900057X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S003441251900057X


without constituting an ice cube, the cloth could exist without constituting a
national flag, and so on. But where the Trinity is concerned, this will not work:
the existence of God as Trinity is metaphysically necessary, so there is no possibil-
ity of the divine soul or essence existing without the trinitarian Persons.

The way I have previously dealt with this problem (Hasker (), –) is to
modify the relevant clause of the definition: the requirement will be, not that the
constituting item should be able to exist without constituting the divine trinitarian
Persons, but that its existence should be conceivable apart from that of the Persons.
Whether this is so, however, may be debatable: can we coherently conceive of the
divine nature without supposing it to be the nature of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit?
This of course depends on what we should take the concept of the divine nature to
be, and this in turn may be controversial. But even if this manoeuvre succeeds, we
are left with the fact that we no longer have the same concept of constitution
applied to the Trinity as is applied to ordinary cases of material constitution; at
best, we have an analogous concept. This might, to be sure, be the best solution
that is available, and perhaps it could be considered satisfactory.
Let us however ask, why is it that, in ordinary cases of constitution, it is possible

for the constituting object to exist without constituting anything? Once asked, that
question has a ready answer: in order for the constitution to occur, some causal
activity is required. The piece of cloth must be coloured in the right pattern
before it can constitute a national flag. The water must be frozen in a cubical
shape in order to constitute an ice cube. The piece of paper must be signed by
two individuals who wish to become married in order to constitute a marriage
licence. (If the paper had been printed up as an example of a new typeface, and
the names on it were fictitious, it would not be a marriage licence.) In most
cases the causal activity will involve some modification of the constituting
object, but this need not always be the case: there have no doubt been a
number of instances in which a piece of cloth already in existence came to consti-
tute a national flag as a result of an official action designating it as such. And since
this causal activity is contingent, it is possible for the constituting object to exist
without it, and therefore without there being a constitution relation.
Now in the application to the Trinity the contingency of the constitution relation

disappears, as has been noted. But the need for causal activity does not disappear.
In order for the divine mind/soul to constitute the Son, the divine nature must
sustain the Son life-stream, and so also for the other two Persons. We inevitably
lack any detailed account of what this ‘sustaining’ amounts to: we do not have,
and presumably will never have, anything corresponding to a ‘neuroscience of
the divine nature’. But the sustaining is a form of causal activity, and this is
required just as much in the trinitarian case as in ordinary cases of constitution.
So now we can substitute for the original:

(iv) it is possible for x to exist at t but for there to be no object of primary
kind G that is spatially coincident with x at t
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the following:

(iv*) in order for there to be an object of primary kind G that shares all its
parts with x at t, a specific form of causal activity is required, the form
of activity depending on the natures of F and G.

And now we are able to state in full the revised definition of constitution:

Suppose x has F as its primary kind, and y has G as its primary kind. Then x
constitutes y just in case

(i*) x and y have all their parts in common at t;
(ii*) x is in G-favourable circumstances at t;
(iii*) necessarily, if an object of primary kind F is in G-favourable circum-

stances at t there is an object of primary kind G that has all its parts in
common with that object; and

(iv*) in order for there to be an object of primary kind G that shares all its
parts with x at t, a specific form of causal activity is required, the form
of activity depending on the natures of F and G.

This definition of the constitution relation applies without modification both to
ordinary cases of material constitution and to the constitution of the trinitarian
Persons. In fact, it can be argued that the revised clause (iv*) is superior even in
the ordinary cases, since it penetrates to the reason why, in those cases, the con-
stitution relation is contingent.

As regards the Trinity, then, we have the following situation. We begin, as any
orthodox doctrine of the Trinity must begin, with the Person of the Father.
(References to sequence must be understood in terms of logical and/or causal
dependence; all the events and states of affairs mentioned will be eternal, either
atemporal or omnitemporal.) The divine nature is, in the first instance, the
nature of the Father; the creed of the council of Nicaea says that the Son is ‘of
the essence of the Father’ (ek tes̄ ousias tou patros). So the divine essence eternally,
and necessarily, sustains the Father life-stream. In view of the great desirability of
there being more than one divine Person, the Father eternally and necessarily
causes it to be the case that the divine nature sustains also the Son life-stream,
and so there is the Son as well as the Father. And since the mutual love of
Father and Son could only be perfected in their common love of a third Person,
they bring it about that the divine nature sustains also the Spirit life-stream. So
we have a Trinity of three divine Persons, each of them constituted, and the
entire Trinity constituted, by the divine nature. I submit that this is an appealing –
and clearly, a fully orthodox – picture of the metaphysics of the tri-personal God.

A comparison: the constitution view and Leftow’s Trinity

At this point it may be interesting to compare the trinitarian metaphysics
put forward in this article with Leftow’s own view of the Trinity (Leftow, ).
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Briefly stated, Leftow holds that there is a single divine person, namely God. God,
however, lives his life in three discrete life-strands, the life-strands of Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit. God, be it noted, lives his life only in this triply divided way; there
are no mental divine acts that are not the acts either of the Father, or the Son, or
the Holy Spirit. The Father’s mental acts are those mental acts performed by God
in the Father life-strand, and so also for the Son and the Spirit.
A little reflection reveals in this a marked similarity to William Craig’s schema

according to which there is a single divine soul, God, that is ‘endowed with
three sets of rational . . . faculties, each sufficient for personhood’. There is,
however, a crucial difference between them. For Craig, each of the three ‘sets of
rational faculties’ has a distinct personal subject; in possessing such a set of facul-
ties, the divine soul constitutes a person, in quite an ordinary sense – that is, a
centre of consciousness, capable of intentional acts that are cognitive, affective,
and volitional. In consequence, there are three divine persons; the divine
Persons are persons! Craig, in other words is a Social trinitarian. For Leftow, on
the other hand, there is only one divine person, God, who lives his life in each
of the three divine life-strands as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The Father, for
example, is God living the Father-life-strand, and so also with the Son and Holy
Spirit. Leftow is, quite distinctly, an ‘anti-Social’ trinitarian.

It may seem evident that the choice between these two ways of viewing the situ-
ation will depend in large part on what we initially take the doctrine of the Trinity
to be: on how we construe the classical confessions, as well as the relevant biblical
texts. But we can at this point make some preliminary observations, based simply
on the metaphysical coherence and plausibility of the respective schemes. As has
been shown, Craig’s schema fits well with the revised definition of constitution: the
divine Persons are constituted by the divine nature, insofar as the latter supports
the three sets of divine rational powers. Note especially that the Persons satisfy
Baker’s requirement for a new ‘primary kind’: by constituting the Persons, the
divine nature brings into play ‘whole classes of causal properties’, namely all
those made possible by the capacity of the Persons to perform cognitive,
affective, and volitional mental acts; properties which would not otherwise exist.
Where Leftow’s Trinity is concerned,we cannot speak of constitution. This is sonot

merely onaccountof his expressedaversion to thenotion, but because there isnonew
object – no ‘y’ to be constituted by ‘x’ – in his view of the Trinity. Rather, there is
just the one divine person, God, living his life in one of his three discrete life-strands.
As we turn to the creeds, we encounter persistent, and probably irresolvable,

disagreement between Leftow and me. We have discussed elsewhere our
reasons for understanding Christian orthodoxy as supporting either Social or
anti-Social trinitarianism; little would be gained by rehearsing all those arguments
here. Nevertheless, I cannot forbear pointing out that Leftow’s scheme endangers
what many have taken to be a central commitment of the doctrine, the assertion
that the Father is not identical with the Son or the Holy Spirit. On his view, to
be sure, it would be misleading for the Father to say, ‘I am the Son, who died
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on the cross.’ This would naturally be taken to imply that the Father is God living
the Son life-strand, the life-strand which included crucifixion, and this of course is
not true. But the Father can truthfully say, ‘I am the person who, while living the
Son life-strand, suffered and died on the cross.’ The Father and the Son are
indeed the same identical individual, although that person is designated severally
‘Father’ or ‘Son’ according to the different roles he plays.

Finally, we turn to Scripture, the revelational source of the doctrine of the
Trinity. Here I do not think there can be much disagreement about which of the
two views corresponds more closely with a natural understanding of the biblical
text. Jesus, the Son, prays to the Father, submits his will to the Father’s will, and
speaks eloquently about the Father as if about a person distinct from himself.
The Father is, one might say, less empirically evident, but he supports the Son,
sometimes with a voice from heaven, sometimes also with special manifestations,
such as in the Transfiguration. Leftow argues, based on a time-travel story, that it is
coherent to suppose that someone might confront himself in another life-phase
without knowing that it was himself. No doubt this is so, but few if any before
Leftow have thought this a natural way to read the Gospels. Especially poignant
are the words of desolation from the Cross, ‘My God, why have you forsaken
me?’ I have pointed out that, on Leftow’s view, this should come out as ‘Why
have I-as-Father forsaken myself-as-Son?’ To this Leftow responds, ‘It should
not seem odd to us that someone would feel that he had forsaken himself if he
was not aware that it was he himself who (he felt) was doing the forsaking’
(Leftow (), ). (Note that this episode occurred at the very end of whatever
developmental process our Lord may have undergone with respect to recognizing
his own divine identity.) So we have, on Leftow’s own account, two incompatible
views concerning Jesus’s relationship to the Father: Jesus’s own view, and
Leftow’s. We might want to consider which of the two is more likely to be correct.
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Notes

. I use ‘Persons’, with a capital, to designate the trinitarian Three without commitment as to what the divine
Persons are; ‘persons’ is used to express our ordinary concept of a person as a centre of consciousness, a
subject of cognitive, affective, and volitional mental acts.

. Actually I do not say this. I do state that the ‘full and final answer’ to the question ‘What is God?’ is that
God is the Trinity, but I also emphasize that there are other uses of ‘God’ which are by no means
‘improper’.

. The relation of ‘sustaining’ between the Soul and the life-streams need not involve ‘generating’ in any
problematic sense. As will be explained, the ‘causal activity’ which results in the Son and the Spirit is
initiated by the Father, not by the Soul considered apart from the Father.

. Baker rejects the suggestion from some other philosophers that constitution should be defined in terms of
mereology (see Baker (), –), but she affirms that ‘Ordinary objects are ultimately constituted by
mereological sums’ (ibid., ). She does not discuss how we should proceed in speaking about the
constitution of non-material objects.

. This problem is raised by Yandell (n.d.).
. I venture here a further suggestion: investigating the different sorts of causal activity that may be involved

might lead to an interesting classification of different varieties of constitution.
. Following the Cappadocian Fathers at this point, as well of Richard of St Victor, who held that the gen-

eration of the Son and the procession of the Spirit are motivated actions of the Father, albeit necessary in
view of their superior excellence to conceivable alternatives.

. Richard Swinburne has devised an ingenious, and perhaps sound, argument for the conclusion that there
must be exactly three divine persons (see Swinburne, forthcoming.) We begin by accepting Richard of St
Victor’s argument that there must be at least three divine persons: since it is all-things-considered best
that this should be so, the Father will of necessity bring about the existence of a second and a third person.
We then suppose that, since the existence of a divine person is a good thing, any world with more divine
persons is so far better than any world with fewer. This sets up an infinite series of better and better worlds,
each with one more divine person than the previous world. Since the series has no end, there is no world
that is overall the best. In such a situation a good person will choose one of the good options available to
her; her goodness is not compromised by the fact that another choice would be still better, since this is
logically unavoidable. Suppose then, the Father brings about a world in which there are n divine persons.
Now, if n≥ , it will be the case that the demands of perfect divine goodness could have been satisfied with
n– divine persons; it follows that bringing about the existence of the nth divine person was optional for
the Father. If so, however, the existence of the nth divine person is contingent rather than necessary. This,
however, is impossible: no being that exists only contingently can be divine. It follows that there must be
exactly three divine persons.

. Craig wrote ‘rational cognitive faculties’, but this was a mistake insofar as it omits mention of volitional
and affective faculties, which Craig clearly intended to include.

. William Craig, in Moreland & Craig (), . I have adopted this affirmation of Craig’s, but I do not
necessarily endorse other aspects of his view. For discussion, see Hasker (), –.

. Nevertheless, consider the following bit of commentary from Keith Ward:

[W]hen Brian Leftow writes that God is one person which contains three ‘life-streams’, or
streams of experiences and action; when William Craig writes that God is one substance with
‘three complete sets of rational cognitive faculties’; and when William Hasker says that ‘one
concrete divine nature’ supports three ‘life-streams’, it is hard to tell them apart. . . . I think that
Leftow turns out to be more like a social theorist, even as he claims to be defending a substance
view. He expressly states that the three life-streams have no internal access to one another . . .
and that means that the three do think and act independently, which is all you want (and
probably more than you want) for a social view. (Ward (), –)

. In Hasker (), –, I suggested a modification to Leftow’s view that I thought would overcome this
problem. However, Leftow never adopted my suggestion; in fact, he does not find the implication that the
Father is identical with the Son to be seriously problematic. More recently, I have come to think my
suggested modification is not successful.
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