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A ‘TRINITARIAN’ THEORY OF THE SELF
Abstract. I argue that the self is simple metaphysically, whilst being complex psychologically and that the persona that links these moments might be dubbed ‘creativity’ or ‘imagination’. This theory is trinitarian because it ascribes to the self these three 'features' or 'moments' and they bear at least some analogy with the Persons of the Trinity, as understood within the neo-platonic, Augustinian tradition.
I. INTRODUCTORY REMARKS
The theory of the self that I want to defend in this paper is trinitarian because it ascribes to the self three 'features' or 'moments' -  with these expressions used in the most neutral sense possible – and these three bear at least some analogy with the Persons of the Trinity. In fact, the theory might be thought of as having more direct affinity with neo-Platonism than with the Christian doctrine, though that there are important parallels there, especially in the Augustinian tradition, is very well known.

II. OUTLINE OF THE POSITION
The three features of the self are as follows. First, the self is a simple entity. This is a view that I have defended in various places, most recently in Robinson (2016). Second, there is the obvious complexity of the Self, as revealed in the fact that we all have many mental states and processes. This raises the obvious problem of how a simple thing can also be complex. The third feature, which is connected with this latter problem, is the process or manner by which the essentially simple self expresses itself in the complexity of its psychology. I shall argue that the human subject is equally present in all these features or modes of its existence, that is, as a simple metaphysical entity, as the complex psychology in which it is expressed, and in the process of expression that leads from the simple subject to the complicated psychology.
III. THE SIMPLE SELF
1) The traditional approach; the intuition that one is the same person at 70 as at 7. This can seem a a matter of degree.
2) Instead of identity through time, consider counterfactuals of origin.

For, eg, Theseus’s ship, this has no absolute answer; you cannot apply this to selves/oneself. [Digression on Williamson on vagueness and its irrelevance to this issue is available on request!]
These are cases of substantial overlap of constitution in which that fact is the only bedrock fact in the case: there is no further fact about whether they are 'really' the same object. 

My claim is that no similar overlap of constitution can be applied to the counterfactual identity of minds.
To see why this is so, imagine the case where we are not sure whether it would have been Jones' body - and, hence, Jones - that would have been created by the slightly modified sperm and the same egg. Can we say, as we would for an object with no consciousness, that the story 'something the same, something different' is the whole story: that overlap of constitution is all there is to it? For the Jones body as such, this approach would do as well as for any other physical object. But suppose Jones, in reflective mood, asks himself: 'If that had happened, would I have existed?' There are at least three answers he might give to himself. 
(i) 'I either would or would not, but I cannot tell.' 
(ii) `In some ways, or to some degree, I would have, and in some ways, or to some degree, I would not. The creature who would have existed would have had a kind of overlap of psychic constitution and personal identity with me, rather in the way there would be overlap in the case of any other physical object.' 
(iii) `There is no fact of the matter whether I would or would not have existed: it is just a miss-posed question. There is not even a factual answer in terms of overlap of constitution.’
The second answer parallels the response we would give in the case of bodies. But as an account of the subjective situation, I claim that it makes no sense. Call the creature that would have emerged from the slightly modified sperm, `Jones*'. Is the overlap suggestion that, just as, say 85% of Jones*'s body would have been identical with Jones' original body, and about 85% of his psychic life would have been Jones'? That it would have been like Jones' - indeed that Jones* might have had a psychic life 100% like Jones' - makes perfect sense, but that he might have been to that degree, the same psyche - that Jones '85% existed' - makes no sense. Take the case in which Jones and Jones* have exactly similar lives throughout: which 85% of the 100% similar mental events do they share? Nor does it make sense to suggest that Jones might have participated in the whole of Jones*'s psychic life, but in a rather ghostly only-85%-there manner. 
Notice the difference between the temporal case and the counterfactual one. The former is a matter of empathetic difference or distance, the latter is not, only ‘brute identity’.
But what about (iii), the suggestion that there is no fact of the matter whether I would or would not have existed? This boils down to the thought that there is no firm difference between qualitative similarity and numerical identity: degree of similarity of personal history is the only fundamental relation between the two cases. After all, we have a strong feeling that there must be more in the case of bodies, yet we seem to have been forced to accept that this is not the case. Could our sense that there must be such a distinction in our own case be an illusion? Is that conception of the self which makes us feel so sure that someone physically just like me but with a somewhat different origin either is me or is not, something that needs 'deconstructing', after the fashion of Derrida, Nietzsche or Hume?
So it would seem that we can conclude that the only possible answer to the question which I supposed Jones to have asked himself above, 'if that had happened, would I have existed?' is (i), ‘I either would or would not, but I cannot tell. If there is a real fact, independent of our convention or decision, in this case, then it shows that counterfactual identity facts are real facts in the case of minds, in a way that they may not be for physical objects.

IV. HOW DOES THOUGHT DERIVE IN OR FROM THE THINKING SUBJECT?
The argument of the previous sections attributes to the conscious subject a unity and simplicity, but one might wonder how something as complex as a human subject can be a simple entity. People have a variety of faculties and capacities, and an almost unlimited number of memories, beliefs, desires, etc.; what does it mean to say that such an entity lacks parts or composition?

The modern theory of thought and active expression in general is computational. On this picture, the complexity of our mental life derives from a complex source, namely the programme that governs the computation and the innate concepts of a 'Language of Thought'. 
John Searle’s ‘Chinese Room’ makes a strong challenge to this.

Thomas Nagel agrees that the syntactic-physicalist approach to thought, that tries to abstract it from both consciousness and the real efficacy of meaning and understanding, is hopeless. 

I shall assume that the attribution of knowledge to computer is a metaphor, and that the higher-level cognitive capacities can be possessed only by a being that also has consciousness (setting aside the question whether their exercise can sometimes be unconscious). That already implies that those capacities cannot be understood through physical science alone, and that their existence cannot be explained by a version of evolutionary theory that is physically reductive. (Ch. 4 sect. 1)

The metaphor of the mind as a computer built out of a huge number of transistor-like homunculi will not serve the purpose, because it omits the understanding [italics added] of the content and the grounds of thought and action essential to reason. (Ch 4, sect 5)

Fodor says that the STM is the only game in town, and, from a physicalistic point of view, that is true. But he also says of the computational model 'the mind does not work that way' (2001): it works only for those processes that are specifically modular, not for the 'common workspace' in which the modules are brought together. 
This latter claim of Fodor's is controversial, but it is consonant with reservations that Chomsky originally had about the use of his theory of language. As Mark Baker (2011) points out, this lacuna in the scientific explanation of thought was indicated by Chomsky fifty years ago. Chomsky divided language into three elements; the lexicon, syntax and the Creative Aspect of Language Use. His theory, he claimed, had nothing to say about the last. 
Peter Geach  has argued that the 'activity of thinking cannot be assigned a position in the physical time-series' (1969: 34). His reason for this is that, though the expression of a thought using a sentence will be spread through ordinary time, one's grasp on the content must come as a whole. If it did not, then by the time one had reached '1066' in the sentence 'the battle of Hastings took place in 1066' one's consciousness of the other components of the thought would have passed into history. What the sentence expresses as a whole is the thought of which one is conscious. Something that has an essential unity finds expression in something that is complex. 
V. PLOTINUS, ONE AND INTELLECT
Plotinus's metaphysics is based on the idea that intellectual complexity can unfold from the essentially simple, and he believes that this extends to the individual human subject.
One must, then, assume that a simple thing thinks itself, and investigate as far as possible how it does so…(Ennead V.3. 1)

…we ought to think that this is how things are, that there is the One beyond being...and next in order there is Being and Intellect, and the nature of Soul in the third place. And just as in nature there are these three of which we have spoken, so we ought to think they are present also in ourselves…(Ennead V. 1. 10)

Two kinds of simplicity. One, which we might call 'minimal simplicity', is the idea that something is simple when it possesses only one essential or internal simple feature. The other, which one might label 'undifferentiated simplicity' is when something possesses a nature which can only be expressed by attributing a complex set of properties but when those properties do not exist in the thing as separately identifiable elements. This latter idea is, of course, a controversial one. Traditional theology talks of God's properties in this way, but the unity of thought seems similar to this, and, I am suggesting, the relation of the 'simple self' to its expression, in thought and action, is also analogous.
How are we to characterize the movement that is the expression of ourselves in thought and action?     Try 'intelligence' or even 'imagination' or 'creativity', in a sense of those latter terms in which they differ little from intelligence construed in a wide ranging way. 
The account is 'trinitarian' in that it gives the self three elements or moments: its essential simplicity, its expression as intellect and intelligent action and the process by which it moves from one to the other, namely imagination, creativity or intelligence.
VI. AQUINAS, THE TRINITY AND THE SELF
The self and the western doctrine of the Trinity 
First, the similarities. Both theories face the problem of how one can have an entity that is both simple and very rich (in God's case, infinitely so) in nature. Both involve a source paired off, so to speak, with something which constitutes its articulation or expression – the Intellect or Logos. And these two are related by a dynamic principle which is what enables one to be an expression of the other and both to communicate their nature.
Both theories claim that there is one substantial thing which has, in its own essential nature, three moments. The parallel between the two is that there is a sense in which one thing is equally present in its metaphysically simple nature, in its plural, intelligent manifestations and in the process of unfolding the simple essence into this complexity.
Second, difference between the human self and the Divine Trinity. that an individual human being is not three persons, so the presence of the self in its three moments does not give rise to three hypostases,  three individuals. Given the similarities I have above claimed there to be, should it not be the case that we are, in some such way, triune?
The best way of approaching this problem is by trying to understand what Aquinas means by saying that the three persons of the Trinity exist by being substantial relations, for, by contrast, in our case the relations are not substantial in the sense of giving rise to three individuals. Exploring this difference can, I believe, help in explaining both this approach to the self and the meaning of Aquinas's account.
VII. THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN OURSELVES AND THE TRINITY
Aquinas claims that one substance – what is more, an absolutely simple one - can be three persons because of a relational structure internal to it.
For [the Persons] are many by reason of the distinction of subsistent relations, yet one God, nevertheless, by reason of the unity of subsistent essence. (SCG, IV, 14, 14)
The difference between the Trinity and the human self becomes relevant here. There is a very limited sense in which we are a kind of trinity. There is a sense in which we are present in each of the three moments – in the simple self, in the outward expression of ourselves and in the process of moving from the one to the other. And we do have a kind of internal dialogue within ourselves between these moments.
I am present in the simple self, in the complex manifestations of my life and thinking and in the process from one to the other, but not wholly in any of them alone. But because we are finite creatures operating within time, our whole nature is never communicated between these personae, so to speak. I do show my nature in what I think and do, but only, so to speak, in dribs and drabs. I think that it is reasonable to hypothesize that this is a feature of embodiment. We are dependent both on the brain and on the phenomenal realm, in the form of images and words, to  work out and express our thoughts. This ensures that our whole nature cannot be articulated at once. (For an attempted account of embodiment which tries to explain these dependencies, see Robinson 1989.)
It is different in the case of God. What God shows forth in uttering the Word and in expressing His love (or will – the analogy varies) is always and eternally His full essence. So the very same individual essence has three complete expressions. Everything that is the Divine essence is eternally expressed in the Word and is contained in the Spirit that represents their dynamic link. This is why they are not simply actions of the Father, but forms of the Divine essence. In our case they are expressions of our nature, not communications of it whole.
VIII. CONCLUSION
The account I have tried to develop can be taken on a variety of levels. Many mainstream philosophers, from Descartes to Chisholm and Swinburne, have defended the view that the self is a simple entity, and they therefore face the question of how this squares with the plurality of our mental features. I have tried to suggest how we might understand this. But, in the course of so doing I've drawn on the neo-Platonic account of the One and Nous, linked by the process of emanation and return. Finally, I compare this to the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. Our essential but finite and dependent simplicity images the absolute transcendent unity of the Father, our stumbling attempts at embodied rational self-expression parodies the perfect rational self understanding of the logos, and the creativity that ties them together in us palely images the role of the Holy Spirit. We are thus shadows and images of the Trinity as a whole, but, according to orthodox Christian doctrine, if these features in us are to be something better than a vain reflection of our Maker, they must somehow be incorporated in the their origin and source.
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� I have not discussed or allowed for David Lewis's notorious modal realism. According to Lewis, every possibility represents a completely different spatio-temporal system. So the sentence 'I might have had a fried egg for breakfast yesterday' (though I did not) is made true by the existence of a universe spatio-temporally unrelated to this one in which someone otherwise just like me (my 'counterpart') did have a fried egg for breakfast on the parallel day. On this view, in the most basic sense, nothing at all sustains counterfactuals, because all other possibilities are realized in counterpart entities, which, strictly speaking, are different things from the objects in the world we inhabit.






