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Grounding	–	Metaphysics,	Science,	and	Logic	

(Short Project Description) 

1.	Basic	data	

 A Sinergia project funded by the SNF  

 Project leaders: 

 Subproject A:  Benjamin Schnieder (Hamburg),  benjamin.schnieder@uni-hamburg.de 

 Subproject B:  Marcel Weber (Geneva), marcel.weber@unige.ch 

 Subproject C:  Fabrice Correia (Neuchâtel), fabrice.correia@unine.ch 

 Project duration: 2014–2017 

2.	Summary	of	the	research	plan	

The idea that reality is not constituted by a mere juxtaposition of facts, but rather displays a complex 

network of facts of various degrees of “fundamentality” or “basicness”, is probably as old as philosophical 

and scientific thinking about reality itself. What determines these degrees of fundamentality is most 

naturally thought of as the relation of one fact holding in virtue of other facts – or, as philosophers currently 

like to say, the relation of one fact being grounded in other facts. 

The notion of grounding has been prominent throughout the history of philosophy since its very 

beginning, and it can be found at work already in Plato’s Euthyphro and in Aristotle’s conception of the 

four causes (aitia). Yet it has not been a proper object of serious philosophical inquiry since Bernard 

Bolzano’s Wissenschaftslehre (1837) – a truly ground-breaking but largely neglected work – until very 

recently. 

Things indeed changed only in the last decade or so, starting with Kit Fine’s seminal article “The 

Question of Realism” (2001), and subsequent publications, among others also by two of the three 

applicants for this project in the mid 2000’s, F. Correia and B. Schnieder. By now, the notion of grounding 

has re-entered the philosophical stage and has become a hot topic, propagated in particular by the work of 

leading philosophers such as Kit Fine, Gideon Rosen and Jonathan Schaffer. While sceptical attacks have 

been launched, they have already been rebutted, and the general idea of grounding has been widely 

accepted and recognised as one of the most important notions for describing and accounting for the 

structure of reality. 

Because the renaissance of grounding is a recent phenomenon, the contemporary debate about a number 

of central issues concerning the notion – e.g. how it is exactly to be understood, what its connections with 

other important notions are, what role it can be taken to play in various debates and areas of inquiry – is 

only in an inchoate state, with many issues still to be addressed. The current research project purports to 

further this debate, by selecting and addressing some of the most important of these issues. 

3.	Research	plan	

 i. The general project 

Our general goal is to further the efforts made by philosophers to understand the concept of grounding in its 

various species, and to critically examine its connections to other central notions as well as its applications 

in various areas of inquiry. We focus on what is perhaps the most important type of grounding tie, namely 

metaphysical grounding, and on three other types which are deeply connected to it, namely causal, logical 
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and conceptual grounding. Three areas of philosophical inquiry are particularly concerned with these 

notions, namely metaphysics, the philosophy of science, and logic; accordingly, our project is divided in 

three corresponding parts: 

Subproject A. Grounds of Being. This subproject focuses on metaphysical grounding, and its relation 

to a selection of other metaphysical notions.  

Subproject B. Grounding and Causality. This subproject will explore the extent to which the concept 

of metaphysical grounding as it is being developed in the other subprojects provides a useful 

way of thinking about causation.  

Subproject C. Logical Grounds and the Logic of Grounding. This subproject focuses on the logic of 

grounding (in its different varieties). 

 ii. Subproject A: Grounds of Being 

Project leader: Prof. Benjamin Schnieder, University of Hamburg 

Grounding has a genuinely metaphysical dimension, as it is a form of metaphysical priority that lends struc-

ture to the totality of facts which constitutes reality. Understanding the metaphysical aspect of grounding 

requires understanding how grounding relates to being in general; that is, how it relates to what things exist 

in the world, to how things are in the world, to how they could or could not have been, and to what 

constitutes their nature. 

The aim of this subproject is to explore those connections in light of the recent, vivid debates, and to 

produce, first, a well-understood conceptual map of the range of available alternatives, and second, a well-

considered proposal about how to best view those issues. The subproject is divided into four specific parts, 

emerging from the general description given above. 

SPA.1 Grounding & metaphysical priority. While grounding is a form of metaphysical priority, it is not 

the only such notion employed in metaphysics. We will examine the differences and connections between 

grounding and other notions of metaphysical priority, focusing in particular on ontological dependence and 

truth-making. The aim is to develop a systematic account of metaphysical priority, taking grounding as the 

basic ingredient from which these other notions of priority can be defined.  

SPA.2 Grounding & modality. How metaphysical grounding relates to metaphysical modality is an is-

sue of much debate. First, it is a natural but contested thought that grounding carries modal force, so that 

when a fact grounds another, it also necessitates it. Second, since grounding structures the totality of facts 

and some facts are modal in nature (i.e. they concern how things could or could not have been), the 

question arises if and how modal facts are grounded. Our aim is to defend principled, well-developed 

answers to both questions. 

SPA.3 Grounding & essence. Another much-debated connection is that between grounding and essence. 

Kit Fine has forcefully argued that the long-time dominant modal account of essence is a failure. Instead, 

Fine inverts the story, taking essence to be primitive and to provide the grounds for modality. His proposal, 

though controversial, has been immensely influential, spawning a plethora of alternative accounts of 

essence. We will aim at, first, drawing a map of the options concerning the understanding of essence, and 

second, developing and defending the most promising position. 

SPA.4 Structure & fundamentality. A question that has sparked much recent debate concerns whether 

there must be a fundamental level of reality; i.e. whether the structure which grounding imposes on reality 

always bottoms out in a level of facts not grounded in any other facts, or whether there might be infinite 

grounding chains in which every fact is grounded in some other fact. This part of the subproject directly 

addresses this issue, arguing that we should be agnostic about it. 


