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Research Statement 
Thomas Kivatinos 

 
 
Dissertation and Current Research Program 

My current research concerns the topic of grounding. As grounding is commonly understood, if X is 

fundamental to Y, then X grounds Y. For example, if substances are fundamental to properties, then 

substances ground properties. And if physical states are fundamental to mental states, then physical 

states ground mental states. Thus, grounding is often conceived of as the relation that connects 

derivative entities to what is fundamental relative to them. My current research program, which is 

titled “Revisionary Conceptions of Grounding,” is intended to elucidate crucial problems with 

conventional views about grounding, and reorient discussion of the topic by developing revisionary 

views about grounding.  

This research program began with my dissertation titled “Grounding, Causation and the 

Unity of Ontological Structure.” There, I challenge one of the most basic assumptions that virtually 

all theories of grounding endorse: the assumption that grounding is distinct from causation. I argue 

that the resemblance between grounding and causation is so strong and systematic that these 

relations must be tightly connected. After comparing a variety of views which offer different ways to 

understand the connection, I argue for and develop the view that the connection between these 

relations is nothing short of identity. Thus, these relations are one and the same. As unorthodox as 

this view is, I show that it can be defended just as cogently and elaborately as the standardly assumed 

view that grounding and causation are distinct. Further, I make explicit a profound ramification of 

my view which concerns the topic of ontological structure. Just as the world’s causal structure is 

built from causal relations, the world’s hierarchical or levelled ontological structure is thought to be 

built from grounding relations. If grounding and causation are distinct, as the standard view of 

grounding holds, then these relations provide the world with distinct kinds of structure. In this 

sense, the standard view of grounding implies that ontological structure is disunified. In contrast, on 

my revisionary view, grounding and causation provide the world with a single kind of structure. 

Thus, ontological structure is unified in the sense that the world’s structure is of one basic nature.  

Moving beyond my dissertation, I’m developing this research program in a series of papers. 

For example, in a paper titled “Grounding as a Byproduct of Nothing-Over-and-Above-ness,” I 

explore the view that if X grounds Y, this is due to the fact that Y is nothing over and above X. So, on 

this view, an entity being grounded by another is a byproduct of an entity being nothing over and 

above another. I argue that view provides strong support for rejecting a variety of conventional 

claims about grounding. For there are compelling advantages of this view which speak in favor of 

adopting it, and adopting this view commits one to rejecting these conventional claims. In a paper 

titled “What Does Ontological Crosscutting Tell Us About Fundamentality?” I challenge the 

common assumption that dependence relations hold across time or ontological levels exclusively, 

and defend the idea that some dependence relations hold across time and ontological levels. I show 

how this idea exposes inadequacies in the conventional conception of what it is for entities to be 

fundamental to others, and thus the conventional conception of grounding. I then propose ways of 

revising these conceptions to resolve these inadequacies. In “Can Grounding Fit Within a Humean 
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Metaphysics?” I explore how grounding might be treated by the Humean perspective of 

metaphysics. I show that orthodox accounts of grounding entail that Humean metaphysics is 

incompatible with the posit of grounding. I then elucidate an unorthodox account of grounding 

which avoids this incompatibility, and thus I demonstrate how grounding can fit within a Humean 

metaphysics. Likewise, various papers which I will develop in the next few years will explore the 

unifying theme of my current research program: the theme of challenging orthodox views about 

grounding and proposing revisionary views on the matter.  

 

Future Research Programs  

I will soon begin two new research programs. With the program titled “Fusing Science and 

Metaphysical Ground,” I will take my research on grounding in a new direction. For this research 

program will explore connections between grounding and a variety of topics in philosophy of 

science. By exploring these connections, this program will demonstrate not only that grounding can 

play a useful role in philosophy of science, but employing the notion of grounding in discourse on 

philosophy science is useful for theorizing about grounding itself. For example, in a paper titled 

“Are Some Scientific Explanations Grounding Explanations?” I show how it is theoretically useful 

to connect grounding to the topic of scientific explanation. I discuss the common idea that if X 

grounds Y, then X explains Y. Thus, grounding relations correspond to “grounding explanations.” 

The relevant literature makes little attempt to clarify how grounding explanations work. In response, 

I will explore the view that scientific explanations of a specific kind–—mechanistic explanations—

qualify as grounding explanations. This helps to elucidate how grounding explanations work since 

the accounts available for understanding mechanistic explanations can be used for understanding 

grounding explanations. Further, this provides an argument in favor of thinking that the ontology of 

science includes grounding relations. For if some scientific explanations are grounding explanations, 

and grounding explanations reflect the existence of grounding relations, then some scientific 

explanations turn out to reflect the existence of grounding relations.  

With the other research program that I will soon begin, which is titled “New Directions of 

Essentialism,” I will focus much of my research on a view called “dispositional essentialism,” 

denoted as “DE” below. DE is a view of properties on which a given property’s disposition to 

produce specific casual effects is what makes the property the property it is. Thus, a property’s 

essence or identity consists in its causal disposition. DE serves as the basis of a broad conception of 

nature: the essentialist conception. I find this conception profoundly compelling since it gives 

credence to scientific realism in many ways. Thus, I will produce a series of papers that offer new 

ways of defending DE and the essentialist conception of nature, and explore ramifications of DE 

which shed light on many issues in philosophy of science, metaphysics, and epistemology. For 

example, to explore the epistemological ramifications of DE, I will propose that DE lends support 

to a hybrid view of epistemology that is partially empiricist and partially rationalist. Further, I will 

show that DE is strongly supported not only by standard accounts of emergence and reduction, but 

also by the functionalist theory of the mind. Other themes I will address in the papers for this 

research program include: how the essentialist conception of nature sheds light upon the disunity of 

science, the apparent tension between DE and principles of empiricism and naturalism, and the 

implications of DE concerning the metaphysics and epistemology of identity and individuation. 


