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Introduction
How is essence related to laws and explanation? A number of things could be meant by this question. One issue concerns the role of essences qua explanantia, i.e. the ability of facts about essence to explain certain other facts. This potential role of essence is discussed in many other chapters of this collection (see, for example, the contributions of Scarpati on persistence and individuations, Nye on persons, Brigandt on biological species, and Vaidya and Wallner, Griffith, Passinsky, Rosario, and Mallon on various aspects of social ontology). A different question is whether essences underlie any distinctive type of explanation. That is, do essences play any role in explanations not qua explanantia (that which explains) but as the link that connects some explanantia to an explanandum (see Schaffer 2017 and Kappes 2021 for this distinction)? But here, too, we can ask at least two different questions. One concerns the role of essences in scientific explanation. Various aspects of this issue occupy other chapters of this volume (see the contributions of Tahko on natural kinds essentialism, Dumsday on scientific essentialism, and Lam on dispositional essentialism; and in the special sciences, Brigandt on biological species and Brown on psychology and psychiatry). The present chapter’s main focus will be the role of essence in metaphysical explanation: the kind of explanation that philosophers often appeal to when making non-causal “in virtue of” and “because”-claims.
Before proceeding, let me state a few assumptions that I will take for granted throughout the chapter, unless noted otherwise. First, I will generally assume a non-modal (“Fine”-grained) notion of essence, for the simple reason that this is what most contributors in the relevant literature presuppose (one exception, as we will see in section 1.2, is Meghan Sullivan’s context-sensitive explanatory analysis of essence). However, I won’t make further choices at this stage of the inquiry, for example between constitutive and consequential essence (Fine 1994) or objectual and generic essence (Correia 2006). I will take note of these differences where appropriate.
Second, and again in line with most of the literature, I won’t worry much about the relation between metaphysical explanation and grounding. I will usually talk as a unionist: i.e., for brevity of expression I will often use the word ‘grounding’ interchangeably with ‘metaphysical explanation’. In the few places where the difference is relevant (e.g. Glazier’s distinction between grounding-based and essence-based metaphysical explanation in section 3), I will explicitly flag the distinction.
With these qualifications in mind, we can distinguish four possible approaches to essence and grounding:

(1) Unity. Essence and grounding belong to a unified set of explanatory concepts.
(2) Supplementation. Essence and grounding don’t mark two separate distinctive types of explanation. Rather, they both contribute (in their own way) to the same one distinctive type of explanation.
(3) Independence. Essence is explanatory, but it’s a sui generis notion with no straightforward conceptual links to grounding.
(4) Irrelevance. Essence isn’t explanatory at all and lumping it together with explanatory notions is a mistake.

Irrelevance has few adherents in the contemporary literature on essence. One recent exception is the trio of Duncan, Miller and Norton (2021: 398–9), who suggest that our intuitions about asymmetric dependence and determination are explained away by asymmetries about essence – which, however, doesn’t itself imply any kind of determination or dependence (nor, presumably, explanation). If we take for granted the standard assumption that modal notions aren’t by themselves explanatory, it’s plausible to think that many advocates of the modal conception of essence (on which see Torza’s entry to his volume) also tacitly subscribe to Irrelevance. Moreover, in the present taxonomy we can count anti-essentialists who deny that there are non-trivial essences as adherents of Irrelevance, too. For the rest of this entry, however, I will focus on Unity, Supplementation, and Independence, which have been far more prevalent in the literature over the past couple of decades.

1. Unity: essence and grounding as closely unified
Unity can be understood broadly as the view that there is a systematic link between essence and grounding, which is strong enough to count them as belonging to the same family of concepts. The link may be reducibility (of one of these notions to the other), or it may be something weaker, such as deep structural similarities between essence and grounding.
It’s safe to say that in the contemporary literature on grounding and essence, Unity has been the most commonly adopted position. Several authors have endorsed weaker versions of it since the early days of the grounding literature. These authors don’t propose definitions of either essence or grounding in terms of the other (or of both notions via the same vocabulary), but they nonetheless posit systematic and informative links between them. One thesis that has been particularly influential is Gideon Rosen’s “grounding-reduction link”, which goes as follows (here and in what follows, I use the ‘[‘, ‘]‘ notation as a device to form names of facts, so that ‘[p]’ means ‘the fact that p’):

Grounding-Reduction Link: If p reduces to q and p is true, then [q] grounds [p] (122)

Rosen understands reduction in a distinctively metaphysical sense: the phrase ‘p reduces to q’ means that for it to be the case that p is for it to be the case that q. And in turn, the expression ‘is for’ expresses real definition: for p to be the case (partly) consists in q’s being the case; or, q’s essence is part of p’s. Although in later work Rosen (2015) offers a ground-theoretic account of real definition, by default we can treat it as an essentialist locution.
Some authors who reject the Grounding-Reduction Link still posit a tight link between essence and grounding. Audi (2012), for example, rejects the link on the basis that grounding is an irreflexive relation between coarse-grained facts, and that p could reduce to q only if [p] = [q], which is inconsistent with irreflexivity. However, he still believes that there is a tight link between essence and grounding: relations of grounding obtain because of the essence of properties involved in the grounding relata. That is, if [Fa] grounds [Gb], this is because it’s in the nature of F that if F instantiated, then something also instantiates G. Dasgupta (2014: 568) floats a similar idea (although without committing himself to it) to answer the question of what grounds the grounding facts. For instance, he suggests that if the fact that e contains people engaged in C-activities grounds the fact that e is a conference, then this complex fact is in turn grounded by e’s containing people engaged in certain activities and its being essential to a conference that if an event contains people engaged in such and such activities, it’s a conference. In short, grounding facts (facts of the form, [Fa] grounds [Gb]) are grounded in facts about the essences of the individuals that occur in the grounding relata (a and b).[footnoteRef:1] [1:  See also O’Conaill 2018 and Wallner 2018 for similar views.] 

The primary objection to this proposal isn’t specific to the relation between essence and grounding, but rather affects its general structure: why do facts about essence explain facts about grounding? Dasgupta argues that this connection (between essences and grounding facts) isn’t apt to be grounded, whereas Audi seeks to avoid the regress by claiming that the relevant connection between the essences of properties and a grounding fact isn’t itself the grounding relation. Dasgupta, and less explicitly Audi too, appeal here to the widely shared intuition that essentialist facts are in some sense “rock-bottom”: we cannot sensibly ask why something is essentially so-and-so, or why what it is for something to be the case is for something to be so-and-so.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Cf. also Glazier 2017 and Raven 2020 as well as section 3 of this chapter on the ultimacy of essentialist explanations.] 

A further example of a hypothesized close connection between essence and grounding can be found in Trogdon’s (2013) defense of Grounding Necessitarianism, the view that if [p1]…[pn] ground [q], then necessarily, if p1…pn then q. According to Trogdon, grounding implies lack of cognitive significance with respect to connection questions about the ground and the grounded. That is, if [p1]…[pn] ground [q] then the question of why they do so lacks cognitive significance; and this, in turn, is possible only if there are essential truths about p1…pn, q or the entities they involve according to which if p1…pn then q (2013: 467). Similarly to the essentialist account of what grounds the grounding facts, Grounding Necessitarianism (as well as Trogdon’s defense of it) remains a controversial thesis.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  See Leuenberger 2014 and Skiles 2015 for criticism and O’Conaill 2018 for some pushback.] 

As we can already see from this quick overview, some form of Unity is widely assumed in much of the grounding literature. However, even stronger forms have been defended in the specialized literature on essence, to which we will turn now. I will consider three possibilities: (1.1) grounding can be defined in terms of essence; (1.2) essence can be defined in terms of grounding; and (1.3) both grounding and essence can be defined using the same primitive concepts.

1.1. Essentialist definitions of grounding
Perhaps nobody did as much to explore the logical space of possibilities regarding the conceptual connections between grounding and essence as Fabrice Correia (see also 1.3). Correia’s preferred approach is to express both grounding and essence via an operator rather than a predicate. That is, instead of construing grounding as a relation between facts, he uses the sentential connective ‘because’ to express connections of ground. Similarly, he uses the already familiar phrase ‘it is part of what it is to be the case’ to express essence. After considering a number of proposals (using different combinations of predicational vs. operational views of grounding and essence, and the notions of objectual vs. generic essence – see Koslicki and Raven’s Introduction to this volume), he tentatively comes down in favor of the following definition:

(Grounding-to-essenceCorreia) P because p1, p2, … because def

(i) p1&p2&…, and
(ii) It is part of what it is for it to be the case that P that if p1, p2, …, then p (2013: 292)
 
Correia’s account is not without predecessors; Fine (2012) considers and rejects a similar definition. One worry, he argues, is that the account cannot distinguish between conjunctive and plural grounds, since there’s no difference between its being the case that p1, p2, … and its being the case that p1&p2&… (2012: 78). In response, Correia argues that the operator ‘it is the case that’ makes all the difference here: although the plurality of p1, p2… and the conjunction p1&p2&… are intensionally equivalent, they aren’t substitutable salve veritate in the definition (290–1). Another potential problem is that (Grounding-to-essenceCorreia) has implausible consequences about ontological dependence. Suppose, for example, that existentially quantified facts are grounded in their witnesses. Then [Someone is a philosopher] is grounded in [Socrates is a philosopher]. By (Grounding-to-essenceCorreia), part of what it is for it to be the case that someone is a philosopher is for it to be the case that Socrates is a philosopher. However, essential connections of this sort are often thought to imply a kind of ontological dependence, essential dependence: that is, [Someone is a philosopher] essentially depends on [Socrates is a philosopher]. Fine finds this implausible; the fact that someone is a philosopher “knows nothing”, as he puts it, of Socrates (2012: 75). However, Correia argues that the dependence claim is in fact quite intuitive. For it simply follows from this claim that the nature of the fact that someone is a philosopher involves that if Socrates is a philosopher, then someone is; it doesn’t have the implausible consequence that nobody is a philosopher unless Socrates is (292– 3). That is, essential dependence as Correia understands it doesn’t imply existential dependence.
This isn’t the last word on (Grounding-to-essenceCorreia). For example, Carnino (2014) offers a reassessment of Fine’s objections and also offers additional ones, which, he argues, overall strengthen (Grounding-to-essenceCorreia) as opposed to alternative formulations that presuppose the relations-between-facts view of grounding. Even with the complications Carnino raises, (Grounding-to-essenceCorreia) remains a serious contender, and critical discussion of it is sure to continue in the years to come.
Correia is not the only one to have offered an essence-theoretic reduction of grounding. In a recent paper, Justin Zylstra offered an alternative version of this approach. Zylstra operates with objectual and (in Fine’s sense) constitutive essences. However, unlike Correia, he conceives of grounding as a relation between facts. His proposed definition of grounding in terms of essence goes as follows (lower-case letters are singular and capitalized ones are plural variables bound by quantifiers over facts):

(Grounding-to-essenceZylstra) f is grounded in G iffdf For some R, it is essential to f that (f exists only if (For some F, R(fF) and F exist) and R(fG) and G exist) (Zylstra 2019: 5144)

To show how the account is supposed to work, Zylstra mentions the case of determinates and determinables as an example. Suppose that [the pen is blue] grounds [the pen is colored]. Plausibly, it’s essential to [the pen is colored] that if it obtains, there are some facts that are determinates of [the pen is colored]. Moreover, indeed [the pen is blue] exists and bears the determinate-determinable relation to [the pen is colored] – just as the definition requires.
Zylstra argues that his reductive account of grounding has a number of further advantages, such as explaining several principles about the interaction between grounding and the logical constants (“the impure logic of grounding”), helping us make sense of symmetric cases of metaphysical dependence, and also addressing certain worries about the coarse-grainedness of grounding (cf. Koslicki 2015). Moreover, Zylstra argues, the account is at no disadvantage compared to (Grounding-to-essenceCorreia) when it comes to problem cases about ontological dependence.
Essentialist definitions of grounding are of significant interest not only to theorists of essence but also to theorists of grounding, since grounding is standardly understood as an irreducible notion that resists definition in other terms. There is a lot more work to be done in this area, and the prospects of an essentialist analysis of grounding are yet to be thoroughly assessed.

1.2. Explanation-theoretic definitions of essence
Above we have discussed essentialist definitions of grounding. But one could also try to achieve conceptual economy by going in the other direction and attempting to reduce essence to grounding or, more broadly, explanation. One such recent proposal has been offered by Meghan Sullivan. Unlike most authors in the literature, Sullivan works with a modal conception of essence, i.e. she assumes that an object o has a property P essentiality just in case o has P necessarily. Her starting point is an antirealist view of essence, according to which “essential property ascriptions only hold relative to semantic or metasemantic facts” (2016: 53). This view, she argues, is untenable; however, another account in its vicinity is more promising. According to this view, the ascription of essential properties is relative to explanatory frameworks, as follows:

(Explanation-Relative Essentialism): An object o is essentially P relative to framework E iff

i) o has P
(ii) in any good explanation of type E which involves o, o has P, and
(iii) there are objective norms governing explanations of type E (2016: 56)

That essential property ascriptions have a relativistic logical form doesn’t immediately entail that they in fact vary with the framework, but it certainly allows for such variation. Sullivan’s view is only moderately antirealist because what’s framework-relative according to it is which of a thing’s properties are essential, not what properties it has. It’s also worth noting that (Explanation-Relative Essentialism) is not a ground-theoretic reduction of essence per se. Rather, the proposal is to define essence in terms of the general notion of explanation, of which grounding (or metaphysical explanation) is just one species.
To illustrate the account, Sullivan gives the following example. Suppose a coin has properties such as conducting electricity and being a unit of account in the financial market. There are objective norms guiding physical explanations, and according to these norms any physical explanation involving the coin (for example, that it completes an electric circle) will cite its conductivity; however, such explanations won’t cite its being a unit of account. On the other hand, economic explanations are also guided by objective norms, and these norms require that any economic explanation involving the coin (for example why it’s worth ten cents) will have to cite the coin’s being a unit of account, but not its conductivity. Thus (Explanation-Relative Essentialism) predicts that the coin is essentially conductive relative to a physical (but not relative to an economic) explanatory framework, and essentially a unit of account relative to an economic (but not relative to a physical) explanatory framework.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  This is Sullivan’s own example. One might worry that it’s not plausible that the coin essentially conducts electricity even according to a physical framework; rather, it’s merely (non-essentially) constituted by a piece of metal that essentially conducts electricity according to a physical framework. However, I think this is an artifact of this particular example. For example, we can replace conducivity with the property of having an effigy on the obverse. Intuitively, any numismatic explanation involving the coin must appeal to this feature, but not to the coin’s being a unit of account (coins of numismatic interest are typically no longer units of account); whereas any economic explanation involving the coin must appeal to its being a unit of account, but not to there being an effigy on its obverse (the Central Bank may well have issued the same coins with the same face value but with State Arms rather than an effigy on their obverse). Thanks to Kathrin Koslicki and Mike Raven for raising this concern.] 

The view also leaves room for properties that are essential in a distinctively metaphysical sense: for example, the fact that an object has proper parts is metaphysically explained partly by its being extended in space and time but not by its being an automobile. Accordingly, relative to a metaphysical-explanatory framework the object is essentially extended in space but not essentially an automobile.
Sullivan’s explanation-relative essentialism is intriguing, but it has also been subject to criticism. Kris McDaniel and Steve Steward (2016) argue that the account is extensionally inadequate: there are properties that are indispensable relative to an explanatory framework, but which intuitively aren’t essential. For example, relative to a framework that explains educational attainments, the fact that Jasmine studies very hard will be a part of any explanation of her 4.0 GPA; yet even relative to that framework, she could stop studying hard without ceasing to exist. So, (ii) isn’t sufficient for a property’s being essential. Moreover, not being a poached egg is an essential property of mine (at least according to the modal view of essence that Sullivan presupposes), yet it doesn’t seem to play an indispensable role in all explanations that involve me relative to any explanatory framework. So, (ii) isn’t necessary for a property’s being essential either (2016: 73–74).
Aaron Segal and Noga Gratvol (2021) raise a different kind of objection to Sullivan’s explanatory analysis: the view implies an objectionable mismatch between the logic of essence and the logic of explanation. For (at least on the modal view of essence, which Sullivan presupposes) being an essential property is closed under entailment: if Fa is essentially F and Fa entails Ga, then a is essentially G, too. Explanation, however, doesn’t work this way: it’s not the case that if F is indispensably mentioned in every explanation of a certain type relative to a framework, and Fa entails Ga, then G is also indispensably mentioned in every explanation involving F relative to the same framework. In response, Sullivan could switch from the modal conception of essence to a “Fine-grained” one. However, Segal and Gratvol argue that such a heavy-weight view would not sit comfortably with Sullivan’s framework-relative approach. On the other hand, more sophisticated modal accounts (which define essence in terms of necessity and some further condition, such as sparseness or intrinsicality) don’t solve the problem they raise for Explanation-Relative Essentialism, since these views don’t deny that essence is closed under entailment.
An explanation-based account of essence that (unlike Sullivan’s) isn’t context-relative is Michael Gorman’s foundational account. In formulating this view, Gorman relies on a pre-theoretical notion of essence that encompasses a thing’s most central, most crucial features, where, however, this notion of centrality is emphatically not interest-relative (Gorman 2014: 121). In laying out his account of essence, Gorman relies on the purportedly explanatory notion of support. As far as I can tell, this isn’t different from what most authors call ‘grounding’, and Gorman indeed says as much (2014: 134 n1). Another important concept in Gorman’s account is that of a foundational feature, which he defines as follows:

“F is a foundational feature of a iff a is F and there is no G such that a’s being G supports a’s being F
F is a non-foundational feature of a iff a is F and F is not a foundational feature of a.” (2014: 129)

Finally, essence is defined in terms of foundational features, as follows:

“To be an essential feature of a is to be a foundational feature of a.
To be an accidental feature of a is to be a non-foundational feature of a.” (2014: 130)

When we put together these definitions and interpret ‘support’ as grounding, we get that F is an essential feature of a iff there’s no G such that a’s being G grounds a’s being F. Importantly, this definition doesn’t demand that a’s being G be fundamental in the grounding-theoretic sense. It may well be that there is a further fact that grounds and explains why a has some essential property, G; it’s just that this fact cannot consist in the same property-bearer, a, having some other property (2014: 129). Another important qualification is that by ‘support’ Gorman means only partial support, i.e. partial grounding. That is, for the feature of an entity to be accidental (non-essential), it suffices if it has a partial ground in terms of the same entity’s having some other feature.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Another aspect of Gorman’ view is that its essential properties explain many of an entity’s other properties. As Gorman notes, this is not new with his account but is in line with the Aristotelian tradition. For further references, see Gorman 2014: 135 n27.] 

Unlike Sullivan, Gorman works with a non-modal notion of essence. However, as he himself notes, his account doesn’t even require the necessity of essential properties as a necessary condition. After all, nothing in the notion of a foundational property demands that things have their foundational properties necessarily. This means that (in a traditional Aristotelian vein) Gorman maintains that the distinction between essential and accidental properties is orthogonal to that between necessary and contingent ones: at least so far as the definitions go, not only could there be necessary accidental properties (as the Fine-inspired literature has it), but also contingent essential ones. As an example, Gorman offers a certain conception of Jesus Christ that has been popular in the scholastic tradition, according to which he has two natures, human and divine, but only one of them necessarily (2014: 131). More prosaically, if an object contingently has a certain microstructure, that may also be a contingent essential property on Gorman’s view.
What are the prospects of an explanation- or grounding-based analysis of a non-modal, context-insensitive notion of essence that nonetheless accepts that essentiality is sufficient (even if not necessary) for necessity? Julio De Rizzo (2022) has recently offered an account of essence that attempts to do just that. His analysis has two stages. First, he adopts Correia’s ground-theoretic analysis of (rigid) ontological dependence: ∀x∀y (x depends ontologically on y  ∃F□(x exists  (x exists because y is F))), where ‘because’ is to be understood in the ground-theoretic sense (Correia 2005: 66). In the second stage, he offers a multi-clause definition that states the essence of a proposition according to its logical form. Going through each clause would be too involved for a short article like this, but the basic idea is that a truth about a certain entity E is essential to that entity just in case it is a necessary truth that is either atomic or the negation an atomic truth, and it contains reference solely to that E or entities on which E ontologically depends. De Rizzo gives the following simple example: it’s essential to {Socrates} that Socrates is a member of {Socrates}. {Socrates} ontologically depends of Socrates, which is as it should be given De Rizzo’s rule for atomic essentialist statements (2022: 36–37).
One question that arises about De Rizzo’s account concerns the notion of ontological dependence it presupposes. De Rizzo bases his analysis on what Correia calls rigid ontological dependence, which Correia distinguishes from essential dependence. The distinction, recall, is crucial for Correia’s response to Fine’s objection to an essentialist account of grounding: it’s part of the nature of [Someone is a philosopher] that if Socrates is a philosopher, then someone is; but this doesn’t mean that Socrates himself is part of the nature of the quantified proposition. However, De Rizzo defines essence in terms of simple rigid dependence rather than essential dependence. Such a definition threatens to conflate two different two notions of ontological dependence; whereas using essential rather than rigid dependence in the analysans would make De Rizzo’s analysis look circular.
This is certainly not the last word on De Rizzo’s account, which is too recent to have generated much discussion yet. Either way, it is an important addition to ground-theoretic accounts of essence, especially since of the three accounts considered in this section, it is the one that remains most faithful to the Finean tradition.


1.3 Shared-basis definitions of essence and grounding
A third possible way to increase ideological parsimony is to give reductive definitions of both essence and grounding in terms of the same primitive concepts. This is exactly what Fabrice Correia and Alexander Skiles attempt to do in a recent paper. A basic concept that plays a central role in their account is what they call “generalized identity”. The notion is perspicuously expressed by the locution ‘For… is for…’ (Correia and Skiles 2019: 643). Sometimes this phrase functions as an essentialist locution itself, and this is how I read Correia’s earlier work in section 1.1. However, in this more recent paper Correia and Skiles understand the phrase as expressing identity: for example, for something to be a water molecule is (the same thing as) for it to be an H2O molecule; for something to be a bachelor is (the same thing as) for it to be an unmarried man; and for me to have knowledge is (the same thing as) for me to have true, justified, non-Gettiered belief. Importantly, these identity statements are generalized. That is, Correia and Skiles ask us to understand them as being clear enough to speak for themselves, without the need to paraphrase them into objectual identities that would commit us to entities in the world that serve as the relata of the identity relation (as in ‘The property of being water is identical to the property of being H2O’, a sentence about properties, or ‘Every bachelor is identical to an unmarried man, and every unmarried man is identical to a bachelor’, a sentence about people).
Correia and Skiles’ analyses rely on the idea that generalized identity can be partial. They distinguish between two types of parthood. Conjunctive parthood (the notion we would normally identify with parthood simpliciter) corresponds to merely necessary conditions in a generalized identity statement. For example, part of what it is for someone to be a bachelor is for him to be a man, and part of what it is to be Socrates is to be human. Disjunctive parthood is less familiar. Intuitively, we could say that a disjunctive partial identity statement specifies a merely sufficient condition of the right-hand side of that statement. For example, for it to be rainy is a disjunctive part of what it is to be rainy or snowy.
It’s not hard to see why conjunctive parthood will be relevant to essence and disjunctive parthood to grounding. Intuitively, each part of the full essence of something is itself essential. On the other hand, not each ground of a fact is a necessary condition of that fact; a fact can be “grounding-overdetermined” so that any set within a set of sets of full grounds is sufficient for its obtaining. The details of Correia and Skiles’ full proposal resist economic presentation because they distinguish several different notions of essence (full and partial; generic, objectual and factual). Here, I just mention the most basic pair of definitions they provide, for generic essence:

(Full Generic Essence) Being F is what it is to be G in full iff: for a thing to be G is for it to be F (648)

(Partial Generic EssenceC&S) Being F is partially what it is to be G iff: there is some H such that for a thing to be G is for it to be both F and H (649)

A short clarification is in order here. As is clear from the definition, Correia and Skiles identify full generic essence with generalized identity itself. However, they don’t propose (Full Generic Essence) as an analytic truth that holds simply in virtue of stipulation. Rather, the idea is that we have some antecedent understanding of both essence and generalized identity, and the definition captures the core cases of the former well enough to be plausible. (This is why I classified Correia and Skiles’ approach as one that reduces both grounding and essence to the same primitive notion, rather than as a reduction of grounding to essence taken as primitive.)
What about grounding? Here, we need to use the notions of both conjunctive and disjunctive parthood. When grounding is understood as a relation between facts or propositions, the definition goes as follows:

(GroundingC&S) p1, p2, … ground q iff: (i) p1, p2, … are disjunctive parts of q and (ii) q is not a conjunctive part of a disjunctive part of any of p1, p2, …

Clause (ii) is less straightforward to understand than clause (i); we can better grasp it by considering an example Correia and Skiles provide. Suppose the facts [a is red] and [a is round] jointly ground [a is red and round]. Now, for the disjunctive fact [a is red and round or a is red and round] has [a is red and round] as a disjunctive part; and so it has [a is red] and [a is round] as disjunctive parts too. However, the conjunctive fact [a is red and round] is obviously not a conjunctive part of any (disjunctive part of) either [a is red] or [a is round]. So, according to the definition, [a is red] and [a is round] indeed ground their conjunction, as they should.
Correia and Skiles give a number of further variations on this definition. As they note, the notion of grounding so defined is non-factive (a non-factive grounding sentence can be true even if the sentence on the left side of the ‘because’, i.e. the one expressing the grounded fact, is false); but, they argue, the view could be easily extended to the more familiar notion of factive grounding. They also develop a parallel set of definitions for those who find the notions of conjunctive and disjunctive parthood insufficiently clear in terms of “subsumption”, where p1, p2, … are subsumed by q just in case p1, p2… are ways for q to hold. In the present chapter I will forgo discussing these complications. Clearly, the concept of generalized identity has a wide range of applications, and its use in reductive accounts of grounding and essence is yet to receive the critical attention that it deserves.

2. Supplementation
Some authors think that there is an intimate relation between grounding and essence in that they both play roles, albeit distinct ones, in the same kind of explanation. This is Boris Kment’s view. Kment (2014) develops his account of metaphysical explanation in the context of an ambitious general theory of modality. According to this view our modal concepts are rooted in counterfactual reasoning, and they are derivative from explanatory notions, which can be used to analyze them. Accordingly, metaphysical necessity can be analyzed in terms of grounding. The relation between grounding and essence, which (in line with the neo-Aristotelian / Finean tradition) Kment distinguishes from necessity, is less straightforward. Kment maintains that metaphysical explanations have both a grounding component and an essence component (note that this also implies that on his view, grounding is distinct from metaphysical explanation). He conceives of the role of essence in metaphysical explanations as analogous to the role of the laws of nature in scientific explanations; indeed, he identifies metaphysical laws with essentialist truths. Take, for example, the following case:

(1) It’s essential to being a gold atom that all atoms with atomic number 79 are gold atoms
(2) a is an atom with atomic number 79.
(3) a is a gold atom. (Kment 2014: 163)

According to Kment, (1)-(2) are both among the metaphysical explanantia of (3). However, only (2) is a ground of it; (1) is a metaphysical law that states an essential truth about the object of the metaphysical explanation. This example points to an important difference Kment sees between the laws of nature and the laws of metaphysics: while the former are general in nature, the latter concern particular entities.
Kevin Richardson also assigns a distinctive role to essence, albeit only in a restricted set of metaphysical explanations. His main focus is on generic grounding claims, which he argues we should understand as generics rather than as universally quantified sentences. For example, ‘An act is right in virtue of maximizing happiness’ shouldn’t simply be understood as universally quantifying over all acts. This is because universal generalizations are usually taken to be (at least partially) grounded in their instances, yet one could coherently hold that the generic is true but has the status of a primitive moral law (Richardson 2020: 79).
Instead of understanding generic grounding in terms of universal quantification, Richardson offers the following definition in terms of (particular) grounding and essence (I slightly reformulated it to fit the rest of this chapter):

(General Grounding) [x is G] is generically grounded in [x is F] iff it’s in the nature of being G that if x is G or F, then the fact that x is G is fully grounded in the fact that x is F) (2020: 82)

Richardson notes as an advantage of his account that it doesn’t posit primitive metaphysical laws (2020: 84). But someone who seeks to keep this notion could plausibly identify them with essentialist claims, as we have seen does Kment. Richardson argues that his proposal has a number of further advantages: it explains the semantics of generic grounding; it gives us the conceptual tool to distinguish between reductive and non-reductive theories, where the former express generics while the latter express mere regularities about grounding; moreover, the view allows us to stay neutral about several substantive disputes about grounding.

3. Independence: grounding and essence as two distinct modes of explanation 
Perhaps the attempt to find deep, systematic connections between grounding and essence is a futile exercise. Perhaps these are two fundamentally different explanatory notions that show important similarities and may even show a certain level of unity, but which should nonetheless be understood in their own right. Several authors take this view. They all agree that both grounding and essence are sui generis explanatory notions, but they differ in the extent to which they think they lend themselves to parallel treatment.
Fine (2012), as mentioned in section 1.1, raised a number of objections to the view that grounding could be understood in terms of essence. But in his later work, Fine (2015) has come to think of essence and grounding as two fundamentally different but nonetheless complementary explanatory concepts, corresponding to constitutively necessary and constitutively sufficient conditions, respectively. That is, the essence of A consists of its constitutively necessary conditions, while A’s grounds are its constitutively sufficient conditions. Fine expresses some optimism that essence and grounding so understood would lend themselves to parallel formal treatments, possibly also shedding some light on the logic of grounding.
Yet Fine’s approach has been subject to criticism. Correia and Skiles (2019) ask in what sense we can say that the necessary conditions that essence involves and the sufficient ones that grounding does are “constitutive”. Fine cannot simply have in mind necessary and sufficient conditions in the modal sense, since this interpretation leads to absurd results (for example that something’s being a number is what it is for it to be a number and being blue-or-not-blue). Alternatively, constitutively necessary and sufficient conditions could be understood non-modally, as sui generis notions. Indeed, this is what Fine has in mind, as he claims that these concepts cannot be defined in terms of each other (2015: 307). But in that case, it’s unclear that Fine’s treatment of essence and grounding is unified in anything other than name. This is one of the motivations Correia and Skiles offer to prefer their account to Fine’s (2017: 664)
Fine considers essence and grounding separate explanatory notions that are nonetheless strongly unified (as we have seen above, whether his account lives up to this ambition remains controversial). Some authors go further and maintain that grounding and essence provide two entirely different types of explanation, with no attempt to place them in a unified framework. Thus, Martin Glazier argues that there are two fundamentally different kinds of metaphysical explanation: grounding explanations and essentialist explanations. In Glazier’s use of the phrase, an explanation counts as essentialist only if it’s of the form “A because t is essentially such that A” (2017: 2873). So, not every explanation that appeals to an essentialist fact is an essentialist explanation in Glazier’s sense. Explanations of this sort, he argues, are ultimate in the sense that the explanans in an essentialist explanation cannot be the explanandum of a further essentialist explanation (although it might still be explainable in some other way). For example, the singleton set of Socrates contains Socrates because it’s in the nature of the singleton set to contain Socrates. Then by the ultimacy principle, there is no essentialist explanation of why it’s in the nature of the singleton set to contain Socrates.
Glazier offers two arguments for why essentialist explanations cannot be thought of as a kind of grounding explanation. First, a fact could be ungrounded but essential; what’s in the nature of a thing might lack grounds altogether. For example, perhaps it’s a fundamental (in the sense ‘ungrounded’) fact about electrons that they have negative charge. This fact could still have an essentialist explanation if it’s in the nature of electrons to have negative charge. Second, the hypothesis that essentialist explanation is just a form of grounding explanation sits ill with some popular principles of the impure logic of grounding, for example that disjunctions are grounded in their true disjuncts. For example, it may be that a Boolean variable in a computer program essentially has either the value 0 or the value 1. But it’s false that the variable essentially has the value 0, and it’s also false that the variable essentially has the value 1. Nonetheless, it could be that it has either the value 0 or the value 1 because it’s essentially such that it has one of those two values. The problem is that “a fact can ground a disjunction only if it does the grounding work of a true disjunct” (Glazier 2017: 2877), and this condition isn’t satisfied. For while the contingent fact that the variable has the value 1 grounds the disjunction that the variable has the value 1 or grass is green, the essential (and thus necessary) fact that it’s in the nature of the variable to have the value 0 or the value 1 cannot ground it. According to the widely accepted thesis of Grounding Necessitarianism, grounds necessitate what they ground. If so, then necessary facts cannot ground contingent ones, as they don’t entail them.
Richardson (2021) takes a similar approach, although his taxonomy is different from Glazier’s. Instead of distinguishing grounding-based from essentialist metaphysical explanations, he differentiates between two types of grounding: “why-grounding”, which is what most people (including Glazier) usually mean by ‘grounding’ without any qualification, and “what-grounding’, which seems similar to essentialist explanation. (Skiles [2019] also draws a similar distinction between two different types of metaphysical explanation.)
Despite the (rough) pairwise correspondence between why-grounding and grounding on the one hand, and what-grounding and essentialist explanation on the other, some of the differences between Glazier’s and Richardson’s views seem substantive. For while Glazier presupposes Grounding Necessitarianism (see two paragraphs above), Richardson thinks that the distinction can help adjudicate an ongoing debate over this thesis. Namely, he argues that Grounding Necessitarianism is true of what-grounding (precisely due to its connection to essence) but not of why-grounding. The latter relation, he argues, should be understood in terms of difference-making and bears no interesting connections to essence.
As we have seen in section 1, reducing either grounding or essence to the other (or both of them to a third primitive) is a formidable task. By contrast, a non-reductive approach that doesn’t attempt to offer such definitions is presumably the default approach that has many possible variants other than those offered by Glazier and Richardson.

4. Conclusion
Research on the relation between essence on the one hand and metaphysical explanation and laws on the other hand is still in its early stages. But from the budding literature it can already be gathered that there is a wide variety of options concerning the explanatory nature of essence: whether it’s explanatory at all; if so, whether its explanatory role is distinctive or similar to that of grounding; and moreover, whether essence and grounding or metaphysical explanation can be analyzed either in terms of each other or in terms of the same primitive notions. Beside the intrinsic interest that these questions hold, they may shed light on more general themes about metaphysical methodology.
In the contemporary literature, grounding and (non-modal notions of) essence came to the forefront around the same time, between the mid-90s and the mid-2000s, in the context of the “hyperintensional revolution” (Nolan 2014).  Both are often seen as useful conceptual tools that can be invoked to fill theoretical roles for which modal concepts are inadequate. They are also often considered “partners in crime”: for philosophers who harbor suspicion about one of these notions it’s natural to be skeptical about the other as well. However, a closer look reveals that even philosophers who see the hyperintensional revolution as progress have a variety of attitudes to what such progress consists in. Some, for example E.J. Lowe (2018), have been working toward a very robust rehabilitation of neo-Aristotelian metaphysics, conceiving of metaphysics as the “science of essence”. Others are considerably more reserved. For example, despite also being inspired by Aristotle, Schaffer sees questions of what grounds what central to metaphysics (2009) but seeks to give an account of grounding that doesn’t rely on the notion of essence, which he considers suspect (2016: 83). Koslicki, by contrast, sees essence as valuable and even central to metaphysics (2012) but considers grounding too coarse-grained to do useful theoretical work (2015).
These different attitudes are often reflected in one’s view about the relation between grounding and essence. It can be said that almost all (although not only) advocates of Unity and Supplementation are full-throated advocates of the hyperintensional revolution. Offering an account of either essence of grounding that substantively relies on one’s account of the other notion is a risky endeavor unless one is highly confident that both notions are in good standing. Independence and Irrelevance are much more congenial to theorists like Koslicki and Schaffer, who embrace certain aspects of the hyperintensional revolution but have reservations about others. The author of this chapter counts himself among these more reserved theorists, having worked extensively on grounding and metaphysical explanation but remaining sympathetic to a purely modal, pre-Finean account of essence.
Either way, much work is yet to be done on both on the general question of proper methodology and on what analytic connections, if any, there are between essence and explanation. Further developments in these debates will be crucial to our understanding of the role of essence in post-modal metaphysics.
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