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Abstract

This article aims to provide an explication of the doctrine of the monarchy of the Father. A preci-
sification of the doctrine is made within the building-fundamentality framework provided by Karen
Bennett, which enables a further clarification of the central elements of the doctrine to be made and
an important objection against it to be answered.
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The doctrine of the monarchy of the Father

According to the doctrine of the monarchy of the Father (hereafter, the monarchy), the
one ‘God’ is numerically identical to the first person of the Trinity, the Father, in such
a manner as to establish a ‘hierarchical’ structure within the Trinitarian life.1 This specific
doctrine furthered the New Testament’s language about the one ‘God’, as found in various
scriptural passages:2

(a) ‘And this is eternal life, that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ
whom you have sent’ (John 17:3).

(b) ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God’ (John 20:17).
(c) ’For us, there is one God, the Father … and one Lord Jesus Christ’ (1 Corinthians 8.6).
(d) ‘The God and Father of the Lord Jesus, he who is blessed forever’ (2 Corinthians 11:31).

These paradigm scriptural passages provided a basis for the development of the doctrine
that the one ‘God’ was simply the Father, as Catherine LaCugna helpfully notes that the
term

Father was nearly universally a synonym for ‘God’ in the New Testament, in Christian
liturgy, and in early Christian Theology and creedal confessions. God the Father is the
Creator of the universe who is the source of all that is and as such is without source.
Monotheism was the same as ‘monarchy’ (mone arche); the divine monarchy belonged
to God the Father alone (Lacugna 1991, 33).

Thus, as LaCugna alluded to, on the basis of this scriptural witness, we see that the creedal
declarations made at the councils of Nicaea (325 CE) and Constantinople (381 CE) unmistak-
ably express this doctrine in providing the correct referring expressions for each of the
members of the Trinity: ‘I believe in one God, the Father … and in one Lord, Jesus Christ,
the (only begotten) Son of God … and in one Spirit’ (Tanner 1990, 5, emphasis added). In
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these authoritative declarations, the referring expression for the Father is ‘God’, while the
Son and the Spirit, though ontologically equal to the Father, are designated with different
expressions based on the fact that the one ‘God’ is not the nature (essence or substance)
shared between them, but is identified as a person, the Father.3 Given this, the central
question facing the creedal formulators was whether the Son and the Spirit could be
affirmed to be divine in the same way as the Father (who is ho theos), and so also be
referred to as theos (Behr 2018). The answer to this question was clearly in the affirma-
tive,4 as we see the Constantinopolitan Creed declaring that the Son (and the Spirit)
are ‘of the essence of the Father’. Thus, for the pro-Nicenes, the homoousion (i.e. the onto-
logical equality) of the persons did not transgress the boundary of the monarchy due to
this equality finding its basis in the Father.5

In turning to the Greek-speaking theologians of the pro-Nicene trajectory,6 specifically
the Cappadocian Fathers: Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory of Nazianzus, we
find a further elucidation made to the monarchy. As we firstly see Basil writing that ‘There
is one God and Father, one Only-Begotten Son, and one Spirit … We proclaim each of the
hypostases singly … We have never to this present day heard of a second God’ (Basil, Spir.,
18.44–45 (NPF2 8:28)).7 Thus, Basil expresses the fact that the one ‘God’ is simply to be iden-
tified as the Father, and there is no second ‘God’ (be it the Son or the Spirit) that exists
alongside him. Moreover, we then see Gregory of Nyssa standing clearly in line with the
monarchical position of his brother Basil, where he writes that ‘the God overall alone
has as a special property of his hypostasis that is the Father and subsists from no cause,
and again by this sign, he is recognized particularly’ (Gregory, Ep. 4).8 Thus, for Gregory,
in a similar vein to Basil, the ‘God overall’ is identified as the Father, or even more import-
antly, it is ‘God’ himself who is identified (and individuated) as the Father, with the charac-
teristic marks of the Son and the Spirit relating directly to him (Branson, n.d., 12).
Therefore, for Gregory and Basil, the identity of the one ‘God’ is tied intimately to no
other entity than the Father. Likewise, in Gregory of Nazianzus,9 we also find a further
expression of the centrality of this doctrine for pro-Nicene Trinitarian theorizing, when
he writes, in Oration 25.15, that within the Trinity there is:

One God, unbegotten, the Father, and one begotten Lord, his Son, referred to as God
when he is mentioned separately, but Lord when he is named in conjunction with the
Father, the one term on account of his nature, the other on account of his monarchy;
and one Holy Spirit proceeding, or, if you will, going forth from the Father … (Gregory
of Nazianzus (2003), 170–171).

Gregory, along with the other Cappadocian Fathers, thus takes the one ‘God’ simply to be
numerically identical to the Father who is the sole principle (archē), cause (aitia), and
source ( pēgē) of the Son and the Spirit, and thus is rightly designated as ‘God’ in the pri-
mary sense of the word. This unique designation for the Father, however, does not negate
the usage of the word ‘God’ in reference to the Son and the Spirit, as when they are ‘men-
tioned separately’ (i.e. in respect of creation) they are also ‘God’ in a secondary sense, due to
each of them possessing the divine nature, which they receive in their entirety from the
Father (Beeley 2008, 198). Nevertheless, when we speak of the three together, the one (and
only named) ‘God’ is solely the un-originated source, from whom the other persons derive
their being, the Father.

Thus, in summary, within the Trinitarian life, according to the Greek-speaking theolo-
gians (i.e. the Cappadocian Fathers), the Father is the sole ultimate (unsourced) source of
everything else and thus possesses a specific priority within the Trinity (and reality as a
whole). This specific priority grounds the fact of the Father being designated as ‘God’ in
the primary sense of the word. The Father is thus numerically identical to the one ‘God’,
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while the Son and the Spirit are, with the Father, ‘God’ in a secondary sense of the word
by each of them sharing in the one divine nature. Taking this all into account, we can state
this position succinctly as such:

(1) (Monarchy):
(i) There are three entities: the Father, the Son, and the Spirit, who share one

divine nature and thus are each equally termed ‘God’ (in the secondary sense).
(ii) The one ‘God’ (in the primary sense) is numerically identical to one of the

entities: the Father, who is the sole ultimate source of the Son and the Spirit.

The monarchy, as expressed by (Monarchy1), is thus at the foundation of pro-Nicene
Trinitarianism. However, a further precisification of the doctrine will aid us in properly
grasping the nature of the hierarchical structure within the Trinity that is established
by it. More importantly, a further clarification and unpacking of the doctrine will aid
us in warding off a specific objection which charges it with a promotion of a type of
subordinationism which is not in line with the central tenet of pro-Nicene
Trinitarianism: the ontological equality (i.e. homoousion) of the persons. The focus of
our precisification will therefore be on furthering our understanding of the nature of
the status distinction between the Father, the one ‘God’, and the Son and the Spirit
who, as noted above, are each not ‘God’ (in the primary sense), but are equal to him in
an ontological sense.10

Now, for some initial steps in this precisification task, we can further clarify the pri-
mary and secondary senses of the term ‘God’ by assuming a specific linguistic distinction
concerning it.11 That is, on the one hand, the term ‘God’ can be used in its primary sense
as a referring expression (i.e. a proper name) for a particular ‘person’, the ultimate source
of everything else,12 which we can now call its ‘nominal sense’. However, on the other
hand, the term ‘God’ can also be used in a secondary sense as a predicate (i.e. a common
name) for a certain kind of ‘person’, a divine ‘person’, which we can now term its ‘predica-
tive sense’. Using this linguistic distinction, we can take the three entities within the
Trinity to each be ‘persons’ and, for clarity’s sake, we can retain the usage of the term
‘God’ solely in its nominal sense and substitute the term in its predicative sense for
the adjective ‘divine’. Thus, with this identification, distinction, and substitution in
place, we can now further construe (Monarchy1) as such:

(2) (Monarchy2):
(i) There are three persons: the Father, the Son, and the Spirit, who share one div-

ine nature and thus are each equally divine (i.e. ‘God’ in the predicative sense).
(ii) The one ‘God’ (in the nominal sense) is numerically identical to one of the per-

sons: the Father, who is the sole ultimate source of the Son and the Spirit.

This specific doctrine, construed in this particular way, thus posits the existence of three
divine persons, the Father, the Son, and the Spirit. Yet, there is only one ‘God’ that is
located within the Trinity, as only one of those ‘persons’, the Father, is ‘God’ in the nom-
inal sense. However, the question that is now presented to us is why the Father, and him
alone, is ‘God’ in that specific sense. Well, as noted previously, the term ‘God’ (in its nom-
inal sense) is solely ascribable to an entity who is ultimate and the source of everything
else that exists. The term ‘God’ in the nominal sense is thus taken to imply fundamentality.
And as the Father is the sole divine person within the Trinity, who is the ultimate source
of everything else, he uniquely has the right to bear the name ‘God’. Thus, at a more pre-
cise level, the Father being the one ‘God’ in a nominal sense is reducible to him being the
one ‘God’ in a fundamentality-sense. However, despite the plausibility of the clarification
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made here, the question still stands of what it actually means for the Father to be ‘God’ in
this specific sense. What are the requirements for an entity to be deemed fundamental?
And does the subordination of the Son and the Spirit to the Father in this fundamentality-
sense create an ontological distinction (or subordination) between them?

The rest of this article will focus on answering these questions by providing a further
metaphysical elucidation of the monarchy, as expressed through (Monarchy2), and a
metaphysical reconstrual of the inherent subordinationism posited by it. Specifically,
this article will utilize the notion of ‘building-fundamentality’ provided by Karen
Bennett, to deepen the fundamentality interpretation of (Monarchy2) that has already
been provided. And, on this basis, a demonstration will be provided for why the subordin-
ation of the Son and the Spirit to the Father does not lead to a further affirmation of a
problematic ontological distinction (or subordination) between them. The monarchy
will thus be further clarified and shown to not be inconsistent with pro-Nicene
Trinitarianism. Thus, the plan is as follows: in the next section (‘Building-fundamentality’)
I explicate the notion of building-fundamentality provided by Karen Bennett, and provide
a further elucidation of this notion within the metaphysical grounding framework
proposed by Jonathan Schaffer. In the subsequent section (‘Building the fundamental
monarchy’) I apply the notion explicated in the previous section to the doctrine which
will provide a further precisification of it. In the following section (‘An ontological subor-
dination problem’) I detail the various forms of subordinationism that have been helpfully
highlighted by Mark Edwards and R. T. Mullins and show how the type of subordination-
ism posited by the doctrine does not lead to a further ontological distinction (or
subordination) between the Trinitarian persons. Finally, after this section, there will be
a concluding section (‘Conclusion’) which will summarize the above results and conclude
the article.

Building-fundamentality

In contemporary metaphysics, the notion of fundamentality is used in reference to an
entity (or entities) that is (or are) basic, primitive, or rock-bottom in the hierarchical
structure of reality. Two central aspects of the notion of fundamentality, according to
Karen Bennett (2017), are those of independence and completeness (with the former
being more central to the notion than the latter).13 Given these two aspects, a distinctive
conceptualization of the notion of fundamentality can be stated as such:

(3) (Fundamental): x is fundamental if x is independent and complete.

In Bennett’s thought, fundamentality, construed as independence and completeness, is
intimately tied to the further notion of building. Building is a technical term that ties
together the following type of relations: composition, constitution, set-formation, realization,
micro-based determination, grounding, and causation. These various relations are not intended
by Bennett to be exhaustive but are instead relatively central notions that intuitively fit the
mould of being a building-relation. How these paradigm relations fit this building mould is
through them fulfilling the three necessary and jointly sufficient conditions of directedness,
necessitation, and generation. First, the condition of directedness takes a building-relation to
be antisymmetric, irreflexive, and thus asymmetric. Second, the condition of necessitation
takes builders to necessitate, in some sense, what they build. Third, the condition of gen-
eration takes the built entities to exist in virtue of their builders, and thus the latter support
an explanation for the former existing as they do (Bennett 2017, 32). These necessary and
sufficient conditions distinguish building-relations from other types of relations and pro-
vide a basis for the claim that building-relations form a unified family (i.e. a natural
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resemblance class) despite the differences among them (Bennett 2017, 20). On the basis of
this further explication of the notion of building, we can now construe the independence
aspect of fundamentality as such:

(4) (Independence): x is independent if nothing builds x (Bennett 2017).

And we can now also construe the completeness aspect of fundamentality as such:

(5) (Completeness): The set of the xxs is (or the xxs plurally are, or a non-set-like x is)
complete at a world w just in case its members build … everything else at w
(Bennett 2017, 109).

According to (Independence), fundamental entities are independent in the sense that they
are unbuilt and thus do not depend on anything else. Moreover, for (Completeness), a cer-
tain set of fundamental entities is complete at a specific world in the sense that these
entities build everything else in that world. That is, they are the things that ultimately
account for everything else that does exist in that specific world. Fundamentality, as
expressed by (Fundamental) and further elucidated by (Independence) and
(Completeness), reflects, as Bennett (2017, 111) notes, two halves of the familiar phrase
‘unexplained explainers’, the ‘unexplained’ part reflecting independence which says
that nothing ‘presses upwards’ on them and the ‘explainers’ part reflecting completeness
which says that a certain set of entities ‘presses upwards’ on everything else in a specific
world. Furthermore, and more importantly, these two aspects are reducible to and
defined by, the notion of building. That is, within the building-fundamentality framework,
there is thus a deflationism (or reductionism) about fundamentality, where the funda-
mentality facts are simply the building facts (Bennett 2017). Therefore, as Bennett
notes, for certain fundamentality relations to obtain is simply ‘for certain complex pat-
terns of building to obtain’ (Bennett 2017, 139). In short, there is an identification of fun-
damentality with building. Thus, the state of affairs of an entity being fundamental is that
of them being independent and complete, which is reducible to the entity being, on the
one hand, unbuilt and, on the other hand, part of a set at a world whose members build
everything else in that specific world.

However, it is important to remember that there is not a single, general relation of
building. Rather there is a different number of building-relations that form a unified fam-
ily. Thus, when the term ‘building’ is used in a singular sense, it is simply a generalization
about a class of relations (Bennett 2017, 3). Therefore, fundamentality, construed as inde-
pendence and completeness, is to be indexed to particular building-relations. Hence, in
indexing fundamentality to particular building-relations, to be fundamental is to be inde-
pendent and complete, which, for the former, is ultimately reducible to either not being
composed, or constituted, or realized, or determined, or grounded, or caused, by anything
else – a fundamental entity does not feature as an output of a particular building-relation
(Bennett 2017, 112). However, for the latter, it is ultimately reducible to being a member
of a set of entities at a world whose members compose, or constitute, or realize, or deter-
mine, or ground, or cause everything else, in that specific world – the set of fundamental
entities builds, in one of the above ways, everything else (Bennett 2017, 112). Thus, there
are various real distinctions between the indexed versions of fundamentality. However,
for a more precise discussion, we can now focus our attention on one particular
building-relation: grounding,14 which has played a large role in contemporary metaphy-
sics and can help us to further elucidate the nature of fundamentality.

Grounding (or ground) is regularly characterized as a primitive expression of depend-
ence, determination, or explanation. This expression has been championed by ‘grounders’
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(i.e. grounding theorists) such as Kit Fine (2012), Jonathan Schaffer (2009 and 2016), and
Gideon Rosen (2010), among others,15 and is typically introduced by paradigm example(s)
such as the following:

(6) (Paradigm): Singleton-Socrates exists in virtue of the existence of Socrates.

What is of concern in this example for grounders, is not so much the truth value of the
claim, but rather the fact that the connecting ‘in virtue’ clause (and others like it)
expresses some form of ontological priority that is related to ‘determination’, ‘depend-
ence’, or ‘explanation’. However, in explicating the nature of this ontological priority
and the character of this expression, grounders usually focus on detailing the specific for-
mal principles, modal pattern, explanatory and generative roles, and the analogous rela-
tionship to other relations which grounding has, which all help to further demystify it.

So, in following this demystification procedure, we can see that the consensus for
grounders is that grounding, in its standard ‘full’ variety:16

(7) (Full): A given x is the ground of y if x on its own is sufficient to ground y

is, first, governed by the following three formal principles:17

(8) (Irreflexivity): No x is grounded in itself.
(9) (Asymmetry): If x grounds y, then y does not ground x.
(10) (Transitivity): If x grounds y, and y grounds z, then x grounds z.

And, second, grounding is also generally taken to be governed by the following principles
that express a modal pattern:18

(11) (Non-monotonicity): If x grounds y, it does not follow that y is grounded by x and
any other fact (or entity) r.

(12) (Hyperintensionality): If x grounds y, it does not follow that x grounds any fact (or
entity) that is intensionally equivalent to y.

(13) (Necessitarianism): If x grounds y, then x necessitates y.

Thus, given the formal principles, grounding induces a strict partial order over the
entities that are in its domain (Trogdon 2013).19 That is, grounding gives rise to a hier-
archy of grounds, in which the grounds of a fact (or entity), as Johannes Korbmacher
notes, ‘rank “strictly below” the fact (or entity) itself’ (Korbmacher 2018, 161, parenthesis
added). And, given the principles that express a modal pattern, grounding entails a neces-
sary dependence of the grounded on the grounds, in that the existence of the latter entails
the existence of the former. In short, grounders guarantee what they ground (Trogdon
2013). However, they perform this necessitating action in a ‘fine-grained’, rather than a
‘coarse-grained’ manner, in that they do not necessarily ground other superfluous entities
as well. Thus, grounding, in its most basic construal, is an expression that conveys some
form of directedness and necessitation.

However, to aid us in our precisification task, it will be helpful now to narrow our focus
to unpacking a specific ground-theoretic framework that has played an influential role
within the contemporary literature, that of Jonathan Schaffer’s grounding theory.
Within this theory proposed by Schaffer, grounding is best modelled as a primitive
‘directed-dependency’ relation, associated with the notion of ontological priority. This
directed-dependency relation takes in terms from any arbitrary ontological category
and links a more fundamental input to a less fundamental output (Schaffer 2016).20 Thus,
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according to Schaffer (2009), there is an ontological ordering within reality, in that some
entities are derivative of other, more fundamental entities. The fundamental entities of
reality ontologically undergird the derivative entities and grounding is the relation
which connects the undergirding entity to entities that are at a higher level in the struc-
ture of reality. Thus, within this perspective, there is a hierarchical view of reality that is
ordered by priority in nature. Once one distinguishes more from less fundamental
entities, it is natural to posit a relation linking certain more fundamental entities to cer-
tain less fundamental entities which derive their existence from them (Schaffer 2016,
145). Grounding is thus the name of this direct ‘linkage’ which is governed by the
above formal and modal principles, connects the more to the less fundamental entities,
and thereby imposes a hierarchical structure over what there is (Schaffer 2009).

Now, closely related to ground’s ability to structure reality are two further roles that it
serves: its explanatory and generative roles, which are captured by the following principles:

(14) (Separatism): If x grounds y, x backs an explanation for y.
(15) (Super-Internality): If x grounds y, then y exists and has its intrinsic nature in vir-

tue of x and Rxy obtains in virtue of x.

First, for the explanatory principle of ‘separatism’,21 explanation tracks grounding, and
grounding, in some sense, backs explanation. Grounding entails the explicability of the
grounded on the basis of its grounds and thus serves the role of providing a synchronic
metaphysical explanation for the nature and/or existence of a less fundamental entity on
the basis of the nature and/or existence of another, more fundamental entity (Schaffer
2016). Thus, for example, focusing on (Paradigm), if one is seeking an explanation for
the existence of Singleton-Socrates, a synchronic metaphysical explanation for this par-
ticular case would simply cite the relevant metaphysical laws (i.e. the principles of
grounding) and the fact that Socrates exists. More fully, in this example Socrates grounds
Singleton-Socrates and thus a synchronic metaphysical explanation for the existence of
the less fundamental entity, Singleton-Socrates, would cite the more fundamental
source(s) of that entity, which is that of Socrates, as mediated through the principles of
grounding. Thus, in this case, and others like it, the grounds provide an explanation for
the grounded – grounding is thus a relation that is intimately tied to explanation. Second,
for the generative principle of ‘super-internality’, grounding is super-internal in the
sense that the existence and intrinsic nature of one of the relatum ensure, first, that
the grounding relation obtains and, second, that the other relatum (or relata) exists with
the intrinsic nature that it has (Schaffer 2016).22 So, taking (Paradigm) as an example
again, it is Socrates, and the intrinsic nature that he possesses, which makes it the case
that Singleton-Socrates exists and has the nature that it does (namely, being the singleton
set that includes Socrates as a member). Thus, as there is a generation of the grounded from
the grounds, once there is a fixing of the intrinsic nature of the grounds, there is also a
fixing of the intrinsic nature of what is grounded. This emphasizes the fact that the exist-
ence of the grounds is sufficient to account for the grounded – grounding is thus a relation
which is generative by nature.

Consequently, given the fulfilment of these explanatory and generative roles, ground-
ing thus provides the direction and linkage needed for metaphysical explanation and gen-
eration in a similar manner in which causation provides the direction and linkage needed
for causal explanation and generation. More specifically, we can say that as the relation of
causation links the world across time (i.e. causes are diachronically linked to their ‘gen-
erated’ effects), the relation of grounding links the world across levels (i.e. grounds are
synchronically linked to the ‘generated’ (grounded) effects) (Schaffer 2016). Thus, as a
directed-dependency relation, grounding is analogous to causation in such a manner as
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to render the former as one that has a species-similarity to the latter.23 That is, once one
(again) distinguishes the more from the less fundamental, it is quite natural to posit an
explanatorily backed, generative relation that is analogous to causation, which leads to
the following final principle:

(16) (Causal Analogy): If x grounds y, then y is a generated ‘effect’ of x, as mediated by
principles of grounding and aptly modelled by Structural Equation Modelling.

The systematic analogy between grounding and causation centres on the manner in which a
directed-dependency relation is mediated within a causal and grounding context. That is,
if laws of nature mediate a given directed-dependency relation, then it is a case of caus-
ation. Whereas if the (law-like) principles of grounding (or grounding principles) fulfil the role
of mediating a given directed-dependency relation, then it is a case of grounding.24 This
analogical link between grounding and causation can be further elucidated through the
use of the prominent formal framework of Structural Equation Models, which were devel-
oped within a causal context by individuals such as Judea Pearl (2009) and James
Woodward (2003).25 The primary advantage of Structural Equation Models, according to
Schaffer (2016, 60), is that of them providing the most precise method for detailing
directed-dependency relationships between entities. Hence, in a directed-dependency
relationship, we have the sources (i.e. causes, grounds) via a link (i.e. causal law, grounding
principle) generating a result (i.e. effect, derivative) which can be aptly modelled by the
input-function-output structure of Structural Equation Modelling (Schaffer, n.d., 4).
Thus, taking (Paradigm) as a grounding test case, in the first stage, a Structural
Equation Model starts with a representation of the system under study, which is then
divided into sets of independent and dependent variables. The independent and depend-
ent variables (in this case, Socrates and Singleton) are then mapped to a specific range of
allotted values as such:

Variables: <Independents={(Socrates)}, Dependents={(Singleton)}, Range={(Singleton)→
{0,1}, (Socrates)→{0,1}}.

In the second stage, one then implements the functions given the ‘dynamics’ of the sys-
tem, where, according to (Schaffer, n.d., 6), there is a linking of the dependent variables
by the function that maps the values of the input variables to their output value (where
‘<=’ is to be read as ‘is the output of’ (i.e. ‘Singleton is the output of the set-formation func-
tion on Socrates’)):

Functions: {(Singleton) <=set-formation(Socrates)}.

Finally, in the last stage one just needs to evaluate the ‘fundamentality conditions’,26 by
assigning values to the independent variables according to what actually happened in
reality:

Assignment: {(Socrates) = 1}.

By {(Socrates) = 1} being the case in reality, one can derive the result of {(Singleton) = 1}
for the respective model. Utilizing a Structural Equation Model in this way enables one
to ascertain a viable synchronic metaphysical explanation for why Singleton-Socrates
exists, from the existence of Socrates, via the dependence function that captures the
grounding principles (or more specifically, the set-formation principle).27 That is, given
that Socrates exists (Socrates = 1) and the principles of grounding (set-formation) are at
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work, it is no coincidence that the Singleton-Socrates exists as well (Singleton = 1).
Singleton-Socrates is the output of this principle on the input of Singleton ((Singleton)
<=set-formation(Socrates)), leading to an explanation for Singleton-Socrates’ existence
(Schaffer, n.d.). Thus, a Structural Equation Model expresses how grounding, in an analo-
gous manner to causation, provides the directed connection needed for explanation and
induces a hierarchical structural relationship that stems from a more fundamental source
(e.g. Socrates’s existence) via a link (e.g. the set-formation principle) to a generated, less
fundamental result (Singleton-Socrates’ existence). Therefore, in a grounding relationship,
the more fundamental input generates and provides an explanation for the less funda-
mental output analogously to how a cause generates an effect and provides an explanation
for its occurrence – grounding is thus a relation which is analogous to causation. Taking all
of these things into account, we thus can conclude that grounding names a relation that
has the following characteristics:

(17) (Grounding):
(i) Directed and Necessitating: A primitive directed-dependency relation that neces-

sarily links the more fundamental entities to the less fundamental entities.
(ii) Explanatory and Generative: Ultimately backs synchronic metaphysical explana-

tions for the nature and/or existence of the less fundamental entities with ref-
erence to the more fundamental entities that generate them.

(iii) Causal: Analogous to causation in such a manner as to be mediated by (law-like)
principles of grounding and aptly modelled by Structural Equation Models.

Given this construal of grounding, we can now further elucidate the notion of fundamen-
tality in light of grounding, and re-state (Fundamentality) in its indexed format as such:

(18) (FundamentalG): x is fundamental if x is independentG and completeG.

In unpacking this, we, first, can state the indexed version of (Independence) as such:

(19) (IndependenceG): x is independent if nothing grounds x.

And, second, we can state the indexed version of (Completeness) also as such:

(20) (CompletenessG): The set of the xxs is (or the xxs plurally are, or a non-set-like x is)
complete at a world w just in case its members ground everything else at w.

According to (FundamentalityG), as further elucidated by (IndependenceG) and
(CompletenessG), an entity is fundamental if it is ungrounded (i.e. not grounded by any
other entity) and is a member of a set of entities at a world whose members ground every-
thing else in that specific world. Whereas an entity is derivative, that is non-fundamental
(i.e. dependent and non-complete), if something grounds it and/or it is not a member of a
set of entities at a world whose members ground everything else in that specific world.28

In further precisifying this connection between fundamentality and grounding we can
apply the various grounding principles within this framework resulting in the nature
of a fundamental entity being as shown in Table 1.

A fundamental entity is thus one that is not an output of a grounding relation, rather it
ultimately serves as the ground of everything else. For a fundamental entity, nothing
presses upwards on it; instead, it serves the role of pressing upwards on all other (non-
fundamental) entities – it is a basic feature of the hierarchical structure of reality
(Bennett 2017, 111). We thus have a clear, and indexed, precisification of the notion of
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fundamentality with a clarification here of how the building-relation of grounding fits
neatly into this picture. We can now utilize these two notions to further clarify
(Monarchy2).

Building the fundamental monarchy

The monarchy takes the term ‘God’ (in the primary sense) to solely designate the Father,
who is the ultimate archē anarchos (i.e. the ultimate source without source). Within
pro-Nicene Trinitarianism, the Father, unlike the Son and the Spirit, is taken to exist of
himself, be the ultimate source of everything and thus be the one true ‘God’. With our
initial precisification of this position, through (Monarchy2), we reconstrued it in a nom-
inal and fundamentality sense, and thus the one true ‘God’, identified as the Father, is the
only named ‘God’ and the sole fundamental divine person. Expounding this now within
the building-fundamentality framework at hand, the Father is the ‘unexplained explainer’,
in that he is, on the one hand, independent, which is to say that he is unbuilt and, on the
other hand, he is complete, which is to say that he is a member of a set of entities at a
world whose members build everything else.29 However, as noted above, the notions of
independence and completeness are ambiguous as they stand. In that, we must index
each of the notions to particular building-relations. Thus, focusing on the specific
building-relation of grounding, the Father being independent is reducible to him being
ungrounded and him being complete is reducible to him being a member of a set of

Table 1. Fundamentality grounding principles

Grounding

Principles IndependentG (Ungrounded) CompleteG (Ground)

Directed This entity does not rank below any other

entity in the hierarchical structure of

reality.

This entity is part of a set which ranks

higher than any other entity in the

hierarchical structure of reality within

the specific world in which this set

exists.

Necessitating The existence of another entity does not

necessitate the existence of this entity.

This entity is part of a set which

necessitates the existence of every

other entity within the specific world

in which this set exists.

Generative This entity’s existence and intrinsic nature

are not fixed by the existence and

intrinsic nature of any other entity.

This entity is part of a set whose

existence fixes the existence and

intrinsic nature of every other entity

within the specific world in which this

set exists.

Explanatory This entity’s existence, at a specific time, is

not explained by the existence of any

other entity.

This entity is part of a set which, at a

specific time, explains the existence of

all other entities within the specific

world in which this set exists.

Causal This entity is not a grounded effect of any

other entity and thus is not the output

of a Structural Equation Model.

This entity is part of a set which is the

generator of other entities which are

grounded effects and thus is the input

of a Structural Equation Model within

the specific world in which this set

exists.
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entities at a world whose members ground everything else. In short, the Father is the
ungrounded ground of everything else. Given this, and the linguistic distinction intro-
duced above, we can now further precisify (Monarchy2) by reconstruing it as such:

(21) (Monarchy3):
(i) There are three persons: the Father, the Son, and the Spirit, who share one

divine nature and thus are each equally divine (i.e. ‘God’ in the predicative sense).
(ii) The one ‘God’ (in the nominal sense), who is the fundamental (i.e. independent

and complete) divine person, is numerically identical to one of the persons: the
Father, who is the sole ground (i.e. builder) of the Son and the Spirit.

Thus (Monarchy3), which asserts that the Father is ‘God’ in the ‘nominal’ sense, is to be
construed, as noted previously, as him being ‘God’ in a ‘fundamentality sense’. The
Father, as the fundamental divine person, is ontologically prior to all other things in
the hierarchical structure of reality. He is independent of all things and exists as the com-
plete entity within this structure, due to him being ungrounded (i.e. unbuilt) and fulfilling
the role of grounding (i.e. building) the Son, the Spirit, and all other features of reality.
The Father is thus fundamental by not being the output of any grounding relation, in
that nothing ‘presses upwards’ on him, rather he presses upwards on all other (non-
fundamental) entities. We can thus further elucidate the nature of the Father’s role as
the fundamental entity within the Trinity by applying the grounding principles to this
specific case as well (see Table 2):

Table 2. Trinitarian fundamentality grounding principles

Grounding

Principles IndependentG (Ungrounded) CompleteG (Ground)

Directed The Father does not rank below the Son

and the Spirit or any other entity in the

hierarchical structure of reality.

The Father ranks higher than the Son and

the Spirit and any other entity in the

hierarchical structure of reality within

the specific world in which he exists.

Necessitating The existence of the Son and the Spirit or

any other entity does not necessitate

the existence of the Father.

The Father’s existence necessitates the

existence of the Son and Spirit and

every other entity within the specific

world in which he exists.

Generative The Father’s existence and intrinsic nature

are not fixed by the existence and

intrinsic nature of the Son and the Spirit

or any other entity.

The Father’s existence and intrinsic

nature fixes the existence and intrinsic

nature of the Son and the Spirit and

every other entity within the specific

world in which he exists.

Explanatory The Father’s existence, at a specific time,

is not explained by the existence of the

Son and the Spirit or any other entity.

The Father’s existence, at a specific time,

explains the existence of the Son and

the Spirit and all other entities within

the specific world in which he exists.

Causal The Father is not a grounded effect of the

Son and the Spirit or any other entity

and thus is not the output of a

Structural Equation Model.

The Father is the generator of the Son

and the Spirit, and all other entities

that are grounded effects, and thus is

the input of a Structural Equation

Model within the specific world in

which he exists.
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Grounding, conceived as a relation of directed dependence, plays the needed role of a
necessary explanation-backing link that stems from the Father to Son and the Spirit, and is
mediated by the principles of grounding. Moreover, the importance of this role that is ful-
filled by grounding within this specific context can be further emphasized by focusing
on a particular element of the systematic analogy between grounding and causation:
the possibility for one to utilize Structural Equation Models to map grounding cases.
By focusing on this specific element, one can thus formulate an apt Structural Equation
Model for the Trinitarian case as such:

Variables: <Independents={(Father)}, Dependents={(Son, Spirit)}, Range={(Son, Spirit)→
{0,1}, (Father)→{0,1}}.

Functions: {(Son, Spirit) <=procession(Father)}.
Assignment: {(Father = 1)}.

By {(Father = 1)} being the case in reality, one can derive the result of {(Son, Spirit = 1)} for
this specific model. We thus have, as in the more mundane grounding example above, an
explanation of a more fundamental source (the Father’s existence) via a link (procession
principle) generating a less fundamental result (the Son and the Spirit’s existence) which
has been aptly modelled by the input-function-output structure of a Structural
Equation Model. There is a viable synchronic metaphysical explanation here for why
the Son and the Spirit exist (Son, Spirit = 1), from the existence of the Father (Father =
1), via grounding, or more specifically, the procession principle (<=procession).30 That
is, given that the Father exists and the principles of grounding (procession) are at
work, it is no coincidence that the Son and the Spirit exist too. The Son and the Spirit
are the output of this principle on the input of the Father and thus are the necessary
grounded ‘effects’ of the Father in a manner analogous to causation. The holding of
this relationship within the Trinitarian life reveals that the Son and the Spirit are not
independent through them being grounded (i.e. built) entities. That is, by them having
the Father as their source, they derive their existence from him in the sense that they
exist (and are divine) because of the Father grounding (i.e. building) them. The Father
thus acts as the fundamental source within the Trinity – his existence is sufficient for
the existence of the Son and the Spirit at any given time, ultimately backing a synchronic
metaphysical explanation for them existing as they do. Thus, fixing the existence and
intrinsic nature of the Father ensures, first, that the grounding relation obtains within
the Trinity and, second, that the Son and the Spirit exist with the intrinsic nature that
they have. The Son and Spirit are thus dependent for their existence upon an external
entity, rather than existing in and of themselves in an ungrounded state. Thus, as the
Son and the Spirit are the less fundamental result within this grounding relationship,
they are subordinate entities. However, the Son and the Spirit are not only rendered as
subordinate through being dependent entities, but are also rendered as such due to
them each being non-complete entities, in that they are each not a member of the set
of entities at a world that grounds everything else. This is primarily due to them not
grounding at least one entity in that world, the Father, who exists as an ungrounded
entity. Therefore, there is an essential asymmetry, distinct ordering, and status distinction
between the Father who, as the independent and complete entity (i.e. the ungrounded
ground of everything else), is fundamental, and the Son and the Spirit, who, as dependent
and non-complete entities (i.e. grounded entities that are not the ground of everything
else), are thus derivative, non-fundamental entities.

We can now illustrate this status distinction through the following fundamentality
(hierarchical) structure featured in Figure 1.
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There is a hierarchical structure within the Trinity as we have the case here of a fun-
damental entity undergirding some derivative (subordinate) entities, with the grounding
relation connecting the undergirding entity to these entities that are at a higher level in
the structure of reality. Thus, the Son and the Spirit (i.e. the undergirded entities) are
linked, by the grounding relation as less fundamental output, to a more fundamental
input (i.e. undergirding entity), the Father.31 Within this hierarchical structure, as
noted previously, the Father is thus the fundamental and most ‘basic’ entity in all of real-
ity who serves as the ultimate (synchronic metaphysical) explanation for the nature and/
or existence of the Son and the Spirit (and all other reality). He is thus numerically iden-
tical to the one ‘God’ (i.e. the fundamental divine person). Yet, the Son and the Spirit, are
not ‘God’ (in the nominal sense), through them lacking this fundamentality. However, the
question that is now presented to us is whether this lack of fundamentality entails a prob-
lematic ontological distinction (or subordination) between them. As if the one ‘God’ is
numerically identical to the Father and thus the Son and the Spirit are simply not
‘God’ in that specific sense of the word (i.e. in the nominal-sense), what grounds do we
have for upholding an ontological equality (i.e. a homoousion) between the persons? In
answering these questions, it will be helpful to focus on identifying the type of subordi-
nationism that is affirmed by the doctrine. To this issue, we now turn.

An ontological subordination problem

At the most basic level (Monarchy3) is committed to the following:

(22) (Subordination) The Son and Spirit are subordinate to the Father.

However, in further elucidating the nature of (Subordination), Mark Edwards (2020) and
R. T. Mullins (2020) have helpfully identified some different types of subordinationism
prevalent within Church history, with the three types that are most relevant for our
case being:32

(a) (Ontological Subordinationism) The Son and the Spirit are subordinate to the
Father in that the Son and the Spirit have an essence which is inferior to the
Father’s.

Figure 1. Trinitarian fundamentality structure
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(b) (Aetiological Subordinationism) The Son and the Spirit are subordinate to the
Father in that the Son and the Spirit are caused to exist by the Father.

(c) (Axiological Subordinationism) The Son and the Spirit are subordinate to the
Father in that (a) the Son and the Spirit are equal to the Father in essence, but
(b) are inferior in rank or status.

Taking into account the different kinds of subordination relations, the question that is
presented to us is what kind of subordinationism does (Monarchy3) commit one to?
Clearly, the answer seems to be that of an axiological subordinationism, where the Son
and the Spirit possess the same essence as the Father and thus are (what Mullins terms)
‘minimally’ homoousios with him in the sense that they possess the same essential great-
making properties as the Father (i.e. they are ‘extensively’ equal to him), and have these
properties to the same degree of intensity (i.e. they are ‘intensively’ equal to him) (Mullins
2020, 7)).33 However, there is a difference in rank (or status) between them due to the
Father being the only entity in the Trinity who is a fundamental divine person. That is,
as previously noted, (Monarchy3) takes the Father to be ground of the Son and the
Spirit and thus is superior in rank (or status) to each of them. However, this difference
in rank (or status) seems to entail, as Mullins (2020, 6–7) notes in a related context, an
ontological distinction (or subordination) between the persons, due to there being an
inferiority in essence between them. Yet, if this is so, then the inherent subordination
of (Monarchy3) is incompatible with the central tenet of pro-Nicene Trinitarianism: the
ontological equality of the persons. Thus, (Monarchy3) seems to entail not only an axio-
logical subordination but also a problematic ontological subordination as well.34

More fully, this problem has been termed by Mullins (2020, 11–12) the ‘Ontological
Subordination Problem’, and has been shown by him to centre around the following
property:

(23) (Aseity1)=df. not having a cause for one’s existence.

This property, according to Mullins (2020, 13), is plausibly assumed to be a great-making
property due to the prevalence of this assumption in Christian theological writings. The
Father as the fundamental divine person and ground within the Trinity possesses the
property of aseity, and the Son and the Spirit, who are entities that are (analogously)
‘caused’ to exist (i.e. grounded) by the Father, do not possess it. However, if this is the
case, then the Son and the Spirit lack an essential great-making property that the
Father has and thus possess an extensively inferior essence to the Father, resulting in
them not being minimally homoousios.

Interestingly, however, this issue does not, in fact, plague the present proposal due to
the relativity of the notion of building. That is, according to (Monarchy3), the Father exists
as the fundamental (i.e. independent and complete) divine person and the Son and the
Spirit exist as the derivative (i.e. dependent and non-complete) divine persons that
are ‘built’ by him. Yet, this building of the latter by the former is solely relative to
the building-relation of grounding. Thus, given that the Father builds the Son and the
Spirit, it does not, in fact, entail that they also lack the property of aseity. As for this
to be the case, the Son and the Spirit would need to literally (rather than analogously)
be built and derivative with respect to the building-relation of causation, given that the
definition of aseity above solely requires an entity to exist uncaused.35 Thus, the Son
and the Spirit are indeed uncaused entities and exist a se along with the Father through
them being unbuilt with respect to the building-relation of causation. However, there is
still a status distinction between them and the Father, as they continue to exist as built
and derivate entities with respect to the building-relation of grounding. The Son and
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the Spirit are grounded, but uncaused, and thus are axiologically subordinate to the
Father, who is ungrounded and uncaused. Nevertheless, despite this status distinction,
there is no ontological distinction (or subordination) between the persons who are
each a se in line with Mullins’s definition of the property.

However, one might class this response as a quick move that is dependent upon a faulty
definition. As if we take a more generalized definition of aseity, such as that provided by
Sarah Adams and Jon Robson (2020, 253):

(24) (Aseity2)=df. not depending upon another distinct entity for one’s existence and/
or nature

the previous response to the Ontological Subordination Problemwould not be applicable here,
given that an entity could only exist a se if they lack any dependence relation. The Son and the
Spirit, even though they may be uncaused, are grounded entities, and thus are dependent for
their existence and/or nature on the Fatherwho serves as their ground, while the Father is a se
through depending on no other distinct entity for his nature and/or existence. Plausibly then,
there is indeed an ontological distinction (or subordination) between the persons through the
Father possessing a property which the Son and the Spirit lack.

However, a potentially fruitful way for one to respond to this reformulation of the
problem would be to switch focus from utilizing the notion of building, to that of
understanding the type of property that aseity is.36 Specifically, this response focuses
on demonstrating the fact that aseity is correctly understood to be an extrinsic property,
rather than an intrinsic one. Thus, given Mullins’ notion of minimal homoousios (and the
conceptualization of this within Church history detailed below), there is no need for this
property to be possessed by the Son and the Spirit for them to be ontologically equal to
the Father.

So, in understanding and unpacking this property distinction, we see that intuitively an
intrinsic property (e.g. the mass of an object) is one that an object has solely in virtue of
how it is, and an extrinsic property (e.g. the weight of an object) is simply one that is not
intrinsic. In further elucidating the former type of property, Jaegwon Kim (1982) sug-
gested that a property is intrinsic if it is unaccompanied (i.e. can be possessed by an object
that is all alone). David Lewis (1983), however, replied to this suggestion by Kim that the
property of ’being alone’ is not itself intrinsic, even though it meets the specific require-
ment of being unaccompanied. Thus, Lewis and Rae Langton (1998), whose view is gener-
ally taken to be the locus classicus on the subject, instead saw that a better understanding
of intrinsicality is that of it being a necessary condition for an intrinsic property that it is
independent of accompaniment. A property is independent of accompaniment if it is inde-
pendent either of loneliness (i.e. it can be had by an object that does not coexist with
a contingent object wholly distinct from itself) or accompaniment (i.e. it can be had by
an object that coexists with a contingent object wholly distinct from itself). More pre-
cisely, as noted by Langton and Lewis (1998, 334), a property P is independent of accom-
paniment if and only if the following four conditions are met:37

(25) (Independence Criterion):
(a) It is possible for a lonely object to possess P.
(b) It is possible for a lonely object to lack P.
(c) It is possible for an accompanied object to possess P.
(d) It is possible for an accompanied object to lack P.

An intrinsic property is thus one that can be had by an object regardless of whether it is
lonely or accompanied, which captures the intuitive idea that an intrinsic property is such

Religious Studies 15

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412521000020
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 213.104.127.26, on 05 Mar 2021 at 12:34:16, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412521000020
https://www.cambridge.org/core


that the possessing or lacking of it is independent of the existence or non-existence of any
other entity. Thus, contra Kim, even though an intrinsic property is compatible with lone-
liness, an object being lonely is not what makes this object possess this type of property –
lacking the property is also compatible with loneliness. Likewise, with accompaniment, if
a property is intrinsic, then an object being accompanied is not what makes something
have that property – lacking the property is also compatible with accompaniment.
Intrinsic properties are thus left unchanged by an object being accompanied or being
lonely. In short: having or lacking the property is independent of accompaniment or lone-
liness. It is compatible with either of these states, and it does not imply either of them as
well (Langton and Lewis, 1998). Interestingly, however, although (Independence Criterion)
captures a necessary condition for intrinsicality, it fails to provide a sufficient condition
for it. This lack of sufficiency had been noted by Langton and Lewis (1998, 335)
themselves, because there are certain properties (such as the disjunctive property of
being lonely and cubical or accompanied and non-cubical) which meet the condition
(i.e. are independent of accompaniment) and yet are intuitively extrinsic properties.
Nevertheless, given that (Independence Criterion) is indeed a necessary condition for a
property being intrinsic, we need not focus on the additional means that Langton and
Lewis (1998) provide for establishing a sufficient definition of an intrinsic property.38

Rather, one only needs to appeal to the necessary condition on intrinsicality expressed
by (Independence Criterion) and, specifically, the sub-condition (b) of the criterion stating
that if a property P is intrinsic then, possibly, there exists a lonely object that lacks the
property. In applying this to the issue at hand, we can see that the assumption of the
intrinsicality of the property of aseity (i.e. the property of not depending on any other
entity), given the specific sub-condition above, seems to be incorrect, because this prop-
erty is not independent of accompaniment. For if this property were to be independent of
accompaniment, then a lonely object must be able to lack this property as well, which is
clearly not the case.

More fully, as noted above, if a property is to be independent of accompaniment, then
the fact that an object possesses or lacks this property does not rely on the existence or
non-existence of any other, wholly distinct entity. However, it does clearly seem to be
the case that for an object to lack the property of aseity (as defined by (Aseity2)) it
must rely on the existence of another, wholly distinct entity for it to do so. For it is indeed
not possible that a given object could, in fact, be lonely (and thus exist unaccompanied)
and be a dependent entity, which is to say that it lacks the property of aseity (i.e. it is
not a se according to (Aseity2)). As for an object to lack possession of the property of aseity
it would indeed require that the object under question be accompanied. Thus, because of
this, the property of aseity is not independent of accompaniment, which is enough to dis-
qualify this property from being intrinsic, given the necessity of (Independence Criterion)
for intrinsicality.39 The property of aseity must thus be extrinsic, and as an extrinsic prop-
erty, its possession by the Father, and its lack of possession by the Son and the Spirit, does
not result in there being any ontological subordination within the Trinity. Since, as noted
previously, the minimal homoousion of the persons requires that they possess the same
great-making properties. However, as Mullins (2020, 3, emphasis added) himself notes, a
‘great-making property is an intrinsic property that would improve the greatness of any
being that has it’. Thus, the great-making properties that make up the essence of the
Trinitarian persons, and thus renders them as minimally homoousios, are solely to be
taken as intrinsic properties of them. Thus, these great-making properties are possessed
independently of accompaniment and are the sole type of properties that could not differ
among the persons, as Richard Swinburne (2018, 422, 424, emphasis added) helpfully notes
in support of the latter statement: ‘it was agreed that each of the persons has the same
essential intrinsic properties which alone make them divine…what none of the Fathers
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would advocate is that the Son and Spirit differ from each other in virtue of any intrinsic
properties … for in that case they would not have a common ούσία’. Therefore, despite the
Father’s possession of the property of aseity and the fundamentality distinction/axiologi-
cal subordination of the Son and the Spirit to him, the essence of the Son and the Spirit is
not inferior to that of the Father. There is indeed a possession of the same intrinsic essence
between the Trinitarian persons, with the Father, as the fundamental entity within the
Trinity, having the intrinsic divine essence and existing in a fundamental way. Yet, the
Son and the Spirit, despite their axiological subordination to the Father, still possess
the same intrinsic divine essence as him, with each of them only existing in a derivative
way. We thus still have the same intrinsic essence being shared between the persons regard-
less of the status distinction between them and the Father’s possession of the extrinsic prop-
erty of aseity. All of this enables the Trinitarian persons to be extensively (and intensively)
equal to each other and thus the ontological equality between them within the hierarchical
structure of the Trinitarian life can be preserved, rather than negated, by the monarchy.

Conclusion

In conclusion, in this article the doctrine of the monarchy of the Father, and the inherent
subordinationism intimately tied to this doctrine, was reconstrued in fundamentality
terms, underwritten by the notion of building. The Father was taken to be the one
‘God’ (in the nominal sense), through him being the sole fundamental (i.e. independent
and complete) divine person within the Trinity. The Son and the Spirit were thus
taken to be divine persons who are not ‘God’ (in the nominal sense), due to them each
being derivative, non-fundamental (i.e. dependent and non-complete) entities. However,
this axiological subordination of the Son and the Spirit to the Father did not imply an
ontological distinction (or subordination) between the persons, due to the property of
aseity being extrinsic and thus there not being a requirement for it to be shared by
the Son and the Spirit in order for them to be (minimally) homoousios with the Father.
The doctrine of the monarchy of the Father thus allows one to be committed to a
Trinitarian structure that posits the existence of the one ‘God’, the Father, the fundamen-
tal divine person, and two other entities, the Son and the Spirit, who, as non-fundamental
(axiologically subordinate) derivative persons, are not correctly designated as ‘God’ in the
primary (i.e. nominal) sense of the word. However, through their possession of the same
intrinsic divine essence as the Father, they are still ontologically equal to him and are thus
‘God’ in the fullest, yet secondary sense of the word.
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Notes

1. The specific view concerning the monarchy of the Father that is assumed here is that of what Beau Branson
(n.d.) has termed the Strong Monarchy View, rather than the Weak Monarchy View. For an explanation of this dis-
tinction, see Branson (n.d., 9–10).
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2. All verses in this section are from the ESV translation.
3. Throughout this article there will be an interchanging of the terms ‘nature’, ‘essence’, or ‘substance’ without
any change in meaning.
4. The term pro-Nicene refers to the theologians and works in favour of the declarations made at Nicaea (325 CE)
and Constantinople (381 CE). For a further explanation of this term, see Ayres (2004, 239).
5. This notion will be further defined in a ‘minimal’ sense in the latter half of this article.
6. Lewis Ayres (2010, 67, 248), however, sees Latin-speaking theologians such as Augustine as also holding to this
view, where he strategically moved between a usage of the term in reference to the Father and also to the Trinity
as a whole.
7. NPF2= Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Second Series and Spir. = On the Holy Spirit (Basil of Caesarea 1887).
8. Ep. = Epistles (Gregory of Nyssa 1957).
9. Over the past four decades, stemming from the work of E. P. Meijering (1973), there has been an interesting
debate concerning the correct interpretation of Gregory’s position on the monarchy. In this article, I side with
that of Christopher Beeley (2008) (and others) that the monarchy is of the Father alone (and not of the divine
nature/essence/substance), and refer one to the arguments adduced by him.
10. Importantly, however, in line with pro-Nicene Trinitarianism, the Son and the Spirit can be called ‘God’
(in the predicative sense) due to them sharing in the nature of the Father and functioning (specifically in the
case of the Son) as the ‘image’ of him.
11. Cf. Swinburne (2018).
12. ‘Person’ in the modern sense of the word. For an explanation of this sense, see Swinburne (2018, 425–426).
13. For the reasons for privileging independence over completeness, see Bennett (2017, 122–123).
14. The primary reason for focusing on the building-relation of grounding, rather than that of the other
building-relations, is due to the non-applicability of these other relations within a theistic context, where a div-
ine person, being a concrete, metaphysically simple entity, would thus not be a composed and constituted entity
that can be related to anything by a set formation/realization/micro-based determination relation. However, as
grounding does not have these implications, it seems to provide the right type of building-relationship to further
elucidate the notion of fundamentality.
15. For a historical explanation of these individuals’ roles in developing the notion of ground, see Raven (2020).
16. For a further detailing of this variety of ground, and the other varieties of ground such as the partial, imme-
diate, mediate, weak, and strict varieties, see Fine (2012, 51–53).
17. However, all of these formal principles are indeed controversial. Thus, first, for issues with asymmetry see
Rodriguez-Pereyra (2015). Second, for issues with irreflexivity, see Jenkins (2011). Third, for issues with transi-
tivity, see Schaffer (2012).
18. First, for an explanation of the non-monotonicity of ground, see Audi (2012). Second, for an explanation of
the hyperintensionality of ground, see Jenkins (2011). Third, for an extended explanation of necessitarianism, see
Trogdon (2013). And for issues with it, see Leuenberger (2013). For a defence of it, see Cameron (2008).
19. For arguments against ground being a ‘strict’ order, see Rodriguez-Pereyra (2015). For a defence of ground as
a ‘strict’ order, see Raven (2015).
20. For a different, but highly influential conception of ground, that does not take it to be a relation, but a
sentential operator that has facts within its purview, see Fine (2012).
21. Another view within the literature is that of ‘unionism’, which identifies ground with explanation. For a
statement of this view, see Raven (2015, 326) and Maurin (2019, 1578).
22. That grounding is super-internal was first posited by Bennett (2011, 32–33). Furthermore, grounding’s super-
internality is not to be confused with the internality of other relations, as the former type of internality, and not
the latter, requires that only one of the relata exists in order for the relation to hold between the relata.
23. Thus, grounding, in this conceptualization of it, is distinct from (rather than identical to) causation as
Alastair Wilson (2018) has recently argued that it is. For an argument against this identification made by
Wilson, see Schaffer (2016, 94–96).
24. Wilson (2018, 1–2) is more instructive than Schaffer (2016) in highlighting the importance of the different
ways that the directed-dependency relation is mediated. Furthermore, Schaffer (2016, 57) uses the terms ‘laws of
metaphysics’ rather than ‘principles of grounding’ (or ‘grounding principles’), which feature in a later article
(Schaffer, n.d.). We can thus take both of these terms to be synonymous and continue using the latter.
25. Though more limited than Structural Equation Models, directed graphs are also helpful in modelling
directed-dependency relations. For an explanation of this, see Schaffer (2016, 63).
26. In a causal model these conditions would be the initial conditions, rather than the fundamentality conditions
that are featured in a grounding model.
27. The set-formation principle would be a specific application of the grounding principles within a set-theoretic
context.
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28. For brevity, the additional clause ‘in that specific world’ will now be an unwritten assumption.
29. Specifically, the Father would be the sole member of this set.
30. The procession principle would be a specific application of the grounding principles within a Trinitarian
context.
31. However, by the Son and the Spirit being ‘derivative’ entities it does not mean that they are created entities
which, assuming the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo (i.e. creation out of nothing), would require the Son and the Spirit
to be brought from non-being into being at some point in time. However, as the Son and the Spirit are
backwardly-everlasting entities, this is clearly not the case.
32. These descriptions of the forms of subordinationism are based on Mullins (2020, 5–6), who defines them
solely in reference to the Son.
33. Henceforth, the homoousion of the persons will be that of them being ontologically equal in this ‘minimal’ sense.
34. A similar objection has been raised by J. P. Moreland and William Lane Craig (2003, 575–596) and Keith
Yandell (2009). For a helpful response to them, see Makin (2018, 387–389).
35. It is important to re-emphasize that the notion of ground utilized here is not identical to causation, but is
simply analogous to it.
36. The following section builds on the work of Adams and Robson (2020, 255–256).
37. The acceptance of this criterion in the wider literature is noted by Carrie Figdor (2014, 145) where she writes
that ‘[i]t is fair to say that their independence criterion, as a way of capturing at least part of what it is for a
property to be had “in, and of itself,” enjoys widespread tacit acceptance if not explicit support’.
38. For Langton and Lewis’s response to this issue, which seeks to provide a sufficient condition governing
intrinsicality centred on the notion of ‘naturalness’, see: (2001, 335–336). For an argument against the sufficiency
of this approach, see Marshall and Parsons (2001) and Witmer et al. (2005, 327–331).
39. This response is also applicable to the problem presented by (Aseity1), given that the property of ‘being
uncaused’ is also not independent of accompaniment (through it failing to meet sub-condition (b)). Thus, the
first response to the Ontological Subordination Problem can now simply be viewed as a pedagogical response,
rather than the main response to it, which has now been provided through this ‘intrinsicality argument’.
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