The Whole and the Unanswered Question

The end of the world can never

be reached by traveling.

But without reaching the end of the world,
there’s no release from suffering.

Robitassa Sutta (SN 2.26)
Translated by Bhikkhu Sujato

ABSTRACT

Priority monism explains the world’s parts through the character of the whole. But what explains why
a whole with that character exists? I develop a challenge to the explanatory ambitions of monism from
Nagarjuna’s argument against replies that remain on a par with what they were supposed to establish.
The challenge grants that the whole has an irreducible character and genuinely grounds its parts. What
it disputes is that the whole’s priority makes its own character exempt from the inquiry into why the
world is organized as it is. I defend this claim against appeals to irreducibility and essential nature, then
consider a response based on indeterministic grounding. The resulting argument places three attractive
commitments in conflict: fundamental determination, explanatory finality, and genuine contingency.

1. Introduction

According to priority monism, the character of the world as a whole explains the existence and or-
ganization of its parts. Suppose that it does. What explains why a whole with that character exists?
The appeal to the whole might complete the inquiry into why reality is as it is, or it might leave us
with the same question about something more fundamental. The Buddhist philosopher Nagarjuna’s
critique of intrinsic nature suggests a way to press this difficulty. An answer, he argues, fails to remove
an objection when it remains “on a par with what is to be established.” I will develop this challenge
against the claim that reaching a fundamental whole brings the inquiry to an appropriate end.

The attraction of monism is easy to appreciate. Instead of beginning with independently consti-
tuted things and asking how they fit together, we begin with a world whose parts owe their existence
and character to it. Their apparent coordination reflects dependence on one source. This is a claim
about grounding: the whole explains what the parts are and why they are as they are.! Following
Schafter, I allow that the whole is heterogeneous and irreducibly characterized (2010, 58-59). Its
character need not reduce to properties of independently given parts.?

Priority monism is also a revealing test for contemporary engagements with Madhyamaka. If
things lack natures independent of their relations, it is tempting to give explanatory priority to the
structure in which they stand. Friend develops a structural realist response to a Nagarjunian argu-
ment about causation; Holder proposes a structural correspondence between discourse and reality

"Rosen (2010, 112-114) distinguishes grounding from supervenience and fundamental objects from fundamental facts. Talk
of the whole grounding its parts abbreviates explanatory claims about their existence and character.

2Compare Aitken (2021, 18 n. 62): a Madhyamika can grant a monist’s direction of priority while challenging the existence
of a final ground. Granting that direction does not settle where explanation appropriately ends.
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in interpreting Nagarjuna.® Neither proposal by itself commits one to an autonomous cosmic whole.
But they make a question pressing: what happens when the move from independent things to an ex-
planatory structure culminates in such a whole? Does it remove the commitment to intrinsic nature,
or preserve it at the level of the world?*

A distinction between two explanatory achievements is crucial here. A complete grounding basis
supplies grounds for everything derivative. It tells us what the parts depend on. But a theory might
identify this basis while leaving its obtaining brute: a legitimate subject of explanation for which
there is no explanation. Explanatory finality, as I will use the term, is the stronger achievement of
reaching a basis at which no appropriate question remains unanswered. Such a basis would complete
the inquiry, rather than simply mark the point at which the theory stops explaining.

Schaffer’s monism need not claim this stronger achievement. His question is what grounds what.
The ambition to complete the inquiry is nevertheless a serious one, and it has defenders. Dasgupta
motivates metaphysical rationalism by distinguishing an explanation through an underlying arrange-
ment from an account of why reality has that arrangement (2016, 382-384). Pearce considers a ratio-
nalist version of monism on which the whole’s nature explains the world’s particular character (2025,
304-305). The argument below concerns monism with this further ambition.’

Alongside finality, consider two familiar commitments. Fundamental determination says that
fixing everything fundamental fixes everything derivative: the fundamental provides a complete basis
for reality (Schaffer 2009, 377). Contingency says that the world could have had a different complete
organization. I argue that these three commitments cannotall be retained. Nagarjuna’s challenge first
directs us to the question a contingent whole inherits. Appeals to its nature and to indeterministic
grounding then supply increasingly demanding tests of the objection.

3Friend (2024, §§1, 8) appropriates an argument for structural realism rather than attributing his whole position to Nagar-
juna. Holder’s (2025) interpretive proposal makes reality the truthmaker of experience reports while denying truth-values to
ontological claims. These are distinct structural approaches, not explicit attributions of Schafter’s priority monism.

*Aitken (2021, 13 n. 40) expressly distinguishes Madhyamaka from structural realism that privileges ultimately real relations.
Relational interdependence neither entails a single fundamental whole nor secures that whole’s autonomy. The target here is
the further foundational commitment.

>Arnold (2019, 698-699) interprets the Madhyamaka target as what is finally explanatory. This motivates examining the
whole’s explanatory standing; it does not establish the realization premise without the argument of section 3.
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2. Nagarjuna’s challenge

In chapter 4 of the Fundamental Verses on the Middle Way (hereafter MMK), Nagarjuna examines
material form in relation to its cause. His target is the claim that either side has an intrinsic nature,
or svabbava: that it is what it is in its own right, independently of the other.® Toward the end of the
chapter, he makes a striking claim about attempts to answer his criticism:

If someone replies to a criticism made through emptiness, everything [offered in reply] remains
subject to the objection, being on a par with what is to be established. (MMK 4.8)”

On its own, this can sound like an announcement that no objection to Madhyamaka will ever be
admitted. Candrakirti’s commentary gives it a more interesting reading. The opponent responds to
a criticism of material form by appealing to feeling and the other aggregates: these exist, and material
form exists likewise. Candrakirti’s reply is that the proposed supporting cases face the same difficulty
as form. To understand why, we need to see what has gone wrong in the original case.

Here, ‘form’ means material form, rather than just shape. Candrakirti treats it as a product of the
four great elements. Nagarjuna asks whether form can be established independently of its cause, or
its cause independently of form (MMK 4.1-3). The first proposal removes the dependence that the
account was meant to explain. If form is established independently of the elements, it is no longer
established as their product. Nagarjuna draws the consequence that such form would be uncaused.
One cannot appeal to the independent establishment of form while retaining, without explanation,
its status as the effect under discussion.

The reverse proposal might seem more promising. Begin with the cause and use it to establish the
effect. But what establishes these elements as the cause of this form? Their existence alone does not
establish that they occupy this causal role. MMK 4.3 objects that a cause established apart from its
effect would be “a cause without an effect.” Candrakirti explains: “For the occurrence of the effect
is the reason for the cause’s being a cause.”® A piece of wood, for example, can exist without a fire.
But its existence alone does not establish that it is the fuel of a particular fire. That standing involves
the fire as well. Likewise, the elements cannot be established as the cause of this form independently
of their effect. The argument does not make the effect produce its cause; it exposes the dependence
already involved in specifying something as a cause.

The difficulty concerns independent establishment, not numerical difference. Different things
can plainly stand in causal relations. The stronger proposal is that one side has its causal character in

®MMXK 15.2 characterizes svabhdiva as unfabricated and independent of another: akytrimah svabbavo bi nirapeksab paratra ca.
Candrakirti’s discussion distinguishes this from what s ordinarily called a thing’s characteristic nature (Prasannapada, 114-116).
An intrinsic property in contemporary metaphysics need not satisfy this stronger independence claim.

"MMK 4.8: vigrahe yab paribiram kyte Sunyataya vadet / sarvam tasyaparibrtam samam sadhyena jayate //. Translations
of Nigarjuna and Candrakirti are mine. Sanskrit and commentary follow Vaidya’s edition of the Malamadhyamakakarika
with Candrakirti’s Prasannapada (1960), cited by printed page. The rendering of sarvam tasyaparibytam follows Candrakirti’s
explanation that the proposed supporting cases remain vulnerable to the same criticism (49-50).

SMMK 4.3: ripena tu vinirmuktam yadi syadrapakaranam / akiryakam karanam syan ndsty akaryam ca karanam//. Can-
drakirti: karanasya bi karanatve karyapravyetir betub (48).
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its own right. Its status as cause or effect does not permit this independence. This reconstructs one
part of Candrakirti’s broader examination through identity and difference.”

Now consider the opponent’s appeal to feeling. Feeling may seem more secure than material form:
whatever happens to the analysis of material things, surely there is feeling. But the opponent needs
more than the occurrence of feeling. The example must establish that something has the intrinsic
nature denied to form.'® Candrakirti points out that feeling is conditioned by contact, and the same
examination can therefore be repeated. Establish feeling independently of contact, and its standing as
a contact-conditioned phenomenon has been abandoned. Establish contactindependently of feeling,
and its standing as the condition of that feeling has not yet been secured. The proposed support
inherits the difficulty because it invokes the same conditioned status.

We can now see the point of “on a par with what is to be established.” The opponent needed
a case whose relevant status had been secured. Instead, the opponent supplied a case in which that
status remained open to the original criticism. Feeling and form are different phenomena, but that
difference does not touch the feature responsible for the objection. Before the appeal to feeling can
answer the criticism of form, the criticism must be answered for feeling itself. Candrakirti expressly
extends this pattern to whole and part, among other pairs (1960, 50).*

A related move appears in chapter 7. Origination explains the arising of conditioned things. But
if origination is itself conditioned, it too must arise. The opponent has two originations produce
one another; Nagarjuna asks how either performs its productive work when its own arising depends
on the other’s work (MMK 7.3-7).!% The demand follows from origination’s own classification as
conditioned. Its role in explaining other things leaves that demand in place.

A contemporary use of this strategy has to establish its own parity. A fundamental whole need
not be a conditioned product, and I will not infer that it depends on its parts from the fact that we
describe it through them. What it shares with the organization it explains is a different feature: its
obtaining settles which of two admitted complete realities is actual. If that is what originally called
for explanation, does locating it in an irreducible whole make the question go away?

"The expressions nirmukta, apart from, and prthaksiddhba, separately established, support this reconstruction of MMK 4.1-3.
It reconstructs the independence challenge, rather than every stage of Candrakirti’s identity-and-difference examination. For
the disputed inference from causal dependence to emptiness, see Westerhoft (2023). Dependence in being a cause does not by
itself establish contemporary grounding dependence.

10Tsongkhapa (2006, 35-38), drawing on Buddhapalita and Candrakirti’s Catubsataka commentary, distinguishes mere exis-
tence from existence through one’s own character. Establishing that feeling occurs does not thereby establish the latter status.
This distinction also explains why the argument need not deny conventional causal relations.

U Candrakirti glosses vigraha as parapaksadiisana, criticism of the opposing position. A parihira would remove the criticism;
aparibyta says it has not been removed. Samam sadbyena identifies parity with what still needs establishment. His extension to
whole and part occurs in laksyalaksanakaryakiranivayavyavayavadayo pi (50). The contemporary realization premise is an
additional argument, not a translation of this expression.

12Candrakirti attributes the reciprocal proposal to the Sammitiyas. The two devices are primary origination and the origination
of origination (Prasannapada, 60-61). This passage concerns conditioned production; its application to grounding requires the
independent argument developed below.
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3. Why this whole?

Imagine a world with one bright region against a dark background, and another with two. Any
admitted qualitative difference would do. Suppose both organizations are possible. The monist
explains the first through a whole with global character A, and the second through a whole with B.
These can be irreducible characters, and the worlds can contain different individual wholes. The
example requires only that reality could have had a genuinely different organization.

Why is the world organized in the first way? We can ask this before deciding whether the regional
facts are fundamental or derivative. We might investigate their grounds and discover that they have
none. That would be a substantial finding: the distribution is brute. It would not show that our
question was confused merely because we had not yet learned where the distribution stood in the
grounding order. The question concerns the obtaining of this organization, and it admits either a
grounding explanation or a finding that there is nothing further to explain it.

An apparently good question can, of course, rest on a mistake. But what would the mistake be
here? We have not assumed that the regions are derivative or that their organization must have a
ground. We ask whether anything accounts for an actuality whose alternative the monist admits.
Discovering that the organization is primitive would answer this inquiry negatively; it would not
correct an assumption on which the inquiry rests.

The monist now gives an answer: the A-whole. This is a genuine advance. One source can
account for indefinitely many regional facts, and differences that looked independent can be under-
stood together. But the answer also tells us where the contrast between the two worlds enters the
account. An A-whole explains why there is one bright region; a B-whole would explain why there
are two. The further question is why there is an A-whole. This question follows the explanation to
the fact on which it depends. It does not introduce an unrelated topic after the monist has done the
work asked of it.

At this point, a monist should resist a tempting comparison. A pluralist leaves a collection of
independently constituted things in a brute arrangement. An irreducibly characterized whole need
not contain independently constituted things waiting to be arranged. Its organization belongs to
it primitively. There is no separate problem of putting the pieces together, because the pieces derive
their characters from the whole. To describe the whole as another brute arrangement of independent
things would simply assume that the monist is wrong.

This reply succeeds against an objection about assembly. It does not answer the question we
began with. Compare “How are independently constituted parts combined to make this world?”
with “Why does a world of this kind exist?” The monist can reject the presupposition of the first
question. The second grants everything said about the parts’ dependence on the whole. A world
with character A exists; a world with character B could have existed. Both claims remain true on
the proposed account. Irreducibility changes what each world is like and how its organization is
explained. It does not remove the difference between what either world would be like and which
kind of world exists.

Monism can be true in either of our possible worlds. To explain the actual organization, the
monist adds that the whole has A. Together, these claims can fully ground the regional facts. But
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the claim that there is an A-whole is precisely what distinguishes the account of this world from the
corresponding account of the other. Leave it brute, and the explanation depends on an unexplained
fact about which kind of world exists. One brute fact may be a considerable improvement over many
independent ones. It is still a brute fact about the organization we set out to explain.

These considerations support what I will call the realization premise:

The contingent realization of the ultimate basis for the world’s organization remains an appropri-
ate subject of the inquiry into why the world has that organization.

This distinguishes an appropriate question from one with a guaranteed answer.'®> Nor does it require
an explanation to explain its own premises. The A-whole can fully explain the parts even if its realiza-
tion is brute. The premise concerns the further ambition of completing the inquiry into the world’s
organization. Explaining the parts through a common source does not by itself fulfill that ambition.

The strongest reply is that the whole and its parts belong to different explanatory categories. The
parts are constituted by something more basic; the whole is the ultimate constitution of reality. Expla-
nation proceeds from a basis to what it constitutes. Asking what constitutes the basis itself mistakes
the role of a basis. An irreducible whole is therefore exempt from this demand even if its character
is contingent. On this view, the original question ends when we discover what kind of fact we have
reached.

There is a real difference here. The monist is entitled to deny that the whole has a constitutive
explanation through independently established parts. If it exhausts concrete reality, there is no fur-
ther concrete object outside it to do the explaining, and appealing to its derivatives would reverse the
priority we have granted. But these restrictions do not show that the question about its realization
mistakes its subject. An explanation through the whole’s nature, if available, would answer that
question without assembling it from prior parts. So might an explanation through an appropriate
necessary principle. The question does not specify in advance which kind of explanation it must
receive.

Suppose, however, that every such explanation is ruled out: the whole is essentially ungrounded.
Even this does not settle whether its realization is exempt from inquiry. Following Dasgupta, distin-
guish a fact that is autonomous, for which a further explanatory question is inappropriate, from one
that is brute, for which the question is appropriate but has no answer (2016, 383-388). A proof that
no ground could exist would establish that no grounding explanation is available. It would not yet dis-
tinguish autonomy from necessary bruteness. Our question never presupposed that a ground must
exist. If an inability to have grounds were enough for autonomy, every necessarily brute foundation
would acquire finality just by being necessarily brute.

Why, then, count the unexplained realization as brute? Because what remains unexplained is still
the obtaining of one complete organization rather than the admitted alternative. Accept the whole’s
irreducibility, its priority to its parts, and everything said about what an A-whole would be. We
still have to distinguish there being such a whole from there being a B-whole. The monist makes

B Aitken (2024) defends an unrestricted principle of sufficient reason in Nagarjuna. Bliss (2026, §§2-4) distinguishes hav-
ing reasons from having sufficient reasons and separates local from global explanatory projects. The present premise requires
eligibility for inquiry, not an answer to every question; section 5 also grants complete indeterministic explanations.
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this distinction by affirming that the A-whole exists. That assertion supplies the ultimate fact about
which organized reality there is. It does not dissolve that fact into a definition or expose a mistake in
taking it as a subject for explanation.

The categorical reply thus explains why the whole has no explanation through more basic concrete
constituents. It does not show why the factual difference between an A-reality and a B-reality ceases
to invite explanation when located at the foundation. Intrinsicness does not help: the question con-
cerns which intrinsic character is realized and requires no relation to an exterior. Joining intrinsicness
to irreducibility and ungroundedness still leaves this factual difference in place.

A defender of autonomous contingencies will dispute the realization premise. But the case for it
does not consist merely in our ability to ask another question. The inquiry began with the actuality
of this organization, independently of a view about its grounds. The whole explains the organization
by locating its source in a particular global character. Its own realization consequently continues the
inquiry in the respect that made it appropriate. This is the contemporary parity: the whole and its
parts need not be alike in constitution or priority for the question to apply to both. Perhaps, then,

the whole’s nature explains its existence as well as its character.

4. Explanation by the whole’s nature

Suppose the whole is A essentially: a whole without A would not be this whole.1 Asking why it
happened to acquire A rather than B would then be mistaken. There was no otherwise identifiable
whole to which either character might have been attached. On the strongest proposal, the whole is in-
separable from its complete characterization; its identity cannot be understood first and its character
afterward.

This removes one description of the alternative. Another remains: a different whole, essentially B,
could have existed instead. Let each whole have its character whenever it exists. We can agree entirely
about their natures while disagreeing about which exists. Knowing what an A-whole must be is not
yet knowing why there is one. Distinguishing two completely characterized possible realities requires
no bare bearer underlying either character. It requires only the alternative already admitted.

An appeal to the whole’s nature can therefore explain its features without accounting for its exis-
tence. There is one bright region because that organization follows from what the A-whole is. But
if a B-whole remains possible, this explanation does not tell us why the A-whole is realized. We have
not failed to take its nature seriously. We have accepted the nature in formulating the question.

Could the whole’s actuality itself explain why it exists? Here we should distinguish being un-
grounded from being self-grounding. Nagarjuna brings out a corresponding difficulty in his discus-
sion of self-origination:

How could this unarisen origination generate itself? If, already arisen, it generates, what is gener-
ated again? (MMK 7.13)

"“Fine (1994) distinguishes what follows from a thing’s nature from what is merely necessary of it. I grant the stronger essen-
tialist claim. The objection does not identify essence with modal invariance.

BMMK 7.13: anutpanno yam utpidah svatmanam janayet katham / athotpanno janayate jate kim janyate punab //. For
Candrakirti’s commentary, see Prasannapada, 64.
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On Candrakirti’s reading, if origination has not yet arisen, there is no arisen producer to do the
generating. If it has already arisen, the proposed explanation presupposes what it was supposed to
explain. Its subsequent productive work cannot account for its own prior arising. In the case of
grounding, if the fact that an A-whole exists is offered as its own strict ground, irreflexivity rules out
the explanation. But a primitive whole need not ground itself, and an appeal to its essence need not
identify its existence with its ground. An essential truth could be distinct from the existence fact it
explains. The latter proposal deserves to be considered on its own terms. !¢

Suppose, then, that the whole’s nature explains why it exists necessarily. Necessary existence alone
leaves the qualitative question open. A necessarily existing whole might have a contingent character:
A in one world, B in another. The whole would exist in either case, but we would still need to
consider why it has the character it does. The natural response is to combine the two proposals.
The whole necessarily exists, and its entire fundamental character belongs to it essentially. Now we
have an account on which there must be an A-whole. The previously contingent realization has been
removed.

This response changes the modal picture. Include all fundamental laws and conditions needed
for the whole to do its grounding work. If this entire basis is invariant across the relevant possibilities,
fundamental determination requires that the derivative organization be invariant too. The reasoning
is elementary: there cannot be a difference in what is grounded without a difference in the complete
fundamental basis; there is no possible difference in that basis; so there is no possible difference of the
relevant kind in the organization it grounds. The world with two bright regions has been excluded.!”

A necessitarian can accept this result. The present objection is to retaining determination and
finality together with the admitted contingency. Necessary realization gives the monist a way to
remove the contrast that sustained the question in section 3, but only by denying that the alternative
is possible. This does not show that necessary truths are automatically autonomous; they can them-
selves admit of explanation. It shows what the appeal to necessity accomplishes in this argument. It
closes the question about the alternative by closing off the alternative.

An ultimate basis that could have been otherwise faces the question of why it obtains. A basis
that could not have been otherwise appears to make the world it determines necessary. Could that
same necessary basis completely explain a contingent world?

5. Explanation without determination

Pearce argues that metaphysical rationalism should embrace grounding indeterminism: a complete
ground may explain an outcome without necessitating it, even when the total circumstances are
held fixed. His rationalist version of monism takes the real definition of the whole as the ultimate
resource for explaining its concrete realization. This differs from Schaffer’s formulation in terms of

16Schaffer formulates strict grounding as irreflexive (2009, 376). Nigirjuna’s argument about origination does not indepen-
g g gar] g g p
dently prove this contemporary constraint. Nor does a claim of necessary existence entail temporal changelessness.
7The requirement concerns the entire operative basis, including its extent and any fundamental laws or conditions. The
q p g y
necessity of every item on an incomplete list would not establish its invariance. The argument concerns the admitted qualitative
alternative, without assuming that all possible differences must be qualitative.
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the grounding of things (Pearce 2025, 304-305). The proposed definition can be necessary while the
world whose realization it explains remains contingent.18

An indeterministic explanation need not await a missing factor. On a libertarian account, for
example, an agent may fully explain her action although she could have acted differently in exactly the
same circumstances. Pearce uses this case to defend complete indeterministic explanation (318-319).
Likewise, a necessary basis might fully explain the world with one bright region although it could
have explained one with two. The explanation answers a legitimate question without eliminating the
alternative.

Grant this response in full. Every substantive fact about the actual world and its grounding ex-
planation is completely explained, and the ultimate resources appropriately end the inquiry. The
realization premise permits this. It makes a contingent realization eligible for explanation without
requiring the explanation to necessitate it. The objection to a brute whole was that an appropriate
question remained unanswered. Here it has been answered.

What the monist cannot retain is fundamental determination. Two worlds agree in their entire
ultimate basis, including all relevant laws and circumstances, but differ in derivative organization.
Determination rules out exactly this combination. The disagreement does not concern whether the
actual explanation is complete; we have granted that it is. It concerns whether a complete account of
the fundamental settles what the world is like.

Why should a metaphysician want this additional achievement? The ambition to describe what
fundamentally constitutes reality is naturally an ambition to specify a basis that settles everything
constituted by it. Once that basis is fully specified, a complete description should leave no room for a
turther difference in the derivative world. This need not give us a way to calculate the derivative facts.
The basis might determine them even if their derivation were beyond us. The claim is that there is
no further variation for a more detailed fundamental description to settle.

Indeterministic explanation offers something different. Having fixed everything fundamental, we
still have to say whether there is one bright region or two. There is a further fact to record, even if
there is no further ground to add. Someone who wants a complete explanation of every actual fact
may be satisfied. Someone who also wants the fundamental constitution of reality to settle its entire
derivative organization has lost something. Schafter expressly rejects indeterministic grounding on
this basis (2016, 61 n. 10, 94). Determination is therefore an independently motivated commitment,
rather than a condition we have built into the word “explanation.”

Could a contingent enabling condition restore determination? The necessary basis together with
this condition might settle which world obtains. But if the condition is fundamental and contingent,
the realization question returns. If it is explained through further conditions, we follow the explana-
tion to its ultimate basis. Variation in organization without variation in that basis still abandons
determination. Variation in an ultimate resource left unexplained still abandons finality.

The same alternatives apply to the fact that the basis actually grounds this world. If that fact is
a primitive contingency, it becomes a new place at which the account leaves the relevant difference

¥Denying grounding necessitarianism need not deny global determination. Leuenberger (2014, §§I1, IV-V) allows counterex-
ying g g y g 23

amples to necessitation while defending supervenience constraints. The response tested here is stronger: even the complete
ultimate basis, including relevant laws and conditions, can remain unchanged while the derivative outcome varies.
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unexplained. Ifit is itself indeterministically grounded in the unchanged basis, there is still derivative
variation without fundamental variation. If the basis determines it, it cannot distinguish worlds that
agree in the basis. Nothing in this reasoning requires a grounding connection to be included among
the first-order grounds. The question concerns the status of an explanatory resource once introduced.
Like the origination examined by Nagarjuna, it must be assessed for the feature that generated the
problem, rather than exempted because of the work it is introduced to do.

One final response turns on the monist’s conception of the whole. Surely a world with one bright
region and a world with two differ in the whole’s intrinsic character. How, then, could they agree
in everything fundamental? Schaffer counts having parts with particular properties and relations
among a whole’s intrinsic properties (2010, 40-41). Fixing the whole’s complete intrinsic character
would therefore fix the regional organization.

The response is right about a complete intrinsic description of the whole. But that description
must include whichever indeterministic outcome actually occurs. Fix it, and of course the outcome
is fixed: the outcome is among the facts the description already records. What matters for determina-
tion is whether fixing the fundamental basis fixes that outcome. A fact does not become fundamental
just because it is a fact about a fundamental object. If the whole’s complete intrinsic description
includes facts that are indeterministically grounded, it cannot serve as evidence that the fundamental
determines them. If, instead, a primitive global character determines every intrinsic fact about the
whole, we return to the question of why that character is realized.”

Pearce already argues from necessary autonomous grounds and contingent substantive facts to
grounding indeterminism (2025, 307-308). The present argument develops the challenge for an
irreducibly characterized whole. Its priority explains the parts, its nature specifies what it must be,
and its complete intrinsic description records everything within it. None of these achievements by
itself makes its contingent realization an appropriate point at which inquiry ends.

6. Conclusion

The whole may explain every part while leaving unanswered why a whole of this kind exists. The
world’s actual organization invited explanation before we settled what grounds it. Locating its basis
in an irreducible whole preserves the difference between its actuality and an admitted alternative. The
whole’s priority does not by itself answer why that basis obtains.

Given the realization premise, the three commitments set out at the beginning cannot all be re-
tained. Contingency and determination require a corresponding possible difference in the ultimate
basis. Leaving that difference brute fails finality. A necessarily realized basis avoids this contingency
at the foundation, but determination then excludes the alternative organization. Indeterministic
grounding can preserve contingency and, on the concession made here, explanatory finality; it does so
by giving up determination. The disagreement over the realization premise is therefore consequential.

PSchaffer’s duplication requirement concerns basic objects and their fundamental relations, with a minimal-duplicate quali-
fication (2010, 39 n. 14). The argument here concerns agreement in the entire fundamental basis; it does not identify this with
duplication of an object whose intrinsic features include derivative facts.

10



THE WHOLE AND THE UNANSWERED QUESTION

It concerns whether the actuality of the whole can be exempt from an inquiry thatits own explanatory
role continues.

Nagarjuna’s opponent appealed to feeling as though moving to a different phenomenon removed
the difficulty about its intrinsic nature. The objection could be answered only by addressing the
feature that feeling shared with form. The monist faces a corresponding demand. The whole is
different from its parts in precisely the respects the theory emphasizes. Yet if its contingent character
is left unexplained, the world’s actuality remains subject to the inquiry that led us to it. A primitive
whole then gives the question its final location. It does not supply its final answer.
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