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1. Emergence  

Emergent phenomena are understood in philosophy to be higher 

level than that from which they emerge. 

Nothing within the lower- or base-level phenomena determines 

the interactions at the higher level. Because emergence is 

partly a result of a causal process, we cannot say that 

supervenience strictly holds between the base-level and 

higher-level phenomena. 

In emergence, some phenomenon E that is based upon some 

base-level phenomenon B without being reducible to it. In this 

sense, the base does not determine E. Identically empowered 

parts need not produce identically empowered wholes. 

An account is owed of levels in nature. Is the world really 

stratified? One answer will be in terms of part-whole 

constitution. If one set of phenomena jointly constitutes 

another phenomenon, then it is lower level that it. 

2. Top-Down Causation 

If there are higher-level and emergent phenomena, it creates the 

possibility of top-down or downward causation. This is where 

a change or intervention at a higher-level produces a change 

at a lower level, e.g. stress leading to physiological changes. 

Reductionists who accept that nature is stratified into levels will 

think that all causation is bottom-up, e.g. that a chemical 

imbalance in the brain is responsible for a feeling of stress. 

We know downward causation works in practice (Ellis, Noble & 

O’Connor 2012). But how does it work in theory? 

It is hard to see how one could accept downward causation unless 

one also allowed emergence. But an emergentist is not 

committed to top-down causation. The emergent phenomena 

could be epiphenomenal, though this is an unattractive 

position. Or an emergentist could claim that emergent 

phenomena have effects only at the same high level. This view 

doesn’t avoid all problems (see Kim 2006: 199). 

3. Simultaneity of cause and effect 

The issues of emergence vs reductionism and top-down vs 

bottom-up causation traditionally have been separated.  

Issues of emergence vs reduction are seen as matters of 

constitution, which is a synchronous relation: that which 

constitutes and that which is constituted exist at the same 

time. 

Issues of causation are nowadays understood as diachronic as 

they are purported to involve a temporal asymmetry: causes 

occur before their effects, it is said. Hence, whether the stress 

caused the bodily disturbance or the bodily disturbance 

caused the stress could be decided in part by which came first. 

However, there is a weight of argument for understanding 

causation as a matter of synchronicity too: see Aristotle, Kant.  

The floor might first get wet and then, only later, does someone 

slip on it. Yet the causing of someone slipping only occurs at 

the time that someone is walking upon the wet surface. 

Do we then have two different inter-level relations that can hold 

synchronously: constitution and causation? Or do they 

amount to the same? We will see that they are closely 

connected as we understand emergence as the special case of  

bottom-up causation in which phenomena are created that 

are capable of top-down causing or “demerging”.  

This reconceptualises the discussion in a very different way from 

the norm in which emergence is closely allied with top-down 

causation. We say it creates the possibility of top-down, but it 

is actually as special form of bottom-up, where the base 

creates radically new kinds of higher-level powers.  

4. Emergent causal powers 

Particulars have causal powers. Because things can be parts of 

larger things, these powers sometimes compose to make 

resultant powers, e.g. when component forces are added, 

such as when a group of people pull a rope.  

Composition alone gives us only a weak form of emergence, such 

as Van Gulick’s (2001) Specific Value Emergence; e.g. where 

something weighs 10 lbs though none of its proper parts do. 

However, there might be cases where the powers of the whole 

are not mere aggregates of the powers of the parts. Some 

cases involve non-linear composition. Candy bars cause 

pleasure but in a non-linear way. 10 candy bars do not 

produce 10x the pleasure of one. 

Nonlinearity was for a time seen as a key idea in emergence (see 

Wilson 2013). But even if values compose in a non-linear way, 

does it really matter? Is any real novelty introduced, e.g. 

where the parts have a joint sum value of 10 but the whole 

that they compose has a value of 30? 

Van Gulick also discusses Modest Kind Emergence, where the 

whole has some property that is different in kind from the 

properties of the parts, e.g. where something is coloured even 

though its parts are not, or a table top is square though its 

parts are two triangles. But does this also allow too much to 

count as emergent and too easily? 

What the emergentist seems to need is some form of Radical Kind 

Emergence, where the emergent properties are of a radically 

different kind from those of the base properties. 

Some powers emerge only from the powers of the components 

being together and interacting. Chemical bonding involves 

changes in the elements. The original components only exist 

‘virtually’ in the whole. In this sense, there is neither hydrogen 

nor oxygen in H2O, once they have formed the molecule. 

Also chlorine is a poisonous gas; sodium ignites spontaneously on 

water. You might think that the composition of chlorine and 

sodium would be highly dangerous: both poisonous and 



explosive. But sodium chloride has neither of these causal 

powers. And it tastes salty, which none of its components do. 

This is where we can get a radical kind emergence. The coming 

together of the parts to form a whole involves a 

transformation of the parts through their interaction.  

Emergent powers of wholes cannot then be mere aggregates of 

the powers of parts. But it is only by a power entering into a 

relation with another that a new, holistic power emerges.  

This requires a dynamic view of emergence rather than the static 

view of classical mereological composition. There is no tension 

between dynamicity and simultaneity. That causes and effect 

are simultaneous does not entail that they are instantaneous, 

consistent with transformation taking time. 

5. Example of social phenomena 

Social science provides a source of examples to illustrate this view 

(Elder Vass 2010, 2012). Such examples can also form test 

cases for the theory. 

In the first place, we should accept that while societies are 

constituted by a plurality of individuals, it is also vital that 

those individuals stand in a certain relation. Specifically, to be 

a society, that plurality, as a bare minimum, must be an 

interacting plurality. We constitute a society because we 

interact with each other. What we do affects others and what 

others do affects us. 

Consider the example of language use (other examples could be 

shared norms/values, shared cultural heritage, shared political 

structures and duties, shared sense of identity).  

Wittgenstein’s private language argument tells us that a solitary 

person could not have created, nor could use, a language, 

which requires the following of a set of norms of meaning that 

can only be supported by an interacting plurality of users. 

Language can then be understood as a higher-level social 

phenomenon, having normative emergent powers that are 

more than the mere aggregates of the powers of the 

individuals who have jointly created the language.  

Significantly, the existence of these higher-level normative powers 

causally affects the behaviour of the individual users. What 

has emerged then “demerges”, i.e. goes back down to affect 

the behaviour of the individuals within the user community. 

They speak the language. 

Thus, a demergent property is one that a thing has only in virtue 

of participating in a whole greater than itself. E.g. a person has 

the property of being a language-user only because she is part 

of a society that sustains a language & its norms. Likewise, an 

eye has no power to see on its own but can be a necessary 

part of a whole with that power. 

Note how these lower-level “demerged” changes could not have 

occurred without the action of the higher-level phenomena. 

6. Kim’s challenge 

Kim offers a conceptual analysis of the intended meaning of 

emergence, which he takes as a commitment to the 

supervenience but irreducibility of the emergent phenomena 

to the basal phenomena. 

But the definition offered by Kim leaves two other problems: 

i. Emergence is defined in terms of what it is not (E is not 

reducible). Consequently, being emergent is not a 

unitary or homogeneous relation. Compare with being 

not-red. Could emergence be defined in positive terms 

that are potentially unitary? 

ii. Can we show that emergent phenomena are not 

epiphenomenal? How can we explain their downward 

action without violating the principle of causal closure? 

In the case of ii, the emergentist wants, for example, that one’s 

psychological states can affect one’s physico-chemical states. 

Take emergent properties E and E* and the basal properties B and 

B* upon which E and E* are in turn based. E supervenes on B 

and E* supervenes on B*. 

Even to say that E causes E* is problematic. E* is realised only 

because B* is realised. So presumably E can cause E* only by 

causing B* upon which E* is based. 

But the principle of the causal closure of the physical tells us that 

B* must have entirely physical causes. And then B, upon which 

E is based, looks to be the real cause of B*, not E itself. 

So the emergentist must either:  

a) provide a good reason why causal closure is to be 

rejected, or 

b) show that their account of emergence does not violate 

causal closure. 

7. Response to Kim 

Is causal closure of the physical really the issue, given that the 

base-level has caused the emergent phenomena? 

Causal closure looks to be a problem especially when it concerns 

the mind-body problem and mental causation. We feel we 

have to defend the completeness of physics. 

The real issue to be abstracted from the preceding discussion is 

whether we need to defend the causal closure of the basal 

level. In defending top-down causation, while resisting 

systematic overdetermination, one is indeed denying that. So 

we should opt for a). 

Only a committed reductionist has to defend the causal closure of 

the basal, and putting it in these terms allows us to question 

what good evidence there would be for such a reductionism.  

If it only amounts to a denial of the view that powers of wholes 

can be more than sums of powers of parts, then we have 

already had that discussion. Hence, if we decide to adopt 

emergentism, we should not raise the issue of causal closure 

as a subsequent objection to that view. 

And notice that emergentism still gives a special place to the base 

level. It is from the base properties that higher-level 

properties emerge. Hence, to create the emergent properties, 

all God has to do is create the (right) base-level properties. 

Can Kim’s challenge i also be answered? Have we explained 

irreducibility in positive terms: powers of wholes are radically 

more than sums or parts? Arguably, yes. 


