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Emergentism  

Emergentism, usually traced in the West to the 19
th

 century British philosophers, Bain, Lewes 

and Mill, is traditionally understood as an alternative to reductionism. One is a reductionist about 

X’s if one holds that X’s properties are explained by reference to the properties of some more 

basic type of entity Y. The classic successful case of reduction is the reduction of heat to the 

mean kinetic energy of molecules. Normally philosophers and scientists wish to reduce “higher” 

more mysterious levels, such as life or mind, to lower-level, better understood phenomena on 

which those higher phenomena supervene (in the way that mental processes are believed to 

supervene on, or be based on, physiochemical processes in the brain).  

One is an emergentist about X’s if one holds that X’s supervene on Y’s but that X’s 

properties cannot be explained solely by reference to Y’s properties (that is, if there is a non-

trivial “explanatory gap” between X’s properties and Y’s properties). Thus, emergentists hold 

that X’s properties are novel relative to Y’s properties in the way that mental states seem novel 

relative to matter. Using this example, mental properties are said to emerge from brain processes. 

The item that emerges, e.g., in this case, mental properties, is called “the emergent”. The 

supervenience-requirement distinguishes emergentism from most species of vitalism (substantive 

vitalism being the view that the difference between living and non-living matter depends on the 

presence of some immaterial vital agent over and above the material base). Finally, although the 

present discussion conforms, for simplicity, to the standard formulation that the emergent is 

properties, this is too narrow. A more complete account would allow that the emergent can also 

be substances, laws, boundary conditions, etc.  

 

Emergent Materialism 

Emergentism in the West is generally understood as emergent materialism, the view that the 

properties of higher-level X’s supervene on but are not reducible to the properties of lower level 

material phenomena. This is because emergent materialism was proposed as a purported 

reasonable middle position between “mechanistic materialism” on the one hand, which invokes 
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only crude mechanical properties of matter, and substantive vitalism on the other. For this 

reason, Western philosophies are often blind to the fact that there are many additional non-

materialist emergence-like views in both Western and the Eastern philosophy. For example, 

although Whitehead, with his Platonist commitments, is British and an emergentist, he is not a 

British emergentist because the British emergentists, Bain et al, defend versions of emergent 

materialism.  

 

Different Types of  Emergence 

It is common to distinguish between weak, epistemological, emergence, and strong, ontological, 

emergence. The “weak” emergentist only claims that as far as our knowledge goes, X’s appear 

to emerge from Y’s, but hold that it is possible that with greater knowledge X’s would turn out to 

be reducible to Y’s after all. The “strong” emergentist, by contrast, claims that emergence is an 

ontologically real phenomenon independent of human limitations. “Weak” emergence seems 

quite trivial because it is based on the accidents of human knowledge. “Strong” (ontological) 

emergence is much more interesting. 

One must also distinguish between synchronic emergence and diachronic emergence. 

Synchronic emergence is, roughly, emergence at a time, e.g., someone’s mental states are 

emergent from their brain states. Diachronic emergence is emergence over time, the most well-

known version being emergent evolution, the view that novel forms of existence emerge over 

time. Different versions of emergent evolution are defended by Henri Bergson in France, Lloyd 

Morgan and Roy Wood Sellars in the United States, and S.I. Alexander and Karl Popper in 

England. Popper holds that Hegel’s dialectical metaphysics is more similar to Bergson’s view 

than is normally recognized.  

There are two main different traditional kinds of formulations of the emergence-relation. On 

the first, X’s are said to be emergent from Y’s if and only if the properties of X’s are, as it is 

said, “greater than the additive sums of” the properties of the parts of X’s. However, this 

formulation is flawed because it fails to take account of the structure of the Y’s. Correcting for 

that omission, one says that the properties of X’s are emergent from those of their Y-parts if the 

properties of the X’s are “greater than the additive sum” of Y’s structurally organized properties. 

That is, even after one reckons in the structure of the parts, there is still an explanatory gap 

between the properties of the organized parts and the emergent properties.  



ODIP: The Online Dictionary of Intercultural Philosophy 

3 

https://www.odiphilosophy.com 

Most philosopher’s do not deny that there are emergent properties. Even G.E. Moore, who 

was an implacable foe of the emergence he saw in Hegel, admitted that there are emergent 

properties in the area of values, specifically, that if value C is a combination of values A and B, 

C can be greater than the additive sum of A and B, e.g., the cosmos is good, and consciousness is 

good, but a consciousness of the cosmos is greater than the additive sum of the two “parts”. 

Similarly, the view that there are epiphenomenal (causally impotent) emergent qualities is not 

considered controversial. The heated battle is over the emergence of downward causal forces for 

this seems to imply that one can get causally more out of the physical product than one puts into 

it, which appears to violate conservation laws in physics.  

 

Whole and Part 

That traditional whole-part formulation is, however, flawed because it appears that not all of the 

relevant wholes can be said to have “parts” in the required sense. The alternative sort of 

formulation, tracing to that diverse group of philosophers that emphasize the importance of the 

creative process is that X’s are emergent from Y’s in the sense that X’s are the novel product of 

a creative process or synthesis or evolution. This is extremely important because there are many 

emergence-like views in Western philosophy that do not fit the definition of emergent 

materialism, e.g., the Pre-Socratics, Plato, Aristotle, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Heidegger, and 

Wittgenstein. It is also important because there are many emergence-like views in Asian 

philosophy, most obviously in Taoism, Buddhism and Hinduism, and, perhaps, in Japanese 

aesthetics, that advert to the creation of novel items but do not employ the traditional Western 

“whole-part” formulation or subscribe to materialism. For this reason, one seldom finds explicit 

references to emergentism per se in commentaries on Eastern philosophy (although this is 

changing), but one does find comparisons between the emergence-like views of Bergson and 

Whitehead with certain views in various Asian philosophers. 

 

Conclusion 

Despite the heated battles over emergence in the past centuries, emergentism has in recent 

decades made a robust comeback in both science and philosophy, sometimes under the 

description of self-organizing systems, and many distinguished philosophers now admit that non-
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trivial emergent phenomena must be countenanced. Further, the concept may help to appreciate 

the meaning and significance of various Asian philosophies.  

Richard McDonough 
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