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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis traces a thread that runs through emergentism in analytical philosophy and the 
thought of five philosophers: Martin Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Charles Taylor, John 
Dewey, and Richard Rorty. I suggest that the insight that connects all of these thinkers is 
precisely the insight that undergirds a theory of “strong emergence,” which acknowledges that in 
certain systems, properties emerge that exert causal influence on the system out of which they 
emerged. Strong emergence offers a helpful “third way” to describe human personhood that is 
neither reductionistic nor dualistic and maintains that the human person is both dependent upon 
and (within certain limits) autonomous from the system out of which it emerges. I will suggest 
that the hermeneutic philosophy of Heidegger, Gadamer, and Taylor clarifies the historical 
cultural conditions out of which the human person emerges as a critical and creative agent in a 
way that similarly maintains a balance between the dependence and autonomy of the human 
person. Dewey and Rorty, on the other hand, provide accounts of human situatedness but 
emphasize the creative freedom that emerges out of this situatedness, characterizing humans as 
artists or poets who can engage with their situatedness in novel ways. For both Dewey and Rorty, 
our ability to shape the future and to shape ourselves is built into our experience in the world. I 
will conclude that each of these five thinkers develop accounts of human personhood that 
resonate with strong emergence, describing how human persons are able to emerge out of their 
embeddedness in the world, upon which they remain ever dependent, as creative innovators. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

From the time René Descartes introduced the distinction between res extensa and res 

cogitans, philosophers in the West have been faced with the difficult problem of articulating how 

the mind is related to the body.1 In the 20th century, many philosophers focused their efforts on 

dissolving the mind-body problem altogether by doing away with the idea that res cogitans exists 

independently of the body and can therefore disengage from the material world. In the words of 

Charles Taylor, “much of the most insightful philosophy of the twentieth century has gone [on] 

to refute this picture of the disengaged subject” (Sources of the Self, 514). However, Descartes’ 

distinction still represents an intuition about the nature of human experience that cannot be 

ignored or dismissed, and indeed, one that is taken up even by those who critique the Cartesian 

picture. This intuition involves the common sense idea that humans seem to have a special self-

awareness that allows them to adopt fresh perspectives on themselves and the world. In other 

words, regardless of the precise details of what makes up the human person, we (along with 

many philosophers) cannot seem to shake the idea that we are more than the sum of our parts. 

Our special status of being “more” characterizes us as what some philosophers call emergent.  

The easiest way out of the mind-body problem is simply to eliminate the problematic 

term. The reductionist project in science and philosophy has tended to identify the body as the 

“really real” and deny the legitimate existence of the mind. In eliminating the difficult half of the 

problem, however, this perspective often leaves us with an impoverished and stunted view of 

                                                
1 Before blaming Descartes for all the problems in Western philosophy, it should be noted that Descartes 

himself offered what he considered to be a solution to the mind-body problem. Mark A. Bedau notes that Descartes 
developed an account of how res cogitans and res extensa interact, even though they are two types of substances, 
based on the idea that res cogitans was emergent from a bodily organ (Bedau 1986). The mind-body problem was 
extended and complicated by post-Cartesians who took up Descartes’ problem without accepting his proposed 
solution. 
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what it means to be human, one that threatens to reduce the universe and human beings to 

random or mechanistic interactions between fundamental particles. Few philosophers will 

unreservedly avow this sort of reductionist claim, but, in recent years, there have been a variety 

of attempts to nuance a physicalist or materialist picture to increase its viability. One such 

attempt involves the idea that systems of parts sometimes undergo a process of emergence, 

whereby the collection of the system’s parts become something that cannot be derived from the 

parts in isolation; the whole only emerges as a result of the interaction between parts. As a result, 

many theorists who study this phenomenon of emergence in analytic philosophy (i.e., 

“emergentists”) find it deeply compatible with what has come to be called “non-reductive 

physicalism” (or “non-reductive materialism”), forming something of an orthodoxy in 

emergentism (El-Hani and Pihlström 2002).2  

While this movement in emergentism marks an increasing openness to more nuanced and 

less reductionistic pictures of the world, the kind of “insightful philosophy” that Taylor admires 

is the type that does the hard work of undermining the entire post-Cartesian dualist framework. 

For philosophers who do this work, the problem is not found on either side of the mind-body 

dualism; the problem is the entire picture. The post-Cartesian picture tends to obscure the fact 

that human self-awareness, or personhood in general, emerges out of already being in the world 

and acting in it. For a philosopher like Martin Heidegger, this is the biggest problem with post-

Cartesian metaphysics: it assumes that a human being is a mind-like essence that is detachable 

from its experience in the world. Heidegger suggests that things are not so simple. The advantage 

                                                
2 In an assessment of his contemporary philosophical climate, Richard Rorty notes that, thanks to Hilary Putnam 

and Donald Davidson, non-reductive physicalism remains a viable way of remaining (at least nominally) physicalist 
without slipping into the reductive tendency of science to overstep its epistemological bounds. According to Rorty, 
this middle road has come to be characteristic of most streams of American analytic philosophy (Objectivity, 
Relativism, and Truth, 113). 
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of a new framework like Heidegger’s is that it neither falls back into a dualistic picture nor takes 

the reductionistic easy way out. 

What is at stake here can be framed as a spectrum between “dependence” and 

“autonomy.” Emergentist philosopher Michele Di Francesco argues that these two ingredients 

are central to any conception of individuality: “Dependence and autonomy can be seen as the 

fundamental ingredients of our philosophical recipes: according to the degree of ‘materialistic’ 

dependence or ‘Cartesian’ autonomy we allow, we may cook the philosophical dishes we find 

more palatable” (Di Francesco 2010, 64). Indeed, when we understand the human person as 

dependent upon but emergent from a system involving the subject, the world, and other persons, 

dependence and autonomy are placed in a proper balance that does justice to both. At the risk of 

overstating the case: on the one hand, post-Cartesian autonomy does not sufficiently take into 

account the dependence of the human being on the world, and, on the other, reductionist 

materialism (i.e. complete dependence on the physical) does not do justice to the complexity of 

human experience, including the degree of freedom it affords.  

I hope to identify a third option as an alternative to an exclusive emphasis on either 

extreme autonomy or radical dependence. Using several influential 20th century thinkers who 

have suggested such a third option as case studies, I will illuminate how each develops an 

account of human dependence and autonomy that deals with both in a satisfying way, classifying 

their work as iterations of “strong emergence.” Strong emergence, as opposed to a weak form, is 

used by emergentists to describe the way in which something that is more than the sum of its 

parts may be in possession of unique causal powers or novel qualities. In order to illustrate the 

ways in which the human person is strongly emergent out of a world by which it is shaped and to 

which it is indebted, I will examine the fundamental ontology of Martin Heidegger and the ways 



4 

this ontology is taken up and amended by Hans-Georg Gadamer, as well as by the “moral 

ontology” of Charles Taylor. After having identified an antireductionistic sense of dependence as 

constitutive of the human person, I will show that these figures also emphasize a certain capacity 

for autonomy (in terms of creativity and authenticity) that is characteristic of a strongly emergent 

individual. Having established an emergent ontology that maintains a balance between 

dependence and autonomy, I will analyze the liberal conception of selfhood developed in John 

Dewey and Richard Rorty, read in resonance with the preceding phenomenological account of 

selfhood, in order to establish certain epistemological limits around the ontological freedom that 

can be considered as granted to an emergent individual.  

This thesis will be organized into three chapters: (1) Emergence and Personhood, (2) A 

Phenomenology of Indebtedness, and (3) Innovative Individuality. The first will serve as a 

literature review of recent debates in emergentism that outlines the revitalization of strong 

emergence in recent years. This chapter will serve to provide a foundational vocabulary with 

which to identify resonances and shared themes among the philosophers studied in subsequent 

chapters. The second chapter will focus on the hermeneutic philosophies of Martin Heidegger, 

Hans-Georg Gadamer, and Charles Taylor, describing how the human person is dependent upon 

a meaningful world for existence in general. Each of these thinkers also includes what I will 

identify as an account of emergence that describes the freedom of the human person within 

certain limits. Picking up on this freedom, the third chapter will delve into the work of John 

Dewey and Richard Rorty, who emphasize in distinct but related ways the freedom attributed to 

the human person.  

Some of the most significant work of Heidegger, Gadamer, Taylor, Dewey, and Rorty are 

attempts to address this question: how should we think about the human person when we no 
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longer find the dualist model compelling? Tying together these thinkers in terms of a theory of 

strong emergence is a project that holds dependence and autonomy in tension. These five 

thinkers fit naturally as conversation partners in this endeavor because of their shared concerns 

and the way in which their conclusions can reinforce one another. In light of this 

complementarity, it is not surprising to find a significant thread running through all five thinkers. 

Before tracing this thread, however, it is necessary to introduce and clarify the concept of 

emergence and its use in the current literature. In order to do so, I will begin with a review and 

analysis of the most salient voices in the emergentist literature in analytical philosophy since 

emergentism’s founding father, John Stuart Mill, introduced the concept (if not the precise term). 

In doing so, I will situate my project within the ongoing discussion and suggest its value for the 

field of philosophical anthropology. 
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I 

EMERGENCE AND PERSONHOOD 

 

In 2009, a team of researchers at Hokkaido University in Japan arranged oat flakes to 

model the layout of cities around Tokyo and set loose Physarum polycephalum, the slime mold 

(which is, more accurately, an amoeboid protozoan). The single-celled organism seemed to have 

single-handedly solved a problem that took a slew of highly trained and intelligent engineers to 

tackle: it accurately and efficiently mapped the best possible routes for the Tokyo rail system 

(Tero et al., 2010). P. polycephalum has also shown its mettle in the face of complex maze 

problems, proving its apparently substantial problem solving capacities (Nakagaki et al., 2000). 

The secret to P. polycephalum’s success is that it follows a simple rule: optimize access to food. 

The slime mold does this by expanding its tendrils in all possible directions until it finds a food 

source, and then maintains only the tendrils that find food, retracting the superfluous ones. Doing 

this allows it to find the best routes between oat flakes or the most efficient path through a maze. 

At first glance, it would not be difficult to conceive of P. polycephalum as intelligent in 

the way that humans are intelligent, having the ability to apply creativity and perform mental 

calculations when faced with difficult problems. There is just one problem: a slime mold does 

not have a brain. Rather than defaulting to a description of a micromanaging mental entity to 

make sense of its behaviour, it can be described as emergent. Though it appears to make creative, 

calculated, or intelligent choices, its behaviour unfolds as an emergent property out of the 

interaction between the layout of the environment within which it is embedded and simple rules 

about when to grow and when to retract its tendrils. That is, although it is tempting to 

anthropomorphize P. polycephalum because its behaviour appears to be motivated by a mental 



7 

entity behind the wheel, so to speak, its seemingly intelligent behaviour actually emerges out of 

the functioning of the system itself (involving the slime mold and its environment). 

Emergent behaviour such as that of P. polycephalum forces us to consider a difficult 

question: is a human being different in kind from a slime mold or is the difference simply one of 

degree? Is human behaviour, unlike the slime mold, motivated by a mental entity behind the 

wheel, or are we just driverless (but highly complex) slime molds barreling down the freeway? A 

model of intelligence based on emergent behaviour lends explanatory power to a wide range of 

human activity, relieving the mind from its necessary explanatory role in some spheres of 

complex behaviour. In response to the logical conclusion that a human is just a vastly more 

complex slime mold, it is tempting to hold tightly to a robust mind-body dualism in metaphysics 

that assures us that our human uniqueness resides in our inner mental lives. However, P. 

polycephalum offers a compelling case for why dualism may not be the obvious and powerful 

explanation we thought it was. 

Here we come to what looks like a crossroads. In order to proceed philosophically, we 

seem forced to conclude either (1) that a human being is nothing more than a highly complicated 

slime mold that behaves in its environment in a way that is fully determined by its body 

(including brain) and environment or (2) that human behaviour is driven by some kind of 

metaphysical entity like a “mind” residing outside the material realm that cannot be fully 

accounted for from within the system of body, brain, and environment. Ultimately, this looks like 

an impossible choice between hard determinism and radical dualism. Yet perhaps there is a third 

option that retains the dependence upon embeddedness of the first without losing all of the 

autonomy that the second attributes to the human person. This third way will allow us to 

consider the possibility that the difference between ourselves and P. polycephalum lies not only 
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in our level of complexity but also in the emergent steps that characterize our level of 

complexity, the most significant of which I suggest establishes our ability to apply free creativity 

to a situation in a way that is not predetermined by the situation itself. 

A satisfying third way through this dilemma must take into account the fact that a human 

being is always and only embedded in a system of relations between body (including brain) and 

environment (not just physical but also social, historical, cultural, technological, etc.), and yet is 

not fully determined by these relations. In other words, the human mind can be thought of as an 

emergent, which is “at once grounded in and yet emergent from” the system(s) in which it is 

embedded (O’Connor 1994, 91). As such, an emergent (which can be a property, behaviour, or, 

in this case, a “mind”) is novel; it cannot be predicted from its originary system (Prosser 2012, 

21). But even if the human mind is emergent, its precise nature remains to be determined. 

Whereas a “weak” emergentist position claims that an “emergent” is simply a descriptive 

shortcut or a new vocabulary for describing a system or a nexus of relations that has been 

(somewhat arbitrarily) designated as a whole, a “strong” emergentist position proposes 

“downward causation,” which means that an emergent has causal power in relation to its 

component parts (O’Connor 1994). That is, a “mind” can act on body, brain, and environment in 

a way that effects change in them that would have otherwise not taken place. This ability grants 

an emergent the possibility of a limited but legitimate form of freedom that results from not 

being fully determined by an originary system. In this chapter, I will make the case that this “not 

being fully determined” feature illuminates the possibility that human cognition is strongly 

emergent from its embeddedness in a system of body, brain, and environment such that it is both 

dependent upon and yet partially autonomous from its embeddedness. Taking this insight 
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seriously means coming face to face with our indebtedness to and responsibility for the world in 

which we are embedded. 

 

THE EVOLUTION OF EMERGENTISM  

In order to bring clarity to what is at stake in the concept of emergence, it will prove 

fruitful to show how strong emergence, for which I advocate, fits into the larger philosophical 

and historical picture. Throughout the 20th and into the 21st century, emergentism in analytical 

philosophy of mind and philosophy of science (also overlapping with philosophy of religion and 

other fields) was born and grew through various stages. While it could be said that, in fact, 

Aristotle was the first emergentist on account of his description of the unity of wholes,3 the best 

histories of emergentism, most notably Brian P. McLaughlin’s seminal 1992 paper “The Rise 

and Fall of British Emergentism,” locate its origins in John Stuart Mill’s 1843 work System of 

Logic (Horgan 1992, 556). Here, Mill distinguishes between “homopathic" and “heteropathic” 

effects. Put simply, “homopathic” effects are those that result straightforwardly from the sum of 

their causes. There are other effects, however, that do not seem to make sense given the sum total 

of their causes; these Mill designates as “heteropathic” effects (Wilson 2013, 203). The term 

“emergent” was not actually used until George Henry Lewes appropriated it for philosophical 

use in his book Problems of Life and Mind in 1875. Lewes’ definition of “emergent” corresponds 

to Mill’s classification of effects: “By an emergent, Lewes meant what Mill called a heteropathic 

effect: an effect that is not the sum of what would have been the effects of each of its causes had 

they acted separately” (McLaughlin 2008 [1992], 101). According to McLaughlin, who 

                                                
3 See, for example, Aristotle’s Metaphysics: “In the case of all things which have several parts and in which the 

totality is not, as it were, a mere heap, but the whole is something besides the parts, there is a cause; for even in 
bodies contact is the cause of unity in some cases, and in others viscosity or some other such quality” (1045a, ll. 8-
10). 
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categorized the set of thinkers in his 1992 paper, Mill and Lewes began the tradition which has 

come to be known as British Emergentism. British Emergentism includes J. S. Mill, Alexander 

Bain, G. H. Lewes, Samuel Alexander, Conway Lloyd Morgan, and C. D. Broad. These British 

thinkers formed a tradition that was concerned to describe the emergence of what they 

considered to be legitimate ontological novelty (Haag 2008, 35-41). 

One of the later British Emergentists, biologist Conway Lloyd Morgan, took up the term 

“emergence” to refer to steps in evolutionary development that mark something novel in the 

evolutionary process (Morgan 1923, 1). As El-Hani and Pihlström note, “emergence” in the 

contemporary usage of the term can be traced back to a 1923 publication by Lloyd Morgan on 

emergent evolution (El-Hani and Pihlström 2002, 2-3). Lloyd Morgan defines the term as 

descriptive of unpredictable events or new effects in evolutionary development that change its 

course: “the orderly sequence, historically viewed, appears to present, from time to time, 

something genuinely new. Under what I here call emergent evolution stress is laid on this 

incoming of the new” (Morgan 1923, 1). With regard to the phenomenon of life, Lloyd Morgan’s 

conception of emergent evolution holds that if life is more than the sum of its parts, “[o]ne could 

not foretell the emergent character of vital events from the fullest possible knowledge of 

physico-chemical events only” (1923, 6).  

Lloyd Morgan’s position is consistent with the British Emergentist tradition, favoring a 

breed of strong emergence in which the “new” is legitimately unpredictable and introduces new 

directions for the base level. For Lloyd Morgan, the emergent property, in this case “life,” is a 

phenomenon that, when it emerges, has the capability of acting causally in the evolutionary 

sequence of events, qualitatively changing the direction of their chain of causality (1923, 5). In 

other words, this position subscribes to a theory of downward causation, in which “higher-level” 
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emergent properties of a system (such as the “life” of an organic system) have the capability of 

influencing “lower-level,” less complex components. In this way, a living organism is 

qualitatively different from an identical set of elementary particles devoid of life; the presence of 

life within an organism opens up possibilities that were previously impossible for a lifeless 

conglomeration of particles. This “life” also affects (or animates) the actual components of the 

system itself. Life, then, introduces an unprecedented set of causal possibilities.  

In a critical review of Richard Dawkins’ evolutionary theory, which in general subscribes 

to a version of Lloyd Morgan’s emergent evolution, Kim Sterelny clarifies the emergence of life 

from the perspective of emergent evolution, identifying one significant point at which downward 

causation begins to occur as the “organism threshold.” Above this threshold, “natural selection 

typically acts directly on organisms and indirectly on [self-replicating proteins]” (Sterelny 2001, 

23). The organism threshold marks the point at which the behaviour of the whole organism 

directly affects how the genetic material is selected. In this view, organisms are characterized by 

“emergent properties not found at the level of their molecular components” (Baetu 2012, 434).  

The evolutionary significance of this insight lies in the fact that when something like life 

emerges, the selection process no longer acts directly on replicator proteins: “the ‘invention’ of 

an organism, perhaps even of the simplest cells, changes the character of both evolution and 

selection…. [A]fter the organism threshold is crossed, natural selection typically acts directly on 

organisms and indirectly on replicators” (Sterelny 2001, 23). For emergentists like Lloyd 

Morgan and evolutionary theorists like Dawkins, there is always the possibility of the emergence 

(or “invention”) of game-changing properties within an evolutionary sequence. Given a system 

of sufficient complexity (e.g., a structure of many molecules), sometimes something emergent is 

introduced that transcends the system out of which it emerges and substantially changes the 
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direction of the sequence of its development (e.g., life). In this view, the emergent property has a 

causal efficacy separate from its components. Even if a close examination of the process of 

emergence may possibly explain and predict the emergent step, the question remains whether the 

examination of these parts and their relations is able to fully account for this step without 

remainder. For the British Emergentists like Lloyd Morgan, a new irreducible causal power is 

introduced when a true emergence (e.g., the emergence of life) takes place.  

According to McLaughlin, it was not the realization of a philosophical mistake that 

brought the British Emergentist tradition to an end; rather, advances in empirical scientific 

descriptions of the universe led to its demise. McLaughlin explains that Neils Bohr’s 

introduction of the solar system model for the atom in 1922 marked the beginning of the end for 

the tradition. Once the lines between chemistry and physics began to blur, British Emergentism 

began to fall out of fashion. As a result, McLaughlin marks C. D. Broad’s 1923 book, The Mind 

and Its Place in Nature, as the last words of British Emergentism (McLaughlin 2008 [1992], 24). 

For nearly thirty years, emergentism seemed to have lost its steam, but in the 1950s, 

Ludwig von Bertalanffy, father of General Systems Theory, resurrected and reappropriated 

emergentism. For von Bertalanffy’s system theory, an emergent property is best used to describe 

the unpredictable global behaviour of complex systems. Unlike the British Emergentists, von 

Bertalanffy attributed no causal powers to an emergent, construing it as a useful concept for 

describing the identity, unity, and behaviour of systems (Georgiou 2003, 239-241). Von 

Bertalanffy’s ideas (in combination with subsequent efforts by systems theorists such as Peter 

Checkland as well as the development of theories such as dynamical systems theory, chaos 

theory, and nonlinear dynamics) helped to pave the way for contemporary emergentism to take 

shape. 
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In agreement with Lloyd Morgan and the British Emergentists, von Bertalanffy’s system 

theory posits that a property can emerge only in the context of a certain level of complexity: 

“Emergent properties are always properties of systems, never of their elements. In lieu of the 

existence of interrelationships between elements of a complex, a property emerges which is 

attributable to the complex as a whole system of interrelationships” (Georgiou 2003, 240-241). 

However, in opposition to the strong emergence of the British Emergentists, system theory 

describes an emergent property as a sort of “gestalt” in which “emergent properties reduce to the 

epistemological relationship between observer and observed” (Georgiou 2003, 241). So for 

system theorists, emergent properties are not instantiated in the same way as a causally 

influential emergent in strong emergence, but they do characterize the particular organizational 

structure of a system. An emergent understood in this way is a conceptual framework 

superimposed by observers to make sense of the behaviour of systems. In other words, “[s]ystem 

theory seeks to complement analytical reductionism with epistemological holism”4 (Georgiou 

2003, 242). That is, it attempts to make legitimate the analysis of parts as parts and wholes as 

wholes, while understanding that parts are such only in relation to the whole systems in which 

they participate, and wholes are only such as composed of parts. 

As a result of von Bertalanffy’s systems thinking and the increasing explanatory 

sophistication of the physical sciences, through the course of the 20th century emergentists 

tended to move away from strong emergence into a weaker variety, which emphasizes the fact 

that, while properties can emerge out of physical systems, they have no metaphysical or causal 

autonomy qua emergent (e.g., Bedau 1997; Kim 1993). Beginning with a basic sense that the 

                                                
4 Georgiou’s explanation here should not be confused with Quine’s “epistemological holism.” Here, Georgiou 

uses the term to describe the necessary epistemological connections between parts and whole that brings coherence 
to both: “system theory insists that parts and their interrelationships are only understood against the background of 
the wholes which they constitute” (2003, 241). 
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universe is only physical, weak emergentists find emergence a helpful way of describing how 

complex systems can be legitimately referred to as wholes. However, this sort of “weak” 

emergence makes no claims about the autonomous existence of emergent properties but simply 

suggests that they are helpful ways of describing aggregates of components. Weak emergence 

thus lends explanatory power to a nuanced reductionist project. 

After the downfall of the British Emergentist tradition, however, such thinkers as Michael 

Polanyi and Karl Popper continued to advocate for strong emergentism, representing what had 

become a minority position. This minority position opts for a return to some of the claims of 

British Emergentism, taking emergence to be a helpful counter to reductionism. While retaining 

a (roughly) physicalist ontology, strong emergentists also claim that emergents characterize 

systems and collections of components, adding, significantly, that they have causal powers 

unique to them. In light of the increasingly evident explanatory limitations of the strict 

reductionist project of the empirical sciences and analytical philosophy, strong emergence has 

been met with increasing openness over the past decade (Clayton 2009, 27). With this openness 

has come an interest in the application of emergence to other spheres of human life, such as 

human social reality (see Kauffman 2008, x). The strong emergentist’s claim is robustly 

antireductionistic in its ability to include a legitimate consideration of the causal efficacy of these 

non-physical aspects of the world, construing causation as more than just mechanistic 

interactions between elementary particles. Emergence of this strain provides a vocabulary with 

which to describe both the individuality and the intentional powers of the human person. On this 

view, the human person is an emergent, and as such, constituted by physical components at a 

base level. But as an emergent individual, the human person is capable of a kind of causation that 

cannot be explained by the movement of fundamental particles alone (Haag 2008, 113). In the 
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human person, understood as a complex system that includes body, brain, and environment, there 

emerges a property that is capable of regulating behaviour and activity in a way that cannot be 

reduced to a simple interaction between parts. While we may call this ability to regulate 

behaviour “mind” or “consciousness,” if we hope to use these terms meaningfully we must strip 

them of certain dualist metaphysical baggage. 

Strong emergence thus cuts across the polarization between deterministic and libertarian 

conceptions of individuality. The human person is free in the sense that it includes a certain level 

of liberty with respect to its being-in-the-world, and the human person is also determined insofar 

as it is constituted by its embodied being-in-the-world, including its relationships with other 

persons. In this way, strong emergence provides an account of human indebtedness to 

environment and community without excessively downplaying autonomy or freedom. The result 

is a robust description of what it is to be a human being that avoids both reductionism and post-

Cartesian dualism. Indeed, a departure from the more mainstream, “weak,” version of emergence 

in favor of a stronger conception is no naïve retreat to dualism. Rather, as I suggest below, it 

signifies a movement closer to those types of philosophy that Charles Taylor finds to be some of 

the “most insightful philosophy of the twentieth century” (SS, 514). 

 

EMERGENCE: A THIRD WAY 

Today, the concept of emergence has become widespread throughout a variety fields of 

science, analytical philosophy, and even robotics, representing a range of uses and definitions. Its 

wide appeal is due in part to the fact that the general concerns the term is intended to address lie 

at the heart of almost any philosophical account one might imagine. What is a thing? Why do we 

call that thing a thing? When do we start calling a bundle of things a new thing? Emergence at its 
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core is an attempt to build a metaphysically plausible picture of the universe that supplements the 

scientific exploration of the universe, while still avoiding a stunted and truncated view of human 

agency and identity. Taking a strong position on emergence allows for a physical system to 

produce or be characterized by a dynamic property that is fully dependent upon the workings of 

the system, while also being autonomous from it in certain causal domains.5 A theory of the 

human person as emergent requires that we accept the human person’s dependence upon its 

embodiment and embeddedness in certain systems, a position that also opens up the possibility 

that the human person is free to a certain degree and thus responsible in a meaningful sense for 

its activity in the world. 

Philip Clayton suggests that the renewed interest in emergence theory in analytical 

philosophy of mind, philosophy of science, and philosophy of religion has been motivated in 

large part by the ongoing failure of the scientific pursuit of a complete explanatory reduction of 

the universe to a single set of physical laws (Clayton 2006, 1). With the suspected futility of this 

project on one side and, on the other, the well-established uneasiness with metaphysics that 

requires two very different realms occupied by mind and body, philosopher of religion James W. 

Haag endorses emergentism as follows: “Emergentism, by occupying the gap between reductive 

Physicalism and substance Dualism, provides a viable worldview” (Haag 2008, 12). As such an 

occupant, emergentism allows for the possibility that a phenomenon or entity can be “at once 

grounded in and yet emergent from the underlying material structure with which it is associated” 

(O’Connor 1994, 91), thereby making way for an antireductionistic means by which to describe 

the universe without either falling into substance dualism or writing off the legitimacy of the 

physical sciences. The appeal of emergence lies in its explanatory power as a legitimate third 

                                                
5 In support of a strong conception of emergence, Nancey Murphy argues that emergence that includes an 

affirmation of downward causation is, in effect, antireductionism specifically with respect to causes rather than 
substances or essences (see Murphy 2006, 227). 
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way that acknowledges both the complex relations in the world and the irreducibility of these 

relations to a single vocabulary or substance (e.g. the vocabulary of “elementary particles”). 

Broadly, an emergent property may be more formally defined in this way: “a property P 

is novel in x if x has P, and there are no determinates P’ of the same determinable as P, such that 

any constituents of x have P’” (Spencer-Smith 1995, 117). That is, an emergent (P) shows up in, 

or as a result of, a system (x) and cannot be reduced to a resultant of any of the components of x; 

the origin of P requires the entire system and cannot be traced back to individual components 

acting in isolation. An emergent is always a property of the system as a whole, never of simple 

component parts, which endows the system with unity, identity, or, in the case of a strong 

emergentist position, certain novel causal powers (Georgiou 2003, 240).  

So a theory of emergence must accept some variation of the basic thesis that novel 

properties emerge and will typically grapple with at least four additional criteria, such as those 

identified by Clayton: (1) ontological monism; (2) property emergence; (3) the irreducibility of 

the emergence; and (4) downward causation (2006, 2). These four criteria, however, are far from 

representing a consensus in the literature. On the contrary, they are four of the primary points of 

contention among emergentists. For the most part, (2) and (3) are considered relatively 

uncontroversial in the literature, as these are necessary for a theory of emergence to carry any 

weight as a theory of emergence. Similarly, (1) is slightly more controversial, but discussion has 

led to something of a consensus according to which “non-reductive physicalism” comes to be 

viewed as the best way to describe the ontological monism that fits into an emergentist ontology. 

The combination of these three criteria leads most emergentists to hold a position that embraces 

both substance monism (i.e. “physicalism”) and property pluralism (i.e. “non-reductive”) (El-

Hani and Pihlström 2002, 17).  



18 

Of the four, however, downward causation is the most polarizing criterion, and has led to 

the stark bifurcation of the field between strong and weak positions. Downward causation refers 

to the idea that an emergent can “exert causal influence ‘downward’ to affect the processes at a 

lower basal level” (Kim 2006, 198). The difficult question that arises from downward causation 

is whether or not a causally efficacious emergent fits into a monist ontology or falls back into 

dualism. Many physicalist emergentists find downward causation to be implausible. Jaegwon 

Kim, in his 1992 book Supervenience and Mind, puts forward what remains in the literature 

today one of the best established principles in emergentism, as well as the biggest obstacle to 

developing a viable account of downward causation. Kim’s principle of “causal closure of the 

physical domain” (Kim 1993, 208) holds that emergent properties inherit their causal “power” 

from their physical bases, and any “higher-level” cause (including mental causation) can be fully 

accounted for through micro-causation at the physical level (Horgan 1997, 166). So according to 

Kim, there is never a possibility of the introduction of a new causal power in any system beyond 

micro-physical interaction; the physical domain (which, according to the physicalism to which 

Kim subscribes, is all there is) is causally self-contained and closed. 

Some physicalists in the emergentist literature, especially reductive physicalists, aim to 

take causal closure one step further in order to avoid confusion about whether the universe is 

dualistic, containing supernatural and non-physical entities (Stephan 2010a, 2). Most 

emergentists refer to “supervenience” relations to describe the relationship between an emergent 

and its originary system. An emergent property supervenes on its base system, which means that 

it only emerges from the system and never exists independently from it. Terence Horgan 

describes the term’s usage as the employment of a spatial metaphor, where “something 

supervenient comes above—is ‘grounded by’—that on which it supervenes” (Horgan 1993, 555). 
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Similar to the distinction between strong and weak emergence in general, this supervenience 

relation can be characterized as either strong or weak and has an inverse relationship to strong 

and weak emergence. “Weak” supervenience lends itself toward compatibility with stronger 

forms of emergence, in which an emergent maintains a certain amount of autonomy from its 

originary system. However, those physicalists who hope to take causal closure one step further 

subscribe to a stronger form of supervenience in which the supervenient (emergent) property is 

fully dependent upon and determined by its base. To sufficiently guarantee that such a 

supervenience relationship is “physicalistically acceptable” (i.e. does not appeal to anything non-

physical), Terence Horgan suggests a move from “supervenience” to “superdupervenience” 

(Horgan 1993, 577). Such a move would clear up the fuzziness about whether supervenience 

relations are compatible with a robust physicalist ontology or if they unwittingly smuggle in non-

physical entities or properties (see also Wilson 2002, Baltimore 2013). Combining 

super(duper)venience with Kim’s causal closure results in a broad principle that Michael 

Silberstein identifies as “global supervenience.” This principle states that “two worlds that are 

microphysically identical will be or must be identical in all other macroscopic respects” 

(Silberstein 2006, 205). In other words, in a universe governed by causally closed physical laws, 

there is no room for emergent anomalies on the macroscopic level, because the microscopic level 

fully determines what emerges. That is, the macroscopic level “superdupervenes” on the 

microscopic in all cases. 

The issues of supervenience and downward causation frame the debates between strong 

and weak emergence. Weak emergentist Mark A. Bedau, though dubious of the concept, 

explains downward causation in this way:  

Supervenience explains the sense in which emergent properties depend on their 
underlying bases, and irreducible macro-causal power [i.e. downward causation] explains 
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the sense in which they are autonomous from their underlying bases. These irreducible 
causal powers give emergent properties the dramatic form of ontological novelty that 
many people associate with the most puzzling kinds of emergent phenomena, such as 
qualia or consciousness (Bedau 2002, 10). 
 

While supervenience is used as a way of describing how emergents are dependent upon a lower-

level base, downward causation is a way of describing the range of their autonomy. Emergentists 

can be mapped onto the spectrum between these two poles, and most incorporate some mixture 

of the two. Strong emergentists emphasize the relative autonomy of emergents, but as 

emergentists, also recognize a necessary supervenience relation, which describes the ontological 

dependence of the emergent upon its originary system. Weak emergentists, in the most extreme 

cases, verge on becoming epiphenominalists, who view emergents as epistemic categories or 

concepts insubstantially (and arbitrarily) hovering over what is really real (i.e., the physical). 

One of the difficulties with causal closure and strong supervenience is that they stand on 

an uncertain foundation. To reduce causation to the micro-physical at first seems a plausible and 

relatively simple task, but the micro-physical laws are not so easy to pin down. The reductionist 

project results in an infinite regress and fuzziness about where to locate the basal level. In 

defense of a strong emergentist account, Frank E. Budenholzer recounts his encounters with the 

limitations of reductionism in science:  

When I was an undergraduate chemistry major, there was a standing joke about what the 
basic science really was. Psychology was just biology. And biology, of course, was really 
just chemistry. And chemistry was really just atomic physics, and atomic physics was just 
subatomic physics, and subatomic physics was just mathematics, and…Where does one 
stop? Where does one find that final indivisible chunk of matter? I am suggesting that 
this is the wrong question. There is no smallest indivisible chunk (2004, 354). 
 

While causal closure and strong supervenience seem logically plausible, we have no way of 

mapping out the base level or the “smallest indivisible chunk” that is to be causally closed. If it is 

scientific proof we are looking for, there is no compelling evidence for a causally closed physical 
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universe that makes a weak emergentist account obviously preferable to a strong emergentist 

one. On the other hand, a strong emergentist ontology does not require the same empirical 

foundation in fundamental physical laws or the behaviour of elementary particles. Because 

emergent properties are considered legitimately novel, it is meaningful for the strong emergentist 

to examine properties at the emergent level rather than simply at the level of the components. 

Strong emergence thus opens up the possibility of a reality that is layered or multifaceted in an 

ontologically fundamental way, which allows for legitimate descriptions and analyses of higher-

level emergent properties that do not necessarily include elementary particles.6 But for the strong 

emergentist, at the same time that higher-level explanations are valid, lower-level explanations 

do not become obsolete. 

 

SYNCHRONIC VS. DIACHRONIC EMERGENCE 

In order to further clarify the phenomenon of emergence, some theorists introduce a 

distinction between synchronic and diachronic explanations, which I consider at best superficial 

and at worst, unproductive. A synchronic emergent is one that is atemporal, emerging from the 

structure of the system at any given moment. Jürgen Schröder explains that the water-solubility 

of a molecule is an example of a synchronic explanation, which exists in atemporal conjunction 

with the existence of a molecule. A diachronic explanation, on the other hand, is one in which 

                                                
6 As will become important later, particularly in Chapter II’s examination of the hermeneutical philosophers, 

this antireductionistic insight (that emergent wholes can be legitimately studied as wholes rather than simply as 
collections of physical parts) means that systems characterized by emergence need not be limited to systems of 
elementary particles or “physical” systems. The system in which a person (for example) is embedded and as a result 
of which it emerges includes a physical environment in one sense, but it also includes a variety of other “higher-
level” components such as cultural, social, historical, technological, and others, each of which could be considered 
emergent levels. If components on these levels exert downward causal influence, these components legitimately 
contribute to the constitution of the emergent. An environment that provides favorable conditions for emergence 
thus cannot be reduced to a mechanistic ontology in which only one type of causal relation is possible. It is therefore 
reasonable and helpful to speak of the emergence of the human person out of an environment that includes both 
physical and cultural aspects, among others. Herman Dooyeweerd provides a salient example of such a non-
reductionistic ontology, one composed of fifteen irreducible “modes” or “aspects” (see Dooyeweerd 1997). 
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something is considered to have emerged over time or as a result of the temporal unfolding of the 

system. Examples of diachronic emergence are such phenomena as the emergence or the 

development of a baby into an adult (Schröder 1998, 446).  

This distinction is unhelpful, I suggest, because there is no such thing as synchronic 

emergence in the first place.7 As we have seen, emergence, strong and weak, is a characteristic 

enjoyed only by entire systems, which means that relationality is an enabling feature of emergent 

phenomena. Apart from interconnections between components, there would be no systems at all. 

I suggest that excluding temporality in an attempt to develop a synchronic explanation of 

emergent phenomena sacrifices the primary mode in which the components of any system are 

related, thereby entirely eliminating the coherence of the concept of emergence. In the case of 

water solubility, a molecule only remains a molecule as long as its components remain connected 

with one another through time. Further, the emergent property of water-solubility only emerges 

when the molecule comes into contact with water. The property does not “exist” in some abstract 

sense because it is only instantiated in the temporal relations between the soluble molecule and a 

system of water molecules. I suggest that the only type of emergence worth talking about, indeed 

the only type that makes sense at all, is diachronic emergence. For a system to be a system and to 

interact with other systems in ways that lead to emergence is only possible in time. For this 

reason, describing the “invention” of an organism in evolutionary development as emergent is 

diachronic in the same way as describing the emergent properties of a water molecule: both 

occur as a result of the functioning of systems through time. 

 

                                                
7 By way of clarification, my claim here relies on the idea that any analysis of a synchronic ‘slice’ of reality 

requires an essentialist ontology, in which the components of a system are what they are regardless of their temporal 
deployment. A diachronic explanation, however, identifies temporal movement as a key component of the 
fundamental constitution of an object (e.g., a water molecule). 
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ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE: BEHAVIOUR AND SELF-ORGANIZING SYSTEMS 

Having outlined the characteristics of emergentist philosophy in some detail, a brief 

comment about artificial intelligence as an illustration of the dynamics of emergence and a 

method with which to model the real-world behaviour of complex systems “from the ground up,” 

so to speak, may prove useful for understanding why strong emergentism is a helpful way to 

describe the human person. The study and development of artificial intelligence (AI) often 

advances in compatibility, both implicitly and explicitly, with emergentism. According to 

computer scientists Rolf Pfeifer and Josh Bongard, AI has three goals: “(1) understanding 

biological systems (i.e., the mechanisms that bring about intelligent behavior in humans or 

animals); (2) the abstraction of general principles of intelligent behavior; and (3) the application 

of these principles to the design of useful artifacts” (Pfeifer and Bongard 2007, 17). AI and 

emergentism clearly share (1) and (2), but AI has an additional engineering and design 

component. Both fields involve the study of the behaviour of complex systems and have 

developed in parallel, reinforcing one another. 

Over the past two decades, AI has undergone a significant shift similar to the 

deconstruction of dualism in philosophy. The predominant framework in AI up until the late 

1980s, which has become known as “Good Old Fashioned AI” (GOFAI), was characterized by 

what Ron Chrisley calls the “sense-model-plan-act” (SMPA) strategy (Chrisley 2003, 138). As a 

result, most artificial agents that were designed under this framework included advanced central 

processors that were required to be capable of perceiving the world (sense), representing it 

internally (model), developing an action plan based on the model (plan), and implementing the 

plan (act). This resulted in sluggish artificial agents with limited behavioural flexibility. It is not 
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surprising that this was the predominant model in AI, considering that it mirrors a Cartesian 

dualist model of the mind. Recently, however, AI has incorporated alternative models of the 

mind that are more compatible with emergentism. These approaches, known variously as 

“embodied AI” (EAI) or “interactive” AI, emphasize behaviour as emergent and dependent on 

the interaction between the robot’s “body” and its environment. Under an EAI framework, 

designing the behaviour of an artificial agent is less about maximizing processing power and 

more “a matter of just being built the right way” (Chrisley 2003, 138). In AI, as in philosophy, 

models of cognition and intelligence have moved away from a dualist picture in favor of an 

emergent one. 

 

EMERGENT MIND 

The idea of emergence makes way for a compelling description of the human mind 

without falling back into dualist metaphysics. Warren S. Brown suggests that there is really no 

such thing as a mind. “Rather,” Brown goes on to explain, “mind is a description of the brain and 

body operating as one in solving real problems in the field of action. One might say that ‘mind’ 

should always be a verb—we ‘mind’ we do not ‘have a mind’” (Brown 2007, 200). Incidentally, 

as will become particularly important in chapter three, John Dewey expressed the same idea 75 

years earlier: “Mind is primarily a verb. It denotes all the ways in which we deal consciously and 

expressly with the situations in which we find ourselves” (Art as Experience, 274-275). The 

significance of this idea lies in its ability to make plausible a strongly emergent claim. The 

‘mind’ is not an entity that exists outside of physical systems. Rather, it is the functioning and 

the playing out of a particular kind of physical system through time. Drawing from both 

emergentism and Heideggerian phenomenology, James W. Haag suggests that this requires us to 
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adopt an ontology in which the “really real” is not composed of static things but rather of 

processes (Haag 2008, 181). Nothing exists in the world except as deployed in time and 

entangled in relationships that locate it within the processes of a system (or more likely, several 

systems). To make sense of a strongly emergent conception of mind, it is necessary to develop a 

deeply relational ontology in which everything that exists only exists in an interdependent and 

temporal connection with its neighboring world-inhabitants. 

“Mind” is considered emergent because there is no linear relationship between the 

components of the physical system (brain, body, and environment) and the “mind” that humans 

experience. However, once we acknowledge that the mind is not a separate entity but rather an 

emergent process, it is easy to see how this claim makes sense phenomenologically. The notions 

of “action loops” and “scaffolding” are two ways to illustrate this conception of the mind. Action 

loops describe the way in which behaviour is not initiated out of a state of rest; behaviour is 

always a modification of behaviours that are already in play. For this reason, Warren Brown 

says, “Behavior has no beginning and no end” (Brown 2007, 208). Cognition, then, is not a two-

step process in which the mind envisions an activity and tells the body to accomplish it (as in 

AI’s SMPA model of behaviour). Rather, cognition is a process that is deeply entangled with and 

influenced by one’s current activity in the world. However, the idea of action loops is broader 

than a simple description of an agent’s current behaviour at any given moment; what is unique to 

agents with more complex nervous systems (such as humans) is that they have the ability to 

simulate action loops “off-line,” which means that the agent is able to imagine how an action 

might play out without actually engaging in that activity (where “imagination” is a sensory-

motor simulation rather than an internal representation) (Brown 2007, 216). Whether on-line or 
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off-line, action loops describe an important way in which mental activity is a central feature of 

an agent’s embeddedness within a system external to itself that creates the possibility for mind. 

The other important concept here, scaffolding, refers to how “an organism relies on 

external supports for augmenting mental processing” (Brown 2007, 213). Scaffolding is an 

important feature of cognition that enables an agent to “outsource” problems to an aspect of the 

environment, such as using a piece of paper to solve a complex mathematical equation, or using 

a map to find one’s way. The upshot of scaffolding for emergentist conceptions of the mind is 

that mental activity is not an internal and self-enclosed process. The environment is often 

brought into play to augment and extend the mental activity of the agent. One of the primary 

forms of scaffolding that humans make use of is language (Brown 2007, 214). When mental 

activity is extended into language, its possibilities are expanded, and it creates novel ways of 

relating to other features of the environment, thereby augmenting behavioural flexibility and 

opening the possibility of exercising agency.  

Language use, as a form of scaffolding, provides the user with leverage with which to pry 

open a space between oneself and the environment, which provides one with a certain critical 

distance. Bjørn Ramberg argues this point, suggesting that language is a form of behaviour that 

allows human persons to “stand, locally and for particular purposes, at a distance from some 

aspect of the world, and then exploit that distance to modify [their] dispositions in systematic 

ways” (2000, 363). Ronald A. Kuipers further elucidates Ramberg’s point, locating the source of 

language’s ability to promote intentionality in the way in which “it opens a gap between our 

linguistic noises and what those noises are about” (2013, 162). In this way, language opens up 

new possibilities for those who employ language as a form of scaffolding as they outsource and 

extend their mental functioning through the dynamics of language use. 
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This understanding of cognition as not confined to the inner activity of a representational 

mind, along with other positions that go by a variety of names (e.g. distributed cognition, co-

construction, situated cognition, extended minds, etc.), form part of a movement in the cognitive 

sciences that describes cognition as a “not-just-in-the-head phenomenon” (Susswein and Racine 

2009, 185). This trend runs parallel to the movement in AI away from the computational 

conception of the mind that characterized GOFAI, which thought of the mind primarily as a 

symbol processor that, with the right programs and sufficiently powerful hardware, could be 

duplicated in a computer (Dreyfus 1992, x-xi). However, human cognition, as newer AI theories 

emphasizing embodiment and interactivity have come to accept, is not primarily a 

representational phenomenon, whereby the agent receives input, processes it internally via 

representation, and outputs behaviour. Instead, models in AI play down the internal processing 

step, suggesting that we apprehend the world more directly and are caught up in it more 

completely (Susswein and Racine 2009, 191). There is no need to resort to a mental entity or 

processor to make sense of human agency if the mind is the emergent behaviour of a system 

involving body, brain, and environment, regulated by what Brown has called supervisory 

systems. It now makes sense to suggest that human cognition is both dependent upon and 

relatively autonomous from certain systems that enable its emergence. 

Another way one might conceptualize the balance of dependence and autonomy that 

marks emergent systems is to appeal to what the field of robotics calls “diversity-compliance.” 

This binary is used as a design principle in the development of artificially intelligent agents to 

describe the ways in which an agent that is programmed to comply to certain basic rules that 

govern its behaviour is still able to generate a diverse set of novel behaviours (Pfeifer and 

Bongard 2007, 67-70). For example, the rules of grammar enable the generation of a virtually 
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limitless range of sentences. When it comes to personhood, it is difficult to pin down exactly 

how diversity and compliance or, alternatively, autonomy and dependence, are balanced. On one 

hand, we could emphasize compliance: the human person requires a social and physical world, 

complete with a wide range of rules to which it must comply, to act at all. It would not be 

difficult then to conclude that the rules have a determining effect that closes down legitimate 

agency. If all the factors at play in an agent’s decision are known and accounted for, it would be 

theoretically possible to predict exactly all the moves the agent will make. On the other hand, we 

could emphasize diversity: human action is inherently unpredictable. Though there may be rules 

in place that govern human behaviour, the actual behaviours that are generated by an agent are 

infinitely variable and unpredictable. 

 

IN DEFENSE OF DOWNWARD CAUSATION 

As James W. Haag suggests, “when one speaks of free will, one is simultaneously 

speaking of causation” (Haag 2008, 113). Strong emergence, unlike most forms of weak 

emergence, avoids what Nancey Murphy calls “causal reductionism” (2006, 227) and allows for 

a person, as emergent, to be causally efficacious and capable of exercising free will. 

Formally, strong emergence consists of the following, as defined by Timothy O’Connor: 

Property P is an emergent property of a (micrologically-complex) object O iff: 
 (1) P supervenes on properties of the parts of O; 
 (2) P is not had by any of the object’s parts; 
 (3) P is distinct from any structural property of O; and 
 (4) P has direct (‘downward’) determinative influence on the pattern of behavior 

involving O’s parts (O’Connor 1994, 98).  
 

Less formally, this means that an emergent property is a novel property of a system that is not 

shared by any of the system’s parts and influences the behaviour of those parts. Sometimes 

downward causation is construed as “configurational,” wherein the powers attributed to an 
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emergent apply to the configuration of the system on which it supervened and are powers 

irreducible to any already at play in the system (Wilson 2005, 430). Stuart Kauffman gives this 

principle a temporal spin, offering emergence as an alternative to simplistic Newtonian physics. 

Emergence, for Kauffman, is marked by a novelty that is diachronic and not time reversible. 

Whereas, according to Newton’s laws, an object traveling in one direction can retrace its steps 

and remain the same object, a human’s experience of being-in-the-world (for example) creates a 

state of constant flux from one moment to the next in which a human consciousness, as emergent 

from its being-in-the-world, cannot remain precisely the same through time. “[A]s Humpty 

Dumpty famously discovered,” writes Kauffman, “we are not time reversible. Neither is the 

world around us” (Kauffmann 2008, 13).  

Weak emergentist Mark Bedau makes a similar point, arguing that because an emergent 

property is unpredictable, it can only be derived from a system by running the system, or by what 

he calls “simulation” (Bedau 1997, 378). However, Bedau restricts the causal autonomy of an 

emergent to the causal dynamics pre-existing microcausally in the system. Similarly, in response 

to Bedau’s principle of simulation, Jessica Wilson offers a more flexible account of weak 

emergence in which the emergent property inherits its causal efficacy from the system upon 

which it supervenes. She suggests that weakly emergent properties are characterized by a subset 

of the “degrees of freedom” available in the components. For example, a set of atoms become 

characterized as a molecule when the atoms are no longer free-floating; the reduction, restriction, 

or elimination of the degrees of freedom of the atoms creates a situation in which a new whole is 

formed (Wilson 2013, 226). 

However, Wilson suggests that even though weak emergence is applicable to a wide 

range of emergent systems, it would be unnecessary and hasty to conclude that strongly 
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emergent systems do not exist (Wilson 2013, 208). Terence Deacon suggests emergent properties 

can be categorized into three orders. The first represents a traditional weak emergentist position, 

wherein the emergent strongly supervenes on (or weakly emerges from) the components and is 

applied as a descriptive tool. Second-order emergence accounts for the way in which an 

emergent property can “exert an organizing effect on the entire ensemble” (Deacon 2007, 102). 

Finally, third-order emergence includes the genuine possibility of downward causation that goes 

beyond the organization of the components, allowing for novel reconfiguration and 

implementation of the various components (Deacon 2007, 106). Human cognition, for Deacon, is 

a third-order phenomenon that is able to influence the base-level so as to generate “novel 

emergent outputs,” (i.e. behaviours, sentences, etc.) (Deacon 2007, 109).  

Along with Deacon and other strong emergentists, I consider the intentional activity of 

the human person as strongly emergent out of embodiment and embeddedness in the world. 

Though thoroughly integrated in a system involving body and environment, the human person is 

capable of a certain autonomy from this entanglement. Emergentism provides a framework 

within which to examine this negotiation between dependence and autonomy and the resulting 

freedom afforded by the various systems that constitute the human person. As emergent, the 

human person’s free will is characterized by causal powers whose expressions are not 

predetermined by the influence of the world. These powers are novel and configurational, 

allowing the human person to reconfigure constitutive components in various innovative ways in 

order to generate novel outputs and new possibilities. 

Moving forward, I will suggest that the philosophical anthropologies of Heidegger, 

Gadamer, and Taylor align well with the strong emergentist position. Together, they provide a 

rich account of the ways in which the human person is ontologically dependent upon and also 
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emergent from its situatedness in the world. As a framework that describes the way in which an 

emergent is indebted to situatedness within a system, strong emergentism helpfully 

contextualizes and supports their claims on this point. At the same time, each of the three offer 

an account of how a person is capable of rising above the constraints of embeddedness and thus 

able to exercise free will, shaping those constitutive forces that determine the person’s 

ontological shape. To an exploration of these philosophical anthropologies I now turn. 
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 II 

AN ONTOLOGY OF INDEBTEDNESS:  

REFLECTING ON FINITUDE 

 

For geniuses with IQs above a certain threshold (somewhere around 130), a higher IQ is 

essentially less useful than a brick when it comes to predicting that person’s capacity to succeed 

in the real world. In his book Outliers, Canadian journalist Malcolm Gladwell’s description of 

the limits of the typical IQ test’s ability to predict success illustrates an important feature of the 

relevance of a strongly emergent conception of human cognition to the hermeneutic and 

phenomenological philosophies of Martin Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and Charles Taylor. 

Gladwell describes an alternative kind of test called a “divergence test,” which he claims is a 

much more accurate predictor of success (2008, 90). The test involves the creative interpretation 

of (1) a brick and (2) a blanket; that is, the test-taker is given a limited amount of time to write 

down as many uses as possible for each. This task measures the test-taker’s ability to think 

creatively, as opposed to an IQ test’s measure of only analytical intelligence. One particularly 

creative and clever test-taker interpreted the brick in the following way:  

(Brick). To break windows for robbery, to determine depth of wells, to use as 
ammunition, as pendulum, to practice carving, wall building, to demonstrate Archimedes' 
Principle, as part of abstract sculpture, costh, ballast, weight for dropping things in river, 
etc., as a hammer, keep door open, footwiper, use as rubble for path filling, chock, weight 
on scale, to prop up wobbly table, paperweight, as fire- hearth, to block up rabbit hole 
(Gladwell 2008, 88). 
 

Though most of us lie well below the genius IQ threshold, this divergence test is an excellent 

example of an idea that Heidegger in particular may have had in mind when he laid out his 

fundamental ontology in Being and Time, and one that Gadamer and Taylor built upon and 

expanded in their own work. The divergence test effectively measures the test-taker’s ability to 



33 

interpret and understand the brick and the blanket and to take a critical stance that does not 

simply conform to the conventional use of the objects. One might go so far as to say that a 

divergence test actually measures the downward causation of an emergent mind insofar as it 

measures the extent to which the test-taker can resist the determining pressures of convention. 

The test-taker’s innovative interpretation of the possibilities available for the use of a brick or a 

blanket requires creativity and free thinking, which I suggest is characteristic of what Heidegger 

calls authenticity, what Gadamer identifies as freedom from environment, and what Taylor terms 

original vision, each of which describes the operation of downward causal power. 

 

2.1  MARTIN HEIDEGGER’S FUNDAMENTAL ONTOLOGY 

Because his influence runs deep throughout the 20th century and through most of the other 

thinkers I will focus on in what follows, it is fitting to begin with Heidegger’s Being and Time as 

an entry-point to the intersection of emergentism and hermeneutical philosophy. I will suggest 

that Heidegger’s Being and Time introduces, by means of the central concepts of anticipatory 

resoluteness and authenticity (clarified by his account of fate and destiny) a strong conception of 

emergence that is thoroughly diachronic and also deeply compatible with downward causation. I 

will also show that downward causation is best expressed in Heidegger’s thought by the 

ontological possibility of innovative projection. 

 

Heideggerian Groundwork 

Heidegger’s “fundamental ontology” proposes an antireductionistic account of the human 

being that attempts to do justice to the complexity of human experience, but it will take some 

exegetical and interpretive work to make the connection to emergentism explicit. To put it 
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somewhat approximately: the behaviour of the human person (i.e., “Dasein,” which means 

“being-there”) is strongly emergent out of the interaction between body, brain, and environment 

(or, in more Heideggerian terms, between Dasein and world8). Dasein is already in the world and 

fluent in its action within the world before any reflection or “supervisory system” takes effect. 

However, when Dasein comes to grips with its individuality and its range of possibilities within 

the limits of its situatedness in the world (i.e. its thrownness), Dasein is capable of reconfiguring 

its possibilities, ordering them in a way that is no longer a linear (i.e., algorithmic and 

predetermined) result of an interaction between body, brain, and environment. The emergence of 

Dasein introduces a locus of agency that is capable of downward causation, that is, of regulating 

the action loops in play between the human person and the world. When Dasein regulates action 

loops, it is not simply engaged in a mode of reaction, but of responsible, aware, and creative 

activity (that is to say, agency). I suggest that this regulatory ability is what Heidegger calls 

authenticity. 

In this way, for Heidegger, authentic Dasein is characterized by a stance of creativity 

with respect to its constitutive components. It is not that Dasein can decide which components 

constitute it, but rather that Dasein, understood as itself a project of pursuing possibilities, can 

choose or project its thread of possibilities going into the future: “in projecting, project [i.e. 

projecting Dasein] throws possibility before itself as possibility, and as such lets it be. As 

projecting, understanding is the mode of being of Dasein in which it is its possibilities as 

possibilities” (SZ, 145). For Heidegger, the essential structure of Dasein is a thrown project, or a 

                                                
8 In Being and Time, Heidegger clarifies the concept of “world,” explaining that his usage of the term denotes 

“that ‘in which’ a factical Dasein ‘lives’ as Dasein” (SZ, 65). For Heidegger, “world” is not simply an 
“environment” composed of a collection of objects that happen to be present, but rather it is the meaningful space in 
which Dasein locates its possibilities. “Environment,” however, remains a useful term here insofar as it describes the 
immediate surroundings and conditions in which an organism is immersed. In this sense, the environment that an 
organism encounters as relevant to its action in general roughly corresponds to Heidegger’s usage of “world” with 
respect to Dasein. 
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project that has been “delivered over to the fact of thrownness into the there” (SZ, 148). I suggest 

that inauthenticity can be understood as essentially a lack of creativity, and authenticity as taking 

hold of one’s existence in an innovative and individuated way. So, in this way, Heidegger’s 

account of authentic Dasein in Being and Time relies on a foundational assumption about the 

possibility of strong emergence. Without the introduction of an emergent supervisory system 

there would be no way to talk about taking hold of existence in this way. Apart from strong 

emergence, Heidegger could only describe Dasein as inauthentic and fallen into everyday modes 

of being and into averageness of the they (i.e. unthinking social conventionality) (SZ, 127-129). 

For Heidegger, always already being thrown into a world and constituted by it prior to any 

awareness of that fact is a central feature of the human person, but there is more to authentic 

Dasein than this initial constitution. 

Heidegger’s Dasein is (at least initially and for the most part) thrown into a world from 

which it inherits a set of tools, abilities, and governing social norms. Most of the time, Dasein 

functions in a passivity characterized by a basic pre-theoretical proficiency in its being-in-the-

world, allowing it to accomplish tasks necessary for day-to-day life unreflectively, according to 

certain normative pressures: “Taking care of things always already occurs on the basis of a 

familiarity with the world. In this familiarity Dasein can lose itself in what it encounters within 

the world and be numbed by it” (SZ, 76). This averageness or everyday numbness, Heidegger 

designates as inauthenticity, not as a qualitative deficiency but as the condition of possibility for 

authenticity (SZ, 42-43). For Dasein to pass into authenticity, it must identify the components of 

its world as holding possibilities for the future activity of Dasein, which are made available in 

authenticity for potential creative reconfiguration (see SZ, 325-326). Using Heidegger’s account 

of anticipatory resoluteness, clarified by his discussion of fate and destiny, I suggest that 
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Heidegger’s description of Dasein in Being and Time sheds light on the primordial possibility of 

human creativity and innovation, which will ultimately be revealed as a constitutive feature of 

Dasein as emergent and authentic.  

 

Anticipatory Resoluteness as Innovative Engagement 

According to Heidegger, Dasein finds itself always already involved in a world, acting 

and interacting even prior to its own self-discovery (SZ, 76). When Dasein thinks about itself, the 

only way for it to do so is through projecting itself into possible activities and states in the future: 

“understanding is primarily futural” (SZ, 337). So the way Dasein discovers itself is through its 

possibilities, made available by its being-in-the-world (SZ, 145). I suggest that, for Heidegger, it 

is only in this way that Dasein can emerge as a being capable of identifying itself. Its constitutive 

relational possibilities create the conditions for the possibility of the emergence of a self that 

identifies itself. However, this self has the capability of applying creativity to its situation, 

allowing it to break free, at least partially, from the normative trajectory defined by the 

everydayness of its social world. For Heidegger, authentic Dasein, then, is built upon two 

primordial conditions: (1) the discovering of its distinctive self (i.e. disclosedness or clearing, 

see SZ, 133) that emerges out of a world (anticipation) (SZ, 262) and (2) the creative 

reappropriation and reconfiguration of available possibilities into new possibilities (resoluteness) 

(SZ, 297).  

What makes these future possibilities coherent as possibilities is Dasein’s state of already 

having been thrown into a world. Heidegger’s description of Dasein’s thrownness is 

uncontroversial in most commentaries. Taylor Carman identifies thrownness as evident in the 

fact that possibilities reveal themselves as possibilities only on the basis of an existence that has 
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been thoroughly conditioned by a social world (Carman 2003, 289). Similarly, Hubert Dreyfus 

emphasizes the constitutive power of that social world for Dasein’s fundamental ways of 

interacting with the world, noting that Dasein finds itself in possession of a basic familiarity with 

the world that allows for a seamless, unmediated interaction with it (Dreyfus 1991, 144). 

Additionally, John Caputo (in an article that aims to protect Heidegger from Richard Rorty’s 

interpretations of him) explains that such socialization means that, long before Dasein stops to 

consider its own being-in-the-world and form propositions with regard to it, it already belongs to 

the world (Caputo 1983, 668).  

At this point, some commentators interpret Heidegger as classifying all being-with others 

in public life as limited to a function of everyday, inauthentic existence, and thus the condition of 

possibility for existence in general. This interpretation therefore only credits an existence that has 

broken out of public and social norms with the possibility of authenticity (Salem-Wiseman 2003, 

550). However, I suggest that this is not an either/or situation; Dasein is made coherent to itself 

through its everyday being-in-the-world and at the same time freed to engage with this 

thrownness as a result of its newfound coherence. Although Dasein (being defined by its always 

already having been thrown) is not self-grounding, Heidegger suggests that it has the capability 

of expressing an individuality shared by no other being when it is in the mode of authenticity: 

“Authentic being a self…is an existentiell modification of the they as an essential existential” 

(SZ, 130). So while authentic Dasein is dependent upon its world and the they for its existence in 

a primordial and ontological sense, it is not fully determined by these features. 

In opposition to the standard interpretation of Heidegger as embracing a communitarian 

view of a self that is fundamentally defined and determined by its communal ends and its social 

commitments, Jonathan Salem-Wiseman suggests that Heidegger’s Dasein is much more 
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congruent with a liberal conception of the self (2003, 542). Salem-Wiseman goes so far as to say 

that “Dasein would be best able to flourish in a liberal state” (2003, 549). For Heidegger, Dasein 

is in one sense constituted by its social relations, but it also emerges as an autonomous individual 

capable of distinguishing itself from its social relations. In order to make sense of this, it is 

necessary to turn to Heidegger’s conception of anticipatory resoluteness (constituted by the 

binary concepts anticipation and resoluteness). This will provide a window into the dynamics 

that allow Dasein to transcend inauthenticity and enter the individuated mode of authenticity, 

while still remaining constitutively attached to its world. 

 

Anticipation 

In Being and Time, anticipation describes Dasein’s authentic being-toward-death (SZ, 

302), in which Dasein realizes that its end (i.e. its death) is only its own, and not shared by 

others: “Anticipation shows itself as the possibility of understanding one’s ownmost and extreme 

potentiality-of-being, that is, as the possibility of authentic existence” (SZ, 263). This frees 

Dasein from its lostness in the they, the social forces that exert normative (and thus existentially 

constitutive) pressure, and allows it to interpret itself as an individual, distinct from other beings 

and from the world (SZ, 266). Raymond Geuss explains that anticipation occurs when the 

resulting anxiety, which shows up when Dasein realizes the parameters of its individual finitude, 

takes Dasein out of its absorption in the everyday world and forces it into a confrontation with 

the future possibility that is most unambiguously its own: death (Geuss 2013, 502).  

So Dasein’s being is extended between past and future, between having-been and the 

potentialities of being, with the final potentiality of being (death) demarcating the temporal 

“space” between present and future within which Dasein exists. As Heidegger explains: 
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Dasein does not first fill up an objectively present path or stretch ‘of life’ through the 
phases of its momentary realities, but stretches itself along in such a way that its own 
being is constituted beforehand as this stretching along. The ‘between’ of birth and death 
already lies in the being of Dasein (SZ, 374).  
 

As a being that understands itself as having had a past existence, Dasein is able to project itself 

into the future (between the present and the ultimate end) in a way that remains consistent with 

its past having-been (SZ, 326). For Dasein, this is an exercise in finitude and negation; Dasein 

identifies itself as the actualizer of potentialities and the nullifier of others that remain unchosen. 

Thus, Dasein is guilty, which means that it is “being-the-ground for a being which is determined 

by a not—being-the-ground of a nullity” (SZ, 283). In this way, guilt, in Heidegger’s ontology, is 

defined as the taking up of responsibility for what Dasein is not and will not be. As Taylor 

Carman explains in a commentary on Being and Time: “To be called to being guilty means 

taking on responsibilities for the nullities defining one, that is, interpreting oneself as the ground 

or reason that one is not what or who one is not” (Carman 2003, 298). So in coming to terms 

with Dasein’s own finitude, Dasein is able to take responsibility for its future possibilities as well 

as for the possibilities that have been eliminated through its choices. 

So for Dasein to be individuated (that is, for its future possibilities to remain distinct from 

the future possibilities of other beings), it must understand that there are certain potentialities of 

being that are possible only for itself, and the preeminent such possibility is death. Coming to 

terms with the singular scope of this possibility allows Dasein to discover itself as extended 

futurally into potentialities of being that are uniquely its own. Being-toward-death wakes Dasein 

up to its unique future and its individuality as a projection into that future: “The ‘end’ of being-

in-the-world is death. This end, belonging to the potentiality-of-being, that is, to existence, limits 

and defines the possible totality of Dasein” (SZ, 234). This temporal extension constitutes 
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Dasein’s sense of self-constancy, allowing it to be defined simultaneously by its constitutive 

relations in the world and also as more than its present relationships and components.  

I suggest that anticipation, for Heidegger, describes the dynamics through which a 

particular sort of emergence takes place for authentic Dasein. By coming to terms with death and 

innovatively projecting its being into future possibilities, Dasein emerges as an individuated and 

unified self that is no longer simply a product of the thrownness of its average, everyday being-

in-the-world. Having emerged through anticipation, Dasein exercises its downward causal power 

to influence and reconfigure its constitutive components (i.e. its future possibilities) by means of 

what Heidegger calls resoluteness. 

 

Resoluteness 

For Heidegger, resoluteness denotes “the authentic potentiality-of-being of Dasein” (SZ, 

302) in which Dasein projects itself into concrete possibilities in a way that remains true to its 

authentic self, which has emerged through the dynamics of anticipation and which has opened 

itself up to anxiety. Heidegger writes, “The eminent, authentic disclosedness attested in Dasein 

itself by its conscience—the reticent projecting oneself upon one’s ownmost being-guilty which 

is ready for anxiety—we call resoluteness” (SZ, 296-297). So, for Heidegger, resoluteness 

requires that Dasein listens to the being that it discovers through anticipation and applies that 

being to its available possibilities. In a sense, while anticipation wakes Dasein up to its 

individuality and unity, resoluteness fills in the content of Dasein’s sense of individuality in a 

way that aligns with Dasein’s authentic projection of possibilities, that is, its creative 

appropriation of the materials provided by its heritage, its physical world, and the they.  
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I suggest that this creative engagement with constitutive materials is what Heidegger 

means when he says that resoluteness is possible only on the basis of Dasein’s ability to listen to 

its conscience, or, more precisely, to identify itself as its conscience in the ground of its being 

(SZ, 277), which Heidegger defines as the “call of care.”9 If care denotes the way in which 

Dasein “takes care” of its world and actually engages with the possibilities afforded to it by the 

world (SZ, 193), Dasein’s conscience is an orienting force that calls Dasein to engage with its 

world in specific ways, enabling it to navigate through the various available possibilities in a 

particular way. It is this “particular way” that holds the singularity of Dasein; Heidegger’s 

concept of conscience, according to Taylor Carman, “is nothing more or less than Dasein’s 

responsiveness to the fact of its own singularity, or mineness” (2003, 295). The resulting content 

of this singularity that makes up the “mineness” of Dasein’s being is what Heidegger calls 

resoluteness: “The eminent, authentic disclosedness attested in Dasein itself by its 

conscience…we call resoluteness” (SZ, 297).  

Connecting resoluteness to anticipation, Heidegger claims that being fully resolved 

means that Dasein projects itself futurally in a way that takes responsibility for the negation of 

the possibilities that are eliminated by such a projection, so that Dasein recognizes what Carman 

calls the “dying off of possibilities” as marking the boundaries of its being (2003, 298). Although 

Dasein is capable of resolute (i.e., authentic) modification of its being by choosing its unique 

path through potentialities (SZ, 130), Heidegger recognizes that radical, self-creating autonomy 

is impossible. Dasein is ultimately dependent upon its thrownness into a world in the ground of 

its being, and its possibilities are only made possible on account of its always, already being-in-

the-world (Carman 2003, 286). Within those parameters authentic Dasein is free to modify its 

                                                
9 See Being and Time, §57. 
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activity (i.e., regulate its action loops) resolutely by means of projecting possibilities ahead of 

itself, into the future: “In being-ahead-of-oneself as the being toward one’s ownmost 

potentiality-of-being lies the existential and ontological condition of the possibility of being free 

for authentic existentiell possibilities” (SZ, 193). For Heidegger, understanding the temporal 

structure of Dasein’s own existence opens up new existentiell understandings, that is, legitimate 

and tangible possibilities in the realm of action.10 

This freedom afforded to Dasein allows us to interpret Dasein as strongly emergent. 

While anticipation describes the process by which Dasein emerges, resoluteness describes the 

causal powers of emergent Dasein to influence its own being-in-the-world. Emergent Dasein is 

inescapably caught in a loop in which it configures the possibilities that constitute its own being. 

Each Dasein is both dependent upon and autonomous from its being-in-the-world, which is 

shaped by the community in which it finds itself. Moving forward, I suggest that reframing 

anticipatory resoluteness in terms of creative engagement with a world allows us to move toward 

a more complete understanding of Dasein’s authenticity, allowing room for both individuality 

and community membership at the same time, thereby integrating both dependence and 

autonomy. 

 

Authenticity as Creative Reconfiguration of Possibilities 

One burning question that arises at this point, raised by many scholars (including 

Jonathan Salem-Wiseman), is whether Heidegger belongs in a communitarian or liberal camp 

with regard to the constitution of Dasein’s self: “is Dasein constitutively attached to its 

communally given ends, as communitarians…claim, or is Dasein in principle capable of freely 

                                                
10 Hubert Dreyfus explains that “existentiell” understandings, as opposed to the more worked out understanding 

of ontological structures, involve “an individual’s understanding of his or her own way to be, that is, of what he or 
she is” (Dreyfus 1991, 20). 
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standing back from those ends, as liberals affirm?” (Salem-Wiseman 2003, 534). Salem-

Wiseman suggests that the liberal interpretation is for the most part true, with the qualification 

that Dasein, in its thrownness, is always embedded in a community but in such a way that it is 

not deterministically attached to those communal ends. Authentic Dasein has (limited) freedom 

to decide how to take up or set aside the communal ends of its social world. As a result, though it 

must begin as thrown into a social world that exerts certain pressures, authentic Dasein is not 

ontologically determined by the community all the way down (Salem-Wiseman 2003, 546). 

Another way to expose the nuances of this description of Dasein’s individuality is to 

suggest, as Hubert Dreyfus does, that Heidegger does not actually deny the inner experiences, 

the ”contents of consciousness” of Dasein, but he places them firmly in a secondary role to 

Dasein’s already being in the world (Dreyfus 1991, 148). In this way, Dreyfus’ interpretation of 

authentic Dasein carries an affirmation of authentic Dasein as strongly emergent out of its 

constitutive state of being-in-the-world. Dreyfus goes on to explain how tightly the world 

imposes parameters upon Dasein’s being, using the example of eating food. “For eating 

equipment to work,” Dreyfus explains, 

how one eats, when one eats, and what one eats must already be determined. Thus the 
very functioning of equipment is dependent upon social norms. Indeed, norms define the 
in-order-tos that define the being of equipment, and also the for-the-sake-of-whichs that 
give equipment its significance (1991, 154). 
 

At the same time, however, in anticipatory resoluteness Dasein is free to engage with these 

inherited parameters. Anticipation wakes Dasein up from its lostness in the they by coming to 

terms with death as its ownmost possibility, thus allowing it to occupy a space of “freedom 

toward death” (SZ, 266). Resoluteness then takes this freedom of particularity and applies it to 

concrete acting in the world,11 allowing Dasein to creatively and actively engage with the 

                                                
11 See Being and Time, §61. 
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materials provided by its own everyday, thrown being-in-the-world, materials which arise out of 

the socio-historical context in which Dasein finds itself always already involved. To unpack the 

limitations and the freedoms that these materials provide, I now turn to Heidegger’s much 

debated section 74 of Being and Time, in which he explains how historicity is essentially 

constitutive for Dasein. 

 

Fate and Destiny as the Boundaries of Creativity 

As I have shown, Dasein’s resoluteness emerges out of its being-in-the-world, which is 

discovered through anticipation as a feature of Dasein’s being stretched between past and future. 

But where exactly does the content of resoluteness come from? In other words: where do the raw 

potentialities of being come from, which resoluteness reconfigures through projection? 

Heidegger acknowledges that “the factically disclosed possibilities of existence are not to be 

learned from death” (SZ, 283). Rather, they are disclosed as possibilities only “in terms of the 

heritage which that resoluteness takes over as thrown” (SZ, 283). Dasein is historical and 

temporal to its core:  

Only a being that is essentially futural in its being so that it can let itself be thrown back 
upon its factical there, free for its death and shattering itself on it, that is, only a being 
that, as futural, is equiprimordially having-been, can hand down to itself its inherited 
possibility, take over its own thrownness and be in the Moment for “its time” (SZ, 385). 
 

The content of its self, experienced as a having-been, projected into the future and thrown back 

into the present moment, is defined by its social and historical embeddedness or, in other words, 

its heritage. For Heidegger, this heritage is the source of Dasein’s being, but Dasein can “hand 

[its inherited possibility] down to itself” by affirming the heritage and carrying it forward into 

the future. 
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In its socio-historical embeddedness, Dasein’s heritage presents a limited number of 

possibilities or potentialities of being from which it can choose at any given moment. When 

Dasein further limits its possibilities to only those that present themselves as compatible with its 

own resoluteness, and when Dasein sees more clearly the most probable path into the future, 

Dasein is described as existing in the mode of fate (SZ, 384). For Heidegger, Dasein’s heritage, 

which has been passed down to it, establishes certain boundaries around the set of possibilities 

that are possible, but once Dasein actively takes over its heritage and the possibilities it contains, 

Dasein configures these possibilities in a way that is congruent with its resoluteness. The 

dynamic between Dasein’s heritage and resolute response to that heritage is what Heidegger calls 

fate (Salem-Wiseman 2003, 543). In this way, fate is Dasein’s coming to terms with the interplay 

between its finitude and its freedom, and with the inescapable historicity that grounds both. 

Dasein’s finitude means that even though it is legitimately free, it cannot act outside of its 

jurisdiction as defined by its heritage and by the basic limitations of being-in-the-world. For this 

reason, Dasein is carried along by the irresistible current of historicity (SZ, 384-385).  

 Destiny, for Heidegger, is not simply “composed of individual fates” (SZ, 384), of 

multiple Daseins handing down their own heritage to themselves in isolation. Rather, Heidegger 

here stresses the constitutive power of community; only as a result of communal interaction, 

“[i]n communication and in struggle” (SZ, 384), can a community serve as a constitutive force 

for Dasein that allows it to grapple with its fate authentically. So destiny at once informs and is 

informed by individual fates but is an emergent force that exists in its own right. Just as fate sets 

the parameters for the content of resoluteness, so destiny sets the parameters for the content of 

the heritage that can be handed down, thus guiding the fates of individuals who participate in the 

community defined by a certain heritage (SZ, 384-385). 
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Although Dasein is inescapably caught up in the unfolding of history in its “fateful 

destiny” (SZ, 385), Dasein retains a certain freedom to creatively engage with its heritage. When 

Dasein authentically examines its heritage and comes to the conclusion that the heritage is a 

project worth continuing, Dasein’s resoluteness is expressed as repetition; it hands its 

resoluteness down to itself (SZ 385). In this process, Dasein is free to “choose its hero” (SZ 385), 

to model its resoluteness after its having-been or, potentially, after a different or newly imagined 

model. This freedom to engage critically with Dasein’s heritage, as Heidegger explains, “is 

grounded existentially in anticipatory resoluteness; for in resoluteness the choice is first chosen 

that makes one free for the struggle over what is to follow [kämfende Nachfolge] and fidelity 

[Treue] to what can be repeated” (SZ, 385). Of course, this freedom is possible only within 

certain parameters, which are defined by Dasein’s fate that flows from the fundamentally 

relational, social, and historical constitution of Dasein.  

After a close look at some of Heidegger’s ideas, it is necessary to step back and review 

how the ground that has been covered thus far fits into the larger aims of this project. The 

guiding question of this examination of Heidegger has been whether or not and to what extent 

Dasein, as emergent, is more than the sum of its constitutive relations when it exists in the mode 

of authenticity. Dasein, disclosed by its world and its social situation, emerges as a being that is 

free to act within the parameters of its inherited fateful destiny in accordance with its 

anticipatory resoluteness. So while Dasein is entirely dependent upon its situatedness in the 

world as the ground of its existence, Heidegger claims that it is not fully determined by this 

situatedness, retaining a certain autonomy that I suggest is consistent with strong emergentism. 

Just as a poet cannot write in a made-up language and hope that the poems remain intelligible as 

poetry, authentic Dasein is able to engage with its constitutive relations and potentialities of 
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being and reconfigure them innovatively but is unable actually to introduce new possibilities out 

of nowhere.12 So what is the essential nature of the being that has this creative ability? 

 

Dasein’s Creative Essence 

In Being and Time, Heidegger, in Caputo’s view, suggests that Dasein’s very existence 

presents it with a “depth dimension, a Sache, a matter for thought” (Caputo 1983, 680). Another 

way to describe this slippery position is to suggest two levels of emergence in Dasein's 

experience: (1) the “passive” emergence of Dasein through self-disclosure and (2) the “active” 

emergent ability to reconfigure innovatively its potentialities of being. That is, once Dasein has 

emerged as an authentic, resolute, and individuated self, it is capable of interacting with its 

thrownness in such a way that it has freedom to instigate newness and open up new (existentiell) 

possibilities. The million dollar question here, however, is one posed by Arthur R. Luther in an 

article outlining conceptions of emergence in Heidegger and Japanese philosopher Kitaro 

Nishida: given the complexity of the world by which Dasein is disclosed to itself, what gives us 

reason to claim that there really is some essential structure, a “depth dimension,” unique to 

Dasein that is to be discovered or that emerges (Luther 1982, 348)? 

Within Heidegger’s framework, the freedom of Dasein to engage with its constitutive 

inheritance points to the idea that Dasein is more than the sum of the components of its world. 

Or, as Daniel O. Dahlstrom explains, for Heidegger, “being” for entities like Dasein includes but 

                                                
12 Heidegger deserves recognition for the consistency of his philosophical approach in this regard. He spends a 

significant portion of Being and Time deconstructing the mind-body and subject-object distinctions. The philosophy 
of Descartes and his philosophical descendents is problematic for Heidegger in general because of the way 
Descartes’ metaphysical foundations allow him to “pass over the phenomenon of world, as well as the being of 
innerworldly beings initially at hand”(SZ, 95). So one of the major projects of Being and Time is to respond to this 
philosophical heritage in an attempt to expose dualism as a problematic framework. In doing so, Heidegger is 
enacting his concept of anticipatory resoluteness. Throughout Being and Time, Heidegger recognizes his 
philosophical heritage and creatively engages with it, offering an innovative way forward that would not be possible 
without that heritage but is nevertheless a profound reconfiguration of it. 
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is not exhausted by their being-present (Dahlstrom 2003, 986). Heidegger explains this in terms 

of temporality, suggesting that Dasein can understand itself as a whole only temporally: 

“Existence defined by the Moment temporalizes itself as fatefully whole, stretching along in the 

sense of the authentic, historical constancy of the self” (SZ, 410). So the sum of the components 

currently present in the world cannot account for the wholeness and the constancy of Dasein; it 

can only be understood as a whole as stretched across time, across “the ‘between’ of birth and 

death” (SZ, 374). Only when tripartite temporality (past, present, and future) is taken into 

account can we begin to think about Dasein as a whole, which Salem-Wiseman describes as 

stretched, “event-like, between birth and death” (2003, 538). Authentic Dasein thus only exists in 

temporal extension. So, as emergent, authentic Dasein is diachronically constituted. As in the 

case of Bedau’s qualification of weak emergence, for emergent Dasein to be instantiated, the 

constituting relations must be temporally extended (i.e., the system must be run) (Bedau 1997). 

So with Heidegger, Dasein cannot exist outside of time, and self-understanding only occurs in 

terms of futural possibilities and past having-been. As such, Dasein only emerges when the 

“system” is run diachronically.  

However, this study of temporality does not fully deal with the question of strong 

emergence. If Dasein is dependent upon the possibilities latent in its world for its existence but, 

given its jurisdiction within the parameters of its fate, is not fully determined by these 

possibilities and so able to establish a creative comportment toward them, then Dasein’s creative 

freedom to “choose its hero” (SZ, 385) implies that authentic Dasein is ultimately more than its 

heritage and the constitutive relations of its world. According to Salem-Wiseman, “[t]his self-

relation means that Dasein can make fundamentally different decisions with respect to the way in 

which it takes hold of its own existence” than its heritage dictates (2003, 548). So authentic 
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Dasein is a strongly emergent entity with its own essential structure, at the same time that it 

remains inextricably tied to its world. 

While Heidegger resists talk of definitive essences in order to avoid assuming the very 

metaphysical baggage that his project is attempting to discard, he cannot avoid saying, “Dasein 

becomes ‘essential’ in authentic existence that is constituted by anticipatory resoluteness” (SZ, 

323) for the reasons outlined above. Fortunately, his fundamental ontology has brought him to a 

point in his argument at which he can make this claim without affirming the baggage; he has 

dismantled dualism in such a way that he is able to posit an emergent essence called authentic 

Dasein without identifying it as a disengaged subject that is defined only in opposition to objects.  

For Heidegger, anticipatory resoluteness marks the emergence of a new essential 

structure that functions as a supervisory system capable of downward causation. That is, 

authentic Dasein is capable of reconfiguring possibilities, which it receives in its thrown 

situation, in accordance with its anticipatory resoluteness and only within the bounds of its 

fateful destiny as defined by its heritage. Thus, Dasein’s self is its own for which it can take 

responsibility as a free, creative agent, passing its heritage down to itself actively and 

intentionally. I suggest that authenticity understood in this way can helpfully be thought of as 

synonymous with creativity and innovative engagement with possibilities. As an emerged 

innovator, Heidegger’s Dasein is able to actualize its essential existential structure in ways not 

merely dictated by its thrownness into the world.  

To sum up, Heidegger’s Being and Time offers an account of the way in which the 

human person is ontologically dependent upon the world but also autonomous from it within 

certain limits. This dependence is temporal, communal, and grounded in the world. For 

Heidegger, Dasein’s dependence is built on the idea that the events of the past are constitutive of 
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Dasein, in conjunction with the available future possibilities presented as possibilities by 

communal norms and being-in-the-world. However, as it grapples with the past it has inherited 

and chooses the hero of the future that lies ahead, authentic Dasein is also emergent from its 

dependence and is capable of exerting configurational force on those inherited possibilities that 

constitute it, and also of adopting a critical comportment to the communal norms into which it 

has been thrown.  

 

2.2  HANS-GEORG GADAMER’S HERMENEUTIC ONTOLOGY 

As a student of Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer adopts and extends Heidegger’s fundamental 

ontology into a more explicit description of the dynamics and fundamentality of hermeneutics in 

human experience. I will show how Gadamer, in his landmark work Truth and Method, also 

takes up Heidegger’s implicit emergentism in his description of play, the primordiality of 

tradition, and of the movement of the hermeneutic circle. 

Like Heidegger’s Being and Time, the arc of Truth and Method introduces a difficult 

tension between the way in which, on the one side, the human person’s existence is 

fundamentally dependent upon convention (and, more broadly, historical and environmental 

situatedness) and, on the other side, the way in which human action is not fully predetermined by 

this dependence. I suggest that throughout the hermeneutic ontology of Truth and Method, 

Gadamer maintains that the human being is free in a legitimate sense. The boundaries of 

historicity and language simultaneously limit and enable the ability to come to a self-

understanding that leads to novel and innovative interaction with the world. Gadamer designates 

this ability as “freedom from environment” (TM, 441). Because Gadamer strongly resists 

Cartesian dualism, he must explain the origin of this ability to resist the causal pressures of the 
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environment in a way that maintains both the situated dependence and the autonomous freedom 

of the human person. As a result, his hermeneutic ontology, with its development of the concept 

of play, the hermeneutic circle, and the linguistic structure of hermeneutic experience, parallels 

insights drawn from strong emergentism. 

In order to clarify the way in which Gadamer negotiates this complex course through an 

ontology of human dependence to the freedom of the human being, I suggest that his line of 

reasoning can be helpfully illuminated in terms of strong emergentism, which seeks to answer 

similar concerns. As a means by which it is possible to account for both the full embeddedness of 

an emergent while maintaining its novelty and causal efficacy with respect to its originary 

system, emergentism provides us with tools to analyze and clarify how Truth and Method’s post-

Kantian and post-Cartesian position retains and develops a sense of legitimate free will for 

Dasein within the boundaries of historical and environmental situatedness.  

 

Setting the Stage 

To begin, it is essential to explicate the Heideggerian basis of certain relevant aspects of 

Gadamer’s project. In Being and Time, Martin Heidegger defines “understanding” as “the 

existential being [Sein] of the ownmost potentiality of being of Dasein itself in such a way that 

this being [Sein] discloses in itself what its very being is about” (SZ, 144). For Heidegger, 

understanding always involves sifting through the various possibilities for one’s future activity 

from moment to moment. These possibilities present themselves always and only in terms of a 

world. Sifting in such a way allows the various possibilities to be interpreted in terms of 

“serviceability, usability, detrimentality” (SZ, 144). The process of developing and arriving at an 

understanding of the availability and quality of possibilities, then, is what Heidegger calls 
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“interpretation.” So when Dasein interprets, it comes to understand itself in terms of the 

possibilities available for its activity, always and only in relation to the object(s) of 

interpretation. Understanding and interpretation, from a Heideggerian point of view, move 

beyond Cartesian dualism and the Kantian subject-object schema, placing the being of Dasein in 

the act of interpretation itself in such a way that Dasein exists as external to itself (so to speak). 

Understanding, then, is not a matter of collecting knowledge; it is a fundamental mode of 

Dasein’s being, which Donatella Di Cesare describes as being as close to us and as inescapable 

as breathing (2013, 38). 

Showing his Heideggerian hand in the foreword to the second edition of Truth and 

Method, Gadamer notes that his use of the term hermeneutics “denotes the basic being-in-motion 

of Dasein that constitutes its finitude and historicity, and hence embraces the whole of its 

experience of the world” (TM, xxvii). For Gadamer, hermeneutics is not simply the interpretation 

of texts; it is a fundamental mode of being in which a person exists in the world. The path 

Gadamer takes to develop this claim in Truth and Method is through an ontology of human 

dependence upon the world in which both “subject” and “object” have their being only in a 

relationship to each other (in presentation and interpretation), a relationship that always runs 

both ways between them. Gadamer identifies this relationship as “play” and establishes it as the 

dynamic that enables interpretation in general.13 For Gadamer, interpretation is the fundamental 

mode of being of the human being. So it is not that we, as transcendental subjects, deign to enter 

into a relationship of interpretation, but rather that we are always already relationally involved in 

a historical world and express our being through the dynamics of interpretation. Tradition and 

                                                
13 Though in Truth and Method Gadamer’s explicit use of the concept of play is mostly in reference to his 

ontology of the work of art, along with Monica Vilhauer (2010, xiii-xiv), I suggest that the concept of play is a 
foundational concept for his hermeneutic ontology in general. As such, it establishes a foundation upon which to 
build his more broadly scoped ideas. 
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prejudice, in Gadamerian terms, fill in the content of the human person’s historical situatedness 

and constitute the way in which we inextricably belong to history (TM, 278). In this way, as 

Stefano Marino explains, Gadamer’s hermeneutic ontology is a re-conception of what it means to 

be human, which converts philosophical hermeneutics into a practical philosophy that takes into 

account the way in which humans are always already situated and involved in a complex natural, 

social, and historical environment (2011, 217). Once again aligning with Heidegger in an attempt 

to make clear the structure of interpretation, Gadamer says: “Everything that makes possible and 

limits Dasein’s projection ineluctably precedes it” (TM, 254). Dasein has no being, let alone self-

understanding, apart from its being already embedded in and relationally connected to a world. 

This embeddedness limits what Dasein can do and consider doing, but at the same time 

constitutes the array of possibilities available to interpreting Dasein.  

At this point, a problem is introduced that requires resolution. In Gadamer’s hermeneutic 

ontology, there is heavy emphasis on the historical constitution of Dasein and the way in which 

Dasein gets caught up in interpreting and interacting with the world. This poses a challenge to 

maintaining a robust sense of Dasein’s free will: if Dasein is fully pre-constituted by its 

historicity and embeddedness in a world, is it possible for Dasein to have the ability to choose 

between possibilities in a way that is not already predetermined by its situatedness? Are 

legitimate possibilities ever presented to Dasein as having equipotentiality, or is every projection 

fully determined by Dasein’s historical constitution? Can Gadamer maintain that Dasein is 

profoundly and ontologically dependent on historical situatedness and still account for any sense 

of legitimate freedom of the human being without reverting back to Cartesian dualism? I suggest 
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that Gadamer’s account of freedom in the hermeneutic ontology of Truth and Method 

successfully deals with these issues, and, in doing so, crosses paths with strong emergentism.14 

 

Play and the Conditions for Emergence 

To unpack Gadamer’s compatibility with strong emergentism, I will begin with an 

exposition of his concept of play, juxtaposed against an emergentist ontology. Whereas much of 

the secondary literature on Gadamer deals with the concept of play primarily in relation to his 

ontology of the work of art, Monica Vilhauer suggests that herein lies the key to understanding 

Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics. She suggests that this key concept  

elucidates the very process of understanding in general—the understanding which 
stretches through all our hermeneutic experience, including encounters with art, with text, 
with tradition in all its forms, with others in dialogue, and which even constitutes our 
very mode of being-in-the-world (2010, xiii-xiv). 
 

Considering that the Heideggerian sense of understanding and interpretation describes a 

fundamental way in which Dasein is oriented toward the world, the concept of play, as the 

dynamic that animates both understanding and interpretation, brings Gadamer’s hermeneutic 

ontology into focus. 

Gadamer considers play to be the actual mode of being of a work of art (TM, 102). That 

is, a work of art only has its being in being played by, and thereby presenting itself to, an 

observer or participant. However, this self-presentation goes both ways. Thus, play is not only 

the mode of being of the art object but is also an occasion in which the human person engages in 

interpretation, which, understood in a Heideggerian sense, also constitutes the being of the 
                                                

14 There is a recent precedent for connecting Gadamer’s hermeneutic ontology to positions related to 
emergentism in philosophy of mind. In his article “The Source of the Subjective,” Bjørn Ramberg argues for the 
juxtaposition of Gadamer’s hermeneutic ontology against an analysis of intentionality that is based on the 
understanding that the mind “exists as a system of relations” between the human person and environment (1997, 
467). Although Ramberg does not explicitly delve into emergentism for support of this thesis, his suggestions are 
deeply compatible with the core intuitions of strong emergentism, and the connections he makes in this article neatly 
pave the way for this juxtaposition to be developed. 
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person: “in spending oneself on the task of the game, one is in fact playing oneself out. The self-

presentation of the game involves the player’s achieving, as it were, his own self-presentation by 

playing—i.e. presenting—something” (TM, 108). The player engages with the game or the work 

of art as the “space” in which to project and imagine possibilities (TM, 250). This projection is 

what Gadamer identifies as one’s “ecstatic self-forgetfulness,” which he suggests paradoxically 

“corresponds to [one’s] continuity with [oneself]” (TM, 124). Therefore, the human person, 

according to Gadamer, only exists as always already engaged in play, that is, always extended 

into (and, I suggest, emergent from) relationships with the world. There is an emergence that 

takes place here through the mode of self-understanding by which one who understands 

something in the world (i.e. “projects oneself upon his possibilities” [TM, 251]) understands 

oneself. This interpretation of Gadamer’s use of the Heideggerian concept of understanding 

allows Dasein to be constituted by components that do not exhaust its being; Dasein emerges out 

of a system of interrelationships in the world within which it is caught up in play, and Dasein is 

only intelligible to itself in terms of these pre-established interrelationships. 

The concept of play is a key component to illuminating an interpretation of Gadamer’s 

hermeneutic ontology that is amenable to a strong emergentist account of consciousness. 

Vilhauer suggests that Gadamer, through the concept of play, offers a solution to the mind-body 

problem, simultaneously challenging the Kantian view that a person is a subject as opposed to 

objects and the Cartesian view that the mind is a distinct kind of entity from the body. Rather, as 

a result of the relational and ontological significance of play, Vilhauer’s Gadamer offers a view 

in which the human person “is a being that is primordially in contact with the world of 

meaningful things and people, apart from which this thing cannot exist” (Vilhaeur 2010, 112). 

Similarly, developing a  juxtaposition of hermeneutics and intentionality, Bjørn Ramberg 
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maintains that mental properties, in an externalist (and, I might add, emergentist) view of 

mentality and intentionality,  

are not autonomous, intrinsic features of some entity; they are essentially relational. They 
are individuated, and constituted (in part) by objects beyond the subject or person. A 
person’s mental properties are a system of relationships between the person and her 
environment (Ramberg 1997, 467). 
 

In the same way that a strong emergentist is able to consider mental activity as a process of 

interaction between “mutually embedding and embedded systems, tightly interconnected on 

multiple levels” (Silberstein 2006, 208), rather than an inner quality of an individual, Gadamer 

also views the human person as constituted by this very dynamic, which he calls hermeneutics 

(i.e. “the basic being-in-motion of Dasein” [TM, xxvii]). Such a view of the human person is 

summed up in the words of Warren Brown’s (and John Dewey’s) insistence that “mind” should 

be understood as a verb and not a noun (Brown 2007, 200). In the same way, for Gadamer, the 

concept of play illustrates a view of consciousness as always in motion and always caught up in 

the world. 

 

The Hermeneutic Circle and the Dynamics of Emergence 

Using the image of the hermeneutic circle, fortified by a nuanced understanding of 

tradition and prejudice as essential components of the human person’s fundamental constitution, 

Gadamer moves from the concept of play to conceiving of the human person as historically 

embedded. If self-presentation in play corresponds roughly to Heidegger’s notion of projection, 

Gadamer’s conceptions of tradition and prejudice correspond to Heidegger’s notion of heritage. 

Gadamer affirms and alludes to something similar to Heideggerian heritage as a way to describe 

the human person as belonging to history (TM, 278): “Everything that makes possible and limits 

Dasein’s projection ineluctably precedes it” (TM, 254). For Gadamer, as for Heidegger, the 
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emergence of a self that is capable of authentic projection is not possible apart from being 

already conditioned by a historical situation. One’s historical constitution consists in a set of 

prejudices that makes possible all understanding and serves to direct and orient inquiry 

(Ramberg 1997, 460-461). A human person always begins with a set of prejudices, or in more 

Heideggerian terms “fore-conceptions” (TM, 269), that are primordial as a result of being always 

and already immersed in a tradition (i.e. a heritage). However, for Gadamer, these prejudices 

initiate a process of ongoing interpretation. When these prejudices are challenged by the “text” 

(i.e., the object of interpretation), they cause the interpreter to be “pulled up short” (TM, 270) by 

it, and the interpreter is able to replace previous prejudices with new, more appropriate 

interpretations (TM, 269). So prejudices, for Gadamer, are more than just biases; they “constitute 

the historical reality of [a human person’s] being” (TM, 278).  

The process of testing prejudices against objects of interpretation is suitably deemed the 

“hermeneutic circle,” which I suggest illustrates the process by which an individual emerges as a 

free individual out of thrownness: “The circle…is neither subjective nor objective, but describes 

understanding as the interplay of the movement of tradition and the movement of the interpreter” 

(TM, 293). To recall Stuart Kauffman’s idea that an emergent emerges in a way that is not time-

reversible, Gadamer’s hermeneutic circle suggests the same. The movement of interpretation 

from prejudice to reformulation necessitates that understanding, which constitutes the very being 

of Dasein, is in a constant state of flux. A new understanding of the world cannot be erased 

without tampering with Dasein’s primordial being-in-the-world. In this way, the emergence of 

Dasein from its heritage is not time-reversible but is diachronic and profoundly historically 

contingent.  
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From an emergentist’s perspective, this means that there is no mind or consciousness at 

all apart from historical embeddedness. To suggest otherwise falls into a dualistic idea that the 

mind leads a separate existence from historical and physical embeddedness, a position that strong 

emergentists (and Gadamer) reject. This amounts to the idea that a brain in a vat can never have 

the same experiences as an identical brain in a body embedded in a historical situation 

(Silberstein 2006, 211). In fact, apart from this embeddedness, there is no possibility of a 

hermeneutic circle, and therefore, no possibility of the understanding that is constitutive of 

consciousness itself. 

Where the hermeneutic circle does occur, however, an emergence takes place. This 

emergence is marked by the ability of the emergent (Dasein) to “foreground” a prejudice. In 

Gadamer’s terminology, “Foregrounding (abheben) a prejudice clearly requires suspending its 

validity for us” (TM, 298). The ability to take such a critical stance on a prejudice requires the 

interpreter to resist the pressure it exerts. The human person, when actively involved in the world 

as an interpreter, emerges through the hermeneutic circle as something more than simply a 

bundle of prejudices, pre-determined by historical and social situatedness, even though these 

prejudices ground its being. So while a human person only comes into being, so to speak, when 

engaged with the world in a play relationship marked by the hermeneutic circle, the being that 

has come into being emerges as more than the sum of the component parts that conditioned the 

possibility for its existence.  

For Gadamer, the “more” that emerges out of the movement of the hermeneutic circle is 

marked by a “state of new intellectual freedom” (TM, 251). He goes on to explain that when a 

person comes to an understanding, this “implies the general possibility of interpreting, of seeing 

connections, of drawing conclusions” (TM, 251). I suggest that the freedom Gadamer attributes 
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to Dasein (as an emergent) thus takes the form of critical creativity with respect to its 

thrownness, which means that such a person is able to prevent novel questions and lines of 

inquiry from being covered over by inherited prejudices (TM, 361). Such an ability is marked by 

the possibility of “taking a critical stance with regard to every convention” (TM, 551), which 

opens up the possibility of freedom from the pressures of these conventions. Persons who 

understand are thus not completely pre-determined by their inescapable historical constitution 

and their belonging to a tradition. The ability to engage critically with convention (i.e., one’s 

thrownness into a tradition) results from tracing the path of the hermeneutic circle to arrive at a 

new self-understanding: “This cultivated understanding and self-understanding constitutes for us 

a newfound freedom in which we feel at home in what may have previously been strange and 

posed a limitation for us” (Vilhauer 2010, 65). In this way, the hermeneutic circle is the 

mechanism by which the human person emerges out of its tradition, and a new freedom is 

established for that which has emerged.15 

 

Linguisticality as Emergent Freedom 

Truth and Method’s account of what I have suggested can be identified as emergence is 

further clarified by a distinction between world and environment. For Gadamer, to have a world 

means to have an orientation toward it, or, in other words, to be able to establish a critical stance 

with regard to it (TM, 440-441). In contrast, an environment in this context denotes the nexus of 

                                                
15 This interpretation of Gadamer’s hermeneutics in Truth and Method supports Paul Ricoeur’s attempt, in 

response to the debates between Gadamer and Habermas, to develop an account of hermeneutics that is compatible 
with a critique of tradition and authority (Piercey 2004, 263). I suggest, along with Ricoeur, that Habermas’ distaste 
for tradition rests on a misunderstanding about the primordiality of hermeneutics, and his critique of ideology itself 
cannot be “detached from hermeneutic presuppositions” (Ricoeur 1991, 271). The interpretation I have provided of 
Gadamer’s Truth and Method diffuses Habermas’ concern that hermeneutics leaves no room for a critique of 
authority and tradition, suggesting that Gadamer’s conception of the human person as emergent rests on the 
ontological possibility of creative critique and appropriation of an inherited tradition. 
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relations that exert causal pressure within which an organism finds itself (TM, 441). Gadamer 

explains that the freedom from this pressure is characteristically human and is effected by 

language: “To rise above the pressure of what impinges on us from the world means to have a 

language and to have a ‘world’” (TM, 441). Whereas most animals experience a straightforward 

embeddedness in the environment, according to Gadamer, language allows its users a certain 

distance from particular aspects of this embeddedness, which affords the language user freedom 

with respect to the environment that simply embedded organisms cannot experience (Vilhauer 

2010, 143).  

Essentially, Gadamer argues a point here that is remarkably similar to one made by 

emergentist philosopher Warren Brown. Brown uses the idea of “action loops” to describe the 

way in which the behaviour of organisms never actually begins or ends; rather, it is a feedback 

loop in which an organism continually modulates its behaviour. The idea of action loops 

effectively reframes the discussion of causation, in that causation becomes modulation of pre-

existing behaviour rather than the “triggering of action in an otherwise inert organism” (Brown 

2007, 208). Significantly, Brown explains a basic structure of behaviour in terms of action loops 

in a way that is compatible with Gadamer’s description of animals embedded in the environment. 

Further, Brown suggests that in more complex organisms (such as humans), who enjoy higher-

level emergent properties (e.g. mind/conscious thought), there emerges multiple levels of 

supervisory systems that regulate and contain the more simple action loops (2007, 211). As a 

result, Brown considers humans to be able to rise above their simple action loops in the same 

way that Gadamer considers them capable of rising above the environment. 

Converging on remarkably similar conclusions as Gadamer, Brown goes on to describe 

the ways in which language influences the emergence of supervisory systems. According to 
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Brown, scaffolding (which, to recall from chapter one, refers to the ways in which organisms use 

their being-in-the-world to supplement mental processing) suggests that mental activity in 

general is not simply internal to an organism but is fundamentally relational because it is 

supplemented to a certain extent by the environment. Language, suggests Brown, is “the primary 

form of external scaffolding of higher human mental abilities” (2007, 214). As such, the capacity 

for language provides the human organism with a tool that allows it to solve complex problems 

and to innovate in the world. 

Gadamer continues on what seems to be an even more extreme path, claiming that 

“man’s being-in-the-world is primordially linguistic” (TM, 440). However, understood in terms 

of the distinction between world and environment, this begins to sound less extreme and more 

plausible. While being embedded in an environment may not necessarily be a linguistic 

phenomenon, rising above it (or developing supervisory systems for action loops) occurs as a 

result of the linguisticality of our being-in-the-world. Jean Grondin elucidates Gadamer’s claim 

in this way: “putting into language is parallel to putting into understanding” (2003, 128). In other 

words, anything that is intelligible and understandable can be described and has significance. 

Grondin goes on to explain that for Gadamer, “everything presents itself to us under an aspect, 

because it concerns us and we participate in its manifestation” (2003, 149). When a human 

person is engaged in interpretation of something in the world, the object of interpretation 

presents itself “as” something to the interpreter (e.g. a cup as something to drink out of). 

Language is what allows the “as” structure of interpretation to bring objects in the world into 

relevance for an interpreter. Describing this structure of interpretation, Vilhauer explains that 

“[e]xplicit language is what allows some subject matter to be brought to presentation ‘as’ 

something, so that it becomes a distinct, meaningful part of our world” (2010, 143). Apart from 
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language, creativity with respect to interpreting the world would not be possible, and we would 

be simply embedded in the environment rather than able to stand at a critical distance from 

certain aspects of it. 

The primordially linguistic being-in-the-world of the human being is what creates the 

possibility for novel interaction with the world in general. Gadamer explains that when 

interpretation occurs and new understandings emerge, the interpreter is presented with “various 

possibilities for saying the same thing” (TM, 442). For example, learning that the world is round 

allows us to describe the world either according to our perceived experience or according to the 

new understanding (TM, 446). For Gadamer, however, description is not only wordplay; it is a 

manifestation of the ability to see new “as” structures, and therefore to envision new 

(equipotential) possibilities for activity in the world. Thus, as Robert Brandom suggests, because 

understanding, in the Heideggerian sense, is fundamental to being-in-the-world, and because 

language increases the possibilities for understanding, a new set of novel activities or 

performances is opened up by an interpreter’s use of language (Brandom 1985, 186). Given the 

linguistic structure of human experience, we are able to draw conclusions about Gadamer’s 

position on the origin of these novel performances and what mental or “downward” causation 

might look like for emergent Dasein. 

 

Emergent Causation 

As I explained in chapter one, to speak of mental causation is one way of describing the 

dynamics and limits of human free will. Free will, understood as the ability for mental 

intentionality to effect action in the world, is necessarily a form of causation (Haag 2008, 113). 

Considering the human person to be emergent, strong emergentism allows for the development 
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of free will out of a strong sense of downward causation. However, a strong emergentist also 

acknowledges the fundamental interdependence of the human person and the world. Describing 

the downward causal efficacy of cognition, emergentist philosopher Michael Silberstein argues 

that “[t]he social embeddedness of human cognition means that social features of an individual’s 

life will help determine some of his or her psychological and neurochemical properties, not just 

the other way around” (2006, 213). That is, downward causation holds that the behaviour of an 

organism affects its lower-level functions at the same time that its lower-level functions affect its 

behaviour. 

A weak emergentist position that advocates for a strong sense of global supervenience 

(that is, “the principle that two worlds that are microphysically identical will be or must be 

identical in all other macroscopic respects” [Silberstein 2006, 205]) also amounts to a denial of 

the possibility of equipotentiality. Equipotentiality is a term borrowed from Michael Polanyi that 

describes how a situation, a particular configuration of components in the world, may have more 

than one predetermined course, that is, that “lower level particulars can be regulated in more than 

one way, all of which have equal potential for producing a higher level performance (Dias 2008, 

207). Openness to the possibility of equipotentiality, on the other hand, allows for moments of 

indeterminacy when an agent has no predetermined course of action and, therefore, has the 

freedom to choose from an array of equipotential possibilities. A strong emergentist position that 

emphasizes the embeddedness of cognition will likely resist global supervenience in favor of the 

possibility of some form of equipotentiality. The acceptance of strong emergence and downward 

causation opens up the possibility that an emergent may affect its originary system in an 

unexpected and unique way that may not be duplicated in an identical system (contrary to global 

supervenience). The denial of global supervenience as a blanket claim allows for the possibility 
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that “under exactly the same circumstances agents are capable of doing different things” (Achim 

2010, 187). Strong emergence, complete with downward causation, is the missing piece here that 

accounts for this ability.   

I suggest that Gadamer’s position amounts to a denial of global supervenience and an 

affirmation of equipotentiality, a denial that arises out of his notion that the human person is 

capable of and is always engaged in “purposiveness,” which, for Gadamer, is the ability to 

choose from a variety of suitable means to an end (TM, 470). Purposiveness requires the ability 

to envision a variety of solutions to the same problem, or, in other words, it requires the ability to 

rise above the environment into a position of critical creativity. In this way, purposiveness is a 

special sort of downward causation (similar to Heidegger’s resoluteness), funded by the 

creativity enjoyed only by an emergent Dasein that is in a position of “freedom from 

environment” (TM, 442). Becoming (partially) dislodged from embeddedness in the pressures of 

the environment allows various possibilities to present themselves as equipotential, thereby 

opening up the possibility of the downward (mental) causation of purposiveness. 

 

Gadamer’s Hermeneutics of Interdependence 

Thus far, I have explored the constructive juxtaposition of strong emergence and 

Gadamer’s hermeneutic ontology. Using Gadamer’s notions of play, the hermeneutic circle, and 

linguisticality as touchstones, I hope to have demonstrated how each of these corresponds to a 

helpful way forward in defense of strong emergence. The benefits of a strong emergentist 

position include the affirmation of a robust sense of human free will and responsibility, along 

with a sense of human dependence on and belonging to the world and a tradition. Gadamer’s 

compatibility with strong emergentism, like Heidegger’s, offers a novel third way between 
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dualism and reductive materialism, one that paves the way for an ontologically robust sense of 

ethical responsibility and indebtedness to the world and to the historical situation in which we 

find ourselves. This analysis of Gadamer’s hermeneutic ontology in Truth and Method yields 

surprising evidence for Lauren Swayne Barthold’s notion that, at bottom, Gadamer’s 

hermeneutics is really about ethics:  

Understanding is ethical, then, to the extent to which it requires dialogical engagement 
with another; it is dialectical to the extent that we are caught in-between our own finitude 
and our longing to transcend it. Gadamer’s dialectical hermeneutics helps us 
acknowledge our long forgotten kinship as the very offspring of Hermes (Barthold 2010, 
127). 
 

As emergent persons, we are fundamentally constituted by our interactions with others and with 

the world, and yet we are inescapably responsible for our actions. Even more remarkable, 

however, is the fact that just as we effect change in our world, our world effects change in us. 

However, the ontological source of the dynamic that guides our moral and ethical orientation to 

the responsibility attached to our being-in-the-world is left largely undeveloped in Heidegger and 

Gadamer. So while Heidegger and Gadamer lay stable groundwork for this exploration, Charles 

Taylor develops an explicit theory of moral sources, which he calls a “moral ontology.” 

 

2.3  CHARLES TAYLOR’S MORAL ONTOLOGY 

Relying on the intuition shared by Heidegger and Gadamer that the human person is profoundly 

and ontologically dependent upon its situatedness in the world, Charles Taylor, in his 1989 work 

Sources of the Self, introduces another element to the strong emergentist sense of dependence 

developed by Heidegger and Gadamer. Where Heidegger outlines a fundamental ontology and 

Gadamer emphasizes the hermeneutic aspect of human experience, Taylor develops a related 

account in which articulations of the Good are constitutive of the human person. To make this 
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claim, Taylor begins by describing the human person as a Heideggerian Dasein that is situated in 

a meaningful world and, in true Gadamerian fashion, shows how the human person is defined by 

the frameworks it inherits from tradition. However, Taylor then identifies the human person’s 

orientation toward the Good (as defined by traditional frameworks) as more specifically 

constitutive of the human person. Taylor’s development of a moral ontology leads from a basic 

conception of how the human person is indebted to the world, to a defense of a certain sense of 

autonomy from the world and of creative self-expression, a path that I suggest is deeply 

compatible with strong emergence. Ultimately, Taylor’s account explains why a proper 

understanding of the dependence of the human person on the world, tempered by the 

acknowledgement of human freedom, provides a framework for a powerful account of the 

human person.16 

 

Defined by Inescapable Frameworks 

Taylor suggests that all human beings inherit basic “inescapable frameworks” through 

which to view the world, frameworks that are based upon a “given ontology of the human” (SS, 

5). Uncovering ontological accounts of this kind, for Taylor, involves the articulation of implicit 

claims that motivate our moral instincts and our gut reactions (SS, 8). Taylor suggests that these 

moral orientations are not innate or internal to individuals but are products of the frameworks 

that connect us to the social world into which we are thrown and embedded. However, much like 

Gadamer’s account of prejudices, these frameworks are necessary features of our world that 

enable us to make sense of our experience. As such, frameworks are inescapable: “doing without 

                                                
16 The first part of Sources of the Self, entitled “Identity and the Good,” is dedicated to the development of a 

framework that Taylor will overlay onto the history of Western thought as it relates to individual identity. Though 
there is a wealth of valuable philosophical work in the latter parts of Sources of the Self, what follows will be largely 
drawn from this first part, where Taylor’s voice is heard most clearly. 
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frameworks is utterly impossible for us; otherwise put, […] the horizons within which we live 

our lives and which make sense of them have to include these strong qualitative discriminations” 

(SS, 27). Individuals do not approach the world from out of nowhere but are profoundly shaped 

by these inescapable frameworks that provide a context within which to interpret experience. 

Taylor goes on to make an even stronger claim. Not only is our angle of approach to the 

world shaped by our situatedness, but our very identities are formed by our location within a 

social network. The frameworks that provide a moral orientation for an individual also serve as 

the mirrors, so to speak, that allow individuals to articulate their identities. According to Taylor, 

“To know who I am is a species of knowing where I stand” (SS, 27). Our identities are shaped by 

the way in which our frameworks allow us to hold opinions and beliefs and to express them as 

individuals. In other words, my identity “is essentially defined by the way things have 

significance for me” (SS, 34). For Taylor, our inheritance of these frameworks is grounded in our 

participation in and commitment to communities defined by orientations toward what Taylor 

calls hypergoods (or constitutive goods). Taylor defines hypergoods as goods that a community 

or culture finds most admirable to pursue and uphold and that establish an anchor point from 

which other goods are measured (SS, 63). Hypergoods serve as moral sources that empower 

those who value them to do and be good in accordance with a certain framework (SS, 93). Being 

an individual essentially is being able to occupy a perspective within a “space of moral issues” 

(SS, 112). 

The introduction of this primordial moral orientation is an adept addition to a 

Heideggerian ontology. Taylor supports Heidegger’s claim that the human person exists as 

temporally stretched between past and future in its being-in-the-world, understanding itself in 

terms of its past having-been and its relevant and available possibilities for future activity (SS, 
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47). However, Taylor fills in some of the details of how this temporal being-in-the-world plays 

out, reminding us that the possibilities that define us in a Heideggerian sense are colored by a 

moral orientation. For Taylor, the “space” in which the human person exists is temporal but also 

moral (SS, 49). The combination of fundamental temporality and an inescapable moral 

orientation allows for human self-understanding to take the form of a narrative, involving the 

flow of events shaded by moral significance (SS, 50). 

To describe Taylor’s moral ontology in terms of an emergentist framework, Taylor seems 

to suggest that the human person is caught up in a complex system involving multiple persons 

who are all emergent out of and dependent upon the system or the framework in which they 

participate. From this, it becomes clear how Taylor’s account parallels strong emergence in a 

way similar to Heidegger and Gadamer: for Taylor, the human person is ontologically dependent 

upon the “space of moral issues” in which it is located and emerges as autonomous, capable of 

what Taylor calls “original vision” (SS, 37) with respect to it. 

 

Constituted by Webs of Interlocution 

Like Heidegger, Gadamer, and the strong emergentists, Taylor aims to develop an 

ontology of the human person that carefully avoids both reductionism and substance dualism. In 

doing so, Taylor suggests that a “self” is not a property or trait that we happen to possess: “We 

are not selves in a way that we are organisms, or we don’t have selves in the way we have hearts 

or livers” (SS, 34). Instead, for Taylor, our identities emerge out of and are (at least partially) 

constituted by language.  

Following Wittgenstein, Taylor construes language as a technique or a behaviour that 

groups participate in together: “A language only exists and is maintained within a language 
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community” (SS, 35). The key point that Taylor argues here is two-fold: the “self” is relationally 

constituted all the way down, and one of the primary features of human relatedness is linguistic 

communication. For Taylor, “[o]ne is a self only among other selves. A self can never be 

described without reference to those who surround it” (SS, 35). To say that the self is constituted 

by language is to make the antiessentialist point that the self (or any object) is a nexus of 

relations that has no central essence that can be exhausted or pinned down through linguistic 

description. Rather, the descriptions that can be applied to it illuminate various relational 

elements constitutive of that nexus. The description, itself a mode of relation, contributes to the 

constitution of the descriptively inexhaustible nexus termed the “self.” 

Taylor thus characterizes the self as existing only within “webs of interlocution” (SS, 36). 

In other words, the only way for me to define myself is to define  

where I speak from, in the family tree, in social space, in the geography of social statuses 
and functions, in my intimate relations with the ones I love, and also crucially in the 
space of moral and spiritual orientation within which my most important defining 
relations are lived out (SS, 35). 
 

Taylor identifies a tendency in modern culture for individuals to consider themselves radically 

autonomous from the webs of interlocution out of which they emerge (SS, 36). An individualism 

devoid of a sense of indebtedness to constitutive webs of interlocution, and which seeks to 

emphasize innovative and autonomous individuality above all else, ends only in confusion unless 

it finds grounding in a community of other individuals (SS, 37).  

While Taylor emphasizes the constitutive embeddedness of the human person in a social 

world, he does not opt for an outright dismissal of all aspects of modern individualism. Taylor’s 

aim throughout Sources of the Self is to rediscover buried goods from the past and reintroduce 

them in a way that deepens and enriches our modern framework; but he does not advocate for a 

return to older ontologies or conceptions of the good (SS, 520). On the contrary, Taylor opts for a 
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rich conception of the human person that cultivates a deep sense of indebtedness to the world as 

the condition of possibility for original vision, one that also allows for the possibility of self-

expression, as long as indebtedness and original vision are held in balance:  

A human being can always be original, can step beyond the thought and vision of 
contemporaries, can even be quite misunderstood by them. But the drive to original 
vision will be hampered, will ultimately be lost in inner confusion, unless it can be placed 
in some way in relation to the language and vision of others (SS, 37). 

 
I suggest that the balance between our grounding in webs of interlocution and the capacity for 

original vision that Taylor proposes can be helpfully framed in terms of emergentism’s 

dialectical framing of dependence and autonomy. The human person, for Taylor, is grounded in 

the world but emergent from it in its ability to innovatively engage with its inherited frameworks, 

thus developing “original vision.” This aspect of modern individualism is one which Taylor 

endorses, so long as it is not emphasized to the exclusion of the ontological indebtedness that 

makes it possible. 

 

Hermeneutics and Emergent Creativity 

 Returning to the example of the “divergence test,” as described by Malcolm Gladwell, 

Heidegger, Gadamer, and Taylor all seem to agree that the human person finds itself in a world 

where bricks and blankets are already meaningful. It requires no deep thoughts to use a blanket 

to keep from getting cold. The reason that these hermeneutic philosophers give for this 

phenomenon is that the human person is always and already thrown into a world of meaningful 

possibilities (Heidegger), located within a tradition (Gadamer), or caught in webs of interlocution 

(Taylor) that allows it to interpret its experiences. This sense of ontological indebtedness to an 

external source that we find in Heidegger, Gadamer, and Taylor is also a central component of a 

strong emergentist conception of human cognition. The human person is neither self-contained 
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nor self-created, and, because person and world exert co-constituting pressure on one another, 

the borders between them begin to blur.  

What shows the human person to be emergent, at least in the way that I see these three 

thinkers proposing, is the ability to interpret a brick or a blanket in creative ways that are not 

dictated by cultural environment or convention. The ability to develop an original vision for a 

brick or a blanket is a strongly emergent characteristic that involves a “downward” reordering of 

the person’s possibilities and of the pressures of tradition or convention with respect to the brick 

or the blanket. So creativity is sign of emergence. It also becomes clear that the emphases on 

ontological indebtedness and the dynamics of emergence in Heidegger, Gadamer, and Taylor 

involve a form of interdependence between persons and world. While the world profoundly 

shapes each human person, it is persons together who also shape the world. To develop further 

this intuition that human persons have the ability and responsibility to shape the world creatively, 

the next chapter will examine the pragmatist philosophies of John Dewey and Richard Rorty, 

who both emphasize the freedom of persons with respect to the world in which they find 

themselves. Both Dewey and Rorty offer utopian (though not naïve) views of the future, placing 

hope in the critical and creative capabilities of human persons to re-imagine the shape of the 

world.17  

 

                                                
17 See, for example, Rorty’s expression of social hope in the conclusion of Philosophy and Social Hope (277). 
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III 

INNOVATIVE INDIVIDUALITY:  

RE-IMAGINING LIBERTY 

 

3.1  JOHN DEWEY AND THE LIVE CREATURE 

Something extraordinary happens when a musician takes the step from just getting the notes and 

the rhythms right to really playing the music. There is an aspect of a truly musical performance 

that cannot be transcribed into little black dots on a page. The musical performance is the 

musician’s own work of art. Yet it is neither fully on the page nor fully in the mind of the 

musician; it emerges out of a system that involves a myriad of components like the written notes, 

the instrument, musical conventions, and the musician. While the unique performance emerges 

out of such a system rather than the mind of the musician alone, it would be strange to suggest 

that the resulting tones are simply the effect of the system running in a certain predetermined 

way. In a good musical performance, it is clear that the musician exerts some measure of control 

over the system, supervising it and guiding it to produce something that becomes more than the 

sum of its parts. What is remarkable about this is that each performance of the same piece is a 

brand new creation, never fully determined by the notes on the page and yet made possible by 

them. 

Pragmatist philosopher John Dewey uses the example of music to illustrate an important 

point about human agency. Dewey points out that a musical moment requires a context. Apart 

from the notes that precede it, apart from the notes that are expected to succeed it, and apart from 

musical conventions in general, a tone would have no significance (AE, 191). A musician cannot 

simply generate a beautiful and novel melody out of nothing; it must arise out of notes or 
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conventions that already exist. When musicians learn the notes so well that the melody comes 

alive, they exercise an ability to reconfigure the musical possibilities that exist in a way that is 

novel and unique. The musician’s performance is dependent upon the notes on the page, but the 

musician performs freely within their enabling limits.  

For Dewey, music, and art in general, is prefigured in the basic structure of life. Life is 

characterized by “the shocks and instabilities, the conflicts and resolutions” of an organism’s 

interaction with an environment  (AE, 245). This dynamism forms rhythmic patterns of tension 

and release that provide the raw materials for artistic expression, “and out of these things music 

weaves its web” (AE, 245). So art is built into the basic rhythms of tension and release, conflict 

and resolution, resistance and overcoming, that characterize life and in which all living creatures 

are caught up. These rhythms, at certain levels of complexity, force the live creature to innovate, 

to interact with the environment in novel ways in order to resolve tension. So, for Dewey, 

creativity is built into the basic structure of life. Yet, the possibility of creativity is only made 

available as an emergent property of the relationship between the live creature and its (physical, 

organic, social) environment (AE, 156). 

 

Dewey on the Mind-Body Problem 

Dewey’s philosophy occupies a paramount place in the landscape of 20th century 

American philosophy. While his antireductionistic approach to dissolving dualism is full of 

resonances with Heidegger, Gadamer, and Taylor, Dewey adds a characteristically American 

twist that emphasizes freedom and is steeped in social hope. According to Robert J. Roth, by the 

mid-20th century, John Dewey was regarded by both Americans and Europeans of his day as “the 

main spokesman for whatever America [had] to offer in the world of ideas” (Roth 1962, 2). His 
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attempt to articulate the dominant themes of American life resonated with an entire generation of 

Americans. Roth suggests that Dewey’s philosophy is centered around the way in which human 

self-realization is achieved by means of interaction with nature (in a broad sense) (Roth 1962, 4). 

George R. Geiger describes John Dewey’s work similarly, as characterized by a certain 

reverence or “piety” for the wealth of latent possibilities contained within human experience, 

waiting to be actualized (Geiger 1958, 20). 

One of Dewey’s main concerns is the way mind-body dualism had become embedded 

into both the philosophical frameworks and the social practices of his day (Geiger 1958, 9). To 

combat this dualism, he aligned himself with the pragmatism of William James and Charles 

Sanders Peirce, adopting a pragmatist’s resistance to disconnecting theory from practice and 

knowledge from action (Philosophy and Civilization, 299). At the core of the problematic 

tendency to divorce theory from practice, Dewey identifies a dualistic approach to the mind-body 

problem and argues for a framework that breaks down the separation between the two. To this 

end, he introduces the practice of referring to a “mind-body” or a “body-mind” rather than one or 

the other (PC, 302). Dewey’s mind-body does not mean that we eliminate the mind as a 

legitimate thing to talk about. Rather, he proposes a new way to think about the mind as always 

already engaged with the world and inextricable from embodied experience in an environment; 

that is, the mind should be considered a verb instead of a noun (AE, 274-275).  

Dewey’s concept of “mind-body” is quite similar to Heidegger’s Dasein. For Dewey, 

mind-body accounts for two aspects of human experience in a way that does not distinguish them 

as separable from one another. “Body” is roughly equivalent to Heidegger’s thrownness, 

designating the natural conditions upon which the human person is dependent, and “mind” stands 
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for the way in which the human person may “rise above” this dependence, enjoying a certain 

degree of autonomy from it:  

“body” designates the continued and conserved, the registered and cumulative operation 
of factors continuous with the rest of nature, inanimate as well as animate; while “mind” 
designates the characters and consequences which are differential, indicative of features 
which emerge when “body” is engaged in a wider and more complex and interdependent 
situation (Experience and Nature, 285). 

 
Dewey’s circumvention of the mind-body problem is thus deeply similar to the efforts of the 

hermeneutic philosophers. I suggest that the significant point of agreement between Dewey, on 

the one hand, and Heidegger, Gadamer, and Taylor, on the other, involves the question of strong 

emergence: all offer accounts of the human person as strongly emergent out of networks of 

interrelationships in the world. Whereas the hermeneutic philosophers emphasize the human 

person’s dependence upon the world, Dewey makes the aim of his philosophy human freedom 

and liberty, described in terms of art and the creative capacities of human persons. To frame 

Dewey’s account in terms of emergentism, Dewey emphasizes that an emergent has the 

capability of a form of downward causation that exerts configurational force upon the emergent’s 

originary system. 

However, Dewey does not fail to take account of the human person’s dependence upon 

the world. In order to understand his conception of human freedom and creativity, it is thus 

necessary to explore the way he understands the human as embedded in and dependent upon an 

environment. The major difference between Dewey and the hermeneutical philosophers explored 

in the previous chapter is that Dewey takes a more optimistic stance on the applicability of 

science to human being-in-the-world. For Dewey, a scientific description of the relations 

between a live creature and an environment is legitimately and straightforwardly applicable to 

the human person, but Dewey makes no claims that this makes for an exhaustive description of 
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human experience. On the contrary, he is careful to adopt a non-reductive naturalism that allows 

for biological and physical descriptions to be valid and useful without reducing all of human life 

to scientific principles.18 

 

In Defense of Emergence and Non-Linearity  

Of the thinkers studied so far, Dewey is most clearly in support of emergentism. In one of 

his most technical works, Experience and Nature, Dewey shows his cards, explaining that his 

view of the mind contributes to an “emergent” theory of mind (EN, 271). It is perhaps not 

surprising that Experience and Nature, originally published in 1925, makes reference to 

emergentism, which had been influential in English-speaking philosophy across the Atlantic over 

the previous decades through the work of the British Emergentists (Mill, Morgan, Broad, etc.). 

Despite his willingness to identify this influence in his work, he is careful to avoid a facile 

adaptation of terms that carries too much theoretical baggage. Even “emergence” for Dewey is 

too “infected by the associations of old theories” (EN, 271) to be worth using. I suggest, 

however, that Dewey would approve of the way this term has been reformed by the resurgence 

of strong emergence in the recent analytical literature explored in chapter one. In my view, the 

theme that runs through much of Dewey’s most important work can be articulated as the 

development of a strongly emergent conception of human cognition. Intrinsic to his account is a 

description of the interaction between live creature and environment, which involves a 

foundational assumption, often unarticulated, about the possibility of emergence. To unpack this 

assumption, I will explore the ways in which Dewey lays the groundwork for emergence, 

                                                
18 Yet one cannot avoid the conclusion that Dewey’s work sidesteps what is perhaps the primary method of the 

hermeneutic philosophers. Dewey frames his analysis most often in terms of scientific descriptions rather than 
phenomenological explorations of conscious states; as Geiger points out, he is more concerned with how 
consciousness emerges and less concerned with the content of consciousness (1958, 155). 
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framing the relevant aspects of his work in terms of a defense of the non-linearity of complex 

systems.  

Dewey is clear that it is legitimate to talk about wholes as such and that wholes are often 

not reducible to parts. “Given a butterfly or an earthquake as an event, as a change,” explains 

Dewey, “we can at least in theory find out and state its connection with other changes. But the 

individual butterfly or earthquake remains just the unique existence which it is” (OENF, 241). A 

butterfly is a nexus of relations, for Dewey, and can be described by how it is related to and 

influences other things, perhaps by drinking the nectar of a flower or beating its wings to create 

storms on the other side of the globe. But the combination of all its relations does not exhaust 

and cannot fully describe the unique existence of the butterfly as such.  

In a seemingly paradoxical way, at the same time that the whole butterfly enjoys a unique 

existence apart from the combination of relations that serve as its constitutive components, it is 

constituted by only these components (AE, 199). In applying this idea to a work of art, Dewey 

explains that there is a “penetrating quality that runs through all the parts” of a whole (in this 

case, the work of art) and that unifies them as a whole (AE, 200). It is the organization of the 

parts that allows this “penetrating quality” to emerge, and this can occur without reference to a 

central organizer: “Order is not imposed from without but is made out of harmonious interactions 

that energies bear to one another” (AE, 13). Organization takes shape (at least initially) from the 

ground up, as it were, rather than from the top-down. According to Dewey, the mode of 

organization that serves as the condition for emergence also marks the difference between life 

and non-life. Dewey explains that the difference between a living plant and an iron molecule is 
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not that the plant is animated by some extra energy or entity (i.e., life), but that the organizations 

are different and result in different ranges of effects (EN, 253-254).19  

The unpredictability or non-linearity of effects that result from complex organizational 

structures, according to Dewey, indicates a spectrum that runs continuously from inanimate 

matter to human persons. As a system’s complexity increases, the variety of its possible 

behaviours also increases, to the point where, as with humans, the function of the system 

becomes non-linear. In other words, it becomes more and more difficult to predict reliably the 

system’s response to external stimuli. For the human person with a life history coloured by 

previous experiences and incorporating a variety of modes of interaction with the world in play 

at any given moment, it becomes impossible to analyze the system as a linear function (OENF, 

266). For this reason, Dewey suggests that physical explanations may apply to systems at all 

levels of complexity, but such an explanation “does not exhaust their character nor suffice 

wholly for their description” (EN, 284). 

To account for how complex systems slip loose from reductionistic descriptors, Dewey 

introduces three levels or “plateaus” at which emergent organization can be described: (1) 

physical, (2) psycho-physical, and (3) mental (EN, 272). For Dewey, these three categories are 

not ontologically distinct levels of being but are conceptual categories to describe the various 

ways in which things in the world can be related. This makes the terms somewhat misleading. 

What he actually means, roughly, is that relationships within a sufficiently complex system (e.g. 

a human) can be described in terms of physics, biology, or psychology,20 each of which 

                                                
19 The point Dewey makes here is remarkably similar to J. S. Mill’s distinction between homopathic and 

heteropathic effects. Where the iron molecule might be considered a homopathic effect of the organization of certain 
atoms (though even the properties of iron may not be so easily predicted), the living plant is a heteropathic effect of 
the organization of its molecules. The system that produces a living plant is an apparently non-linear one. 
20 When Dewey introduces the “mental” level of description, he does not mean it in terms of mental entities that 
motivate behaviour, but rather as a description of the interpersonal, social, and communicative ways in which 



79 

contributes a helpful explanation, but none of which exhausts the whole of the system itself. Put 

otherwise, Geiger explains that “new levels emerge within the general framework of nature, and 

on these new levels natural forces themselves are reconstituted” (Geiger 1958, 153). The more 

complex a system, the more vocabularies can be meaningfully applied to it; the system’s effects 

become non-linear in such a way that it is useful to talk about the introduction of new forces to 

account for new non-linear effects.  

However, Dewey thinks that the idea that complex systems exhibit brand new 

metaphysical essences is misguided (EN, 261). Instead, Dewey opts for the pragmatist option, 

letting go of the need to pin down the essential structure of reality itself. He finds the language of 

science and the language of ordinary life to be sufficient (at least for his purposes) to describe 

human experience, and so he does not see the need for (or possibility of) grasping atemporal 

essences as such (OENF, 59). These ways of describing human experience fall under a naturalist 

approach to reality, where, as Roth explains, “nature includes everything that in any way comes 

within the grasp of the senses” (1962, 23). The important thing for Dewey is that it is 

unnecessary to appeal to supernatural entities or essences to account for human experience; 

everything we need to understand it is right in front of us experientially or scientifically. 

 

The Live Creature and the Environment: Embeddedness in a World 

Embeddedness is a key component of Dewey’s thought. As a naturalist, Dewey 

emphasizes that anything that exists only exists as caught up in networks of relations within the 

environment. This means that the only way to describe something is in terms of the way it is 

related to other aspects of the environment. For the human person, this means that where the 

                                                                                                                                                       
creatures (especially humans) interact (EN, 272). These three “plateaus” describe modes of relation, as opposed to 
naming static, metaphysical substances. 
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person ends and the physical environment begins is not a clear boundary, nor is it clear where an 

individual ends and the social world begins. In describing a human person, Dewey suggests that 

physical relations (i.e. the “physical”), biological relations (i.e. the “psycho-physical”), and 

social relations (i.e. the “mental”21) are all useful modes of explanation. 

For Dewey, any helpful account of what it means to be a human person begins by taking 

into account the reality that the human person is embedded in an environment that includes these 

three relational features (Roth 1962, 5). Drawing out the implications of an emergent framework 

in naturalistic terms, Dewey suggests that, when it comes to defining creatures (especially 

ourselves), the skin is an arbitrary boundary marker between creature and environment. 

Creatures do not end at the boundary of their organic enclosures, but rather they are defined by 

their projects, which, as the word ‘project’ connotes, extends them beyond this porous boundary:  

[a creature’s] subcutaneous organs are means of connection with what lies beyond its 
bodily frame, and to which, in order to live, it must adjust itself, by accommodation and 
defence but also by conquest…. The career and destiny of a living being are bound up 
with its interchanges with its environment, not externally but in the most intimate way 
(AE, 12).  

 
Indeed, there are things inside an organism’s body that are unknown or foreign and there are 

things in the environment that are inextricable from the organism’s unity (AE, 61). If personhood 

is a result of an interaction between creature and environment, human personhood is located 

neither inside the organism nor in the environment but emerges as a property of a system 

involving both. This makes the distinction between internal and external unhelpful, because the 

human self is dependent for wholeness, spatially and temporally, on its environment (AE, 61, 

278). 

An emergent description that includes the creature’s necessary involvement with the 

environment requires an account of how the relations between the creature and the environment 
                                                

21 Dewey’s use of the term “mental” is somewhat misleading; see footnote 14 above. 
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are effected. For Dewey, the live creature participates directly in the world by means of its senses 

(AE, 22). Complex sense organs allow for complex modes of interaction with the world, 

embedding the human person in ongoing intercourse with the world (AE, 203). Dewey here 

employs a concept similar to action loops (whereby an organism does not initiate behaviour out 

of nowhere but rather modulates existing behaviour): “Behavior is in fact a continuous 

interaction in which environing as well as organic factors are included” (PC, 311). So a live 

creature is always already actively engaged with the world and is only capable of modulating the 

continuous behaviour in which it is already engaged. In this way, the world is inextricably 

connected to the life of the creature as its ground and its content. 

According to Dewey, the human person is also embedded in a cultural environment. This 

reinforces rather than contradicts Dewey’s naturalistic basis because he suggests that culture is 

not some special man-made entity that exists independently of individuals, but is rather the result 

of “prolonged and cumulative interaction with the environment” (AE, 28). Culture, for Dewey, is 

just as much a part of the human person’s being-in-the-world as is the physical environment: “In 

experience, human relations, institutions, and traditions are as much a part of the nature in which 

and by which we live as the physical world. Nature in this meaning is not ‘outside’. It is in us 

and we are in and of it” (AE, 346-347). Each individual is profoundly dependent upon social and 

cultural embeddedness for any meaningful individuality. The substance of individuality and the 

raw materials of creative expression and original vision are located in culture (AE, 256).  

Like Charles Taylor, Dewey puts forward a sort of moral ontology (with a naturalist 

spin), where moral life cannot be sustained without what Taylor would call “hypergoods,” or, to 

use Dewey’s more broad term, a “moral environment” (AE, 359). The point is, for Dewey, that 

all human life is made possible only on the background of traditions that provide standards by 
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which to measure all aspects of human life and behaviour. Dewey here also aligns with 

Gadamer’s sense of the primordiality of tradition. Traditions, explains Dewey, “are the 

circumambient atmosphere which thought must breathe; no one ever had an idea except as he 

inhaled some of this atmosphere” (OENF, 100). More strongly than Gadamer, however, Dewey 

emphasizes that, although human individuality and thinking in general are dependent upon 

tradition, these are also liberated by it. Tradition provides the materials with which innovation 

can be made. 

 

Temporality  

Like Heidegger, Dewey locates the human person in a diachronically emergent position 

extending from a web of innerworldly relations. This means that the person is neither mind nor 

body alone but exists as both, that is, as an emergent property of a system that involves “mind-

body” and (physical, organic, social) environment. These relations are not static but are dynamic 

and diachronic interactions involving movement and change through time. Thus, temporality, or 

“running the system” (see Bedau 2002), is what makes this emergence possible. In this way, the 

human person finds its basis in temporality. An experience, for Dewey, is only possible as an 

event that involves a variety of interactions between mind-body and environment, and human 

individuality emerges out of these interactions. 

Dewey suggests that the live creature in general exists as past, present, and future. It is 

embedded in a set of relationships in the present in such a way that it projects future possibilities 

that have been introduced as possibilities by past experience into the present embeddedness: 

“What is retained from the past is embedded within what is now perceived and so embedded 

that, by its compression there, it forces the mind to stretch forward to what is coming” (AE, 189). 
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Thus, the live creature can only understand itself in terms of its projects in the world as they are 

stretched across past, present, and future. Time, for the live creature, is not an objective entity 

but rather the constant presence of change and movement among things in the world. Further, for 

the live creature, “temporality is endurance, not just abstract duration” (AE, 218), which means 

that time is the “space” within which the live creature’s projects can be realized. 

I suggest that this emphasis on temporality marks a significant intersection between 

Dewey’s pragmatism and Heidegger’s fundamental ontology, one that leads to similar 

“emergent” alternatives to mind-body dualism. Both Heidegger and Dewey identify the human 

person as an emergent property of a system that is extended diachronically. The human person 

understands itself in terms of future possibilities and has its existence only in the playing out of 

the system within which it is caught up. This is why Dewey says: “Temporal seriality is the very 

essence, then, of the human individual” (OENF, 230). Under this framework, knowledge for 

Dewey, as with understanding and interpretation for Heidegger, denotes the coming to terms 

with future possibilities as they are made relevant by the past and by present conditions (OENF, 

62).  

This way of thinking about individuality allows Dewey to maintain a naturalistic 

framework while introducing the possibility of emergent freedom for the human individual, 

taking into account the fact that the human person as a temporal project involves “uncertainty, 

indeterminacy, or contingency” (OENF, 239). The human person’s temporal extension into the 

future provides an indeterminate “space” of equipotentiality in which to project newly imagined 

possibilities, making the human person more than just a closed stimulus-response system. In this 

way, describing human persons as temporally extended, for Dewey, accounts for the way in 
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which persons are individuals who initiate unpredictable, innovative, and creative novelties 

(OENF, 241). 

 

Experience as Emergent 

The primary way that Dewey describes the human person as what I identify as an 

emergent locus of individuality and freedom is through his account of experience. For experience 

to become an experience, Dewey suggests that (what might be characterized as) an “emergent” 

step must take place, replacing the linear functioning of the system with the non-linear, and the 

mere interaction with participation and communication (AE, 22). Dewey’s account of human 

experience involves an interaction between live creature and environment in which the creature, 

in pursuit of the fulfillment of its goals and desires, encounters resistance in the environment. 

Resistance is what gives experience its shape. For Dewey, a frictionless existence would 

ultimately be a blank one: “There is…an element of undergoing, of suffering in its large sense, in 

every experience. Otherwise there would be no taking in of what preceded” (AE, 42). When 

resistance occurs, the live creature is, to recall Gadamer’s hermeneutical language, “pulled up 

short” (TM, 270) and forced to apply creativity to its experience in an attempt to overcome the 

resistance it has encountered.  

Dewey suggests that this rhythm of desire, resistance, and fulfillment produces emotion, 

which is the cementing force that makes experience an experience, giving it its “colour,” and 

making it available for reflection (AE, 44):  

The rhythm of loss of integration with environment and recovery of union not only 
persists in man but becomes conscious with him; its conditions are material out of which 
he forms his purposes. Emotion is the conscious sign of a break, actual or impending. The 
discord is the occasion that induces reflection (AE, 14). 
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What is significant about Dewey’s account of experience is that it is at once grounded in the 

environment and emergent from it. It is a property of the activity of a complex system involving 

creature and environment that is internal to neither but allows the creature to express itself as an 

agent with the ability to reflect upon its embeddedness in the system.  

 

Art and Emergent Mind 

As I have shown, Dewey provides a detailed account of the human person’s indebtedness 

to and dependence upon the environment. This account shares several commonalities with 

Heidegger, Gadamer, and Taylor. However, Dewey’s work on the freedom of the human person 

is perhaps the most compelling feature of his philosophy. For Dewey, embeddedness enables the 

emergence of a free and autonomous agent that expresses its freedom through creativity and the 

production of art, broadly construed. Dewey describes “mind” as an emergent property of a 

system involving mind-body and environment that is endowed with configurational powers with 

respect to its constitutive components. I suggest that Dewey’s account here is best described in 

terms of strong emergence, wherein the human person, as emergent, is capable of downward 

causation, that is, of (creatively) reconfiguring the components of its constitutive environment in 

order to imaginatively produce novel future ends. 

Geiger goes so far as to say that Dewey’s reflections on art contain the culmination of his 

philosophical thought, for which his extensive work on “thinking, knowing, scientific method, 

educational reform, and the like” serve as “handmaidens” (1958, 20). For Dewey, art is built into 

the very rhythms of life, in which the human, as a “live creature,” is always immersed. When a 

bird builds a nest or a beaver builds a dam, these acts of doing and making are in principle the 

same (though on a different scale of complexity) as a human being making a work of art; the 
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rhythm of desire, resistance, and fulfillment is transposed into something done or made (AE, 25). 

Dewey’s definition of art, while broad in scope, has a sharp point; he conceives of art broadly as 

“a process of doing or making” (AE, 48), but clarifies it by application to his explication of 

experience: “art, in its form, unites the very same relation of doing and undergoing, outgoing and 

incoming energy, that makes an experience to be an experience” (AE, 50). Art, like experience 

more generally, is characterized by action loops that allow the agent to modulate behaviour 

already in play. Even though the agent is not the ultimate origin of its behaviour, it is able to 

modify it “on the fly.” 

Art is thus a product of the influence of a certain sort of agency that has emerged out of 

the embeddedness of a complex creature in an environment. Dewey tends to avoid giving a 

definite name to this agency, but he often calls it “consciousness” or occasionally “mind” 

(though Dewey often reserves the term “mind” for a feature of the live creature that is more 

broad than conscious experience and out of which consciousness draws its content [EN, 303]). 

Regardless of its name, this property is both grounded in nature and emergent from it and made 

evident in the live creature’s doing and making that Dewey calls art. Roth suggests that the key 

to Dewey’s conception of art is that it illustrates the way in which the human person is tied to 

nature but can achieve self-realization as a result of participation in the natural rhythms of life 

(1962, 41). 

 

Liberty, Creativity, and Imagination 

Dewey’s account of art, and more specifically, the capability of the human person to 

creatively reconfigure the raw materials of experience into a novel product, is the feature of his 

philosophy that most characterizes him as a strong emergentist. While his naturalism, including a 
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strong account of the human person’s embeddedness in an environment, might threaten to lead 

down a road toward weak emergentism and reductionistic materialism, he is careful to avoid this 

path by emphasizing the legitimate freedom and configurational power of the human person, 

which can be identified through the production of art, in a broad sense.  

Art, for Dewey, is not just the vocation of a specialized few but is a fundamental 

characteristic of the human being: “it is the authentic expression of any and all individuality” 

(AE, 243). Although art is built into the rhythms of life in which all creatures share, human 

beings exhibit a unique capacity to apply creativity to their experience in a way that distinguishes 

them as true artists among creatures. As Roth explains, “[Humans] alone of all beings in nature 

can use [their] intelligence to discover the secret connecting links in nature, to recombine them 

and thus to control the course of future events, the course of future consummatory experiences” 

(Roth 1962, 41). What is remarkable about Dewey’s conception of art is that it describes how a 

creature can be thoroughly constituted by an environment but still capable of consciously 

reorganizing that environment to produce novel and unprecedented effects. This makes life itself, 

for the human being, a form of art. The “primitive and raw materials of experience” (AE, 77) are 

reworked in a creative way that guides the course of events along a projected path into the future 

according to the imaginative purposes of the artist (AE, 363). The future becomes a work of art 

for the human person.  

In Dewey’s account, one of the fundamental characteristics of human persons is that their 

behaviour is fully determined neither by their embeddedness in the world nor by their 

situatedness in a set of cultural conventions. The freedom and creativity the human being enjoys 

implies that it is autonomous from (while still being dependent upon) these constitutive 

conditions. Hendrik Hart describes what Dewey means by this sort of autonomy: “By autonomy 
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is meant freedom from outside conditions not inherently natural to whatever is being called 

autonomous; it is freedom to determine conditions” (1966, 29). So when the human person 

expresses creative freedom, this marks the emergence of a property that is more than the sum of 

its constitutive parts; it slips loose of the conditions that are “inherently natural,” not as a 

separate metaphysical substance but as a locus of a force that can reconfigure the present 

conditions to produce new ends. 

The upshot of a conception of art as the expression of creative freedom for Dewey is that  

the possibility of freedom is deeply grounded in our very beings. It is one with our 
individuality, our being uniquely what we are and not imitators or parasites of others. But 
like all other possibilities, this possibility has to be actualized; and, like all others, it can 
only be actualized through interaction with objective conditions (OENF, 286). 

 
On Dewey’s view, the human person is both dependent upon and autonomous from the 

“objective conditions” of an environment. Its individuality can only be realized through 

interaction with this environment, but when it is realized, it can act in a way that resists the 

pressures exerted upon it by the objective conditions. This makes way for the possibility of 

innovation at the ground of the human person’s being. 

 

Imagining a Better World 

To sum up this discussion of Dewey, I suggest that his account of the human person’s 

embeddedness in a natural environment along with his work on the human capacity to make art 

out of experience characterize him as a strong emergentist in a similar way to Heidegger, 

Gadamer, and Taylor. While the human person is grounded in an external world, it also emerges 

from it, not as an ontologically distinct entity, but as an organizing force. The human person is 

located neither solely in the environment nor solely in the organism but emerges out of the 

relationship between the two. Its downward causal power allows the emergent human person to 
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reconfigure the relations out of which it emerged in order to create new and novel future 

situations. 

In his characteristic early 20th century American optimism, Dewey places significant 

hope in the fact that freedom is built into human being-in-the-world. Imagining a better future, 

for Dewey, is the way to improve the present, and hints of this imaginative vision first show up 

in art: “Only imaginative vision elicits the possibilities that are interwoven within the texture of 

the actual. The first stirrings of dissatisfaction and the first intimations of a better future are 

always found in works of art” (AE, 359-360). Faith in this imaginative power is, according to 

Dewey, “our salvation” (OENF, 69), our way of creating a better world. 

Dewey thinks that where this imaginative vision thrives and comes most alive is in 

philosophy. Dewey conceives of philosophy as “vision, imagination, reflection” (OENF, 66) that 

makes space for what Roth identifies as “the conscious articulation of a civilization of a people at 

any given time with the imaginative projection of the direction which that civilization should 

take in the future” (1962, 18). For Dewey, the project of philosophy is not to plumb the depths of 

what is “really real” and to arrive at absolute conclusions about the nature of reality. Rather, it is 

to articulate an account of human experience that opens up new and better possibilities for the 

future. This begins with dissolving old dualistic pictures that divorced the human person from 

the world and from others, and exchanging it for a picture of the human person as indebted to 

and responsible for the world in which it is always already caught up. As one who explicitly and 

self-consciously takes up these important aspects of Dewey’s philosophy, Richard Rorty fleshes 

out and expands upon some of the implications of Dewey’s intuitions about the power of new 

articulations of human experience and the creative freedom of human persons. To better develop 
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an account of the freedom of human persons that takes into consideration a nuanced view of 

language, I now turn to the pragmatist philosophy of Richard Rorty. 

 

3.2  RICHARD RORTY AND THE IRONIST 

It is fitting that the final figure examined in this study is one who is heavily influenced by, and 

has much to say about, each of the other four figures I have focused on in this thesis. Richard 

Rorty is one of the most often misunderstood and misinterpreted philosophers of the last half-

century, regularly dismissed by other philosophers as brash, irrational, or relativistic. However, 

despite Rorty’s occasionally audacious tone in response to critics, his thought is deep and 

nuanced. He is influenced heavily by Dewey and locates himself within the pragmatist tradition, 

but he is also a (relatively) sympathetic reader of Heidegger, Gadamer, and Taylor. I suggest that 

his work on human individuality, particularly on antiessentialism and irony, characterizes him as 

something of a strong emergentist in the way of Dewey, with significant resonances with the 

other three. However, Rorty, much more than Dewey, develops the implications of an 

antiessentialist description of language for an emergent account of human freedom. The creative 

freedom of the human person, for Rorty, shows up in the form of poetic redescription and irony, 

whereby a person engages in self-creation by means of vocabulary changes. As such, I consider 

Rorty’s account as, roughly, a linguistically updated version of what I have identified as 

Dewey’s strong emergence. 

 

Contingency and Historicism: The Contours of Embeddedness 

Even though Rorty self-identifies as a pragmatist, he admits that “Continental” 

philosophy, including the work of Heidegger and Gadamer, shares “a common interest in 
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debunking a certain traditional conception in philosophy” (ORT, 75)—namely, the dualistic 

conception of the human person which has led to the creation of the mind-body problem.22 Both 

Rorty and Heidegger, for example, are interested in showing the ways in which the human 

person is embedded in the world but not entirely determined by this embeddedness. As John 

Caputo points out, Rorty “pursues a philosophy of finitude” (Caputo 1983, 666). Most 

commentators agree on this similarity between Rorty and philosophers like Heidegger, Gadamer, 

and Taylor, but begin to turn on Rorty past this point, claiming that his work stands in 

fundamental opposition to the communitarian and historicist sense of inescapable indebtedness 

to the social and historical world one finds in the work of Heidegger and others. Along these 

lines, Charles B. Guignon finds Rorty’s account of human freedom and self-creation too radical 

in comparison to Heidegger’s account:  

Heidegger would also be suspicious of the kind of stance Rorty seems to assume toward 
history: that of standing back from the passing show and regarding it all with bemused 
detachment. For in Heidegger’s view, our relation to history is characterized by 
belongingness and involvement (Guignon 1986, 407). 

 
Critics like Guignon doubt that Rorty’s philosophy is robust enough to account satisfactorily for 

human historical situatedness. Other critics like Caputo suggest the opposite; where Heidegger’s 

authenticity allows the human person to step into a critical position and resist the pressures of 

situatedness, Rorty’s sense of historical contingency allows no room for such freedom: “Rorty’s 

‘authenticity’ would be the recognition of the inescapability of the they, and Heiedegger’s is a 

break from the they” (Caputo 1983, 675). 

I think that both of these criticisms miss the mark. In my view, (early) Heidegger and 

Rorty are closer than most critics allow, at least insofar as they both aim to develop a post-dualist 

                                                
22Although critical of Rorty’s sympathetic reading of Heidegger, Dorothea Frede affirms that Rorty and 

Heidegger nevertheless agree on the rejection of the traditional (post-)Cartesian dualistic picture of the human 
person (Frede 1987, 735).  
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account of the way in which a human person is grounded in and emergent from the world. To 

this end, Rorty finds similarities in the way Heidegger and Dewey describe human being-in-the-

world as embedded in relations (see ORT, 72). In Robert Brandom’s analysis, Rorty’s take on 

pragmatism ends up adopting (Dewey’s) naturalism and (Heidegger’s) historicism, fusing them 

together to show how the human person belongs to the world in a robust sense (Brandom 2000, 

171).  

Rorty explicitly affirms the (communitarian) intuition concerning the individual’s 

dependence on the world. Charles Taylor, in Rorty’s view, is right in his emphasis on 

dependence over autonomy, suggesting that this view is compatible with the sort of liberal 

democracy he favours (ORT, 179). However, Rorty questions whether such an ontology is worth 

pursuing in the end. On my reading, Rorty answers this question roughly in the affirmative, with 

the qualification that any such ontological account of the human person will never be more than 

one of an assortment of alternative descriptions. While such a description can be powerful and 

beneficial, it cannot be grounded in mind-independent reality. For this reason, while Rorty 

admires Heidegger’s work, he argues that Heidegger’s account of Dasein in Being and Time can 

only be read as an account of human being-in-the-world in a specific 20th century Western 

context (EHO, 48). 

 

Antiessentalism: Non-Reductive Physicalism and the Number 17 

Up until the point at which Rorty talks about the human power of redescription and self-

creation, it looks quite like he would align himself with a weak emergentist position similar to 

that of a systems theorist like von Bertalanffy. Von Bertalanffy describes emergent properties as 

(arbitrary) designations that emerge out of an interaction between a system and an observer, 
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lending a system epistemic unity and wholeness (see Georgiou 2003). In this way, wholes are not 

fixed entities but are fluid properties of systems whose boundaries morph according to the 

observer’s perspective and agenda. Emergent properties that describe systems as wholes are 

useful as descriptive shortcuts but carry no ontological or metaphysical weight. This 

interpretation of emergence resonates with Rorty’s antiessentialism. However, he parts from a 

straightforward weak emergentist position with the acknowledgement that redescriptions, though 

they do not assign ontological value to wholes, have an effect that is greater than an arbitrary 

reconfiguration of utterances or sentences. Redescriptions change human experience of the world 

in a fundamental way, but, according to Rorty’s antiessentialism, a description can never 

ontologically pin down and provide an exhaustive explanation of what it describes. 

Rorty proposes that we regard everything in the world that we can describe as if it were a 

number. A number, Rorty explains, is “an example of something which is difficult to describe in 

essentialist language” (PSH, 52) because a number only has meaning in relation to other 

numbers. The number 17, for example, only has meaning as that which is greater than 16, less 

than 18, the sum of 10 + 7, and so on (PSH, 52-53). There is no “inside way” to talk about a 

number; it has no “intrinsic nature” (PSH, 60-61). Rorty suggests that this is the case for 

everything, not just for numbers: “There are, so to speak, relations all the way down, all the way 

up, and all the way out in every direction: you can never reach something which is not just one 

more nexus of relations” (PSH, 53-54). In this sense, Rorty describes the antiessentialist account 

that he opts for as a sort of “panrelationalism” (PSH, 52) in which everything that exists or can 

be described can be identified only in terms of its relations to other nexuses of relations and 

cannot be boiled down to a simple unique essence.  
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For Rorty, there is no necessary connection between a description of a thing and the thing 

itself; the description is dependent upon our purposes: “we describe giraffes the way we do, as 

giraffes, because of our needs and interests. We speak a language which includes the word 

‘giraffe’ because it suits our purposes to do so” (PSH, xxvi). Rorty argues that the same goes for 

atoms, cells, molecules, and minds. The distinctions we make are not built into some deep 

structure of the universe that we appeal to in language, but they do allow us to use reality in 

various ways (PSH, 33). According to Rorty’s antiessentialism, descriptions of elementary 

particles are useful in ways that contribute to “either technological advances or imaginative, 

astrophysical, redescriptions of the universe as a whole” (PSH, 59); but they do not give us the 

key to a complete understanding of the universe and everything in it. 

Rorty, like the majority of emergentists, characterizes himself as a non-reductive 

physicalist, but unlike most emergentist non-reductive physicalists who advocate for a well-

defined substance monism and property pluralism, he arrives at this position through his 

antiessentialism. The non-reductive physicalism that Rorty proposes argues that physical and 

micro-physical descriptions of the universe are valid and useful but, like relational descriptions 

of the number 17, a physical description is not an “inside way” of describing the universe (PSH, 

60-61). This take on non-reductive physicalism allows us to suggest that the universe is 

thoroughly composed of physical entities, using one way of describing the universe, without 

having to deny or bracket other vocabularies like mental descriptions.  

For Rorty, talk of physicalism and mental entities are compatible if we accept an 

antiessentialism that finds neither to provide exhaustive descriptions of the ultimate structure of 

reality. Instead, the physical sciences are useful for certain things, and “folk psychology” is 

useful for others: “To say that we shall always be talking about beliefs and desires is to say that 
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folk psychology will probably remain the best way of predicting what our friends and 

acquaintances will do next. This is all that one could possibly mean by ‘There really are mental 

entities’” (ORT, 115). Rorty finds two things particularly attractive about antiessentialism: (1) 

such a position makes a series of traditional philosophical quandaries go away (most 

significantly the mind-body problem), and (2) it makes reductionistic explanations seem less 

threatening and confining (PSH, 66). Rorty looks forward to the day when philosophy is no 

longer dragged down by the abstract “pseudo-problems” created by the essentialist tradition 

(ORT, 99), so it can turn to more important things like imagining a better future. 

 

Contingency and Final Vocabularies 

While Rorty insists that language is historically contingent and does not provide an inside 

way of describing things, he acknowledges that our actual experience seems to suggest 

otherwise. Common sense tells us that our words hook into the world, and our sentences are not 

arbitrary noises that our bodies happen to make. Rorty explains that this is so because all human 

beings inherit what he calls a “final vocabulary” that they use “to justify their actions, their 

beliefs, and their lives” (CIS, 73). A final vocabulary is “one which we cannot help using, for 

when we reach it our spade is turned” (EHO, 38); it is the set of descriptions that defines our 

lives and helps us to make sense of the world. Even though Rorty cautions that such a vocabulary 

can never pin down the way things really are, we (at least initially and for the most part) feel that 

it does because we can imagine no other way of describing reality. 

Inheriting a final vocabulary, for Rorty, means that we are inescapably embedded in an 

authority structure that gives shape and intelligibility to reality as we experience it. Brandom 

explains that, for example, having a mind at all “is a function of speaking a vocabulary that 



96 

incorporates a certain sort of authority structure” (Brandom 2000, 158). It is not that the word 

“mind” hooks into an objective entity in the world but rather that it is part of a way of describing 

reality in a historically contingent way. Rorty describes this account of dependence on pre-

existing authority structures as “epistemological behaviorism,” according to which any attempt 

to justify our knowledge or behaviour necessarily occurs in the terms of our final vocabulary and 

is caught up in specific historical situation and an epistemological authority structure shared by a 

community of other language-users (PMN, 174). 

In his essay “Turning to Hermeneutics: On Pragmatism’s Struggle with Subjectivity,” 

Bjørn Ramberg examines Rorty’s interaction with Hans-Georg Gadamer on the relationship 

between final vocabularies (as tradition) and self-creation. Ramberg points out that Rorty’s 

account of final vocabularies is (both explicitly and implicitly) deeply indebted to Gadamer’s 

conception of tradition insofar as both incorporate a sense of historical contingency and 

situatedness to the human person’s experience of the world. However, in contrast to the way 

Gadamer describes the emergence of the human person as a process of interaction between 

person and world in which the hermeneutic circle is traversed, Ramberg finds Rorty’s emphasis 

on individualism and self-creation in need of a slight corrective amendment. He suggests that 

Rorty’s conception of a final vocabulary involves a misplaced emphasis on the self-assertion and 

self-creation of individuals over against their placement in a preexisting authority structure to 

which they respond (Ramberg 2011, 59). He goes on to explain that, as Gadamer points out, the 

creation of individuality is not primarily an act of individual will but is dependent upon (and, 

dare I say, emergent from) the tradition within which the individual is located. 

On my reading of Rorty, Ramberg’s amendment would likely be taken as friendly, if not 

unnecessary. Ramberg concludes with a statement that could have probably come from Rorty 
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himself: “A final vocabulary, then, is not final after all. Rather, it is the momentary shape of our 

rational responsiveness to the world and our dynamic ability to engage the world, and to be 

engaged by it, as thinking and thus as ever changing agents” (2011, 59). Ronald A. Kuipers 

cautions, however, that, while human persons might be “plastic” in this dynamic way, Rorty does 

not think that they may simply take on whatever shape they like:  

He does not think that individuals can remake themselves however they like, whenever 
they like, through sheer force of will or out of whole cloth. Composing one’s personal 
script is the project of a lifetime, and requires the material of a cultural inheritance that 
one does not invent oneself (Kuipers 2013, 176).  
 

With Kuipers’ qualification in mind, I suggest that Rorty, particularly read in continuity with 

Dewey, would agree that final vocabularies are not inescapable linguistic prisons. Rather, they 

are the starting points from which we can creatively reconfigure, reinterpret, and redescribe 

reality. Rorty’s profound sense of the contingency of human experience provides the conditions 

out of which the human person as creative and poetically capable can emerge and exert its self-

creating power. 

 

Irony, Redescription, and Self-Creation 

One of the places where Rorty reveals himself most clearly as a strong emergentist is in 

his account of irony. Rorty defines an “ironist” as a person who (1) has radical doubts about a 

final vocabulary, (2) does not find answers to these doubts within that vocabulary, and (3) 

recognizes the contingency of such vocabularies. Furthermore, ironists understand that 

vocabularies are inescapable and open themselves up to a plurality of legitimate ways of 

describing reality (CIS, 73). Ironists, for Rorty, are characterized by an individual stability that 

allows them to adopt critical comportments to the vocabularies they utilize, understanding that 

no vocabulary is ultimate: ironists are never quite able “to take themselves seriously because 
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always aware that the terms in which they describe themselves are subject to change, always 

aware of the contingency and fragility of their final vocabularies, and thus of their selves” (CIS, 

73-74).  

I suggest that an ironist, for Rorty, is a person who has emerged out of embeddedness in a 

social and historical world in a way that enables downward causation in the form of creative 

redescription. Redescription, for Rorty, is not simply an arbitrary reordering of noises but is a 

rearrangement of the world for the ironist. “On the pragmatist view I impute to Rorty,” Ramberg 

writes in an essay on Rorty’s interpretation of Davidson on intentionality, “changing descriptions 

matters, just because it makes a causal difference in the world. This it does because it changes us, 

our dispositions” (2000, 363).  A vocabulary has the power to make certain things relevant and 

others irrelevant to us, some things seem to us beautiful and others ugly. As Brandom explains, 

applying new vocabularies to describe reality opens up the ability to envisage new plans and 

purposes only visible to those initiated into these vocabularies, thereby allowing individuals to 

re-create themselves through the projection of unprecedented possibilities. Brandom continues, 

The re-creation of the individual [these vocabularies] enable makes possible a distinctive 
sort of assessment of success that is essentially retrospective – since prospectively, in 
terms of the vocabulary that has been transformed and transcended, one cannot in general 
so much as understand the ends toward which one’s efforts are now bent (Brandom 2000, 
174). 

 
So ironists, for Rorty, are the artists, the poets, and the “revolutionary philosophers” (PMN, 369) 

who are imaginative and creative enough to think up new and “better” ways of describing the 

past (retrospectively) and of imagining the future (prospectively). As strongly emergent, ironists 

are capable of re-shaping themselves by introducing novel descriptions that open up 

unprecedented possibilities and new imaginative ends to which they can bend their efforts. 
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Though the best ironists are often the poets and the revolutionaries, Brandom points out 

that, according to Rorty, all human individuals can be ironists to some degree (2000, 173). 

Individual uniqueness, for Rorty, comes not from the dualistic idea that each individual has 

privileged access to the content of their own mind, but from our unique ability to creatively and 

poetically describe reality: “Our inviolable uniqueness lies in our poetic ability to say unique and 

obscure things, not in our ability to say obvious things to ourselves alone” (PMN, 123). In this 

way, individuality is emergent; it is not a feature internal to the human person nor entirely 

external but is only instantiated by adopting a unique creative stance with respect to a final 

vocabulary. In other words, it is strongly emergent from a person’s social and historical situation. 

 

Utopian Visions and Liberal Individuality 

Rorty confesses that in the decades that followed the writing of his seminal work 

Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Dewey began to eclipse his other heroes Heidegger and 

Wittgenstein. What he finds most compelling in Dewey’s work is Dewey’s sense that, even 

though human beings are dependent upon the world in certain ways, their talent for self-creation 

and self-reliance is their most remarkable feature (ORT, 17). What I am suggesting is that this 

intuition, which inspires much of Rorty’s thought, is precisely the intuition that Dewey shares 

with Heidegger, Gadamer, and Taylor, which can be helpfully articulated in terms of strong 

emergence. The human’s capacity for self-creation is not ex nihilo, but is profoundly dependent 

upon embeddedness in a pre-existing, already significant world, and yet, for Rorty, ironists have 

the ability to influence the pre-existing conditions out of which they emerge. 

It is clear that, as Kuipers points out, Rorty’s antiessentialist account “does not prevent 

him from putting forward a normative understanding of what it means to be human” (2013, 175). 
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On the contrary, Rorty’s aim throughout his philosophical work is to develop an account of what 

it means to be human that accords with a nuanced utopian vision of a liberal democracy that lets 

go of old problems and imagines new and better futures. Rorty sees himself as carrying forward 

Dewey’s penchant for utopian visioning, in which a human solidarity that recognizes the 

contingency of human experience is more important than the elusive task of obtaining objective 

knowledge of the deep structures of reality (PSH, 20). 

Rorty places his hope for the future in the ironist’s ability to imagine and realize a better 

future, one that is capable of productively breaking the mold of our current final vocabularies. 

For Rorty, philosophy at its best is the kind that comes closest to poetry; such philosophy is both 

edifying and revolutionary (PMN, 368-369). This sort of philosophy involves opening up the 

conversation beyond the bounds of specialized philosophy by introducing new questions that do 

not fit neatly into traditional paradigms. The best philosophers ask the sorts of questions that no 

one else thinks to ask, opening up new arenas for conversation that were not previously 

available. Rather than trying to establish or discover a “permanent framework for inquiry” 

(PMN, 380), Rorty suggests that philosophers ought to spend their time opening up 

“conversation as the ultimate context within which knowledge is to be understood” (PMN, 389). 

Ultimately, Rorty is a critical optimist (or, perhaps better, a hopeful pessimist) about the future. 

If human beings accept their roles as ironists, we can hope for better, never before imagined 

futures that make space for new possibilities and alternatives to the status quo. This also means 

that as emergent, human persons share in a responsibility for imaginatively shaping the reality 

that shapes them. All people are implicated by their participation in and creative appropriation of 

final vocabularies; no one is exempt. And for Rorty this means that we hold in our hands the 

power and the responsibility to shape our world with the vocabularies we use to describe it.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

This project has not been one of synthesis but rather of pattern recognition. The five 

thinkers I have examined should not be considered as simply making contributions to my own 

grand theory about what it means to be human. Instead, I suggest that the framework of strong 

emergence illuminates a recurring pattern that shows up in these different streams of philosophy. 

Despite the numerous differences between these five philosophers, at bottom there is a common 

insight that unites them in their philosophical pursuits of what it means to be human. I make no 

claims to have distilled a core theory from these common interests, but I hope to have at least 

pointed out a significant unifying insight that opens up compelling possibilities for philosophy. 

The insight I have identified, which is that the human person is dependent upon yet 

partially autonomous from its embeddedness in the world, as threaded through the work of 

Heidegger, Gadamer, Taylor, Dewey, and Rorty, is precisely the insight that undergirds a theory 

of strong emergence. Emergence acknowledges that properties emerge only out of systems and 

never out of isolated parts (Georgiou 2003, 240). Thus, an emergent is necessarily embedded in a 

world larger than itself and over which it does not exercise much control. However, a strongly 

emergent entity has the capability of exerting causal pressure “downward,” affecting the 

components of the system out of which it has emerged. In terms of emergent consciousness, this 

means that mental causation is a form of downward causation in which the human agent is able 

to be determined by but also affect and innovatively describe the world in which it is embedded. 

The interaction between human person and world is a feedback loop marked (but not exhausted) 

by co-determination. The human person affects the world with which it interacts, and that world 

simultaneously shapes the human person.  
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Heidegger, Gadamer, and Taylor develop philosophical accounts that illuminate the ways 

in which the human person is profoundly dependent upon the world and hint at the possibility of 

emergent freedom. Heidegger describes Dasein as thrown into an already meaningful world 

defined by a variety of possibilities. Dasein, through engaging with these possibilities, can 

emerge into anticipatory resoluteness in which Dasein breaks free from its situatedness in the 

world and establishes itself as an individual, free to authentically realize its possibilities. 

Extending Heidegger’s phenomenology, Gadamer suggests that this situatedness in the world is 

thoroughly historical. Through Dasein’s historical situatedness it inherits prejudices that provide 

a starting point for its engagement with the world. Once it encounters a world that does not align 

with these prejudices, Dasein rises above its situatedness into a new critical freedom. Taylor 

describes the person’s situatedness as immersion in webs of interlocution that are constitutive for 

the human person. These are oriented with respect to “hypergoods” that define what is 

considered good to do or to be in that particular context. Thus, a person’s being-in-the-world has 

a basic moral orientation. 

Dewey and Rorty, on the other hand, provide accounts of human situatedness but 

emphasize the creative freedom that emerges out of this situatedness. For Dewey, the human 

person is a creature in an environment whose conscious experience emerges through interaction 

between organism and environment. The person emerges out of the rhythms of natural life into 

the creative reconfiguration of its constitutive relations, making art out of its experience. Taking 

up and introducing linguistic nuance into Dewey’s account, Rorty suggests that the human 

person is thrown into a world to which it has no privileged epistemological access. The world, 

however, comes to us as already meaningful by means of the final vocabularies we inherit to 

describe reality. For Rorty, we emerge as poets capable of redescribing and reconfiguring reality 
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in creative and imaginative ways. For both Dewey and Rorty, our ability to shape the future and 

to shape ourselves is built into human experience in the world. 

This co-determining relationship between persons and world creates an account of what it 

means to be human that is deeply ethical. Our actions always affect others with whom we come 

into contact, as well as the world in which we live; the effect we have on others turns back on 

our own constitution. The more we use our emergent creative capacities to shape the world that 

constitutes us, the more we shape ourselves in a real sense. Holding in healthy tension both 

dependence and autonomy illuminates the ways in which we build a world together, one from 

which no one is exempt and one in which everyone has a home. 

By way of conclusion, I will draw out some implications of the theme I have identified 

that warrant further exploration. First, the co-determining dynamic between ourselves and the 

world means that we are constitutively attached to a world for which we are responsible. Not 

only does this apply to the historical and social world in which we live, but it also applies to the 

natural and technological world in which we are also embedded. As emergent innovators, we 

exert pressure upon the natural world that constitutes us, changing the shape of the earth and the 

environment in which we are immersed. An emergent account of human being-in-the-world, 

then, carries an ecological significance. Our responsibility to the world is not only for its own 

sake but also for ours; such an account emphasizes the importance of recognizing that what we 

do to our world changes us in a real and fundamental way, for better or worse.  

Secondly, this co-determining dynamic extends into our social relationships as well. Not 

only do we emerge from a world of things, we also emerge from a world of other persons. In this 

way, our personhood is shaped and constituted by the others with whom we come into contact. 

How we interact with others changes the way in which we are related to others, thereby 
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modifying our relational constitution in a fundamental way. So an emergent account of human 

embeddedness in a social world carries inescapable ethical weight. Because we owe our 

existence to two-way relationships with others, there is an ethical call to respect built into an 

emergent account. Others shape me just as I shape them, for better or for worse. 

Finally, as both Dewey and Rorty in particular emphasize, the human ability to 

reconfigure potentialities of being, to redescribe reality, and to project new possibilities make us 

responsible for the shape of the future. As temporal, we understand ourselves in terms of the 

future possibilities we can imagine. The future is shaped by our creative ability to imagine new 

possibilities. In an emergent account of human individuality, the future is not fixed; it is the 

effect of emergent individuals acting in concert to create something that has never been before. 

The shape of the future thus depends on our ability to envision new ways of being human and to 

develop novel descriptions of the common world in which we find ourselves. 
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