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Emergent phenomena are ubiquitous in science as well as everyday life. Yet the concept of emergence is hard
to pin down exactly, and has been the subject of vigorous debate among both philosophers and scientists. Two
kinds of emergence that are often distinguished in the literature are epistemological emergence and ontological
emergence. An epistemologically emergent phenomenon is one that can in principle be reduced to—predicted
or derived from—its underlying elements, but is in practice irreducible to these elements due to epistemic limi-
tations on the part of the observer. An ontologically emergent phenomenon, on the other hand, is one that is
irreducible to its underlying elements even in principle. Epistemological emergence seems to be the conception
of emergence most widely accepted among philosophers and scientists, whereas it remains controversial
whether there are any instances of ontological emergence in the actual world.

The position that there are instances of ontological emergence in the world (radical emergentism) and the
position that all instances of emergence are epistemological (ontological reductionism) are both problematic.
This dissertation outlines a third form of emergence, inspired by the philosophical ideas of Charles S. Peirce
and Daniel Dennett, which will allow us to avoid both radical emergentism and ontological reductionism. Since
what emerges in this kind of emergence is a real pattern, 1 call it real pattern emergence (or RP emergence).
My aim will be to shed light on the nature of the autonomy that some patterns—namely, those which will be
called emergent real patterns in this dissertation—possess with respect to their constituent elements.

While our point of departure will be Dennett’s theory of real patterns, the philosophy of Peirce—in particular
his pragmatism and Scholastic realism—will serve as a guiding framework throughout this work. It will be
shown that a pattern is a general (more commonly known in philosophical parlance as a universal), and hence
the question of their reality is seen to be a variation on the problem of universals, a central issue in the history
of Western philosophy. The generality of patterns makes them perfect candidates for applying Peirce’s rich
theory of generals, as encapsulated in his pragmatism and Scholastic realism. Particular attention will be paid to
a distinction that Peirce makes in his later works, between what he calls will-be’s and would-be’s. Employing
this distinction, I will argue that emergent real patterns are autonomous from the elements instantiating them,
because they support predictions about not only what wi/l happen in a given situation, but also what would
happen in an indefinite variety of possible micro situations that are never actualized. Emergent real patterns
thus carry more information than descriptions of their underlying elements and processes, making them au-
tonomous in a strong sense from their emergent base. As I hope to show, this autonomy is what differentiates
RP emergence from merely epistemological emergence, without, on the other hand, collapsing it into ontologi-
cal emergence.

We will also take up the issue of downward causation, often discussed in connection with ontological forms of
emergence, and show how emergent real patterns may exert a downward causal influence on their constituent




elements, where this causal influence is best understood as a form of final causation as conceived by Peirce.
Finally, I have also added to this dissertation a supplementary chapter in which I provide a commentary on the
first thirteen sections of Peirce’s early paper “On a New List Categories” (1867). While the “New List” is dis-
cussed explicitly only in the second chapter of this dissertation, the theory of categories that Peirce first sets out
in this seminal paper constitutes the undercurrent of many of the ideas developed in this work.
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