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The mind—body relation has long been one of the most fundamental
and complex problems in the philosophy of mind. Within this
context, emergence requires a metaphysical account to solve the
mind-body problem, and “supervenience” is one of the such
accounts offered by some philosophers. Supervenience indicates a
kind of irreducible dependence between two sets of properties, such
that if properties of set A supervene on properties of set B, any
change or alteration in the properties of set B necessarily results in
a change in the properties of set A. In this paper, using descriptive
and analytical methods, various dimensions of supervenience and
the account it provides with respect to emergence are examined and
analyzed. The present article shows that although supervenience
can describe dependence, covariation, and irreducibility among
properties at different levels, it lacks the explanatory power
required for a precise metaphysical and ontological analysis of this
relation. Ultimately, it is shown that to provide a robust account of
emergence and to defend the causal autonomy of emergent levels,
supervenience by itself is insufficient, and recourse must be made
to more accurate theories.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The mind-body relation problem is one of the longest-standing and most
controversial issues in the philosophy of mind. The fundamental distinction
between physical properties—objective, quantitative, and measurable—and
mental properties—qualitative, personal, and based on first-person
experience—gives rise to basic questions about the possibility of reducing
mental properties to physical ones, the manner of their dependence, and how
to provide a metaphysical account of this relation. In reaction to the failure
of substance dualism to explain mind-body interaction, various approaches
have emerged, including identity theory, functionalism, non-reductive
physicalism, and property dualism.

Among these, emergence as a metaphysical approach attempts, while
accepting the dependence of the mental on the bodily, to avoid reductionism
and to ascribe to emergent properties a kind of novelty, non-reducibility, and
inexplicability. One of the concepts employed to explain the relation
between the physical base level and the emergent mental level is the concept
of “supervenience”. Supervenience refers to a kind of dependence and
covariation between two sets of properties such that a change in the higher-
level properties without a change in the base-level properties is impossible.
The main question of the present paper is whether supervenience can provide
a sufficiently strong metaphysical explanation of the emergence of mental
properties, or whether it is merely a descriptive report of covariation across
levels and lacks the required explanatory power.

Methodology

The present research is conducted using a descriptive-analytical method.
First, the concept of emergence and its prominent definitions in the works of
philosophers such as Lewis, Stephenson, Kim, and Humphreys are reported
so that the theoretical framework of the discussion becomes clear. Then the
concept of supervenience is examined from historical and analytical
perspectives, and its evolution from early applications in ethics and
aesthetics to its serious entry into the philosophy of mind—particularly in
the works of Davidson and Jaegwon Kim—is analyzed.

Subsequently, the main components of supervenience—including
covariation (in weak and strong formulations), dependence, and non-
reducibility—are explicated with reliance on contemporary formulations. In
the analytical section, the supervenience view is evaluated in its capacity to
explain the emergence of mental properties, and the most important
criticisms leveled against it, especially those raised by Kim, O’Connor, and
Wong, are examined. The method at this stage is conceptual analysis and the
assessment of the internal coherence of claims as well as the measurement of
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supervenience’s explanatory power in comparison with the metaphysical
expectations of a theory of emergence.

Findings

The findings of the research show that supervenience, despite the role it
plays in describing the relation between different levels of properties, faces
serious limitations in explaining emergence. First, supervenience is
fundamentally a pattern of covariation and, by itself, does not provide an
explanation of why and how emergent properties arise. This feature allows
supervenience to be compatible with a wide range of conflicting theories—
from reductive physicalist identity theories and type-identity to
functionalism and even some forms of emergence. Consequently, rather than
marking what is distinctive about emergence, supervenience becomes a
common commitment among competing views.

Second, the weak formulation of supervenience lacks the necessary
modal force to express metaphysical dependence, because it does not rule
out differences in emergent properties even when base properties remain
fixed in other possible worlds. Although the strong formulation of
supervenience remedies this problem to some extent, it still merely reports a
necessity of covariation and does not provide a causal or ontological
explanation of the relation.

Third, O’Connor’s and Wong’s critiques indicate that if emergence is
understood as a causal and temporally extended process, supervenience—
which is a synchronic and non-causal relation—cannot be explanatory of it.
According to the causal models they propose, base physical conditions may
obtain at a given time while the emergent property has not yet been
instantiated; this is incompatible with the slogan ‘“no mental difference
without a physical difference” and calls supervenience into question.

Finally, examining examples such as philosophical zombies also shows
that supervenience, even as a defense of the dependence of mind on body,
requires a stronger metaphysical underpinning, and mere reliance on
conceivability or covariation is insufficient.

Conclusion

The main conclusion of the research is that supervenience, although a tool
for describing dependence, covariation, and non-reducibility among
properties at different levels, cannot by itself furnish a satisfactory
metaphysical account of the emergence of mental properties. Supervenience
is more of a descriptive framework than an explanatory theory: it reports
minimal compatibilities between mind and body without addressing the why,
the mechanism, or the nature of this dependence. Therefore, if the aim is to
defend emergence as a position distinct from reductionism and identity,



reliance solely on supervenience is inadequate, and one must turn to richer
theories— including more precise causal or ontological formulations of
emergence.
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