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In classical philosophy, Descartes argues that the mind and body are different substances. These 

two substances causally affect each other, but they are distinct entities. However, later development 

suggests the mind and brain are interactive processes, with the brain being the source of the mind. 

Kistler’s inquiry in The Material Mind: Reduction and Emergence is based on how different levels 

of reality, specifically the physical and the mental, relate to one another. He argues that the main 

goal of science is not merely to describe facts but to provide an understanding of why things are as 

they are, by examining the properties objects possess and the laws they obey. According to Kistler, 

reduction is central to the unification of scientific knowledge, showing that phenomena explained 

by independent theories often share a common origin. This unification can be either explanatory or 

ontological. Explanatory unification occurs when a single framework, such as Newtonian 

gravitation, explains disparate events like the free fall of an object and the orbit of a planet, just 

needs to understand nature. Ontological unification indicates the number of entities we believe 

exists, for example- ‘genes’ are no longer seen as primitive entities but as complex mechanisms 

involving DNA. Kistler argues that this process is motivated by physicalism, the empirical 

hypothesis that everything exists solely as physical objects or as entities determined by physical 

properties and their interactions. 

 Kistler develops a sophisticated account of scientific reduction and the unity of science. He 

evaluates classical reductionist models such as Ernest Nagel’s deductive-nomological model and 

the later CHB approach proposed by Paul Chabris, Clifford Hooker, and John Bickle. Kistler 

argues for a ‘synthetic’ model of reduction that combines bridge laws with theoretical correction. 

Overall, it provides a clear philosophical framework for understanding how mental phenomena can 

be explained within a psychicalist worldview. 

 Kistler argues against the backdrop of contemporary physicalism, which posits that everything 

in existence is either a physical object or composed of physical parts, and all real properties are 

ultimately reducible to those studied by physics. Kistler challenges the notion of physicalism and 

the limits of supervenience. He outlines two primary historical arguments against the reducibility 

of psychology: the multiple realizabilities of mental states as argued by Putnam and Fodor, and the 

radical heterogeneity of intensional psychology proposed by Davidson. While these philosophers 
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attempted to preserve physicalism through the notion of supervenience, Kistler argues that 

supervenience merely states a correlation between mental and physical properties and does not 

explain why such corrections exist. 

 Kistler evaluated the project of a priori physicalism defended by David Chalmers and Frank 

Jackson. According to their view, all microscopic truths are entailed by the total set of 

microphysical truths, and a hypothetical ‘Laplacian demon’ with complete physical knowledge 

could deduce all higher-level facts. This argument relies heavily on two-dimensional semantics and 

conceptual analysis. Kistler mentioned an example from chemistry and thermodynamics and argues 

that microscopic concepts such as temperature, equilibrium, or liquidity require statistical and 

compositional principles that cannot be deduced from microphysics alone. Kistler demonstrates the 

limits of purely conceptual reduction and defends the idea that the relationship between 

microphysical facts and higher-level phenomena must be established empirically. He argues that if 

physicalism is true, the autonomy of microscopic and psychological explanations remains 

scientifically and philosophically significant. 

 On the other hand, Kistler defends the reality and causal efficiency of dispositional properties, 

which serves as the primary conceptual framework for both ‘folk’ and scientific psychology. He 

argued that while cognitive states like intelligence, memory, and beliefs are often characterized as 

dispositions defined by what an individual would do in certain circumstances, they are nonetheless 

real, occurring properties that contribute causally to behavior. So, Kistler’s aim is to show that 

dispositions often used to characterize cognitive states are not merely linguistic conveniences or 

theoretical placeholders but genuine properties that play a causal role in producing behavior. He 

begins by clarifying the nature of dispositional properties. A disposition is typically understood 

through a conditional like something is fragile if it would break when dropped, or soluble if it 

would dissolve in water. Critics have often dismissed such properties as epiphenomenal because 

they appear to describe only potential behaviour rather than actual occurrences. Kistler addresses 

several objections against it. First, he rejects the claim that dispositions are causally inert because 

they are observable. Many theoretical entities in science, such as charge or spin, are also not 

directly observable, yet they are widely accepted as causally significant. Second, he challenges the 

idea that dispositions only exist when they are manifested. Instead, he argues that dispositions are 

real. Occurrent states that exist continuously, even when their manifestations do not occur. Finally, 

he disputes the view that only events can be caused. Stable properties such as voltage or resistance, 
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although not events, can be themselves, are essential in explaining causal processes. Thus, 

dispositions should not be excluded from causal explanations simply because they are relatively 

stable states. 

 Overall, Kistler’s arguments provide a sophisticated defence of the causal significance of 

dispositional properties. By carefully responding to traditional objections and clarifying the 

relationship between macro-level properties and their physical bases, he offers a compelling 

framework in which mental states can be both materially grounded and genuinely causally 

efficacious. This approach strengthens the philosophical foundation for understanding cognitive 

abilities as real features of the natural world rather than mere theoretical constructs. 

 After that, Kistler develops an ontological concept of emergence, which is compatible with 

both contemporary science and the possibility of reduction. His major objective is to justify the 

causal efficacy of mental properties by showing that they are systemic properties of complex 

objects which, while determined by their physical parts, possess unique powers and obey laws 

distinct from those governing their constituents. Kistler mentioned a ‘weak’ theory of emergence 

based on three minimal, anti-dualist conditions that allow mental properties to be integrated into a 

physicalist framework. Those conditions are physical composition, systematic nature, and 

synchronous determination. Kistler emphasizes that this determination is non-causal. He also 

criticizes the traditional emergence, and he particularly analyzes the work of C.D. Broad, to 

distinguish his own view from older, more problematic definitions. Broad criticizes emergent 

properties due to the impossibility of deduction. Kistler argues that Broad’s epistemic criterion of 

identifying the emergence with irreducibility and unpredictability is flawed because it makes 

emergence relative to the current state of scientific knowledge. To test the relationship between 

emergence and deducibility, Kistler examines the quantum-mechanical explanation of chemical 

bonding, such as the stability of the molecular ion H2+. He argues that the existence of a stable 

molecule can be deduced using the system’s Hamiltonian, which takes into account electrostatic 

interactions between nuclei and electrons. So, Kistler offers a refined criterion for non-emergence 

(C3): a property is non-emergent only if its law of composition can be derived from general laws 

applying to the parts both in isolation and in other combinations, without needing laws specific to 

that unique system type. However, he concludes that even this is too strong, as it might eventually 

categorize all properties as non-emergent once science is sufficiently advanced. He seeks a deeper, 

ontological criterion to distinguish emergent from ‘resultant’ properties. According to Kistler, 
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cognitive properties emerge from neurophysiological properties according to the same logic by 

which chemical properties emerge from physical ones. While they are determined by their parts 

and can be reduced in principle, their qualitative novelty ensures they are nothing but their physical 

constituents. 

 Finally, Kistler conducted a defence of the reality of mental properties within his physicalist 

framework. He refines the conceptual framework of causation to distinguish it from mere 

explanation. He notes that common sense assumes psychophysical causation, for example, a 

decision to close a window causes a bodily movement. However, the principle of causal closure 

suggests that every physical event has a complete physical cause and leaves no room for mental 

influence. Thus, he introduces a concept of causal responsibility. Kistler attacks Jaegwon Kim’s 

causal inheritance principle, which states that mental properties only inherit the powers of their 

physical bases and thus have no independent efficacy. So, Kistler concludes that physicalism is 

compatible with emergent causal efficacy. He gave a double determination model, such as 

systematic laws and microscopic laws. This model respects the causal explanatory exclusion 

because there is only one complete explanation for a given effect, but it recognizes that this 

explanation is partly mental and partly physiological. Kistler leaves it to cognitive neuroscience to 

determine which specific mental processes correspond to this model of downward causation. 
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