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Erns t  M a c h an d Danie l  Dennett : 

T wo Evolutionar y Model s o f  Cognitio n 

Csaba Pleh (pleh@izabell.elte.hu) 
Departmen t  o f  Genera l  Psycholog y 

Eotvo s Lordn d Universit y 
Budapes t  64 ,  P .  O .  Bo x 4 ,  1378 ,  Hungar y 

The pape r  argue s fo r  a  reconsideratio n o f  th e neglec t  o f 
Erns t  Mac h i n cognitiv e studies .  Hi s overal l  approac h t o epis -
temolog y wa s mentalisti c monism :  elementar y sensation s ar e 
th e primar y unit s therefor e ther e i s n o "gul f  betwee n physica l 
and psychologica l  research "  (Mach ,  1897 ,  pp .  14-15) .  Thi s 
phenomenologica l  approac h i s combine d wit h a n elaborat e 
use o f  evolutionar y consideration s regardin g menta l  organi -
zatio n an d functioning .  Mach' s "biologica l  vie w o f  knowl -
edge "  see s a  continuit y betwee n anima l  an d huma n cognitio n 
and woul d replac e a  stati c organizatio n wit h on e base d o n 
gradua l  changes . 

The basi c attitud e o f  M a c h regardin g th e origi n o f  concept s 
and othe r  abstraction s i s th e us e o f  a n extende d principl e o f 
economy .  Tha t  give s a  hypothetica l  flavor  eve n t o ou r  con -
cept s regardin g th e physica l  world :  concept s ar e use d becaus e 
the y wor k i n ou r  adaptatio n t o th e environment .  Thi s genera l 
attitud e i s extende d b y hi m bot h t o th e buildu p o f  elemen -
tar y perceptua l  system s lik e th e evolutionar y origi n o f  spac e 
perception ,  an d o n th e uppe r  end ,  regardin g th e developmen t 
of  science .  Accordin g t o Mach ,  hypothese s an d trial s char -
acteriz e scienc e a s wel l  a s al l  ou r  everyda y cognitio n (Mach , 
1976) .  Thi s notio n wa s take n u p Kar l  Buhle r  (1922) .  H e 
propose d a  continuit y betwee n instinct ,  tria l  an d erro r  learn -
in g an d intellect .  Throug h th e mediatio n o f  Kar l  Popper ,  a 
studen t  o f  Buhler ,  thes e level s woul d roughl y correspon d t o 
what  Dennet t  (1994 ,  1996 )  call s Darwinian ,  Skinneria n an d 
Popperia n creatures . 

A particularl y centra l  aspec t  o f  th e non-essentialis t  ap -
proac h t o menta l  lif e propose d b y M a c h i s hi s conceptio n o f 
self .  Bot h M a c h an d Dennet t  (1991 )  clai m tha t  th e sel f  i s  no t 
a startin g poin t  bu t  a  workin g hypothesis .  Ther e ar e tw o "sof t 
anchorages "  fo r  th e sel f  concep t  i n Mach .  Th e firs t  come s 
fro m ou r  genera l  tendenc y t o abbreviat e repeate d complexe s 
of  sensation s wit h names .  Th e othe r  anchorin g poin t  i s  foun d 
by Mac h i n th e concep t  o f  body :  "tha t  comple x o f  memories , 
moods,  an d feelings ,  joine d t o a  particula r  bod y (th e huma n 
body) ,  whic h i s denominate d th e T  o r  'Ego '  "  (Mach ,  1897 , 
p.  3) . 

Dennet t  (1991 )  als o give s a  centra l  rol e t o th e bod y im -
age i n th e reductio n o f  ou r  notio n o f  th e self .  Th e emphasi s 
wher e Dennet t  diverge s fro m M a c h i s th e rol e o f  narrativ e 
source s o f  coherence .  Th e presen t  da y dissolutio n an d reinte -
gratio n vie w goe s alon g wit h th e narrativ e metatheory ,  whil e 
fo r  Mac h th e sam e functio n wa s achieve d merel y b y optin g 
fo r  th e bod y image . 

The similaritie s o f  th e tw o view s indicat e tha t  theorie s o f 
cognitio n whe n the y tr y t o tak e a n evolutionar y stand ,  en d u p 
wit h rathe r  simila r  proposal s eve n whe n thei r  startin g point s 
ar e different .  Th e reappearanc e o f  gradualisti c approache s 
t o knowledg e combine d wit h th e antiessentialisti c  attitud e 
seems t o b e a n interestin g featur e o f  approache s t o cognition . 
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