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Introductio n 

We sugges t  a  common groun d fo r  alternativ e proposal s i n 
differen t  domain s o f  Cognitiv e Scienc e whic h hav e previ -
ousl y seeme d t o hav e littl e i n c o m m o n .  Th e underlyin g 
common them e i s associate d wit h a  redefinitio n o f  th e 
basi c uni t  o f  analysi s i n eac h domai n o f  thought .  Ou r 
pape r  suggest s a  dynami c definitio n o f  unit y whic h i s 
base d no t  o n inheren t  propertie s o f  th e element s consti -
tutin g th e unit ,  bu t  rathe r  o n changin g pattern s o f  cor -
relatio n acros s th e elements .  W e revie w an d examin e th e 
evolutio n o f  th e concep t  o f  uni t  withi n severa l  Cognitiv e 
Scienc e domain s i n ligh t  o f  ou r  propose d characterizatio n 
of  "dynami c unity" .  W e find  tha t  th e notio n o f  Dynami c 
Unit ,  i n eac h domai n o f  thought ,  replace s th e traditiona l 
uni t  o f  analysis .  Th e chang e ha s bee n independentl y dic -
tate d i n eac h domai n b y a n increasin g bod y o f  empirica l 
evidenc e whic h challenge s th e traditiona l  approach . 

Th e followin g fields  o f  Cognitiv e Scienc e ar e discussed : 
I n th e domai n o f  Neuroscience ,  w e revie w alternativ e 
solution s t o th e proble m o f  integratio n o f  neura l  infor -
matio n (Eckhor n e t  al .  1990 ,  Damasi o 1989 )  .  Withi n 
theorie s o f  menta l  representation ,  w e compar e alterna r 
tiv e theorie s o f  conceptua l  organizatio n (Fauconnie r  an d 
Turne r  1994 ,  Langacke r  1987) .  I n Linguistics ,  w e an -
alyz e solution s th e proble m o f  'wordhood '  (Ackerma n 
and LeSourd ,  ms. ,  Mohzman ,  ms.) .  A n d w e en d wit h 
a discussio n o f  collectiv e cognitio n an d th e Distribute d 
Cognitio n framewor k (Hutchin s 1995 )  a s a n alternativ e 
t o traditiona l  approaches .  A  conceptua l  (i.e .  no t  physi -
cal )  connectio n i s mad e wit h th e conceptua l  developmen t 
and identificatio n o f  elementar y unit s i n moder n Physic s 
theorie s (Anderso n 1983) .  Th e epistemologica l  common -
groun d tha t  w e find  acros s th e discipline s o f  Cognitiv e 
Scienc e an d Physic s suggest s tha t  curren t  'alternative ' 
theorie s for m a  collectiv e conceptua l  revisio n o f  basi c 
theoretica l  principles . 

Characteristics of Dynamic Units 

We sugges t  severa l  basi c propertie s tha t  characteriz e th e 
Dynami c Uni t  an d distinguis h i t  fro m th e 'traditional ' 
unit : 

(a )  Th e traditiona l  uni t  o f  analysis ,  i n eac h domai n o f 
thought ,  ha s bee n a  rigid ,  locally-integrate d unit ,  whos e 
definitio n i s base d o n propertie s inheren t  t o th e uni t  pe r 
se.  I n contrast ,  th e nove l  uni t  o f  analysi s i s  mor e flexible 
and dynami c i n it s construction .  It s definitio n i s base d 
on a  stabl e patter n o f  corrtlatio n amon g it s elements . 

(b )  Th e identificatio n o f  th e Dynami c Uni t  i s  insep -
airabl e fro m th e contex t  o f  observation .  Unde r  differ -
ent  set-ups ,  differen t  pattern s o f  correlatio n m a y occur , 
therefor e delineatin g differen t  units .  I t  i s i n thi s sens e 
tha t  w e regar d th e characterizatio n o f  unit y a s dynamic . 

(c )  T h e Dynami c Uni t  ha s propertie s whic h ar e no t 
presen t  i n th e substrat e fro m whic h th e uni t  i s  formed . 
Thes e nove l  propertie s emerg e fro m th e interactio n be -
twee n th e constituent s leadin g t o thei r  correlate d behav -
ior . 

(d )  W h e n interactin g wit h th e environment ,  th e uni t 
manifest s th e system' s propertie s a s a  whol e rathe r  tha n 
th e propertie s o f  th e individua l  constituents . 
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