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§1. Preamble

One important measure of the success of a philosophy of science is the
extent to which the clarifications which it vields have positive and fruitiul
consequences within the sciences themselves. Such success is at least in
parta function of the extent to which its examples and problems are taken
over from genuine science and are not merely trivial or over-simplifice
llastrations, The thaught of Mach in parucular, and of Austrian
philosophers of science in genceral, provides us with striking examples o1
such interaction. Mach’s epistemology and ontology grew out of his
mvestigations, both systematic and historical, in physics and psychology,
and they contributed in turn to the further development of his own
thinking in these areas and to the work of those, such as Einstem and
Ehrenfels, whomhe influenced. Similarly. it wasthe interactionbetween
philosopby and psychology which made possible the seminal work on thie
notion of Gestalt quality by Ehrenfels, and this work, together with the
writings on thelogicand ontology of parts, wholes and structures by othee
members of the Brentano school, led in turn to significant further
developments, not only in psychology itself, but also in neighbouring
disciplines such as linguistics.”

We shall find in what [ollows that we can come to terms with the
implications of the ideas of Mach and Ehrenfels on the perception of what
1s complex and on the complexity of perception only by paying especially
detatted attention to theirrespective understandings of the notionof nasn-
causal dependence. The clarification of this notion - first effecied in
truly systematic way in the writings of these two authors and in those of
their contemporaries Brentano and Stumpl—is, weshall argue, onc of the
great achievements of Austrian philosophy of science. Mach, it will turn
out, was unable successfully to incorporate his deseriptions ol comples
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pereeption within his general atomistic framework in no small part
secanse his understanding of dependence was in a quite specific sense
oo narrow. The great significance of the work of Ehrenfels and of
other members of the Brentano tradition from our point of view is that,
secnuse they were more faithful to the structures of what is given in per-
ception, they were able to devetop a richer theory of dependence, the
mplications of which were to extend far beyond the narrow sphere of
perceptual psychology.

§2. The Problem of the Perception of Complexes

o talk of a ‘perception of what is complex’ is. from the atomistic
perspective which held sway amongst the majority of 10th century
pevehologists. already to employ a form of speech that is illegitimate in
the sense that it is not grounded in any underlying reality. There is at
most, according to the atomistic psychologist, the possibility of a
ammarion of simple perceivings. each one of which would have
something unitary or non-complex as its object or content.

Mach, too, embraced an atomism of this kind. For him all complexes,
including the ego itself, are mere ideal, practical or provisional ‘mental-
ceconomic unities’. As he puts it in the Analyse der Empfindungen. only
the ‘elements’ (sensations. Empfindungen) are real.* But he clearly saw
that there is a problem of complex perception,* and Ehrenfels, as is well
Laown, was able to take certain passages from this work as the starting-
point of his investigation of complex-perception in his classic essay of
1590, “Uber ‘Gestaltqualititen'”. These passages are not isolated
mstances of what might be taken to be less than careful thinking on
Much’s part. Indeed the examination of Mach’s writings reveals that his
anticipation ot Ehrenfels goes back at least 20 years earlier. Onreceiptof
Fhreafels” paper, Machreplied ina letter that he had already put forward
the mainideas - albettima more psychological way . interms of atheory of
muscular sensations’ - in an earlier paper.

The paper in questionis almost certainly his “Bemerkungen zur Lehre
vomraumlichenSehen” of 18365 .7acritical discussion of the psychology ol
Herbart, dealing specifically with the problem of our recogniton of
perceptual complexes. How, Mach asks, do we recognize different
spaetial figures (‘Gestalren’ ) as the same? How does itcome about that we
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