
 

 
 

 

A Dynamic Systems Approach to the Development of 
Cognition and Action 
Esther THELEN 
 
A Dynamic Systems Approach to the Development of Cognition and Action presents a 
comprehensive and detailed theory of early human development based on the principles of 
dynamic systems theory. Beginning with their own research in motor, perceptual, and 
cognitive development, Thelen and Smith raise fundamental questions about prevailing 
assumptions in the field. They propose a new theory of the development of cognition and 
action, unifying recent advances in dynamic systems theory with current research in 
neuroscience and neural development. In particular, they show how by processes of 
exploration and selection, multimodal experiences form the bases for self-organizing 
perception-action categories. Thelen and Smith offer a radical alternative to current cognitive 
theory, both in their emphasis on dynamic representation and in their focus on processes of 
change. Among the first attempt to apply complexity theory to psychology, they suggest 
reinterpretations of several classic issues in early cognitive development.  
 
The book is divided into three sections. The first discusses the nature of developmental 
processes in general terms, the second covers dynamic principles in process and mechanism, 
and the third looks at how a dynamic theory can be applied to enduring puzzles of 
development. 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Man: the Tottering Biped 
Phillip TOBIAS 
 
The information in this book provides useful details that help substantiate the idea that human 
beings have evolved towards an uprightness that brings the weight line of the body into a more 
central position. Tabias also provides a background for expanding the structural perspectives 
in two important ways: one is by including the evolution of the perceptual system as an 
essential component in the evolution of uprightness. The other is to restore the significance of 
the upper body in the way we consider human gait. 

 
 

 
 

 

The Thinking Body 
Mabel TODD 
 
Mabel Elsworth Todd is considered the founder of what has come to be known as 'Ideokinesis', 
a form of somatic education that became popular in the 1930s amongst dancers and health 
professionals.  Todd's ideas involved using anatomically based, creative visual imagery and 
consciously relaxed volition to create and refine neuromuscular coordination.  Lulu Sweigard, 
who coined the term Ideokinesis, and Barbara Clark furthered Todd's work.  Todd's work was 
published in her book The Thinking Body (1937), which is now considered by modern dance 
schools to be a classic study of physiology and the psychology of movement.  Her work 
influenced many somatic awareness professionals of her day, and is often cited along with The 
Feldenkrais method for its focus on the subtle influence of unconscious intention and 
attention. 

 




