Concept and Capacity: The Ecology of Knowledge
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Alfred North Whitehead (1861–1947)
We cannot think first and
act afterwards. From the
moment of birth we are
immersed in action and can
only guide it by taking
thought. We have, therefore,
in various spheres of
experience to adopt those
ideas which seem to work
within those spheres . . . We
cannot think in terms of an
indefinite multiplicity of
detail; our evidence can
acquire its proper
importance only if it comes
before us marshaled by
general ideas . . .
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. . . These ideas we inherit—
they form the tradition of our
civilisation. Such traditional
ideas are never static. They
are either fading into
meaningless formulae, or are
gaining power by a more
delicate apprehension. They
are transformed by the urge
of critical reason, by the vivid
evidence of emotional
experience, and by the cold
certainties of scientific
perception. One fact is
certain, you cannot keep
them still (Science and the
Modern World, 187–188).
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The basic questions . . .
What is knowledge?
What is an idea?
How do knowledge and ideas relate to
thought, action, and perception?

The basic answers . . .
Knowledge is a skill of interaction.
An idea is an aesthetic capacity that organizes
experience and guides action in the world.
Knowledge and ideas are tools for constructing
in the mind new pathways of relationship and
discrimination, for shaping the body, and for
attuning it to new contrasts. Such pathways are
recruited in an ecologically specific way as part of
the dynamic bringing-to-apprehension of
phenomena in thought and in perception.
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Enactivism
• Embodiment
• Autonomy
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• Lived Experience
• Sense-Making

Enactivism
Embodiment
• Brain is dependent
upon and related to
the body (necessary but
insufficient)
• Body is related to and
dependent upon the
external environment
• Mind is an open-ended
and context-specific
engagement between
the body, which
includes the brain, and
the environment,
which meets the body’s
actions

Autonomy
• Organisms are adaptive and
self-organizing (autopoiesis)
• Organisms require ongoing
reproduction and
maintenance (existence is
achieved not given)
• Organisms have immanent
purposes (generate ends,
concerns, and aims)
• Organisms’ behaviors can
be understood in terms of
these values, concerns, and
goals

Enactivism
Lived Experience
• Perception is involved
action and not passive
reception (aesthesis)
• Perception is a skillful
achievement that
entangles the organism
with the object of
perception
• First-person experience is
not epiphenomenal to
cognition. It is
participant in the
organization of organisms
(qualia play causal role in
physiology)

Sense-making
• The ability to engage a
meaningful world from a
point of view
• A capacity for contrast,
discernment, and
categorization
• An ability to identify
relevance, to take interest,
and to have concerns
• Requires affect, the ability
to take an interest in and
be affected by others, and
cognition, the ability to
make inferences about
diverse agents (i.e., to
understand them)

Enactivism and the Understanding
For Kant (1724–1804) the understanding works with sensibility by applying
concepts to determine what is common to particular sense impressions
Understanding is comprehension, knowledge, awareness, cognizance, insight,
know-how, or apprehension
Understanding is rooted first in the somatic ability to engage an environment
and underwrites abstraction, linguistic ability, and discursive reasoning
Understanding is not a given capacity but a craft or a skill that is shot through at
a physiological level with knowledge, experience, and ideas
Phenomenal awareness, the entanglement of understanding with perception, is
aesthetic in nature (i.e., awareness is critical and organized)

What I urge is that the conditions for
encountering a thing in experience are also
conditions for encountering a thing in
thought. Perceptual experience can enable
us to be aware of things only given the
coinvolvement of understanding. Perception
and thought arrive at the party together.
Thought is not prior to experience;
experience is itself a kind of thought. But
then thought itself . . . is a form of
perceptual consciousness. — Alva Noë,
Varieties of Presence, 116.
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We also see that the conception of aesthetic
experience I am articulating here . . . is
really a conception of perceptual experience
tout court. All perceptual experience is a
matter of bringing the world into focus by
achieving the right kind of access to it, the
right kind of understanding. Art matters
because art recapitulates this basic fact
about perceptual consciousness. Art is
human experience, in the small, and so it
is, in a way, a model or guide to our basic
situation. Art is philosophy. And all
perceptual experience, viewed correctly, is a
kind of aesthetic experience. — Alva Noë,
Varieties of Presence, 128.
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A quick review . . .
Enactivism: embodiment, autonomy, lived experience,
sense-making
Understanding: cognizance and insight are rooted in
the body and entangled with perception
Phenomenal awareness: Experience is aesthetic in
nature. It is a craft or a skill that needs to be cultivated.

. . . How do ideas fit in?

Situated Conceptualization
Conceptualization is deployed in a context-specific way, cued by specific
environmental circumstances (classical view to prototype view);
Ideas are flexible and distributed modes of bodily organization grounded in
modality-specific regions of the brain;
Neural organization is in part built up around conceptual categorization
such that in one sense ideas are habits of thought;
Ideas create patterns of association with other ideas, making the brain a
neuronal ecology of breaks and connections
Knowledge manifests in the body through the construction of neural
connections associated with the acquisition of ideas;
Knowledge and ideas underwrite the organization of sensory experience and
guide action within a semantic environment.

The basic questions . . .
What is knowledge?
What is an idea?
How do knowledge and ideas relate to
thought, action, and perception?

The Ecology of Knowledge
To learn a new idea is to fold the organism into a new mode of
organization. When a philosopher introduces a new idea—a new
alternative, as Whitehead put it—it is better then that we speak
of a novel reorganization of the body than of the acquisition of
a stable unit of knowledge or information. The idea represents
the possibility for a kind of metamorphosis of the body. It
multiplies the features available to perception by introducing
differences and contrasts. Here the idea meets the body’s
existing matrix of capacities, melding and contorting the shape
of the understanding into a new regime of awareness, making
possible new styles of access, shifting what becomes salient in
the semantic topography of concern, attention, and decisionmaking. The idea is an achievement of the body as it enacts
phenomenal awareness. It is a mode of knowledge that organizes
experience and guides action in the world. The body, then, is
plastic in relation to its knowledge ecology.

Implications for the ecological view of knowledge and mind . . .
Phenomenal awareness is at the
physiological level:
• Geographical
• Historical
• Aesthetic
• Political
• Distributed
• Plastic
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