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The target paper presents the foundations of the Course-of-Experience Framework, discussing a theoretical and metho-
dological tool appropriate for addressing cognition in the wild and from-within. This commentary considers the meaning
of from-within in this context. By relying on the enactive paradigm, the Course-of-Experience Framework focuses on
singular experiences but does not take individuals as its starting point. Thus, from-within gains a very particular meaning
that will be explored here through the concept of event, in Deleuzian terms, the event is neither subjective nor objective
in the usual meaning of these words, even though it is a singularity, capable of producing both individual and collective
effects. This concept prevents considering subjective experience as a property of individuals. The concept of event is
valuable to elucidate the notion of “common experiential ground.”
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The target paper presents the foundations of the
Course-of-Experience Framework, discussing a theore-
tical and methodological tool appropriate for addres-
sing cognition in the wild and from-within. This
commentary considers the meaning of from-within in
this context. By relying on the enactive paradigm, the
Course-of-Experience Framework focuses on singular
experiences but does not take individuals as its starting
point. Thus, from-within gains a very particular mean-
ing that will be explored here through the concept of
event, (Deleuze & Guattari, 2005): in Deleuzian terms
(Deleuze, 1969), the event is neither subjective nor
objective in the usual meaning of these words, even
though it is a singularity, capable of producing both
individual and collective effects. This concept prevents
considering subjective experience as a property of indi-
viduals. The concept of event is valuable to elucidate
what Varela and Shear (1999) call “common experien-
tial ground.”

The target article presents the course-of-experience
framework as a relevant contribution to cognitive sci-
ence, which proposes an original approach to some of
the central questions in the cognitive sciences, including
psychology. One of these central questions is the notion
of from-within. The course-of-experience is presented as
a contribution to a study of cognition in the wild and

from-within, relating the latter to a consideration of
subjective experience, or at least of an experience as it
is given to a subject, the only one capable of describing
it in its singularity.

However, this notion of subjective experience carries
with it several assumptions and difficulties that arise in
specific ways within the different disciplines in the cog-
nitive sciences, including psychology. For psychology,
the mainstream notion of subjective experience is
often contrasting with that found in the theoretical-
methodological framework of the enactive approach
(which integrates the course-of-experience framework).
A core point of the enactive approach is to understand
cognitive experience as giving rise, simultaneously, to
subject and object. Such notion of co-emergence of
subject and object challenges the tendency present in
different currents in psychology to substantialize the
subject or to consider subjectivity as having an exis-
tence in itself, independent of experience.'

Centre for Social Studies, University of Coimbra, Coimbra, Portugal

Corresponding author:

Leticia Renault, Centre for Social Studies, University of Coimbra, Colégio
de S. Jerénimo Apartado 3087, Coimbra 3000-995, Portugal.

Email: lerenault@gmail.com


https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/10597123221094361
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/adb
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F10597123221094361&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-05-20

Adaptive Behavior

Such contrast between the notion of subjective expe-
rience that can be found in several currents of cognitive
psychology and the notion of experience in the enactive
approach is not only a conceptual or theoretical prob-
lem. It also poses methodological questions, concerning
the design of research devices and the analysis of their
results. This problem does not find its solution merely
in a certain technique or method. The reification of
experience reproduces in the very field of the so-called
first-person methodologies an investigative attitude
analogous to the third-person position, that is, it repro-
duces a from-outside gaze, which turns to objects sup-
posedly independent of observation itself. In this way,
even experimental devices that are interested in some-
one’s lived experience can be quite distant from a truly
enactive approach to cognition.

In this regard, the course-of-experience framework,
by relying on semiotics and to what “makes a sign” in
experience, may contribute to conjure the risks of sub-
stantializing the notion of subject in psychology.
Understanding the articulation between experience and
meaning may allow an enactive treatment of subjectiv-
ity and, consequently, the development of research
devices able to look at the experience from within.

Thus, it becomes relevant to elucidate the meaning
of from-within in this context. Without intending to
exhaust the topic, a brief comment can be made about
this notion for the enactive approach (and conse-
quently, for the course-of-experience). Given the risks
for psychology in particular, it is worthwhile to turn to
the concept of event, developed by the Stoics and later
taken up by Deleuze in his own work and also in asso-
ciation with Guattari. The Deleuzian perspective of the
event seems to be attuned to the notion of experience
guided by Francisco Varela’s approach.

In the enactive approach, lived experience plays a
crucial role. This approach seeks to react to the ten-
dency, in the history of psychology, to consider the
third-person point of view as the only legitimate posi-
tion in the production of knowledge. The history of
psychology has been marked by the adoption of meth-
ods of the natural sciences, which would allow psychol-
ogy to establish itself as a discipline independent, for
example, from philosophy. This history marked the
development of different strands of psychology, leading
to attitudes of distrust or even abandonment of subjec-
tive experience in the production of knowledge, atti-
tudes that persist even today.

The absence of experience in current studies of cog-
nitive psychology is remarkable: it is not unusual for
the research to abstract from everything that can be
experienced by someone in favor of data considered as
objective, linked to behavioral and measurable aspects
of the studied phenomenon. So, many experiments in
psychology disregard essential aspects of what they
intend to study. In memory studies, for example, many
experimental protocols are dedicated to measuring

scores of correct responses to a performance test, while
the very meaning of remembering something remains
neglected. The use of first-person methodologies in cog-
nitive psychology is one possible answer to this tendency,
configuring an attempt to restore lived experience and
take it as irreducible to observable data.

However, first-person methodologies are not suffi-
cient in themselves to guarantee a solution to the prob-
lem of the loss of experience. With it, there is the risk of
reification of the subject and the consequent neglected
of the co-emergence that Francisco Varela (2000) refers
to. For Varela, subject and world emerge together,
within a cognitive experience. The risk of reifying sub-
jectivity is also rooted in the history of psychology,
which, for the sake of a supposedly precise definition of
its research object, ends up understanding the subject
as a substantial and independent entity. Thus, in psy-
chology, currents that abstain from subjective data and
those that stick to experiential accounts may suffer
from a very similar basic understanding: both share a
reified conception of their object (subjectivity or mere
cognitive/neural processes), either seeking the best way
to control it (employing third-person methodologies) or
taking it as their privileged object (employing first-
person methodologies). That is why the risk of substan-
tializing subjectivity is present in psychology regardless
of the type of methodology being employed.?

Such risk is especially sensitive in the understanding
of the notion of from-within. One may take this expres-
sion in different senses: as the expression of the interior-
ity of a subject, an entity pre-existent to the experience
itself; or, in a sense closer to the enactive one, it could
be understood as the expression of a face not immedi-
ately accessible to an outside perspective, as a fold of
the experience itself. Thus, it becomes relevant to ask:
when one speaks of from-within, it is within what?

Understanding subjective experience as a fold of
experience itself refers to the work of philosopher Gilles
Deleuze (1969). His work resonates with crucial aspects
of the enactive approach and 4E Cognition (as indi-
cated, for example, by the work of Protevi (2010)). The
concept of event brings an important contribution to
the problem being addressed. One way to answer about
what is meant by within, in a Deleuzian perspective
(and related to the enactive approach), would be to
answer from within the event, in both subjective and
objective faces.

The event is a concept taken up by Deleuze from the
Stoics and re-elaborated in his work with Felix
Guattari (Deleuze & Guattari, 2005) and in his own
work (Deleuze, 1969). It is particularly interesting to
note that the event is understood from its articulation
with language (which brings us back to the course-of-
experience in its approximation with Peirce’s semio-
tics). For Deleuze, event and meaning are inseparable
notions. Hence, its interest for the enactive approach,
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for which cognition is, primarily, sense-making (Weber
& Varela, 2002).

In the course-of-experience framework when some-
thing “makes a sign” for someone, we can also say that
something makes sense. There is an event, in the
Deleuzian perspective. The event does not correspond
here to external facts that impose themselves on a pre-
existing individual; nor is it explained, on the other
hand, by a subject who actively creates meaning and
projects it into the world. On the contrary, experiencing
an event is much closer to feeling touched or affected
by something that is beyond us than to the feeling of
being the agent of what happens.

The emergence of subject and a correlative world is
described in the enactive approach as sense-making
(Weber & Varela, 2002). A frequent way to describe the
enactive approach is to oppose it to a representational
conception of cognition, since, according to the enac-
tive assumptions, meaning is not embedded in a sup-
posed information coming from a pre-existing world.
Knowing is not representing a given world, out there,
but making it emerge from its own activity.> However,
this is a circular process, in which the agent is produced
in and by the action itself. Thus, sense-making activity
cannot be adequately described as centered solely on
the agent (acting organism), necessarily taking him as
the starting point.

From this perspective, the enactive approach is close
to the Deleuzian understanding of meaning and event.
Let’s take the already classic example that Deleuze and
Guattari present in One Thousand Plateaus: in an air-
plane, when a hijacking is announced, there is a quali-
tative, precise, and radical change for all involved. If,
on the one hand, the declaration of a hijacking is itself
an action, in the most usual sense of the term (so that
we can roughly locate its origin), the transformation of
the passengers into hostages is of another order.
Instantaneous, such transformation is, according to
Deleuze, incorporeal—a sense expressed in language
and that completely modifies the set of relations
between bodies, without there being any activity in the
strict sense on the part of the passengers-hostages.

The emergence of this new meaning (the transforma-
tion of passengers into hostages) is an event—
something happens—but the meaning was not properly
produced by the individuals. Individual identities
emerge thanks to the event and have no existence of
their own outside of it. Meaning lies on the border
between various pairs that are usually taken as oppo-
sites: passive-active, language-materiality, inside-out-
side—meaning is in between (Tucker, 2012). One of the
fundamental dimensions to understand this idea is the
difference pointed out by Deleuze between actuality
and virtuality—the actuality corresponds to what is
given, determined, to the set of forms that appears to
us; the virtual, a concept inspired by Bergson, refers
precisely to what, although real, does not have actuality

and cannot be determined.* It corresponds to what
Deleuze refers to as an intensive dimension, which
coexists with the actual and makes it differ. The virtual
corresponds to the dimension of genesis of forms, in
which there is no individuality, but singularities. Thus,
virtual and actual differ in nature. Meaning, as Tucker
indicates, is between the actual and virtual dimensions
and is always processual, that is, meaning cannot be
located in something actual or in fixed identities.

In this way, the event is a carrier of meaning, but it
cannot be adequately described only through the active
or passive voices, that is, in terms of a meaning pro-
duced by someone or, conversely, as a meaning that is
imposed on someone from outside. The meaning can
be better expressed by what Latour (2010), in reference
to the Greeks, calls middle voice: it is a voice that is nei-
ther fully active nor fully passive: as when one says that
“an idea came to my mind” or “I was led to do such
and such a thing.” In the middle voice, it is much more
about “being captured by a verb”® (to retake an expres-
sion of Despret (2021, p. 89)) than to situate oneself as
the agent of an experience.

This way of referring to meaning is close to what, in
the course-of-experience, appears as that which “makes
a sign.” The micro-phenomenological interviews
described in the target article (those that are interested
in lived experience from the point of view of those who
live them) have this starting point: something makes a
sign. The appeal to Peirce’s semiotics is used here in
favor of an intermediate position, between activity and
passivity. What is called in the target article as the
“fundamental asymmetry” of structural coupling is not
neglected, but neither is the organism erected as an
absolute meaning-producing agent, the starting point
of the analyses of the micro-phenomenological inter-
views. Such a position allows one to avoid the risk of
reifying subjectivity, in which one would take the from-
within as an expression of an already given interiority.

This possibility of a middle way in the approach of
the course-of-experience is close to a description of sub-
jectivity in line with a Deleuzian understanding, as
being able to express “subjectless subjectivities” (Bains,
2005), an idea very close to the “meshwork of selfless
selves” that Varela (1991) uses to describe organisms.

For Varela (2000), the self or the subject of cognitive
experience is an emergent effect. That is, for an enactive
approach, the point is not that there is no subject or
that there is no dimension experienced as an interiority;
however, this dimension is not primary or fundamental.
The same is true from the perspective of the concept of
event: the subject emerges as a face of the event itself, as
one of its possible effects. Identities—both of subjects
and objects—are not given and can change and differ.

A description of cognition from-within, mediated by
microphenomenological interviews in the course-of-
experience, takes as its starting point not the subject,
but the verb that captures and traverses him/her. The
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one who speaks (the I) is not an agent of meaning but
emerges as an effect of the event. Hence, the descrip-
tions of internal states, feelings, affections, are not
taken as representative of an interiority, but as an effect
of the coupling that takes place (also) at the very
moment of speaking and that refers to elements from
outside, as its other face. As Eirado (2005) indicates,
“(...) the return on the self is not a return to the inti-
macy of the subject, to his private experiences, but the
encounter with the self as a process that is in the way
of being done.”’

From a methodological point of view, thus, the
hexadic sign can be a strategic tool for microphenome-
nological interviews to approach a subjectivity in pro-
cess, turning to the emergence of a subject through an
experience understood as event. The interviewee’s pre-
reflective experience encompasses moments of subjec-
tive transformation, rupture or emergence of a self,
where this ongoing process can be accessed.

However, there are few elements in the target article
regarding the use of the hexadic sign in the interview
device. There are elements about the role of the hexadic
sign in interview analysis, but not about its role in the
way questions are asked or in the design of the inter-
view itself. In the section on self-confrontation and
micro-phenomenological interviews (p.14), the target
article discusses operational indications of conducting
interviews, aimed at favoring the expression of the
interviewee’s pre-reflected experience. In some passages,
when dealing with this operationalization, the authors
refer to procedures that emphasize a concern with not
interfering in the interviewee’s experience,® but the rea-
sons for such concern in the context of the course-
of-experience framework are not totally explicit. In
representational perspectives of cognition, this type of
methodological procedure is generally associated with a
precaution on the part of the researcher not to contami-
nate the meaning of what is being said. In an enactive
perspective, however, such contamination is an inherent
aspect of experience, an expression of the fact that
meaning is neither in the subject nor in the world (that
is, that meaning is not entirely actual, in a Deleuzian
sense). For an enactive approach, the research device
composes the structural coupling and participates in the
continuously ongoing processes of subjectivation. Thus,
it is worth exploring how the course-of-experience
framework conceives the role of the research device
itself in the study of cognition from-within.

This question also raises the problem of the relation
between singular and collective in the course-of-
experience framework. If the description of cognition
from-within can be understood in the light of the con-
cept of event, the individual subjective experience is not
the only possible perspective (although it is one of the
faces of the event). Since it is an effect of a relational
process, the individual subjective experience contains
aspects that go beyond itself. That is, adopting again a

Deleuzian perspective, one can say that impersonal
dimensions of the event are expressed from within the
experience, not individual and not determinable or
locatable in specific identities. This is an a-subjective
dimension, which can also be understood as “a com-
mon experiential ground” (Varela & Shear, 1999). This
is because this impersonal dimension does not corre-
spond to an outside position of experience (as in a sup-
posed third-person position), but neither does it
entirely coincide with the experience of a self. Varela
and Shear point to this impersonal dimension of the
event when dealing with musical learning: the practice
of a performance develops in a non-arbitrary way,
which can be shared with others. It is non-arbitrary
because it is not to be confused with social conventions
or the result of an intersubjective agreement. The expe-
rience of learning music is that of accessing a more
basic dimension of meaning. Thus, a from-within
account of cognition takes up the event in the flow of
this impersonal dimension, in an “in on it”® experience.
As Tucker (2012, p. 781) indicates, “If life is conceptua-
lized as a continuum, then attempting to analyze any
part of it involves entering its flow, rather than claim-
ing to be able to stand back and gain insight from out-
side.” The course-of-experience framework, in its use of
semiotics and focusing on practice as the unit of analy-
sis, is promising for contemplating such an underdeve-
loped dimension in psychology, in a potentially fruitful
dialogue with the cognitive sciences.
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Notes

1. This is true when subjective experience is explicitly consid-
ered by researchers. Often the declared object of study is
cognitive and/or neural processes, without any mentions
to subjectivity. However, cognitive/neural processes are
also reified in this case.

2. Also taking Deleuze as an interlocutor for the cognitive
sciences, Protevi (2010) indicates that both idealist and
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realist positions neglect the dimension that Deleuze refers to
as virtual, assuming, respectively, that subjectivity or the
world are entirely actual. The difference between actual and
virtual in Deleuze will be discussed further below.

3. In the target article, this idea is described as a “fundamen-
tal asymmetry” in the interactional domain (p.6).

4. See also (DeLanda, 2000; Eirado & Passos, 2004; Protevi,
2010).

5. For Deleuze, the active-passive poles describe what takes
place on the level of the materiality of bodies, not what is
expressed in language (incorporeals). Bodies and language
are inseparable for Deleuze, but they do not respond to
causal relations and one level does not take precedence
over the other.

6. My translation.

My translation.

8. “to record as neutrally as possible to avoid influencing
participants while they are commenting” (p.14); “The par-
ticipants thus express as naturally as possible what they
aimed for, did, expected, felt, thought, and perceived dur-
ing the past experience and practice.” (p.15)

9. The expression “In on it” refers to the title of a play by
Daniel Maclvor in which three stories that intersect in dif-
ferent perspectives.

~
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