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Abstract
In search of our highest capacities, cognitive scientists aim to explain things like
mathematics, language, and planning (and while explaining them, they often
imagine computers at work). But are these really our most sophisticated forms
of knowing? In this paper, I point to a different pinnacle of cognition. Our most
sophisticated human knowing, I think, lies in how we engage with each other, in
our relating. Cognitive science and philosophy of mind have largely ignored the
ways of knowing at play here. At the same time, the emphasis on discrete, rational
knowing to the detriment of engaged, human knowing pervades societal practices
and institutions, often with harmful effects on people and their relations. There are
many reasons why we need a new, engaged—or even engaging—epistemology of
human knowing. The enactive theory of participatory sense-making takes steps
towards this, but it needs deepening. Kym Maclaren’s (2002) idea of letting be
invites such a deepening. Characterizing knowing as a relationship of letting be
provides a nuanced way to deal with the tensions between the knower’s being and
the being of the known, as they meet in the process of knowing-and-being-known.
This meeting of knower and known is not easy to understand. However, there is a
mode of relating in which we know it well, and that is: in loving relationships. I
propose to look at human knowing through the lens of loving. We then see that
both knowing and loving are existential, dialectic ways in which concrete and
particular beings engage with each other.
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1 In search of human knowing

Ask cognitive scientists what the highest forms of cognition are, and most will agree:
mathematics, language, planning, decision-making. Wondering next how we achieve
these things, they tend to imagine this computationally. That is, in ways that begin in
separation—between meaning and content, between the elements of cognition (action,
emotion, perception,…)—and that must end in being brought together again. We have
a penchant for seeing cognition most clearly when we see a system (organic or
artificial) mastering the world, as in: dominating the distinctions to be made, catego-
rizing, building on the dichotomies, advancing logically. In short, when we see it
dividing and conquering.1

It is often thought that embodied and enactive cognitive science cannot account for
this level of cognition. Minimal embodiment, like the brain-body-world dynamics of
ants navigating their world, will not scale up, say the critics. But scale up to what?
Planning, mathematics, and language are certainly among the most impressive things
we do. But are they the only pinnacle of human cognition? And more: if, when
imagining how we do them, we take as a model the kinds of operations that computers
are good at, then are we really capturing human cognition?

My first aim in this paper is to show that there is a realm of sophisticated knowing
that has remained out of cognitive science’s purview. The drive towards understanding
high intelligence ignores a wealth and a depth of human knowing that is right under our
noses. Take knowing what is going on with someone from seeing the way they lift their
gaze, how to build workable cities, how to read, write, and listen. Take knowing how to
make maple syrup, knowing how to tame a fox, how to make ideas felt in poetry,
music, or dancing, or how to playfully move between experientially different worlds.
Take diagnosing psychiatric disorders,2 engaging with someone who is losing their
mental capacities in dementia, dealing with breast cancer as a couple, or accompanying
someone imprisoned to life on the outside.

Our most sophisticated knowing is full of uncertainty, inconsistencies, ambiguity,
contradictions. These characterize how we most often deal with the world, ourselves,
and each other. What about how we learn to trust? How to tell quality from quackery?
How to know when to strike, what to be outraged about? How to teach, how to grow
old, or how to say what we mean (Freire 1970, hooks 1994, Cuffari 2011, Casey and
Schoeller 2018)? What kind of knowing is in cooking a meal that is not just good, but
delicious? What about all the things we do that are not based on an objective,

1 See for instance: Mitroff et al. 2004; Doumas and Martin 2018; Lieder and Griffiths forthcoming.
2 As philosopher and psychiatrist Thomas Fuchs explains, “[s]uch knowledge may not be completely
expressed in words. The encounter with a depressed patient is characterized by a certain atmospheric
perception that is not analyzable in single elements. No textbook can replace one’s own experience of a
diagnosis and its peculiar coloring. The implicit bodily knowledge may be described only by phrases such as
“what it is like” or “how it feels,” for example, “what it is like to waltz,” “what it is like to talk with a depressed
patient,” “how the clay should feel when spinning it,” “how it smelled at home at Christmas,” etc. Therefore,
neither the skill of an experienced craftsman nor the diagnostic intuition of a psychiatrist may be conveyed to
the learner discursively – he or she has to experience it first-hand, by imitating the teacher and taking up a
similar bodily attitude in dealing with the situation. (Fuchs 2012, p. 14)”. These are examples from various
literary, academic, and societal investigations, see(Reddy 2008, Jacobs 1961, Le Guin 2004, Simpson 2014, de
Saint-Exupéry 1943, Lorde 2012, Dissanayake 2000, Welch 2019, Lugones 1987, Kontos and Naglie 2009,
Zeiler 2014, de Boer et al. 2019, Needs and Adair-Stantiall 2017).
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discretizing logic, but on a living, lived logic? These examples serve to bring into view
another pinnacle of human cognition—what I call human knowing.

That this kind of knowing has been largely ignored by cognitive science has to do, in
part, with some real difficulties in explaining it. It is hard to imagine the how of it in
algorithmic ways. This is because it starts in connection. The knowing I am talking
about is hard to approach piecemeal. Knowing-in-connection is not easy to pull apart
and divide up. In fact, to get this pinnacle of cognition into view is at the same time to
take a different perspective on human minds in general. What I want to do is to take a
perpendicular view on cognition: to look sideways through, rather than frontally at the
classical boxes of perception, action, language, memory, and emotion, and to focus
instead on what flows through them. I take a starting point in connection and attempt,
thereby, to dissolve the assumed units of the box-diagram and to take seriously instead
the phenomenon of knowing-in-connection.

In a way, with enactive cognitive science (in the line of Varela-Thompson-Di
Paolo),3 we have made a start with this way of viewing cognition, although it is
sometimes difficult to get this message across. When asked critical questions, an
answer is often demanded strictly on computational, cognitivist terms. While this is
understandable, it in fact cannot be done. Enactive thinking stands on a different
ground than that of the computation-inspired approach.4 While I cannot go into this
issue here,5 the ideas I present should be taken as reinforcing the enactive approach’s
search for a genuinely alternative epistemology. One that can explain human knowing
according to a lived, living logic.

1.1 Preview of the argument

In the next section, I will show that also from a societal perspective, it is important to
understand human knowing better, because it has implications for how we treat each
other, and that is something we should be careful about.

Then, I will suggest that the enactive theory of intersubjectivity as participatory
sense-making goes some way towards explaining human knowing, with its dialectical
approach to how people make sense together in moving, breathing, and living together
(De Jaegher and Di Paolo 2007; Di Paolo et al. 2018). But I also show why it is not
quite there yet. There is something missing in the ideas of sense-making, a certain
depth.

I will explain what I mean by this, taking inspiration from Kym Maclaren’s idea of
“letting be” (Maclaren 2002). Understanding knowing as letting be can form the basis
of an engaged epistemology. While the colloquial phrase “let it be” is used to spur on a
disengagement, here, in the area of epistemology, letting be is anything but disengaged.
As I will show, epistemological letting be is precisely about engaging, and a deep form
of engaging at that. It is a relating between parties interested in knowing each other, and

3 This refers to a particular school of thought through some of its main authors, to differentiate it from other
streams that also use the name enactive.
4 I am not referring here to the technical question of what computation is, but rather to the tendency to find
inspiration for understanding human thinking in the kinds of operations that computers do: the sense-empty
processing of discrete and abstract information. I am contrasting this with kinds of thinking such as those
described by Gendlin (1962/1997), Bruner (1979), Polanyi (1958), Dreyfus (1992), and others.
5 But see, e.g., the exchange between Di Paolo 2009 and Wheeler 2010.
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which are each able to be—be themselves—while at the same time engaging. Engaging
with something is always done out of a certain motivation, interest, and perspective.
Because of this, the one who engages, in part, determines the thing (person, event,
situation) they engage with. For the thing-engaged-with to be, then, in this relation, the
engager lets it be, always in a particular way that is directly tied to the engager’s own
mode of being. This precisely means not to abandon the thing one is knowing, but
rather to engage with it, and one can only do that as the particular engager one is.

Letting be, as the center and the starting point of an engaged epistemology, describes
what it is to engage with what we know in a way that does not overdetermine it, nor
underdetermine it. Maclaren explains the idea by asking us to imagine a horse trainer
whose relationship with his horse goes quite wrong (I retell the story below). This leads
her to suggest that we have to learn letting be (human knowing) and, moreover, that we
do so from and in our relations and interactions with others. She explains this with
Merleau-Ponty’s concepts of intersubjectivity and intercorporeality. All this, I argue, is
central and basic to accounting for the human knowing that I think we need to
understand better.

But letting be is a difficult idea to grasp. To better understand it, I propose we go in
search of it in an area of life in which we know it well. We know it well in our loving
relationships. It is in our loving relationships that we experience and know the
existential tension of letting be.6 In loving relationships, we move between being
ourselves and, as ourselves, encountering an other—a different being, whom we cannot
avoid trying to determine, but whom we cannot fully determine either (and should not
forcefully determine, on pains of ending the interaction). This means: we should not
overdetermine, nor underdetermine them. And the same goes for ourselves in this
relation. In navigating these tensions, we all change. Loving is a never-ending
balancing act between the ongoing being and becoming of lover and loved. It is in
these relationships, I think, that we can begin to find a way to understand our most
sophisticated human knowing.

Let us first examine a few instances of the kind of knowing I am after, and why it is
important to understand it better.

2 Lots of human knowing

2.1 What do we know about human knowing?

The first difficulty with this question is that much of human knowing is ineffable: we
often cannot put what we know into words. We also have only few ways of speaking
about it as a phenomenon in cognitive science, because Western scientific approaches
generally do not include this kind of knowing in their ideas of what the mind is. But this
double ineffability should not deter us from investigating it. On the contrary. It does

6 I should already say: I construe these relationships broadly, including friendship and parent-child relation-
ships. At the same time, for many of us, it is in romantic and sexual relationships that this tension is often most
heightened, making it perhaps most tangible and recognizable in these relationships and interactions.
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mean that to begin researching it, we first need to get it into view. The following
examples serve to indicate human knowing, to point to it.

2.1.1 Dementia care

First, take dementia care—an area in which emotional capacities are crucial. In
traditional psychology, emotional skills are generally conceived of as the recognition,
perception, and categorization of emotions. To test emotion skills in dementia, patients
are asked to sort photos of faces into happy, sad, angry, and so on. A diminishing ability
to do this is found (see e.g. Lindquist et al. 2014), and the conclusion is: people with
dementia lose their emotional capacities. This idea reaches into daily-life practices
through the information doctors give to patients and their families about the disease’s
prognosis and through guidelines for carers.

But when you are close to a person with dementia, emotional connection is one of
the things that remains the longest. Sitting on a park bench together watching the birds
and the weather go by can be moments of great significance. You know this in your eye
contact, through touch, by embracing. In fact, when all else is gone, often practically
the only way you know how things are with the person is through your emotional
connection. This is clear to see as well.7 It is often obvious whom of their many
caregivers (nurses, doctors, occupational therapists, cleaners) the person has a good
feeling with and whom they don’t, or even how this differs day by day. It is apparent in
the person’s bodily presence and demeanor. Noticing this affects you and the caregivers
directly. It plays out in the ways everyone moves. It plays out in and through the
meanings that are sensed, made, lived, in and through your interactions (see also
Kontos 2012).

Kristin Zeiler (2014, p. 140) takes this further in her ideas about intercorporeal
personhood in dementia:

“From within a monadic cognition-oriented conception of personhood, there may
not be very much that staff in dementia care can do in order to help individuals
with dementia to remain in personhood. If they lose the necessary cognitive
capabilities, they will not qualify as persons. Much more can be done from the
perspective of an intercorporeal conception. Even if professionals and relatives
who engage in dementia care face many difficult situations and even if resources
of different kinds are often scarce, dementia care should preferably be organised
in such a way as to increase the possibilities for individuals with dementia to
express themselves in interaction with others as persons.”

An approach that reduces emotional capacities to picture categorization misses all of
this. It fails at recognizing, even at noticing, concrete knowing-in-connection.

7 I literally mean it is in the connection (not: the connection conveys this to me. This extra step is not needed,
though it is also possible for humans to take a reflective attitude). In seeing a person with dementia interact, we
know how it is with them. See the discussion of Merleau-Ponty’s notions of intercorporeality and intersub-
jectivity below.
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2.1.2 Digitalization

In his book The New Analog, Damon Krukowski explains how, in mobile phone
design, engineers now reduce what is transmitted during a phone call to just the spoken
words. For efficiency reasons, they reduce parts of the signal that convey the intonation,
pauses, emphasis, breathing, sounds from the environment (what is the room like?), and
so on. But these are precisely the things that to us, humans, are rich with meaning.
Sometimes much more so than the words. Krukowski (2017) explains how, while our
analog bodily contact with the world is continuous and tangible, experienced through
our devices it becomes increasingly intangible and discontinuous; digital.

What Krukowski diagnoses is close to the same problem I indicate in the other two
examples in this section. Here, though, it is not the cognitive sciences looking at
humans as if they were computer systems and pre-formatting for them, in psychological
tests and in care guidelines, what is relevant to them (emotion categorization yes, sitting
on the sofa together no). Rather, it is our socio-cultural world that is being increasingly
digitalized, following information-processing assumptions about what is relevant to us.
Promoting the digital, the computational, the discrete, over the human cuts out what is
meaningful—and uniquely meaningful to humans (i.e. not to computers)8.

With all the precision of the digital signal, and with noise stripped away, we are in
effect isolated, from our senses, from our connections, from significance. Aspects of the
environmental situation of the other person are in this way deleted from the interaction
(something that was not entirely the case with analog technology). This problematic,
reductive viewpoint pervades both cognitive science and contemporary Western society
(one could suggest, for mutually reinforcing reasons).

2.1.3 Solitary confinement

Another example is a central notion behind much of the US’s carceral system: that of
prisoner isolation as a way to redeem, rehabilitate, or control people in prison. In her
phenomenological analysis of solitary confinement, Lisa Guenther (2013) shows how
harmful this practice is, because human subjectivity is so ungobehindably9 intersub-
jective that isolating a person over long periods of time can break them to the core. The
practice of solitary confinement is an example of an institutionalized effort to achieve
societal order through what is, in some sense, a digitalization—taking to the extreme
the tendencies of a society that divides itself into disparate elements, cut off from each
other. This, however, is to the detriment of human knowing. First, prison inmates’
capacities to know are undermined by solitary confinement, on all levels of their
existence, because their subjectivity and personhood are severely damaged, as
Guenther shows. But not only this. The knowing that all of us can do is also damaged
because as members of a society that applies such methods, we do not recognize

8 I am not contrasting human knowing with animal knowing. In line with the enactive idea of the life-mind
continuity (Thompson 2007), animal and human knowing lie on a continuum— including the forms of
knowing I am describing here, though I cannot work out the connection with animal knowing in this paper.
9 Meaning: so deeply and pervasively that we cannot go behind it. The term was used by Varela to say that
lived experience is the “basic ground” on which to understand life (Thompson 2004). I am using it here to say
that intersubjectivity is just as basic to understanding knowing. See also the discussion of intersubjectivity in
Merleau-Ponty in section 4.
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humans as humans but merely, institutionally, as “risks to be managed, resistances to be
eliminated, and organisms to be fed, maintained, and even prevented from taking their
own lives” (Guenther 2013, p. xvi). This operative and divisive form of knowing does
not know humans well. It does not let them be, in the epistemological-ontological-
ethical sense I am developing here.

2.2 Can we do better?

Can we understand human knowing better? This question is a strange one, in light of
this: I think that, as humans, we know all of this well. We know, as teachers, parents,
farmers, brothers and sisters, what it is to know well. In fact, we are all experts in this
human knowing. At least to the extent that we have lots of experience: we engage in it
daily (even if we do not always feel we are good at it).

It is mainly as scientists and as policy makers that we tend towards digitalization and
piecemealing, and we do so because of certain (sometimes understandable) concerns.
Sometimes these concerns are more systemic and more institutional than in the interest
of humans (as when, for example, a concern for “law and order” separates people from
society—effectively preventing them from further participating—rather than investing
in understanding why they are finding it difficult to participate in ways that are not
taken as threatening by society). We also do it because of extraneous models of
cognition—we seem to remain keen on basing our frameworks for cognition on
systems that embody structures very different from our own (and in turn we respond
plastically trying to fit to those structures).10

Doing better implies once again to get closely and earnestly acquainted with our
lived experience. Phenomenologists and others have done this already, carefully and in
painstaking detail. It is not, I think, that we have not learned from them. It is also not
that we cannot learn from them. We have and we can. But somehow we remain
reluctant. Maybe we are afraid to really know engagement, because if we properly
understood it, we would have to engage as scientists too. Objectivity understood as
disengagement would not suffice anymore to know life, to know human knowing. We
would have to think science anew. It is also not that we have not tried this. People have
(see e.g. Polanyi 1958; Prigogine and Stengers 1984; Jack and Roepstorff 2003; Barad
2007; Stengers 2013; Haraway 2016). But it is clear from everyday life that we still,
again, need to do this.

The examples show that the complexities and subtleties of human knowing demand
what we may call, for now, a high-level practical connecting know-how. This kind of
knowing has been discussed before, but here I intend to take a fresh look at it again, and
at the grounds on which to explain it.

The enactive approach to cognition makes a beginning with this. It has some
important elements in hand today to make progress on the question of how humans
know. Many thinkers writing about human knowing understand that individuals’
knowing is deeply interwoven with the interactions they engage in and with the world
they inhabit (see e.g. Carpendale and Lewis 2004; Rodríguez 2007; Zlatev et al. 2008;
Foolen et al. 2012). So much so that individuals are not thinkable outside of their
interactions and embeddedness in their (social) world. It is this commonly recognized

10 See also Cuffari and Jensen (2014).
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link between the personal and the interactional that suggests that enactive cognitive
science, especially in the theory of participatory sense-making, is moving some way
towards understanding human knowing.

3 Human knowing as participatory sense-making

The enactive theory of participatory sense-making is concerned with embodied inter-
subjectivity, understood as the meaningful engagements between subjects (Reddy
2008), or: our social lives in general. This wide perspective is an important enactive
starting point. It is different from the cognitivist piecemeal beginnings of the box
diagram. The enactive view on cognition as it flows between knower and known
induces a set of particular assumptions and questions that set enactive investigations
in motion. Enactive thinkers assume that the flow of engagements with the world is
always already imbued with significance (I explain this below). This then leads to the
initial questions of: Where does this particular kind of knowing come from? What
characterizes it? What are its dynamics? What does the organism do? How does it
regulate its activity of knowing?What is its agency? What is the connection between its
existence (its self-organization and self-maintenance) and its behavior? How do subject
and world involve themselves (that is: produce and distinguish themselves) in the
knowing relation?11 What does this relation itself do with how it makes sense?

3.1 Living knowing

Enactive cognitive science builds its conception of cognition on the basis of the
processes of living (Varela 1991, 1997). Living self-organization is where a type of
fundamental knowing begins. Living beings are autonomous, self-organizing
systems—beings which produce and maintain themselves. They do this in a completely
material sense. Most basically, on the level of metabolism, an organism ingests
materials and excretes waste products in order to stay alive—to keep existing. This
implies, first, that the precise and particular body it has determines what it can do (e.g.
what is nutritious for it and what isn’t) and at the same time, that what it does in turn
shapes its body. And second, that the organism will have a particular relation with its
world, namely, in terms of that which, quite literally, matters to it.12

Self-individuation and self-maintenance also take place at other levels. A living
being is constantly maintaining identities: for instance, organic, sensorimotor, and
immunological ones. All of these identities imply perspectives. Organisms cast a web
of significance on the world. In this world of significances, organisms moreover adapt,

11 This formulation is intentionally reminiscent of Merleau-Ponty when he says, “[t]he world is inseparable
from the subject, but from a subject who is nothing but a project of the world; and the subject is inseparable
from the world, but from a world that it itself projects” (Merleau-Ponty 1945, p. 454). For an enactive
discussion of this, see Di Paolo 2018.
12 The notion of the material at work here is aligned with what Elizabeth Grosz calls the “material-ideal” or
“incorporeal openness” (Grosz, 2017), and can be traced back to Spinoza’s ontology of one substance (1985),
Simondon’s conception of individuation (2005, 2009), and Merleau-Ponty’s ontology of the flesh (1968).
Eduardo Kohn’s bookHow Forests Think (2013) and David Abram’s The Spell of the Sensuous (2012) each in
their own way show the world experienced like this, and sensitively pull the reader into it.
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because identity-maintenance takes place in precarious circumstances: living beings are
continually threatened with disintegration, from their own systemic organization and
from their environment. They may become ill, or need to flee from a predator.
Organizationally, they continually move towards and away from their boundaries of
viability, a dynamic which they can sometimes recognize and act upon (i.e., regulate),
and sometimes not (Di Paolo 2005).

An organism interacts with its world, which it is part of. It is continually both
producing itself out of the materials of the world, as well as distinguishing itself from it.
The processes of sense-making are never fully satisfied, never fully safe, never fully
accomplished (only in the moment when the creature dies, does the circle close).
Organisms make sense as material beings in a world that is continually changing and
thereby uncertain. Their particular materiality and circumstances enable and
constrain the very sense they can make of the world.13 The enactive scientific and
philosophical perspective therefore always begins from the idea that the connection
between an organism’s behavior and its self-organization and modes of existence is
primordial.

3.2 Making sense together

The notion of participatory sense-making extends these ideas into the domain of social
understanding (De Jaegher and Di Paolo 2007). The idea is that, much like individuals,
interaction processes also self-organize. That is, they can take on a life of their own.
This is well-known from everyday life.14 Think of how difficult it can be to end a
conversation, even if both you and your interaction partner have already begun saying
goodbyes. Elements of interaction dynamics can supplement or even replace cognitive
functions that we usually assume to be individual (De Jaegher et al. 2010), and patterns
of coordination between people can modulate, enable, and constrain individual sense-
making (e.g. Himberg et al. 2018; Dumas et al. 2018). Social interactions can thus be
called social only when two conditions hold: when there is a co-regulated, mutual
coupling that leads to a temporary operational closure of the interaction process; and
when the autonomy of the interactors is not destroyed in the process, though it can be
decreased or increased (De Jaegher and Di Paolo 2007).

Participatory sense-making, then, happens when agents participate in each other’s
sense-making. This, they do when the precarious processes of not just their individual
sense-making, but also of the interaction process, which is also autonomous and thus
precarious, interact with each other (De Jaegher et al. 2016). This makes it possible to
deeply affect one another (De Jaegher 2015; Di Paolo 2015) and requires us to navigate
tensions between embodied and interactive normative domains that are not guaranteed
to be in alignment. Here others, and the interactive experience and skills we honed

13 Cf. Jonas 1966, 1984, 2016; Merleau-Ponty 1945, 1968; Maturana and Varela 1980; Dillon 1997; Varela
et al. 1991; Thompson 2007; Di Paolo 2005, 2009, 2018. Kyselo (2014) shows that the tension between self-
production and self-distinction not just characterizes metabolic life, but social life just as much. Di Paolo et al.
(2018) show in detail the dialetics at work in the living self-organization of organic, sensorimotor, intersub-
jective, and linguistic bodies in their world.
14 And the sociologists know it very well too, of course (e.g. Goffman 1983). One of the first aims with
developing the theory of participatory sense-making was to build a bridge for cognitive scientists and
sociologists to meet on the topic of researching intersubjectivity.
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since the earliest stages of development (already in utero), and the here and now
interactions we engage in, make up our intersubjective, even our linguistic bodies
(see Di Paolo 2016, and Di Paolo et al. 2018). Our ways of moving and—immediately
connected to this—of making sense are interconnected with others. Intersubjectivity is
thus understood as the interplay between interactive and individual autonomies, vul-
nerabilities, and sense-makings.

3.3 Need for a different epistemology

The view of cognition as sense-making sketched so far ranges from organismic
concerns all the way to societal concerns. The sensitivities and powers of human
sense-making span this whole range; they weave through this realm of ongoing
dialectical signification. And yet, there is a need for deepening the notions of sense-
making and participatory sense-making which, as formulated, can be taken to be rather
general. These ideas need to be deepened for two reasons directly related to the two
aims of this paper: to understand human knowing better, and to pull forward the
enactive approach to human minds.

The first reason is that practitioners—e.g. teachers, therapists, doctors, care workers,
prison guards—when hearing the ideas of participatory sense-making explained, some-
times respond by asking: But isn’t this self-evident? The theory seems simple, because
they understand it well. It seems to merely put into words what they do in their practice.
The answer is: yes and no. Yes, we know these things, as humans. We often know what
is at stake when we are trying to understand and deal with our own and each other’s
behavior. And yet, no, it is not simple, well-known, or self-evident, in the sense that
there is little theoretical or scientific backing as yet for this form of knowledge. And this
is problematic, because this lack in the scientific discourse influences the ways we treat
each other.

The ideas of participatory sense-making, like any scientific theory, need to be and
are empirically tested (e.g. Di Paolo & De Jaegher 2012; Rossmanith et al. 2014;
Deschamps et al. 2016; Lenay 2017; Schneider et al. 2019). But if there is a need to
make amenable to science that which every good teacher and therapist knows, but
which has so far not been acknowledged, let alone grounded in cognitive science, then
a true dialogue between academic and applied disciplines is also needed. Enactive
thinking needs to be informed by the expertise of practitioners and experts-from-
experience. This, however, requires a rethinking of the role of the researcher, the
scientist, the philosopher. It requires a different epistemology.

The second reason is that, as I said above, enactive thinking still needs clarification.
The question of whether enaction can “scale up” beyond “low level” embodied
cognition points to so-called “high-level” forms of cognition in ways that we should
address (de Bruin and de Haan 2012; Cowley and Nash 2013; Hutto and Myin 2013).
And we do. Only, not by accepting the emaciated idea of embodiment behind these
kinds of criticisms (as we explain in Cuffari et al. 2015). The enactive notion of
embodiment is not stuck at the minimal anymore (Di Paolo et al. 2017). In fact, nothing
in enactive theory restricts it to this so-called “low level,” as the approach to language
we put forward shows (Di Paolo et al. 2018).

While what we do in Linguistic Bodies (Di Paolo et al. 2018) reaches—on first
sight—for one of the traditional pinnacles of cognition, we do not reach it by an
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abstract computational approach, nor by piling up explanations for ever more complex
skills. We reach it enactively. That is, by following the logic of bodies, and of bodies
interacting—that is, participating in interactive encounters, dealing with interactive
normativity. In doing so, we move through the paradoxes, inconsistencies, internal
contradictions, difficulties—just general messiness—of worldly knowing. We touch on
the imagination, on intuition, on the ineffable and the ephemeral. The point is not
exactly that these are more sophisticated or more complex than the so-called represen-
tation-hungry problems. It is that these ways of knowing cannot be measured with the
same instruments or by the same standards. They ask for a different kind of map, not a
different road on the same old map. This is the map drawn in Linguistic Bodies. It is a
dialectical-phenomenological way-finding tool from the morasses of basic life to the
pinnacles of human cognition, in line with the life-mind continuity thesis (Jonas 1966,
1984, 2016; Thompson 2007). In doing this, we make headway on addressing some of
the more interesting criticisms of enaction, those that indicate where enactive thinking
needs to go next, rather than insist we keep using the same worn-out map. Some of
them are: that enactive thinking needs phenomenological and existential thickness (de
Haan 2020), that it needs a better account of responsibility (van Grunsven 2018), of
normativity (Bickhard 2016), and more particularly, of positive norms (Barrett 2017).
Without having space to go into these criticisms here, I suspect that they turn around
and can be responded to by looking at things through the lens of something that is
present but remains largely inexplicit in Linguistic Bodies, and that is the problem of
letting be.

4 The problem of letting be

Philosopher Kym Maclaren puts her finger on a problem that is not often recognized in
this way in epistemology and that yet, I think, is pivotal (Maclaren 2002). It is basic to
both how we know knowing in everyday life, and to the shift that needs to be made in
the sciences of the mind. To illustrate it, she describes a horse trainer who is interested
only in his horse as a means to making money. He trains and trains the horse, with no
regard for its need to roam and play. The horse becomes more and more sullen.
Eventually it breaks down. This horse has not been seen properly. Its trainer’s narrow
perspective on it, informing the ways he interacts with it, has limited the horse in its
very being (it may eventually even die).

This kind of problem shows the interface between ontology and epistemology—the
place where they are, in a sense, one. The horse trainer does not properly know his
horse, and thereby damages it. He has not let the horse be, in its horseness, in its this-
horseness.

While there is not one truth to how or what something is, the example shows that
there are also not infinite ways in which we can know things. As Maclaren says, “[w]e
can do injustices in the way we take things up” (ibid., p. 188). In our knowing of things,
we never fully know them. But the real problem is that we can “know” them quite
wrongly. This problem, which Maclaren calls the “problem of letting be” is central to
fully understanding knowing. It is a question that has not been substantially addressed
in cognitive science, including in enaction. There is a tension in human knowing that
we are only beginning to understand.

857Loving and knowing: reflections for an engaged epistemology



We often tend to know things (and people) in an overly deterministic manner, that is:
where a big part of the knowing is determined by the knower, and a smaller part by the
known. This is an over-determining, and thereby limiting knowing. Different “knowns”
fare more or less well by how much determining of them the knower does. Different
knowns can more or less easily withstand a more or less determining attitude by the
knower. Some knowns seem inert in the face of being known. For example, the objects
of astrophysics seem to withstand our probing—they remain fixed. But even this is an
illusion that comes in part from the difference in timescale between the dynamics of our
existence and that of the stars (it is no coincidence that major shifts in our conceptions
of the universe continue to change our understanding of life and the place of humanity
in it, evidencing that we have let these kinds of knowns be and change us).

The example of the horse trainer shows that we do not automatically “let things be”.
This, Maclaren says, further points to the fact that letting be is something we have to
learn to do. This learning to let be, according to her, is bodily and intersubjective: we
learn it in our relations with others—from letting others be. She works out this idea on
the basis of Merleau-Ponty’s notions of intercorporeality and intersubjectivity, two
ongoing modes of our living with others in a shared world.

Take watching a soccer game (Merleau-Ponty 1960). The spectator “inhabits the
player’s actions and the game itself in a bodily way, such that those actions play
themselves out in his own body” (Maclaren 2002, p. 190, emphasis original). He lives
the game through the player, watching, moving with him. So, we know the world “by
virtue of being swept up in the other’s bodily attitude, in her bodily intending of the
world” (p. 191). In the way others move, handle objects, do things, we perceive how to
intend those objects and things ourselves. When watching a skillful horse trainer, “I see,
in the way that she approaches the stallion in the field, his power and volatility – for,
although he is stepping towards her primly and in a friendly manner, I can read in her
own step and posture that readiness for the slightest breeze or sudden sound to send him
wheeling and kicking” (p. 191). While we see and get to know the world through
others’ actions, at the same time, there is an écart in this intercorporeality. I am not fully
over there, in the other’s place, but also here, and there is a distance between me and the
things lived through the other. In this way, things open up new bodily and affective
meanings for us, “which we recover or resume in ourselves” (p. 193). Through others,
we perceive how (not) to take things up. Intercorporeality, then, means “the way in
which we are implicated in other’s actions and drawn into a world by them” (p. 193).

Merleau-Ponty’s notion of intersubjectivity refers to how we mutually situate
ourselves and others within a social world that is always already there; which we can
temporarily turn our backs to, but cannot go behind. Intersubjectivity reveals our own
subjectivity and that of others to us. While in intercorporeality we get to know the
particular meaning of things in how the world is revealed to us through our moving
with others’ actions, in intersubjectivity the other is revealed to us in her actions as a
particular other. Maclaren gives the example of the different attitudes of an expert with
regard to their own skill, and what they thereby convey to us. An expert sailor can
deftly tie knots, being fully inside their own activity while onlookers remain outside of
it. Or they can take on a teaching role, and slow the activity down for us, showing us
the moves. Then the activity opens up to us and we can participate. This shows the
“multiple intentionality of actions” (p. 195). Different people are oriented to things in
different ways, interacting with things according to their capacities and motivations.
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Then, “who these selves are is implied or assumed in the meaning that the action
reveals in the thing itself” by their acting on it (p. 195). A thing, then, “offers certain
possibilities and denies others, and [in this] the individuals are implicated and defined
in determinate ways” (p. 195). We deal with things in active configurations which
reveal particular meanings, and particular ways of being of the people we encounter.
We determine or define ourselves and others in our actions, for instance when a teacher
has an idea of me as being less advanced than I am, and I can fall into that role, or not,
but this attitude situates me in a particular way that I must deal with. “[A]ny action in a
shared context makes a claim—a surreptitious claim—about what places the actor and
the witness occupy in relation to each other and in relation to the object” (p. 196). We
are implicated in our actions by the way others and we ourselves act on each other and
things. Thus, “[o]thers’ actions never simply ‘let us be’ or leave us free to be who we
are. Others’ actions always situate and determine us” (p. 196). And we do the same to
others.

The letting be that is at the center of this is thus not that of a “laissez-faire”. It is not
defeatist. Nor is it disengaged. On the contrary, it is a full engagement: an ongoing,
never-finished balancing between over- and underdetermination—just the right amount
of determining, at this moment, for this person engaging with this other, this thing,
event, situation. What the right amount of ongoing, changing, determining is, will be
determined situation by situation, and will be different in different moments.

In the engagement of knowing, the processes, events and beings that the knower
knows balance between being themselves and being-as-they-are-known. That is: they
are determined in part by themselves (their own being) and in part by the knower’s
being (her situation, motivations, interests). They are never fully self-determined, and
never fully other-determined—always dialectically evolving between determinations.

This is what letting be is: an ongoing, moving, dialectical balancing between the
being of the knower (who lets be) and the being of the known (who/which is,
separately, by itself, but also—while known—in the context of this engagement).

Knowing as letting be thus happens between knower and known. This means: they
are each implicated in this. Letting be is a way of knowing premised on change. These
three elements: the knower, the known, and the relationship between them all change.
Knowing is changing, for both knower and known and for their relation. This shows the
engagement at the heart of knowing. The epistemology we are looking for, then, is an
epistemology of engagement. Or better: an engaged epistemology.

It is this engagement of knowing that we need to better understand. And this, I think,
can be done by analyzing a relation in which we know engagement best: that of loving.

5 Knowing and loving

I bring loving to bear on epistemology because I think there is something in the basic
structure of knowing that is easy to forget about, but that we may find again by
studying the basic structure of loving. I think loving and knowing share a core, and
that they entail each other.

As we think of loving and knowing in an everyday sense, they seem quite different and
far apart. But I would like to suggest that in their basic manifestation they share something,
and it is this that I want to explore here. The conceptual move is similar to the one made at
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the beginning of section 3: to begin by taking a phenomenon in its widest, most general
form and then to see where it folds, where it ripples, where its threads fall for us to
follow.15 Except that here I bring together two broad modes of existence, based on an
intuition that they share something, to then see how their patterns fall together. The idea of
bringing knowing and loving together is not new (after all—need it even be said?—they
make up the very word philo-sophy). Others have conceived of their linkages. Think of
Audre Lorde (2012), bell hooks (2000), Aimé Césaire (1990), Max Scheler (1992),
Goethe, Gabriel Marcel 1951), Carol Gilligan (2003), Josef Pieper (2014), or Hadewijch
of Antwerp (Milhaven 1993). It is perhaps no coincidence that poets, religious philoso-
phers, mystics, and feminist thinkers havemade this connection, or find it natural. There is
a thread in human living and in human history that they are perhaps more free to remain in
touch with during and over against the—always also ongoing—pulls of disconnection. I
propose to think this connection between loving and knowing anew here in the spirit of an
enactivemove in search of the lived logic of sense-making, and of human sense-making in
particular.16

My proposal is that in their most minimal, stripped down form, loving and knowing
are manifestations of the same basic, existential way of relating. Let’s unpack this.

First, what happens in loving is not neutral. The lover is not general or universal.
They are not an abstract subject. Quite the opposite. In loving, who loves matters. The
lover is particular and concrete. Loving goes out from a person’s core being. Jean-Luc
Marion puts it like this: “Loving puts in play my identity, my ipseity, those resources of
mine that are more inward to me than myself.” In love I “implicate myself”. I love “in
the flesh, and this flesh is one only with me” (Marion 2007, p. 9). Loving is a
movement towards the world out of one’s own inner direction and directedness (cf.
also Spinoza’s conatus). This also goes for the one who is loved: it is this particular one
that one loves. The movement of loving not only starts in a precise place; it also goes
out to a specific place: the loved. Lover and loved are particular and concrete.17 And
finally, it also goes for what takes place between them: their relation. This phenomenon,
like letting be, has not two but three basic elements: the lover, the loved, and their
relationship. All three make up the concrete dynamics of loving. Lovers are particular
and concrete beings, meeting each other in concrete and particular worldly interactions.
One cannot love abstractly.18

15 Here as well, the implicit reference to Merleau-Ponty, and his ontology of the flesh (Merleau-Ponty 1968,
see also Dillon 1997), is intentional.
16 Notice that this is a move in the same style as what I am proposing here to be basic to knowing: it is a matter
of letting the phenomenon be, i.e. of encountering it in its interaction with me, the thinker—an interaction that
we both determine. Nico Luijpen (1959) describes beautifully this existential-phenomenological mode of
philosophizing.
17 I’m talking about loving in a general sense, not in an exclusively romantic one. What I describe is a core
relating that happens also in friendship and parent-child relations. Terms like “lover” therefore need to be taken
in this general sense (like “knower” or “thinker”). I do think, however, that some of these basic tensions play
out most strikingly in romantic relations, and the latter are an important site to study the basic tensions of
loving, precisely also in their relations to knowing. This is a fertile ground for further work, see for instance
Carol Gilligan’s or Lena Gunnarsson’s insights on this (e.g. Gilligan 1982, 2003; Gunnarsson 2014). Gilligan
and Gunnarsson, each in their own ways, show the close and mutually determining links between patriarchy,
intimate relations, and what and how we can know (see also Benjamin 1988 and Gilligan and Richards 2009).
18 The phenomenology of loving and knowing deserves a fuller exploration, particularly through engaging
with the work of Marion, but also with that of Irigaray, de Beauvoir, Merleau-Ponty, Henry, Scheler, Marcel,
Levinas, and Sartre.
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Each participant in the loving relationship attempts to maintain their identity, their
ipseity, in the face of their coming together. Coming together pulls on their identities,
prods them, attempts to modify them, does modulate them. Loving is: not growing into
one, nor growing separate—all while having no choice but to follow and navigate
between precisely these opposing tendencies. These tendencies—towards symbiosis
and towards separation—play out continually in loving relationships. To love is to
navigate the various tensions between the tendencies and directions of one’s own
becoming, the other’s, and that of the relation.19

It is in this sense that understanding human knowing in analogy with loving deepens
the notions of sense-making and participatory sense-making. On the background of the
enactive logic, in which cognition—what flows between sense-maker and world—is
imbued with meaning because of the logic of living self-organization, loving adds this
to understanding human knowing: first, that lovers—knowers—are existentially implicat-
ed in their relation, and second, that an existential dialectic plays out between the
individuals and their relation. To understand knowing as loving means to see the concrete
existential involvement on the part of the individuals, and the relational dynamics
generated by this involvement at work in the dialectic of being and becoming together.

The weight of these three basic elements in loving shows in the fact that one of the
most difficult things—perhaps the most difficult dynamic of loving relationships—is
that its participants are continually pulled between too much and too little closeness
(distance), and between determining and being determined. We see a similar dynamic at
work in the phenomenon of knowing: knowing is the continual, ongoing balancing act
between too much and too little determination between the knower (who lets be) and
the known (who is being let be). Because lovers (knowers) are personally implicated,
and because their relationships and interactions can play with them, lovers (knowers)
need to deal with the double-sided risks of determination. They need to deal both with
being-determined (by the other, by the relation, and by themselves) and with determin-
ing (the other, the relation, and themselves). This is the dynamic lovers and knowers
enter into. It is a large and basic part of what I think we need to begin to understand
about knowing again.

This dynamic is missing in the picture categorization tests of emotional skill in
dementia, it is missing in the signal optimization approach to mobile communication,
and it is missing in the isolation of prisoners. Only limited, abstract knowing is at play
here. In cases like these, people are not recognized as being personally implicated in
their relations, nor are their relations seen as defining them. These aspects of who they
are and of how they relate are precisely cut out from the kinds of isolating understand-
ings illustrated earlier. As shown already, this is not an “objective” or “neutral” view.
On the contrary, it has real-world implications, and often makes it effectively difficult
for people to be themselves in their relations and to be at home in the world. Think also
of the horse trainer and his horse; perhaps he only intends to “use” his horse as an
“object” for making money. But this fails, because the horse resists this kind of
interaction—has to resist it, as a living being, in order to stay healthy or even alive.
Even kinds of knowing that have a primarily instrumental motivation still need to avoid

19 In analogy with the definition of social interaction (De Jaegher and Di Paolo 2007), neither the relation, nor
any of the participants should overly dominate the dynamics, because that would sign the dissolution of the
relation or interaction.
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excessive over- and under-determination of the known, especially if they deal with
other living beings.20

Now, of course, on a dominant understanding of knowing, emotion categorization
tests, noise-reduction technologies, and prisoner treatment guidelines are or do produce
forms of “knowledge”. But this kind of knowledge is either unfinished or over-
determining, in comparison with the proposal made here. We do, obviously, reach
these kinds of detached knowledge. They form a large and well-established part of our
knowing. But they are not the basis of our knowing, as we tend to think. Rather, they
are high abstractions of the engagement that all of human knowing begins in.

The engaged knowing that I consider the highest form of human cognition is not this
abstracting kind of knowledge, which in any case is derived from it. Engaged knowing
shares its core characteristics with the loving relationship, namely a personal involve-
ment, concreteness, and mutual transformation. It is in this sense that loving and
knowing are manifestations of the same existential relation.

6 Some further specifications and future directions

Having established that there is an existential overlap between loving and knowing,
several issues and questions can now be addressed that can help make the proposal for
an engaged epistemology more concrete.

Following the enactive principle of the life-mind continuity, what I put forward here
further illuminates the nature and depth of the involvement and implication of living
beings—from basic organisms to humans—in what they are making sense of. Every
sense-maker is implicated in what they make sense of, because it matters to them—they
care about it. This implication can be very basic, as in the case of the bacterium that needs to
swim up the sugar gradient to remain viable. But on the other end of the spectrum of
complexity of living beings, for humans the dimension of loving unearths further existential
complexities and depths to this involvement. There is, if you like, a basic living layer of
existential import to what organisms as sense-makers do. Building on this, and through their
complex social relations and cultural embeddedness, humans weave other layers of exis-
tential significance into their sense-makings (Di Paolo et al. 2018). This is what I have tried
to further disclose here. Looking at human knowing through the lens of the existential
dialectics of loving, we can begin to see that the uncertainties, paradoxes, ambiguities and
contradictions that characterize human knowing are not things to avoid, but basic to it. A few
further specifications and future directions can be given.

First, loving (in its minimal definition at play here) is reciprocal, but we don’t tend to
think knowing is. Knower and known are not completely like lovers. For one thing,
knowers are not always knowing other knowers. Knowers also know objects—those
(apparently) inert things. A unfolding love relation is mutual: it is a relation between
those who love each other.21 In this sense, the dynamics of loving seem to exceed those

20 For more on the ethics that pervades the enactive theory of knowing, see Di Paolo et al. 2018, especially
chapter 12.
21 I am not considering here cases like unrequited love or desire. These are complications of loving that do not
fall within the minimal description at play here. Nothwithstanding this, the relations between symmetry and
asymmetry in both loving and knowing relationships is one route along which to further work out the current
proposal.
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of knowing: knowing is not always reciprocal. We do not generally think that what we
know is affected by being known, nor that it knows us back, except in social
understanding. More even, we also know that the reciprocity of loving relations can
quickly get very intricate because of all the ways our selves and the other are invested
in and affected by the relation. In this sense, perhaps loving relationships seem too
convoluted and intricate to serve as a model for understanding knowing. But if
Maclaren is right that letting be is not something we immediately get right, and that
we learn the subtleties of knowing in our intersubjective, intercorporeal relations with
others, then much of our knowing is perhaps a kind of pruning of this entwinement of
loving. The dynamics at work in knowing things that are not ostensibly affected by
being known or affect the knower back may be a distillation of the reciprocity present
when we know things that do know us back (notably: others). Objective knowing is a
more detached form of engaged knowing. What it abstracts from is engaged knowing.
The more objective knowing becomes, the more it cuts relationships with its “object” of
knowing. In loving, those who love influence each other. We are not used to thinking of
knowing in this way. We tend to think that only the knower is directed to the other,
who/which is not affected by this, and that the known does not influence the knower
back. But it is not that simple. Even in the most supposedly abstract cases, the known
does reflect back to us and on us. Quantum physicists know this, feminists know this,
ethnographers know this. When the objects of our observations are affected in their
own ways by the act of observation, be they atom or person, it is clear that we cannot
fully disentangle knower and known. Certainly this is the case for humans. Why would
we think it is harmless to know a person with dementia in terms of a so-called
“objective” but in fact fully abstracted and abstracting deficiency, rather than starting
from relating with them as they are, as we are?

Another question to consider is whether we can fully know each other, or anything.
An often heard argument in epistemology and phenomenology is that we never know
someone or something fully. There is always a side to an object or situation that we do
not see, a horizon or layer that we cannot penetrate (Husserl, Merleau-Ponty), and there
is always something radically alter to another person (Levinas). While we can turn an
object around in our hand or walk around it, and now its other side will appear to us, we
cannot, ostensibly, do this with people: something will always remain radically other.
And if we do walk around the object, its first side is now invisible. Husserl and
Merleau-Ponty have tried to deal with this problem by relegating it to a rather abstract
form of intersubjectivity, transcendental intersubjectivity, but never really managed to
solve it (Gallagher 2013). While I agree that we can probably never fully know each
other, ourselves, or any aspect of reality, and that something will always remain hidden,
I don’t think that what we do not know is and must remain fixed. What we do not know
is not itself static. We keep moving around it, and thereby it changes. We keep
interacting with the to-be-known, and thereby what we do not know of it changes. A
loving-and-knowing epistemology is an engaged—better even: engaging—epistemol-
ogy, in the sense that if knowing relations and those who engage in them are always
concrete and situated, and always under the influence of this relationship of knowing-
and-being-known, then those aspects of the to-be-known that we don’t currently know
change. There are no fixed essences on this approach, also in the case of the un-known.
There is not so much an unknown, as a to-be-known. The unknown is not fixed. (This, I
think, still does not mean that we can know anything exhaustively. It just means that
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what we don’t know is not unchangeable by knowing, even in its hidden aspects.)
Thus, this epistemology sits between the extremes of intellectualism and empiricism of
Meno’s paradox. It puts holes in the ideas that we either must already know what we
are looking to know, or can never know it, and starts to weave a living thread between
these two opposing tendencies. The existential dialectic of an encounter between beings
(a relationship based in caring, in mattering), which unfolds over time and ongoingly
changes the participants on both sides of it affects them deeply (De Jaegher 2015;
Loaiza 2019), and can even go so far as to retroactively modulate the knower’s
intentions (Di Paolo 2015, Maclaren 2017).

In fact, what needs to be brought back into epistemology is precisely also this
importance of the un-known, of the hidden, the secret, and the mysterious.22 Knowing
is not an activity of exhausting the other (thing, event, situation). That would be
impossible, not because something will always remain other or hidden, but because
knowing takes place in a continual becoming of both knower and known. Knowing and
not-knowing are intertwined. Knower and known are ongoingly becoming in any
case—each in their own developments—but when they meet in the relation of know-
ing, their becoming is particularized by this very relation, and their becoming happens,
there and then, according to the specifics of that encounter. (After which, they may each
go their own way again, but changed because of this encounter of knowing–being-
known.) This is another thing that this epistemology learns from looking at loving
relationships. There is something of loving that is more-than-knowing: loving, precise-
ly, allows us to interact with more than what we know.23 It is true that we can love more
than we know, we can love what we do not know yet, and this can in fact invite us to
know. Perhaps, then, loving is a motivation for knowing? It certainly can be. But that is
not the only connection between loving and knowing. We do not need to know, in order
to love. There is mystery in loving. But it is precisely something of this that I would like
to bring back into our understanding of knowing. An engaged epistemology under-
stands that there is a more-than-knowing to knowing. Not just in the simple sense that
knowing is being after something more of the to-be-known—that it aims to unveil
more—but also in the sense that our knowing can exceed that which we actually grasp,
while at the same time it is also true that we can never know anything fully.24

This brings me to another pertinent issue, which is that of knowing something one
hates. What happens when we are faced with having to get to know something that
repulses us, or something that we should aim to eradicate? Take murder, or racism, or a
particular disease. Do we need to love something that we want to change, even
eliminate, in order to know it? Yes, I think so, in the following sense. Notice, first of

22 Cf. epistemologies of not knowing (see e.g. Tuana 2006; Spelman 2007).
23 This is in part expressed in Marion’s phenomenology of loving. (Thank you to an anonymous reviewer for
pointing this out to me.) To an extent, I agree with it, but not fully. Marion (2007) places loving radically
before knowing (and even before being) but I believe this goes too far in the wish to correct the historical,
Western over-rationalization of knowing. Once loving is restored to its rightful place in epistemology, we don’t
need to prioritize loving anymore. It then becomes on par with being and knowing. This is what I’m
attempting to do here: to bring back into epistemology our felt understanding that what matters, matters. This
can inform an epistemology for humans, on the basis of the enactive logic of lived, living knowing. Human
knowing is a living, loving knowing.
24 Alice Koubová (2014, p. 10) says that social understanding “may also imply a capacity of generous respect
for alterity–stepping back, letting be–which is not passive but creative”. This is right, and I think it applies to
knowing in general.
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all, that the opposite of loving is not hatred, for hating is itself a strong relation, but an
overly determining one. Hating murder or hating racism are not ways to know or to
begin changing or eliminating them. This is perhaps clearer in the case of the disease. In
order to eliminate it, we need to study it, in depth, and this requires engaging with it in
the ways I have been describing. Even to understand that which we do not want to
know or that which we want to fundamentally change, we have no choice but to enter
into the same existential dialectic with it, to open up to it, and to open it up to us, as
fully as possible. Precisely in cases like these, that is needed. To truly get to the bottom
of the disease, or any phenomenon like this, we need to existentially engage with it.
Only through the kind of engagement that I have sketched here, can we hope to truly
change something. This is risky. In fact, knowing is triple risky: we risk being changed
by something when knowing it, getting into too much of an interaction with it (getting
too entangled with it), and finally, we risk changing it. In fact, all these three things
happen. The art is to engage in knowing sensitively, judiciously, and—often—with
courage. A loving epistemology does not paint a rosy picture of knowing. Nor does it
start from a rosy picture of loving.

One thing I hope this proposal can do, is give to cognitive science and philosophy of
mind a solid ground from which to begin a new dialogue with epistemologies that they
have previously overlooked. For instance, some readers may have sensed an affinity
with the concept of ubuntu. What I put forward here indeed shares with the philosophy
of ubuntu the beginnings in connection, and also the immediate intricacies that come
with it, including the ethical complexities (cf. Eze 2010). There is also a connection
with Indigenous thinking, for instance Leanne Betasamosake Simpson’s work on land
as pedagogy in Nishnaabeg epistemology (Simpson 2014, 2017).25 These indicate
some of the rich and diverse fields of connections waiting to be opened up and learned
from.

7 Conclusion

What I have attempted to show is that loving involves knowing, and that knowing
involves loving. Loving and knowing, for human beings, entail each other. To under-
stand knowing only “coldly,” abstractly, objectively is either not to see the loving
involved, or not to know fully. I have conceptualized loving and knowing here as
dialectics between living, involved, implicated, caring bodily beings, who encounter
each other, themselves, and their world in concrete interactions. Understood like this,
we can see that both loving and knowing are existential ways of relating where the
lover or knower have to deal with the double arrows (and triple risks) of determination:
determining the other and being determined by the other, while in the throes of relations
and interactions that we also are determined by as well as determine. By doing this, I
have attempted to elaborate and deepen the enactive concepts of sense-making and
participatory sense-making, to better understand how living beings are implicated in
their sense-making activities, and do justice to our most sophisticated forms of human
sense-making.

25 See also the work of, among many others, Boaventura de Sousa Santos (e.g. 2007); Joe Kincheloe
(2011); Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012), Toby Rollo (forthcoming).
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I began this paper with questions about what and how cognitive scientists
investigate—let me end with this as well. It is too early to spell out in detail the
implications of an engaged, even engaging, epistemology for cognitive science, but we
can say this much: it will have to begin by taking the relationships and interactions
between knower and known much more seriously, in the sense-makers we investigate,
but also in ourselves, as we do cognitive science. We need to further work out how
knowing relationships play out. One place to begin is to investigate how individual and
interactive autonomy and self-organization are at play in epistemological relationships.
That is: to further employ the framework of participatory sense-making not just to
understand intersubjectivity, but also to ground epistemology. The theory of participa-
tory sense-making is built on the two pillars of understanding both individual autonomy
and sense-making, and the dynamics of the interaction between them. This, with the
understanding that loving and knowing are fundamentally related, and thus that
knowers are existentially involved in knowing, may form the basic set-up for under-
standing relationships of knowing, as also suggested by those that consider intersub-
jectivity the basis of consciousness (e.g. Thompson 2001; de Quincy 2000) or of
language (Di Paolo et al. 2018). Intersubjective practices, which all of us engage in,
but particularly those working in education, therapy, health services, law, social work,
care work, the arts, issues of diversity, and so on, are the best places to study the most
sophisticated forms of knowing. Engaged knowing is at work in these areas, and they
as well as the mind sciences stand to benefit from an engaging epistemology.
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