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Action in Life and Consciousness
. Fransisco Varela's Enactivism and
Phenomenology

Kazeto Shimonishi®

In recent years, a small but growing number of cognitive scientists have come to accept that
the “mind” is not computations of symbolic representation, but is a dynamic process, which is
situated, embedded, embodied and interacts with the environment. This new concept of mind is
called “Embodied Mind” .

Fransisco Varela (1946-2001) is a biologist, a cognitive scientist who has led the embodied
cognitive science since 1980’s and also a researcher who adopt the methodology of philosophical
phenomenology into the cognitive science. Unfortunately, however, it is difficult to say that
Varela is sufficiently evaluated as a cognitive scientist. One reason for this is that Varela is
mainly known for “Autopoiesis” , which is a model of living system proposed by him and his
colleague H. Maturana in early 1970’s and thus his researches are usually discussed in the realm
of system theory. Further, it is not enough to analyze Varela's theoretical turn from autopoiesis
to embodied cognitive science.

Although some existing studies reveal a historical change of Varela’'s thought, his work has
still comprehended in a separate area in which system theory and cognitive science. Therefore,
I argue the continuity of Varela's work between 1970s’ studies focused on Autopoiesis and 1980s’
studies focused on embodied cognitive science emphasizing the perspective of “Enactivism”
and the influence of phenomenology.

Autopoiesis is a model of living systems, which defines life as an autonomous chemical system.
On the other hand, enactivism is a central concept of the embodied mind claiming that cognition
consists of “action” capable of sensori-motor coupling with the environment. In this paper, I
showed the living system (autopoiesis) 1is also characterized as “enaction” for its capacity
of primitive cognitive system realized by its autonomous activity and the origin of “Biological
Intentionality” .

Enaction, necessary for life and cognition, is not based on representationalism, but is
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“being-in-the-world” M. Heidegger and H. Dreyfus advanced. A cognitive agent does not
realize cognition through recovering a pre-given outer world, but an enactment of the world
and mind engaged in the environment. Since enactive cognitive science is employing non-
representationalism, the research on cognition starts from the directness of experience and
subjectivity of consciousness what E. Husserl emphasized as an essence of consciousness. Finally,
Varela proposed a research program called “Neurophenomenology” , attempting to integrate
Neuroscience and Phenomenology in a mutually constraining and illuminating relationship to
each other.

However, enactivism and its practical research program Nuerophenomenology seem to leave
a serious issue, because Husserl defines phenomenology that there is a transcendental dimension
of consciousness, which escapes the natural science investigation.

Can cognitive science and transcendental phenomenology be explained in a same framework?
This problem named “Naturalizing Phenomenology” requires more theoretical consideration,
though, it will be forthcoming challenges for both cognitive science and philosophical

phenomenology.

98 RRORFEREBAEMATOLE  HWFATE No89





