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Let us begin this discussion with a reflexive observation that is too often overlooked in academic 
debates: how we understand the social transforms the social. In other words, this is not a purely 
intellectual exercise – when we reflect on the human condition we cannot separate theory from 
praxis. How we live our lives affects what we say, and what we say affects how we live: knowing 
and doing are intertwined in human being. 
 
Keeping in mind that we are always at the same time the subjects and objects of our 
investigation, we come to consider two defining features of the modern world, namely 
globalization and technology. Both of these features present us with challenges and 
opportunities. They challenge our natural sympathy which is best adapted to coping with small 
tribal communities. Here lies the paradox of communication technology: while it is becoming 
possible for us to communicate with anyone anywhere anytime, at the same time our local social 
context appears to be shrinking. We might have less social contact with our direct neighbors than 
someone on the other side of the world. Technology opens us to a potentially global social 
context, but at the same time it can make us draw sharper boundaries. We are no longer forced to 
get along with a community into which we are thrown; it is becoming increasingly possible to 
pick and choose our social networks. The shift toward a global context paradoxically increases 
the possibility for isolation. 
 
Is there a way to reconcile the establishment of a global social context with the limits of our 
natural sympathy? How are we to understand the complex interaction between these two factors? 
Perhaps there is an opportunity to interpret this situation from the perspective of enactive 
cognitive science. So far the enactive approach has mainly focused on the constitution of the 
individual, but there is an opportunity to address this social context in terms of values: when do 
you start caring for the other?  
 
Let us consider this question from the point of view of globalization. We all depend on products 
to support our livelihood, and these products depend on an extensive network of other people. 
However, we don’t relate to these people as others, instead we are linked together in the 
processes of production and consummation. What happens to subjectivity or individuality within 
such an anonymous context of relations? To answer these questions is a considerable challenge to 
the enactive approach due to the sheer scale and complexity of the problem domain. 
Nevertheless, we believe that this approach can provide us with novel ways of understanding 
globalization and technology. 
 
First, it enables us to emphasis the role of the interaction process for the social: when two or 
more individuals interact their sense-making can take on a new quality in the form of 
participatory sense-making. We hypothesize that different ways of interacting will have a different 
influence on the values that are generated. Our lack of care for the others that are related to us 
through the production process can be explained in terms of the mediacy of our interaction. 
Conversely, we can appreciate the potential of technology in terms of its ability to enrich those 
interactions. Tools can help us to transcend the limitations of our natural sympathy. 
 
Technology thus takes on a dual role in globalization: it has the power for alienation as well as 
integration. Technology does not have any intrinsic quality; the values that it generates depend on 
the ways in which we use it. This brings us back to a consideration of the human condition. To 
use technology effectively we need to increase self-awareness of our attitude and our habits. In 



other words, for us to become social on a global scale, there is a corresponding requirement for 
us to not be a stranger to ourselves. We cannot fundamentally separate the internal milieu from 
the external context since we bring forth both of them through our embodied actions. 
 
Nevertheless, there is still the problem that the immense scale and complexity of this situation 
prevents us from developing a more detailed understanding. How did the enactive approach deal 
with this challenge in the context of individual sense-making? It took inspiration from an 
investigation of minimal living systems, which made a clearer conception of the constitution of 
autonomous identities and values possible. Fortunately, this minimalist strategy might also be 
suitable in the current context. For example, we can take biofilms as the basis for refining our 
understanding of vast social networks and the role of technology. There is empirical evidence 
that bacteria behave in qualitatively different ways depending on whether they are isolated or in 
contact with an organic medium that has been co-constructed with other bacteria. This minimal 
example of collective niche construction could help us to better understand the qualitative social 
dimension of connectivity. 
 
 
 
 
 


