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experience.1 For ecological psychologists, perception is an 
exploratory activity of the whole animal involving, in the 

1 The term “pragmatic contact” is here employed to characterize 
perceptual capacities as aimed at securing “an unmediated contact 
with the environment” that is experienced as more or less useful by 
the perceiving animal (Van Dijk and Myin 2019: p.2). The notion 
of pragmatic contact is distinct from (but related to) what is some-
times called “epistemic contact”, a term used instead to character-
ize perceptual capacities as furnishing knowledge about the world 
(Turvey 2018: p.11). To analyse perceptual contact with the environ-
ment in epistemic terms requires thinking of perceptual capacities as 
assessable for truth or falsity, correctness or correctness, which is a 
defining feature of representational states that carry content. States 
that carry representational content are typically defined as states that 
are assessable for truth or falsity, accuracy or inaccuracy, or correct-
ness or incorrectness. Thus, the epistemic understanding of percep-
tual contact runs the risk of contradicting the non-representational 
understanding of direct perception that is a key tenet of the ecologi-
cal psychology research programme. For these reasons we will treat 
epistemic contact as a special case of pragmatic contact and describe 

1 Introduction

The concept of affordances was first coined by the ecologi-
cal psychologist James Gibson to refer to the possibilities for 
action offered by the environment (Gibson 1979/2014). In 
ecological psychology, affordances are taken to be directly 
perceivable by animals. We will henceforth understand 
‘direct perception’ as the pragmatic contact of the animal 
with its surrounding reality as manifested in the animal’s 
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Abstract
Our paper is concerned with theories of direct perception in ecological psychology that first emerged in the second half of 
the twentieth century. Ecological psychology continues to be influential among philosophers and cognitive scientists today 
who defend a 4E (embodied, embedded, extended, enactive) approach to the scientific study of cognition. Ecological psy-
chologists have experimentally investigated how animals are able to directly perceive their surrounding environment and 
what it affords to them. We pursue questions about direct perception through a discussion of the ecological psychologist’s 
concept of affordances. In recent years, psychologists and philosophers have begun to mark out two explanatory roles for 
the affordance concept. In one role, affordances are cast as belonging to a shared, publicly available environment, and 
existing independent of the experience of any perceiving and acting animal. In a second role, affordances are described 
in phenomenological terms, in relation to an experiencing animal that has its own peculiar needs, interests and personal 
history. Our aim in this paper is to argue for a single phenomenological or experiential understanding of the affordance 
concept. We make our argument, first of all, based on William James’ concept of pure experience developed in his later, 
radical empiricist writings. James thought of pure experience as having a field structure that is organized by the selec-
tive interest and needs of the perceiver. We will argue however that James did not emphasize sufficiently the social and 
intersubjective character of the field of experience. Drawing on the phenomenologist Aron Gurwitsch, we will argue that 
psychological factors like individual needs and attention must be thought of as already confronted with a social reality. On 
the phenomenological reading of affordances we develop, direct perception of affordances is understood as taking place 
within an intersubjective world structured by human social and cultural life.
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case of visual perception, the movement of its eyes, head 
and torso. Ecological psychologists reject a common under-
standing of perceptual systems in cognitive psychology as 
sub-personal systems whose receptors are mechanically 
stimulated by sensory stimuli to produce sense impressions. 
Cognitive psychologists typically argue that such sensory 
impressions must be enriched and transformed by informa-
tion processing to construct inner representations that form 
the basis for an animal’s perception of the world. Ecologi-
cal psychologists argue by contrast that perceptual systems 
work in tight coordination with action systems for the detec-
tion and use of affordances - the possibilities for action an 
environment furnishes to the animals that live in it (Gibson 
1979/2014). Affordances are directly perceivable because 
the ambient energetic arrays, that perceptual systems are 
tuned to over the course of an animal’s development, can 
be used by animals to coordinate with what the environment 
affords to them.

The focus of our paper is on the claim that the affordances 
of an animal’s environment can be directly perceived. The 
concept of affordances has proved to be influential in a 
wide variety of fields from philosophy, psychology, robot-
ics and neuroscience to sustainability research, design and 
media studies. Affordances are increasingly understood by 
philosophers and psychologists in relational terms that cut 
across dualities of knower and known, subject and object, 
or animal and environment (Heft 1989, 2001, 2003; Costall 
1995, 2004; Stoffregen 2003; Chemero 2003, 2009; Riet-
veld and Kiverstein 2014; Bruineberg and Rietveld 2014; 
Van Dijk and Rietveld 2017; Bruineberg et al. 2023). Much 
of the scientific research in ecological psychology is based 
on a different understanding of affordances as dispositional 
properties belonging to the physical world. Dispositional 
theories take affordances to be actualised in the presence 
of animals in possession of the right “effectivities” (see e.g. 
Turvey 1992; cf. Heras-Escribano 2019). For example, a 
branch affords perching on to a bird with effectors that sup-
port perching. The dispositional and relational analyses of 
the affordance concept have been argued to be consistent 
(Chemero and Turvey 2007). We will argue for a phenom-
enological account that defines what it is for affordances 
to exist in relation to experience. This phenomenological 
understanding of affordances would count against disposi-
tional theories that take affordances to be experience-inde-
pendent properties of physical objects. Affordances, we will 
argue, do not belong to the physical world, as dispositional 
theorists argue, but to the world in relation to experiencing 
animals.

In recent years, relational theorists have begun to mark 
out two explanatory roles for the affordance concept (e.g. 

direct perception in terms of pragmatic contact. Our thanks to an 
anonymous reviewer for inviting us to clarify this point.

Rietveld et al. 2018; Baggs and Chemero 2019, 2021). In 
one role, affordances are cast as belonging to a shared, pub-
licly available environment that has an existence indepen-
dent of the experience of any perceiving and acting animal. 
In a second role, affordances are described in phenomeno-
logical terms, in relation to an experiencing animal that has 
its own peculiar needs, interests and personal history. Our 
aim in this paper is to argue for a single phenomenological 
understanding of the affordance concept. To understand the 
affordance concept in phenomenological terms is to take the 
relation between animals and their environments that is con-
stitutive of affordances to be experiential in nature.

We argue for a phenomenological account of affordances 
first of all based on William James’ concept of pure expe-
rience developed in his later, radical empiricist writings. 
Gibson’s account of direct perception has been convinc-
ingly argued to be the direct descendant of James’ radical 
empiricism (Heft 2001). We will follow James’ scholars 
who offer a phenomenological interpretation of the con-
cept of pure experience. The phenomenological character 
of radical empiricism can be noticed already in its main 
thesis that every theoretical investigation shall only refer to 
“things definable in terms drawn from experience” (James 
1909/1975 pp. 6–7).2 We will suggest that James introduced 
the concept of pure experience with the aim of describing 
the fundamentally direct, non-dual and pragmatic way in 
which animals relate to their surroundings (see Seigfried 
1976, 1990; Krueger 2022). James argued that all things 
or qualities that appear to the mind in pure experience, do 
so within a “halo of felt relations” (1890a, p.256). These 
felt relations are sets of interrelated possibilities, some inar-
ticulate and indeterminate, that are implied by whatever is 
immediately given in sense experience. Whatever we can 
experience, we experience in the context of a horizon of felt 
relations that give a sense of direction or tendency to what 
is immediately experienced. We will use the phenomeno-
logical concept of the horizon to analyse the sense in which 
affordances are possibilities and potentialities that are given 
in experience.

We go on to argue that James did not emphasize suf-
ficiently the social and intersubjective character of pure 

2 The phenomenological implications of James’ work were noticed 
by Husserl (Geniusas 2012, ch.3; Moran 2018) and made explicit 
by social phenomenologists like Gurwitsch (1966, 1974) and Schutz 
(1966), who developed and integrated several of James’ ideas into 
their phenomenological writings. The main thesis of radical empiri-
cism strongly aligns with the philosophical attitude underlying the 
phenomenological method. Cairns (1940) for instance describes “the 
fundamental methodological principle of phenomenology” in terms 
that echo James’ radical empiricism. He writes: “No opinion is to 
be accepted as philosophical knowledge unless it is seen to be ade-
quately established by observation of what is seen as itself given “in 
person”. Any belief seen to be incompatible with what is seen to be 
itself given is to be rejected” (1940/1968, p. 4).
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experience. James thought of pure experience as having a 
field structure that is organized by the selective interest and 
needs of the individual perceiver. Drawing on the phenom-
enology of perception of Aron Gurwitsch we will argue that 
factors like individual needs and attention must be thought 
of as already confronted with a social reality that provides 
structure to the field of consciousness. Relational theories 
recognize that affordances are social, cultural and material, 
and that the abilities for acting on affordances are developed 
through a process of continuous social feedback (Gibson 
1966, 1979/2014; Reed 1996; Heft 2001, 2007 Rietveld 
2008; Baggs and Chemero 2019; Van den Herik 2021; 
Baggs 2021). We show how work in social phenomenology 
also highlights the social and cultural organization of indi-
vidual experience. We use the work of the social phenom-
enologists to show how the experience of affordances has a 
field structure organized by human social and cultural life.

2 Two Senses of the Environment in Gibson 
and his Followers

In a well-known passage, Gibson defined affordances as 
what the environment “offers the animal, what it provides 
or furnishes, either for good or ill” (1979/2014, p.121). For 
example, trees may be climbable for squirrels that are able 
to clamber up their trunks. Water is drinkable, berries are 
edible, grass is walk-on-able if one is in a public space in 
which this is permitted, and so on. Gibson insisted on two 
claims concerning affordances: (1) affordances are real; 
(2) affordances can be directly perceived because ambient 
energetic arrays are structured in ways that can be used for 
detecting them. In what follows we will mostly be con-
cerned with this first claim.

What does it mean to say that affordances are real? Gib-
son wrote that an affordance is “neither an objective prop-
erty nor a subjective property; or it is both if you like” 
(Gibson 1979/2014, p. 121). An affordance can be both sub-
jective and objective because it is neither on its own - it is 
instead a relation between animals as experiencing beings 
and their surrounding environments. James (1912/1976: 
p.10) described the term “experience” as a “double bar-
relled word” because the term, properly understood, does 
not recognize a division between subject and object but con-
tains them both in a single integrated, undifferentiated unity. 
Subjects and objects refer to products that can be separately 
discerned in experience only in acts of reflective judgement. 
We will suggest that the relational theory of affordances is 
best understood as describing experienced relations of ani-
mals to their environments. Life, just like experience, is a 
“double-barrelled” activity in which animals and their envi-
ronments form a single integrated unity. Only in reflection 

upon such undifferentiated activities does life “break up 
into external conditions - air breathed, food taken, ground 
walked upon - and internal structures - lungs respiring, 
stomach digesting, legs walking.” (Dewey 1958: p.11).

Philosophers defending a relational interpretation of 
affordances have however mostly resisted understanding 
the existence of affordances in experience-dependent or 
phenomenological terms.3 They have tended to distinguish 
between affordances as they are experienced by individuals 
and affordances that are available in the environment to be 
detected by any creature with the ability to perceive and act 
on them. Based on this distinction here has been a good deal 
of attention given to the question of why some affordances 
solicit or invite action while others do not (see e.g. Bruin-
eberg and Rietveld 2014; Rietveld et al. 2018; Dings 2018; 
Withagen et al. 2017; Withagen 2022, 2023). In address-
ing this question, proponents of the Skilled Intentionality 
Framework (SIF) have made a distinction between the land-
scape and field of relevant affordances (de Haan et al. 2013; 
Rietveld and Kiverstein 2014; Bruineberg and Rietveld 
2014; Rietveld et al. 2018). The landscape is the set of affor-
dances available in an ecological niche of a form of life. 
They borrow the notion of ‘form of life’ from Wittgenstein 
(1953) who used this concept to refer to relatively stable and 
regular patterns of activity within communities and groups 
of animals. The field of relevant affordances, by contrast, 
is made up of multiple affordances that are experienced by 
an individual animal as inviting because they bear in some 
way on an activity this individual is engaged in performing. 
Thus, when I have an appointment on the other side of town, 
my bicycle might offer the inviting affordance of riding, or 
a passing taxi may solicit me to hail it down (Dreyfus and 
Kelly 2007; Bruineberg and Rietveld 2014; Rietveld and 

3 A notable exception is Harry Heft; in providing an intentional analy-
sis of direct perception inspired by Merleau-Ponty (1945/2012), Heft 
(1989) defines what affordances are in relation to the body of a per-
ceiving subject and its potentialities for action. He proposes to follow 
Merleau-Ponty in understanding the body of a perceiving animal as 
the “vehicle for its being in the world”. Heft’s intentional analysis of 
affordances is thus a clear precursor of the phenomenological view 
we develop in what follows (also see Heft 2001, ch.3; Heft 2003). 
Moreover, Heft is also concerned in this paper with providing an 
answer to the problem of how perception of the socio-cultural mean-
ing of objects is possible (cf. Costall 1995; Heft 2007). Thus he comes 
close to defining what affordances are, as we will propose, in relation 
to lived intersubjective experience. It is noteworthy to mention that, 
more recently, some authors have begun to develop further possible 
characterizations of affordances in experiential terms. For example, 
Bogotá and Artese (2022) have provided a characterization of the 
affordance term based on the affective and temporal structure of phe-
nomenological experience. Ludger van Dijk has instead developed 
an understanding of the shared environment in experiential terms, 
foregrounding in particular the indeterminacy and open-endedness of 
our experience of this environment, and questioning the tendency of 
ecological psychology to take for granted the ready-made existence 
of affordances (see e.g. Van Dijk 2021a,b).
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follows that the umwelt or field must also ultimately be 
explained in physicalist or behavioural terms.

We agree with these philosophers that the field/umwelt 
should be thought of as forming a sub-set of a more encom-
passing landscape/habitat. Affordances belonging to the 
field/umwelt do not have a special ontological status distinct 
from those belonging to the landscape/habitat. However, 
we suggest that the affordances belonging to the umwelt/
field have an existence that is experience-dependent. The 
phenomenological account of affordances we will go on to 
propose argues that the affordances belonging to the shared 
environment, whether conceived of as a habitat or as a land-
scape, should also be thought of as experiential in nature. 
We will make this argument by returning to the historical 
roots of the concept of affordance in Wiliam James’ philoso-
phy. More specifically, we start from James’ notion of pure 
experience developed in his posthumously published Essays 
in Radical Empiricism (James 1912/1996). Pure experience, 
as we will read it, is a phenomenological concept that cap-
tures the fundamentally non-dual, pragmatic way in which 
animals relate to their surroundings (Seigfried 1976, 1990; 
cf. Krueger 2022).

3 A Phenomenological Reading of James’ 
Notion of Pure Experience

In the passage we quoted from above Gibson tells us his 
notion of affordance “cuts across the dichotomy of sub-
jective-objective”. He goes on to add that an affordance 
“is equally a fact of the environment and a fact of behav-
ior. It is both physical and psychical, yet neither.” (Gibson 
1979/2014 p.121). We have suggested above that affor-
dances can be “equally facts of the environment” and “of 
behavior” because they have the metaphysical status of 
relations. The notion of relation required for understanding 
what affordances are has previously been analysed in lin-
guistic terms by proponents of the relational theory of affor-
dances. Chemero (2009) for instance compares the notion of 
relation needed for understanding the reality of affordances 
with the relation “taller-than” that holds between two indi-
viduals – John and Mary. The property is such that neither 
individual can possess it by themselves but it depends on 
the heights of each of them. Similarly, Chemero has argued 
affordances have the logical status of two-place relations 
whose existence depends on both “features” of particular 
situations, on the side of the environment, and the abilities 
of individuals on the side of animals that are capable of per-
ceiving and acting on affordances.

We propose to understand the notion of relation needed 
for understanding affordances in experiential terms. We do 
so based on James’ notion of pure experience. James argued 

Kiverstein 2014; De Haan et al. 2013; Withagen et al. 2012, 
2017; Withagen 2022, 2023).

In a recent pair of papers, Baggs and Chemero have made 
a similar distinction between two senses of environment, 
which they argue were conflated in Gibson’s later writings 
on affordances (Gibson 1979/2014). Gibson distinguished 
the environment from the physical world, understanding the 
environment as the physical world scaled to the perception 
and action systems of the organisms that inhabit it. How-
ever, Baggs and Chemero argue that Gibson ought also 
to have made a further distinction between the ‘habitat’, 
which they define as the physical world considered in rela-
tion to the typical member of a species of animal, and the 
‘Umwelt’ - the habitat considered from the point of view 
of a particular experiencing animal. The affordances of the 
habitat are, they argue, persisting resources that continue 
to exist across generations, exerting selection pressure on 
the animals that live in this habitat (see also Reed 1996). 
The subset of affordances belonging to the umwelt, by con-
trast, serves a similar explanatory purpose to the concept of 
the field of relevant affordances in SIF. The umwelt forms 
in the midst of an animal’s activities, and is introduced to 
account for how affordances are experienced by individuals 
for whom they are relevant. Consider for instance a pilot 
that has learned to fly a plane. When she masters this skill, 
her umwelt becomes richer and the qualitative experience of 
the flight deck changes. She may, for instance, start to expe-
rience a bodily readiness to perform actions when a light 
appears that was not present before. Baggs and Chemero 
claim that an account of the habitat cannot provide a proper 
description of learning processes since, even if its structure 
remains unaltered, from the perspective of the pilot “learn-
ing results in a richer experience of the world” (Baggs and 
Chemero 2019, p.14).

Neither the concept of an umwelt nor the field of relevant 
affordances refers to a private phenomenal reality. Instead 
these concepts are best understood as capturing the perspec-
tive of an individual animal in relation to a broader shared 
environment. The umwelt/field is made up of a sub-set of 
affordances that belong to the habitat/landscape. The shared 
environment, understood either as a landscape or as a habi-
tat, is however described in experience-independent terms. 
For Baggs and Chemero, for instance, the habitat is taken 
to be the physical world considered in relation to a typical 
member of a species. In SIF, the landscape of affordances are 
defined in relation to forms of life understood as relatively 
stable behavioural regularities within groups of agents. In 
neither case is the shared environment of affordances under-
stood ontologically in relation to experience. If the affor-
dances belonging to the umwelt or field are understood as 
a subset of those belonging to the habitat or landscape, it 
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contextual understanding of the focus that is experienced as 
strongly connected with the other relations within the field 
or otherwise fully discordant with them.

James’ notion of pure experience is sometimes given a 
metaphysical interpretation as characterizing the intrinsic 
nature of material reality (see e.g. Lamberth 1999; Coo-
per 2002; Goodman 2017). Gibson, for instance, seems to 
have had such a reading in mind in describing affordances 
as having a reality that is “neither physical nor psychical” 
(1979/2014, p.121). The metaphysical reading of pure expe-
rience takes James to be claiming that the intrinsic nature of 
material reality is neither fundamentally physical nor mental 
but is experiential. Matter is made from a kind of stuff - pure 
experience - that is neutral between the two metaphysical 
categories of mental and physical.

We will read James’ concept of pure experience, in meta-
physically-neutral, phenomenological terms as describing 
the fundamentally nondual and pragmatic way in which 
subjects directly experience their surroundings in the flux 
of life.5 In common with Husserl, the phenomenological 
reading of pure experience takes James to seek grounding 
in the facts of human experience for the objective claims of 
science and the metaphysical claims of philosophers. Radi-
cal empiricism is a methodological directive to “restrict our 
universe of philosophical experience to what is experienced 
or, at least, experienceable” and not to make any judgements 
about non-experienced objects (1912/1996, p.243). This 
directive bears a close resemblance to Husserl’s epoché that 
invites us to set aside all of our presuppositions about our 
relationship with the world in order to reflect upon what is 
immediately and directly given in lived experience. Phe-
nomenological readings of James take him to be describing, 
without metaphysical prejudice, the structure or organiza-
tion of pre-reflective moments of experience in which a sub-
ject is practically and emotionally involved with the world.

James’ concept of the fringe of felt relations that sur-
rounds all things and qualities present in pure experience 
anticipates what Husserl would later refer to as the “percep-
tual horizon” (Husserl 1960, 1989, 2001). Husserl used the 
term ‘horizon’ to refer to the set of interrelated possibilities 
that surround each object of perception, including potential 
activities the object makes possible (i.e. the object’s affor-
dances). For example, when you look at a sharp knife part 
of what you see is its potential to cut you - this potential 
belongs to the knife’s perceptual horizon. The horizon is not 

5 The phenomenological reading of James has been developed by 
Perry (1935), Wilshire (1968), Edie (1987) Siegfried (1990) and 
more recently by Leary (2018) and Krueger (2022). These authors 
have pointed to James’ treatment of the concrete immediate and 
direct experience of relations. If conjunctive and disjunctive relations 
can manifest themselves as having different degrees of intimacy, it 
follows that experience must have a phenomenological structure nec-
essary to make the experiences of these relations possible.

against what he dubbed “mind stuff theory” - the view 
that experience is made up of finite, discrete atoms or ele-
ments of sensations such as colour, taste, smell, hardness 
and so on. James argued instead that all relations, includ-
ing those between knower and known, belong to immedi-
ate or pure experience. Pure experience is not built from 
elementary sensations but is an “extremely complex retic-
ulation” (James 1912/1996, p.140) extended in space and 
time. For James, relations are experienced as tendencies or 
resistances manifesting a sense of continuity, more or less 
extended in time. For instance, we never experience just the 
sound produced by a clap of thunder, but rather a “thun-
der-breaking-upon-silence-and-contrasting-with-it” (James 
1890a: p.240). No intellectual categories or principles of 
association are necessary to account for the connectedness 
and continuity of experience. Relations are an integral part 
of experience. Similarly, relations are also spatial, for exam-
ple, the material of which a book is constituted, its colour, 
its location on a desk, its relations with the other objects 
in the surroundings. Relations can also be evaluative and 
aesthetic concerning the emotional meaning or significance 
a specific object has for a subject - for example whether the 
object elicits pleasure or aversion, a person’s memories of 
the object, their expectations and interests, etc.

Pure experience is always an experience of a “teeming 
multiplicity of objects and relations” (1890a, p.224). When 
we experience particular things or qualities James thought 
this is because the object or quality interests us in some 
practical or aesthetic way and has therefore been selectively 
made into an object of attention. What attention selects from 
is however a flux of sensible experience. Every discrete 
thing or quality appears from within “a halo of felt rela-
tions” (1890a, p.256) which can vary in its reach or extent 
in space and time. James used the concept of ‘field’ to char-
acterize the organization of experience. In Chap. 9 of the 
Principles, the field is described as always having a cen-
tre, which he labelled “focus” or “theme”, and a periphery, 
which he referred to as the “margin” or “fringes”.4 While 
the focus is what engrosses the perceiver’s mind and has a 
clear and privileged place in the field, fringes are described 
as a “psychic overtone” or “suffusion” permeating the situa-
tion. Fringes are explicitly described as an indefinite number 
of relations that implicitly make the perceiver aware of the 
context in which the focus is situated. The meaning of the 
focus is always determined by the relations present in the 
margin. In other words, fringes necessarily determine the 

4 We will follow interpreters of James such as Perry (1935), McDer-
mott (1977), Seigfried (1990) and Heft (2017) in taking radical 
empiricist ideas to be prefigured in his early psychological writings. 
In particular, we take James’ notion of the field of experience, that is 
central in his early psychological writings, to be gradually substituted 
by the concept of pure experience.
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or a landscape, the concepts of habitat and landscape are 
introduced to account for how affordances are available for 
any creature to act on that is capable of perceiving them. 
Affordances typically have a relatively stable and persist-
ing existence that means that they are available over time to 
be potentially perceived by any animal with the necessary 
abilities. It is doing justice to this feature of affordances that 
Chemero (2009) argues that affordances have the property 
of being lovely, which he contrasts, drawing on Dennett 
(1998), with the property of being suspect. X is lovely if, 
were an individual to encounter X, they would take it to be 
so. An object Y is suspect, by contrast, if it is actually under 
suspicion. Affordances, Chemero suggests, can be said to be 
lovely in the sense that they have a mode of existence that 
depends on the possibility of their being observed, but not 
on any actual act of observation.

The phenomenological theory of affordances we are pro-
posing does not deny that affordances are lovely, existing 
independent of any actual act of observation. We have been 
arguing however that the notion of possibility needed for 
understanding the existence of affordances is prior to any 
division of subjects from objects. Hence, affordances can-
not be said to have the existence of self-sufficient properties 
of physical objects considered in isolation from experience. 
This is not to deny that for the purposes of doing labora-
tory experiments, affordances can be made into objects that 
can be considered in abstraction from experience. However, 
when affordances are made into objects of scientific inves-
tigation, this is the result of the scientist’s selective interests 
that lead them to attend to particular affordance in isolation 
from the underlying teeming multiplicity of objects and 
relations that is the world of pure experience. We have been 
arguing that affordances belong first of all to this undiffer-
entiated world of pure experience. When they are made into 
the objects of scientific scrutiny, this is the outcome of an 
act of selection for specific scientific purposes.

James made a distinction between different orders of 
existence: the world of sensible experience, the worlds of 
the sciences, the imaginary worlds depicted in literature, the 
supernatural worlds of mythology and religion, the worlds 
of individual opinion and so on (James 1890b, p.291). In 
each of these orders of existence, meaning and experienced 
reality are correlative. Meaning and value are not dependent 
on acts of reflective judgement but are immediately expe-
rienced prior to reflection in part because of the fringes of 
meaningful possibilities within which each particular thing 
or quality is experienced. For James, the most fundamental 
order of reality is the sensible world of experience that forms 
the foundation for subsequent acts of selection or reflective 
categorical judgement such as those that are performed in 
the practice of doing science.

sensibly present in immediate experience but is experienced 
as a set of possibilities that are implied by whatever is sensi-
bly given in experiences. One sees, for example, the profile 
of a table from a particular angle. Simultaneously, one sees 
this profile of the table as implying the possibility to walk 
around the table and view it from different angles, or to sit 
down at the table and use it to eat from, or to use the surface 
of the table to write something down on a piece of paper.

We propose to use James’ notion of the fringe of felt 
relations (and the phenomenological notion of horizon that 
stems from James philosophy) to analyse the sense in which 
affordances are perceived as possibilities for action. The 
possibilities for action that a thing offers are relations one 
can potentially take up that are implied in one’s perception 
of the thing as a part of the halo of felt relations that sur-
rounds it. When one sees a book, for example, one sees the 
possibility to read from the book, but many other possibili-
ties are also implied in what one sees such as the possibility 
to use the book to prop a door open, or as part of a stack to 
rest one’s computer on when taking part in a video call.

To summarise what has been argued so far, we have 
provided an analysis of affordances through a discussion 
of James’ notion of pure experience that takes subject and 
object to form a single undivided unity. Affordances are, 
we have proposed, experienced relations. We have used the 
phenomenological notion of the horizon to explain what it 
means to directly perceive a possibility for action. We return 
now to the claim made by relational theorists that we out-
lined in Sect. 1 that affordances have an experience-inde-
pendent reality.

4 The Experience of Affordances

Recall that in the current literature, phenomenology is 
appealed to by philosophers concerned with the individual 
lived experience of affordances. Thus, in the SIF, it is the 
field of relevant affordances that is posited to explain in 
naturalistic terms the individual’s experience of the envi-
ronment. Baggs and Chemero introduced the concept of the 
umwelt to account for the “meaningful, lived surroundings 
of a given individual” (2019, p.6) It is the umwelt, they tell 
us, that is given to the individual in experience, and that 
remains in brackets after the phenomenologist has per-
formed the phenomenological reduction. What they call the 
“habitat” is known only by taking up the point of view of 
an idealized typical member of a species. Knowledge of the 
habitat and the physical world is, they write, “theoretical 
and inferential”, and as such it remains outside of the scope 
of phenomenological reflection (Baggs and Chemero 2021, 
p.S2186). When a researcher makes appeal to affordances 
that belong to an environment understood either as a habitat 
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First, we should emphasize our agreement with Baggs 
and Chemero that researchers in ecological psychology 
often do make use of the concept of affordance in both a dis-
positional and relational sense. We have been arguing how-
ever that the understanding of affordances as dispositional 
properties of physical objects is an abstraction, the result 
of an act of selection that takes the affordance in isolation 
from the paramount reality of sensible experience to which 
it originally belongs. Baggs and Chemero would seem to 
agree when they assign an epistemic priority to the umwelt. 
It is the umwelt, they tell us, that is immediately given in 
experience, and the physical world is known only through 
theoretical abstraction from an umwelt. However, we have 
been arguing that the umwelt, once it is understood as a 
paramount reality, is already sufficient to account for the 
phenomenological givenness of stable and persistent affor-
dances. As long as the meaning of an affordance is main-
tained in the activities of practical life, its existence will also 
be maintained.

We will finish up our paper by providing a corrective to 
James’ claim that the field of experience for an individual 
at any given moment is structured and organized by their 
selective interests. James describes the field organization of 
experience as determined by two main principles: The first 
is the temporal relations within the stream of consciousness. 
Second, are the selective interests of the perceiver, which 
we will understand, following Seigfried (1990, p. 84), as 
being a function of attention, and the emotional and practi-
cal attitudes of the perceiver. Following James, the field of 
experience, as well as its boundaries and overall organiza-
tion, are shaped only by:

“what I agree to attend to. […] [Selective] Interest alone 
gives it accent and emphasis, light and shade, background 
and foreground - intelligible perspective in a word” (James 
1890a, pp.380–381).

We direct our attention towards the things and events 
that have a practical and emotional value for us. Selective 
interest is described by James as an actual organizing prin-
ciple behind all our experiences that imposes order on a “big 
blooming buzzing confusion”, making it possible for us to 
deal with a multiplicity of objects and relations (1890b, p. 
225). For James the relations experienced on the fringes of 
consciousness differ only in degree. They do not present any 
qualitative differences since they are arbitrarily established 
by the perceiver. Following Gurwitsch, we will argue by 
contrast, that the field of consciousness already possesses 
an inherent organization. The focus, and its surrounds, 
manifest qualitative differences related to how the elements 
experienced are materially and functionally relevant to each 
other.

James describes this fundamental order of reality as a 
“paramount reality”, a term he used to refer to what is per-
ceived to be real by the perceiver. James’ notion of para-
mount reality is related to what phenomenologists have 
described as the natural attitude. This attitude is described 
well by Gurwitsch as “our permanent awareness of our no 
less permanent belief in the existence of the real (perceptual) 
world and of ourselves as parts or members of this world” 
(Gurwitsch 1964/2010, p. 512). What is encountered in 
James’ paramount reality is experienced as having an exis-
tence that is independent of each of us, and our momentary 
experiences. The paramount reality forms a larger fringe 
that extends beyond the person’s own individual stream of 
thoughts. Affordances can be belong to a paramount real-
ity that is experience-independent while also having the 
property of loveliness as Chemero defines it, and existing 
independently of any act of observation. We have argued 
for this claim on two grounds. First, we have proposed that 
the notion of possibility appealed to in the concept of affor-
dance should be analysed by reference to the fringe of felt 
relations that belongs to pure experience. Second, we have 
argued that the affordances belonging to the paramount real-
ity are best understood prior to any distinction or separation 
of subjects from objects. When we understand affordances 
objectively in the terms of the natural sciences, this is the 
result of an act of abstraction in which we selectively attend 
to an affordances taking it a part from the halo of relations 
which normally surround it.

Baggs and Chemero may object that when researchers 
are concerned with what they call “the habitat”, they oper-
ate with a dispositional, and not with a relational conception 
of affordance. They have in fact introduced the distinction 
between the habitat and umwelt in part to provide a rec-
onciliation between dispositional and relational theories of 
affordances. When an ecological psychologist designs an 
experiment that aims to probe the behavioural responses of 
the average or typical member of a species, they will be tar-
geting affordances as belonging to the habitat. Baggs and 
Chemero claim that the affordances of a habitat are best con-
ceived of as dispositional properties of physical objects. The 
dispositional understanding of affordance captures a notion 
of affordance used in the empirical literature that refers to a 
relatively persisting structure in the physical world. Affor-
dances as they show up in the umwelt are however con-
tinuously undergoing change based in part on the person’s 
action capabilities” (Chemero 2022 p.46; cf. Chemero 2009 
on affordances 2.0). To account for how individuals are 
able to successfully adapt their actions to fit the demands 
of a changing environment, researchers will make use of 
a relational understanding of affordances as features of an 
umwelt.
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The noema, just like pure experience, is prior to any 
ontological separation of subjects from objects. Gurwitsch 
described the relationship between the noema and the per-
ceptual manifestations of the actual object (the different 
noetic acts) as “a relationship between a member of a sys-
tem and the system itself” (Gurwitsch 1966, p. 146). For 
both Gurwitsch and James, the separation between the sub-
ject-pole and the object-pole of experience is ultimately not 
given in immediate experience. In pre-reflective experience, 
there is no dualism in the correlation between noema and 
different noetic acts since the perceptual object is, following 
Gurwitsch, nothing more than “apprehension of a system of 
appearances from the vantage-point of one of its members” 
(Gurwitsch 1964/2010).

Gurwitsch and Schutz,8 were however critical of James’ 
claim that paramount reality depends on the interests of the 
individual perceiver. They argued instead that a paramount 
reality is inherently intersubjective, common to all fellow 
human beings. The world whose existence we take for 
granted is inhabited by other people. The presence of other 
people organizes our daily experiences. The same inherent 
organization of my experience is connected to others by a 
multitude of social relationships reflecting the regularities 
of a social world in which I live and act. To explain why the 
field of consciousness is organized as it is, we must assume 
the existence of other people. The field of consciousness 
for Gurwitsch and Schutz is always organized in ways that 
reflect an intersubjective reality with a specific social order. 
Indeed the selective interests of the individual perceiver 
are arguably a reflection of the intersubjective and socially 
ordered surroundings inhabited by other people.

Gurwitsch criticized James for focusing exclusively on 
selective interest as an organizing principle of the field of 
consciousness, and neglecting how the field is already orga-
nized by social and cultural orders.9 If attention is taken to 

8 In this article, we set aside important differences between Gurwitsch 
and Schutz. In their life-long correspondence, the two authors recog-
nized that their respective approaches were reaching the same conclu-
sions starting from different problems. After reading Schutz’s essay 
“On Multiple Realities” (1945), Gurwitsch described himself as “dig-
ging a tunnel” with Schutz producing “ knocking which announces 
the worker from the other side” (Grathoff 1989, p. 75).

9 A reviewer of this paper pointed out that James could have argued 
that what individuals attend to and are selectively interested in is 
pre-structured by individual’s taking part in social and cultural life. 
There is no obvious inconsistency between admitting that individual 
attention and selective interest structures experience from moment to 
moment and thinking of the field of experience as being always and 
already organized by social and cultural life. We agree and suggest 
that it is exactly this social and cultural pre-structuring of the field 
of experience that Gurwisch is pointing to when we claims that the 
organization of the field of experience is autochthonous. What we 
are questioning is that it is possible to account for the organization of 
the field of experience in isolation from the intersubjectively shared 
world in which experience typically takes place.

5 The Field Organization of Experience

The phenomenological motifs present in James’ radical 
empiricism were noted by Gurwitsch in a letter to Schutz. 
Gurwitsch wrote:

“What do you think about this idea? “Pure experi-
ence” becomes the noema, world and I two systems 
‘’within the experiential realm” and in a certain sense 
indeed out of the same stuff-namely noematic stuff. 
The question of consciousness becomes the question 
of the I in James, and the “stream of experience” is 
our good old pure consciousness. The moral of the 
story is not, of course, James = phenomenology, but 
that a sufficient radicalization of his position leads to 
phenomenology.”6 (Grathoff 1989, p. 39)

Gurwitsch seems to be suggesting in this passage that the 
phenomenological concept of the noema, employed to anal-
yse the intentional structure of perceptual experience, can 
be mapped onto pure experience. Husserl defines the noema 
as the sense (Sinn) of “the perceiving thing as such” (1983). 
Consider as an example a person seeing a blossoming apple 
tree. They can view the tree from many perspectives as 
they approach the tree and walk around it. Each perspec-
tive is grasped through what Husserl described as a different 
“act” of consciousness. Husserl called the perceptual acts 
that present a subject with an object from a particular per-
spective, “noetic” acts. In each noetic act, it is one and the 
same tree that a person experiences. The noema refers to 
the perceived object - the blossoming apple tree - just as it 
appears in the person’s visual experience.7 The noema is the 
perceived object itself considered within phenomenological 
reflection precisely as it is perceived.

6 Interestingly, Schutz noticed that an important correlation with the 
phenomenological notions of noesis and noema could already be 
observed in some of James’s early concepts developed in the Prin-
ciples. What Schutz had in mind were James’ dual notions of “think-
ing” and the “object of thought of” (1966b, p.30). While showing 
how these Jamesian concepts contained in germinal forms the motifs 
of radical empiricism goes beyond the scope of this paper, Schutz’s 
reflections highlight that the convergences between James’ work 
and the phenomenological tradition are far from being sporadic or 
coincidental.

7 Interpreters of Husserl have disagreed about how best to interpret 
his notion of the noema. Some have read the concept through the 
lens of Frege interpreting the noema as an ideal mode of presenta-
tion - a concept or proposition - that bestows meaning on individual 
noetic acts (see e.g. Follesdal 1969, McIntyre 1986, Dreyfus 1972). 
Consciousness is directed at the world only via an ideal intermedi-
ary on this reading. Others (e.g. Cairns 1940/1968; Drummond 1990, 
Zahavi 2004) have followed Gurwitsch (1966, 1964/2010) in under-
standing the noema as the perceived object just as it is perceived. It is 
this latter reading of the noema that is in keeping with James’ concept 
of pure experience, as we will explain further above.
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process of reorganization based, in part, on experiences of 
acting in and with the environment.

“Before the very eyes of the experiencing subjects, 
the experiential stream itself undergoes a phenomenal 
transformation in that organization appears, whereas a 
moment previously it was altogether absent. Organi-
zation emerges out of the experiential stream and thus 
proves a feature imminent to and exhibited by imme-
diate experience, not bestowed upon the latter from 
without.” (1964/2010, p. 32).

Gurwitsch describes the natural groupings as arising within 
the field of experience in virtue of how functional objects 
have been used in concrete situations, in connection with 
other tools in particular social settings. He gives the example 
of seeing an inkwell on a desk surrounded by pencils, papers 
and related implements. These surroundings represent what 
he describes as “the authentic milieu” of the inkwell. They 
reflect the typical setting in which we perform the activi-
ties of writing associated with the inkwell. When the ink-
well is our theme, the other objects that occupy the thematic 
field are experienced as connected to it by a web of func-
tional relationships that reflect the situations and activities 
in which the inkwell partakes in our society. The relevancy 
principles that underlie the theme-thematic field relationship 
reflect the person’s familiarity with these typical situations 
and the rules and maxims connected with them. However, 
the situation changes if the inkwell is moved to another 
context in which it is not generally used. If the inkwell is 
moved, for example, and placed on a piano, “It is displaced, 
“does not belong there”, is not found in its authentic milieu 
[…] It looks differently, and its “function” changes with the 
thematic field” (Gurwitsch 1966, pp. 206–207.)

To conceive of the field of experience as structured only 
by the selective interests of the perceiver would result in an 
experience whose focus presents itself as “all shades and 
no boundaries” (Gurwitsch 1964/2010, p. 26). (See Fig. 1a.)

Following Gurwitsch, we have argued that such a descrip-
tion of the structure of the field misses how experience has 
a theme that is related to a wider thematic field by relevancy 
principles. Distinguishing between the theme, thematic field 
and margin makes it possible to account for what Gurwitsch 
called the “autochthonous organization” of the field of expe-
rience (see Fig. 1b).

This difference in appearance requires making refer-
ence to the relevancy principles that organize experience. 
Such differences are not captured so long as we restrict our 
account to what the perceiver’s attention selects based on 
their momentary interests. If we assume the relationship 
between the inkwell and its surroundings is determined only 
by the perceiver’s selective interests, it becomes difficult 

bestow on an otherwise “primordial chaos of sensations” 
a meaningful organization, Gurwitsch argues this leaves 
unexplained how anything can be selected and be segre-
gated from the rest of the field in the first place. To direct 
our attention at something, it is necessary to presuppose an 
already organized field in which some aspects are immedi-
ately experienced as salient and qualitatively different from 
others. James failed to recognize what Gurwitsch called the 
“autochthonous” organization of the field of experience.

Arvidson traces the etymology of the meaning of the 
term “autochthonous” to a feature that has sprung from the 
land itself:

“A mountain, for example, may be called an autoch-
thonous feature of a geographic area. To say that 
organization is an autochthonous feature of what is 
experienced is to say that when experience is orga-
nized, it is primordially and originally organized. It 
means that “organization is inherent and immanent 
in immediate experience, and not brought about by 
any special organizing principle, agency, or activity.” 
(1992, p. 54).

To describe the inherent organization of the field of experi-
ence, Gurwitsch introduced the concept of “relevancy prin-
ciples”. For a proper understanding of this central concept, 
it is necessary to first describe the domains Gurwitsch uses 
to characterize the field of consciousness. Gurwitsch fol-
lowed James in claiming that every experience presents a 
focus that engrosses the mind of the perceiver, and a margin 
bound to the field for temporal reasons. Gurwitsch however 
introduces a further demarcation distinguishing the thematic 
field from the margin. The elements within the thematic 
field are functionally and materially relevant to the perspec-
tive from which the theme is perceived. Relevancy princi-
ples determine the interconnections of the elements within 
the thematic field and connect them with the theme. The 
elements within the thematic field are experienced as hav-
ing affinity and “being of a certain concern to the theme”. 
They have something to do with it; they are relevant to it.“ 
(1964/2010, p.331).

Gurwitsch’s concept of the thematic field related to the 
focus by relevancy principles was partly inspired by the 
experiments of the Gestalt psychologist Wolfgang Köhler, 
conducted on chimpanzees in the Tenerife Islands (Köhler 
1917/1925). Köhler showed that after a group of chimps 
learned how to use tools to reach food, the perceptual expe-
rience of the chimps underwent reorganization and regroup-
ing. Based on these experiments, Gurwitsch argued that the 
objects directly given in experience have a functional char-
acter shaped by past experience. Over the course of devel-
opment, the field of experience goes through a continuous 
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major depression or obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD). 
The field of relevant affordances (see Fig. 2) is described 
as structured by three main dimensions represented by the 
coloured bars in the figure below. The width and height of 

to make sense of how context can qualitatively change the 
experience of the focus.

Many theorists in ecological psychology explain the 
development of perceptual skills in terms of the education 
of the child’s attention and intention by adults (e.g. Reed 
1996; Gibson and Pick 2000; Jacobs and Michaels 2007). 
The child learns from their family and others in their com-
munity to pay attention to structure in flows of ambient 
information that is specific to affordances. Were it not for 
this educating of the child’s attention to structures within 
their ecological niche, the child might otherwise overlook or 
neglect affordances. The affordances the child selects as rel-
evant is therefore in part due to shared attention to publicly 
and intersubjectively shared affordances.

A similar idea of attention as providing structure to the 
field of relevant affordances is outlined in de Haan and col-
leagues (2013). De Haan and colleagues describe the dif-
ferences in structure of the field of relevant affordances 
of healthy individuals and that of subjects diagnosed with 

Fig. 2 The field of relevant affor-
dances in (a) healthy subjects as 
compared to individuals diagnosed 
with (b) Depression (c) and Obsessive 
Compulsive Disorder. Reproduced 
with permission from de Haan et al. 
(2013). All copyrights are attributed 
to the original authors

 

Fig. 1 a: Fig. 1a represents the 
field of experience structured by 
the perceiver’s selective inter-
est in the inkwell in its typical 
setting (left panel) and the same 
object displaced to the piano 
(right panel). The drawing aims 
to illustrate how James’ bipartite 
characterization of the field of 
experience leaves implicit how 
the social context may alter the 
experience of the inkwell. The 
difference between the focus and 
the fringes is depicted by the 
different contours, colouring and 
shading b: Fig. 1b represents the 
field of experience by making 
use of Gurwitsch’s distinction 
between theme, thematic field 
and margin. Unlike Fig. 1a, 
here it is possible to appreciate 
how the inkwell is differently 
experienced if moved from its 
typical setting (left panel) to a 
piano (right panel). We have 
suggested that if thought of as 
structured by socially established 
relevancy principles, the field of 
experience can be characterized 
in such a way as to make the 
existence of an intersubjective 
and socially organized paramount 
reality explicit. As in the previous 
figure, the difference between the 
theme thematic field and margin 
is depicted by the different 
contours, colouring and shading 
(Illustrations by Lorenzo Cantar-
ella; our thanks for permission to 
publish them.)
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This sensitivity is developed by participating in social 
and cultural practices.10 Infants and young children for 
instance, under the guidance of their caregivers slowly 
become attuned to the norms, rules and maxims that tac-
itly structure everyday social interactions. They can learn, 
for example, how to use a spoon during lunchtime to eat 
soup, while responding to other affordances of the spoon 
during playtime in the garden, e.g., using the spoon to dig 
the ground (Heft 1982). The normative value of the spoon 
depends on its recurrent usages in a form of life and how 
these usages are realized within individual situations.11

As Withagen et al. (2017) usefully note, one crucial 
aspect of inviting relevant affordances is that they can 
always be declined despite our needs, interest and plans. 
This is the case when some actions are not adequate or 
socially accepted by the pragmatics of the individual situ-
ation. Suppose for instance that I am a chain smoker. The 
solicitations offered by the pack of cigarettes in my pocket 
is mitigated by the fact that I am, at the moment, teaching 
and smoking is not allowed in the classroom. While our 
needs can make certain affordances strongly alluring, the 
socio-cultural contexts in which we typically act constrain 
us. They delimit what is appropriate or inappropriate in the 
light of the norms we follow by participating in communal 
practices (Wittgenstein 1953; Rietveld 2008).

We have seen above how Gurwitsch and Schutz rec-
ognized the structuring of everyday experience by our 
socio-cultural surroundings. with his distinction of the 
three domains invariantly present in all our experiences: 
the theme, the thematic field and the margin. These three 
domains can be thought of as structuring principles for the 
field of relevant affordances. The value of thinking of the 
field of relevant affordances through Gurwitsch’s tripartite 
model is the possibility of making explicit how each affor-
dance is always selected and thematised as part of an inter-
subjective paramount reality.

10 In a similar fashion, Maiese (2021) draws on Varela’s (1991) con-
cept of micro-identities to argue that the agent’s interconnected skills, 
abilities and habits are related to the norms and social regularities of 
typical socio-cultural contexts. A field of relevant affordances will 
have a different organization if experienced from the perspective of a 
doctor, a schoolteacher, a family member or a dentist.
11 Baggs and Chemero (2019) also recognize that the structure of each 
individual’s umwelt depends in part on the individual’s social learning. 
They highlight that since our early days, we are immediately involved 
in ongoing social interactions with our caregivers who scaffold and 
guide our early activities. The normative character of the umwelt is 
always shaped by systemic cultural factors that go beyond individual 
needs and affective concerns (cf. Wilkinson and Chemero 2023).

each bar refers to the priority - the salience, importance - 
that is given to an individual affordance in relation to other 
relevant affordances. We can think of this in terms of the 
soliciting, inviting power or demand character of individual 
relevant affordances (Brown 1929; Koffka 1935; Lewin 
1931; Dreyfus and Kelly 2007; Withagen 2022, 2023). The 
depth of the field as a whole signifies the temporal depth 
of the field and the subject’s anticipatory responses to the 
multiple affordances that solicit them in any given situation, 
some of which may lie in the future.

De Haan and colleagues suggest that the structure of the 
field depends upon the interests, needs and affective con-
cern of the individual at the time. Thus, the concern of the 
person with OCD is shaped by their obsessions and compul-
sions. In OCD the field is dominated by affordances that 
relate to the person’s obsessions and compulsions, crowding 
out other relevant possibilities. The field of the person with 
major depression is by contrast characterized by a flatness. 
Due to their anhedonia, nothing in particular moves them to 
act. Their field is thus coloured grey in Fig. 32 below with 
a flatness that reflects the blunting of the depressed person’s 
emotions. The field of relevant affordances for the healthy 
individual is populated by multiple relevant affordances. 
The affordances that have the greatest soliciting power are 
a reflection of the person’s concern as a skilled agent to act 
in ways that are appropriate and adequate to their particular 
situation.

It might be thought that the field of relevant affordances 
for the individual is structured by selective interests, just 
as was argued in James. However, a closer reading of SIF 
reveals this is not the case. The notion of skilled intention-
ality that is at the core of SIF is introduced to account for 
the individual’s selective and simultaneous responsiveness 
to multiple relevant affordances (Rietveld et al. 2018). The 
selection of relevant affordances from the affordances avail-
able in the local landscape is made on the basis of what 
Rietveld (2008; also see Van Den Herik and Rietveld 2021) 
called ‘situated normativity’. This is the capacity to make 
distinctions between better or worse, adequate or inad-
equate, correct or incorrect ways of acting in the context of 
a particular situation. Skilled individuals show an apprecia-
tion in a given situation for ways of acting that are appro-
priate to the particularities and uniqueness of the situation 
in which they find themselves. They are able to adequately 
adapt what they do to the unique and often unrepeatable 
features of the situation in which they are acting. The core 
idea behind skilled intentionality is that certain affordances 
stand out from the landscape and solicit action based on the 
individual’s sensitivity to situated norms.
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