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ed by Dorian.> Mere days later, Trump called
a conference in the Oval Office. There, he
held up a forecast map doctored with black
marker (a.k.a. Sharpie), now “showing” what
Trump had “seen”: the cone of uncertainty
well over Alabama. Now forced to reconcile
two opposing versions, and respond to the
President’s actions, the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Association (NOAA) released
an unsigned, equivocal statement about
Trump’s forecast. NOAASs failure to explicitly
uphold the scientific status of meteorology’s
observation sent ripples throughout the pro-
fession.* In an email he sent to an NOAA col-
league, Neil Jacobs, the Assistant Secretary of
Commerce for Environmental Observation
and Prediction, pleaded: “You have no idea
how hard I'm fighting to keep politics out of
science” Speaking on behalf of the collec-
tive of professional observers, Jacobs added,
“We are an objective science agency, and we
won't and never will base any decisions on
anything other than science]...]”

«10» The way these events unfolded,
starting from the way that Trump’s observa-
tions were pitted against those of meteorolo-
gists, and how the balance of power between
what particular observers could say was re-
stored by the Department of Commerce, is
an account for another occasion. I mention it
here as a way of problematizing the statement
that “everything is said is said by an observer”
(and to an observer) and whether it offers ad-
equate explanation that not all observations
are considered equal, for they emerge in -
and allow for - relations of power.

3| “The storm has moved on, but Alabam-
ans are still divided over Trump’s fake Hurricane
Dorian warning,” by James Cullen, Insider, 12
September 2019. https://www.insider.com/hurri-
cane-dorian-alabama-controversy-birmingham-
divided-2019-9

4
er intensifies;” by David Green and Mary Scott
Hodgin, NPR, 10 September 2019. https://www.
wvpublic.org/2019-09-10/debate-over-the-politi-
cization-of-weather-intensifies

“Debate over the politicization of weath-

5| Cited in “New emails show how President
Trump roiled NOAA during Hurricane Dorian,”
by Andrew Freedman and Jason Samenow,
Washington Post, 1 February 2020. https://www.
washingtonpost.com/weather/2020/02/01/new-
emails-show-how-president-trump-roiled-noaa-
during-hurricane-dorian/
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> Abstract - | pose three general ques-
tions to the target article: (a) How radi-
cal should the explanatory models of
the prospective Maturanian turn be?
To address this, | propose a recurrential,
narrative approach focused on observing
the history of meaning grounding of an
agent and then explaining such history
by creating a story. (b) Should this turn
also avoid human exceptionalism and,
instead, understand language as part of a
bigger systemic structure of agents’ ways
of sense-making and action? (c) What is
the place of the latter theories of educa-
tion proposed by Maturana, particularly
the concept of emotioning, in the pro-
spective turn?

«1» In his target article, Alexander
Kravchenko proposes a novel change of
perspective in linguistics, a Maturanian
Turn, as a way to address explanatory gaps
in the normal, hegemonic, orthodox, grand

https://constructivist.info/18/1/030.kravchenko
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theories of linguistics. To introduce the ar-
guments, the article starts with an autobio-
graphical account of the author’s research
path in linguistics and the discovery and
adoption into his scholarship of some of the
theories of the biologist and philosopher
Humberto Maturana. I consider such an
autobiographical account an essential part
of the arguments that the author puts into
play, since it serves as a meta, self-observing
strategy to show that meaning and learning
come in part from an individual’s experi-
ence, ways of knowing, and subsequent ways
of bringing forth a world.! This is consistent
with what the author points out in §6, para-
phrasing Maturana: that “everything said is
said by an observer;” and with the affirma-
tion of second-order cyberneticians that
the observer is also part of the system she
tries to describe. In this self-observing way,
Kravchenko shows how he builds his own
path by reflecting on previous steps in his
research. In consequence, we can approach
the history of discovery and change of ideas
by the author and, empathetically, we can
then tune in to his stance regarding ortho-
dox theories in linguistics and what he con-
siders their gaps. Following this line, I agree
with the author about Maturana’s biology
of cognition being insufficiently adopted in
linguistics and semiotics, and the need for a
more Maturanian turn.

How radical should the turn

be in explanatory terms?

«2» Kravchenko recognizes and sum-
marizes three grand orthodox theories in
the history of linguistics:

= The historical paradigm, related to the
biomorphic metaphor, which conceives
of language as an evolutive lineage that
could be studied with archeological
methods;

= The structuralist paradigm, related
to the instrumental metaphor, which
conceives of language as an objective
structure of sign relations that could be
studied apart from the context and prag-
matic uses of speakers; and, finally,

1| “Bringing forth a world” is an expres-
sion used in the enactivist literature (e.g., Varela,
Rosch & Thompson 1991) to refer to the acquain-
tance of an agent with the meaningful structure of
the world by means of making sense and acting.

= The cognitivist paradigm, related to the
computer metaphor, which conceives of
language as a set of algorithms that are

ultimately body agnostic.
6

Subsequently, as a main point in his ar-
ticle, the author recognizes major gaps
in such theories: they lack a biology of
cognition perspective, and they do not
consider aspects like the particular evo-
lution, embodiment, situation (context)
and point of view of the observer. How-
ever, there are already alternative theo-
ries that are not mentioned in the target
article and which originate as responses
to the orthodox cognitivist paradigm:
= Connectionist theories, which conceive
of minds as a complex system of simple
entities that produce emergent effects;
they originate in early cybernetics and
have gained importance in contem-
porary science with increasingly more
sophisticated neural networks and ar-
tificial language models (Brown et al.
2020);
= Embodied and situated approaches to
cognition, for which the body of an or-
ganism and its concrete spatio-temporal
situation are the fundamental grounds
of meaning making and the origin of the
structures of language; and
= Enactive theories, for which meaning
and action become an inseparable, non-
representational process that continu-
ously brings forth a world for an agent.
«3» Taking these alternative theo-
ries into account, one could claim that an
embodied, situated, perspectival turn in
linguistics has been steadily growing in
academia over the last two or three de-
cades. Many cognitive linguistics theories
rely on models that are open to consider-
ations about the body, the situation, and
the pragmatic context - even erasing the
traditional distinction between semantics
and pragmatics —, and thus take the ob-
server into consideration. However, these
theories ultimately reduce their models to
quasi-computational descriptions that use
bodily or situated descriptions of an ideal
environment as inputs, as is the case for
theories such as the conceptual metaphor
theory (Lakoff & Johnson 2003), the image
schema theory (Johnson 2009), or concep-
tual blending theory (Fauconnier & Turner
2003). (By quasi-computational I mean

that descriptions intend to account for
sense-making? in terms of semantic func-
tions® operating with the vague concepts
elicited in everyday-life communication;
that is, they reduce semiosis to algorithms.)
All these theories are embodied and prag-
matic, in principle, but when they explain
how sense-making operates, they resort
to rather schematic explanations that see
perception as input and a pragmatic situ-
ation as a function for obtaining meaning.
These theories are ultimately internalist ap-
proaches, because they conceive of body
and situation as being computed in the
head. This is not to disparage such theories,
because they all offer useful and insightful
explanatory models, but to highlight that
they lack a more granular and rich strategy
for describing the multiple complexities of
structural coupling, languaging, emotion-
ing, conversation, interaction, and natu-
ral drift, to use Maturanian terms. And to
overcome this limitation, explanation of in-
teractional behavior could be reinterpreted
by means of narrative descriptions or even
visual models (see Rodriguez Gémez 2022
for a review of the visual thinking of Mat-
urana and Varela). A more radical account
could be to complement these schematic
models from cognitive linguistics with
what I have called “narrations of recur-
rences” (Rodriguez 2016; Rodriguez Go-
mez 2019). In general terms, recurrences
are the different layers of history that scaf-
fold and ground* meaning for organisms.
They account for how the past, be it evo-
lutive, personal, or collective, defines how
meaning will develop in the future. In this
sense, recurrences are hysteretical process-
es. I distinguish three types of recurrences
(Rodriguez 2016):

2| By sense-making I am referring here to
what is called semiosis in semiotic theories: the
general act of interpreting a sign and taking sub-
sequent action.

3| Function in the mathematical sense: a
mapping that transforms an input to an output,
or projects a value from one domain onto another.

4| The concept of grounding is borrowed
from the semiotic thinking of Charles Sanders
Peirce (1960). For him, the ground is the relation-
ship that links a Sign (or representamen) with its
Object.
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Yes

Evolution is a continuous process

Evolution is a discontinuous process

Gradualism

Transformativism

Humans have superior faculties over other organisms

No

Unitarism

Pluralism

Table 1« Classification of discourses about anthropological difference.

= Phylogenetic recurrence, or the evolutive
history of an agent that determines the
particular features of its body and its
biologically based purposes;
= Ontogenetic recurrence, or the individ-
ual history of an agent’s acquaintance
with the environment through enac-
tion; and
Collective recurrence, or the history of
creation of social institutions, knowl-
edge, symbols, and customs, and social-
ly assigned or imposed purposes.
«4» For describing recurrences, that
is, the history of how meaning is grounded
in organisms, one may take a narrative ap-
proach by telling a story® about how these
levels of recurrence ground certain ways of
meaning making and certain ways of com-
munication: how somebody came to know
or interact in some way. In this sense, what
we call here a story is the description of how
meaning is grounded in previous evolutive,
individual, and collective history, or how
previous events bring about the possibility
of a particular interpretation by an agent.
While history implies events, a story is the
selection and illustration, for explanatory
purposes, of the most relevant causations of
an act of sense-making (Rodriguez 2016).
We can link this to the Maturanian notion
that dancing is a form of conversation: Mat-
urana affirms that -

¢ People say that dancing is a body language, a
way of communicating. I say that dancing is a
conversation, the intertwining of languaging and
emotioning, and it is because dancing has, on the
one hand, the story that its choreography evokes,

5| In this case, narration is a system of de-
scription used to explain a particular develop-
ment of meaning making that is established by
observing patterns of events in changing contexts,
and expressing that meaning as a story.

and on the other, the emotion that invites us to
live?%¢ (Maturana & Bloch 1996: 13, my transla-
tion)

If we use the previously mentioned catego-
ries of recurrences, we could say that danc-
ing involves an evolutive level that defines
how it is possible for humans to move in
certain ways, an evolved cultural level of
musical genres and dance steps that enable
coordination between dance partners based
on collective customs, and an individual
history of coupling to the practices and en-
joyments of dancing. All these layers offer
opportunities for narrating, and then better
explaining, how the act of dancing as con-
versation takes place.

«g5» It is for this reason that I high-
lighted the power of the biographical ac-
count in the introduction of Kravchenko’s
article: it is a story showing how a particular
way of bringing forth a world develops and
changes, and also how the author structur-
ally couples to its theoretical environment. I
agree with what the author says in (§39); it is
easier to talk about what one knows, because
our ways of meaning are connected to our
histories of living. The explanatory method
of narrating the grounding of meaning helps
one to recognize oneself as an observer in a
particular here and now. In this sense, the
strategy of narrating recurrences has the
same purposes that Kravchenko proposes:
namely the need for a linguistic theory that
takes into account cognitive domains, situ-

6| The Spanish original reads, “La gente dice
que el baile es un lenguaje corporal, un modo de
comunicarse. Yo digo que bailar es un conversar,
el entrelazamiento del lenguajear y el emocionar,
y que lo es porque el baile tiene, por un lado, el
cuento que evoca su coreografia, y por el otro, la
emocion que invita a vivir”

ated contexts, evolutionary history, and em-
bodiment.

« 6 » Regarding the idea of an extended
adoption of Maturanian insights into lin-
guistics, I wonder: How radical should a
paradigmatic turn be in terms of explanato-
ry models? How do we account for the many
layers of evolutive, collective and individual
groundings of languaging and bringing
forth a world? Should this Maturanian Turn
use traditional descriptive practices of lin-
guistics and science, or should it take a more
narrative, or even poetic methodology? Q1)

Human exceptionalism

«7» Related to QI, if we adopt a more
radical,
view, we could also defend a position that
does not stand for human exceptionalism.
This position suggests a shift in linguistics
from the question of what makes us human
and what makes our manner of languaging
unique to the question of how language is
embedded in a broader common ground
shared with multiple living beings with their
own ways of sense making and even their
own ways of languaging. It suggests displac-
ing our interest from only humans to what is
common to all forms of sense-making and
sign production, and to what is specific to
each of the myriads of ways of communica-
tion. Studies in biosemiotics have pointed
out different discursive postures about an-
thropological difference, most saliently in
the work of Filip Jaro§ and Timo Maran
(2019), who classify such discourses accord-
ing to their conception of evolution (contin-
uous or discontinuous) and human faculties
(superior or not superior in degree rather
than in kind) (Table 1).

«8» In the target article, §§16, 23, and
46f seem to allude to a gradualist or trans-
formativist discourse, especially the argu-
ment about orthodox linguistic theories be-

multiple-layered, encompassing
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ing “prescience” because they do not “offer
a scientific notion of language as a uniquely
distinct systemic feature of our biological
species” (§17). Even when Maturana was
ambivalent with respect to humans’ cogni-
tive and languaging capabilities’ superiority
in relation to other organisms,” he was also
resonant with biosemiotic and posthuman
views (Rodriguez Gomez 2021) that attempt
to decenter human experience and consider
it, from a systemic point of view, as a part of
a much richer intertwining of semiospheres.
If we adopt a recurrential methodology, we
could also narrate complex ways of commu-
nication by other organisms and situate hu-
man language in the larger scheme. So, this
makes me wonder: Is human exceptionalism
implicated in the Maturanian turn? ()

Theories of education, emotion and

language advanced by Maturana

«9» In the 1990s and 2000s, Maturana
wrote multiple articles and essays that re-
flected on the problem of education from
a biology of cognition and a biology of
love perspective (Maturana 1991; Dévila &
Maturana 2009; Maturana & Verden-Zoller
2008; Maturana & Ddvila 2015). In these
reflections, Maturana and his colleagues
tackled the dynamics of languaging, world
making and conversation, which Kravchen-
ko addressed in the article, but also the role
of what Maturana called emotioning. The
concept of emotioning is important for lan-
guage teaching, one of the main topics of the
target article, because it addresses the con-
nections between sentiments, beliefs, and
dispositions to act. Besides the remarks that
Kravchenko makes about the insufficiency
of grammars to account for the expressions
of speakers (§4), there are also other social
factors that could be addressed from a Mat-
uranian perspective: namely, opening spac-
es for convivence and a creation of a com-
mon history of respect for and appreciation

7| For example, in El drbol del conocimiento
(Maturana & Varela 2003), the authors present
the notion of natural drift and a horizontal view
of evolution, neither of which portrays the abil-
ity of any given organism as superior but as the
result of adaptive change, while in Amor y juego
(Maturana & Verden-Zoller 1993), the authors
defend language as an exceptional and essential
human ability.

of one another as essential factors for teach-
ing and learning a language. For example, as
Rodrigo Aragdo (2011) describes in his ar-
ticle about a study of teachers of English as
a Foreign Language in Brazil, sentiments of
fear, frustration, anxiety, shame, and loneli-
ness can hinder someone’s interactions and
dispositions to engage in conversation. For
this reason, Aragao insists in the creation of
“safe and welcoming conversational spaces”
(ibid: 273) by understanding the relation-
ship of languaging, or mutual differentia-
tion, with emotioning, or the flow of emo-
tions in relational spaces. This takes me to
my final question: What is the place of the
latter works of Maturana on education in
this proposal of a Maturanian Turn in lin-

guistics? @
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> Abstract - Instead of trying to trans-
form orthodox linguistics into a science,
language researchers should focus on
the new epistemological foundations of
language science, facilitating the oncom-
ing change in the scientific paradigm.

«1» There are three major issues my
commentators seem to converge on: (a) how
Humberto Maturana’s ideas on language
and cognition complement, or fit in with,
the body of linguistic knowledge accumu-
lated over the history of language studies,
(b) whether the general systems approach
clarifies Maturana’s approach to language,
and (c) whether his constructivist episte-
mology built around the notion of the ob-
server may be viewed as a sound scientific
fundament for transdisciplinary research in
the human sciences. Accordingly, I will try
to address these issues in that order.

“Linguistics” vs “language

science”

«2» There is a tendency in contempo-
rary research to use the term “linguistics”
as a cover term for any academic activity
concerned with various kinds of questions
about language asked over the millennia-
long history of language studies. The aims
and goals of such studies have been diverse,
defined by the particular agendas pursued,
and, as a branch of knowledge, such stud-
ies have been, and still are, known as “phi-
lology” (not to mention a somewhat more
confined area of hermeneutics). Envisioned
by Ferdinand de Saussure as an autonomous
discipline within social sciences, a scientific
(that is, “objective”) study of language as a
sign system to which analytical procedures
can be applied, linguistics, with its instru-
mental view of language instilled in our
minds by the education system (Kravchenko
2016), continues to inform our daily social
practices. As I have argued in Kravchenko
(2020a), from the very start linguistics as an

“objective science” chose to view language
as something “out there,” a thing that existed
on its own in “external reality” and was used
by humans just as they use other material
objects to meet their pragmatic needs.

«3» For the above-mentioned reason,
as a term used to designate the scientific
study of language, “linguistics” has been se-
riously compromised. Since its initiation by
Saussure, over a century ago, it has acquired
a host of undesirable connotations interwo-
ven in its very meaning. The epistemologi-
cally and methodologically limited view of
language as a functional tool has dominated
language studies, and just the use of the
term “linguistics” invokes a set of structur-
alist ideas about language as a conventional
symbolic system used in an instrumental
function. It is for this reason that “linguis-
tics” may no longer be seen as an appropri-
ate name for scientific explorations of lan-
guage and should be replaced with a more
neutral term. “Language science” would be
a good candidate, and it is used in the title
of the target article for a purpose: while I
do not see good prospects for linguistics, I
do see them for language science. This is a
very important distinction that may have
escaped my commentators’ attention. Thus,
Ekaterina Sangati attributes to me a claim I
never make, that “the Maturanian view on
language is a better foundation for linguis-
tics as a science than previously or currently
dominant approaches” (§1) and speaks of
“Maturanian linguistics” (§11); Mariaelena
Bartesaghi thinks my aim is to reconstruct
linguistics to make it a science (§$1, 5); and
Vincent Kenny believes I am interested in
“revolutionizing the discipline of linguistics”
(S1). Similarly, I find Aaron Braver’s (§§1f) in-
terchangeable use of the terms, “linguistics”
and “language sciences” with a biological
foundation, misleading, contributing to the
already profound methodological confusion
as far as the subject matter of language sci-
ence goes.

«4 » Bravers (§9) conclusion that “many
linguists already do take heed” of my agenda
for the language sciences articulated in the
target article stems from another confusion,
this time a conceptual one. Scholars famil-
iar with Humberto Maturana’s biology of
language and 4E cognitive science would
immediately contend that it is neither about
the Chomskyan biolinguistics Braver men-
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