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to this idea whereas others found it liberat-
ing? More generally, which aspects of BoC
were most helpful and were they the ones
most easily used by the XLab groups? @

«6» I am particularly interested in
how to bridge gaps between alternative ob-
jectivities. Recently, Fritz Reusswig (2020)
pointed out that recognizing and accepting
the different positions on climate change is
not enough and that the implications of dif-
ferent positions need careful consideration
and evaluation. In the domain of climate
sustainability, the different positions have
economic implications that diverge when
oil companies face climate-change activists.
As the divergence between deeply opposed
“objective realities” is becoming more vio-
lent, these differences are becoming increas-
ingly problematic. In these circumstances,
civic engagement may be a viable approach
(Gash 2022). In Gash (2020), I describe that
when disagreements are deep, opposing
views are polarised between well-identified
groups of people and their identity makes
change very difficult. In my work, I found
that finding a context where different views
could be discussed was helpful, though in
the case of stereotypes this was often not
possible when the stereotype was part of the
observer’s identity. Are there details con-
cerning use of BoC that were helpful that
could provide guidance in these fraught cir-
cumstances? @
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> Abstract - | seek to build upon Whita-
ker's progress in bringing insights from
Maturana’s corpus to bear in consen-
sual operational domains. By connecting
Whitaker’s methods to the work of other
cyberneticians and offering an approach
to systemic racism as a “test-case,” it
seeks to connect Whitaker’s work to an
emergent critical cybernetics that shares
similar concerns.

«1» Randall Whitaker has taken on a
fraught and formidable task in seeking to
wrest applicable tools for “research and de-
velopment” projects from a corpus that, as
Whitaker acknowledges, “rarely address[es]
artifacts with which observers may interact”
(523) and in which references to “physical
space” and “realization” are still shrouded in
some ontological uncertainty (§12). He has,
however, seemed to have had some success
in addressing consequences for consensual
domains of interaction generated by the
operations of the interacting observers in
their domains of description. In this com-
mentary I will attempt to build upon this
success by briefly exploring the potential
contributions of similar applications within
the framework of a proposed critical cyber-
netics: a nascent domain of cybernetics that
has been discussed at some recent confer-
ences and owes much of its impetus to the
late Klaus Krippendorff.! Those involved in
these discussions seem to share Whitaker’s
desire to mobilize the epistemic insights of
such thinkers as Maturana in ways that have
tangible, consensual consequences across
the many operational domains of the vari-
ous “doings” through which we construct
our social world. One dimension of this
program of research and application, in-
spired especially by Werner Ulrich’s critical

1| https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
VnF8_enkWKM

https://constructivist.info/18/1/119.whitaker

41


https://constructivist.info/18/1

LOGY OF COGNITION

>
o=
=1
—
—
=
[}
2
(=]
(-4
Ll
—
=

142

systems heuristics,” concerns the making
explicit of often tacit operations of distinc-
tion undergirding programs of social inter-
vention. In the paragraphs that follow, I will
attempt to connect Whitaker’s Maturana-
inspired technique of domanial qualification
(§27) with the work of other cyberneticians
and systems thinkers, as well as that of anti-
racist scholar Ibram Kendi, in a sort of “test
case” of what some dimensions of a critical
cybernetic approach might look like. The
domain of application will be systemic rac-
ism.

Fundaments

«2» Whitaker identifies an “entitative
bias” in our everyday acts of distinction
(§55) as a tendency that Maturana’s think-
ing resists in order to avoid “misconstruing
a given act of distinction as extracting or
highlighting something already extant and
available” (§56). Instead, Whitaker offers us
the notion of the “eduction” of a particular
unity by an observer to remind us that this
is an active, observer-dependent operation,
and that the educed unity includes the con-
text in which the distinction takes place as
well as “the context within which interac-
tions with the educed unity can be properly
described as exhibiting strict accordance
with its original distinction” (§57).

«3» A call to resist the “entitative bias”
in much of our thinking and communicat-
ing has been present in cybernetic scholar-
ship for some time. Gregory Bateson (1979)
urges us to abandon the practice of making
“characterological descriptions” of things
through which we think of the characteris-
tics we identify as “inhering” in the objects
themselves rather than as emergent phe-
nomena generated by systemic interactions.
This applies not only to more obvious ex-
amples like our experience of color but also
to such phenomena as hardness, which Bate-
son would rather we describe as, at least, two
sets of interactions.

2| “A brief introduction to critical systems
heuristics (CSH),” by Werner Ulrich, ECOSEN-
SUS project website, The Open University, Milton
Keynes, UK, 14 October 2005. http://projects.
kmi.open.ac.uk/ecosensus/publications/ulrich_
csh_intro.pdf

©% “The stone is hard’ means a) that when poked
it resisted penetration and b) that certain con-
tinual interactions between molecules among the
molecular parts of a stone in some way bond the
parts together.”” (Bateson 1979: 61, emphasis in
original)

«4» Ata conference convened by Bate-
son, Anatol Holt went a step further by in-
sisting on a movement to “stamp out nouns.”
He hoped that our “fascination” with them
might “be replaced by a fascination with
process, which does not depend on a prior
conception of a set of entities” (quoted in
Bateson 1972: 63). As an alternative to lin-
ear subject-predicate sentences as a default
mode of description, Holt sought new ways
to “depict process” and developed elaborate
graphic representations of system states,
known as “Petri nets,” in order to “depict a
set of objects and defining relations between
them; then change would be represented by
a shift in these relations” (ibid: 165).

«5» Indeed, Andrew Pickering’s broad
survey of the work of early British cyber-
neticians (in which he includes Bateson)
identifies an ongoing commitment to a “per-
formative ontology” throughout the field
(Pickering 2010: 25) that runs back at least
as far as Ross Ashby’s declaration that, as “a
theory of machines” cybernetics “treats, not
things, but ways of behaving. It does not ask
‘what is this thing’ but, rather, what does it
do?” (Ashby 1956: 1, emphasis in original).
This “anti-entitative” emphasis on relational
processes rather than on reified things has
been further underwritten by Maturana’s
biology of cognition, Heinz von Foerster’s
(1976) notion of eigen-behaviors, and Ernst
von Glasersfeld’s (1995) radical construc-
tivism more generally. When our entitative
tendencies are “mitigated by recognizing,
and restoring attention to, the critical roles
attributed to relations and relational con-
text in Maturana’s work” (§62), new kinds of
conversations about troubling and contested
social phenomena become possible. In par-
ticular, the language of these conversations
might circumvent the tendency of entita-
tive, ontological labels to polarize observers
and paralyze discourse, by sending us down
fruitless avenues in search of “proof” that
some “thing” is or is not unequivocally what
we claim it to be. While we might still be left
with arguments in favour of “proof” that a

particular systemic interaction performs or
does not perform in the manner we claim,
a performative ontology brings with it an
element of mutability of the described phe-
nomena that is often foreclosed in an enti-
tative ontology. In a sense, this element of
mutability “lowers the stakes” in terms of the
perceived need by some conversational par-
ticipants to defend against the kind of “final
word” that can seem to be the outcome of an
entitative ontological description.

«6» In order to maximize the possibil-
ity and efficacy of these new kinds of critical
conversations, we must also lean into “Mat-
uranas consistent framing of various factors
in terms of domains, combined with his
exacting manner of defining such domains
and delimiting both their scopes and their
contents” (§25) in a process that Whitaker
calls domanial qualification. Such a process
can perform the kind of work done by Ul-
rich’s critical systems heuristics in building
a shared and transparent understanding of
systemic boundaries distinguished by struc-
turally coupled observers in conversation.

«7» In her editor’s foreword to Mat-
urana and Gerda Verden-Zoller’s (2008) The
Origins of Humanness in the Biology of Love,
Pille Bunnell synthesizes Maturana’s expli-
cation of domains into a warning against
our tendency, in day-to-day communica-
tions, to “operate under the implicit assump-
tion that all we speak and all we know exists
in a single domain called ‘reality” (Bunnell
2008: xi). This is dangerous because, “as each
distinction also brings forth the domain in
which it is valid, each domain also reveals
some regularity in our living and obscures
others” (ibid). Further -

¢ Our pedestrian rules of logic are valid within
any given domain, but become problematic if we
shift domains, as we may easily do without not-
ing it, even in the middle of the argument. Logi-
cal constructs only work properly as long as we
are careful not to cross domains. Paradoxes arise
when we do not pay attention to changes in do-
main.”? (ibid: xii)

The tendency identified by Bunnell is par-
ticularly pernicious when we are conversing
regarding complex social issues in urgent
need of attention.

«8» In the following section, I will at-
tempt to apply Whitaker’s anti-entitative
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stance, with a nod to domanial qualification,
to the phenomena of systemic racism in a
manner that might model a critical cyber-
netic approach.

A performative ontology of racism

« g9 » While most definitely not eschew-
ing both the entitative and characterologi-
cal uses of the term racist, Kendi (2019)
gestures towards a definition of racism as
a system state, understood as a dynamic
configuration of a system stabilized around
a particular equilibrium point unless oth-
erwise perturbed,’ that is conducive to an
anti-entitative critical cybernetic approach.
He states that racism “is a marriage of racist
policies and racist ideas that produces and
normalizes racial inequities” and that “[r]
acial inequity is when two or more racial
groups* are not on equal footing” as evinced
through under-representation in such de-
mographics as the percentage of Americans
living in owner-occupied homes (ibid: 17).°
If we choose to focus upon the system-state
description of racial inequity, we can then
devote our attention to the “ideas” and “pol-
icies” as descriptions and constraints that in-
teract to perform the emergent system state
of racial inequity, rather than getting bogged
down in arguments about them as entities in

3| In the spirit of such constructivist ap-
proaches as soft-systems methodology (Check-
land & Scholes 1999), a “system” is considered to
be a set of interacting elements distinguished and
bounded through the operation of an observer
and not as an extant entity to be “discovered”

4| From a constructivist perspective, it is,
perhaps, important to emphasize that “racial
groups” also arise in acts of distinction performed
by observers. While long considered biologi-
cally meaningless, the categorization of groups
of peoples according to shared characteristics
distinguished in the phenomenal domain (e.g.,
skin color) is still socially commonplace. Kendi is
distinguishing and describing observations of dif-
ferential outcomes across various domains (hous-
ing, income, prison populations, health) accruing
to groups thus distinguished.

5| An important corollary to this definition
of racism is the assertion that the absence of any
explanation for this inequity grounded in policies
and ideas assumes that the inequity experienced
by a particular group is due to some quality of in-
feriority inherent in that group.

which the characteristic “racist” either does,
or does not, inhere. This approach is not
suggested in the name of preserving white
comfort in the face of difficult conversations
but, rather, in the pragmatic hope that it can
pre-empt typical and oft-repeated “defensive
routines” (Sterman 2000: 75) performed
by those invested in said policies that can
end up deflecting attention from the cur-
rent system-state description and shutting
down discussions regarding potential ap-
proaches to its reconfiguration before they
can fully get underway.® Such a discussion
is also greatly assisted by a focus on some
form of domanial qualification. These factors
combine in the example below. I must make
clear that my analysis of this example, and
the opinions expressed therein, are entirely
my own and do not reflect a shared, articu-
lated position held by my colleagues or by
the larger institution.

«10 » In 2020, my home academic unit
undertook a self-study designed by our in-
stitution’s Office of Equity and Inclusion
called the “inclusivity self-assessment tool”
(ISAT).” While there is no indication that
the tool’s design was directly influenced by
cyber-systemic theory, it did guide us to
generate systems-state descriptions of our
operations on a domain-by-domain ba-
sis; beginning under the broader headings,
Campus Climate and Culture; Recruitment,
Retention, and Success; Learning, Research,
and Engagement and then breaking down
into more tightly defined domains such as
Communications; Physical Space; Events;
Formal and Informal Leadership, and many
more.

«11» Generative discussion took place
highlighting particular realms of operation
where the performance of racism, employ-
ing Kendi’s definition, was, indeed, taking

6| A noteworthy outcome of Kendi’s defini-
tion is that an act of discrimination is not neces-
sarily racist. For instance, a preferential hiring
policy designed to address inequitable represen-
tation in a particular occupational field is con-
sidered an example of anti-racist discrimination
(Kendi 2019: 19). This position is entirely com-
mensurate with the performative approach sug-
gested here except that it would be described as
performing anti-racism.

7| https://equity.ubc.ca/resources/activat-
ing-inclusion-toolkit/isat-download

place in ways amenable to shared descrip-
tion, regardless of whether or not it could
be concluded that any of those responsible
for the design and ongoing implementa-
tion of those operations, or the department
or institution as a whole, could be said to
possess the inherent characteristic, racist.
In other words, as Holt puts it, our descrip-
tion did not “depend on a prior conception
of a set of entities” (quoted in Bateson 1972:
63). Subsequently, we were able to move di-
rectly towards consensual collective action
to reconfigure the domain without locking
into intractable conflict around ontological,
characterological claims.

«12» As a specific example of how a
process akin to domanial qualification fa-
cilitated the identification of particular pro-
cesses generating consequent system states,
the hiring of adjunct faculty was revealed
to be an operational domain continually
reproducing the under-representation of
non-white instructors through a dynamic
interaction of last-minute identification of
hiring needs triggering outreach to usual
networks of potential instructors that had
already been determined in their make-up
by decades of white dominance of the field.
Through bypassing any hunt for a particu-
lar “entity” within this process that could be
identified as “racist,” those involved in the
discussion displayed an increased openness
to the idea that they may, indeed, be partici-
pating in the performance of racism, regard-
less of the positive self-evaluation of their
own intentions or carefully protected self-
descriptions as “non-racist” that might have,
otherwise, triggered defensive routines and
escalating inter-personal conflict between
the discussants. Once described in this
fashion, new operations within the domain
(adjustments to timing of hiring, specifically
targeted outreach and recruitment efforts)
to enable a new system-state that does not
continue to perform racism could be collec-
tively designed and implemented.

Conclusion

«13» As with Canadian society at large,
there is still much more work to be done to
generate system-states of racial equity across
the many operational domains of our insti-
tution and we must continue to accelerate
our efforts in this direction. While the mod-
est successes we had might not obviously de-
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pend on the kind of cyber-systemic insight
generated by Maturana’s BoC, moments in
the ISAT process when we did struggle were
often directly connected to our inability to
more precisely delineate the operations con-
stituting particular domains, indicating that
the application of more cyber-systemically
refined approaches informed by thinkers
like Maturana, such as Whitaker’s nichepick-
ing (§30), could well prove a powerful and
welcome addition to such a process. Wheth-
er or not this will lead to a wider and deeper
appreciation of Maturanas legacy remains
doubtful. However, as society at large, and
universities in particular, continue to wres-
tle with other complex systemic issues of
social justice, such as colonialism, in which
an entitative stance and un-reflective cross-
ing of domains can wreak havoc on prag-
matically productive conversation, tools like
those promulgated by Whitaker are likely to
be acutely needed.
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> Abstract - Maturana’s body of under-
standing is an epistemological shift that
can only be experienced as a profound
transformation as a result of letting go of
the assumption of an observer-indepen-
dent reality. This imposes some restric-
tions to the formalization of it. | share
reflections and questions to set the dis-
tinctions of certain critical elements that
could compromise Maturana’s proposal.

«1» Understanding what Humberto
Maturana wrote is not an easy task. The
epistemological shift he proposed is not
only a profound transformation of the way

in which we see and understand, the hap-
pening and the awareness of the living: it
is also a different physiological and psychic
disposition towards observation as we let
the happenings and experiences of our liv-
ing appear. More precisely, it is the way in
which Maturana experienced living and his
particular disposition to it. When we read
his work, we read about the way he lived.

«2» Randall Whitaker’s pursuit to
establish an academic discussion and set
criteria to define a field of work with the
intention of generating an effective under-
standing, useful application and extension
of biology of cognition (BoC) is a bold and
courageous endeavor. Maturana used to say
that “who applies does not understand and
who understands does not apply”; Like an
eastern proverb or even a Zen master teach-
ing, it is intended to evoke reflection upon a
state of presence to witness the expectations
that may be making us pursue the sound of
one hand clapping.

«3» I choose to reflect upon Whita-
ker’s endeavor by pointing out some - in my
own understanding - critical distinctions of
Maturana’s explanation about the nature of
living beings, cognition and human living
in languaging. The first of these is his desire
to conserve understanding as impeccable as
possible in the desire to avoid misconcep-
tions and misuses of such a complete body
of understanding. The way in which I shall
do this is by sharing five questions that arose
after considering Whitaker’s article as a
whole, which may invite the reader to enter
the realm of a reflexive conversation regard-
ing some critical elements that are specific
and particular to Maturana’s vision. To pre-
serve their reflexive and stimulating charac-
ter, I will not provide any definite answers
for any of these questions, though.

Question 1 What are the
implications of our material
constitution and its operation,
including our nervous system?

«4» Maturana (2020) stated that all
living beings conserve their living in an or-
ganism-niche ecological dynamic unity, as
molecular autopoietic entities. Given that
we are made of molecules that, in their mu-
tual interactions, generate molecules of the
same class, we are at the same time both the
result of the interactions and the happening
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