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> Abstract • Influential texts are often 
long, complicated, dense, and difficult to 
read. While these texts have their place, 
it seems they are not utilized by the 
masses as frequently as content that is 
shorter, easier to understand, practical, 
and in a format that is more interactive. 
A proposal is made for practical applica-
tions of Maturana’s research to be pre-
sented in short videos to improve the 
understandability of his ideas while also 
increasing its popularity and value.

Do people read the original 
scholarly sources?
« 1 » Randall Whitaker (§§9–11, 16, 53) 

describes some of the obstacles facing those 

who wish to disseminate Maturana’s work 
on biology of cognition (BoC). One chal-
lenge noted by Whitaker is the difficulty 
people face when trying to read and under-
stand Maturana’s work. It is well known that 
Maturana’s writings are complex and there 
has been a fair amount of commentary re-
garding this (§8) (Bunnell 2008: xiv). While 
one may need to read Maturana’s 80+ word 
sentences a few times, I do not consider his 
writing style to be a reason why BoC has 
not reached the popularity it deserves. Long 
sentences and complex thought are com-
monplace in many canonical texts and well-
known writings. If complexity were enough 
to deter its use, then dialectics such as Georg 
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s (1977) Phenom-
enology of Spirit or Immanuel Kant’s (1996) 
Critique of Pure Reason would not have 
influenced society. It is the complexity of 
thought that must be present for such works 
to be venerated by their audiences.

« 2 » A major problem is that students, 
and even some academics, do not read the 
original texts. As an experiment, I went to 
my university’s library, which caters for over 

50,000 students. I located two of Maturana’s 
books, namely: Autopoiesis and Cognition: 
The Realization of the Living (Maturana 
& Varela 1980) and The Tree of Knowledge 
(Maturana & Varela 1987). The latter book 
is quite different in its format and style, i.e., 
it is packed with diagrams and is not as com-
plicated. One may expect this title to have 
been borrowed more often, since it is more 
explanatory and even has caricatures; how-
ever, both these books had very little activ-
ity. The library record for the latter had only 
four checkouts since 2012, and Autopoiesis 
and Cognition had even less. This low level 
of library readership is not unique to Mat-
urana though. If one only looks at the bor-
rowing activity (and digital downloads) as a 
measure of popularity, then the 20 volumes 
making up Carl Jung’s collected works or 
the 20 volumes of Sigmund Freud’s work are 
also seemingly not that popular. However, 
the thinner books with catchy titles that aim 
to explain these authors have been checked 
out of the library many more times in just 
one year than the original texts have in ten 
years.

This target article is part of a bigger picture that encompasses several open peer commentaries and the response 
to these commentaries. You can read these accompanying texts on the following pages (or, if you have only the target 
article, follow the embedded link that takes you to the journal’s web page from which you can download these texts).
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« 3 » I am not, however, suggesting a 
book with a catchy title for BoC. Having 
read many books with titles such as Essen-
tials of … or Introduction to …, I found they 
should rather be titled A Juxtaposed and 
Superficial Summary of …. Books that aim 
to summarize, oftentimes oversimplify, and 
in some cases have been criticized for their 
interpretation of the original texts, as was 
the case with some interpretations of Fried-
rich Nietzsche’s works (La Belle 1970: 44; 
Foca-Rodi 2012: 148–151). One reason for 
this is that by trying to explain each topic, 
while maintaining a short read, the exempli-
fication of the concepts is often missing or 
too simplistic. While these books may have 
value in simplifying the work, they usually 
are unable to provide direction for a person 
who would like to practically use the theory. 
Thus, the original texts are often the best 
versions of the work and should still be the 
main resources. Then how exactly does one 
navigate through complex writings, such as 
Maturana’s BoC, without misunderstanding 
the concepts? In attempting to address my 
own question, I propose that video-based 
tutors/teachers can assist in overcoming this 
obstacle.

Biology of cognition topics 
presented as short videos of praxis
« 4 » Brooke Auxier and Monica An-

derson report that YouTube has become 
the modern world’s tutor with over 80% of 
adult Americans now using this platform as 
a resource.1 An Oxford Economics survey 
found that at least 70% of American uni-
versity educators agreed that YouTube helps 
students learn in the classroom and 67% of 
adult students reported that it supports their 
assignments or personal study.2 YouTube is 
already the largest media-sharing platform 
(Arthurs, Drakopoulou & Gandini 2018) 

1 | “Social media use in 2021,” by Brooke 
Auxier and Monica Anderson, Pew Research 
Center, 7 April 2021. Retrieved 4 November 
2022 from https://www.pewresearch.org/inter-
net/2021/04/07/social-media-use-in-2021

2 | “The State of the Creator Economy – 
Assessing the economic, societal, and cultural 
impact of YouTube in the US in 2021,” by the 
Economic Consulting Team, Oxford Economics, 
Retrieved 14 November 2022 from https://www.
oxfordeconomics.com/resource/youtube-us

and the second-largest social-media net-
work.3 These statistics are not surprising, 
as videos offer a method of providing a lot 
of information and rapid explanations as 
compared to only verbal or written modes 
(Bravo et al. 2011). Videos also reduce the 
abstraction, as the visual imagery can be 
used to support the verbal commentary.

« 5 » Having performed individual 
searches on YouTube for common concepts 
used in BoC, such as: structural coupling; 
autopoiesis; operationally closed; languag-
ing; and natural drift, I was surprised to find 
only a few lectures, interviews, and then a 
string of unrelated content. I was expecting 
lots of videos explaining Maturana’s core 
ideas, offered by numerous people cover-
ing topics across multiple disciplines with 
what Whitaker (§53) referred to as “a con-
siderable amount of creative correlation and 
translation between BoC and others’ world-
views within one’s community of praxis.” 
Unfortunately, this was not the case. There 
is a void here. I am referring to videos made 
specifically to explain one or just a few of 
Maturana’s concepts per video. These would 
be short videos, animated videos, tutorial 
videos, and videos of praxis. To clarify, I am 
not asking for videos that aim at portraying 
“Maturana in a nutshell,” as that would fall 
into the category of books I critiqued ear-
lier. My interest is in videos that show how 
one may understand and use BoC concepts 
within a certain context, or practical life 
scenario – videos showing a pragmatic ap-
proach. Considering that BoC is applicable 
to multiple disciplines, why are there so few 
videos about applying Maturana’s work? Q1 
Since Maturana’s work is complex and con-
stitutes a paradigm shift, one might assume 
that people are worried about sharing their 
ideas for fear of what the community may 
respond with, or maybe they are worried 
that people may say they have “misunder-
stood” the concepts.

« 6 » Application-based videos that 
are explanatory could benefit at least three 
groups of people. The first is for the semi-
interested person who stumbles across 
Maturana’s work, possibly from having it 
recommended to them, and then does a 
quick social-media search “to get more in-

3 | https://www.statista.com; https://for-
tunelords.com/youtube-statistics

formation.” The second group is for people 
who are deeply interested in BoC but when 
reading Maturana’s essays, wonder if their 
own interpretation of a topic/concept is still 
within the paradigm. Having been in this 
position, I would then need to explore other 
sources to see what others understood about 
that same concept. Whether it is Maturana’s 
use of the word organization or languaging 
or Nietzsche’s (1958) Übermensch, an inter-
ested reader often needs to check if their 
understanding matches what the rest of 
community thinks. Thus, even in a scholarly 
context, one needs to have a tutor to help 
them step through the complexity to achieve 
what Whitaker (§14) referred to as a “flip.”

« 7 » A method that I have found use-
ful on YouTube is to problematize the video’s 
title. For example, instead of a title such as 
“Using biology of cognition to understand 
human communication,” I would use a pro-
vocative title such as “Why do people mis-
understand each other and argue? – Mat-
urana’s informationally closed systems.” A 
catchy title is for the third group of people. 
People in this group see the title, know noth-
ing of Maturana, but watch the video. From 
personal experience, having tried to make 
cybernetics topics more understandable 
by using an academic publication (Baron 
2014), I subsequently found that it is more 
effective to rather make a video.

« 8 » Social networks have provided a 
platform for crowd-based mass self-com-
munication that is unmatched (Castells 
2013: 65). Since social media has overtaken 
print media, the interactions on social me-
dia are known to influence people’s opinions 
and even public policy (Kimura et al. 2010). 
Influencers, who in many cases are lay peo-
ple that have become popular based solely 
on their commentaries posted on social 
media, have been known to initiate “view-
point drifts” (Wei & Meng 2021: 543). For 
example, public opinion is known to evolve 
owing to the influence of popular personali-
ties who provide opinionated commentary 
on topical issues. These opinions may guide 
public opinion and even amplify netizen’s 
viewpoints (ibid: 544). Scholars, however, 
who have spent their entire careers attempt-
ing to provide research-based answers on 
a certain aspect of their field, traditionally 
publish their findings in books and journals. 
It is then up to the community to popularize 
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these scholars on social media. For example, 
the economist and social theorist, Thomas 
Sowell, has become increasingly popular 
outside of the intelligentsia, and it is my con-
tention that this is based on social-media ac-
tivity. A YouTube channel dedicated to pub-
lishing short videos about Thomas Sowell’s 
ideas has amassed over 245,000 subscribers 
with over 10,000 daily views in less than two 
years. However, there is a technique at play 
here; these videos are narrowly focussed – 
only addressing one or two main points – 
and are aimed at current events and/or life 
circumstances that people can relate to.

« 9 » Whitaker (§§16–20) describes 
how he had to find creative ways of suc-
cessfully applying BoC in his career and 
has listed fields in which he has had suc-
cess (§22). Although Whitaker (§§23f) has 
provided useful steps to follow, including 
his valuable conceptual analysis (§§55–69) 
and “nichepicking” example (§§29–35), I 
wonder whether there are a few concrete 
examples of practically using BoC? What 
problems have been solved? Q2 My aim is to 
locate specific examples in daily life (private 
and work) whereby BoC can be used to solve 
problems. These examples could be good 
topics for short videos of praxis.

« 10 » One may argue that Maturana’s 
work must be understood as a whole, since 
each part builds on the next and thus only 
focusing on a few concepts is not going to as-
sist people in using BoC. While this I would 
agree with in an ideal sense, maintaining 
this perception may reduce the chances of 
BoC entering the mainstream. As noted by 
Whitaker (§31), people who find something 
practically useful, do not necessarily need or 
want to understand the theoretical under-
pinnings of the whole thesis. In §21, Whita-
ker also notes that one does not need to use 
the entire BoC canon for every application. 
Similarly, can all those professional practi-
tioners who use Jungian psychotherapy be 
expected to have read and understood the 
greater part (let alone all) of Jung’s extensive 
writings?

Conclusion
« 11 » Whitaker (§11) is concerned that 

it is easy to misunderstand the literature on 
BoC if one attempts to shortcut the route to 
enlightenment; however, this could be said 
about most models, paradigms, philoso-

phies, and religions. Occasionally, Matura-
na (1980: 51, 54f) does provide an analogy 
to clarify his premise, such as his pilot land-
ing a plane using only the instrument panel 
in the cockpit, or his two teams of builders 
who aim to build the same house but have 
different sets of plans. Examples like these 
are immensely helpful in assisting read-
ers by using relatable and memorable sce-
narios. Unfortunately, as Whitaker (§§23, 
68) notes, Maturana, did not provide a user 
manual for how one may use BoC in a pro-
fessional context. Whitaker (§18) advises 
that at times one would need to adapt BoC 
to blend into other more traditional ap-
proaches. It is this activity of bridging BoC 
into relatable activities and traditional par-
adigms that I think will assist in, not only 
extending BoC, but increasing its value and 
hence growing Maturana’s legacy. However, 
as Whitaker (§44) noted, this should not be 
disorganised and unconstrained, as there 
should be an aim to maintain the integrity 
of BoC. Since videos posted on social media 
include the social-media metrics, such as 
the ranking, likes, number of views, as well 
as comments posted for each video, prac-
titioners/students can gauge how the com-
munity responded to such videos, which 
is a type of quality and impact measure-
ment (Baron 2022). When the community 
responds positively to a video, the video is 
ranked higher and is recommended more 
often4 (Davidson et al. 2010). Social-media 
analytics would thus sift out the good vid-
eos on BoC from the weaker ones,5 and this 

4 | While the ranking and recommending 
of YouTube videos relies on the aggregated user 
activity, it also categorizes videos based on topic 
clusters for a certain user based on their unique 
viewing history (“Recommendations based on 
topic clusters,” by Benjamin Liebald, Palash 
Nandy, Dasarathi Sampath, Junning Liu, Ye Niu, 
Christina Ilvento &Yu-To Chen, 2013, US Pat-
ent 8589434). Thus, if a person watches videos 
about Maturana and BoC, it is highly likely that 
YouTube would recommend more videos on this 
topic to this user. This would aid the user in de-
termining what is available on the platform and 
what other users have positively rated on this 
same topic.

5 | Videos that are abstract are more difficult 
to pragmatically evaluate and thus a definitive 
ranking is more difficult to quantify.

would support Whitaker (§§1, 70) in his 
goal of elaborating, extending, and refin-
ing BoC while still maintaining its integrity 
for future researchers. However, this activ-
ity only works well when there is sufficient 
content to compare the videos to. Similarly 
for books and journals, when there are sev-
eral publications on a certain topic, the bar 
is raised, and each additional publication is 
scrutinized based on what is already in the 
public domain. Thus, without the commu-
nity sharing of their successes of practically 
using BoC, the propagation of BoC into the 
mainstream may be stifled.
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> Abstract • With respect to pedagogic 
goals, Whitaker’s work stands for itself. 
First, I suggest valuing Maturana’s first-
person approach to social interaction 
analysis and further exploring his late 
work and experience in applying biology 
of cognition to practical problems in so-
cial relations. Then I criticize Whitaker’s 
insufficient explanation of his distinc-
tion of the “abstract (non-physical)” na-
ture of what he calls the “novel domain” 
engendered by the feature of operation-
al closure of the nervous system. I end by 
discussing the difficulties encountered 
by the author when trying to “extract” a 
pedagogical methodology from biology 
of cognition.

Introduction
« 1 » For several decades, Randall 

Whitaker has rendered available a treasure 
of ordered, indexed, and cross-referenced 
guiding tools, through his well-known web-
sites “Encyclopaedia Autopoietica” (http://
www.enolagaia.com/EA.html) and “The 
Observer Web: Autopoiesis and Enaction” 
(http://www.enolagaia.com/AT.html).

« 2 » I am particularly indebted to his 
contribution as an excellent and specialized 
“librarian” of autopoiesis literature over the 
years. When I was forced to leave Chile in 
1976 (after being imprisoned during Pi-
nochet’s dictatorship), I was deprived of 
all my personal belongings, books, papers, 
and notes concerning my academic activity 
in physics (1969–1975). During the earlier 
period, I had followed Maturana’s BoC lec-
tures at the Faculty of Sciences of the Uni-
versity of Chile, as part of my official doc-
toral curriculum. Later in exile, I managed 
to recover the missing information with the 
help of Whitaker’s websites, rebuild my own 
archives and resume my intellectual activ-
ity, though at that point I was out of aca-
demia. Last but not least, I am also indebted 
to him for the discussions we have held over 

the internet. So, I am pleased about the op-
portunity to participate in the open-peer 
discussion of his target article.

Methodological concerns
« 3 » Whitaker explains the problems 

he has encountered when trying to use the 
BoC framework with entrepreneurial prac-
titioners collectively engaged in reflection 
and brainstorming efforts to enhance the 
achievement of their goals as an organiza-
tion or community. In §16, he identifies 2 
main problems:

 � “[D]escribing and explaining the appli-
cation in terms that an audience unfa-
miliar with BoC’s unique orientations 
can understand.”

 � “[F]iguring out how to wield BoC’s 
novel concepts and orientations in the 
given application context.”
« 4 » I argue that any attempt for de-

vising ways to extract a “methodology” 
from the BoC framework would be rather 
inconsequential. This is because we can-
not produce a bijective translation of BoC 
concepts1 and insights as required to build 
a fixed set of instructions to specify a meth-
odology. No specified procedure is adequate 
for situations in which the object of analysis 
and the focus of actions to be undertaken 
are being recursively updated by the self-
referential processes of observation that are 
continuously changing the situation.

« 5 » In the collective inquiry case ex-
plained by Whitaker in §§28–35, every 
observer is viewed as a part of the subject 
of study. When the whole community of 
observers is part of the subject of study, 
the self-referential and recursion processes 
inherent in the development of intersub-
jective understanding appear at the outset. 
Namely, any description of the whole to-
pology and the hierarchy of cause–effect 
relations becomes very complex and cannot 
be fully represented by using generalized 
learning artifacts,2 such as a prescribed pro-
cess of filling general-purpose templates.

1 | There is no one-to-one relationship, that 
is, no “bidirectional translation between BoC and 
another frame of reference” (§18).

2 | Learning artifacts: many state-of-the-art 
conceptual frameworks used for representing 
dynamic processes or architectures in enterprises 
and organizations offer different types of static 
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