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ABSTRACT 
 
 

What is the most effective problem solving method at the environmental policy 

table in the context of a radical diversity of worldviews?  I answer the question in 

the dissertation by developing a theory that accommodates diversity in 

policymaking.  My line of reasoning is as follows. 

In Chapter One, I survey the diverse discourse about Global Climate 

Models in detail.  I demonstrate that a radical diversity of worldviews is expressed 

in the discourse.  In Chapter Two, I advance a model of language that is an 

accurate foundation for discourse in policymaking.  In Chapter Three, I consider 

the best policymaking strategy in view of the language model: idea-based 

policymaking.  I then demonstrate that the policymaking strategy is weakly 

theorized.  I introduce a theory of its operation at the end of Chapter Three, and 

develop it in detail in Chapters Four and Five.  Because there is not currently a 

model, I consider an analogue model in play and explain the analogy in Chapter 

Four.  I apply the analogue to the policy table in Chapter Five and fully develop 

an operational theory to explicate the problem solving method in policymaking. 

The force of the dissertationʼs contribution is made in Chapters Three to 

Five.  Chapters One and Two are a ground of the argument.   

In Chapters Three to Five, I argue that idea-based policymaking is a 

promising form of policymaking practice because social learning is the operative 

problem-solving mechanism.  In social learning: (1) the worldviews of the actors 

are leveraged in discourse and (2) power relations are dynamically distributed 
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among actors (Hajer).  The result is a fortified problem solving operation.  This is 

because in (1) the heterogeneous problem solving resources of the group 

members are distributed and in (2) social learning shifts power relations by 

dislodging, mediating, and subsuming a new power regime. 

In summary, the dissertation is a contribution in applied philosophy.  I 

comprehensively demonstrate that an effective policymaking method will manage 

the incommensurability of worldview and stipulate a problem solving method that 

engages the basic condition of policymaking—radical diversity—rather than 

denies it.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In this dissertation I answer the question: what is the most effective problem 

solving method at the environmental policy table in the context of a radical 

diversity of worldviews?  Before I explain my solution, I will contextualize why the 

question is relevant.   

When I first encountered the literature about climate change and 

policymaking, I found a gap in the research about problem solving.  My own 

exploration of the material began with the analysis of publications by the 

independent research community.1  I approached the material with a simplistic 

understanding of the communityʼs position, which is that global warming is not 

anthropogenic.  What I learned in the process of reading a host of genuinely 

problematic refutations of anthropogenic warming, and in speaking with members 

of the community, is that (even despite the glaring scientific errors) it is not 

possible to totalize the criticism of anthropogenic climate change to a self-

seeking neoliberal economic agenda, as is often done by environmentalists.2  

                                                       
1 The independent research community is a base of distinct, national nonprofit 
education and research institutions.  They are frequently committed to the 
advancement of free trade economics.  Two examples that I review in Chapter 
One are The Heartland Institute and The Fraser Institute.   
2 While I do not explore the argument in the dissertation, my sense is that the 
economic position is co-extensively political and religious, based on a complex 
theocratic epistemology that has its origins in Augustinian and Calvinistic ethics, 
and marries an absolutist and faith-based conceptualization of evidence.  Roger 
Scrutonʼs recent text on conservatism and environmental policy (2012) presents 
a thoughtful and lucid, though not unproblematic, approach to the complex 
political landscape of climate change science. 
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The argumentation on the part of the independent researchers is not, as I had 

assumed, merely duplicitous.  Rather, by surveying the discourse, I discovered a 

radically divergent worldview.3 

The divergent worldview is represented in discourse, and I define 

discourse as the linguistic expression of an idea.  The discourse that I 

encountered is that Global Climate Models (GCMs) are a problematic scientific 

basis of public policy.  The ideas represented by this discourse are that GCMs 

are not certain science because the data record is deficient, the data are too 

complex, models oversimplify poorly understood processes, and models fail to 

account for aerosols and cloud dynamics.   

This worldview differs greatly from that of the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC).4  The IPCC acknowledges the problematic character of 

GCMs; nonetheless, the panel contends that modeling is an adequate source of 

scientific knowledge about climate change.  The idea is that models accurately 

simulate both distant and recent past climate events, convincingly demonstrate 

that current warming is attributable to anthropogenic phenomena such as carbon 

dioxide emissions, and a confidence matrix is used to quantify any uncertainties. 

                                                       
3 “Worldview” is an expression that originated in linguistics to describe the sum 
effect of linguistic relativism.  I consider the term in the forthcoming section on 
terminology in the dissertation (see 2 below) and define it in detail in Chapter 
Two. 
4 Established in 1988 by the World Meteorological Association and the United 
Nations Environment Program, the IPCC is an intergovernmental body comprised 
of scientists and policymakers, whose aim is to evaluate the science, technology, 
and socio-economics of climate change.   
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As you can see, diverse political institutions express the same proposition: 

that GCMs are imperfect science.  There is clearly a disparate predication of the 

proposition.  The statement is mutually agreed upon, but the discourse, or 

expression of idea, at its basis is disparate.  

Current policymaking methods attempt to avoid conflict by minimizing this 

diversity.  In the wake of December 2009ʼs ineffectual Conference of Parties in 

Copenhagen, this is a crucial problem.5  Stalled policy is not a viable option – in 

the next forty years, 40% of the worldʼs species and 150 million climate refugees 

are at stake.6  I introduce the problem in detail in Chapter One.   

In Chapters Two through Five, I address this problem.  I ultimately arrive 

at the thesis of the dissertation, which is that effective policymaking methods will 

manage the incommensurability of worldview and stipulate a problem solving 

method that engages the basic condition of policymaking—radical diversity—

rather than deny it.   

 Before I review the chapters in detail, I will first summarize the general 

structure of the argument in bullet point form. 

• The prevailing belief is that diversity ruins policymaking. 
• Therefore, we should minimize diversity. 
• However, diversity is unavoidable.  
• Therefore, univocity is not possible. 
• Therefore, we need to accommodate diversity in policymaking. 

 

                                                       
5 The parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
meet annually at the Conference of Parties (COP).  The COP is an international 
policymaking body that has produced important policy such as the Kyoto Protocol 
in 1997. 
6 IPCC WGII SPM 2007, 16. 
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In Chapters Two through Five, I develop a theory that accommodates the 

diversity in policymaking.  In Chapter Two, I advance a model of language that is 

an accurate foundation for discourse in policymaking.  In Chapter Three, I 

consider the best policymaking strategy in view of the language model.  I then 

demonstrate that the policymaking strategy is weakly theorized.  I introduce a 

theory of how the strategy is effective at the end of Chapter Three, and develop it 

in detail in Chapters Four and Five.  Because there is not currently a model, I 

consider an analogue model and explain the analogy in Chapter Four.  I apply 

the analogue to the policy table in Chapter Five and fully develop an operational 

theory to explicate the problem solving method in policymaking.   

 I will now introduce the details of each chapter.   

In Chapter One, I survey the diverse discourse about Global Climate 

Models (GCMs) in detail.  I review research by the IPCC and two independent 

research organizations about GCMs.  Both groups posit the same proposition: 

GCMs are imperfect science.  There are clear differences in the meaning of the 

proposition.  A commonplace response to the disparity is a polarized reduction of 

the discourse in Manichean terms—both groups claim that the other is 

comprehensively misguided.  I challenge the contention in the chapter and argue 

that what is demonstrated in the survey is that neither position is self-evident, or 
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straightforward enough to merit a Manichean compartmentalization of worldview 

for either community of practice.7   

I demonstrate that the prevailing policymaking methodology at the United 

Nations attempts to circumnavigate the complex discourse qua worldview. 

Policymakers are intent on preserving a veil of unity for fear that any conflict has 

the potential to collapse the policymaking process.  The fear is sound.  Yet, the 

ineffectiveness of global environmental policymaking meetings such as the 

Conference of Parties—year upon year—is a summons to re-imagine new 

methods of policymaking. 

I suggest that the goal is not to encourage policymakers to align their 

positions in a univocal discourse, but to establish an effective problem solving 

practice in the context of radically diverse communities of practice—which is the 

condition of policymaking. 

In Chapter Two, I advance an ecological model of language—and 

ecolinguistics—as a better foundation for discourse in policymaking.  The basis 

of ecolinguistics is that language is an open system that it is ecological in nature.  

Language is “ecological” because it is an interdependent system that organizes 

the relationship between an organism (humans) and its environment.  The 

                                                       
7 “Community of practice” is a term that is frequently adopted in environmental 
governance theory.  Reed et al. 2010.  I define it as a social body that is unified 
by a shared political, economic, and metaphysical worldview.  The worldview is 
represented (and cultivated) in the complex organizational practices of the group.  
The community is constantly in the practice of negotiating a worldview and 
affirming it in ritual and discourse.  I further consider the expression in the 
forthcoming section on terminology (see II below). 
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interdependency between a community and the environment in which they are 

situated is both represented and created in language.  I present research in the 

language sciences that documents the complex operation.   

I review research in linguistic anthropology and cognitive science about 

the interdependence of language and environment—natural, social, and corporal.  

Each language community has a unique worldview that both constitutes and 

represents the environments in which they are situated.  The worldview is 

expressed in discourse among speakers.  

I situate the research in a larger debate about the nature of language.  

Using data on the physiology of gestalt perception in the construction of linguistic 

categories, I demonstrate that the state-of-the-art research in cognitive linguistics 

and linguistic psychology substantiates an ecological model of language.  It 

refutes the standard position in contemporary linguistics which is that language is 

a closed (non-ecological) system.   

I redefine the debateʼs relevance to the problem of discourse at the policy 

table in terms of the philosophical doctrine of natural kinds.  The doctrine is that 

linguistic categories represent a natural classification system that exists 

objectively in the world independent of human observation.  The research on 

gestalt perception invalidates the doctrine of natural kinds with evidence that 

language is fundamentally grounded in the somatic qua environmental context.  I 

argue that the research is relevant to the policy table because it irrefutably 



 
 

xvii 

demonstrates that discourse is not univocal.  Therefore, an ecological model of 

language is a better foundation for discourse in policymaking. 

In Chapter Three, I advance idea-based policymaking as the best method 

in view of the language model.  Unlike the prevailing univocal methodologies, in 

idea-based policymaking diversity is not circumvented.  Instead, the 

policymakersʼ diversity of worldview is optimized with a problem-solving method 

known as social learning.   

Though the general dynamics of the social learning method are well 

explicated, an operational theory of social learning is wanting.  Currently, there 

are no clear guidelines for how to create a social learning environment at the 

policy table.8  The development of an operational model of social learning is 

therefore crucial. 

I advance an operational theory in four parts.  First, I present an analysis 

of interest-based and power-based policymaking.  They are the prevailing, 

ineffective forms of policymaking.  They are ineffective because a singular 

identity of the environmental problem is assumed from the outset.  This is 

misguided because environmental problems are multivalent for the reasons that I 

described in Chapter Two.  It is not possible to disregard diversity in 

policymaking.  A presumption about a problemʼs identity invariably means that 

                                                       
8 I explicitly qualify the creation of social learning as “environmental” (and not 
simply “social learning”).  I do not think that it is possible to write a guideline for 
how to create social learning because learning is not a causal phenomenon.  I 
cannot force policymakers to manifest social learning, for example.  What I can 
stipulate are ideas for how to create an environment where the possibility for 
social learning is optimized.  This is the ultimate aim of the project. 
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one formulation is presented as authentic.  The privileged formulation is often 

identical to that of the most powerful participant.  This results in a rigid hierarchy 

of power relation that is ineffective for policymaking. 

Second, I introduce idea-based policymaking as a best alternative.  I 

explain that social learning is the core mechanism of idea-based policymaking.  

Social learning is a theory of problem solving in which the lateral distribution of 

knowledge is optimized to produce a change in understanding in the learner.  

This is distinct from traditional theories of learning that emphasize a hierarchical 

transmission of knowledge (from learned persons to the uneducated).  

Third, I examine the social learning concept.  I demonstrate a history of its 

equivocation.  I then put forward two concrete accounts of social learning: the 

problem definition and governance network methodologies.  Social learning is 

stimulated in the course of “problem definition,” or the mutual definition of an 

environmental problem in discourse; and the effect is to distribute the relations of 

power among actors.  However, the efficacy of either operation is not explicated.   

Finally, I explain the efficacy of social learning in two parts.  I formulate the 

first part at the end of Chapter Three.  Using network theory, I demonstrate that 

social learning is effective because it optimizes the distribution of heterogeneous 

problem solving practices.  In social learning, the participants leverage (share) 

their worldviews and there is a lateral distribution of the heterogeneous problem 

solving resources in discourse.  The result is a fortified problem-solving 

repertoire. 
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The second part explains the unique capacity of social learning to 

transform power relations.  I develop the idea over the course of the final two 

chapters. 

In Chapter Four, I demonstrate that power transformation is a function of 

social learning.  Substantiating the claim is a complicated objective. A social 

learning operation is not modeled in detail in the extant literature about idea-

based policymaking.  It is therefore not possible to demonstrate that the 

dynamical distribution of power is a result of social learning.  Nevertheless, there 

is evidence that social learning and power transformation are co-extensive 

phenomena.  In this chapter, I scaffold the link between social learning and 

dynamical power distribution using an analogue model. 

I argue that the possibility of transforming relations of power is clearly 

exhibited in play.  I demonstrate the role of cricket in a power play of West Indian 

national independence against British colonial rule in the 19th and 20th centuries.  

First, I review a rich corpus of literature in Caribbean Studies that defines cricket 

in the Anglophone West Indies as a political response to European colonial rule.  

Next, I explain the efficacy of the game itself to shift power relations.  Namely, 

play creates a medial zone of signification in which power relations can be 

modified.  I use Johan Huizingaʼs model of play systems to explicate the 

characteristics of this function of the play system. 

In Chapter Five, I return to the policy table with analogue in mind.  I argue 

that the transformative operation in play is a structuring dynamic.  The dynamic is 
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also a mechanism in social learning, and when applied to the policy, it transforms 

power relations.  

I argue that social learning, like play, is a self-organizing dynamic that 

stimulates an agogic disruption in the stable state of a system.  The disruption 

creates an opening of a medial zone in which a new set of relations can be 

intersubjectively constituted—and in turn—a self-organization, or closing, in 

which the modification is subsumed into the larger environment.   

I demonstrate this with a hypothetical discourse about climate change.  

Following the theme from the prior chapter, I write a hypothetical discourse about 

the (very real) problem of flooding at the Queenʼs Park Oval in Port of Spain, 

Trinidad & Tobago. 

In conclusion, I suggest that an operational model of social learning in 

idea-based policymaking is enriched with further research into the play analogue.  

Given that play systems like games are designed objects, there is a wealth of 

potential analogues that can help to further explicate the social learning operation 

and the design of idea-based policymaking environments.  It is a natural 

development of the research project.  

* * * 

I would like to address three potential concerns about the project.  They are (I) 

methodological, (II) terminological, and (III) relativism. 

 

I. Methodology 
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 a. Transdisciplinary 

The methodology of the dissertation is transdisciplinary.  By 

“transdisciplinary” I mean a research methodology that uses both the modes of 

inquiry and the research from a multitude of disciplines to answer one question.  

The transdisciplinary approach is useful to answer complex research questions 

that are already addressed in multiple disciplines in the sciences and humanities.  

The research is culled into a funnel and the question is answered using the milieu 

of resources.9 

This is distinct from “interdisciplinarity,” which is not ultimately an operative 

methodology.  It is the combination of several disciplines to produce a whole new 

disciplinary field.  Womenʼs Studies is a prime example.   

In the dissertation I use modes of inquiry and research from cognitive 

science (Lakoff, Brown, Berlin, Gärdenfors), linguistic anthropology (Sapir, Whorf, 

Haugen), environmental governance (Reed), international relations (Tynkkynen), 

public policy (Hajer), socioecology (Haila, Dyke), network theory (Watts & 

Strogatz, Barabási), political theory (James, Beckles, Hector, Wagg), cultural 

history (Huizinga), developmental psychology (Winnicott), and philosophy 

(Johnson, Scruton, Gadamer, and Bateson); as well as general methods in 

communications and mass media to analyze digital media such as the IPCC 

webcast.  I use the research and research methods to answer the question: what 

                                                       
9 See Morin 2008, 30 and 32. 
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is the most effective problem solving method at the environmental policy table in 

the context of a radical diversity of worldviews?   

I use the transdisiplinary method because I think it is better suited to 

manage the complexity10 of environmental policymaking.  In fact, I think 

policymaking so regularly fails because the models that are used do not 

accurately represent the complexity of the task.   

I engaged in the method quite intuitively.  As I grappled with my research 

question, I continued to pursue any and all scholarly material of interest.  This is 

a main reason why the project was so long in formulation. 

For example, it was not clear that a univocal model of discourse in 

policymaking was a problem until I read the new research on language and 

cognition (particularly Gärdenfors 2004).  I did not seek data to prove the thesis 

of the dissertation.  It was in light of my interest in language studies that it 

became clear to me that cognitive linguistics could help to explain the failed 

discourse that is a marker of the United Nations Conference of Parties.   

An interest in games and play in new media led to me read a classic in the 

cultural history of play (Huizinga 1938).  However, as I will describe in Chapter 

                                                       
10 I use the term, regularly, so it is helpful to define it from the start.  Like Morin 
(2008), I mean to define complex phenomena as both (1) “the extreme quantity of 
interactions and of interference between a very large number of units,” and (2) 
“semi-random systems in which the order is inseparable from the randomness 
that characterize them” (20).  Furthermore, complexity “is linked to a certain 
mixture of order and disorder, a very intimate mixture, one that is very different 
from static conceptions of order/disorder, where order (impoverished and static) 
reigns at the level of large populations and disorder (impoverished because it is 
pure indetermination) reigns at the level of elementary units” (20). 
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Four, his statements about play were vague until I began to think about them in 

terms of cricket in the Caribbean.  As a member of the Caribbean Philosophical 

Association and a soccer player, I had many a conversation about the 

importance of sport in Caribbean culture at the annual conference.  I realized that 

Huizingaʼs argument that play creates a unique zone of signification is a theory of 

intersubjective constitution.  The latter is a contextualization that I was able to 

make following an introduction to Cartesian Meditations (Husserl 1929/99) in a 

reading group led by Lewis Gordon; and in the scholarly practice of Husserlian 

phenomenology at the annual meeting of the Phenomenology Roundtable.  I 

compared my new understanding of Huizingaʼs theory of play to that of 

Gadamerʼs (1960/75) and Winnicottʼs (1971 & 1958/75) theory of play as a 

“medial zone.”  In combination, I was able to construct a framework of 

explanation for how cricket can create the condition for the redistribution of power 

in a hegemonic colonial system.  I remembered that Hajer described social 

learning, the core mechanic of idea-based policymaking, in terms of a “dynamic 

distribution of power among actors.”  I began to theorize a model of the 

distribution using play as an analogue.  Lastly, the theory of the effectiveness of 

social learning in the fortification of problem solving repertoire is a function of my 

many years studying systems and network theory with Chuck Dyke. 

One potential criticism of the transdisciplinary method is that it is an 

indiscriminate use of unrelated methods.  The criticism is fair and of course I do 

not endorse the application of transdisciplinary methodology in all research 
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endeavors.  As articulated by Paget Henry in his keynote address at the 2010 

Center for Humanities graduate conference at Temple University (on the diversity 

of disciplinary methodologies), it is crucial that each discipline rigorously refine its 

methodology in order to advance knowledge.  On the other hand, following 

Gordon (2007), there has been a clear ossification of methods in many 

disciplines (philosophy especially) that prevents the self-critique of a prevailing 

methodology by its practitioners.  The ultimate result of the ossification is the 

fetishization of knowledge at the expense of (1) relevance to the world external to 

academia, which is ultimately, (2) the humanistic aim that is the basis of the 

advancement of knowledge. 

I believe that the application of a transdisciplinary method is substantiated 

when there is a specific research question that has a clear track record of being 

addressed in a diversity of disciplines.  This is clearly the case with my question.  

Furthermore, in substantiated cases such as this, the transdisciplinary 

exercise has a feedback effect on the research and methods in the traditional 

disciplines.  I hope, for example, that scholars of the many disciplines that I cite 

in the text can use the connections that I establish to further their own research 

with a new horizon in mind.  Thus, the aim of a transdisciplinary project like this 

one is to build bridges among the disciplines that makes each stronger in its own 

methodologies.  In this sense, transdisciplinarity is a form of social learning. 

 

b. Architectural thinking 
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A second related point is that while I use a transdisciplinary method in the 

dissertation as a whole, I think that the basis of my two real contributions (the 

network theory of problem solving effectiveness and the theory of power 

distribution in social learning using the play analogue) is a method in its own 

right.  For lack of an existing definition, I call it architectural thinking.   

The method is to consider the operation of a symbolic process in terms of 

a mechanical process.  This is indeed the procedure that I took to develop the 

theories.  The original draft of the network theory of problem solving included a 

seven-part representation of the distribution of the heterogeneous problem 

solving resources in a knowledge network in the course of social learning.  

Likewise, I originally represented the distribution of power in a medial zone using 

a spatial configuration.  In both cases, I simply took seriously the spatial 

metaphors that were predominate in the literature and used them to build a 

representation of the operation. 

Thus, I want to suggest that architectural thinking is design-oriented.  The 

mechanical representation of a symbolic operation produces a sort of blueprint 

that can be used to then construct an instruction manual for how to engineer the 

process.  This is reductive, I admit, and I have been sharply criticized in the past 

for applying what some see as a ʻtechnocraticʼ methodology to problems in the 

human sciences.  However, it is the way that I have learned how to build effective 

social learning environments in my classroom without a clear guideline.  I have 

crafted a blueprint of the operation that I witnessed firsthand in Chuck Dykeʼs 
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classroom, and with the blueprint, built a system of my own.  I mean to suggest 

that the architectural method is useful to build concrete, “applied” philosophy like 

I do in the dissertation. 

The ultimate impetus of the project is to help policymakers through the 

exceptionally complex process of problem solving in the context of a radical 

diversity of worldviews.  As I will state several times in the dissertation, the 

articulation of a complete operational model of social learning is beyond the 

scope of the current project.  However, I contribute to the larger multi-disciplinary 

project by theorizing two operational ideas about social learning.  The aim is to 

deliver—not more metatheoretical analysis—but a concrete model that is 

operationalizeable.  It may take another iteration of the theories to have a 

concrete framework that a policymaker can apply at the table, however, I do 

believe that the operation is that much closer to articulation by virtue of the 

architectural thinking method.  This is, of course, a potential point of debate—one 

that I hope to take on—at the dissertation defense. 

 

c. Analogical modeling 

A third method that I use in the dissertation is analogical modeling.  I 

present an analogue model of social learning—play—to theorize how power 

relations are transformed in idea-based policymaking.   

I want to be as clear as possible that I do not conflate play and social 

learning.  The policy table is clearly not a playground or a game.  However, that it 
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is like one is clearly articulated in discourse about policymaking.  Parties with 

“competing interests,” collaborate, “multilaterally,” as a team, or in the case of 

“irreconcilable differences,” compete agonistically to “win” a debate.11  Actors 

adopt negotiation strategies, or plays, that are based on the culture of 

policymaking practice of their nation-state.12  “Key players” influence the outcome 

of meetings.  

The popularity of the play metaphor in policymaking is reflective of a basic 

“equivalence relation,” or analogue.13  Equivalence is not an identity relation—it is 

a correspondence of “qualitatively important aspects and processes that deserve 

particular attention.”14  Analogues have distinct structural and genetic properties, 

but there is a similarity of function in the phenomena that is discernible in a set of 

shared characteristics (or “dimensions,” following Gärdenfors).15  Analogue 

modeling is a useful “tool to evaluate similarities and differences in patterns and 

qualitative features of processes.”  This helps us to identify a set of underlying 

functional principles that can be applied to other areas such as policymaking.16  

There is a host of research within cognitive science about the structure of 

conceptual thinking in analogy (Gärdenfors, Lakoff & Johnson), and it is this 

research that I call upon when the methodology is challenged. 

                                                       
11 Albright, “Who Broke the U.N.?,” Foreign Policy, September/October 2012; 
Foreign Policy, “Slideshow: The FP Survey: The United Nations,” 
September/October 2012. 
12 Mazey and Richardson 1993. 
13 Garfinkel 1981. 
14 Haila and Dyke 2006, 14. 
15 Gärdenfors 2004, 59-154. 
16 Haila and Dyke 2006, 13. 
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II. Terminology 

I explain discipline-specific terminology when I use it.  However, I want to clarify 

two related terms in detail now because they have methodological implications.  

The terms are “worldview” and “community of practice.”  I use both to describe 

the diversity that is a condition of policymaking. 

 “Worldview” is an expression that originated in linguistics to describe the 

sum effect of linguistic relativism.  The term was first formulated by Prussian 

diplomat and linguist Wilhelm von Humboldt.  He wrote that: “The diversity of 

languages is not a diversity of signs and sounds but a diversity of world views.”17  

The quote is considered a principle of language ecology, which is that there is an 

independent relation between environment and language.  I define the term in 

detail in Chapter Two.  

It is important to address the relation of “worldview” to “community of 

practice,” which I also use to describe the condition of discourse.  “Community of 

practice” is frequently adopted in environmental policymaking theory.18  I define it 

as a social body that is unified by a shared political, economic, and metaphysical 

worldview.  The worldview is represented (and cultivated) in the complex 

organizational practices of the group.  The community is constantly in the 

                                                       
17 Humboldt 1822 (in Mühlhäusler 2003, 28). 
18 The use is literal in Reed et al. 2010, Hajer and Versteeg 2005, and Hajer 
1995.  The same concept is used, though with different terminology in Haila 
2008, Tynkkynen  2008, and Dyke 2011. 
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practice of negotiating a worldview and affirming it in ritual and discourse.  One 

example of a practice of worldview is language.  

The methodological point that I want to make is that I adopt an inclusive 

definition of “worldview” and “community of practice” in the project.  The 

comprehensiveness of a worldview will, of course, vary depending on the identity 

of a community.  The Berber ethnic group is an example of a community with a 

comprehensive worldview that is articulated in complex political, economic, 

metaphysical, and social practices.19  The Philadelphia Union fan club, on the 

other hand, which is known as the “Sons of Ben,” is a community with a far less 

comprehensive worldview that is articulated in a more narrow set of political and 

economic practices than is the Berber worldview.  The worldview is affirmed in 

the practice of chanting during a match, for example.   

Despite the differences in complexity, I argue that there is always a 

worldview that is the basis of the discourse of a member of community of 

practice.  Worldviews and communities are nevertheless fluid entities that merge, 

contradict, and are managed as complex interrelations.  If I am a Berber woman 

who enjoys playing soccer for example (how could I not with famed midfielder 

Zinedine Zidane among my people?) the communityʼs view of appropriate gender 

practice may come into contradiction with my desire to play.  Consequently, the 

worldview is negotiated by a social group, as I indicated above.  Some readers 

will hope for a more concrete definition of worldview.  To them I answer that I 

                                                       
19 See Bourdieu (1977) 133-53, which is an essay on the Berber worldview that is 
entitled “The Kabyle house or the world reversed.” 
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believe that a worldview is a social phenomenon and that it exists if it can be 

articulated in discourse by two or more people.  This is the case even when 

worldviews are in flux (which they always are). 

A third term that may require specification is “discourse.”  I explicitly define 

discourse as “the expression of an idea.”  I explain that discourse qua idea is 

always rooted in a worldview of a political actor, as above.  However, there are 

also times when I use the term to mean “conversation between parties.”  The 

distinction will be evident in context.  It is nevertheless important for me to clarify 

the term because its meaning is vague and it is widely used in academia. 

 

III. Relativism critique 

It is possible to read Chapter One as an endorsement of relativism in science.  It 

is important to clearly state that I do not endorse a relativistic attitude about the 

science of modeling.  It is clear that the IPCC research practices are more 

persuasive as legitimate.  The research is produced by multiple working 

climatologists, out of academically accredited research institutions, and it is peer-

reviewed.  Furthermore, the problem of uncertainty is addressed directly using 

the confidence matrices and the solution is practicable for policymaking.   

 As I indicate at the close of the chapter, it is beyond the scope of the 

project to address the question of veridicality in science and policymaking.  The 

contribution here is to theorize the operation of problem solving in environmental 

policymaking, which is a complex and volatile affair.  I argue that there is a crucial 
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distinction between a speakerʼs singular claim (such as a criticism of the 

technological limitations of models) and the complex worldview of a community of 

practice that is the basis of that claim.  The two are frequently conflated when in 

fact the relation is not identical.  The worldview of a member of the IPCC or the 

independent research community is a complex normative framework (not a 

position) that is indisputable in any holistic sense.  The problem is not how to 

encourage policymakers to align their positions, but how to establish an effective 

problem solving practice in the context of radically diverse communities of 

practice—which is the condition of policymaking. 

 

  



1 
 

CHAPTER 1 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL DISCOURSE 
 
 

Overview 

The accuracy of Global Climate Models (GCMs) is central to the debate in 

policymaking about climate change.  It is not uncommon to hear stakeholders 

from politically diverse institutions agree that models are “imperfect” sources of 

data.  It is just as common to hear the very same stakeholders agree about the 

implications of this “imperfect” data.  There are multiple methods of managing 

this discursive complexity that is the basis of policymaking. 

In the present chapter, I establish the univocity of policymaking discourse 

as the central research problem of the dissertation.  I demonstrate that there is 

rather a radical discursive diversity at the basis of policymaking.  I do this by 

surveying the diverse discourse about GCMs in detail.  I review research by the 

IPCC and two independent research organizations about GCMs.   

 

Background 

In 2007, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) published its 

fourth, and most recent assessment report (AR4) on the state of knowledge on 

climate change.  Established in 1988 by the World Meteorological Association 

and the United Nations Environment Program, the IPCC is an intergovernmental 

body comprised of scientists and policymakers, whose aim is to evaluate the 
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science, technology, and socio-economics of climate change.  Assessment 

reports are written by expert authors (there are 831 announced in the upcoming 

2014 IPCC report)1 and published at six-year intervals since 1990.  The reports 

are sub-divided into three Working Groups, and each demand scientific and 

policymaking expertise.  The bulk of a report is dedicated to Working Group I 

(WGI), which is an analysis of the physical science of climate change and 

consists of a revisal and summary of scientific research published in independent 

peer-reviewed journals since the prior assessment report.  There are also two, 

policy-oriented, Working Group summaries in the full IPCC report.  Working 

Group II (WGII) is an expert analysis of “impacts, adaptation, and vulnerabilities” 

based on the physical science, and Working Group III (WGII) is a socio-economic 

analysis of mitigation options.  From the full report, two concise summary 

publications are produced.  The first is a set of Summaries for Policymakers 

(SPM) of each Working Group report (SPM WGI/II/III), and the second, also for 

policymakers, is a Synthesis Report of the full publication.2  

IPCC AR4 (2007) indicates that warming of the climate system is certain 

and that it is anthropogenic: 

Warming of the climate system is unequivocal, as is now evident 
from observations of increases in global average air and ocean 
temperatures, widespread melting of snow and ice and rising global 
average sea level. {WGI 3.2, 4.8, 5.2, 5.5, SPM}3 

 

                                                       
1 Nature, “News Briefing,” 1 July 2010. 
2 Unlike the WGI report, which is penned by scientists only, the Synthesis Report 
and SPMs, are co-written by scientists and policymakers.  
3 IPCC SR 2007, 37.  
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And: 
 

There is very high confidence that the global average net effect of 
human activities since 1750 has been one of warming, with a 
radiative forcing of +1.6 [+0.6 to +2.4] W/m2. {WGI 2.3, 6.5, 2.9, 
SPM}4 

 
The report also links anthropogenic regional warming to observed effects on 

natural systems.5  The regions analyzed are Africa, Asia, Australia and New 

Zealand, Europe, Latin America, North America, Polar Regions, and Small 

Islands.6  The systems and sectors impacted are ecosystems, food, coasts, 

health, water, and industry, settlements and society.7  There is thus consensus at 

the intergovernmental level and among a global scientific body that international 

policies need to address climate change and reduce vulnerability to its impacts.8 

While anthropogenic climate change is accepted knowledge at the 

intergovernmental level, it is a hot political debate within nations.  In North 

America, the anthropogenic thesis is met with criticism by a host of independent 

research organizations.  Two model examples are the Heartland Institute, in 

                                                       
4 Ibid. 
5 IPCC SR 2007, 31. 
6 IPCC SR 2007, 50-2. 
7 IPCC SR 2007, 48-9.   
8 IPCC SR 2007, 56.  While some scientific groups maintain a non-committal 
position, no scientific academy or society of national or international status 
denies anthropogenic global warming.   A poll of 3146 international geo-science 
faculty members was published in Eos in January 2009, a weekly, refereed 
journal of the American Geophysical Union.  82% of the faculty members agreed 
that human activity contributes to global warming.  79 of those polled are 
considered “specialized respondents,” or, climatologists who actively publish in 
peer-reviewed journals within their discipline (50% or more of their publications 
are on the subject of climate change).  Of these, 97% agreed that human activity 
contributes to global warming. Doran & Kendal Zimmerman 20 January 2009, 22-
23.   
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Chicago, and the Fraser Institute, with six research offices across North America.  

The Heartland Institute is a “national nonprofit research and education 

organization,” which is “not affiliated with any political party, business, or 

foundation,” and whose mission is to “discover, develop, and promote free-

market solutions to social and economic problems,” such as “parental choice in 

education, choice and personal responsibility in health care, market-based 

approaches to environmental protection, privatization of public services, and 

deregulation in areas where property rights and markets do a better job than 

government bureaucracies.”9  The Fraser Institute is an “independent Canadian 

public policy research and educational organization,” whose aim is to, “measure, 

study, and communicate the impact of competitive markets and government 

interventions on the welfare of individuals” by conducting independent peer-

reviewed research.10  

Both the Heartland and Fraser Institutes have prolific publication 

departments.  The Heartland Institute, for example, “produces six monthly 

publications on budget and tax issues, environment and climate, 

finance/insurance/real estate, health care reform, information technology and 

telecommunications, and school reform,” “publishes policy studies and books,” 

“sends speakers across the country to testify on behalf of free markets, hosts 

conferences and other events,” “supports more than a dozen senior fellows,” and 

                                                       
9 http://heartland.org/about. 
10 http://www.fraserinstitute.org/about-us/overview.aspx. 
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“maintain[s] some 20 Web sites, including The Heartlander, a digest of our 

newspaper work, and our blog.”11  

A review of the literature on climate change published by organizations 

like the Heartland Institute reveals a shared claim: there is not sufficient evidence 

to prove that climate change is human-induced.12  A common phrase used in the 

literature is that the “science is not settled,” and a repeated metaphor is that of 

the “imperfect” nature of climate science.  A growing number of Americans are in 

agreement. 

An October 2009 Pew Research poll indicates that 20% fewer Americans 

believe that there is evidence of global warming than in 2007, and a research 

project funded by the National Science Foundation indicates that 63% of 

Americans believe in global warming.13  50% attribute warming to anthropogenic 

causes, and only 8% of the total group have adequate working knowledge of the 

science.  52% of American polled have knowledge equivalent of an “F” about 

climate science.  These statistics are significant given that Americans consume 

one quarter of the global energy budget. 

Beyond public support, the independent research organizations maintain 

scientific representation.  Though limited, it is vocal.  An opinion piece published 

in Nature (2009), a prominent international science journal, denounces climate 

change policy as “alarmist” and urges the American Physical Society to establish 

                                                       
11 http://heartland.org/about. 
12 A list of representative documents is in Table 1. 
13 Pew, 22 October 2009; Leiserowitz et al. 2010. 
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“an objective scientific process…devoid of political or financial agendas,” that will 

“reflect a more balanced view of climate-change issues.”14  One attempt is the 

Fraser Instituteʼs Independent Summary for Policymakers: IPCC Fourth 

Assessment Report (ISPM).   

Published following the most recent IPCC Summary for Policymakers 

(SPM), the ISPM is the Instituteʼs independent assessment of the physical 

science published in the WGI 2007 report.  Like the IPCC SPM, the Fraser ISPM 

aims to provide a non-technical overview of the data.  Unlike the IPCC SPM, the 

independent summary does not assess and synthesize all current climate 

research.  With significantly fewer authors than the IPCC Report (on average, 

ten, compared to the IPCCʼs one thousand), it analyzes the SPM WGI.  Though 

entitled “Summary for Policymakers,” it is more accurately described as an 

evaluation of the IPCC SPM WGI report.   

The Heartland Institute also published an independent “Summary for 

Policymakers,” entitled “Nature, Not Human Activity, Rules the Climate.”15  Like 

the Fraser Instituteʼs effort, it criticizes the physical science in IPCC SPM WGI.  

The authors explain that, “We donated our time and efforts to produce this report 

out of concern that the IPCC was provoking an irrational fear of anthropogenic 

global warming based on incomplete and faulty science.”16  Though the IPCC 

                                                       
14 Singer et al. 2009, 457; Singer 2008.  
15 Singer 2008. 
16 Singer 2008, vi. 
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report is a “valuable compendium of the current state of the science,” it is “far 

from reliable” and “marred by errors and misstatements.”17   

The Fraser and Heartland Institutes, then, publish equivalent arguments: 

the physical science in the IPCC report does not provide sufficient evidence of 

anthropogenic warming from which to enact mitigation policy.  Central to the 

argument is a critique of Global Climate Models (GCM) also known as General 

Circulation Models (also abbreviated GCM). 

 

Global Climate Models 

A GCM is a mathematical simulation of the climate system.  Since the climate 

system is highly complex it is simulated with advanced computing technology.  

The simulations vary in scope and scale, and model types represent complexity 

with differential skill.  The Atmosphere-Ocean General Circulation Model 

(AOGCM) is the most comprehensive model, which is “designed to provide the 

best representation of the system and its dynamics,” but is limited in its “high 

computational cost.”18  The computational limitation results in shorter temporal 

simulations, meaning that climatologists can simulate—at most—in the multi-

decadal scale.   

A second type is known as a “simple” climate model and it is more efficient 

than AOGCMs.  Because of its simplicity it is primarily used to simulate climate at 

                                                       
17 Ibid. 
18 IPCC WGI 2007, 643.  Twenty-three AOGCMs are “used widely” in the IPCC 
2007.  See IPCC WGI 2007, 596. 
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the global scale (climate modeling is increasingly difficult at smaller scales); 

however, due to its computational efficiency it can also simulate future climates at 

a longer temporal scale than can AOGCMs.19   

A third type of model, Earth System Models of Intermediate Complexity 

(EMICs), are used to “simulate the interactions between the various components 

of the climate system,” as well as “large-scale properties and feedbacks.”20  The 

EMIC is a more strictly parametrized AOGCM.  This means that it is like the 

simple climate models because it can simulate climates “over several thousands 

of years or even glacial cycles (with a period of some 100 kyr).”21   

The “simplicity” of EMICs and simple climate models, in comparison to the 

more complex AOGCMs, refers to the reduced parameters of the models.  The 

result is that the climate is easier to represent completely, which helps to “assess 

uncertainty” about the model output with greater confidence.22  Because of the 

reduced parameters, both simple climate models and EMICs are used to fine 

tune components of larger models like AOGCMs.  The aggregation of models is 

known as “ensemble modeling,” and “it is argued that there is a clear advantage 

in having a spectrum of climate system models.”23 

                                                       
19 IPCC WGI 2007, 643. 
20 IPCC WGI 2007, 643-4. 
21 IPCC WGI 2007, 643.  The abbreviation “kyr” means “thousand years.” 
22 IPCC WGI 2007, 644.  Furthermore, WGI writes: “…like simple climate models, 
EMICs can explore the parameter space with some completeness and are thus 
appropriate for assessing uncertainty” (IPCC WGI 2007, 643).  
23 Simple climate models “can be tuned to individual AOGCMs and employed as 
a tool to emulate and extend their results.”  EMICs “can also be utilized to screen 
the phase space of climate or the history of climate in order to identify interesting 
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Ensemble models result in much of the politically controversial data about 

climate change.  Three often-cited ensemble models are the glacial maximum 

21,000 years ago, the mid-Holocene simulation of 6,000 years ago and, more 

recently, the second half of the 20th century with its marked warming.  The latterʼs 

“paleoclimatic reconstructions show that the second half of the 20th century was 

likely the warmest 50-year period in the Northern Hemisphere in the last 1300 

years.”24  The data produced by ensemble models are disputed by the 

independent research community. 

Climatologists also use ensemble GCMs to simulate future climate 

changes.  If, as is written in a 2004 Fraser Institute publication, “Computerized 

models of the earthʼs climate are at the heart of the debate over how public policy 

should respond to climate change,” the capacity of models to simulate future 

climate changes is the heartʼs central valve.25 

 

I. Global Climate Models and the independent research community 

In a survey of the same 2004 Fraser Institute publication, “The Science 

isnʼt Settled: The Limitations of Global Climate Models,” by Green et al., what is 

first palpable about the report is its brevity.  The report has three authors and is 

thirty pages long.  In contrast, the full IPCC Report (2007) has almost 1,000 

authors and is several thousand pages of research.  Chapter Eight, alone, which 

                                                                                                                                                                   
time slices, thereby providing guidance for more detailed studies to be 
undertaken with AOGCMs.” Both sources: IPCC WGI 2007, 643-4. 
24 IPCC WGI FAQ 2007, 9.2. 
25 Green et al. 2004, 3. 
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is about GCMs has 88 authors and three review editors.  To our benefit, then, a 

summary of the arguments in the Fraser publication is comparatively 

straightforward.   

The central claim in the report is that (while useful in abstract theoretical 

analysis) computer modeling technology is limited and therefore erroneous.26  

The analysis of modeling data is based on “dubious assumptions” rather than 

“hard evidence and observation,” and models “only suggest probabilities, not 

certainties, about the future.” 27  GCMs are not sufficiently “perfect” data sources 

from which to make policy decisions.   

The authors contend that the climate data record is deficient in three 

specific ways.  First, the data are not comprehensive.  Records are “dominated 

by a high density of measurements from a small portion of the earthʼs land 

surface,” resulting in a record that is “too short to convey information about long 

                                                       
26 Green et al. 2004, 19. 
27 Green et al. 2004, 4-19.  The Fraser Institute is a Canadian organization.  
Written following Canadaʼs adoption of the Kyoto Protocol in 1997, the Institute 
recommended that the Canadian government should not “mov[e] ahead with the 
implementation of expensive and unproved Kyoto schemes based on the 
improper use of computer models” (19).  As of December 2011, Canada 
announced its withdrawal from the Kyoto Protocol due to its incompliance with 
the treaty targets, and the motivation to avoid the fines associated with the 
transgression.  It is the first nation to withdraw from the treaty.  Ultimately, it is 
difficult to substantiate—but not unlikely—that the incompliance with treaty 
targets is related to the campaign against anthropogenic mitigation by the vocal 
independent research bodies in Canada.  See BBC 13 December 2011.   
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term trends.”28  Furthermore, weather stations are disproportionately located in 

urban areas and the record is inaccurate due to the “urban heat island effect.”  

Second, the technology is limited.  Models “fail to represent reality.”  

“Reality” is defined as “a continuous, fluid, constantly interacting gaseous 

envelope,” which is rudely simulated with “discrete cubes of arbitrary dimensions 

determined by the computerʼs computational system.”29  AOGCMs, “the most 

sophisticated models [which] link three-dimensional models of the biosphere, 

atmosphere, and a layered ocean,” are limited by computing capacity, which 

grows exponentially as temporal dynamics are introduced.30  It is accurate that 

the (necessary) inclusion of temporal dynamics dramatically increases the 

complexity of simulation, as well as the computing power required to process the 

simulation.   

Finally, the authors criticize three specific findings.  First is that the “upper 

air temperature disagrees with the surface record.”  This means that global 

temperature is hotter near the surface of the planet, in the troposphere, and 

cooler at higher regions of the atmosphere, in the stratosphere.  This criticism on 

the part of independent researchers is less common now, however, as the data 

are, conversely, interpreted in the broader scientific community as evidence of 

                                                       
28 Green et al. 2004, 3. For contextualization, see IPCC WGI FAQ 2007, 9.2 and 
Dessler & Parson 2006, who indicate that the monitoring of global climate with 
satellite instrumentation is relatively recent.  There are also historical weather 
records, as well as climate proxies from sources such as tree rings and ice cores 
from which to measure the temperature and atmospheric conditions at distant 
time scales. 
29 Green et al. 2004, 15. 
30 Green et al. 2004, 26. 
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anthropogenic warming.31  A related criticism is that there is a systematic 

oversimplification of solar variability in GCMs.32  Solar output, however, is 

considered an important arbiter of global climate in the preceding two millennia, 

prior to the anthropogenic forcing in the second half of the twentieth century.33  

Last is the criticism that scientists do not include aerosols in the climate 

simulations because they are so poorly understood, which results in inaccurate 

data.34  Aerosols are microphysical particles in the atmosphere that result from 

both natural processes (volcanoes) and anthropogenic activities (car exhaust).  

They are a highly complex component of the climate because of their 

microphysical scale and reflectivity, which produces radiation flux (aerosols can 

both reflect and absorb radiation depending on the conditions) and indirect 

feedback effects on other phenomena such as clouds, which affects 

precipitation.35   

The sum effect of the limitations in global climate modeling is that 

scientists make “dubious assumptions” and “oversimplify processes” in order to 

produce a desired result.  The authors write, “Assumptions and parameters are 

adjusted in different modeling efforts until the model produces estimates that are 

                                                       
31 See IPCC WGI FAQ 2007, 9.2. 
32 Green et al. 2004, 16. 
33 See IPCC WGI FAQ 2007, 9.2. 
34 Green et al. 2004, 4. 
35 This, however, is also no longer accurate.  There is an update about the recent 
inclusion of interactive aerosol modules in GCMs in IPPC WGI 2007, 591-2.  See 
also: Bjorn Stevens and Graham Feingold, “Untangling aerosol effects on clouds 
and precipitation in a buffered system,” Nature, 1 October 2009. 
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within what the modelers believe to be plausible.”36  They recommend that policy-

makers “acknowledge that models cannot accurately predict the absolute amount 

of warming (or other climate change) resulting from a particular scenario of 

greenhouse gas concentrations.”37   

Policymakers need to “[r]eexamine the science of climate change and stop 

grounding policy in the output of computer models of limited utility.”38   Funds 

should be re-allocated from opaque “greenhouse gas control actions” to three 

areas: “full and transparent economic risk and analyses of cost and effectiveness 

of greenhouse gas control actions”; the improvement of weather and climate 

forecasting research “away from model-based focus”39; and to probability 

distribution research geared to reducing uncertainties in the projected average 

surface temperature warming in the 21st century, which is presently a range of 

eight degrees Celsius.40 

 

II. Global Climate Models and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change 

Climate models are imperfect.  The position is argued indefatigably by the 

independent research community.  Significantly, it is a position that is also shared 

                                                       
36 Green et al. 2004, 4. 
37 Green et al. 2004, 5 & 19.  
38 Green et al. 2004, 19. 
39 The report does not indicate an alternative forecasting technology.  The 
present forecasting consists entirely of computational simulations, i.e. models, 
which makes the recommendation curious. 
40 Green et al. 2004, 20. 
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by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. 41  Rather than deny the 

relevance of GCMs, however, the IPCC expresses “considerable confidence” in 

them.   

While admittedly “imperfect” (consider the differential success of model 

types—AOGCMs versus simple models versus EMICs), the science is “suitable.”  

The data produced by GCMs meets a basic scientific standard: models produce 

suitable answers to questions about the relationship between past climatic 

events and present ones. 

Paleoclimatic reconstructions show that the second half of the 20th 
century was likely the warmest 50-year period in the Northern 
Hemisphere in the last 1300 years.  This rapid warming is 
consistent with the scientific understanding of how the climate 
should respond to a rapid increase in greenhouse gases like that 
which has occurred over the past century, and the warming is 
inconsistent with the scientific understanding of how the climate 
should respond to natural external factors such as variability in 
solar output and volcanic activity.  Climate models provide a 
suitable tool to study the various influences on the Earthʼs 
climate.42 [Emphasis mine.] 
 

Furthermore: 
 
[C]limate models themselves are imperfect.  Nevertheless, all 
models simulate a pattern of response to greenhouse gas 
increases from human activities that is similar to the observed 
pattern of change.43 
 

Given the imperfectability of climate simulations, scientific suitability emerges as 

a standard, though not in vague terms.   

                                                       
41 IPCC WGI FAQ 2007, 9.2. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
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 Unless otherwise indicated in the report, the uncertainty standard is 90%.  

This means that there is a 5% chance that the projected values could be above 

the specified range and a 5% chance that the value could be below it.44  The 

“assessed chance of a finding being correct,” about “a body of evidence (e.g. 

observations or model results),” is made based on the “correctness of underlying 

data, models or analyses.”45  The assessment is explained using a specific 

qualitative and quantitative index.  There are two qualitative values that are 

indexed quantitatively: confidence and probability (“likelihood”).  First, the 

confidence (level) of a group of experts about a datum is scaled: “very high 

confidence at least 9 out of 10; high confidence about 8 out of 10; medium 

confidence about 5 out of 10; low confidence about 2 out of 10; and very low 

confidence less than 1 out of 10.”46  Second, the “assessed probability of 

occurrence” by expert judges is scaled in terms of likelihood: virtually certain 

>99%; extremely likely >95%; very likely >90%; likely >66%; more likely than not 

>50%; about as likely as not 33% to 66%; unlikely <33%; very unlikely <10%; 

extremely unlikely <5%; exceptionally unlikely <1%.47  Lastly, a certainty index is 

provided for qualitative data: “that is, information from theory, observations or 

models indicating whether a belief or proposition is true or valid.” 48  The “self-

                                                       
44 IPCC WGI SPM 2007, 2, Footnote 5. 
45 IPCC WGI SPM 2007, 2. 
46 IPCC Synthesis Report 2007, 27. 
47 IPCC Synthesis Report 2007, 27. 
48 Ibid. 
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explanatory” terms are “high agreement, much evidence; high agreement, 

medium evidence; medium agreement, medium evidence; etc.” 49   

The aim, therein, becomes the unambiguous quantification of confidence 

and uncertainty of specific research statements.  Chapter Eight of IPCC WGI is 

devoted to describing developments in modeling science since the prior IPCC 

Assessment Report (2001), and accordingly, detailing research challenges.  The 

research indicates that there is “considerable confidence” that models provide 

credible quantitative evidence, especially at the continental and global scales.50  

Confidence is higher for some variables, like temperature, than it is for others, 

like precipitation.51  The list of both developments and challenges is extensive.52   

For three reasons, confidence in models is enhanced in the 2007 report.  

First, model formulation improvements are comprehensive, and have explicit 

impact on the science produced since 2001.  Second, there are more 

internationally coordinated efforts to share, review, and evaluate model outputs.53  

                                                       
49 Ibid. 
50 IPCC WGI 2007, 591. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Table 1 outlines the areas of confidence, as well as perceived limitations of 
models, that is described in Chapter Eight of IPCC AR4, as well as in the 
literature by the independent research community. 
53 Standardized testing is coordinated at the quasi-biennial “Workshops on Partial 
Differential Equations on the Sphere”; the testing of physical parametrizations is 
organized by the “Atmospheric Radiation Measurement (ARM) program, 
EUROpean Cloud Systems (EUROCS) and the Global Energy and Water cycle 
Experiment (GEWEX) Cloud System Study (GCSS)”; and an archive collection of 
model outputs entitled “The Multi-Model Data set” at the “Program for Climate 
Model Diagnosis and Intercomparison,” which “has allowed hundreds of 
researchers from outside the modeling groups to scrutinise models from a variety 
of perspectives”  (IPCC WGI 2007, 594). 
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Third, modeling practices are more complex.  Modelers evaluate using a more 

diverse set of time scales, computational methods have improved, more data is 

included (such as interactive aerosol processes), and models of intermediate 

complexity are being evaluated.  The result is that the simulation of extreme 

events, like hot and cold spells, has improved, as has the simulation of 

extratropical cyclones, large-scale seasonal variability, and climate patterns such 

as the El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO).   

On the other hand, the Madden-Julian Oscillation remains difficult to 

simulate, as are convective clouds, ice sheet dynamics, and, generally, 

processes influenced by micro-physical particles such as clouds and precipitation 

(which is precisely the area that we are moving to next).  While parametrization 

has improved, it is still sub-optimal.  The authors write: “A proven set of model 

metrics that might be used to narrow the range of plausible climate projections 

has yet to be developed.” 54   

 

III. Global Climate Models and Clouds  

With a long list of modeling improvements and challenges, what is a non-

specialist reader—citizen and policymaker alike—to make of GCMs?  How much 

confidence can we have in the data?  Is it fair to attribute warming to 

anthropogenic forcing?   

                                                       
54 IPCC WGI 2007, 591. 
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Both the independent research community and the IPCC agree that 

policymakers would benefit from finer-tuned climate projections.  Presently, cloud 

modeling is central to the debate.  Climatologist Ray Pierrehumbert describes the 

importance of clouds in climate science:  

Basically, our current understanding says that sensitivity to doubling 
[of CO2 levels from the preindustrial state] might be as little as 2˚C, 
or could be even as high as 10˚C.  How aggressively we act to 
reduce CO2, and the nature of the harms, depends on what the 
answer is.  The main uncertainty is clouds, and it is only through 
monitoring of clouds that we will have a chance of tracking what the 
real climate sensitivity is, and get early warning of whether weʼre on 
a ʻhigh sensitivityʼ track.  The early warning idea might not actually 
be feasible, but without tracking clouds, it is clearly impossible.55 

 
Let us then gain some perspective about the GCM discourse that we have just 

surveyed by reviewing the research about cloud models.  In 2009, MIT published 

a rigorous volume on the elusiveness of cloud dynamics in atmospheric science 

entitled Clouds in the Perturbed Climate System: Their Relationship to Energy 

Balance, Atmospheric Dynamics, and Precipitation (Ed. Heitzenberg & Charlson).  

In the current section we will review data from the text.   

The authors are fifty-three professional climatologists whose essays 

document the complexity of cloud systems.  The authors explain that clouds 

affect a myriad of the earth's processes (the radiation budget, atmospheric 

circulation, sea surface temperature and therefore ocean circulation, hydrological 

cycles) and are affected by a myriad of processes (spatiotemporal variability, as 

well as microphysical, radiative, and dynamic systems).  The volume chronicles 

                                                       
55 Goodell 2010, 186. 
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the current state of knowledge on clouds, gaps in the current state of knowledge 

(conceptual, data-related, and technical), and the extent to which we can make 

confident claims about the exact role of anthropogenic perturbations.  A resonant 

claim in the volume (each chapter is the product of a different Working Group) is 

that aerosol-cloud-climate systems are “tightly coupled; that is, all mechanisms in 

the system interact,”56 which makes for an incredibly complex set of data from 

which to extricate specific causal mechanisms.   

For example, since clouds are self-regulating, anthropogenic aerosol 

changes in the atmosphere may lead to feedbacks within cloud cycles.  Much is 

known about spatiotemporal and microphysical mechanisms of clouds at a single 

cloud scale, but the "nature and extent" of our knowledge about anthropogenic 

perturbations on clouds systems is poor.57  Norris and Slingo write: “The 

response of clouds and their radiative effects to global warming represents a 

long-standing and considerable area of uncertainty in our understanding of 

climate change.”58  And that statementʼs not coming from a political organization 

such as the Fraser Institute or the IPCC—the assessment is made by a group of 

independent climate experts.  

Two of the volumeʼs papers describe the problematic state of GCMs for 

predicting climate change.59  Both endorse the need for the improved quality and 

                                                       
56 Chuang et al. 2009, 433. 
57 Chuang et al. 2009, 434. 
58 Norris and Slingo 2009, 17. 
59 The volume essay are “Trends in Observed Cloudiness and the Earthʼs 
Radiation Budget: What Do We Not Know and What do We Need to Know?”by 
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quantity of measurement constraints, as well as the parameters for variables like 

humidity, moisture, energy, momentum, wind, water content, water path, 

supersaturation, cloud base and height.  Even independently, each variable is 

difficult to measure accurately and climate forecasting relies on the concurrent 

simulation of a multitude of these variables over wide spatial and temporal 

scales.   

Radiative variability of clouds is also problematic for accurate GCMs.  

Clouds affect the radiation budget differentially according to the wavelength of 

the radiation (solar, or shortwave, radiation is reflected back to space, and, 

thermal, or longwave, radiation is not) and thus create a phenomenon known as 

“radiative flux.”  Different cloud types, their albedo and emissivity, and even 

height and seasonal cycle, also have different radiative effects, which means that 

"each cloud type and cloud regime must be examined in particular."60  Because 

of this, radiative flux is difficult to measure because it has little spatial coherence 

and so must be done from multiple satellites in order for a comprehensively 

efficient figure to be determined.  Since “global climate is very sensitive to even 

slight changes in clouds and radiation,” “very precise measurements of 

variations,” are necessary, “everywhere around the globe.”61  The difficulties of 

modeling such complex phenomena are baffling—and the implication is dire: 

                                                                                                                                                                   
Norris and Slingo, and “The Extent and Nature of Anthropogenic Perturbations of 
Clouds” by Chuang et al. 
60 Norris and Slingo 2009, 20. 
61 Ibid. 
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For example, an instantaneous doubling of CO2 (100% increase) 
would produce about a 4 W m-2 reduction in outgoing radiation flux, 
which is less than 2% of the 235 W m-2 in global mean outgoing 
radiation.  Since the trend in CO2 concentration over the span of a 
few decades is much smaller than a doubling, the trend in ERB is 
also commensurately much smaller and thus even more difficult to 
detect.  Such seemingly minor departures from radiative balance, 
when sustained over decades, could nevertheless produce 
changes in global temperature and climate sufficient to have 
substantial effects on human society and natural ecosystems.62 
 

Of the many articles on GCMs and clouds in the volume, each admits that there 

are presently significant limitations in cloud modeling science and recommends a 

response plan.   

Haywood et al. criticize the IPCCʼs oversimplification of radiative forcing in 

the 2007 report.  They encourage that the institution acknowledge the complexity 

of forcing mechanisms on clouds.63  Ayers and Levin endorse the isolation and 

analysis of simpler cloud systems, “regimes with smaller biases," so that dynamic 

feedbacks can be better understood.64  Chuang et al. encourage the rigorous 

review of GCMs against observational data (satellite and laboratory).65  In 

agreement, Norris and Slingo write: “A trustworthy observational record will 

provide a good constraint on global climate model simulations.”66  This is 

because the current data record is lacking.   

Problems include the lack of global and quantitative surface 
measurements, the shortness of available satellite record, the 
inability to determine correctly cloud and aerosol properties from 

                                                       
62 Ibid. 
63 Haywood et al. 2009, 451. 
64 Ayers & Levin 2009. 
65 Chuang et al. 2009, 436. 
66 Norris and Slingo 2009, 17. 
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satellite data, many different kinds of inhomogeneities in the data, 
and insufficient precision to measure the small changes in 
cloudiness and radiation that nevertheless can have large impacts 
on the Earthʼs climate.67 
 
Limitations not-withstanding: “we need to improve our processing of the 

available historical measurements to mitigate inhomogeneities, provide better 

retrievals of cloud and aerosol properties, and extend the record farther back in 

time.”68   This will require resource allocation.  Norris and Sling write: “[I]t is 

essential to construct an observation system with sufficient stability and longevity 

to measure the long-term variations in cloudiness and the radiation budget with 

improved precision and accuracy.  Our present observing system has 

unfortunately little prospect of enhancement at this time and, moreover, is in 

danger of future deterioration since there are no definite commitments to replace 

several critical instruments when current satellite missions ends.”69  Looking 

forward, resources are required to support the increased cross-collaboration on 

satellite data and the overhaul of observation systems.  

The research in the volume is conducted by a group of experts that are not 

affiliated with either the IPCC or the independent research community.  It is 

therefore a useful contrast space to consider the divergent assessment of 

modeling science by the groups.   

The contributing climatologists reiterate the IPCC and independent 

researchersʼ lack of confidence in the physical science of modeling cloud 

                                                       
67 Ibid. 
68 Norris and Slingo 2009, 18. 
69 Ibid. 
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systems.  Namely, GCMs do not (yet) substantially model the function of clouds 

in climate change, and therefore cannot reveal the precise extent of 

anthropogenic perturbations on cloud systems.  The climatologists however also 

affirm the magnitude of the role of clouds in climate variability and suggest a plan 

of action to improve the science of cloud modeling.   

What is clear is that a criticism of GCMs is not ill founded and yet the 

criticism does not foreclose the possibility of science to produce suitable data 

about the climate.  In sum, what the MIT volume leaves us with is the 

understanding that neither analysis by the IPCC or the independent researchers 

is veridical.70   

This analysis is not particularly helpful to a policymaker who is tasked with 

the formulation of concrete policy based on evidence.  What is a policymaker to 

do?   

It is beyond the scope of the project to address the question of veridicality 

in science and policymaking.  The contribution here is to theorize about the 

practice of problem solving in environmental policymaking, which is a complex 

and volatile affair.  A conclusion about the question of veridicality that is relevant 

to the dissertational aim is that there is a crucial distinction between a speakerʼs 

singular claim (such as a criticism of the technological limitations of models) and 

the complex worldview of a community of practice that is the basis of that claim.  

                                                       
70 This does not mean that both positions are scientifically accurate.  It is 
important to clearly state that I do not endorse a relativistic attitude about the 
science of modeling.  See my detailed response in the introduction (Section 1(c)).  
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The two are frequently conflated when in fact the relation is not identical.  The 

worldview of a member of the IPCC or the independent research community is a 

complex normative framework (not a position) that is indisputable in any holistic 

sense.  The problem is not how to encourage policymakers to align their 

positions, but how to establish an effective problem solving practice in the context 

of radically diverse communities of practice—which is the condition of 

policymaking. 

 

Conclusion 

Early on, I included the mission statements of the Fraser and Heartland 

Institutes.  A commitment to free trade on the part of the independent research 

organizations is clear and the critique of climate science is undoubtedly part of 

the commitment.  Unless a policymaker aims to totalize discourse, she is bound 

to a world that is contingent on just this sort of diversity of worldviews, and 

therefore, of complexity.  The management of complexity qua radical diversity is 

the work of policymakers, and it is practiced in advanced discursive problem 

solving. 

The prevailing policymaking method abnegates complexity.  It is a 

functionalist method of global environmental policymaking at the United Nations 

known as peace-building.  It is a model of problem solving based on univocality 

and homogeneity.     
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The aim in the practice is to avoid discourse about political differences and 

emphasize the ideas that are shared by the actors.  The logic is that policy is 

crafted out of the latter, not the former.  The two components of the practice are 

gradualism (use incremental steps to build trust among participants) and 

technicalism (debate the technical in order to avoid contentious political topics).71   

The expectation in peace-building is that effective policymaking is a result 

of a unity of worldview among policymakers.  The role of the administrative body 

is to sufficiently limit conflict that is generated in the clash of distinct institutional 

worldviews using the strategies of technicalism and gradualism.  A 

presupposition is that an effective management of the diversity of worldviews is a 

diplomatic obfuscation of diversity.   

Thus, the homogeneity of worldview among participants is implicitly 

privileged with methods that promote univocal discourse (i.e gradualism and 

technicalism).  We can imagine a policy meeting in which the participants agree 

that “Global Climate Models are imperfect,” and the agreement is celebrated as a 

success of a meeting of the minds.  However, there is no real alignment since the 

meanings that predicate the statement are in actuality divergent.   

In peace-building, it seems that the variety of (sometimes radically 

different) orientations to a problem is avoided at all costs.  Policymakers are 

                                                       
71 Karin Aggestam and Anna Sundell Eklund at Lund University in Sweden are 
currently at work on a descriptive analysis of the functionalist liberal ideology that 
dominates international relations policy-making practices, to include the peace-
building practices that are favored by the United Nations.  See Aggestam and 
Eklund 2011.  



26 
 

intent on preserving a veil of unity for fear that any conflict has the potential to 

collapse the policymaking process.  The fear is sound.  Yet, the ineffectiveness of 

global environmental policymaking meetings such as the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)—year upon year—is a 

summons to re-imagine new methods of policymaking. 

In the dissertation I ask: what is the most effective problem solving method 

at the environmental policy table in the context of a radical diversity of 

worldviews?  I contend that an obfuscation of diversity in the worldview of political 

actors is an ineffective problem solving strategy.  It totalizes the complexity of 

worldview that is present at the policy table, which limits the praxis of effective 

problem solving that is the core mechanic of the policymaking process.   

I introduced the problem in the present chapter with a survey of the 

complex worldviews about evidence that are the basis of discursive interaction at 

the policy table.  The argument is contingent on a precise relationship between 

language qua discourse and worldview that is not yet explicated.  It is important 

to explicate the relationship in order to substantiate the core argument of the 

dissertation, which is that policymaking is a discursive practice and therefore its 

functionality is a factor of the discursive method that organizes its operation.  In 

the following chapter I delineate the relationship between language and 

worldview in precise terms. 
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Table 1. Descriptors of Global Climate Models in the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change Assessment Report 4 (2007) and independent research 
community literatures (2004-2009) 
 
 
 IPCC WGI 2007 Independent research 
Models defined: “Climate models are 

mathematical representations 
of the climate system,” which 
use data from the historical 
weather record to make 
“physical approximations of the 
macro-climate system.” 
Parametrization values are set, 
which is a “tuning” process that 
optimizes the modelʼs 
simulation of particular 
variables.  The analysis is 
ensembled “and a large-scale 
picture of global climate flux 
emerges (591)” 

“…a model is a 
mathematical description 
of important 
characteristics of a 
system.  Models are used 
when it is impractical to 
perform experiments with 
the actual system one 
wishes to study, as is 
obviously the case with 
the climate (Green et al. 
2004, 21)” 

GCM 
Fundamentals: 

…are based on “well-
established physical principles 
(591)” 

“…mathematically 
describe physical 
principles that control the 
weather, such as 
conservation of mass and 
energy (Green et al. 
2004, 21)” 

Capacity to 
successfully 
simulate past 
climates: 

Models “have been 
demonstrated to reproduce 
observed feature of recent 
climate and past climate 
changes (591)” 

“[C]limate trends using 
any source of observed 
data, including surface 
stations, weather 
balloons, and satellites, 
are uncertain due to short 
length of the records and 
because of the need for 
adjustments to correct for 
artificial discontinuities 
such as instrument or 
satellite changes (Green 
et al. 2004, 3)” 

 
Representation of 
20th century 

 
“[M]odels fail to reproduce the 
observed warming when run 

 
“While useful in 
experiments to study the 
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warming: using only natural factors.  
When human factors are 
included, the models also 
simulate a geographic pattern 
of temperature change around 
the globe similar to that which 
has occurred in recent 
decades (FAQ 9.2)” 

sensitivity of changes in 
climate parameters, 
computer models are 
unsuited for prediction for 
predictions of future 
climates (Singer 2008, 
16)” 
 

Confidence: “There is considerable 
confidence that climate models 
provide credible quantitative 
estimates of future climate 
change, particularly at 
continental scales and above.  
This confidence comes from 
the foundation of the models in 
accepted physical principles 
and from their ability to 
reproduce observed features 
current climate and past 
climate changes (FAQ 9.2)” 

“The climate models 
used by the IPCC do not 
depict the chaotic, open-
ended climate system.  
They cannot make 
reliable predictions... 
(Singer 2008, 16)”; “Many 
models are incapable of 
simulating important 
aspects of the current 
climate, and models differ 
substantially in their 
projections.  It is not 
possible to say which, if 
any, of todayʼs climate 
models are reliable… 
(McKitrick, et al. 2007, 4)” 

Model formulation 
improvements: 

Enhanced case studies, 
international intercomparison 
of GCM research, coordination 
of data sharing; testing on 
more diverse temporal scales; 
improvements to resolution, 
computational methods; 
parametrizations now include 
“freshwater fluxes,” “river and 
estuary mixing schemes,” 
“positive definite advection 
schemes,” “adiabatic isopycnal 
mixing schemes”; the inclusion 
of additional processes such 
as interactive aerosols; 
AOGCMs do not use flux 
adjustments (previously a 
major source of uncertainty); 
simulation of extreme events; 

“…[expected 
improvement in] 
forecasts of regional 
effects of recurring 
variations such as El 
Niño (Fraser 2004, 20)” 



29 
 

“large-scale patterns of 
seasonal variation” in 
atmospheric fields (FAQ 9.2) 

Climate simulation 
improvements: 

Simulation of El Niño-Southern 
Oscillation; hot and cold spells; 
extratropical cyclones; EMICs; 
detailed sea ice dynamics, 
thickness categories, and 
thermodynamics (FAQ 9.2) 

El Niño oscillation 
(McKitrick et al. 2007) 

Challenges: Madden-Julian Oscillation 
simulation; convective clouds; 
microphysical particles 
generally, thus processes 
highly influenced by micro-
physical particles such as 
precipitation; small-scale 
processes; parametrization; 
precipitation in “intense 
events”; Southern Ocean 
simulation; ice sheet dynamics; 
“no consensus on the optimal 
way to divide computer 
resources” between more 
robust simulations (finer 
numerical grids), more 
ensemble members (finer 
uncertainty estimates), and 
more sets of processes “e.g., 
carbon feedbacks, 
atmospheric chemistry 
interactions” (FAQ 9.2) 

Deficient data, dubious 
assumptions, 
oversimplified models; 
parametrization (Green et 
al. 2004); regional 
simulations (Singer, 
2008) 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

LANGUAGE ECOLOGY 
 
 
 
Overview 

In the prior chapter, I analyzed a discourse on climate change.   Using the 

proposition, “Global Climate Models are imperfect,” I demonstrated how 

discursive interaction at the policy table is a complex affair.  The meaning of that 

proposition varies widely depending on the worldview of the speakerʼs community 

of practice.  Thus, the success of a policy meeting is reflected in the discursive 

model.  The present chapter is an examination of a theory of language that is 

crucial to the complex, discursive, problem-solving activity that is policymaking.   

In the present chapter, I advance an ecological model of language—and 

ecolinguistics—as the better foundation for discourse in policymaking.  The basis 

of ecolinguistics is that language is an open system that is ecological in nature.  

Language is “ecological” because it operates as an interdependent system that 

organizes the relationship between an organism—humans—and their 

environment.  A language system is therefore representative of the environments 

in which a speech community is situated and also the environment itself.   

I present research in the language sciences that documents the complex 

operation.  Specifically, I analyze three extra-linguistic environments that impact 

language.  They are natural, social, and corporal. 
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Linguistic relativity 

An ecological model of language is premised upon the belief that language and 

environment are interdependent phenomena.72  The model originates from 19th 

century Prussian diplomat and linguist Wilhelm von Humboldt.  Humboldt was the 

first within the Western tradition to postulate that language is a universally rule-

governed system and that a speaker conceptualizes the world according to the 

language structure of her speech community—known as linguistic relativity 

theory.73   

The theory was a formulation of the romantic nationalist movement that 

identified the spiritual value of folk characteristics such as language in the 

political identity of a nation.  Humboldt famously argued that language is 

expressive of the spirit of a nation and wrote, “The diversity of languages is not a 

diversity of signs and sounds but a diversity of world views.”74  The emphasis on 

“world view” was especially influential to later linguists trained in anthropology; 

namely, famed proponent of the theory of linguistic relativity, Edward Sapir.  

Sapir questioned the chauvinistic dimensions of Humboldtʼs scholarship 

                                                       
72 See Goatly 1996, Halliday and Martin 1993, Hanson 2007, Harré et al. 1999, 
Maffi 2001, Mühlhäusler 2003, and Mühlhäusler and Peace 2006. 
73 Mühlhäusler 2003, 28.   
74 Humboldt 1822 (in Mühlhäusler 2003, 28). 
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meanwhile emphasizing the important correlation advanced by Humboldt 

between language and thought.75  

 Sapir argues two theses on the ecology of language based on his study of 

indigenous Athabaskan languages.76  First is that a speakerʼs environmental 

“background” is the basis of her language.77  Sapir defines “background” in terms 

of the physical world, its “geographical and economic” objects, and the social 

world, its “religion, ethical standards, forms of political organization, and art.”78  

Second, physical objects are denominated only when they have a utilitarian value 

to the community.79 Not every object in an environment is represented 

linguistically.  What is represented is determined by the value it has to a speech 

community.80  “Everything,” Sapir writes, “naturally depends on the point of view 

as determined by interest.”81  “Interest” is a function of the groupʼs social system. 

                                                       
75 Sapir was wary of the chauvinism inherent in theories of linguistic determinism.  
Following popular conceptualizations of romantic nationalism, Humboldt 
stationed linguistic inflection in an index of culture superiority.  Edward Sapirʼs 
masterwork Language (1921) disputes Humboldtʼs linguistic racism, both 
implicitly throughout the text—Sapir examines language variability and formally 
disengages cultural value and language—as well as explicitly—there is a chapter 
devoted to language and race. 
76 Sapir/Mandelbaum 1912. 
77 Sapir/Mandelbaum 1912/1985, 90.   
78 Ibid. 
79 This phenomenon is well documented in contemporary, trans-disciplinary, 
scholarship.  Two powerful examples are Taken from the Lips: Gender and Eros 
in Mesoamerican Religions (2007) by Sylvia Marcos and An Essay on African 
Philosophical Thought: The Akan Conceptual Scheme (1995) by Kwame 
Gyekye. 
80 Mühlhäusler 2004, 4. 
81 Sapir/Mandelbaum 1912/1985, 92. 
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Sapir argues that a groupʼs social system is a funnel that determines the 

need to represent an object linguistically.  This dialectic between language and 

environment is complex.  The lived environmental conditions of a community are 

the basis of its language82 and the social group determines the value of a 

particular environmental object. 

The purpose of language, Sapir writes, is to “ticket off” oneʼs experience 

with symbols in order to “communicate ideas, emotions, and desires.”83  The 

symbols, however, cannot be idiosyncratic to the speaker.  Their homogeny and 

systematization is vital to their social purpose.  They comprise a system, “an 

extremely complex and ever-shifting network of adjustments,” which, “must be 

enormously simplified and generalized” into categories “for the purposes of 

communication.”84  Sapir defines ʻcategoryʼ as an arbitrary class, “tacitly 

accepted by the community as an identity.”85  His argument is that a category 

emerges as identifiable according to the particular social organization and 

environmental background of a language community.   

What I eat, for example, is simultaneously determined by what is eaten in 

my community and by what is physically available to me.  While one can easily 

find burdock and sorrel growing wild in Pennsylvania (even in the streets of 

                                                       
82 For Sapir, this statement applies strictly to the lexical and grammatical 
components of language.  Sapir disputes that phonetics are a marker of 
worldview given the chauvinistic implications of the argument.  The conflation of 
cultural identity and phonetics is commonplace even today.  Here is a link to a 
linguistics forum discussion of the phonetic representation of German identity. 
83 Sapir/Mandelbaum 1912/1985, 162 & 224. 
84 Sapir/Mandelbaum 1912/1985, 173 & 224. 
85 Sapir/Mandelbaum 1912/1985, 224. 
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Philadelphia)86, they arenʼt going to end up in my cooking pot.  Without a field 

guide, I donʼt know their names or uses.  For your average Philadelphian like me, 

they are weeds—a nebulous, noxious, and inedible category of things.  Burdock 

and sorrel, however, are most edible.  Burdock is “gobō” in Japan, a root 

vegetable that is typically julienned and eaten in salad, and sorrel is the main 

ingredient of a popular holiday juice in Jamaica (or “sobo” in Nigeria).  As it turns 

out, I have eaten them and I find each delicious.  Itʼs going to be difficult for me to 

maintain that burdock and sorrel are weeds, on the one hand, and delicious, on 

the other.  At some point, a categorical re-classification of either “weed,” or 

“burdock” and “sorrel,” must happen.  Perhaps the category of flora known as 

“weeds” becomes edible to me.  More likely, burdock and sorrel become “food.”   

Sapirʼs claim is that a social shift changes the conditions of appearance of 

an object.  The new category identity of burdock qua food is emergent—and its 

emergence is likely occasioned by an environmental shift of one sort or another.  

Perhaps a local star chef adds gobō to her menu and names it in terms of a 

familiar food category such as “rocket burdock.” Perhaps my community is 

starving.  In either case a conceptual re-classification of the vegetable is 

provoked.  My community now sees the root as food for the first time.  This 

means that we classify it in the category of ʻgustatoryʼ things.   

By considering the function of environmental context for social agents, 

Sapir postulated an ecological theory of language known as linguistic relativity.  

                                                       
86 See Tredici & Pickett 2010.  
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Following Sapir, Benjamin Lee Whorf expanded the theory and argued that 

language both represents a shared experience of an environment, and that it also 

works to determine it. 

Whorf famously postulated a theory of linguistic determinism87 that was 

based on his professional experience as a chemical engineer and fire insurance 

inspector.  Whorf explains that his many investigations of burned facilities 

revealed that the “physical situation qua physics” rarely accounted for the cause 

of the fire or explosion.  Rather it was “the meaning of the situation,” and its effect 

on the “behavior of the people, in the start of the fire” that was the cause: 

And this factor of meaning was clearest when it was a LINGUISTIC 
MEANING, residing in the name or the linguistic description 
commonly applied to the situation.  Thus, around a storage of what 
are called “gasoline drums,” behavior will tend to a certain type, that 
is, great care will be exercised; while around a storage of what are 
called “empty gasoline drums,” it will tend to be different—careless, 
with little repression of smoking or of tossing cigarette stubs about.  
Yet the “empty” drums are perhaps the more dangerous, since they 
contain explosive vapor….  The word “empty” is used in two 
linguistic patterns: (1) as a virtual synonym for “null and void, 
negative, inert,” (2) applied in analysis of physical situations with 
regard to, e.g., vapor, liquid vestiges, or stray rubbish, in the 
container.  The situation is named in one pattern (2) and the name 
is then “acted out” or “lived up to” in another (1), this being a 

                                                       
87 The famous Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is a frequently misattributed reference.  
Sapir and Whorf collaborated at Yale University, however, they did not formulate 
their research in terms of a collaborative hypothesis.  The linguistic theory that 
each researcher endorses is nevertheless quite similar, which explains the 
popular concatenation.  The shared theory is a form of linguistic relativity which is 
that language informs a speakerʼs conceptualization of the world and therefore 
her behavior.  The “Sapir-Whorf hypothesis” is most accurately attributed to 
Whorf, who postulated a more strongly deterministic relationship between 
language structure and cultural practice than did his colleague.   
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general formula for the linguistic conditioning of behavior in 
hazardous forms.88 
 

Whorf was so intrigued by the discovery that he entered Yale to pursue a study of 

linguistics.  With the guidance of his mentor, Sapir, he applied the forensic 

experience to the analysis of large-scale cultural linguistic patterns and 

developed the theory of linguistic determinism.   

Whorfʼs theory is that language produces “thought world.”  The concept is 

meant to describe the ecological function of language to reflect and determine 

the lived environment of a speech community.  It creates a “microcosm that each 

man carries about within himself, by which he measures and understands what 

he can of the macrocosm.”89  Whorf noticed that a thought world is expressed in 

the grammatical and lexical structures of a cultureʼs language. 

He famously compared the living Mesoamerican language Hopi to 

Standard Average European (SAE).  SAE is a linguistic classification that Whorf 

devised to describe “English, French, German, and other European languages.”  

The languages are structurally similar in terms of Indo-European linguistic 

patterns and, Whorf argued, share a worldview about “time, space, substance, 

and matter.”90  When comparing Hopi and SAE, Whorf noticed a number of 

distinctions in the grammars that are consequently represented in the worldviews 

of the speech communities.   

                                                       
88 Whorf 1956, 2. 
89 Whorf 1956, x. 
90 Ibid. 
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SAE grammar systematizes abstract temporality.  Two examples are 

mass nominal plurality (ʻwaterʼ) and abstract numerization patterns or “imaginary 

plurals” that segment time into abstract units (ʻten daysʼ). 

Alternatively, Hopi grammar systematizes a subjective temporality.  Two 

examples are nominal individualization (ʻa waterʼ) and an empirical operational 

numerization of ordinal numbers using singulars (“they stayed until the eleventh 

day”).  Hopi conceptualizations of temporality are event-based, not abstract.  The 

grammar requires discourse that is based on the specification of the subjective 

constitution of an event in time.91 

Whorf writes: “the Hopi microcosm seems to have analyzed reality largely 

in terms of EVENTS (or better “eventing”).”92  The SAE microcosm, on the other 

hand, is “dualistic.”  It is a “form-plus-substance dichotomy,” in which, “reality [is 

analyzed] largely in terms of what it calls ʻthingsʼ (bodies and quasibodies) plus 

modes of extensional but formless existence that SAE calls ʻsubstancesʼ or 

ʻmatterʼ.”93  Imaginary plurals in SAE, for example, “cannot be objectively 

experienced” though they are presented as such.  He elaborates: “we experience 

only one day, today [“the eleventh day”]; the other nine (or even all ten) are 

something conjured up from memory or imagination.”  Thus, to claim, “my guests 

stayed for ten days,” is quite different than, “my guests stayed until the eleventh 

                                                       
91 Ibid. 
92 Ibid. 
93 Ibid.  Furthermore: “[M]aterialism, psychophysical parallelism, [and] physics—
at least in its traditional Newtonian form” are three dominant SAE worldviews that 
are visible in the grammar. 
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day.”  The prior instantiates an abstract temporal order that is independent of 

human experience; in the latter, time is subjectively constituted. 

In a Hopi worldview, time is a consequence of human action.  It is made.  

In an SAE worldview, time is independent of human action.  It is an object.  It is 

experienced or used.  The distinction is especially visible in popular metaphors.  

In SAE culture, I “take,” “spend,” “buy,” “keep,” and “kill” time.  Time is money.  

Time flies.  Time slips (away).  Time does not wait.  Time is of the essence.  The 

grammar is nominal.  In contrast, Whorf modifies his description of Hopi 

conceptualizations of time from the nominal “event” or “event-based” to a verbal 

form with “event-ing.”  Time is created in “perceptible physical experience,” of 

events(ing).94   

It is worth noting that in my own description of the Hopi grammar it is 

difficult for me, a member of the SAE speech community, to articulate the 

distinction with confidence.  The verbal conjugation of “eventing” is unfamiliar, 

even specious, through the lens of my SAE thought world.  I am uncomfortable 

with the translation.  I am even compelled to “correct” the grammar to a nominal 

form.  Why?  According to Whorf, language is the expression and cultivation of a 

“thought world” (worldview) that determines human behavior.  The logic of a 

linguistic grammar is an expression and cultivation of a cultural logic that is 

manifested in behavioral practices.  The desire to correct the grammar of Hopi is 

manifested in a physical disposition to do so.   

                                                       
94 Ibid. 
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Imagine that I cannot restrict myself.  I conjugate “eventing” to the nominal 

form of “event.”  What is the impact of the modification?  In an ecological model 

of language, the impact is profound.  The modification of a grammatical logic is a 

modification of a cultural logic.  A worldview is lost in translation. 

The research has important implications for the possibility of discourse at 

the policy table.  I have thus far argued that policymaking practice is constituted 

by the interaction of diverse discursive frameworks.  Given the research by 

Whorf, literal translation of a discourse is not possible.  This is evident in the case 

analysis in the last chapter.  Even when speakers of the same language 

(English) speak the same statement (GCMs are imperfect) the meaning is not 

identical.  I explained that this is because the worldviews of the speech 

communities are divergent.  If translation of a discourse is not possible—if what 

is lost in translation is worldview—how do speakers from diverse speech 

communities converse?   

With the policymaking process in mind, I examine research that will help to 

address the question.  In the next section, I consider work in linguistic 

anthropology about linguistic evolution in the context of immigration by a speech 

community. 

 

Language modification 

Linguistic anthropologist Einer Haugen studied the impact of environmental shift 

on the structure of language.  Specifically, he examined bilingualism in the United 
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Statesʼ immigrant Norwegian populations.  The language ecology metaphor is 

central in his 1972 text on the subject and its use is inaugural in linguistics.95   

Haugen writes that “language ecology” is “the study of interactions 

between a given language and its environment.”96  Contra an objectivism that this 

definition might occasion, the environment of language is not “the referential 

world to which language provides an index.”97 “The true environment of a 

language,” Haugen writes, “is the society that uses it as one of its codes.”98  The 

language environment is defined loosely as the social and natural worlds in which 

a language community is embedded.99  

                                                       
95 Its popularity invigorated the growing field of sociolinguistics, a branch of 
language studies that examines the impact of social relations both in and on 
language.  Haugen laments the popularity of the ecological metaphor and its 
corresponding dilution: “It is unfortunate that the word “ecology” has become so 
popular as to weaken the serious content with which it is concerned” (Haugen 
1972, 343).  The origin of the application is in the nineteenth century by scholars 
recently introduced to Darwinism (Haugen 1972, 326), whose scientific rhetoric 
began to include the “life of languages” biological metaphor.  Shortly following, on 
the heels of a developing ecological science and solicitous of legitimating 
analogies (and allusions) to the natural scientific, social scientists embraced 
“ecology” as metaphor.  
96 Haugen 1972, 325. 
97 Ibid. 
98 Ibid. 
99 Haugenʼs formulation is vague.  I take it that it is analogous to Sapirʼs 
conceptualization of “environmental background” in terms of the social and 
physical worlds.  The oddness of the distinction is related to its problematic 
character.  How one conceives of the logic of the relation (or ir-relation) between 
humans and nature is fundamental to how problem spaces are co-constructed in 
conversations about the environment.  It is for this reason that I sometimes 
employ the word “geographical” rather than “natural” (and perhaps why Sapir 
used “physical”) in the taxonomy of environmental impact in an ecological model 
of language.  While the reductive, binarial categories are adopted for analytical 
purposes in Haugenʼs sociolinguistics, the ecological orientation of the project is 
a form of complex systems methodology that therein challenges the traditional 
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Haugenʼs conceptualization of language ecology is consistent with 

linguistic relativity.  Haugenʼs unique contribution is the analysis of the dynamical 

character of language in the context of environmental change.  He analyzes the 

case of Norwegian settlement in the United States. 

Haugen describes the “changing personality” of the immigrant by virtue of 

his exposure to (and management of) a new environment.  A dynamic 

bilingualism derived from a vocabulary, “constantly atrophied at one end and 

renewed at another,” marks the first stage of cultural transition for the immigrant, 

who is “doing more than just acquiring new phrases…he [is] absorbing a new 

social and linguistic outlook.”100  Haugenʼs argument is that language is actively 

managed by speakers whose communicative needs change in context.101   

Again, the process of linguistic atrophy and renewal is not indiscriminate.  

The immigrant is motivated to amend his language in social contexts.102  

Diasporic Norwegian was a “parallel development of language and social 

circumstance” that resulted in diglossa.103   

                                                                                                                                                                   
objectifying and static dualisms that are regularly formulated in a nature/culture 
bifurcation.  See Haila 2000. 
100 Haugen 1972, 10. 
101 A contemporary example of this is “1337” or “leetspeak,” a written language 
that substitutes Latinate letters with ASCII symbols.  The language developed in 
Web 2.0 interactive media contexts where full SAE lexical rendering was 
cumbersome.  “LOL” (laugh-out-loud) and “w00t” (an onomatopoetic expression 
of joy) are common words. 
102 Haugen 1972, 1-37. 
103 Haugen 1972, 10. 
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Diglossia is the phenomenon where a language community speaks two 

languages that have a differential social value.104  Haugen developed a diglossia 

matrix in which speakers evaluate the social context of a speech interaction in 

terms of [+/-] status and [+/-] intimacy in order to determine the “appropriate” 

language to speak.  Language choice will vary according to the geographical 

location of a speaker, formality of the social context, and intimacy of the speech 

interaction.105  Over time, diglossia affects the structure of language.  Haugen 

writes: 

While the immigrant was thus rubbing off his sharp corners through 
contact with fellow Norweigans, he was also being slowly drawn 
into American life.  The psychic pressure of his environment 
frequently made an American out of him without his own complete 
awareness of the process.  Even while he was learning, he was 
unconsciously adapting his Norweigan to be more useful in the new 
land.  Here are three separate aspects of this process: the 
Norweigan words which he retained with little or no change, the 
Norweigan words which he shifted in meaning, and the English 
words that he introduced.106 
 

In one case, Haugen notes that Norwegian words for abstract concepts such as 

shape, quantity, and time, which were “not closely tied to specific social 

conditions,” remained un-translated.   With no environmental pressure to adapt, 

the original Norwegian lexicon of abstract concepts remained unchanged.   

In another case, Haugen describes how Norwegian words “similar in form 

and meaning” to their English counterparts were—for the sake of efficiency—

transformed in meaning but not in form.  The word korn is an example.  Whereas 

                                                       
104 See Dill 1971. 
105 Haugen 1972, 330.  
106 Haugen 1972, 18. 
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the kornmjøl is translated as “grain flour” in Norwegian, in the United States, the 

same word came to mean, as in English, “cornmeal.”  In its new environmental 

context (where corn is staple), korn (originally “grain”) came to designate “corn,” 

while the linguistic symbol remained the same.   

In a third example, Haugen describes how the Norweigan words bekk 

“brook”, å “stream,” and elv “river,” which denoted types of waterways not found 

in the mid-West United States, were replaced with the English “creek” and 

“river”.107  The linguistic signs bekk, å, and elv, which referred to the “rushing 

waters and stony brooks” of Norway, did not refer to the same type of waterway 

known in the mid-West as “river” and “creek.”  The latter refer to a spatial 

distinction of large and small as well as the environmental description: “sluggish 

streams flowing between dirt banks.”  The English was therefore adopted.   

Haugen writes that the settlers “adopted the terms ʻcreekʼ and ʻriver,ʼ 

which were already associated with the proper names in question, which 

expressed exactly and not approximately the distinction that was useful in this 

country, and which had the right overtones in the new situation.”108  It is evident 

that the Norwegian language structure shifted in a new language environment.   

Language modification is clearly an effect of the interaction of divergent 

language systems.  In an ecological model of language, this means that a 

change in language is not only grammatical.  It is a shift in worldview.  A 

translation of worldview is not strictly possible.  This is because there is 

                                                       
107 Haugen 1972, 19. 
108 Ibid. 
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discursive complexity at the basis of any given statement.  A calculus is 

foreclosed by the complexity.  I cannot cleanly substitute the nominal 

grammatical form (ʻeventʼ in SAE) with the verbal form (ʻeventingʼ in Hopi) in a 

translation.  The Hopi worldview is lost in translation.  This does not mean that I 

cannot speak with a Shoshonean.  Discursive complexity does not foreclose a 

genuine dialogue.  Haugenʼs analysis demonstrates that the interaction with a 

member of another speech community is not merely a mechanical 

communicative operation.  It is pedagogical.  Genuine discursive interaction is a 

pedagogical interaction with the worldview(s) of an interlocutor.  This research is 

clearly relevant to policymaking. 

A policymaking strategy that circumvents the pedagogical character of 

discourse is futile.  The prevailing peace-building process is not effective 

because it is an attempt to render monolithic the worldview of the policymakers.  

Effective policymaking is a form of social learning.  I develop the argument in 

detail in Chapter Three.  Before that, and in the final section of this chapter, I 

introduce research in cognitive linguistics about language ecology.   

Thus far I have reviewed the analysis in linguistic anthropology about the 

dialectical relationship between language and environment.  The emphasis in the 

research is on natural (qua geographical) and social environments.  There is also 

data on the impact of a third type of environment on the structure of language—

the speakerʼs own physical body.  

 
Object relation 
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The cognitive theory of language that I develop in the current section originates in 

object relations theory.  Object relation is a theory of early childhood 

development about the cognitive basis of analogical reasoning in physical 

embodiment.  The theory was famously developed by British psychologist Donald 

Woods Winnicott, a contemporary of Anna Freud and Melanie Klein.109   

Winnicott theorized that an infantʼs first experience of the world is not as 

an individuated entity.  Primary to that is the experience of a holistic and 

subjective union with a caregiver.  The unionʼs integrity is fast jeopardized, 

though.  As the child matures cognitively, she begins to understand that the 

breast (or bottle) is an object.  The developmental milestone is a rupture in the 

subjective union between child and caregiver.  It inaugurates the origin of an 

individuated subjectivity in the cognition, or self-consciousness, of the child.   

The origination of individuated subjectivity is a cognitive milestone.  It 

marks the development of a capacity by a subject to reason about concepts—

and eventually, to speak.   

The evolution to speech in cognition is complex.  Primary objectification 

creates an opening of a “potential space” between child, as a subject, and world 

qua parent, as object.  Winnicottʼs application of spatial metaphor here is robust.  

The “distance” between a subject and an object in “space” is representative of 

the constitutive potentiality that is a basic feature of reasoning.  The basic 

feature, “space,” “opens up” the zone in which meaning can be postulated.   

                                                       
109 See Winnicott 1958/1975. 
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The meaning of objects is obviously not pre-given to a child.  The capacity 

to constitute meaning (according to the intersubjective constitution of the object 

by the social group) is nascent at the stage of primary objectification because the 

infant is just beginning to develop conceptual reasoning.  Winnicott describes the 

development of conceptual reasoning following its origination in primary 

objectification. 

The original “not-me” object is the breast or the bottle.  The infant has not 

yet developed the capacity to classify objects as concepts.  Consequently, she 

does not yet have a catalog of concepts to define the object “bottle” or “breast.”  

Thus, early cognition is manifested in perceptual—not conceptual—experience.  

Soon, a repertoire of experienced objects is multiplied.  The objects are classified 

cognitively as perceptions of “not-me” objects.  These are the caregiverʼs hands 

(feel-soft; not-me) and voice (feel-soothing; not-me), a holistic body (feel-small; 

not-me), bathwater (feel-warm; not-me), and so on; until a world of objects to 

which the infant relates is built.  It is speculated that object relating begins as 

early as five or six months of age—prior to the development of concepts and 

language.   

The childʼs experience of an exterior world (of “things out there”) is 

constructed in relation to her body.  The most nascent form of reasoning is 

therefore analogical.  The body is an immediate (and literal) contrast space in 

which knowledge of the world external to the subject emerges, and later 

conceptual thinking is based on this early experience.   
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The argument is relevant to the present project because it is a theory of 

the environmental origins of language.  Namely, language is the expression of 

concepts; conceptual cognition originates in a body analogy; therefore, language 

is based on analogical reasoning about the body.  There is research in cognitive 

linguistics that supports the hypothesis. 

 

Gestalt perception 

According to George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980), language is saturated with 

corporal metaphor.   

There are orientation metaphors that help a listener infer the meaning of a 

concept.  The orientations “down” and “up” signify the emotional states of 

sadness and happiness.  There are also substance metaphors that use an object 

or an adjective in analogy.  “Sharp” is intelligent, “hot,” is attractive, and “dope” is 

good.  Container metaphors project an experience of embodiment onto other 

objects.  I am “out” of the club when I am no longer accepted and “into” cooking 

when I enjoy the activity.   

Mark Johnson provides a rich example of common analogies in speech: 

Consider just a small fraction of the orientational feats you perform 
constantly in your daily activities—consider, for example, only a few 
of the many in-out orientations that might occur in the first few 
minutes of an ordinary day.  You wake out of a deep sleep and peer 
out from beneath the covers into your room.  You gradually emerge 
out of your stupor, pull yourself out from under the covers, climb 
into your robe, stretch out your limbs, and walk in a daze out of your 
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bedroom and into the bathroom.  You look in the mirror and see 
your face staring out at you.110 

 
Analogies like metaphor, metonymy, and mental imagery are ubiquitous devices 

in language.  Perhaps because they are so frequently used their analogical 

identity is easy to overlook. 

Consider an example of the ubiquity of body metaphor in language.  

Imagine that we meet in the hallway at work.  You query about my state and I 

respond in a quip, “Oh, you know, depressed.”  The word “depressed” is formally 

a metaphor—to press down, lower, or crush—but I do not use it literally of 

course.  I mean to express a general sadness and I do so casually with a 

metaphor.  The linguistic device is not explicitly chosen.  It is certainly not chosen 

in the context of ordinary informational discourse.  I sometimes use a poetics of 

representation to enrich conversation (in medias res I may ask myself, “shall I 

use ʻdepressedʼ, ʻdownʼ, or ʻlowʼ in this sentence?”).  However, in basic 

informational discourse I use analogy regularly without intention.111 

In their famous 1980 text about metaphor Lakoff and Johnson discovered 

that a majority of the metaphors in English are somatic.  Cognitive linguist 

George Lakoff advanced a theory of “gestalt perception” to explain the 

phenomenon in his 1987 text entitled Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things.   

                                                       
110 Johnson 1987, 271. 
111 Of course, even seemingly informational language can exhibit a subconscious 
narrative.  Freud 1901 is a compelling examination of the phenomenon, 
especially in its manifestation in language.  The fact is that itʼs often in analogy 
that we are most creative, and revealing.  
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The theory of gestalt perception is that the human perceptual system 

recognizes certain objects in the world as structured wholes known as 

gestalts.112  The “arbiter” of gestalt recognition is the perceptual-cognitive 

apparatus that is universal to the human species.113  Lakoffʼs argument is part of 

a lineage of research in cognitive science about the relationship between 

perception and conceptual thinking. 

In a series of studies on infant cognition, for example, neuroscientists use 

electroencephalogram testing to track the neurological response to objects of 

increasing spatial variation.114  The experiments demonstrate that a pre-linguistic 

infant—as young as three months—can perceive the difference between objects 

of varying shapes and sizes.  Researchers argue that perceptual distinction 

occurs at the “genus level.” 

The genus is a level of classification in both folk and scientific hierarchies.  

It is in the middle of the hierarchical classification system between the general 

and the specific.  The pre-linguistic babies perceive a structural difference 

according to genus.   

For example, an octagon is indistinguishable from a pentagon to most of 

the children.  This is because the objects have the same gestalt configuration at 

                                                       
112 Lakoff defines gestalt as a “structured whole which [is] more than [the] mere 
collection of parts” (Lakoff 1987, 272). 
113 The biology of each animal is distinct and therefore it is not difficult to imagine 
that one major special variation is the biophysics of gestalt perception. 
114 Izard et al. 2008.  There is also an exceptional body of research on the 
subject by the Izard study co-authors Ghislaine Dehaene-Lambertz and her 
spouse Stanislas Dehaene (link to publication site listed in bibliography). 
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the genus level.  In other words, the spatial type (gestalt) is indistinguishable.  

Alternatively, the children regularly distinguish a circle from a triangle.  

The infant research indicates that humans perceive a structured whole at 

the genus level.  The theory is confirmed by research in other areas of cognitive 

linguistics.  I review them now. 

There is evidence of gestalt perception in the analysis of cross-cultural 

language patterns.  Namely, linguistic anthropologists noticed that in non-

specialized conversation humans use a genus lexicon.  For example, if a speaker 

is asked to identify a tree (that she recognizes) she will respond with the genus 

word “oak”.  She will not describe the tree as a “plant,” “tree,” “leaf-bearing tree,” 

“Live Oak,” or a “Cathedral Live Oak”.  The use of genus-level names is the case 

even when the speaker knows the name of the object at a more general or 

specific level of folk classification.115  

Roger Brown inaugurated an important research trajectory within cognitive 

psychology to investigate the uncanny phenomenon.  As with the oak tree 

example, Brown noticed that a single object might have many names but that 

there is a tendency to name a thing at a particular level of classification.116   

A raccoon is an animal, a mammal, and a Procyonidae.  I once knew a 

particular (and particularly sneaky) raccoon that lived in the Big Sur mountains in 

California.  Chances are that he was a Common Raccoon, not a Crab-eating or a 

                                                       
115 From general to specific, the folk classification hierarchy is: unique beginner 
(plant), life form (tree), intermediate (leaf-bearing tree), genus (oak), species 
(Live Oak), variety (Cathedral Live Oak).  See Lakoff 1987, 33. 
116 Brown 1958. 
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Cozumel Raccoon.  But if you queried about my tango with the Big Sur raccoon, I 

wouldnʼt call him any of these names.  I would call him raccoon – not mammal, 

animal, or Common Raccoon, and certainly not Procyonidae – even though each 

is accurate.   

It is Brownʼs valuable insight that certain names have “a superior status” 

and function as an objectʼs “real name.” He writes, “While a dime can be called a 

coin or money or a 1952 dime, we somehow feel that dime is its real name.  The 

other categorizations seem like achievements of the imagination.”117  

For cognitive psychologists, the level at which things seem to have “real 

names” is known as a “basic level category.”  Brown noticed that basic names 

are shorter, used more frequently than other names within the category 

hierarchy, and often correspond with nonlinguistic, embodied actions.   

A childʼs first words are these “real names.”  The articulation of “ball” will 

also often correspond with the bouncing of a real ball or of the physical imitation 

of the act.  

Even later in life, there is a tendency to communicate kinesthetically in lieu 

of language expertise, say, when one visits a foreign linguistic community.  I drop 

my head back and pretend to drink a beer in order to indicate a desire for one; I 

ask directions to the garden by smelling imaginary flowers, arching my shoulders, 

and pointing quizzically.  The tendency to use kinesthetic communication in the 

first place, and to be understood, is a marvelous example of the universal, cross-

                                                       
117 Brown 1965, 320. 
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cultural, structure of psychologically basic categories (the categories themselves 

will, of course, differ culturally, or even across species). 

Following Brownʼs insight, additional research indicated that a thingʼs “real 

name” will often (1) correspond to its genus-level name, and (2) be 

psychologically basic.  These conclusions are the result of cognitive 

anthropologist Brent Berlinʼs research on the Tzetzal language in the 1970s.118   

Berlinʼs project challenged the traditional philosophical position on 

categories that was implicit to the subjectʼs study: the doctrine of natural kinds.  A 

prominent view within linguistics, the doctrine is an implication of the objectivist 

position that categories in the mind correspond to natural categories in the world.  

Following this objectivist reasoning, theorists argue that in language we use 

category names that express natural kinds.  Rather than uncritically accept the 

argument, Berlin empirically tested it. 

Berlinʼs experiment was an analysis of the folk classification of plants and 

animals (two areas where there are indisputable natural kinds) by Tzetzal 

speakers in Chiapas.  The study was simple.  During a pause in their walk 

through the jungle, a native guide was asked to identify the plants that he could 

see. 

The consultant could easily name forty or fifty, but he tended to 
name them at the level of the genus (oak, maple, etc.) instead of 
the level of the species (sugar maple, live oak), even though further 
study showed he could distinguish the species and had names for 
them.  Nor did he name them at the level of the life form (tree), nor 
at an intermediate level (needle-bearing tree).  The level of genus 

                                                       
118 Berlin 1976 & Berlin et al. 1974. 
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is, incidentally, “in the middle” of the folk classification 
hierarchy…119  

 
Berlin and his colleagues argued that the “folk-generic level” is psychologically 

basic.120   

Young Tzetzal speakers first learn and apply plant names at the generic 

level (which is in the middle of the taxonomic system), and then learn language 

for that which is more general (by working up the system) and specific (down).  

As with the Tzetzal consultant in Berlinʼs study, people tend to name an object—

and remember it—at the genus level.   

This relates to perception in the following way.  Lakoff describes that 

perception of a genus name is holistic, “as a single gestalt,” whereas “for 

identification at a lower level, specific details (called distinctive features) have to 

be picked out to distinguish, for example, the kinds of oak.”121  A gestalt object 

has no immediate feature—it appears to the observer as a “natural” holism. 

Therefore, the genus-level name is so consistently used, not because folk 

categories have a natural genetic ordering like biological phenomena, but 

because at the genus-level, qualities have gestalt characteristics that are easily 

distinguishable to the human perceptual system.   

Even scientific categorization of biological phenomena into natural kinds is 

a sort of heuristic.  In fact, Linnaeus explicitly devised the animal and plant 

                                                       
119 As described by Lakoff (1987, 33).  For the classification hierarchy see 
footnote 128. 
120 See Stross 1969; Berlin et al. 1974; and Hunn 1977.  
121 Lakoff 1987, 33. 
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taxonomy based primarily on perceptual distinction of “externa facie” at the genus 

level so as to be easily memorized by scientists.122  Linnaeusʼs son remarks: “My 

Fatherʼs secret art of determining (delimiting) genera in such a way the Species 

should not become genera?  This was no other than his practice in knowing a 

plant from its external appearance (externa facie).”123  It is no surprise that 

Linnaeus considered the genus-level as the primary level of distinction given its 

psychologically basic nature in gestalt perception. 

For example, I can describe Amaryllis as a flowering bulb with a single, 

thick, and bone-straight stalk.  I know that it is distinguishable from Clematis, a 

stringy climber with delicate blooms and Eucalyptus, a towering, flowering tree 

that sheds its bark like rough poster board and smells like menthol.  Ask me to 

name the subordinate species or variety of each of these plants—no chance.  

Why?  As Brown, Berlin, and Lakoff indicate, itʼs because the more general and 

specific categories (separately) are perceptually identical, have no gestalt 

distinctions, and therefore are not psychologically basic.  Put simply, species and 

variety donʼt “stand out” to me, so I donʼt notice them.  This is the case unless 

there is alternative environmental motivation to do so, such as with the Tzetzal 

speaker who lives in the Mexican rainforest, or a botanist.  City dwelling gal that I 

am, motivation to distinguish a Buttonbush tree from a Bayberry there is not! 

Berlin, Brown, and Lakoffʼs research about gestalt perception has 

important implications for an ecological model of language.  First, it is evidence 

                                                       
122 Ibid. 
123 Ibid. 



55 
 

from within a new field of linguistics that language and environment are 

interdependent phenomena.  The specific contribution is that the definition of a 

linguistic environment is broadened to include the physical body.  Second, the 

research directly addresses the prevailing objectivism in linguistics.  Namely, it 

controverts the doctrine of natural kinds.  This is important because the doctrine 

is a foundation of the standard view in linguistics. 

 

The doctrine of natural kinds 

The mainstream view in linguistics is that language is a closed system.  This is 

known as the independency paradigm.  The paradigm is an objectivist model in 

which language and environmental context are compartmentalized.124  A 

predominate example of the independency paradigm is Saussurean semiology.   

Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure is considered the father of modern 

linguistics.  He argued that language originates in the social interaction of the 

speech community; however, he also claimed that the social connection is a 

historical artifact.  It is not the appropriate object of analysis for linguists of living 

languages.  Instead, linguists analyze La langue, which is a consequence of 

social organization.   

La langue is analyzed as a closed system.  The methodology “explicitly 

excludes parameters such as time, individual variation, and links with the 

                                                       
124 Mühlhäusler 2003, 5. 
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language-external world.”125  In la langue, linguistic meaning is a function of an 

arbitrary relationship between the objects that are internal to the language 

system such as the concatenation of two (also) arbitrary signs such as phonetic 

sound and concept.   

The “value of each sign is defined in terms of its opposition to other 

signs.”126  This means that the semantic value of a proposition—such as “GCMs 

are imperfect”—is a result of a specific combination of grammar, lexicon, and 

phonetics.  The logic also applies to discourse: 

…discourses differ from smaller units, such as sentences, in that 
they refer to larger chunks of reality while employing essentially the 
same grammatical devices.  Discourse analysis, like sentence 
analysis, requires the identification of units, and the statement of 
the rules for combining these units into larger constructions.127 
 

Following the analysis in the prior chapter of the complex worldviews that 

predicate the differential meanings of the statement, the independency paradigm 

is incompatible with an effective theory of discourse at the policy table. 

 A related theory in the independency paradigm is the doctrine of natural 

kinds.  The doctrine is that linguistic categories represent a natural classification 

system that exists objectively in the world independent of human observation.  

This is a basis of mainstream linguistics because of the assertion that language 

is an internal system that is objective of environmental pressure.  Categories are 

                                                       
125 Ibid. 
126 Mühlhäusler 2003, 5. 
127 Mühlhäusler 2003, 105. 
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not generated in response to environmental factors such as geography, social 

organization, and the physical body.   

Some common examples of these natural categories (ones that I often 

heard in my graduate seminars) are dog, table, and gold.  Now consider the 

research about gestalt perception that we reviewed in the prior section.  Notice 

that the examples are psychologically basic (gestalt categories)!  The example is 

dog, not mammal or terrier; table, not furniture or Pembroke; and, gold, not 

transition metal or gold leaf.  Lakoff observes: “the kinds of examples that 

philosophers of language like to cite as justifying objectivist semantics, sentences 

like—The cat is on the mat; The boy hit the ball; Brutus killed Caesar—all involve 

basic-level categories of physical objects, actions, and relations.”128  The 

research on perception demonstrates that the gestalt category appears natural to 

an observer because of the psychologically basic nature of gestalt perception: 

their “naturalness” is a function of the particular character of the human 

perceptual-cognitive apparatus.   

Kinds appear natural due to gestalt perception, which is a condition of 

human embodiment.  Kinds are not a priority of “real” categorical distinctions that 

exist objectively in the world independent of human observation, as is claimed by 

proponents of the doctrine of natural kinds.  Lakoff writes, “it is basic-level 

physical experience that has made objectivism seem plausible.”129  I classify a 

thing into a category not due to an objective metaphysical order of things, but 

                                                       
128 Lakoff 1987, 277. 
129 Lakoff 1987, 271. 
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because of the way it appears to my perceptual-cognitive apparatus—see 

structured whole, think structured whole, speak structured whole.130  Embodiment 

is fundamental to human cognition and language emerges from the complex 

psycho-physical environment.   

 

Conclusion 

Gestalt perception, linguistic relativity, and language modification each have 

important implications for policymaking.  Namely, there is convincing evidence 

that language is an ecological phenomenon.  Language qua discourse is not a 

closed system—it is open, ecological, and complex.  

  Discursive complexity is therefore a condition of policymaking.  In an 

earlier section, I introduced the pedagogical nature of ecological discourse.  A 

policymaking strategy that optimizes the condition is wanting.  I examine a viable 

option in the next chapter.  

 

                                                       
130 Lakoff (1987) develops a theory of experiential realism to replace the 
prevailing metaphysical objectivism in linguistics.  It is a theory of mind that is 
based on the role of the body in cognition.  The theory elegantly balances 
realism—chiefly, that “the real world external to human beings” exists, that 
experience is “constrained at every instant by the real world,” and that “real 
human knowledge of the world” is possible (263)—and an embodied basis of 
meaning.  “Where objectivism defines meaning independently of the nature and 
experience of thinking beings,” Lakoff writes, “experiential realism characterizes 
meaning in terms of embodiment” (263).  The scholar stakes four claims: pre-
conceptual thought is schematic; schema is based upon gestalt perception; 
embodiment has an ecological structure which influences conceptual systems; 
and therefore, the imaginative capacity—to think analogically, not analytically—is 
central to cognition.   
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CHAPTER 3 
 

SOCIAL LEARNING 
 
 

Overview 

In the prior chapter we learned that discursive complexity is an unavoidable 

feature of policymaking.  This is because language is a complex ecological 

phenomenon and policymaking is a discursive operation.  We reviewed research 

in linguistic anthropology and cognitive science about the interdependence of 

language and environment—natural, social, and corporal.  Each community of 

practice has a unique worldview that both constitutes and represents the 

environments in which they are situated.  The worldview is expressed in 

discourse among speakers.  I now consider the best policymaking method in 

view of the research.  

In the following, I examine idea-based policymaking.  It is a form of 

policymaking in which the ecological character of discourse is recognized—and 

optimized.  In idea-based policymaking—unlike the prevailing gradualist 

methodologies of the United Nations—political difference is not circumvented.  

Instead, a radical diversity in worldview is optimized using a process known as 

social learning.  The result of social learning is a fortification of the problem 

solving operation that is the basis of policymaking.   
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Instrumentalist policymaking 

There are two predominate policymaking regimes according to international 

relations scholar Nina Tynkkynen.  First is the method that is favored by the 

United Nations.  Interest-based policymaking is a rationalistic methodology in 

which actors cooperate to “achieve joint gains.”  Cooperation is assumed only 

“insofar as [the actors] make absolute gains for their interests.”131  But “even 

when states have interests in common,” Tynkkynen explains that, “the lack of a 

central world authority deters them from incurring the reciprocal obligations that 

cooperation demands.”132  There is only one way of defining an environmental 

problem in interest-based policymaking: each policymaker perceives her interest 

as singularly legitimate.   

It is generally not possible for a policymaker to achieve her goals 

altogether; therefore, the interests are partitioned and negotiated in a piecemeal 

fashion.  This leads to instrumentalism.  Cooperation is fragmentary.  “Joint 

gains” are emphasized. Success is achieved in a majority sum trade.  

Policymaking becomes a calculus.   

The negotiation is a hyper-rational calculus in which interests are traded.  

Thus, emotionally volatile subjects are best downplayed.  Discourse is advanced 

in incremental steps to build trust among the participants (this is a method known 

as gradualism) and the technical is debated in order to avoid contentious political 

topics (technicalism).  Diversity is a bane—not a benefit. 

                                                       
131 Tynkynnen 2008, 33. 
132 Ibid. 
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The policymaker is required to partition the interests of her community of 

practice (better some gains than none at all).  But the cohesiveness of a 

worldview is jeopardized by the fragmenting calculus, which ultimately sabotages 

the problem-solving operation.  As I will describe momentarily, it is not possible to 

create lasting and effective policy using an instrumentalist methodology. 

An alternative regime is known as power-based.  This method is 

instrumentalist, though unlike interest-based policymaking, the negotiation is 

unilateral.  Here “a dominant state is able to use its power to…establish 

cooperation that serves [its] interests and then impose upon others to 

participate.”133  In power-based policymaking, there is no sense that a 

participantʼs orientation to the problem is complex and reflective of a worldview.  

The hegemonic stateʼs interest is singularly valuable.  Again, like interest-based 

methods, it is clear that this method is not effective over the long run. 

In her analysis, Tynkkynen demonstrates the bankruptcy of both regimes.  

The research consists of personal interviews of policymakers as well as a 

rigorous historical review of archival records and published media about 

environmental policymaking in the Baltic Sea Region.  The conclusion of 

Tynkkynenʼs research is that interest-based and power-based methods are not 

effective because they instrumentalize policymaking.   

She writes: 

Both the power-based and interest-based perspectives on regimes 
draw on rationalist assumptions.  According to these assumptions, 

                                                       
133 Ibid. 
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actors are capable of finding the most effective way to realize their 
interests within the environmental constraints they encounter.  
Moreover, actorsʼ interests are exogenous to social interaction, 
indicating that actors enter social relation with their interests already 
formed.  In this context, society is understood as a strategic realm 
in which individuals or states come together to pursue their 
predefined interests (Reus-Smit, 2001: 213).134 

 
I take this to mean that interest-based and power-based policymaking is 

ineffective because it is based on a solipsistic politics, which is a contradiction.   

It is not possible to define an interest in isolation.  Nor is it possible to 

realize the interest instrumentally—unless policymaking is zero-sum.  A political 

interest is a result of a political history that is negotiated intersubjectively.  How 

might an interest emerge solipsistically?  There is no limit on my needs in 

isolation; interest is formed in context.  Namely, I define a self interest in relation 

to that of another personʼs self interest, which is the logic of sociality.  

Intersubjectivity is a condition of politics.    

As a result of the contradiction, policymaking is organized erroneously like 

a chess game.  It is zero-sum. The interests of the players are predefined, 

sterilized, and the aim is a rational and mechanistic trade of interests.  

Substitution is the core mechanic of the method; there is no transformation in a 

mechanistic trading game.  If there is no transformation, there is no learning.   

Furthermore, complexity is masked.  It incites conflict, which can collapse 

the trade of interests.  There is a resulting attempt to sterilize political relations.  

The presumption is that it is possible for actors to leave their complex political 

                                                       
134 Tynkkynen 2008, 33. 
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histories at the door and focus strictly on the construction of policy.  The 

assumption is farcical, and it is extremely damaging to policymaking.   

 

A case of instrumentalist policymaking 

Power relations structure the dynamics of a meeting long before it begins.  It is 

fantastical to hope for effective policymaking with a method in which pre-existing 

power structures are circumvented.  The rationalistic peace-building scheme that 

is adopted by the United Nations is a prime example of the failed attempt to 

sterilize political relations.  The fragility—and chicanery—of instrumentalism is 

abundantly clear at the annual Conference of Parties (COP) of the United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change.  The 2009 COP is an 

emblematic example. 

The 15th Conference of Parties was held in Copenhagen, Denmark in 

2009.  It was heralded as an opportunity to address the imminent 2012 expiration 

of The Kyoto Protocol.  The Protocol was originally created at the 1997 COP in 

Kyoto, Japan.  Ratified by 191 countries, it is the only binding policy on the part of 

a majority of nation-states to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to a target level.   

The 15th COP thus attracted world leaders such as Prime Ministers Brown, 

Rudd, and Wen Jiabao, as well as Presidents Obama, Sarkozy, Morales, and da 

Silva.  Media coverage was expansive and the meeting passed quickly.  Amidst 



64 
 

polemics emerged a lukewarm accord with universally acknowledged impotence 

and a muting impact on the organization.135  What happened? 

It is possible to watch the meeting via a webcast that is maintained by the 

annual host nation.  The COP webcast is a digital stream of the public-face of the 

conference.  Over the course of the week, delegates report on the status of 

policymaking that is negotiated behind closed doors.  They answer questions 

from the audience of press.   

A review of the webcast demonstrates the Pareto Law in painstaking 

action.  The Pareto Law is a scale-free rule of preferential attachment that applies 

to social networks.  Namely, it stipulates that the “rich get richer.”  This is evident 

in policymaking because the dominant states maintain the power to impose their 

policy aims on the weaker nation-states by imposing power-based policy—such 

as the Copenhagen accord—on the weaker nation-states.   

                                                       
135 The negative feedback effect on the organizationʼs capacity to produce 
effective policy following the disastrous 15th COP is unambiguous.  See: Estrada-
Oyuela, “Copenhagen needs a strong lead negotiator,” Nature, 22 October 2009; 
Pachauri, “India pushes for common responsibility,” Nature, 22 October 2009; 
Pielke Jr., “The Climate of Failure,” Nature, 8 August 2012; Schiermeier, “IPCC 
flooded by criticism,” Nature, 4 February 2010; Tollefson, “Time running out for 
climate talks,” Nature, 22 October 2009.  The documented failure is distressing 
given the unique position of the IPCC to manifest global climate policy.  
Madeleine Albright recently expressed a similar concern about the fate of the 
United Nations as a whole: “The reality, however, is that the U.N. is the world's 
most visible multilateral organization and has the most members. No one 
country, even the United States, can tackle the bundle of issues the world faces -
- from terrorism to nuclear proliferation, economic inequality to environmental 
degradation…. If we start thinking that the United Nations doesn't work, that we 
don't have to pay our bills, or that everything in diplomacy will turn out exactly the 
way we want it, we are leaving out an indispensable tool” (Foreign Policy, 
September/October 2012).  
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It is evident that the distribution of political power at the COP is centralized 

and that this is damaging to effective policymaking.  The Copenhagen meeting is 

notorious for the response by a host of “developing nations” to the farcical 

egalitarian character of the organization.  Late in the conference, the Ecuadorian 

Yasuni-ITT delegation threatened to quit early.  They descried the meeting as a 

mockery of policymaking with “no inclusiveness, transparency, or rules.”136  

Sudanese chairman Lumumba Di-aping of the G77 group (a representation of the 

worldʼs 130 poorest countries) proclaimed the non-binding Copenhagen Accord a 

form of suicide for African nations, “an incineration pact, in order to maintain the 

economic dominance of a few countries.”137  Polemical, the response is 

nonetheless valid. 

The asymmetrical power relations are also apparent in the webcast 

footage.  The powerful U.S. delegation met on 17 December 2009.  The webcast 

features Nancy Pelosi in a conference room filled with hundreds of members of 

the press corps.138  On the same day, Prime Minister Apisai Lelemia of Tuvalu 

presents a film of life in a small South Pacific island nation—to an audience of 

fifteen.  In the film, a changing tide unveils a road, houses are raised on stilts, 

neighbors wade through deep water to greet each other, and children ride their 

                                                       
136 COP Webcast 16 December 2009, “Ecuador Yasuni-ITT Delegation.” 
137 McGee, “Anger at delegateʼs Holocaust jibe against climate deal – as his 
country shares £62bn bonanza,” Daily Mail Online, 20 December 2009.  
138 United Nationsʼ COP Webcast 17 December 2009, “Ms. Nancy Pelosi, U.S. 
House of Representatives.”  
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tricycles through the wading water.139  The Nigerian delegation meets later in the 

day.  The webcast opens with a shot of the conference room—it is empty.140   

The communities of practice most impacted by anthropogenic climate 

change are ignored at the meeting.  It is painful to watch.   

The instrumentalist strategy that I introduced earlier is one of many 

complex geo-political reasons for the asymmetry.  Nonetheless, it is commonly 

practiced.  The development of an alternative practice that addresses the 

asymmetry is crucial.  Tynkkynen advances a third policymaking method that 

shows promise. 

 

Idea-based policymaking 

Tynkkenyn identifies idea-based policymaking as an alternative to interest and 

power-based practices.  It is loosely defined as “constructing shared ideas and 

meanings, of internalizing new understandings of self and other.”141  The central 

mechanism is the transformation of group identity.  Transformation is occasioned 

with the central problem-solving mechanic of idea-based policymaking, which is 

known as social learning.   

In idea-based policymaking, social learning is used to help the actors to 

understand the diverse character of an environmental problem.  The 

                                                       
139 United Nationsʼ COP Webcast 17 December 2009, “Prime Minister Apisai 
Lelemia, Delegation of Tuvalu.” 
140 United Nationsʼ COP Webcast 17 December 2009, “Delegation of Nigeria.” 
141 Tynkkynen 2008, 34. 
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effectiveness of idea-based policymaking is an outcome of the mutual definition 

of the problem.   

The method does not predefine or totalize interests.  The identity of the 

problem for another actor is not assumed in idea-based policymaking.142  

Instead, a participant explains her interest in terms of the experience of her 

community of practice to the problem.  The genuinely multifaceted character of 

the problem becomes apparent in the course of problem definition.  I consider the 

strategy in detail momentarily. 

In the next section of the chapter, I will link the current research about 

idea-based policymaking with an ecological theory of language.  I later argue that 

the reason that idea-based policymaking is effective is because the worldviews of 

the diverse participants are leveraged in discourse.  The result is that the 

problem-solving repertoire of the group is strengthened.  The operation is known 

as social learning. 

 

Social learning 

It is difficult to find a clear definition of social learning.  Eleven experts in the field 

of natural resource management recently co-authored a comprehensive analysis 

of the problem.143  At the end of the document, the authors propose a positive 

                                                       
142 Of course, the orientation of another actor is always assumed in a highly 
charged political setting.  This is how one prepares for the political negotiation.  
The structural dynamics of idea-based policymaking simply make use of the 
assumption to produce conditions of cooperation.   
143 Reed et al. 2010.   
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definition of social learning using prominent themes in the literature.  They 

suggest—going forward—that all scholars who employ the concept incorporate a 

statement of definition.  Theirs is: 

[W]e propose that if learning is to be considered “social learning,” then 
it must: 

(1) Demonstrate that a change in understanding has taken place in the 
individuals involved.  This may be at a surface level, e.g., via recall 
of new information, or deeper levels, e.g., demonstrated by change 
in attitudes, world views or epistemological beliefs; 

(2) Go beyond the individual to become situated within wider social 
units or communities of practice within society; and Occur through 
social interactions and processes between actors within a social 
network, either through direct interaction, e.g., conversation, or 
through other media, e.g., mass media, telephone, or Web 2.0 
applications.144 

 
Or:  
 

“Social learning may be defined as a change in understanding that 
goes beyond the individual to become situated within wider social 
units or communities of practice through social interactions between 
actors within social networks.”145 

 
The exasperated claim of the authors is that the social learning concept is 

grossly equivocated in the policymaking literatures.  Their concern is that the 

method will remain irrelevant to policymakers without a more concrete 

formulation of its social operation.146   

How is knowledge distributed in the operation of social learning?  How is 

the knowledge that is acquired by an actor in a social learning environment then 

disseminated back into her community of practice? 

                                                       
144 Reed et al. 2010, 5. 
145 Reed et al. 2010, 6. 
146 Reed, et al. 2010, 3.  
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Before I define social learning and address the questions, I will examine 

the problem of vagueness about social learning in policymaking literatures.  It will 

help to clarify the theory of social learning that I advance later on in the chapter.  

 

I. Equivocation in social learning 

Social learning is equivocated in the academic literatures.  Its equivocation 

and undefined mechanics jeopardize its relevance to policy-makers—the group 

to whom the method is most relevant.  The academic community seems to 

recognize the perilous situation.   

Equivocation of concepts is a general problem in environmental 

governance theory and yet there is marked agitation about the social learning 

concept.147  There are government-funded research institutions devoted to its 

clarification, such as ECOPAGE, the Environmental Consequence of 

Participatory Government project funded by Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft; 

Project Involved, the stakeholder participation division of the Desertification 

Mitigation and Remediation of Land in the Eurozone; and the Albany Thicket 

Biome Forum in South Africa.148   

                                                       
147 There is palpably less anxiety about equivocation of other key concepts in 
environmental policy such “irreversibility” and “precautionary principle.”  Each is 
central in Principle 15 of the 1992 Rio Declaration on Environment and 
Development.  Principle 15 is a trademark of the document, and a basis of the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, whose genesis was 
precipitated at the famous Earth Summit conference, and which later produced 
the Kyoto Protocol.  Neil A. Manson has published two critiques about their 
equivocal usage (2002 & 2007).  A wider dialogue, however, is not evident.   
148 See Knight and Cowling 2006; Smith 2009. 
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One reason that social learning is equivocated is because the concept has 

a multi-disciplinary genealogy.  The social orientation to learning burgeoned in 

the policy sciences as early as the 1970s.  Early texts that develop the concept 

are Freire (1970), Bandura (1977), Kolb (1984), and Lave and Wenger (1991).  

There is a related bifurcation in organizational learning theory known as 

transformative or “loop” learning that incorporates the social learning concept.  

Primary texts are Argyris & Schön (1978, 1996), Blackler (1995), and Wenger 

(1998).  Scholars in international relations and governance network theory also 

commonly cite the above texts, as well as (the related work on social 

constructivism and organization management by) Wendt (1999), Berger & 

Luckmann (1966), and March & Olsen (2006).   

One effect of the mass literatures is that the social learning concept was 

popularized.  Another effect was that a multiplicity of definitions was produced.  

For this reason the concept is often vaguely defined.  Reed et al. ask “what is 

social learning?” and exclaim, “the literature is often vague when it comes to 

defining the concept and some definitions are so broad they could encompass 

almost any social process.”149  The authors outline two common forms of 

equivocation. 

First, social learning is conflated with “stakeholder participation.”  The 

latter resembles social learning because its effect is similar.  Stakeholder 

participation is “the process whereby individuals, groups, and/or organizations 

                                                       
149 Reed et al. 2010, 1.  
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choose to take an active role in decision making processes that affect them….”150 

Here, the mere participation of political actors is confused with the process of 

social learning.  The authors convincingly demonstrate that the participation of 

stakeholders in policy making is an effect of the process—but not its sum. 

A related, second form of equivocation is that the social learning process 

is conflated with the effects of social learning.  There is “[a] confusion between 

the concept itself and its potential outcomes.”151  For example, documented 

outcomes are pro-environmental conduct; increased trust, adaptability, and 

communication among stakeholders, as well as a shift in their attitudes and 

behaviors; and a shared conceptualization of the problem—one that is, 

furthermore, discursively codified.152  Reed et al. demonstrate that there are 

multiple conditions that can produce these effects.  A monetary incentive can 

stimulate pro-environmental conduct.  As well, a participant may terminate a 

policy meeting early due to a family obligation; she might cooperate more fully or 

adapt to the needs of a contrary member in order to hurry the discussion.  In both 

cases, the outcome is not a function of social learning.  It is easy to mistake it as 

such because social learning methods can stimulate the same behaviors. 

                                                       
150 Reed et al. 2010, 2. 
151 Ibid. 
152 Reed et al. 2010, 2-3.  Parenthetically, the listed outcomes of social learning 
are similar in other disciplines.  See Tynkennyn 2008, 34; Hajer 1995; and Hajer 
2005, 342. 
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Though equivocation is common, there are also some precise formulations 

of the social learning concept.  I describe two in the following section and use the 

research to advance a theory of the social learning operation. 

 

II. Social learning as problem definition 

Social learning is created using a problem-solving method known as 

“problem definition.”153  In problem definition, the identity of an environmental 

problem is not presumed.154  Instead, each actor at the policy table lays out their 

(community of practiceʼs) unique experience of the problem in what is known as 

“problem space.”155  The result of the discourse is the mutual definition of the 

environmental problem.  A mutually constructed definition leads to “explanatory 

closure.”156  Namely, the multiple dimensions of a problem that exist by virtue of 

the multiple ways that the problem is experienced, are aligned in a way that is 

intelligible to the group. 

                                                       
153 See Haila 2004, 56-8; 2008.  The concept originates with Garfinkel (1981).  It 
is applied to the environmental policymaking context by Dyke (1988), Haila and 
Levins (1992), Haila (2004), Haila and Dyke (2006), and Haila (2008).   
154 Haila writes: “As a starting point, we have to acknowledge that there is no 
“objective” problem space: particular phenomena turn into problems only after 
somebody defines them as problems on some grounds and the definition gets 
support (Haila and Levins 1992, Hannigan 1995). This does not mean that the 
phenomena underlying problem definitions were not real: we can discard with the 
confusions of shallow “constructivism” (following, for instance, Hacking 2000). On 
the other hand, however, phenomena never obtain the shape of specific 
problems by the sheer weight of their materiality” (Haila 2008, 7). 
155 Garfinkel 1981. 
156 Dyke 1988. 
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This is a formidable goal.  There is a “multiplicity of spatial and temporal 

scales typical of environmental problems.”157  The result is that there are multiple 

ways of framing the problem depending on the identity and context of a subject.  

The task of problem definition is to align the problemʼs dimensions in a way that 

is intelligible to the diverse communities of practice that are affected by the 

problem.   

To manage the complexity, Haila (2008) suggests that the participants 

map the multiple orientations to the problem in graphical and symbolic state 

space.  There are multiple media of problem expression—some stakeholders will 

draw the logic of relations on the whiteboard, while others bring video clips with 

them to show at the policy table.158  The question is how to organize the 

discourse so as to produce the conditions in which a problem can be mutually 

defined.  Haila presents a simple and effective method.  

The method is to stimulate discourse using three questions.  Each 

participant describes the target, source, and mitigation of the problem in their 

own community of practice.  The core questions are: “What, precisely, is 

threatened/damaged? [target]”; “Where does the threat/damage originate from? 

[source]”; “What can be done about the threat/damage? [mitigation].”159  As the 

questions are answered by the participants, the problem gets framed in a way 

that is intelligible to the group.   

                                                       
157 Haila 2008, 2. 
158 See COP Webcast 17 December 2009, “Prime Minister Apisai Lelemia, 
Delegation of Tuvalu.”  
159 Haila 2008, 7. 
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Haila writes: 

Framing an issue means defining a stable context within which it 
can be adequately understood and addressed.  The context allows 
specified questions to be asked as well as criteria to be given on 
what could count as an answer to those question.160 

 
In discourse, the multiple orientations to the problem are expressed.  Out of this 

expression, emerges a framework of understanding that makes problem solving 

more fluid.   

The research on problem definition is exceptionally practical in 

policymaking.  There are some questions that will need to be answered, 

however, before an operational theory of social learning can be created.  One 

question that I ask is: how does social learning make problem solving more 

effective?  Using ecolinguistic principles and network theory, I demonstrate that a 

set of heterogeneous problem-solving resources (that are endogenous to the 

worldviews of the policymakers) are distributed in the knowledge network of the 

participants.  The problem-solving operation is fortified and furthermore, made 

easier in the process.  This is because a new language viz. community of 

practice is built in the process of discourse.  Before I explain the theory in Section 

III, it is important to consider another model of social learning that I will use to 

build the theory.  

 

 

 

                                                       
160 Haila 2004, 56. 
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II. Social learning as a governance network 

“Governance network” is a form of political organization that constitutes 

the practice of social learning in the disciplines of political science and public 

policy. Policy scholars Maarten Hajer and Wytzke Versteeg define a governance 

network as “a relatively stable set of interdependent, but operationally 

autonomous actors, focused on joint problem solving.”161  It is commonly stated 

in the literature that actors are embedded in established “communities of 

practice,” which orient their interests.162  The complexity of the social learning 

process is linked to a “symbolic struggle” among actors to re-orient the interests 

of their community of practice in terms of a shared policy problem.  A symbolic 

struggle is the competing “ensemble[s] of ideas, concepts and categorizations 

through which meaning is allocated to social and physical phenomena, and which 

is produced and reproduced in an identifiable set of practices.”163   

The emphasis in the quotation is clearly ecolinguistic.  In policymaking, a 

set of autonomous symbolic systems (worldviews) collide in a struggle for 

conceptual legitimacy.164  The heterogeneity of worldview is a condition of 

possibility of semiotic struggle.  The goal of social learning is the 

interdependence of the diverse symbolic systems.  It is occasioned when the 

worldviews develop an interdependent relationship.  As Haila puts its, 

                                                       
161 Hajer and Versteeg 2005, 341. 
162 Haila 2008, 10-11; Hajer and Versteeg 2005, 342-3; Hajer 1995; Reed et al. 
2010, 5; Tynkkynen  2008, 37; Dyke 2011.  
163 Hajer and Versteeg 2005, 343. 
164 Also see Haila (2008) pg. 11 on “symbolic struggle.” 
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interdependence happens when: “the dimensions of the problem [are] fixed in 

such a way that the problem and its potential solution can be identified using the 

same criteria.”165  The result is explanatory closure. 

Hajer and Versteeg continue: “If one starts with the assumption that 

network governance is a multi-actor, poly-centric and almost by necessity an 

intercultural affair, then the first analytical question is of how coherence is 

possible….”166  The complex differences between the communities of practice 

are expressed in the variable “ideas, concepts and categorizations through which 

meaning is allocated to social and physical phenomena” (in the conceptual filter 

of the group qua linguistic relativity theory).  

Because it can be difficult to imagine problem definition and a governance 

network in practice, here is a hypothetical example. 

 

III. A case of problem definition and governance networks 

Let us imagine a hypothetical meeting between the Heartland Institute, an 

independent research group, and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC).  The topic is climate change, broadly.  The question, “Where 

does the threat/damage originate from?” is presented.  It yields a contentious 

debate about the capacity of Global Climate Models (GCMs) to demonstrate 

anthropogenic forcing of the climate system.  This is because—as was presented 

                                                       
165 Haila 2008, 2. 
166 Hajer and Versteeg 2005, 342. 
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in Chapters One and Two—there is a symbolic struggle that is occasioned in the 

engagement of heterogeneous worldviews. 

The Heartland Institute argues that GCMs provide insufficiently robust 

evidence of climate change: the data record is deficient and computer-modeling 

techniques are simplistic.  The group repeatedly distinguishes between “certain” 

science and science that is based on “probability,” in their discourse (Chapter 

One).167  

Alternatively, the IPCC argues that there have been robust improvements 

to modeling science.  Though challenges still exist, public policymakers can 

express confidence in the evidence of anthropogenic climate change that is 

provided by GCMs (Chapter One).  The Manichean language of the independent 

research documents (probable vs. certain) is not repeated in the IPCC discourse.  

Instead, confidence levels are quantified and a host of specific scientific data is 

referenced.   

While I summarize the discourse in the prior two paragraphs, the 

discursive exchange that I want us to imagine is more thorough (as in Chapter 

One).  The graphical “problem space” thus becomes populated with the words 

and concepts that are frequently used in the groupsʼ discourse;  perhaps an 

administrator has transcribed (or represented) the core concepts on a white 

                                                       
167 Word frequency is a useful indication of a symbolic framework.  The repeated 
use of the concepts makes it clear that the distinction is basic to the conceptual 
framework of the independent researchers. 
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board in the course of discussion.  Similarities and differences are made explicitly 

visible. 

It is clear that the IPCC and Heartland both see a need for improved 

observational data in the science of global climate simulation but that they 

disagree on the meaning of evidence.  A dialogue about the divergence will 

stimulate conversation about the core differences in worldviews.  It is not difficult 

to imagine a conversation about the meaning of the concept “certainty,” for 

example.   

An effective administration of this process should, eventually, stimulate 

social learning.  What is learned?  

First, the exchange will create the opportunity for the Heartland members 

to learn the peer-reviewed science.  Thus, the knowledge that is a feature of the 

IPCC worldview will be distributed in the network.  This is crucial in scientific 

policymaking—and, I believe, possible.  Several years ago I attended a meeting 

of an independent research group known as the Wynnewood Institute.  I was 

struck by the earnestness of the members to better understand the climatological 

science.  The invited scientist was the Delaware State Climatologist who is a 

skeptic of the anthropogenic thesis.  Thus, the opportunity to create social 

learning about peer-reviewed scientific research was lost; however, I do not 
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doubt that the group would have eagerly benefited from a balanced presentation 

of the science.168 

The exchange will also stimulate the distribution of social knowledge.  The 

laymen group members will learn about a working climatologistʼs experience of 

the policy problem, and (perhaps more importantly) the experience of a typical 

member of the independent research community, such as a working mother-of-

four.  Each experience is representative of a worldview that is impacted by the 

environmental problem.   

The resulting knowledge will increase the odds that explanatory closure is 

achieved.  To repeat, explanatory closure is when “the dimensions of the problem 

[are] fixed in such a way that the problem and its potential solution can be 

identified using the same criteria.”169  It is impossible to align a problem and 

solution without a sense of the complex multiplicity that constitutes an 

environmental problem.  Thus, without social learning, a policy meeting is more 

likely to fail. 

                                                       
168 My argument (forthcoming) is that a social learning environment stimulates 
the condition of learning regardless of an actorʼs identity.  The learning may not 
ultimately happen, however, the possibility is higher in a social learning 
environment, than say, a power-based one, because it is constituted by a change 
in understanding of the learner (following the research in Chapter Two this is a 
change in worldview).  A power-based environment collapses the condition of 
learning because it is hierarchical and linear, and is constituted by a mechanical 
transmission of knowledge from the full (the teacher) to the empty (student).  
There is a host of research in cognitive science and psychology that refutes the 
model.  See the work of Stanford social psychologist Carol S. Dweck.  A specific 
essay is Mangels et al. 2006. 
169 Haila 2008, 2. 
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The purpose of this hypothetical example is to provide the reader with a 

general procedural framework of problem definition.  There are two significant 

dimensions that are missing.  First, no explanation is provided of how social 

learning operates.  I advance a theory in Section III.  Second, the transmission of 

power relations is not conceptualized.  The latter is a crucial effect of social 

learning, especially in policymaking.  I contribute to the research about power in 

social learning in Chapters Four and Five using Hajerʼs governance network 

theory, which I now extrapolate.    

 

IV. Power and governance networks 

Hajer and Versteeg write that a successful governance network is the co-

production of an “institutional framework” (explanatory closure) through which 

emerges the “shared identification of core problems” (the dimensions are fixed 

using the same criteria).  They add that there must exist a “dynamic distribution 

of power” among actors in order to achieve the goal of a mutual identification of a 

policy problem.  

Hajer and Versteeg define the distribution of power in a traditional liberal 

(instrumentalist) political organization in terms of a centralized, hierarchical, and 

nested structure.170  One common example of the power relation is the local-

                                                       
170 Hajer and Versteeg 2005, 341-2.  For a thorough description of power in the 
liberal tradition see Fraser (1990). 
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regional-national-international organization.171  An actorʼs scope of power is 

defined by his location in the nested hierarchy.  

Alternatively, in a governance network, power is dynamically distributed 

among a group of actors from diverse political arenas.  Hajer and Versteeg list: 

“non-state actors, including international organizations, multilateral corporations 

and international non-governmental organizations.”  However, some of the most 

crucial actors are typically overlooked in environmental policymaking, such 

residents and small business owners, trade unions, farmers, landowners, 

communal organizations, and schools.172   

To summarize, the management of power relation is a crucial feature of a 

governance network.  Its function is to redistribute power relations dynamically in 

the network.   

However, Hajer and Versteeg do not define a redistributive operation.173  

The formulation of an operational theory of social learning that addresses the 

redistribution of power relations is a large multi-disciplinary problem.  I contribute 

to the research in the final two chapters of the dissertation with an analogue 

model of power distribution.   

                                                       
171 The United Nations is a good example of an international organization at the 
top of the hierarchy. 
172 See also Tynkkynen 2008, 37.  
173 Hajer and Versteeg (2005) introduce a “network dramaturgy” of social learning 
as a potential operation.  They hint at the potential “scripting and staging” of the 
event as a way of distributing power at the table.  The theory is nascent but 
promising.   
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I conclude the present chapter by theorizing why social learning is 

effective.  I apply an ecological theory of language to explain that social learning 

optimizes the distribution of the problem solving practices that are endogenous to 

worldview.  The result is the fortification of the problem-solving repertoire of the 

policymakers.  The fortification is coupled with a new interdependent group 

identity (and discourse) that results from problem definition.  Consequently, 

policymaking is more fluid. 

 

V. Social learning is the distribution of problem-solving resources 

The evidence in II-IV indicates that idea-based policymaking is an effective 

alternative to dominant policymaking methods.  The core mechanic driving idea-

based policymaking is the pedagogical method known as social learning.  

Despite a general equivocation of the concept, there are two theories that 

explicate its general dynamics clearly.  The theories are Garfinkel, Haila, and 

Dykeʼs problem definition model and Hajerʼs governance network.   

 Though the general dynamics are well explicated, an operational theory of 

social learning is wanting.  This is a problem because it means there are no clear 

guidelines for how to create a social learning environment at the policy table.  

The development of an operational model of social learning is therefore crucial.  

It is beyond the scope of the present work, however I contribute to the research 

with a theory that explains the effectiveness of the operation.   
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I speculate that social learning is an effective operation because it fortifies 

the problem-solving repertoire of a policymaking group.  I argue that the 

worldviews of policymakers are shared in problem definition; a worldview 

contains a plethora of problem-solving resources; therefore, problem definition is 

a distribution of problem solving resources.  I use network theory to explain the 

operation.174 

Network theory is a science of modeling geometrical relationships in 

space.  Its generic character is adaptable and therefore it is employed in diverse 

disciplines such as particle physics, sociology, communications, computer 

science, ecology, economics, genetics, and electrical engineering (among many 

others).  I now extend the application to public policy.   

A central metaphor in network theory is architecture.  A networkʼs 

dynamics are a function of its structure or “architecture.”  The structure is the total 

sum of the dynamical topology of a set of nodes and their connections (“edges” 

or “links”).  There are three types of network architecture: regular (symmetrical: 

the atomic pattern of graphene), random (comprised of isolated groups of nodes: 

                                                       
174 In the first draft of the dissertation, I originally wrote two whole chapters on 
network theory and social learning.  However, the material is not relevant to the 
current project.  I hope to return to it in the post-doctoral phase.  Nevertheless, I 
would like to cite the research that I used to develop the thesis that I advance in 
this section.  It is: Adamic, “Unzipping Zipfʼs Law,” Nature, 9 June 2011; Ahn, 
“Link communities reveal multiscale complexity in networks,” Nature, 5 August 
2010; Bohorquez, “Common ecology quantifies human insurgency,” Nature, 17 
December 2009; Buldyrev, “Catastrophic cascade of failures in interdependent 
networks,” Nature, 15 April 2010; Egerstedt, “Degrees of control,” Nature, 12 May 
2011; Liu et al., “Controllability of complex networks,” Nature, 12 May 2011; 
Viswanathan, “Fish in Lévy-flight foraging,” Nature, 24 June 2010. 
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the national power grid), and global (fully connected by an order of degree: the 

human social network).  The latter is relevant to the policy table.  To explain how, 

I introduce the Watts-Strogatz model of “small-world” architecture.175 

In 1998, Cornell mathematicians Duncan Watts and Steven Strogatz 

demonstrated a mathematical proof of the connectivity of global networks.  By 

gradually introducing irregularity to a regular graph (imagine unhooking the link of 

a lattice and stretching it to connect to a node two or more degrees away), Watts 

and Strogatz famously hypothesized the small-world characteristic of global 

networks.176  

The loop iteration exercise demonstrated that a low average is required for 

a network to maintain global architecture.  As long as each node is linked to at 

least one other node, every node in the graph is connected by an order of 

degree.  Watts and Strogatz were astonished to find that a global architecture 

emerges in a network when what is known as the ʻpath lengthʼ is an average of 

only one degree. 

An important architectural feature of a graph is the average path length 

between nodes.  This is important because it describes the “size” of a network.  

The size of a network is the “distance” or degree of separation between any two 

                                                       
175 Watts and Strogatz 1998. 
176 Watts and Strogatz 1998. 
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nodes in the network.  In the human social network the distance between any two 

nodes (people) is four and five degrees.177   

In a typical small-world graph such as the human social network, the 

majority of the nodes are connected in highly condensed clusters.  The large 

clusters are connected by long “superhighway” links.  The size of a network is 

important because it determines the speed with which information is transmitted 

in the network.   

ʻInformationʼ is a broad term in network theory that describes a content 

that is transmittable.178  For example, epidemiology is a discipline that uses 

network theory to calculate the transmission speed of disease (information) in a 

population.  There is a range of content that is analyzed in the network sciences.  

A relevant content to the present study is knowledge. 

For example, imagine that I am a biologist in need of information about the 

Mopane worm.  The worm is a caterpillar of the Emperor Moth that is eaten in 

Zimbabwe.  There is little knowledge about the wormʼs biological properties and I 

hope to meet a Zimbabwean cultivator of the worm.  I do not know a 

Zimbabwean Mopane farmer and my attempts to contact a local agricultural 

organization in Harare, Zimbabwe, as well as the biology department at the 

                                                       
177 The calculation of path length in a network is the science behind the six 
degrees of separation meme.  The degree of separation between any two 
humans is now between four and five degrees due to the social networking site 
Facebook.  The finding was recently published by Backstrom et el. (2012). 
178 See Morin 2008, 13-4. 
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university, have failed.  I now turn to my social network in hopes that it will lead to 

a resolution.   

I remember that Michelle Munkiwa is Zimbabwean.  Michelle is a medical 

student at the University of Pennsylvania that I know socially.  I speak with 

Michelle and learn that her parents are doctors in Zimbabwe.  She connects me 

to her mother via e-mail who locates a Mopane farmer through her social network 

in Harare. Problem solved.   

That I have a live option to contact a person that I do not know in a 

continent that I have not visited, 8,000 miles distant, is due to the small-world 

global architecture of human social networks.  The phenomenon, in particular, is 

known as “the strength of weak ties” and the phrase is the title of a famous essay 

written in sociology by Mark Granovetter (1973).    

Granovetter investigated the function of a social network in job acquisition.  

The presumption at the basis of the study was that jobs are acquired by virtue of 

oneʼs friends.  He found, paradoxically, that most jobs are acquired by virtue of 

acquaintances, not friends.   

This is the case because of the small-world character of social networks.  

A group of close friends is connected in a mutual cluster.  Thus, information such 

as social ties and economic opportunities is homogenously distributed among the 

group members.  The chance that a novel opportunity will emerge in the context 

of oneʼs own cluster is rare.  However, a seemingly arbitrary acquaintance, like 
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Michelle, is connected to a distinct community of practice that is rich in novel 

associations, opportunities, and problem solving resources.  

I extend the network principles behind “the strength of weak ties” to the 

policy table.  I argue that social learning is effective because it creates a small-

world social network among the policymakers.  Specifically, the epistemic 

resources endemic to the unique communities of practice are distributed via a set 

of discursive “short cuts” or a “superhighway” that is constructed in the process of 

problem definition.   

Watts and Strogatz explain that the: 

…ʻshort cutsʼ connect vertices that would otherwise be much farther apart 
than Lrandom [characteristic path length]. For small p [irregularity of the 
network], each short cut has a highly nonlinear effect on L, contracting the 
distance not just between the pairs of vertices that it connects, but 
between their immediate neighborhoods, neighborhoods of neighborhoods 
and so on.179 

 
In the analogy, the “vertex” node is representative of a policymaker.  The 

“neighborhood” is the policymakerʼs community of practice.  Thus, social learning 

“contracts the distance” between the communities of practice.  There are several 

concrete effects of the contraction. 

First, the problem-solving repertoire of the group is fortified.  A basic 

principle in an ecological model of language when applied to the policy table is 

that each actor node is representative of a unique set of problem-solving 

resources.  By virtue of an actorʼs embeddedness in a community of practice, 

what emerges in discourse is the complex knowledge and problem-solving 

                                                       
179 Watts and Strogatz 1998, 440. 
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resources that orient the actor and her community of practice to the 

environmental problem.  She is a representative cluster of problem-solving 

knowledge about the problem.  Multiply the cluster by the number of participants 

in the social learning operation and the problem-solving resources are 

significantly more robust than in a traditional policy network.   

Second, the contracted distance between the communities of practice 

produces a discursive interdependence.  Social learning is not only defined by a 

change in understanding of the individual.  It is also a shift in the identity of the 

group to one of a “shared identification of core problems” (Hajer and Versteeg 

2005).  As a problem is defined, coherence emerges.   

The group members are now using language that is rooted in a diverse 

community of practice.  “Foreign” words and phrases are codified in new ways 

and repeated.  The result is the production of a new, temporary, language.  The 

discourse is born of the unique symbolic framework that is co-generated in the 

process of problem definition.   

Third, the creation of a new discourse is the creation of a worldview.  

Given the ecological function of language, the development of a new discourse in 

the course of problem definition is the co-extensive creation of a worldview.  In 

the context of the policy table, social learning manifests a temporary community 

of practice.  Using network theory, a community of practice can be defined as a 

small-world network.  In a small-world network there is “enhanced signal-
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propagation speed, computational power, and synchronizability.”180  Applied to 

the policy table, the result is the alignment or synchronization of the conceptual 

orientations of the group members.   

Fourth, the creation of a worldview enhances the effectiveness of 

policymaking.  A shared discourse produces synchronization of concepts, and 

therefore intelligibility.  Explanatory closure is smoother in the context of a shared 

discourse.  It is easier to align “the dimensions of the problem…in such a way 

that the problem and its potential solution can be identified using the same 

criteria.”181   

As Watts and Strogatz famously write, “dynamics [are] an explicit function 

of structure.”  At the traditional policy table the structure limits the problem-

solving resources to the conceptual frameworks of the dominion of the politically 

powerful hub nodes.  If we analyze the policy table as a network, an explanation 

for the lack of productivity at the traditional policy table is clear.  Power-based 

and interest-based regimes compartmentalize the resource strategies to the 

hubs.  This is clearly ineffective in a policy network if the aim is to enrich the 

problem-solving capacity and resources of the participants.   

 

Conclusion 

Following the advice of Reed et al. 2010, I define social learning as the 

distribution of heterogeneous worldview.  Social learning happens in problem 

                                                       
180 Watts and Strogatz, 440. 
181 Haila 2008, 2. 
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definition, which is the mutual construction of a problemʼs identity.  In problem 

definition, the problem-solving repertoire of the group is fortified and a new 

community of policymaking practice is created.  

I speculate that a social learning operation will need to maintain a 

condition of flexibility and heterogeneity in order to facilitate the nonlinear 

distribution of the divergent problem-solving resources that are present at the 

table.  Problem definition is not a surety but it is more likely when the discursive 

repertoire of the group is strengthened.   

In summary, social learning is the core mechanic of idea-based 

policymaking.  By optimizing the condition of discursive diversity qua the 

heterogeneous worldview of political actors, social learning stimulates the 

distribution of problem-solving resources in the course of problem definition.  

While there is a growing body of research about the social learning concept, the 

operation of the process remains vague.  One particular area of analysis that is 

lacking is a theory of power.    

A theory of social learning is weak without an account of the 

contextualizing dimension of power relations.  In the following chapter, I examine 

a case of political play as an analogue model of the policy table. Policymaking is 

not a game; however, I suggest that play is an unconventional resource for 

policymakers due to its capacity to transform relations of power in a rigid 

hierarchy.   
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CHAPTER 4 
 

POWER PLAY 
 

 
Cricket is an art, a means of national expression. 

 
- C.L.R. James, A Majestic Innings, 2006182 

 
 
 
Overview 

In Chapter Three, I combined Hajerʼs governance network theory with Garfinkel, 

Haila, and Dykeʼs theory of problem definition to demonstrate why the social 

learning operation is effective.  It distributes a set of heterogeneous problem-

solving resources in a knowledge network.  The problem-solving repertoire of the 

policymakers is fortified and a temporary community of practice emerges in the 

process. 

The theory did not address the transformation of power relations in idea-

based policymaking.  The omission is common in literature about idea-based 

policymaking, and yet the transformation of power relations among actors is a 

key function of social learning in idea-based policymaking.   

Maarten Hajerʼs analysis is rare in this regard—he defines the 

transformation of power in a governance network (the form of political 

organization in idea-based policymaking) as the “dynamic distribution of power 

among actors.”  This is distinct from more popular (instrumentalist) policymaking 

                                                       
182 The quotation is from an essay in the text entitled, “Kanhai: A Study in Confidence,” 
pp. 171, originally published in New World, Guyana (1966). 
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methods that distribute power centrally and hierarchically.  Though Hajerʼs 

explanation is general, it is a useful foundation to formulate a theory of the 

transformational operation of power in idea-based policymaking.   

 The development of a complete model of power transformation in idea-

based policymaking is a large, multi-disciplinary project that is beyond the scope 

of this dissertation; however, in the next two chapters I contribute research to the 

project.  More specifically, I develop a line of reasoning about the 

transformational operation of power vis-à-vis social learning. 

In the present chapter, I argue that the possibility of transforming relations 

of power is clearly exhibited in play.  I demonstrate the role of cricket in a power 

play of West Indian independence against British colonial rule in the 19th and 20th 

centuries.  Given the lack of clarity about the operation of power in idea-based 

policymaking, the case analysis is a useful model to hypothesize the 

transformation of power relations in a social learning environment—which I do in 

the final chapter. 

  

The Political Character of Cricket in the West Indies 

There are two clubs that mark the inception of cricket in the colonial British West 

Indies: the Trinidad Cricket Club, established in 1844, and the Kingston Club of 

Jamaica, in 1863.183  The colonial cricket league combined the teams along with 

                                                       
183 The following historical information is from an essay written by C.L.R James 
for The Cricketer (1933) and entitled “West Indies Cricket.” The essay is reprinted 
in James/Grimshaw 2006. 
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British Guiana to form an intercolonial “West Indies” cricket team.  The team 

participated in its first “test match” (international tournament) against Canada in 

the early 1880s.  The team recorded a promising away win-loss record of 5-6-0, 

followed by two test matches against the U.S. cricket team in Philadelphia (1-3-1) 

and home (5-2-4).  Their international tour popularized the game in the West 

Indies and an annual intercolonial series was established in 1893-4.   

In 1895, the English national team—the colonizers—visited for a test 

match against the West Indies team (which consisted of a mixed race squad). 

Remarkably, the West Indies led the tournament (3-1-0).  The win was a key 

moment in the nascent political movement against colonization.  It would 

crescendo in the defeat of the English national team at Lordʼs Oval in England on 

June 29, 1950 and crystallize concrete political action.  Political scholar Stephen 

Wagg writes: 

Caribbean cricket, like cricket for long periods back in England, was 
a social theatre in which the classes mixed in comparatively relaxed 
circumstances.  Since this meant mingling of the ʻracesʼ also, it was 
possible in West Indian cricket for black expertise to be pitted 
against white.  Cricket became linked to notions of black struggle in 
the 1930s.  Cricketers such as Learie Constantine began to 
question white leadership of the national team (Beckles 1998a: 52-
6) and cricket, along with strikes and politically triggered 
disturbances, became part of what Tim Hector identifies as a 
ʻ[n]ationlist upsurgeʼ and a ʻrevolution from below…ʼ (1998: 53).184 

 
As Wagg indicates, the path to national independence in the British West Indies 

is bound up with the game of cricket.  This is visible in the complex negotiation of 

power relations played out on the field. 

                                                       
184 Wagg 2005, 163. 
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 Consider the early racial designation of field positions.  Antiguan political 

philosopher Tim Hector writes: 

From the very beginning cricket in the West Indies exposed with 
near exactitude the social relations of the islands.  Originally the 
whites, the owners, ʻthe gentlemen,ʼ batted.  The black plebeians 
were at first bowlers, ground attendants, who bowled often without 
shoes, let alone boots.  Later the brown skin or black middle class 
produced a few good batsmen who challenged the English 
planter/merchant class and toppled them from their batting 
pedestal.185 

 
Racial hierarchy on the pitch changed surprisingly quickly when compared to 

other contemporaneous international sports leagues.186  Representative of the 

change in tide is the original Antiguan cricket team.  It consisted of a squad of 

nine black men and two white men.  In 1897 they famously challenged Londonʼs 

Marylebone Cricket Club, a storied English cricket institution that was founded in 

1787. 

There are multiple other examples of the complex negotiation of power 

relations in West Indian cricket.  For example, black West Indian players were 

scouted by English Club Cricket and hired professionally early on in the 1900s.  

First among these was batsmen Charles Ollivierre who played for Derbyshire 

from 1901 to 1907.  In 1928, famed Trinidadian batsmen Learie Constantine was 

recruited to English Cricket.   

                                                       
185 Wagg 2005, 162.  
186 Major League Baseball remained segregated until Jackie Robinson was 
signed to the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1946. 
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Constantine was both a professional athlete and a political activist.  Other 

West Indian cricketers shared a dual identity like Constantine; however, it is 

difficult to understate the importance of Constantine in both arenas.   

Constantineʼs accomplishments within the game are clearly magnificent.  

With a “punishingly” well-rounded batting style, he won the first wicket in West 

Indies Test Cricket and was nominated to Englandʼs sacred Wisden Cricket 

Almanack as a Cricketer of the Year in 1939.  Yet, given that Constantine 

remained in England during his prime playing years, there is evidence that his 

importance to West Indian cricket is a function of his extra-ludic activities.   

Constantine worked in England as a professional cricketer until 1939 and 

remained in Britain until 1954.187  During the Second World War, Constantine 

was hired as a Senior Welfare Officer in Britainʼs Ministry of Labour and National 

Service to service West Indians in English factories.  He observed working 

conditions and attended to discrimination reports.  A frequent guest on the BBC 

radio program during the war (by request of the British government), Constantine 

stayed in contact with his countrymen in Trinidad.  He continued to play cricket in 

wartime charity matches.   

After the war, Constantine began a course of study in law.  He also 

worked as a coach, cricket journalist, and commentator, covering the famous 

home defeat of England by the West Indies in 1950.  His political activism 

included positions as Chairman of the League of Colored Peoples (1947-51), 

                                                       
187 There are two biographies of Constantine that document his political and 
cricket careers in detail: Howat (1978) and Mason (2008). 
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President of the Caribbean Congress of Labour (1948), and membership in the 

Colonial Social Welfare Advisory Committee (1947-50).188   

In 1954 Constantine qualified as an English barrister.  He returned to 

Trinidad the same year to join the independence movement.189  Within two years 

he was elected party chairman of Trinidadʼs Peoples National Movement.  Led by 

Eric Williams, the group formed a government.  Constantine was elected Minister 

of Communications, Works, and Utilities.  The West Indian Federation was 

established in 1958 and Trinidad gained independence in 1962.   

Constantine was deeply engaged in two crucial political debates at the 

time.  The first was the election of the West Indies cricket teamʼs first black 

captain, Frank Worrell.190  The second debate was about the participation of the 

team in a cricket tour of apartheid South Africa.191   

Constantineʼs hybrid identity as a politician and a master cricketer is 

remarkable.  It is also characteristic of the identity of many West Indian 

cricketers.  In the periods of decolonization and independence, West Indian 

cricketers like Everton Weekes, Clyde Walcott, Frank Worrell, Gary Sobers, 

Rohan Kanhai, and Viv Richards, engaged in political activity.  Worrell, known as 

“the cricket Bolshevik,” was the first black captain of the West Indies team.  

                                                       
188 Mason 2008, 115-6. 
189 More exactly, Constantine noted that he became tired of the racism he 
experienced in his role as a political officer to the British government.  His 1954 
publication Colour Bar alienated him from the white media, who until then had 
supported his career so long as he was not vocal about an experience of racism.  
Mason 2008.   
190 Waggs 2005, 163. 
191 James/Grimshaw 2006. 
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Walcott was the first non-British and first person of color to chair the International 

Cricket Council.  Richards famously protested in “Terror Thursday,” the bloody 

attack of unarmed Antiguan citizens by police.192  

The many examples demonstrate that there is a precedent to the 

argument that West Indian cricket was a political activity.  There is a rich 

literature in Caribbean Studies that defines cricket as an amalgamation of cultural 

and political history.  The scholarship is most thoroughly formulated by three 

authors. 

First is historian Hilary Beckles.  He subdivides cricket into the three 

periods of colonialism, nationalism, and globalism.  A detailed analysis is made 

of cricket history in terms of the periods in a remarkable two-volume tract entitled, 

“Development of West Indies Cricket” (1999).  

The second scholar is polymath C.L.R. James.  He wrote the canonical 

anti-colonial essay, “The Case for West-Indian Self-Government (1933)” while 

working as a cricket journalist.  His first long-form published work appeared the 

same year in 1933, entitled Cricket and I.    

James described himself as a sociologist of the game.  The self-

description is written in his internationally famous memoir and sociological 

treatise about cricket entitled Beyond a Boundary (1963).  The work was penned 

over the course of his career as a political activist (in both Trinidad and England) 

and a scholar of Marxism and Pan-Africanism.  There is a political orientation to 

                                                       
192 Waggs 2005, 169. 
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cultural practice and a cultural orientation to political practice that is evident in 

Jamesʼ scholarship.  The Black Jacobins: Toussaint LʼOuverture and the San 

Domingo Revolution, published in 1962 (written as early as 1938), and Beyond a 

Boundary (1963) are (in my estimation) hybrid works.  Each accounts for the 

coextensive nature of political and cultural transformation.  

James published 300+ cricket essays in journals such as Wisden and 

Cricket Monthly spanning 1933 to his death in 1989.  This excludes a fifteen-year 

period, which he dedicated exclusively to the study of Marxism in the United 

States.  He published Notes on Dialectics: Hegel, Marx, and Lenin (1948) and 

State Capitalism and World Revolution (1950) in the period.  It is not a 

coincidence that the cultural dimension of Jamesʼs scholarship emerges in the 

context of his return to Trinidad during the independence movement of the 

1950ʼs.   

Alongside Constantine, he was a sports commentator at the famous 1950 

Test Match against England.  In Trinidad, he joined the independence movement, 

founded and edited The Nation newspaper, became Secretary of the Federal 

Labour Party, and was active in the debate about Worrellʼs captainship and the 

tour of South Africa in the late 1950s.   

The third scholar is Tim Hector.   He wrote about cricket extensively on his 

website Fan the Flame.193   Hector analyzed the overtly political dimensions of 

                                                       
193 Stephen Wagg compiled and commented on selections from Hectorʼs website 
(2005).  Another relevant volume is Malec (1990) with essays by Yelvington, St. 
Pierre, and Cummings.  
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the game, such as the racist logic of the necessity of white administrative 

leadership.   

The research about cricket is a compelling portrayal of the political nature 

of sport.  As I have demonstrated, the emphasis in the scholarship about cricket 

is on the overt political history of the game.  The analysis has centered on the 

response to racism, the political identity of the players, and the role of particular 

games in the liberation movement.   

I suggest that it is also possible to analyze the play of the game as a form 

of political action.194  The analysis is distinct from the traditional one.  I do not 

emphasize the role of cricket in a broader political history.  Rather, I analyze play 

within the pitch in West Indian cricket as a form of political action.  The action 

impacts the broader political environment, of course; however, my analysis of the 

play act as an origin of social change in West Indian cricket is distinct.  I develop 

the argument in the next section. 

 

 

 

 

                                                       
194 The area is less explicit for multiple and complex cultural reasons—both 
broadly and specific to academic culture.  Generally, sport is not appreciated 
within a scholarly tradition, which, particularly in the West, is a-somatic and 
notoriously dualistic about the body as a site of epistemological possibility.  The 
pervasive academic denigration of the body is an extension of the historical 
project of colonialism which implicitly denies the intelligibility of certain types of 
bodies.  See Fanon (1952), Gordon (1995), Monahan (2011), Oliver (2004).  
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Cricket play as the enacted redistribution of power 

There is a precedent to argue that the literal play of cricket is a political act.195  

The conceptualization is often implicit in the sports commentary about specific 

games by scholars like James and Hector.   

For example, James provides a compelling description of Rohan Kanhaiʼs 

batting in the 1964 test match in Scarborough, England.196  James describes the 

batting politically.  He writes that Kanhai invented a new style of play with 

liberating existential and political implications. 

James writes that a great West Indian cricketer “should embody some 

essence of that crowded vagueness which passes for the history of the West 

Indies.”197  He argued that the spirit was visible in Kanhaiʼs batting at the 

tournament.  James described it as “a unique pointer of the West Indian quest for 

identity, for ways of expressing our potential bursting at every seam.”198  Kanhaiʼs 

play “created a new dimension in batting.”199   

Jamesʼ full description of the match is well worth reading.  In sum, he 

writes that the new batting style reformulated an asymmetrical power relation.  

Kanhai went beyond the boundary of constituted power relations: 

At Scarborough he was again free; to create not only a house like other 
houses, but to sail the seas that open out before the East Indian who no 

                                                       
195 There is no attendant analytical framework in the historical research about the 
phenomena in cricket.  This research is new that regard.   
196 James/Grimshaw 2006, “Kanhai: A Study in Confidence,” 165-71.   
197 James/Grimshaw 2006, “Kanhai: A Study in Confidence,” 165.   
198 James/Grimshaw 2006, “Kanhai: A Study in Confidence,” 166.   
199 James/Grimshaw 2006, “Kanhai: A Study in Confidence,” 169   



101 
 

longer has to prove himself to anybody or to himself.  It was no longer: 
anything you can do, I can do better.200 

 
At first glance, the description is quizzical.  However, in the context of an analytic 

framework of political play that I develop momentarily, it is clear that Jamesʼ 

analysis is meant to frame the play act as political action. 

Now consider Tim Hectorʼs sports commentary of political play.  Hector 

describes the political protest of Viv Richards in Antiguaʼs famous “Terror 

Thursday” in terms of batting style.  He writes about Richards:  

…who in 1993, was to put himself on the line, when he observed in 
Antigua the police firing tear-gas rockets into an unarmed crowd 
[expressed] the same spirit which manifested itself in Vivʼs duels 
with [Australian, Indian, British, and Pakistani fast bowlers].  [The 
spirit] cannot be separated from the new regionalism, which saw 
new forms of social ownership and economic organization—hence 
the improvisation or a ʻhitting across the lineʼ in Vivʼs batting—as 
the key to a regional society of the most advanced Human Rights, 
freed from racial oppression and social humiliation, with the people 
in council, going well beyond ancient Greek democracy.201 

 
Both James and Hector demonstrate a new methodological approach to cricket in 

the selections.  They define the practice of cricket as a project of historical self-

formation. Cricket—playing the colonizerʼs game better than the colonizer 

himself—is a project aimed at self-formation for the Afro- and Indo-Caribbean in a 

history dominated by regimes of semio-linguistic colonization, racism, and 

capitalist de-humanization.202   

                                                       
200 James/Grimshaw 2006, “Kanhai: A Study in Confidence,” 170.   
201 Wagg 2005, 169. 
202 See Henry 2000. 



102 
 

I extend the research and argue that it is possible to identify the structural 

character of a play system that instantiates the capacity to redistribute power 

relations.  In the next section I examine how the mechanics of a play system 

create the capacity for a subject to transform hegemonic power relations.  

 

Play as signification 

To explain the manner in which play is efficacious in altering power relations, it is 

profitable to examine cricket in the West Indies explicitly via its structure as a 

game.  The analytical resources available for the task are disparate.203  The 

framework that I adopt originated in cultural history.  The primary text in the 

tradition is Homo Ludens (1938) by Johan Huizinga.  I apply the framework that 

Huizinga develops in the text to explain the efficacy of games to shift power 

relations. 

                                                       
203 The broadest category of analysis is of ʻgames and playʼ.  Disciplines differ 
according to which area is emphasized as primary.  There is a rich body of 
research in literature about game narratology.  See Crawford 1982, Murray 1997, 
and Laurel 1993.  Related to this is a long-standing debate about the correct 
analytical framework of games as narrative or uniquely ludological phenomena.  
See Frasca 2003, Eskelinen 2003 & 2006, and Juul 2001.  An area of research in 
communications is the analysis of telepresence in games.  See Csikszentmihalyi 
1971, Riva 2008, and Morie 2008.  The research about play is prevailingly in the 
areas of psychology and education.  Psychologists analyze the function of play in 
childhood development (See Winnicott 1951/71), in the cognitive response to 
post-traumatic stress (See Grackenbach et al. 2011), in the development of 
cognitive skills (See Green et al. 2007 & 2010), and in learning (See Hirsh-Pacek 
2003).  I incorporate Winnicottʼs theory of play in Chapter Five.  There is also 
research on literacy and play (See Gee 2007) and systems thinking (See 
McGonigal 2011 and Thai et al. 2008).  The education research is a foundation of 
a series of new learning initiatives that are sponsored by the federal government 
(See Department of Education in bibliography).   
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In Homo Ludens, Huizinga advances a theory that play is a significant 

system.  He explains that the typical explanations of play are biophysical or 

utilitarian, which are reductive.  We do not play primarily for a purpose, such as to 

discharge energy, to practice war, or for distraction.  Play is not an instrumental 

mechanism.  Rather, Huizinga argues that play is a significant mechanism—it 

makes meaning.  This constitutive operation of play is creative of human culture. 

Law, science, poetry, wisdom, war, and philosophy are “rooted,” 

“interwoven,” in the “primaeval soil of play.”204  Huizinga writes that “pure play is 

one of the main bases of civilisation” and that “the great archetypal activities of 

human society are all permeated with play from the start.”205  Huizinga repeats 

that play “subserves culture” and that it “actually becomes culture.”206  The 

argument is enigmatic.  Play is the origin of culture?  What can this possibly 

mean?   

Huizinga answers: 

[Play] is a significant function—that is to say, there is some sense 
to it.  In play there is something “at play” which transcends the 
immediate needs of life and imparts meaning to action.  All play 
means something.207 

 

                                                       
204 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 4.   
205 Ibid.   
206 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 1.  The specific form of culture that is 
constituted in a play act is contextual.  Homo Ludens is the analysis of cultural 
phenomena like philosophy, art, law, and war that are a result of the constitutive 
operation of play. 
207 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 1.   
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Thus, play is a mechanism or operation that “imparts meaning.”208  It is a “non-

material activity” that has “no moral function.”209  It seems that play has a genetic 

identity.  When enacted, it endows a player with the capacity to signify meaning.  

It is a phenomenological operation (in the Husserlian sense) because it has as its 

structure the creation of a temporary eidetic zone (a “stepping out of ʻreal lifeʼ into 

a temporary sphere of activity with a disposition all its own”210) in which the 

meaning of objects and phenomena are constituted.211   

Huizinga contends that the objects that are constituted in the play act 

(games, theatre, war) are mistakenly attributed as play itself.  Play is not to be 

confused with the object that is an effect of the play operation.  What does this 

operation consist of? 

Huizinga hints at the identity of the operational mechanism when he 

describes that play transcends the immediate needs of life.  Furthermore, it 

imparts meaning to action.  There is something at play in play.   

I speculate that the etymology of play as frolic—in Middle Dutch pleyen—

refers to this dynamical operation at the basis of play as much as it does to its 

mirthful effect.  Huizingaʼs particular emphasis is on the dynamics (action) as the 

locus of the constitutive operation of play.   

                                                       
208 The statement is vague when read alone.  The argument that I advance about 
the constitution identity of the play mechanism is the result of reading Huizinga 
vis-à-vis Gadamer 1975 and Winnicott 1951/71 on the function of play.     
209 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 6.   
210 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 8.   
211 Reading Huizinga through ecolinguistics, then, play is the mechanism by 
which a worldview is constituted.   
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I explicate the significant operation of play in the forthcoming section. The 

greater purpose to keep in mind is that the analogue is meant to help illuminate a 

model of power transformation in social learning.   

 

The structure of play 

Huizinga argues that there are two general structural dimensions of play.  The 

first is visible in the “pure play” of an animal or a small child.212  It expresses the 

“first main characteristic of play,” which “is free, it is in fact freedom.”213   This 

pure play has an “irreducible quality” that is far less “distinct and articulate in form 

and features” than “higher forms of play.”214  Huizinga writes that the analysis of 

this most basic form of play known as pure play is not, “in our opinion, amenable 

to further analysis.”215  This is not a problem, however, as Huizinga is concerned 

with play in culture: 

We shall have to speak of contests and races, of performances and 
exhibitions, of dancing and music, pageants, masquerades and 
tournaments. Some of the characteristics we shall enumerate are 
proper to play in general, others to social play in particular.216 

 
Thus, social play is the second structural dimension of play.  In social play, the 

nebulous freedom of pure play is explicitly engineered into a play system—

                                                       
212 See Sutton-Smith 1974 and 2001. 
213 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 7.   
214 Ibid.   
215 Ibid.  This nebulous area of pure play is elegantly analyzed by Winnicott.  I will 
introduce his research in Chapter Five. 
216 Ibid. 
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freedom is, in fact, designed in social play.217  The result is a familiar play object 

like a game or performance, like cricket. 

The dual structure of play comes together to create a set of conditions in 

which power relations can be distributed.  I review them now. 

 

I. Play is a voluntary activity 

First, play is a voluntary activity.  One chooses play.  Being commanded to 

play collapses the condition of freedom that play is based on.  This links directly 

to the cricket model.   

 Domination is a core mechanic of colonization.  For a colonized Black 

person, the choice about where to work, how to speak, and where, among many 

other activities, was restricted or involuntary in an antiBlack West Indies. 

The primary characteristic of play, on the other hand, is freedom.  Play is a 

voluntary activity.  Consider its condition.  One can only legitimately play cricket if 

one chooses to do so.   

This opportunity to self-determine is a rare opportunity in the colonial 

context.  In the face of institutionalized dehumanization, the game of cricket 

provided a unique opportunity for freedom not available in daily life.   

                                                       
217 I cannot underscore the importance of this last statement to the dissertation 
enough.  As I suggested in the dissertation introduction, the value of a play model 
to help develop an operational theory of social learning is that play systems are 
designed artifacts.  This means that there is a set of design principles that can be 
analyzed and exploited for application (in social learning) at the policy table.  I 
hope to conduct the research in a post-doctoral project. 
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Because of the basic condition of play, the institution of cricket became an 

unavoidable site for political transformation.  In order for the play to take place in 

earnest, it required the recognition of the institution of cricket by the political and 

social bodies of the entire racial community (colonizers, planters, and colonized).  

The constitutional logic subverted the solipsistic logic of a racist ethics. 

 

II. Play occurs in a discrete spatial and temporal zone 

Second, play occurs in “a discrete zone of time and space,” which 

manifests a “secludedness” and “limitedness” that is “played out.”218  This is a 

crucial structural characteristic of play because it generates a boundary between 

“ordinary life” and play.  Huizinga writes: 

Not being “ordinary” life it stands outside the immediate satisfaction 
of wants and appetites, indeed it interrupts the appetitive process. It 
interpolates itself as a temporary activity satisfying in itself and 
ending there. Such at least is the way in which play presents itself 
to us in the first instance: as an intermezzo, an interlude in our daily 
lives.219 

 
The limitational nature of play is genetic of a zone that “contains its own 

course and meaning.”220  It is: “a temporary world, dedicated to the performance 

of an act apart.”221  One goes into the playground where an “absolute and 

peculiar order reigns.”  Play is therefore an ordering phenomenon and the 

                                                       
218 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 9.   
219 Ibid. 
220 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 10.   
221 Ibid.   



108 
 

limitations of a game in time and space are a symbolic instantiation of the 

order.222   

In cricket, the symbolic order is well summarized in the phrase that cricket 

is the “gentlemanʼs game.”  To play cricket in the West Indies is to perform the 

ensemble of gentlemanly behavior that is codified in a set of spatial and temporal 

limitations such as dress, architecture, and grounds maintenance.  The 

performance of the symbolic rites is the assertion, instantiation, and maintenance 

of the historical symbolic order of cricket (this is the same process that is the 

basis of the maintenance of a worldview).   

The rules of play, and the arbiter of those rules (the referee), are sacred 

for this reason.223  Each game has a unique symbolic order that is instantiated by 

a particular rule set.  Huizinga writes that rules, “determine what ʻholdsʼ in the 

temporary world circumscribed by play.”224  A transgression of the rules 

“collapses” the “whole play-world.”225  

Consider the unique rules of cricket.  The uniforms are white suits, 

immaculately pressed, and pristine.  The lawn of the professional cricket pitch is 

cut in an oval to a precise dimension (the precision is truly unlike any other 

                                                       
222 According to Huizinga this is the reason that play is aesthetic.  Gadamer 
(1975) and James (1963) develop a similar argument.   
223 See Bateson, 1990. 
224 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 10.   
225 Ibid. 
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professional pitch that I have before seen).226  Once the game begins, the 

referees alone are responsible for grounds maintenance decisions.  Each 

guideline is a material instantiation of the symbolic order that makes cricket 

intelligible as cricket (“the gentlemanʼs game”), and not soccer (“the beautiful 

game”) or baseball (“the American past time”). 

For the Black player in colonial West Indies, the performance of the 

symbolic rites takes on a very special character.  It is the assertion of his 

humanity against an antiBlack colonial order in which Blackness is not 

representative of humanity.227  The racial order of political legitimacy is subverted 

by the new symbolic order of the cricket pitch, which is that to play cricket is to 

perform the qualitative act of a gentleman.228  A new political order is then 

instantiated and maintained in the performance of cricket.   

The ordering effect of play is made possible due to the creation of a zone 

that is apart from the ordinary.  Huizinga writes that the zone of play is not 

“ordinary,” nor is it “real life.”  It is “a stepping out of ʻrealʼ life into a temporary 

sphere of activity with a disposition all its own.”229  It is a zone distinct from the 

habitus of daily life “with a disposition all its own.”  In play, we bracket a natural 

                                                       
226 See England and Wales Cricket Board, “Recommended Guidelines for the 
construction, preparation and maintenance of cricket pitches and outfields at all 
levels of the game,” October 2011. 
227 See Gordon 1995. 
228 Given the gendered political character of sport, the opportunity to play power 
was not similarly available to colonized women.  While the power of the play act 
extends beyond the formal boundary of the game and can be shared by the 
community of practice, the existential freedom experienced in play was not 
possible for women.  
229 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 8.   
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attitude or set of behaviors, mores, and etiquette associated with daily living for 

the sake of a different attitude that is required to participate in the distinct zone of 

play.   

This conceptualization of play is visible in the many linguistic metaphors 

that describe the spatial distinctness of play.  An athlete performing exceptionally 

is said to be “in the zone,” or a distracted player “doesnʼt have her head in the 

game.”  The preposition in is emblematic of a spatial conceptualization that 

symbolically constitutes the playing field.  One steps on to the court or enters the 

zone of play.   

To voluntarily enter a field is a dual material and a symbolic act.  French 

sociologist Pierre Bourdieu writes: 

There is a political space, there is a religious space, etc.: I call each 
of these a field, that is, an autonomous universe, a kind of arena in 
which people play a game which has certain rules, rules which are 
different from those of the game that is played in the adjacent 
space.  The people who are involved in the game have, as such, 
specific interests, interests which are not defined by their 
mandators.230 
 

In the late 19th and early 20th century, the field of West Indian cricket was an 

alternative political field.  The psychological respite, however brief, was 

understandably appealing to both the players and the audience of the game.231   

                                                       
230 Bourdieu (1991), 215. 
231 Huizinga writes that players are always on guard against a break in the 
symbolic order of play (in the intrusion of ʻreal lifeʼ).  “The contrast between play 
and seriousness is always fluid,” because play is “a serious pretending” to guard 
against those who want to reduce play to a trivial or fanciful activity.  Huizinga 
1938/71, Kindle Edition, 8.  In all games, in fact, the distinctness of the symbolic 
order from “ordinary life” is cherished, and sacred.  Sociologist Roger Caillois 
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In summary, play and “ordinary life” are distinctive zones.  I want to be 

clear that the distinction is not, however, absolute.  Precisely, the play act 

happens in a zone that is distinct from ordinary life but the meaning that emerges 

in its course can have an effect on the ordinary world—around the dinner table 

following a game or in the spirit of factory workers.  To illustrate, Hilary Beckles 

(1991) tells a delightful story about a Trinidadian man who worked as a public 

bus driver in England.  On the day following the West Indies away defeat of the 

English national team at Lordʼs Oval in 1950 he donned a rented tuxedo to drive 

his route. 

 

III. Play is emergent 

A third feature of play is that it is emergent.  Huizinga argues that meaning 

emerges in a play act according to a constitutive operation.  This is what makes 

possible the transformation of power relations.   

If play operates to create a bounded zone of constitution, the result of play 

in the zone is the emergence of meaning.  Huizinga describes this characteristic 

in terms of tension.  He writes that play has “an element of tension” that is 

experienced as “uncertainty” or “chanciness.” It is “a striving to decide the issue 

and so end it…to end a tension.”  The game ends. The rules indicate when the 

finalization condition is met.  The many types of social play are organized to 

                                                                                                                                                                   
analyzes this phenomenon in terms of sacred and profane order.  See Caillois 
1960 & 1961.   
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produce meaning—to move from uncertainty to certainty by producing (1) an 

issue qua tension and (2) the desire to end the tension.   

What emerges in play is highly contextually sensitive.  For example, the 

distribution of position according to skill (and not race) shifted earlier in West 

Indies cricket than it did in other sports like American Baseball.  I speculate that 

this is due to the context of sport and population in the West Indies.  The white 

planter and merchant classes introduced cricket to the West Indies in the early 

19th century.  Due to the small size of the white population, it was necessary that 

blacks and whites play together in order for there to exist enough players to form 

leagues.232  

Coupled with the fundamental characteristics of social play thus far 

described—that in order for play to legitimately emerge, it must be chosen, and 

that the field of play is a social symbolic order that is distinct from the ordinary 

world—what emerged in the game of cricket was the manifestation of conditions 

in which black players could assert their humanity safely.  The result of the set of 

conditions particular to the play of cricket in the West Indies was the emergence 

of a shift in power relations internal to the game. 

 

 

 

 

                                                       
232 Compare this to baseball in the United States in which there were enough 
players of both races to segregate whole leagues. 
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IV. Play creates community 

Fourth, play creates community.  The repeated interaction of player and 

play system233 is a process that creates a history.  The history is experienced by 

the players themselves as well as the spectators.  Over time, it creates a 

community.  The play community becomes an organization (a fan club) or an 

institution (an adjudicating body) with political, social, and economic dimensions 

that transcend the zone of play.234   

Membership in a play community (as a fan, commentator, or athlete) has 

powerful extra-ludic effects.  This effect is clearly documented in the literature on 

the function of West Indian Cricket to sustain an independence movement.  One 

becomes part not only of a play community, but a political community.  C.L.R. 

James writes: 

Between 1900 and 1939 the development of West Indian society 
improved the status and conditions of the coloured middle class 
with effective organization of cricket as a national expression.  In 
addition to clubs, exclusively white [Antigua Cricket Club (ACC) in 
Antigua, Queens Park in Trinidad, Pickwick in Barbados, and so on] 
with perhaps a few coloured men of distinction the brown skinned 
middle class also formed their own clubs [St. Johnʼs in Antigua, 
Maple in Trinidad, Spartan in Barbados, etc.].  So did the black 
middle class. In time the black plebeians also formed their own 
clubs [Rising Sun and Rivals in Antigua, Shannon and Stigo in 
Trinidad, and Empire in Barbados, with the Barbados Cricket 
League (BCL) completing the picture].  These divisions (not always 
in every island iron-clad) were not only understood but also 
accepted by players and populations alike.  All these clubs played 

                                                       
233 A common distinction between games and play that is made in the literature is 
on the role of the player in each system.  It is possible to design a formal play 
system, such as a game, devoid of players (consider computerized chess); it is 
not possible to examine play sans players.  
234 See Foer 2010. 
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in club competitions and not infrequently a white member of the 
Legislative Council or President of the Chamber of 
Commerce…would be playing amiably for his club against another 
whose members were black porters, messengers or other similar 
social types. 

Cricket was therefore a means of national consolidation.  In 
societies very conscious of class and social differentiation, a 
heritage of slavery, it provided a common meeting ground without 
coercion or exhortation from above.235 

 
That it is possible to make a “common” ground is due to the unique operation of 

play (freedom, difference from the ordinary, the spatial representation of a distinct 

symbolic order, emergence of a symbolic shift external to the game).   

The new community has an effect on society beyond the pitch. It is a result 

of the practice of the new symbolic orders by play communities in their lived 

realities.  Huizinga writes of the play community: 

…there is the feeling of being ʻapart togetherʼ in an exceptional 
situation, of sharing something important, of mutual withdrawing 
from the rest of the world and rejecting the usual norms, which 
retains its magic beyond the duration of the game.236 

 
The play community provides a bridge with which a member can transpose some 

of the new symbolic order (equality, freedom) into the ordinary social world of 

oppressive power relations.  Cricket becomes a political project of expressing 

oneʼs freedom in an otherwise oppressive social context, both on and off the 

pitch, and the West Indian cricket community, a safe context of humanizing 

political expression because it is a socially legitimate institution.  In other words, 

the political expression of play does not register as violent to the colonizer 

                                                       
235 Wagg 2005, 163. 
236 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 12. 
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because it is intelligible only in terms of a social register or grammar, due to the 

structure of play. 

 

V. Play is representation 

Fifth, play is a “contest for something or a representation of something;” it 

“becomes a contest for the best representation of something.”237 Huizinga 

vaguely defines play as a contest to represent “life” or “nature.”238  In a 1975 

essay entitled “Cricket and Race,” James provides a similar answer.239   

In the essay James cites James Baldwin on Willie Mays.  Baldwin defines 

Maysʼ mastery of baseball in terms of his racial identity: “Mays …was a black 

athlete.  He ran black, swung black, and caught black.”240  Baldwin adds: “You 

need to learn something again about joy and suffering, about risk and about 

those possibilities of uninhibited expression without which neither life nor art can 

survive.”  James responds: “I have expressed similar ideas about cricket but from 

this “blackness” I recoil: it is not new, it is not Black.”241  The operation of 

cricket—of play—is a universal human practice of signification.  Its function will 

                                                       
237 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 13. 
238 Though vague, when contextualized in terms of the broader explanation of the 
constitutive function of play, Huizingaʼs explanation is insightful.  If play is an act 
of constitution par excellence, a “best representation” of constitutive 
consciousness is a symbolic expression of genesis, which in biotic form, is the 
basis of cellular life.  This explains the sacredness (in a religious sense) of 
distinguished play acts such as Julius Irvingʼs 1980 baseline drive, which was a 
reverse-layup behind the board—and corresponding nickname of “Dr.” which 
indicates the expert, and novel contribution to a field. 
239 James/Grimshaw 2006, 278-9. 
240 James/Grimshaw 2006, 279. 
241 Ibid. 
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vary according to historical context, which is what James seems to intend in a 

wonderful riddle in the introduction to Beyond a Boundary.  He asks, “What do 

they know of cricket who only cricket know?”  A narrow conceptualization of 

cricket (“who only cricket know”) does not allow for representation in its highest 

form.  Its presentation is enriched by those who can link the ludic act with the 

extra-ludic world, as with any profound piece of art.  Therefore, cricket for the 

West Indian is more than “merely” a game—it is a politically constitutive act—and 

because of this, it is a representation of the game (as art) in its highest form. 

James describes the gameplay in terms of drama and contest of 

representation.  He writes that cricketer Gary Sobers “plays the game of powers 

emancipating themselves in a field that needs emancipation.”242  To best 

represent the game of cricket in the West Indies is to safely assert oneʼs 

humanity and oneʼs freedom.  This form of expression is a poetics of liberation at 

its best.   

In 1998, Tim Hector extrapolates: 

Both colonialism and racism deny the humanity of black people.  
Therefore through sports black people assert that: To win is to be 
human.  In other words, the official view, widely accepted that black 
people see sports as a vehicle, practically their only vehicle to fame 
and fortune, I did and do not accept.  On the contrary, a more 
plausible view was that since we were losers, and therefore given 
to the blues and the consequent sorrows of the spirituals, sports 
offered the avenue, perhaps the only clear avenue, to assert a new 
style different from the established style in the first place.  And in 
the second stage, arising out of the first, not only a new style, a 

                                                       
242 Ibid. 
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black style, but to win in black style, as opposed to the oppressorʼs 
style, which was and is hegemonic, is to be human.243 

 
In the following chapter I suggest that the new style that is emergent in play is a 

distinct self-organizing rhythm or dynamic that is transformative.  In the 

hegemonic and dehumanizing political context of West Indian lived reality, the 

transformation within the game of cricket is that of power relations.   

 

Conclusion 

A power topology can be altered.  The evidence is clear in an analysis of West 

Indian cricket.  In the prior section, I identified the structural characteristics of play 

that create the capacity for a subject to shift a power relation.  The purpose of the 

identification is analogical.  The structural characteristics of the transformation of 

power relations are broadly operational.  The effect is not specific to play 

systems.  I argue that it is possible to apply the analysis to idea-based 

policymaking, a zone in which there is a clear transformation of power relations, 

but no conceptualization of the operation that stimulates the distribution.  I 

explore an application of the analogue research in the next chapter.  

                                                       
243 Wagg 2005, 160. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

TRANSFORMATIVE PLAY 
 
 

The earth is gettinʼ hotta so pass me da peppa.  
 

- Natasja Saad, 45 Questions, 2004 
  
 
 
Overview 
 
In the prior chapter, I advanced play as an analogue model.  The transformation 

of power relations that is documented in play systems makes it a helpful 

analogue with which to better understand the transformative function of social 

learning.  I return to the policy table with the analogue in mind.   

Using the play system as a model, I now develop a concrete theory of the 

operation of power transformation in social learning.  I apply the theory to analyze 

a hypothetical policy meeting about climate change at the Queenʼs Park Oval in 

Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago. 

 
A world without cricket 
 
The Frank Worrell Trophy series is a semi-annual test tournament between 

Australia and the West Indies that began in 1960.244  The West Indies team, 

known as “Windies,” dominated the Worrell series for a period of fifteen years 

until the mid-1990s when Australia took control of the trophy and has maintained 

                                                       
244 Beyond the Cricket World Cup, there are several test series that are 
administered by the International Cricket Council, the global governing body of 
cricket, such as the “The Ashes” (Australia versus England), the Wisden Trophy 
(West Indies versus England), and the Pataudi Trophy (England versus India). 
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it since.245  Aussie command was again cemented in April of this year, though 

this time it is arguably not due to a mastery of skill. 

The first test match of three was hosted in Bridgetown, Barbados in early 

April.  Australia took the match by a small margin of three wickets.  The second 

test match ran for a full five days at the famous Queens Park Oval in Port of 

Spain, Trinidad & Tobago (T&T).  Rain stoppages impeded gameplay on each 

day of the match246 and the Test ended on April 19, 2012 in a (rare) draw due to 

the weather conditions.247  The final test match of the series was played in 

Roseau, Dominica, and Australia was victorious, cementing their hold on the 

Frank Worrell trophy title.   

It is customary that first class matches are played on grass in an open 

stadium, which makes the game vulnerable to the elements.  Rain devastates 

strategy, or simply terminates games, as was the case in the most recent Frank 

Worrell series—thus its nickname as “cricketʼs oldest foe.”248  For example, had 

the West Indies won the second test match in T&T it would have created a 

different set of initial conditions going into the third Test in Dominica, and possibly 

impacting the overall result of the tournament.  However, the cancellation of a 

                                                       
245 See ESPN Cricket in bibliography for link to record. 
246 See Smith, “Rain and bad light have trounced Australia and the West Indies in 
the second Test,” The Australian, 20 April 2012. 
247 Each side was close to winning the second Test in T&T.  A darkening storm 
persuaded the umpires to end the match in a draw, “just at the point where 
Australia and West Indies both fancied their chances of victory.” See Smith 20 
April 2012.  
248 See Diwan, “Cricketʼs oldest foe,” Yahoo! Cricket, 10 June 2012.  The 
corresponding slideshow depicts the disastrous effects of flooding on the game.  
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Test match as happened in the Worrell series is still unusual.  Rain is truly a foe 

for far more subtle strategic reasons.   

A wet pitch is known as a “sticky wicket,” which benefits the batsmen for it 

slows down the speed of the bowlerʼs pitch; a dry pitch speeds up a pitch and 

favors the bowler.  Consequently, there are strict rules about the grounds 

maintenance of the pitch during a test match: how often the pitch can be rolled, 

when it is covered and uncovered in the case of rain, the height of the grass.249  

In the best of circumstances, pitches dry or “crack” by day five of a match, and 

teams select a lineup according to a playerʼs skill on the variable and 

evolutionary surface.  However, the weather conditions are increasingly 

unpredictable, and this is likely a subject of administrative meetings about cricket. 

What I would like to do now is to imagine a meeting called by the T&T 

Cricket Board, which is the administrative body of first class cricket on the island.  

                                                       
249 The rules are covered in copious detail in the forty-page groundsmanship 
manual of the England and Wales Cricket Board.  It reads: “For as long as cricket 
has been played, one of the most important factors responsible for the quality of 
play is the surface on which the match is played.  For four-day matches, the ideal 
pitch is one that allows every facet of the game an opportunity and every 
cricketer the chance to perform to their best, whether they are seam bowlers, 
batsmen or spinners….We shouldnʼt forget outfields either – spectacular fielding 
can only happen on the finest surfaces.  The aim is to produce surfaces that will 
allow the best cricketers to develop and then provide exciting matches for the 
wider audience.” See England and Wales Cricket Board, “Recommended 
Guidelines for the construction, preparation and maintenance of cricket pitches 
and outfields at all levels of the game,” October 2011.  Likewise, the international 
“Laws of Cricket,” preserved by the Marylbone Cricket Club, has a section 
dedicated to grounds maintenance.  Lastly, the science of cricket pitch 
horticulture is the core discipline at the Centre for Sports Surface Technology at 
Cranfield University in England. See Shipton and James, “Guidelines for Rolling 
in Cricket,” Cranfield University, February 2009. 
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The meeting subject is the problem of flooding at Queenʼs Park Oval (QPO).  The 

conference is hypothetical, though not likely improbable250, as the issue of rain 

and rising sea level has repeatedly impacted the stadium in the last decade.251   

QPO is the oldest and most venerated cricket stadium in the West Indies.  

Built in 1896 it has hosted more test matches than any other in the region.  It was 

renovated in 2005, has a seating capacity of 25,000, and most recently hosted 

the 2007 Cricket World Cup.252  It also sits 1200 meters from the coast, which as 

we will see, is worrisome given the forecasted effect of sea level rise in low-lying 

coastal regions in the most recent IPCC report (2007). 

The hypothetical meeting of the T&T Cricket Board is convened primarily 

to discuss the disruptive problem of rain to test series with the grounds 

management team.  As I indicated above, the grounds management in cricket 

has a crucial administrative role in cricket to maintain the rules of the game as 

indicated in the International Cricket Councilʼs “Laws of Cricket.”  The initial 

political condition of the meeting is polemical given that the board members are 

                                                       
250 A recent meeting of the Institution of Structural Engineers (Caribbean Division) 
convened at the Oval to address the problem of climate change on Caribbean 
infrastructure.  One paper in the September 2011 conference was entitled, 
“Environmentally Sustainable Construction: Mitigation of and Adaptation to 
Climate Change.” 
251 Even as I write, the West Indies under-19 championship is canceled for the 
day due to rain.  A Twitter update posted on 8/23/12 at 8AM EST to #WICBU19 
reads: “Todayʼs matches have been called off! No play in Round 4 of WICB 
Under-19 50-over tournament. Rain is the winner today.” See Windies Cricket, 
“Rain Puts Damper on Under-19S,” 23 August 2012.  See also Kaieteur News, 
“Rain could end Guyana/S Africaʼs dream,” 30 July 2010, for an image of the city 
streets outside of the T&T Oval during a match that was canceled due to rain.   
252 Yacoob, “Oval will be second to none,” 21 July 2005, The Trinidad Guardian.  
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disgruntled by the problem of flooding and are also doubtful of the capacity of the 

current groundskeepers to effectively manage the problem.   

There are three further parties that are present at the meeting.  First, there 

is the architectural group that is responsible for the stadium infrastructure.  

Second, there is the Ovalʼs landscape architect.  Lastly, upon the invitation of the 

architects, a climatologist from the University of the West Indies who participated 

in the 2011 meeting of the Institution of Structural Engineers (ISE) to discuss the 

impact of climate change on Caribbean infrastructure (see fn. 261).  The ISE 

meeting was hosted at the Oval and therefore some of the participants are 

already acquainted.  

The meeting is introduced by a senior board member, “Cheston,” who 

expresses concern that the most recent Worrell test series was concluded by 

draw due to the inability of the groundskeepers to manage the problem of 

precipitation on the pitch.  

Here, Cheston demonstrates instrumentalist policymaking practice in 

which the policy problem is pre-defined by an actor prior to discourse with other 

groups disaffected by the problem.  It is the position of the board, he further 

asserts, that the grounds curator (the title of a top groundskeeper in cricket) is 

obviously not abreast of current grounds practices and that the result is a lack of 

preparedness for the recent precipitation problems.  The assertion of the singular 

identity of “the board” is an example of power-based instrumentalism in which the 
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policy problem is the responsibility of another, less-powerful, actor such as the 

groundskeepers.   

Cheston then provides evidence for his position (which is the discursive 

articulation of a worldview): the problem of rain is an old one that other island 

nations like England have learned to manage.  The worldview at the base of the 

assertion is that England is the seat of cricket legitimacy and as such is able to 

manage its challenges.  The implicit solution is to mirror the British practice.   

“The problem is the grounds management, not the weather!” Cheston 

emphatically concludes.   

Attention turns to the top curator “Clevis.”  He argues that he is more than 

familiar with the latest grounds management practices as stipulated in the 

International Cricket Clubʼs (ICC) Laws of Cricket, and in the publications of the 

Marylbone Cricket Club (MCC) and the England and Wales Cricket Bureau 

(ECB).  Furthermore, he and landscape architect, “Kieran,” regularly meet to 

discuss the newest horticultural research that is published by the Centre for 

Sports Surface Technology at Cranfield University in England.   

Clevis removes two heavy publications from his briefcase, the ECBʼs TS4 

document on fine turf and grass pitches and the Cranfield Guidelines.  He walks 

to where Cheston is seated and lets fall the documents.  The combined eighty 

pages hits the table with a bang.  Clevis says, “published in 2011 and 2009, 

respectively.”   
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Clevis suggests that if the board would allow them to keep the pitch 

covered until just preceding the match rather than to remove the cover at first 

sun-up (a strict rule of cricket), it could better withstand the rain during the day.  

Cheston quickly responds in the negative, claiming that it will break ICC rules. 

Given the power-based regime instantiated by Cheston, it is clear that 

Clevis is positioned defensively.  He is an actor representative of a community 

with less power than that of the board (the groundskeepers) and must therefore 

respond to the legitimization standards of the worldview of the community of 

power.  Even though Clevis also consults with experts at the Agricultural School 

and the Department of Geomatics Engineering and Land Management at the 

University of West Indies, he does not share this information with the board 

because it will not work to re-position his legitimacy or power given the Anglo-

centric framework of the more powerful actor.  The power-based regime 

positions both actors narrowly in terms of the worldview of the actor of 

power, and the problem-solving repertoire is minimized from the outset.   

Landscape architect, named “Kieran,” interrupts.  “The issue is far more 

complex than can be managed by tarp coverage practices,” he glances at Clevis, 

or “grounds practices for that matter,” he concludes slowly, with eyes set on 

Cheston.  Precipitation in QPO is doubtless greater in the past decade; however, 

the cause of the flooding, Kieran exclaims, is the increased height of the 

groundwater table which is amplified due to the rising sea level.  In the case of a 
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heavy storm the city infrastructure is not able to effectively drain the water, which 

results in flooding from below the pitch.  Clevis (and Cheston) listen intently.   

The flooding is preventable, but it will require either a renovation of the city 

drainage system, which is unlikely, or a renovation of the stadium.  Kieran 

estimates the cost of the latter at several million dollars US, and a construction 

time of about one year.  Cheston snickers, “Ridiculous!  Itʼs rain era, thatʼs all.  As 

it was in 1940s.  It dried by the end of the decade.  Itʼll dry here soon.”   

The instrumentalist policymaking regime again locks actors into a 

defensive and denialistic responsivity, as demonstrated by Cheston.  This 

is because the problem is pre-given.  Even when new research introduces 

alternative frameworks of explanation, incorporation of the research is not 

feasible because the regime is not one in which the policy problem is co-

constituted.  Instrumentalist regimes foreclose the social learning 

mechanic of problem definition that is indispensible for expanding the 

problem-solving repertoire of the policymakers. 

Climatologist, “Merissa,” clears her throat—loudly.  The group turns to her. 

Merissa stands while holding a large brown file.  From it, she extracts twelve 

copies of the 2007 Summary for Policymakers of the Intergovernmental Panel of 

Climate Change Report, specifically, Working Group Iʼs (WGI) report on the 

physical science basis of regional climate projections about the Caribbean Sea 

islands (Chapter 11), as well as Working Group IIʼs (WGII) report on the impacts, 

adaptation, and vulnerability. 
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Trinidad and Tobago, she explains, is a “Small Islands region” to 

climatologists.  It includes both tropical and high-altitude islands in the Caribbean 

Sea, Indian Ocean, and Pacific Ocean.  Islands in the Caribbean Sea are 

particularly complex climatic zones because of their close proximity to 

landmasses.   

She asks the men to direct their attention to section 11.9.1 of IPCC WGI 

2007.  Merissa quotes the document:  

For the Caribbean, which is close to large landmasses in Central 
America and northern South America, some islands partly share 
climate features of one, while others partly share features of the 
other. At the same time, the Caribbean islands share many 
common features that are more important than are those shared 
with the larger landmasses, such as the strong relationship of their 
climate to SST.253   
 

“SST,” Merissa explains, “means ʻsea surface temperatureʼ and it is determined 

by large scale climate patterns like the El-Nino Southern Oscillation (ENSO), 

which is quasiperiodic—this means it happens irregularly, only every five years.”  

“We see more rain, and earlier, the season following ENSO…you see, itʼs the 

climate patterns like ENSO, the North Atlantic Oscillation (NAO), the North 

Atlantic subtropical High (NAH), and the Atlantic wave patterns from the coast of 

Africa, that determine everything from the regularity of the rain and dry seasons, 

to the amount of hurricanes we get.”254   

The group is disinterested and returns to bantering each other. 

                                                       
253 IPCC WGI 2007, Sec. 11.9.1.  
254 Ibid. 
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“Gentlemen, there will be no more cricket,” she charges.  There is silence.  

Merissa has their attention.   

“Donʼt you see?  Climate change is adversely affecting the regularity of 

climate patterns.  This means more precipitation for some, less for others; more 

hurricanes—do you not remember Grenada?  Hurricane Isaac closed the U-19 

tournament just this weekend!  Worst of all, there will be a rise in sea level.  This 

is what these reports tell us.”  Merissa turns to a well-worn page of her IPCC WGI 

2007 and reads, “Sea-level rise is expected to exacerbate inundation, storm 

surge, erosion and other coastal hazards, thus threatening vital infrastructure, 

settlements and facilities that support the livelihood of island communities (very 

high confidence).”255  Merissa adds, “Gentlemen, there is no pitch underwater.”   

The group is palpably unsettled.  Clevis wants to know how she can be 

sure of the science.  The conversation centers on the tools used to make the 

predictions, as well as their reliability.  Merissa explains the function of Global 

Climate Models (reviewing much of the same material that is presented in 

Chapter One of the present work). 

This is an important turning point in the meeting and I will return to it soon.  

But before that, let us imagine that the conference members break for the 

evening.   

“Desmond,” a younger member of the T&T Cricket Board, drives home 

with the IPCC reports stacked in the passengerʼs seat.  He is troubled.  Last year 

                                                       
255 IPCC WGII 2007, Sec. 16. 
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he traveled to an International Cricket Council conference and met a cricket 

administrator there named “Mahes,” from Maldives, a group of islands in the 

Indian Ocean.256  He has a vivid memory of Mahes in avid discussion about 

climate change with an administrator from Fiji. Desmond paid little mind to it then, 

but it seems like vital information now.   

At home he digs up the conference bulletin.  Mahesʼ e-mail address is 

scribed in red ink.  Desmond sighs.  He writes an e-mail to Mahes immediately. 

He asks about the status of flooding on the pitch in Maldives: Is it a common 

problem? Does the Board expect it to continue?  Do they have a plan of action?  

Early next morning as Desmond dresses for the second day of the QPO 

Board meeting, he powers up his computer to prepare for the meeting.  He has 

received a reply from Mahes—already.  It reads: 

Greetings Desmond!  Itʼs a pleasure to hear about you.  Flooding?  
Of course! Maldives is one and half metres top sea level, friend!  
But yes—absolutely—more than ever.  My family is from the 
Shaviyani atolls in the North.  Four island round them already 
disappeared from the sea rise, and theyʼve had to move here by 
me.  What a tight house now!  The Boardʼs already talking that 
cricket not sustainable.  The flooding is bad and seems that every 
tournament is played in a storm.  Canceled by storm is more like it.  
Weʼre upset of course but I suppose no huge loss—we only entered 
ICC in 2001.  We joke that country need to take up swimming since 
thatʼs all thereʼll be in a few years—water!  Least  
then we could take some Olympic gold!  - Mahes 
 

                                                       
256 On 17 October 2009, the Maldives government, including President Mohamed 
Nasheed, held a council meeting underwater for 30 minutes (using scuba gear).  
The rhetorical performance was staged at the same time as the Copenhagen 
Conference of Parties.    
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Desmond hurries back to the Oval meeting room.  He reads the email to 

the group.  Cheston scoffs, but more quietly now.  As the day proceeds on, 

Merissa is a central voice, explaining the material in the IPCC reports to those 

who had read it in detail the prior night.  Merissa emphasizes section 16.7: 

As the impacts of climate change become increasingly evident, 
autonomous small islands, like other countries, will probably be 
confronted with the need to implement adaptation strategies with 
greater urgency. However, for these strategies to be effective, they 
should reflect the fact that natural and human systems in small 
islands are being simultaneously subjected to other non-climate 
stresses including population growth, competition for limited 
resources, ecosystem degradation, and the dynamics of social 
change and economic transformation. Therefore, responses to 
climate change need to be properly coordinated and integrated with 
socio-economic development policies and environmental 
conservation. The enhancement of resilience at various levels of 
society, through capacity building, efficient resource allocation and 
the mainstreaming of climate risk management into development 
policies at the national and local scale, could constitute a key 
element of the adaptation strategy.257 
 

“The effort has to be distributed,” Merissa states plainly, “or else itʼs no good—

the pitch will be under water,” she peers in the direction of the sea, “and soon.”   

The Board members begin to openly consider their political networks.  The 

Oval has connected them to multiple officials on the islands, including, of course, 

the West Indies Cricket Board.  They discuss the possibility of drafting a 

summary of the effects of climate change on cricket culture in the West Indies to 

present to their network of political connections.  The Board also considers 

sending a proposal to the ICC for a conference addressing the effect of climate 

change on cricket law.  In either case, they will need to mutually define the 

                                                       
257 IPCC WGII 2007, Sec. 16.7. 
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problem of climate change and capture the diverse ways it affects them—as 

administrators, grounds management, architects, and scientists—in order to 

effectively articulate the problem, and its urgency.   

The mutual definition of a policy problem might follow naturally from the 

shift in orientation of the conference group to the accurate scale of the problem 

(from flooding at the QPO, to multi-national eco-social adaptation to climate 

change); however, the conditionality of might is much too risky for the severity of 

the global problem of climate change.  It is important, then, that a member of the 

group is knowledgeable about idea-based policymaking and the social learning 

mechanic, able to manifest a shift in the stable state of the system, and capable 

of optimizing the shift to create an opportunity for social learning. The 

development of an operational theory of social learning is beyond the scope of 

this dissertation, which is what is needed to explain how to disorient the stable 

state of a power-based policymaking regime and arrange a social learning 

environment.  

In Chapter Three I contributed to this larger project by developing a 

network theory to help explain how social learning bolsters problem-solving. I 

contribute to the project in this chapter by theorizing how social learning 

distributes power relations among actors.  I use the play system as a model. 

 
 
Play and social learning 
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In idea-based policymaking, social learning stimulates a transformation in the 

identity of the policy problem from one that is pre-given by the disparate political 

actors to one that is mutually defined by an emergent community of policymaking 

practice.  The transformational process is multi-dimensional and complex.  One 

crucial operation of the process is a change in the relations of power at the table 

from static, hierarchical, and centralized, to dynamically distributed among the 

actors.  The transformational dynamic is analogous to that generated in a play 

environment.  In the following section, I unpack the analogy using the 

hypothetical T&T Cricket Board meeting as an illustration and explicate the 

qualitative features of the process that generate change.   

 
The transformative function of play  
 
Cultural historian Johan Huizinga famously writes: “[Play] is a significant 

function—that is to say, there is some sense to it.  In play there is something ʻat 

playʼ which transcends the immediate needs of life and imparts meaning to 

action.”258  Play is therefore constitutive activity: it makes “sense” and “imparts 

meaning to action.”  Secondly, the dynamical character of the play act is the 

locus of constitutive operation: “there is something ʻat playʼ which transcends the 

immediate needs of life.”  Lastly, the play dynamic is ordering: “it creates order, is 

order.”259   

                                                       
258 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 1. 
259 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 10. 
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Following Huizinga, I argue that play qua social learning is the constitutive 

organization of a new power relation.  The procedure has three phases.  First, 

there is an agogic260 disruption to a dominant power regime.  Second, the 

disruption opens a medial zone in which the meaning of the relation is 

negotiated.  Third, the zone is closed and the newly constituted regime is 

subsumed into the larger environmental structure.  I parse each phase of the 

argument in the next section to explain the theory in detail. 

A simple example of the operation in play is when children modify a game 

rule in medias res—for example, in a game of tag.  The game stops (regime 

disruption), the meaning of a rule is debated (medial zone negotiation), 

agreement is settled and a new meaning of the rule is constituted (modification 

subsumed), and the game resumes with the new rule in force (new regime 

instantiated).  The example is reductive when analogized to the complex, subtle, 

and multi-dimensional character of a transformation of power relations; however, 

the transformational operation has a similarity in function in the phenomena that I 

will now consider. 

 
 
 
 

I. The agogic disruption of a dominant power regime  
 

                                                       
260 “Agogic” is primarily a musical term.  It refers to the variation in the tempo of a 
musical piece.  Thus, I use it analogically. 
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The basic generative capacity261 of play is agogic, which means that it 

stimulates a “change in tempo,” or a disruption qua variation, in the regular 

constitutive pattern of a regime.   

Before I describe the operation of the function, it is important to consider 

the agogic identity of play.  The etymology of the word is Greek ag g , which 

means “literally, act of carrying away, from agein to lead.”262  The meaning that I 

wish to emphasize is that in the root, akin to “agent.”  Play is an agent of 

transformation.   

I develop a musical metaphor to describe the agential (or generative) 

character of play.  This is inspired by the predominate metaphors frequently 

adopted in the literature, which are musical.  Play is a “rhythm” and a “movement” 

(Huizinga 1938/55), “movement to-and-fro” (Gadamer 1975), a “doing” (Winnicott 

1951/71), and “evolutionary” (Bateson 326).  Huizinga is the most explicit about 

the rhythmic character of play.  He writes that it emerges in the interaction of the 

elements of play: “order, tension, movement, change, solemnity, rhythm, 

rapture.”263 These are the same elements that come together to constitute the 

freedom of play.264 

                                                       
261 By “generative capacity” I mean the function or causal operation of play.  I use 
the former term rather than the latter to emphasize that the function of play is in 
fact a capacity that generates variation viz. agogic variation. 
262 See: “agoge." Webster's Third New International Dictionary, Unabridged. 
Merriam-Webster, 2002. http://unabridged.merriam-webster.com  
263 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 17. 
264 Ibid. 
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The compartmentalized functions merge to form a holistic process that is 

redolent of the play dynamic in action.  The song of play, as it were, is a subtle, 

constitutive rhythm, like a heartbeat: order-tension-movement-change-solemnity-

rhythm-rapture.  The play activity therefore manifests a unique self-organizing 

rhythm that stimulates an agogic disruption when it is introduced into a dominant 

power regime.  The result is visible on the pitch.  For example, in the social play 

of the game of cricket in the West Indies, the disruption generates a de-

stabilization of the system of racial power relations. 

Following the example in the last chapter, it is possible to extend the 

music metaphor to the case of power play in West Indian cricket.  In British 

colonial politics, power relations codify in terms of racism, hegemony, and 

violence, which organizes social relations between the colonized and colonizer 

like a metronome organizes the tempo of a dance recital. Play is the bumped 

metronome that forces the dancers (social actors) to re-organize their movement 

according to a new rhythm.   

A sophisticated player (like the West Indian cricketer) can use the 

opportunity to modify the play system.  He modifies the power relations on the 

pitch, which necessarily impacts the extra-ludic systems in which the play system 

is bound up.  The “bumped metronome” is the opportunity to re-constitute power 

relations external to the field that are operative in political, social, and economic 

institutions in terms of equitability, independence, and humanization.  Of course, 
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the shift is not permanent; a lasting shift in power relations is generated 

incrementally over time. 

The capacity to disrupt hegemonic power relations and constitute a new 

relational regime is optimal in a pure ludic environment like a professional sports 

match.  The agogic dynamic is—as Gadamer and Huizinga write—already “in” or 

“at” play.265  But the policy table is not a playing field.  Therefore the present 

question is: how is agogic disruption generated in an extra-ludic environment? 

  While it is beyond the scope of the present analysis to define a general 

operational theory of the construction of a transformational dynamic in extra-ludic 

environments, it is not difficult to speculate at least one possibility in terms of the 

hypothetical scenario of the T&T Cricket Board meeting.266  The transformation of 

the policymaking regime at the meeting was occasioned by the mutual 

acceptance of a novel compossibility267; namely, a world without cricket.   

                                                       
265 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 1.  Gadamer uses metaphor to demonstrate 
that there is a dynamic at the basis of play: “the play of light, the play of waves, 
the play of a component in a bearing-case, the interplay of things, the play of 
forces, the play of gnats, even a play on words” (1975, 93).  He writes that in 
each case “something ʻis playingʼ,” and that the playing is “order”-ing as a result 
of the constitutive momentum that it generates.  Furthermore, the dynamic 
“imparts meaning to action,” which replaces or modifies the meaning previously 
constituted; “what existed previously no longer exists.” Gadamer 1975, 100.  
266 Given the variation of social learning environments, a general operation may 
not exist; nevertheless, a theory of the dynamic is wanting.  A promising route is 
proposed by Hajer and Versteeg (2005) who argue that idea-based policymaking 
is a form of dramaturgy, which includes staging and performance.  I hope to 
explore the possibility in a future paper in which I compare the framework to 
mimetic play, following its analysis by Caillois (2001). 
267 The “ability or possibility of coexisting.” See: "compossibility." Webster's Third 
New International Dictionary, Unabridged. Merriam-Webster, 2002. URL: 
http://unabridged.merriam-webster.com 
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Merissa the climatologist initiated the transition with a jolting shout, “No 

more cricket!”  When re-iterated by the e-mail from Mahes and then again in the 

performative gesticulation by Merissa who peered at the sea and exclaimed, “the 

pitch will be under water, and soon,” the shocking compossibility of a world 

without cricket became real.   

It is a kick to the stable state (or metronomics) of a system and the shift 

disoriented the group.268  Disorientation was evident in the silence of the 

conference participants following Merissaʼs declaration as well as Desmondʼs 

motivation to seek external evidence.269  The silence was both linguistic—and 

discursive—since there was no discourse with which to frame the novel 

compossibility of a world without cricket. 

At the T&T Board meeting, the disruptive play act (which can take any 

number of forms) was the acceptance of a novel compossibility.  The stable 

power-based regime represented by Cheston was dislodged in the moment of 

                                                       
268 In the case of racist colonial politics in the context of the cricket pitch, the 
striking compossibility to the white power regime is the humanity of a black man, 
who if he were not a gentleman—a man like me—could not so effectively perform 
“the gentlemanʼs game.”  A denial of the compossibility is a form of bad faith 
(Gordon 1995) that results in a psycho-social neurosis that is socio-genetic 
(Fanon 1952 & Oliver 2004). 
269 I suspect that the psycho-social disorientation of the policymaking group is a 
condition of the catalyzing disarrangement of a hegemonic power regime.  Fanon 
has made this point in the context of antiracist political action in The Wretched of 
the Earth (1961/2005).  Tal Corremʼs dissertational work (forthcoming/Temple 
University) on the distinction between a Gandhian and Fanonian politics of 
transformation also illuminates the methodology.  The latter would make for a 
fascinating parallel analysis to the present work due to the contrast made 
between disruptive qua violent Fanonian transformation (as a possible analogue 
of play in social learning) and the peace-building operation (on which the United 
Nations instrumentalist policymaking is modeled).   
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agogic disruption.  Cheston originally argued, “The problem is the grounds 

management, not the weather!”  However, the causal responsibility of the 

grounds crew does not follow in the wake of the shocking compossibility that was 

convincingly introduced by Merissa the climatologist and confirmed by fellow 

cricket administrator Mahes.   

Groundskeeping is obsolete when the pitches are underwater; therefore, 

the power-based regime that constitutes the problem in terms of the responsibility 

of the grounds crew is disoriented.  The actors in a power-based regime are 

discursively muted because there is not yet a set of concepts instantiated in their 

discourse with which to frame the shocking compossibility. 

The agogic function of the play act is primarily self-organizational, and the 

disruptive character of the function is only one part of a multi-phasic operation.  

There are two further phases to transformative play. 

 

II. The disruptive opening of a medial zone in which the meaning of power 

relation is negotiated 

By impacting the entrained dynamic of a system with a new movement or 

rhythm, play generates the possibility of a transformation in the structure 

(environment, or set of relations) in which it operates.  The play function creates 

a constitutive opening270 in a system through the instantiation of what is known 

                                                       
270 The concept of opening is metaphorical.  It describes a fundamental 
characteristic of a complex system, which is its capacity to self-organize.  Thus, 
the “opening” of a complex system is a way to describe the “open-ness” of a 
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as a “medial zone,” which is a symbolic field where meaning is negotiated.  This 

phase of the procedure is the most crucial, and most complex, of the three 

phases.  I will thus explain it in a paced manner presently. 

The agogic disruption opens a field of signification.  This is possible 

because play “is a significant function” that creates the condition for the 

constitution of meaning.  Gadamer identifies the agogic character of play in terms 

of “movement,” and indicates that the characteristic of “movement” is a feature of 

the capacity of a play system to constitute conditions of possibility.  He writes that 

play is a “to-and-fro movement [that] is not tied to any goal which would bring it to 

an end.”271  The meaning that is constituted in the play act is therefore not 

inherent in the play function, which is ontologically a mechanism of 

change and therefore atelic.   

The atelic play act dislodges the dominant regime that sustains (and 

reproduces) a systemʼs stable state.  The disruption generates a constitutive 

opening in the system.  Huizinga writes that a characteristic of the constitutive 

function of play is “freedom.”  I take Huizingaʼs liberatory terminology to indicate 

that the basal character of play is active and genetic.  The effect of the 

introduction of an active/genetic function (play) in a system that has entrained to 

                                                                                                                                                                   
system to environmental pressures.  Morin writes, “In a way the system has to 
close itself off from the outside world to maintain its structure and its internal 
environment.  If it did not, it would disintegrate.  This closure is allowed by the 
very fact that the system is open” (2008, 11).  Furthermore, “…systems organize 
their closing (that is to say, their autonomy) in and by their opening…the 
relationship is constitutive of the system” (2008, 20).  See also Dyke 2009. 
271 Gadamer 1975, 93. 
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a stable pattern of expression (hegemonic power relations) is to produce agogic 

disruption, which in turn generates flexibility or opening in the system (the 

possibility to reconstitute a system of power relations).272   

In the case of the T&T Board meeting, the convincing interpolation of a 

shocking compossibility like a world without cricket is the paralysis of the 

dynamic that instantiated the dominant power-based regime (in which the Board 

was the authority and the grounds management the transgressor).  The dominant 

constitutive dynamic of hegemonic power relation is paralyzed or disoriented and 

momentarily replaced by the agogic dynamic of the play function.  Since the 

function is atelic, it creates the opening of a field of constitutive potentiality.   

This is to say that play creates a constitutive “freedom,” which is the 

manifestation of the possibility space for the constitution of a new power regime.  

The present question is how the agogic disruption of a regime generates the 

opening of a constitutive space.  We know that Huizinga argues that play simply 

is a significant function, however, he does not explain why or how it is significant.  

For this reason, I call on developmental psychologist D.W. Winnicott who is able 

to provide us with a direct explanation.  Huizinga does provide us with a theory of 

the play zone, which is relevant.  I consider it now, first.   

Let us imagine that what an agogic disruption instantiates is a play zone.  

Since the function is atelic, it creates the opening of a field of constitutive 

                                                       
272 As stated in Chapter Three, the social learning environment will need to 
maintain a condition of flexibility (and heterogeneity) to facilitate the nonlinear 
distribution of the divergent problem solving resources that are present at the 
table.  The play analogue demonstrates how this is made possible. 
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potentiality (the meaning is not yet constituted).   It is as if during the play of 

a song in a concert, I interrupt the bass player.  I say to him, “that tempo wonʼt 

do,” and I demonstrate a preferred variation by tapping my foot.  The bassist 

asks what melody I prefer.  I answer, “you choose the melody; fill the tempo 

however you see fit.”273  The variation in tempo, like the agogic disruption of the 

play function, is a blank canvas that is open to the player to constitute.274  At the 

T&T board meeting, for example, the space for the capacity to constitute the 

meaning of the meeting was opened up by the introduction of novelty qua 

disruption (a new tempo) that generated a capacity for re-constitution.275   

                                                       
273 A great example of this is Terry Rileyʼs In C, which is an aleatoric musical 
piece that limits a group of musicians to a list of 53 musical phrases ranging from 
a half beat to 32 beats in or around the key of C.  The individual musicians 
determine which phrase to play and when to play it in relation to one another.  A 
contemporary example is Adumbrad (11 February 2011) entitled Counting in C, 
which uses samples of his sonʼs voice at different ages alongside digital music. 
274 Of course, the constitutive capacity that is created by the agogic character of 
play is rarely optimized.  In the history of basketball an example of transformative 
play is Julius Ervingʼs 1980 “baseline swoop,” which was a novel use of space 
behind the backboard to complete a reverse layup.  See Lowood 2010.   
However, the majority of formal basketball games are not transformative, as 
such, nor are the majority of games in general.  Instead, they are played 
according to a standard historical practice.  This does not mean that the standard 
play of a game is not personally transformational to the player or spectator.  
There is an important structural distinction between standard play and 
transformative play in terms of a playerʼs optimization of the possibility space 
generated by the basic agogic character of play. 
275 Ultimately, the re-constitution can be of any sort that is plausible in the 
context.  An alternative portrayal of the board meeting could have convincingly 
had Cheston (representative of the dominant power regime) quit the meeting in 
exasperation and thus suspend the negotiation, endorse an alternative 
framework of explanation such as theological intervention (God wonʼt let us not 
have cricket), or return to the original power-based argumentation in which the 
framework of explanation for the problem of flooding was the poor grounds 
management (the solution being their replacement).  The point is that there are a 
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This opening of a field of constitutive possibility that I describe is already 

explicated by Huizinga who writes that play is a “material or ideal” zone that 

manifests a “temporary world.”  The zone “contains its own course and meaning,” 

because an “absolute and peculiar order reigns.”  The ordering character of the 

play function is originated by the symbolic demarcation of the play zone as 

distinct from ordinary life.  Huizinga writes: 

All play moves and has its being within a play-ground marked off 
beforehand either materially or ideally, deliberately or as a matter of 
course. Just as there is no formal difference between play and 
ritual, so the “consecrated spot” cannot be formally distinguished 
from the play-ground. The arena, the card-table, the magic circle, 
the stage, the screen, the tennis court, the court of justice, etc., are 
all in form and function play-grounds, i.e. forbidden spots, isolated, 
hedged round, hallowed, within which special rules obtain. All are 
temporary worlds within the ordinary world, dedicated to the 
performance of an act apart. Inside the play-ground an absolute 
and peculiar order reigns. Here we come across another, very 
positive feature of play: it creates order, is order.276 

 
The play ground is a zone of agogic disruption in which one can “perform an act 

apart,” which is the generation of a constitutive regime apart from the dominant 

one.  The meaning that is constituted in the play act is therefore not inherent in 

the play environment.  What, then, is the exact relationship between the atelic 

dynamical operation of play and the constitutive act that results from the 

                                                                                                                                                                   
variety of ways in which the meeting can be constituted by the group that is made 
possible by virtue of the introduction of the opportunity for the novel constitution 
of a systemʼs meaning. 
276 Huizinga, 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 10.  Gadamer adds: “The human game 
requires its playing field.  The setting apart of the playing field—just like that of 
sacred precincts, as Huizinga rightly points out—sets the sphere of play as a 
closed world….” (1975, 96).   
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operation?  How does play create the capacity for signification?  I turn to 

Winnicott for the answer. 

Winnicott theorizes that play instantiates a “medial zone” or “holding 

environment,” in which multiple (and even contradictory) meanings can be 

simultaneously posited.277  In a holding environment, an object is not yet 

intersubjectively constituted, but neither is its meaning solipsistic fancy.  The field 

is transitional, which means that it is a zone of management (or “holding”) of a 

constitutive potentiality that is grounded in the real context of the possibility space 

that structures the field of play.   

Thus, it is possible for a Black player to present the constitutive potentiality 

of his humanity on the cricket pitch, not his duck-ness or statue-ness, for 

example.  The possibility to constitute his humanity is available to him because 

the context that structures the field of constitutive play is delimited by a racist, de-

humanizing politics.  

What is constitutively “held” in a medial zone, therefore, is grounded 

in the horizon of possibility of a set of heterogeneous worldviews that are 

constituted by the communities of practice that are present on the pitch.  

Social learning emerges when the relevant knowledge of a community of 

practice is distributed among the diverse actors.   

The inconsistency of a solipisistic epistemology that grounds a racializing 

politics is made unavoidable in the encounter with the humanity of a black 

                                                       
277 Winnicott, 1951/71. Gadamer also adopts the adjective “medial” to describe 
the zone of play (1975). 
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cricketer due to the definitional logic that the game is played by gentlemen.  The 

“holding” of a constitutive potentiality also explains the capacity of the actors at 

the T&T Board meeting to posit a novel compossibility such as a world without 

cricket.   

The complex cognitive capacity to constitute a novel compossibility 

originates developmentally in early childhood.  Developmental psychologist D.W. 

Winnicott famously articulates a theory of “subject-object relation” that locates the 

origin of the capacity for a subject to constitute the meaning of an object in play 

activity.   

According to Winnicott, there is a crucial agogic disruption in infancy that 

is initiated by the trauma of separation from an empowering holistic union with a 

caregiver.278  Separation is anxiogenic because a child senses her own 

vulnerability (qua limited physical and ideal capacity) in the nascent experience of 

a world of others viz. one that contains heterogeneous worldviews.  The 

concomitant “strain of relating inner and outer reality” results in a paradox of 

subject-object relation.  The pure subjectivity that was experienced in union with 

                                                       
278 Winnicott 1951/71, 11.  Winnicott describes the primary relationship between 
a child and a caregiver in terms of a subjective “union.” He writes: “The mother, 
at the beginning, by an almost 100 per cent adaptation affords the infant the 
opportunity for the illusion that her breast is part of the infant.  It is, as it were, 
under the babyʼs magical control… Omnipotence is nearly a fact of experience.”  
Winnicott 1951/71, 11.  But object relation is not far off: “The motherʼs eventual 
task is gradually to disillusion the infant.”  The child will soon wean and, as a 
result, begin to recognize her personal integrity as a form of independence and 
vulnerability.  It is a complex transition that is ridden with anxiety—and 
innovation—for the infant. 
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the caregiver is revealed as a myth, the world is palpably intersubjective, and 

nonetheless the child senses her own minimal agency in a world of other agents. 

The experience of a paradox of subject-object relation is fundamentally a 

paradox of intersubjectivity because it precipitates a cognitive and behavioral 

“separating-out of the not-me from the me” and of “accept[ing] difference and 

similarity.”279  It is a contradiction that “no individual finally solves for himself or 

herself”280 and it is consistently managed through adulthood.  An anxiety of 

intersubjective paradox—that the world for me is different than the world as it is 

for you—is also of course common to the policymaking process.281  How is the 

anxiety managed? 

The anxiolytic coping method of the experience of intersubjective paradox 

is the same for adults and children, “by the filling in of the potential space 

[between subject and object] with creative playing, with the use of symbols….”282  

The type of “play” that Winnicott describes is anything but frivolous—it is a crucial 

cognitive phase in the development of a capacity to constitute the meaning of an 

object using a symbol, the same skill that results in language and conceptual 

thinking.  In adulthood the capacity “is retained in the intense experiencing that 

belongs to the arts and to religion and to imaginative living, and to creative 

                                                       
279 Winnicott 1951/71, 109; 6. 
280 Winnicott 1951/71, 13. 
281 It is plausible that the predominate peace-building strategy at the United 
Nations is a pathological response to the intersubjective paradox.  The logic of 
the strategy implies that similarity is the privileged relation and that difference 
between actors is problematic; which, as I demonstrated in the third chapter, is 
not a sound argument.   
282 Winnicott 1951/71, 109.   
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scientific work,” or broadly, culture.283 In childhood, the capacity originates in the 

symbolic invention of a “transitional object.”   

The transitional object is a primary symbolic invention whose purpose is to 

manage the newly existent and anxiogenic “potential space” between subject and 

object that is experienced by a young child.  The child constitutes her first symbol 

by endowing a material object such as a teddy bear or a blanket with a unique 

transitional identity.  It is simultaneously a “not-me” object of the world extrinsic to 

the childʼs inner reality and a “me” subject that is representative of the childʼs 

infantile experience of union with a transcendental power (the caregiver).  

Through the creative constitution of the meaning of the transitional object the 

disparity between intrinsic subjective reality and extrinsic objectivity is 

experienced in a controlled environment. 

What is most relevant in the preceding account to an explanation of the 

agogic character of the play function at the policy table is the potential space 

between subject and object in which transitional meaning is constituted.  It is 

known as a medial zone or “holding environment.”   The potential meanings of 

an object or phenomena (power relation) are transitional in a medial zone 

                                                       
283 Winnicott 1951/71, 14.  The capacities are abided with increasing complexity.  
Winnicott writes: “There is a direct development from transitional phenomena to 
playing, and from playing to shared playing, and from this to cultural experiences” 
(1951/71, 51).  The nascent transitional capacity eventually graduates to the 
complex human phenomenon of culture, which is the intersubjective constitution 
of a shared worldview: “…the transitional phenomena have become diffused, 
have become spread out over the whole intermediate territory between ʻinner 
psychic realityʼ and ʻthe external world as perceived by two persons in commonʼ, 
that is to say, over the whole cultural field” (1951/71, 5). 
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because they are not yet intersubjectively constituted; the meaning is 

“open,” in process of negotiation, or being “held” as potentiality.  It is “an 

intermediate area of experience which is not challenged”284 because there 

is not yet a constituted object to impugn; which is to say that the agogic 

disruption to the dominant regime has instantiated a medial zone of 

constitutive potentiality that is not yet subsumed in the system—the field 

of symbolic play is open. 

The opening of a medial zone is visible at the T&T Board meeting.  

However, its manifestation is much less patent because it is a political 

environment (the “holding” of constitutive potentiality is not manifested in a 

distinct transitional object nor is the environment always already a medial zone 

as it is on the cricket pitch).285  At the T&T meeting, the transitionality is 

serendipitously optimalized by Merissa who is sensitive to the constitutive 

opening.  Perhaps Merissa came prepared to introduce the compossibility, or, 

once introduced she was sensitive to the importance of the moment.  In either 

case, the emergent conditions allowed the group to begin to postulate a mutual 

definition of the problem of flooding in terms of climate change.   

The agogic disruption to the power-based regime began with the 

introduction of the compossibility of a world without cricket; the group then 

explored the possibility that Merissaʼs explanation was sound by “holding” a new 

                                                       
284 Winnicott 1951/71, 13. 
285 The medial zone in cricket (viz. the capacity to optimize an agogic disruption) 
is ever present because it is a formal play system.   
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set of explanations for the problem of flooding (namely, global climate change).  

The transition to a medial zone is manifested in the behavior of Mahes, who 

sought further evidence; the group members who read the IPCC reports in the 

interim break between sessions, subsequently querying Merissa about the data; 

and the increasing silence of Cheston, who is representative of the dominant 

power regime.  The changes are indicative of an opening in the constitutive 

possibility space at the table (viz. a medial zone) in which new explanations 

about the problem of flooding are held.  If the meeting remained locked in the 

power-based regime, this behavior would not develop.286 

The emergence of a third distinct phase of play is evident in the groupʼs 

construction of a response plan that is based on the research about climate 

change.  The phase represents a modification of the new constitutive regime and 

a closing of the medial zone. 

  

III. The zone is closed and the newly constituted regime is subsumed into 

the larger environmental structure 

The modification negotiated in the medial zone is subsumed into the larger 

environment in the course of play.  The medial zone is closed and the subsumed 

                                                       
286 However, without a theory of the operation of social learning the optimization 
of the emergent instantiation of a medial zone is often accidental, as it possibly 
was at the board meeting.  In order to optimize the constitutive opening 
generated by an agogic disruption, such as the apprehension of novel 
compossibility, it is crucial that the medial zone is explicitly enacted.  The present 
development of a play analogue is part of the project of theorizing the operation 
of social learning. 
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modification is instantiated as a new regime.  This is because the opening of a 

medial zone via an agogic disruption is not permanent.   

In the context of a formal play system such as a game, the limitation of the 

game in time according to a rule (such as ninety minutes in a soccer game) is a 

co-extensive closing of the material play of the game as well as its symbolic field.   

The opportunity to constitute a new regime in the potentiality that is a 

medial zone is forfeited when the material/symbolic field closes.  This is because 

the agogic character of the play function (order-tension-movement-change-

solemnity-rhythm-rapture) is disengaged—there is no longer something at play 

with which to play.   

The constitutive effect of the play activity is crystallized and subsumed into 

the contiguous systems (social, economic, political) in which the activity is 

nested.  Huizinga writes: 

Play begins, and then at a certain moment it is “over”. It plays itself 
to an end. While it is in progress all is movement, change, 
alternation, succession, association, separation. But immediately 
connected with its limitation as to time there is a further curious 
feature of play: it at once assumes fixed form as a cultural 
phenomenon. Once played, it endures as a new-found creation of 
the mind, a treasure to be retained by the memory. It is transmitted, 
it becomes tradition. It can be repeated at any time, whether it be 
“childʼs play” or a game of chess, or at fixed intervals like a mystery. 
In this faculty of repetition lies one of the most essential qualities of 
play. It holds good not only of play as a whole but also of its inner 
structure. In nearly all the higher forms of play the elements of 
repetition and alternation (as in the refrain), are like the warp and 
woof of a fabric.287 

 

                                                       
287 Huizinga 1938/71, Kindle Edition, 9-10. 
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Trinidadian independence in 1962 is an example of a subsumed negotiation.  It 

was due, in part, to the symbolic fight for the constitution of the meaning of Black 

humanity that emerged on the cricket pitch.  The agogic disruption generated by 

the activity of cricket (a play system) opened up a constitutive playing field in 

which the colonized could constitute their humanity.  At the close of each game, 

over time, a new symbolic order of power relation was subsumed in the larger 

polity.288  The scholarly research about the political dimensions of the game 

comprehensively documents the coupling of the new symbolic order generated 

on the pitch with the extra-ludic systems in which the play activity was nested. 

The closing of the medial zone is less clear in an extra-ludic environment 

such as a policy meeting.  Even though a policy meeting has a clear temporal 

boundary like a game, it does not have the intrinsic structural identity of a play 

environment. Therefore, it is plausible (and likely) that without social learning 

there is no medial zone to close or new constitutive regime to subsume.  This is 

particularly the case given that there is no clear operational theory of social 

learning with which to generate agogic disruption in the system of power relation.   

                                                       
288 This is not to say that the subsumption was (or is) at all exhaustive.  Winnicott 
writes: “To control what is outside one has to do things, not simply to think or to 
wish, and doing things takes time.  Playing is doing” (1951/71, 41).  The 
dehumanization regimes of the commercial industry of human trafficking and 
antiblack racism are so systematically complex (coupling economic, political, 
social, psychological, cultural, and linguistic systems) that the symbolic violence 
is pervasive.  The constitution of a humanistic symbolic order against a 
dehumanistic one is a long process that is motivated by a continual shift in power 
relations. 



150 
 

In the case of a serendipitous disruption such as at the T&T Board 

meeting, the convincing interpolation of a shocking compossibility like a world 

without cricket resulted in the paralysis of the dynamic that instantiated the 

dominant power-based regime.  The actors optimized the medial zone that was 

subsequently generated, and theorized new ways of defining the problem of 

flooding on the pitch.   

A closing of the medial zone at the T&T Board meeting is evident in the 

groupʼs construction of a response plan that is based on the research about 

climate change.  The board members discuss the distribution of a white paper 

about the effects of climate change on West Indian cricket to the International 

Cricket Council as well as the administrative bodies in the West Indies.  The 

constitution of the problem of flooding is now marked by the knowledge of the 

relationship between eco-social infrastructure and climate change.   

The phasal shift is evidence of the subsumption of a new constitutive 

regime because the novel explanation of climate change for the problem of 

flooding (1) is mutually negotiated by the actors at the table and (2) used as a 

benchmark for action.  The intersubjective constitution of the meaning of the 

problem of flooding is a condition of possibility for the generation of a call to 

action.   

In the medial zone, contrariwise, the meaning of a problem is transitional 

and therefore open to reconstitution.  It is not possible (or perhaps nearly so) to 

organize communal political action without the intersubjective constitution of a 
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political problem and the distribution of power relations.  An intersubjective 

constitution of the problem of flooding by the actors of the T&T Board meeting is 

made evident in the generative analogical phases of transformative play. 

 

Conclusion 

In the present chapter, the play analogue is used to theorize the phases of 

political transformation in social learning.  Like a productive social learning 

environment, play is a psychologically discrete spatiotemporal zone of 

negotiation.  The effect of this on the dominant regime is transfigurational 

according to the systematic context in which the zone is nested.  In the case of 

cricket in the West Indies, black players constituted their humanity in the play of a 

game.  At the T&T Board meeting, cricket is mutually constituted as a crucial 

dimension of the re-organization of eco-social infrastructure in response to global 

climate change. 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

 
 
In this dissertation, I asked: what is the most effective problem solving method at 

the environmental policy table in the context of a radical diversity of worldviews?  

I applied a transdisciplinary methodology to answer the question.  I incorporated 

research in cognitive science, linguistic anthropology, environmental governance, 

international relations, public policy, socioecology, network theory, political 

theory, cultural history, developmental psychology, and philosophy in novel and 

constructive ways to argue that: 

(1) Idea-based policymaking is a promising form of policymaking 
practice because it optimizes problem solving with social learning. 

(2) Social learning leverages the worldviews of actors in discourse to 
bolster problem solving. 

(3) Play is a useful analogue to study the transformative function of 
social learning. 

(4) Social learning distributes power relations by disrupting a fixed 
power regime, opening a medial zone for the negotiation of power 
relation, and subsuming the negotiation into the broader 
environment.   

 
Regarding the scope of the project, I had originally hoped to identify a 

comprehensive and systematic operation that explains the efficacy of social 

learning at the policy table.  Midway through the dissertation, I realized that the 

project is in fact the work of a large, cooperative, and multi-disciplinary team of 

scholars.  Following Dyke, Haila, Tynkkynen, Hajer, and the many other 

important contributors included in the present work, the project is obviously 
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already under way.  I contribute to that research with the four arguments listed 

above. 

In conclusion, I suggest that an operational model of social learning in 

idea-based policymaking is enriched with further research into the play analogue.  

Given that play systems like games are designed objects, there is a wealth of 

potential analogues that can help to further explicate the social learning operation 

and the design of idea-based policymaking environments.  It is a natural 

development of the research project that I will develop in the post-doctoral phase. 
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