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W are participants in a major historical transformation: a new
under st andi ng of human beings is in the making. It is one of
those special events in history which have the power to re-shape
what is possible and profoundly nodify what will happen in the
future.

W are at the threshold of a new historical era. And those who
are anong the first to acknowl edge the nature of this unique
historical shift will be able to position thenselves in ways
others nmay find nore difficult. They will have an edge in
becom ng pioneers and leaders in their respective fields.

THE BIRTH OF THE METAPHYSICAL DRIFT

W nornally see history as the traces left by events that have
occurred in the past. However, not every event inpacts the
future in the sane way, nor has every nonent in history been
equal Iy pregnant with new possibilities. Sone have been nore
i mportant than others and only a few have been responsible for
opening long historical periods for humankind.

A long time ago one of these nmmjor historical transformations
took place in ancient Greece. About the year 700 B.C., hunman

bei ngs invented a new way of conmunicating: the al phabet. This

i nvention had far-reaching historical consequences. It created a
wi de opening fromwhich a particular kind of human bei ng was
generated: Western man and woman.

Based upon the invention of the al phabet fundanental changes in
soci ety took place. Qur notions of education, of justice, of how
to live together were all profoundly transforned. New soci al
practices emerged. Poets gave way to phil osophers in educating
the youth. Denbcracy was invented. However, perhaps the nost

i mportant changes of all took place in a less visible domain: in
the transformati on of our "nental" categories, in the way human
bei ngs think about thensel ves and the worl d.

Before the invention of the al phabet human beings lived in a

"l anguage of beconing." Language and action were closely tied
together. \WWen we tal ked we knew we were naking things happen
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This was apparent for everyone. Education happened through poets
telling epic stories, or fables, which were narratives about the
actions perforned by humans, heroes or gods and goddesses. W
got to know what piety was, what |ove was, what treachery was,

t hrough the actions performed by the characters in these stories.
For exanple, we got to know about justice by follow ng the
actions perforned by those the conmunity considers to be just,

li ke Odysseus. We got to know about courage by observing the
actions taken by those the community considers to be courageous,
like Achilles.

The al phabet separated the speaker, the | anguage and the action
This was a major change. Once a text was witten, it seened to

speak by itself -- the speaker was not necessary anynore. W
nmoved from a | anguage of action to a | anguage of ideas.
Refl ection became central. Wth the advent of the al phabet the

way we thought about issues changed. W now cane to ask

oursel ves, "what is justice?" "what is courage?" W cane to speak
about them as ideas, not as features enbedded in the actions of
just and courageous people. W could now | eave the epic stories
behind. W did not need the figure of Odysseus to say what
justice is. W were able to wite a treatise about justice. CQur
concern with the question "what is ...?" (with the "being" of

thi ngs) took us away from "t he | anguage of becom ng" of the past,
to a new form of |anguage: "the | anguage of being."

This was a najor transformati on and a nmajor historical

achi evenent. Based upon this new "l anguage of being" we

unl eashed the forces of thought, the forces of rational thinking.
Phi | osophy and scientific thinking were invented. Concerned with
the art of effective thinking, we developed logic. Logica
principles showed us the path of valid thinking, the way to nove
fromone idea to another to attain the truth and avoid the fal se
We invented rationality, the tradenark of Western thought.

The power of rational thinking becane i mediately apparent. It
all owed us to transformthe world and to destroy our enenmies. It
gave us the illusion that we were dom nating nature. It seened

we had eaten fromthe tree of know edge and we felt |ike gods.

Bl i nded by our success, we made one type of action, thinking, the
gueen of all actions and we separated it fromall other "I ower"
actions. The separation between theory and practice was
acconpl i shed. Thinking was uni que, we said, it could not be
conpared with anything el se. Everyday action were taken to be
sonmething different. W even ended up forgetting that thinking
was itself an action.

One of the nost inportant aspects of this historical revolution
was the fact that we al so changed our understandi ng of ourselves,
our understandi ng of human beings. A human being, we clainmed, is
a rational being and reason is what makes us human, different
fromother species. If we want to know a human being we shoul d
get to know his or her mnd: the site of thinking. This is where
our soul resides, what nmakes us the way we are.
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Taken by this new "l anguage of being" we started to ask oursel ves
about the being of everything, ourselves included. Since we had
noved away from the standpoi nt of becom ng and we had separat ed

| anguage from action, everytinme we asked ourselves, "Wat is
justice?" or "What is a human bei ng?" we | ooked for answers that
woul d tell us what was inmutable, what was unchangeable, in

what ever we were asking about. Being, we assunmed, was what was
not contingent upon historical circunstances, what always

remai ned the sane.

When we directed this question about being towards oursel ves,
since we assuned that our soul was one and the sane throughout
our lives, we also assuned that our being was that hidden side of
oursel ves that did not change. W assunmed we were all the
bearers of an inmmutable soul since the nonent of our birth. Few
chal | enges could rival the one witten on the walls of the Tenple
of Apollo at Del phi, "Know Thyself." Since we assunmed that we
were already in a given and i nmutabl e way, the best we could do
to live a better life was to get to know how we were.

Rel yi ng on our success, we assuned that reason had no limts,
that we could get to know everything and conpl etely dom nate our
natural environnent and our relationships with others through
reason. It was just a nmatter of time. The |inear progress of
rati onal thinking, itself an expression of the dom nance of the
line in witten | anguage, became our neasure to enbrace, as tine
went by, a linear understanding of tine itself.

It wasn't |long before we canme to assune that we could explain
anyt hi ng. Reason was the key to grasp the being of things. W
assuned that things are what they are according to their being.
W were also led to make the claim as rightly pointed out by

| saiah Berlin, that to all genuine questions there is one true
answer and only one, and that the true answers to such questions
are in principle knowabl e through rational thinking. W assuned,
therefore, that human bei ngs were capabl e of knowi ng, through
reason, the true being of everything around t hem

The enphasis on the being of things led us to nminimze the role
pl ayed by | anguage. W saw oursel ves as rational beings,
provided with an inmutabl e soul, surrounded by a wi de variety of
entities whose beings we could deci pher and eventually control

t hrough the power of reason. Language played little or no role
at all in the constitution of ourselves and the world. It only
all owed us to describe how things are, their being. Being, we
assuned, preceded | anguage.

For a while, after the invention of the al phabet this new
under st andi ng of ourselves and the world evolved slowy. For a
certain period of tine there was a phase of transition in which
very different conceptions cohabited. It was only after the
energence of a group of philosophers that we call netaphysicians,
led by Plato, a disciple of Socrates, and Aristotle, Plato's own
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di sciple, that a coherent synthesis based upon these new
assunptions crystallized. It soon becanme the predom nant soci al
view. |In sonme sense with Socrates, but very certainly with Plato
and Aristotle, a whole historical period had gotten started, a
period that we call the metaphysical drift. Today's conmon sense
is very much based upon these netaphysical assunptions,
originally generated by the netaphysicians in early G eece.

Since the early Greeks we have changed our understandi ng of nmany
things. W cannot say that we think the sane way the Greeks did.
However, we claimthat despite all these changes, we have

mai ntained, all in all, the basic assunptions devel oped in
ancient Greece. Qur historical devel opnent has taken place

wi t hout breaking fromthose master assunptions, fromthat basic
common under st andi ng of what it means to be hunan. W have

evol ved inside this netaphysical drift inaugurated in ancient
Greece. W are the heirs of those early Greek netaphysicians

DESCARTES AND THE MODERN WORLD

The phil osophy of Descartes -- what is known as Cartesianism --
has been the nost influential one in nodern tinmes. Despite sone
opposi ng views, nodernity devel oped under a Cartesian franmework,
accepting the major assunptions |laid dowmn by Descartes. However,
when we exani ne those assunptions, we realize that they are
faithful to the old Geek tradition of understandi ng human bei ngs
as rational beings.

Descartes' philosophy is an historical expression of the boost
given to literacy -- literacy, originally devel oped with the
advent of the al phabet -- by the invention of another najor
change in the way we communi cate: the printing press. Wth the
printing press, the separation between the speaker, |anguage and

action spread to all levels of society. Books becone an easily
avai l abl e conmodity. It enabled the devel opnent of the schoo
system the social expansion of literacy and it denocratized and
extended rationality to all corners of social I|ife.

In Descartes' philosophy, thinking is again the ground for
under st andi ng human bei ngs. Thi nki ng al ways takes precedence.
Thi nki ng, Descartes assuned, nakes us the kind of being that we
are. It is because we think, says Descartes, that we can
conclude that we exist: "I think," he clainms, "therefore | am"
Thinking is the ground of being. Reason is what makes us human.

W claimthat inportant devel opments -- nmany of which have taken
pl ace during the | ast decades -- are bringing the netaphysica
drift to a close. A radical new understanding of human beings is
energing. W call this new understandi ng of human bei ngs the
ont ol ogy of I anguage.
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A NEW HISTORICAL LANDSCAPE

We are again facing a mgjor revolution in the way we conmuni cate
wi th one another. Long ago in ancient G eece, because of the

i nvention of the al phabet, a new node of comunicati on based on
literacy energed. Sonething sinilar has been occurring in the

| ast couple of decades. W have been facing a najor
transformati on in our nbde of comunication as the result of

i mportant technol ogi cal innovations and the energence of

el ectroni c | anguage.

The eruption of electronic | anguage i nvolves a process which
contains a profusion of media, including the old tel egraph and
granmophone, the tel ephone, telex, radio, television, film video
cancorder and VCR, photocopier, fax, together with the

i nnovations in computer hardware and software. As the result of
el ectroni c | anguage the world has changed, becomni ng the "gl oba
vill age" Marshall MLuhan spoke about thirty years ago.

Di stance, which was always a relevant factor in the way hunan
bei ngs organized their lives, is increasingly irrelevant.

Thi s new | anguage has al ready changed, and will keep on changi ng,
the way we |live together. Mreover, it has changed the way
change takes place in human |ife. Nowadays change has becone a
per manent aspect of life. Nothing stays the sane for too |ong.
Everything is changing. |In a very practical way, the prinmcy of
"being" is being substituted again by the primacy of "becom ng."

These new historical conditions are taking the "netaphysical
observer" we have been for so long to its very limts. It is
approaching its historical exhaustion. As happened in ancient
Greece, this change in the way we communi cate wi th one anot her
based on the energence of electronic |anguage is also profoundly
affecting the way we think about ourselves and the world.

The net aphysi cal stronghol d has al so been shaken fromw thin, by
t he emergence of new conceptions, new t houghts, new theories.

| nportant conceptual devel opments have occurred in fields as

di fferent as phil osophy, the biological sciences, linguistics and
the so-called human sciences. |In one way or another these

devel opnents chal | enge the ol d assunptions which constitute the
kernel of the metaphysical point of view

In the field of philosophy, we consider that three ngjor

devel opnents strongly chal |l enge the netaphysical program First,
and perhaps the nost inportant one, is the philosophy of
Friedrich Nietzsche. N etzsche has provided us with the
strongest criticismof the nmetaphysical understandi ng of the
human soul. He was the first philosopher to put hinmself outside
t he nmet aphysi cal framework and to seriously question its basic
assunptions. Second, the existential phenonenol ogy of Martin

Hei degger and its criticismof Cartesianism s assunption that
human beings are primarily rational beings. Third, the later
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phi |l osophy of Ludwi g Wttgenstein that has offered us a radica
new under st andi ng of | anguage.

Each of these phil osophers has been foll owed by others whose
contributions we cannot disregard. But the former were the ones
who opened the door that allowed others to wal k through. Based
upon their contributions, philosophy as a whol e has gone through
a mgj or upheaval during this century. This process has been
called "the linguistic turn," since | anguage has taken the place
whi ch for centuries was occupied by reason

In the field of the biological sciences inportant devel opnents
have al so taken place. W have seen, for exanple, how, at the

| evel of theoretical biology, the claimhas been nade that the
basi ¢ feature which distinguishes the human species from others
i s human | anguage. This claimwas first nade by Ernst Mayr in
the early sixties. However, it is in the field that has evol ved
fromsystens thinking that the rel ationship between human bei ngs
and | anguage has been even nore deeply explored. The naterial
produced by the Chil ean biol ogist Hunberto Maturana have been an
out standing contribution in this regard.

Finally we nust also nention significant devel opnents that have
taken place in the field of systens psychol ogy, anthropol ogy,
soci ol ogy and linguistics. Wth each the inportance of |anguage
in the understanding of human |ife has been the consistent

t hr ead.

The ontol ogy of |anguage is an attenpt to bring all these
different and often apparently contradictory devel opments into a
coherent unity and synthesis. It ainms towards the creation of a
base out of which we can observe hunman phenonena from a

non- et aphysi cal perspective.

WHAT IS ONTOLOGY?

We borrow the termontology froma very specific tradition and we
grant it a particular neaning. It is very inportant that we
understand this in order to avoid using the termin a

net aphysi cal sense. For the ancient G eeks, who were the ones
who coined the termontology, it meant our general understanding
of being as such. Ontology was franed into the netaphysica
program |If we take ontology in its old classical neaning, we
find ourselves trapped in the old netaphysics we wi sh to break
away from

Qur use of the termontol ogy stems (and departs) fromthe
tradition inaugurated by the Gernan phil osopher Martin Hei degger
For Hei degger ontology relates to his inquiry into what he called
t he Dasein, which has to do with the particular way of being that
we, human beings, are. 1In this sense, _ontology refers to our
generi c understanding -- our interpretation -- of what it neans
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to be human_. Wen we call sonething ontol ogical we are
referring to our interpretation of those constitutive di mensions
that we all share as human bei ngs and nmake us the kind of being
that we are.

In this sense, ontology, our understanding of what it is to be
human, does not necessarily inply the adoption of a netaphysica
standpoint. W can have a netaphysical ontol ogy, as the G eeks
did, but we can al so generate non-netaphysi cal ontol ogies, which
is precisely what we are attenpting to do.

Allow us to make an early claimin relation to what we cal
ontol ogy. W say that whatever we do, whatever we say, this
reveal s a certain understanding of what is possible for hunman
bei ngs and, therefore, a particular understandi ng of what it
means to be human. Qur actions always inmply an underlying
under st andi ng of hunman bei ngs and, therefore, an underlying
ontology. Every claimthat we nake about sonething, no natter
what that sonething may be, is based upon an underlying
under st andi ng that we as human bei ngs, are a kind of being that
can nake that claim |In this sense, an ontology is always the
ultimate groundi ng of any other clai mwe human bei ngs nake.

If we accept this, it follows that any claimthat we nmake about
being "in general" or about beings other than human beings
(taking the classical understanding of the termontology) is
ultimately based upon an underlyi ng understandi ng of the being
who nmekes that claim Consequently, ontology as the
under st andi ng of hunman bei ngs provi des the basis for the old
noti on of ontol ogy as the general understanding of being.

Every statenent nade by an observer speaks about the kind of
observer that that observer takes himor herself to be. This is

a fundanental principle in our approach. W may not realize that
we are doing this, but we do it nonetheless. Once we understand
this, we realize that in order to make a cl ai m about anything, we
nmust inplicitly make a cl ai mabout how we are as human bei ngs.

Qur understandi ng of what it neans to be human is the cornerstone

of everything we do. In this respect, an ontology, in the sense
we are using the term precedes any other claimabout how other
things may be. It is the primary interpretation from which ot her

interpretations are nade.

This sanme principle, the claimthat whatever we do reveal s how we
hol d ourselves, is the basis of perhaps one of the nost powerfu
uses of the ontol ogy of |anguage: the practice of ontol ogica

coaching -- however to elaborate on this just now would take us
away fromthe topic at hand.

THE ONTOLOGY OF LANGUAGE: BASIC POSTULATES

We position ourselves in this major historical transfornation
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t hrough the devel opnent of a new understandi ng of human bei ngs
that we call "the ontology of |anguage." W are aware, though
that we are part of a nuch broader novenent, a novenent that

i ncorporates different approaches and that has different ways of
calling itself.

As we nentioned al ready, mmjor devel opnents are taking place in

al nost every field of human Iife -- philosophy, the natura
sciences, the humanities, politics, spirituality, the arts, the
new ecol ogi cal concerns, etc. --, developnents that have strong
affinities and connections with one another. In this respect, we

regard "the ontol ogy of |anguage" as one anong nany ot her
devel opnents noving in a simlar direction and sharing, very
often, simlar assunptions and sensibilities.

1. W interpret hunan beings to be linguistic beings

The ontol ogy of |anguage's nain tenets are two sinple and rel ated
postul ates. The first and nost inportant one speaks about human
beings. It postulates that |anguage is, above all else, what
makes human bei ngs the particular kind of being that they are.
Human bei ngs, we say, are linguistic beings, beings who live in

| anguage. Language, we claim is the key to understandi ng hunman
phenonena.

An aside seens necessary at this point. It is inportant that the
reader notices the difference that exists between two different
ways of saying what we are saying. W could have said, for
exanpl e, that our first claimis that "human bei ngs are

i nguistic beings." However, we have chosen not to say that. |If
we had said it that way, we would have assuned -- w thout saying
it -- that we human beings can clai m how human beings are. W
woul d have assumed that we can grasp the "being" of things (in
this case, human beings). 1In fact, we hold the opposite to be
so. We think that we can never say how things really are, we
never know how they are: we can only say how "we" assune,
interpret or take themto be.

Therefore, instead of nmaking clainms about the being of things, we
choose to speak about the way we postulate themto be. It is
very inportant not to forget, as Maturana always reninds us, that
“everything said is always said by soneone” and it is inportant
not to hide the speaker behind the way things are said. This is
one of the traps of language. It often allows the person who is
speaking to hide behind what is being said. W nust restore the
broken |ink between the speaker and | anguage.

This takes us to the First Thesis of the ontology of |anguage.
W can state it as follows:

First Thesis:

We don't know how things are.
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W only know how we observe them
or how we interpret themto be
We live in worlds of interpretations.

If we accept the interpretation that we cannot know how t hi ngs
are, it means that we are not clainmng that what we say is the
truth. In this regard, we don't know what the truth is

Moreover, we think that no one has the capacity to tell us what
the truth is. The only claimwe can legitinmately make is a claim
about the power -- not the truth -- of our interpretations.
Interpretations are never innocent. They open and cl ose
possibilities for action in life.

What we do say, therefore, is that the interpretation we call the
ont ol ogy of | anguage can open possibilities for action and
intervention in life that other interpretations cannot offer. By
regardi ng human beings as |inguistic beings (and by accepting the
rest of the postulates that "we" make within the franmework of the
ont ol ogy of |anguage) we open possiblities in life that are
closed in other interpretations.

For so long now we hunman bei ngs have been in di spute about the
truth of our interpretations. The only thing at stake -- and the
only thing that really matters -- is the power that results from
these interpretations, the capacity for action, for transformng
oursel ves and the world.

2. W interpret |anguage to be generative

The revol uti onary consequences of the above postulate can only be
seen when conpl enented by a second one. This second one speaks
about |anguage. It clainms that _|anguage is generative_ .
Language, we say, hot only enables us to describe reality -- how
we, within our community, observe things (ourselves and the

worl d), language, we claim generates being.

It is important to notice, though, that we are not saying that
the being of all things is generated by | anguage. The "being of
all things," "the way things really are" is sonething we hunman
bei ngs cannot grasp; it is beyond human know edge (as Kant has
convincingly argued). W hunan bei ngs can only know how t hi ngs
are for us, not howthey are in thenselves. Being in itself is
sonet hi ng beyond our reach and, therefore, something we cannot
strictly speak about. Wenever we speak about sonething, we
speak about how things are for us. How could it even be
otherwi se? And, as the Austrian phil osopher Ludwig Wttgenstein
once said, "that which we cannot speak about, we should pass in
sil ence. "

W are not saying either that everything that exists only exists
in language. W are not denying the "existence" of a so-called
"external reality," independent of |anguage. W are not nmaking
any statenent regarding exi stence. W cannot say anythi ng about
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an external reality (external from ourselves). How could we
speak about that which is external to ourselves wi thout denying
that sane "externality" just by speaking about it? Again, the
way an external reality (whose existence we do not deny) "exists
for us" is always linguistic. Once sonething becones part of our
lives, once the external reality "exists for us," it is not
external anynore and the way it exists for us is in |anguage.
Let's therefore repeat: we are not saying that |anguage generates
everything that exists. This would nmake silence and deat h al npst
t he sane phenonenon. They are not the sane.

The postul ate that |anguage is generative, that |anguage
generates being, can itself be broken down into two subordi nate
but not less inportant clainms. Even though both of themare
closely related, each of themallows us to see sonething
different.

2.1. W postulate that |anguage is action

W hold the interpretation that |anguage is action. Through

| anguage, we not only speak about things, we alter the

spont aneous course of events: we nake things happen. For

exanpl e, by asking soneone to do sonething, by nmaking an offer to
someone, or by saying to ourselves, "this is enough," etc., we
intervene in the course of events. Language, we say, is not a
passive tool that allows us to describe how things are, their
"being." Through | anguage we actively participate in the ongoing
process of becon ng.

2.2. W postulate that | anguage brings forth reality

Closely connected to the above claim we al so say that |anguage
brings forth reality. W see this happening in many ways. By
sayi ng what we say, by saying it in one way and not another, or
by not saying sonmet hing, we open or close possibilities for
our sel ves.

When we speak, we shape the future, our future and the future
of others. How many tines have we cone to realize that things
could have worked out differently if we had only said sonething
we did not say or if we had not said what we did? How often do
we acknowl edge the inmportance of sonmething said to us? O the
i mportance in other's lives of sonething we said to thenf?

Mor eover, by saying what we say we not only nmodify the future,
we al so shape our identity, we define the way we will be seen
by others and by ourselves. W claimthat hunman bei ngs create
t hensel ves and their world in | anguage.

Once these clains are pieced together a new understandi ng of
human beings cones to light. This understanding allows us to
observe aspects of human |ife that nmay pass unnoticed to those
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holding a different interpretation. It is an understanding that
enabl es us to make sense of ourselves in a powerful way. Most of
all, this understanding allows us to gain nastery in our own

lives, by playing an active role in designing the kind of being
we would like to becone. This is the promise the ontol ogy of
| anguage holds for us in the future.

We will further elaborate on these clainms. What needs to be

poi nted out, though, since this is a usual source of

m sunder st andi ng, is that the ontol ogy of |anguage does not have
| anguage as its mamin focus and concern. |Its main concern are
human beings. This distinguishes the ontol ogy of |anguage from
such disciplines as linguistics and the phil osophy of |anguage.
Even though it has been strongly influenced by both, the ontol ogy
of language has a different subject matter. Linguistics and the
phi | osophy of |anguage have | anguage as their main concern. The
focus of the ontol ogy of |anguage is human beings. |Its concern
with | anguage is re-directed towards the understandi ng of human
bei ngs.

A NON-METAPHYSICAL UNDERSTANDING OF HUMAN BEINGS

Human beings, we claim have no given, fixed, immtable being.
To be human is to be in a permanent process of beconing, of

i nventing and re-inventing ourselves within a historical drift.
There is no such thing as a given human nature. W don't know
what we are able to be, we don't know what we can become. As
Shakespeare wrote "W know what we are, but know not what we may
be." Qur being is indetermnate, it is an open space pointing
towards the future

An ontol ogi cal understandi ng of ourselves can never give us a
concrete and determ nate response to the question of what it is
to be human. Qur being is an open domain of design. Wat an
ont ol ogi cal approach can provide us with is only sone genera

di stinctions that serve as paraneters to define the basic
structure of possibilities of this open process of becomng. It
can do no nore and no less. This general structure of
possibilities, that we all share as human beings, is what Martin
Hei degger called the "Dasein," the "being-in-the-world" that we
are. Ontology is the inquiry into the Dasein.

Hei degger's phil osophy provided us with an inportant
starting-point. However, it was only late in his intellectua
devel opnent, when nost of his ontol ogical work was al ready done,
t hat Hei degger realized that to understand what it nmeans to be
human we must resort to | anguage. "Language," realized

Hei degger, "is the house of being." Human bei ngs invent

t hensel ves in [ anguage. W are a linguistic construction, which
when seen with metaphysical |enses, seens to oscillate between
reality and fiction. A kind of |inguistic bubble.
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Per haps the two nost inmportant phil osophers for |ooking into the
human soul in this way have been Heraclitus and N etzsche.
Heraclitus lived in ancient Greece well before the enmergence of
t he nmet aphysicians. Wen we read Plato and Aristotle we realize
that their nmain opponent was precisely Heraclitus. Metaphysics,
in away, was an attenpt to prove Heraclitus wong. I|f we want
to overcone nmetaphysics, it may be tine to go back to Heraclitus
t eachi ngs.

Ni et zsche was considered for a long time to be a kind of

phi | osophi cal pariah, an outcast, a sacril egeous thinker, an

i conoclast. Very few people really understood what he was
speaki ng about. For nmany, Nietzsche so often seened to
contradict hinself. He had cone to phil osophy through phil ol ogy,
a discipline concerned with | anguage and, in his case, with the
study of ancient G eek and Roman | anguages and literature. This
all owed himvery early on in his intellectual devel opment to get
in touch with the work of the Pre-Socratics, the philosophers
that |ived before Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. Once Nietzsche
became acquainted with the thought of Heraclitus, he realized
that a whol e new perspective to see the world was present in
Heraclitus' work. He declared Heraclitus to be his nentor.

Both Heraclitus and Nietzsche clainmed that to understand human
bei ngs we cannot only concentrate on their "being" but we nust

al so 1 ook into their "nothingness." The process of beconi ng that
human bei ngs are always brings together these two aspects: this
cycl e of being and nothingness, this eternal recurrence between
one and the other. To be human, according to Nietzsche, can be
viewed as a process in which we are in a permanent running away
from not hi ngness, while at the same tinme being driven into it,
into the "neani ngl essness" of our lives, and drawn into the need
to re-generate neaning for ourselves.

W are, as Heraclitus said, in a permanent process of flow, never
bei ng the sane, always changing, as a river does. And, as a
river, we cannot understand how we are if we only concentrate on
the being side of ourselves. A river always involves this
tensi on between full ness and enpti ness, between being and
not-being. If we only see fullness, we don't have a river
anynore, but a lake, a pond, or even a swanp. If we only see the
enptiness, we don't have a river either, but a dry channel, wth
no novenent, no life of its own.

ACTION AND BEING

This human drive for meani ng happens in | anguage, through the

i nvention and adoption of narratives about ourselves and the
world. Who we are, our personal identity, we say, is a
linguistic construction, a story that we nake about oursel ves,
about the direction of our life moving towards the future, and
about our place in a community and the world. Both who we claim
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to be, and the world we live in, are |linguistic constructions.

Looki ng back at the clains nmade here, in terns of seeing | anguage
as action and, therefore, as bringing forth reality and
generating being, we can now state an inportant thesis about
human beings. | will call it the Second Thesis of the ontol ogy
of | anguage.

Second Thesi s:

W not only ACT according to how we ARE
We ARE according to how we ACT.

Action generates being.

One becomes what one does.

By shifting frombeing to action we allow ourselves to enbrace

t he process of beconing and we avoid being trapped in the

nmet aphysi cal assunption that being is inmutable. Being is only a
nonent in the process of becom ng and only one side of that sane
process. The other side is nothingness. W don't need to get
rid of the notion of being, we need to transformit into a
conponent in the cycle of becoming. Wthin the cycle of

becom ng, being is the other side of nothingness.

The net aphysi cal standpoint highlights the relationship that goes
frombeing to action. Behind every action there is always a

bei ng, a subject, who reveals himor herself through the action
bei ng taken. Qur actions reveal how we are. | don't dispute
this. | realize the inportance of observing people's actions in
under st andi ng how they are. This is actually one of the basic
principles of ontological coaching and it enables us to
acconplish what | call "ontological interpretation.” By observing
the way people act (and let us not forget that |anguage is
action), the ontol ogical coach gets to know how peopl e are.

But, at the same tinme, | claimthat this is only one side of the
equation. CQur actions not only reveal how we are, they also
allow us to transform ourselves, to be different, to becone.

This is a second principle in ontol ogical coaching and it enabl es
us to performwhat | call "ontological intervention." By having
people act in a particular way (and, again, let us not forget
that |anguage is action), the ontol ogical coach allows themto
nove in a particular direction and to let go of their old ways of
bei ng.

ON HUMAN LANGUAGE

We have said that human beings, as individuals, are |inguistic
bei ngs, beings who live in language. In the follow ng sections
we will explore, first, the nature of human | anguage and, second,
the rel ati onshi p between | anguage and the individual
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Language as a consensual domain

We normal |y understand | anguage as an individual capacity, as the
property of a person. Individuals, we say, have a capacity

for I anguage. This, as we can see, gives precedence to the

i ndi vi dual over language. It inplies that it is the individua
who speaks and who listens. It assumes the individual as a
pre-condition of |anguage.

W oppose this view W claim on the contrary, that individuals
-- not as a single nmenber of a species, but as we have conme to
know human individuals, i.e., as persons -- are constituted in

| anguage. We give | anguage precedence over the individual. And
this, as we shall see, is not a trivial claim W are not
denying that once the individual is constituted, s/he speaks and
listens. But to take the individual as a given, as already
constituted before | anguage, is an assunption that we dispute.

O course, for a human being to be able to speak certain

bi ol ogi cal conditions need to be in place. As the biol ogist
Hurmbert o Mat urana keeps on reninding us, “we can only do what our
bi ol ogy allows us to do; we cannot go beyond the limts of our

bi ol ogi cal capabilities”. Wthout the particular structure of

t he hunman nervous system and wi thout the well devel oped senses

t hat human bei ngs are equi pped with, we would not be able to
speak and hear the way we do. But |anguage is not generated from
our biological capabilities. WIf children, who have all those
bi ol ogi cal capabilities, don't devel op what we know as hunan

| anguage. Language, we say, is not generated fromone single
human bei ng. Language stens fromthe social interaction anong
human bei ngs. Language is a social phenonenon, not a biol ogica
one.

It is in the interaction anong different single hunan bei ngs that
a fundanental pre-condition for |anguage arises: the constitution
of _a consensual domain_. W speak about consensuality whenever
we observe that participants in social interaction share the sane
system of signs (gestures, sounds, etc.) to designate objects,
actions and events in order to coordinate their action together.
W thout a consensual domain there is no | anguage. Once we

acknow edge this, we cannot consider |anguage an individua
property any longer. The consensual donmain is constituted in
interaction with others, in a social space.

A linguistic world of linguistic entities

It is inmportant to notice, though, that we are speaki ng about

| anguage through and from | anguage. W cannot avoid this and it
inplies a trap that we nust be aware of. Signs, objects, actions
and events are constituted as such in [ anguage. They don't exi st
by t hensel ves.
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Quoting Gertrude Stein, we hear "a rose is a rose is a rose"

But a rose is not a rose independently of |anguage. Whatever
sonething is, it is what it is for us in |anguage. Whatever
sonmething is in itself, independently of |anguage, we don't know.
Arose is a rose for us, for those who see it as a rose in a

gi ven consensual domain. It is a rose only as a designated
entity in |language, an entity that results froma linguistic
distinction, that separates that entity, as an entity, fromthe
rest.

An object is always a linguistic relation we establish with our
world. Objects are constituted in |anguage. As such, they

al ways carry our own human trace and they al ways speak about
ourselves. A teacup is only a teacup for us, not for the fly we
see resting on top of it. And the fly is only a fly for us, not
for the spider we see approaching it. And so we can go _ad
infinitum. There is no way out of |anguage; outside | anguage
there is no place to stand. W, hunan beings, live in a

i nguistic world.

Language as coordination of coordination of action

Again, follow ng Maturana, we say that a consensual donmin, an

i nportant factor in many forns of conmunication, is still not
enough to produce the phenonenon of |anguage. W speak about

| anguage only when we observe a particular kind of conmunication
Many speci es comuni cate. Wenever we see nenbers of a species
coordi nating action together, we speak about conmunication

However, we say that there is |anguage only when a particul ar

ki nd of coordination of action takes place: when we observe
menbers of a species in coordination of coordination of behavior
_Language as a phenonenon is what an observer sees when s/ he sees
consensual coordi nation of coordination of action -- when the
partici pant nmenbers of an interaction coordi nate the way they
coordi nate action together. Language is recursive coordination
of behavior.

Let us take an exanple that can illustrate how these two systemns
of coordination of action -- involved in recursive coordination
-- work together. | say to ny son Tomas "Could you pl ease open

that door?" He answers "Ckay." Let us exani ne what has happened.
| made some sounds that we take as shared signs in an already
constituted consensual domain. Based upon the shared neani ng
attached to these sounds, Tonmas responded to nmy request. In
doi ng so, he al so pronounced sonme sounds, sounds different that
my own. Again, we both grant these sounds a particul ar nmeaning
that results from our shared consensual domain. So far, what we
have done is very nuch |like a dance. W have coordi nated action
at the level of making sounds.
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W can see the big difference it makes for those who share that
consensual donmmin as conpared with those who don't. For those
foreign to this consensual domain, what we have done, Tomas and
I, sounds very much |ike gibberish, |ike an unpredictable pattern
of noise. That isn't the case for us though. Rather, we are
dancing together in a well orchestrated consensual domain.
Through the sounds that we utter we hear words that designate
objects fromour comon world, we listen to a request and a
reply, etc

The dance does not stop here. CQut of this first |evel of

coordi nati on of action, another dance, another |evel of

coordi nation of action, can be expected to take place. Tomas nay
wal k over and open the door. Again, this action is not

arbitrary. It stems directly fromwhat happened at the first

| evel of coordination of action, when we were both pronounci ng
sounds. It would have been surprising, for instance, if he had
gone and opened the window O if he had done nothing at all.
Once he's opened the door, Tonmas nay expect me to say "thanks" to
which he might reply "you're welcone." If he were to say to ne

i nstead "puppies" | would probably think it odd.

The above exanpl e shows us that |anguage ari ses based upon the
generation of a consensual domain that is produced in social
interaction. But, is this interation between Tomas and nysel f

extraordinary? Not at all. W, human beings, are not the only
speci es that have devel oped this dual pattern of coordination of
action that we call language. This is a feature that we often

find in other species. A classic exanple of this is the waggle
dance of the honey bee, decoded in 1945 by the German bi ol ogi st
Karl von Frisch. Birds have devel oped | anguage systenms. By the
action of singing, they coordinate other actions. Mamals have
al so shown wel |l devel oped systens of |anguage. A typical exanple
is the | anguage devel oped by dol phins.

The recursive capacity of human language

The main difference between the |inguistic capacity of hunman
bei ngs and the one shown by other living species is, first, our
capacity for a very large nunber of consensual signs and
specially for creating new ones. There is, however, a second

i mportant factor that differentiates human | anguage fromthe

| anguage we observe in other species. W call this the
recursive capacity of human | anguage.

W have said that |anguage is recursive coordination of behavior
W& now say that human | anguage is recursive |anguage. This neans
that we human bei ngs can turn | anguage upon itself. W can speak
about our speaking, about our linguistic distinctions, about our

| anguage, about the way we coordi nate our coordination of
behavior. And we can do this again and again. W can say, for
exanpl e, "What do you nean by that?" or "Wich door are you
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speaki ng about ?"

This recursive capacity of human | anguage is the basis of what we
call reflection and the basis of human reason. |If we were to

see reflection, as the metaphysicians did, as an individua
property, as the activity of an individual faculty which they
called "the mnd", cut off fromall connection wth |anguage, and
if we accept that reflection -- which, as we have said, is the
basis for reason -- is a typical human feature, we can understand
why the netaphysicians were led to characterize human bei ngs as
rati onal beings. Reason, though, is a function of |anguage. W
are rational beings because we are linguistic beings living in a
I inguistic world.

Structural and historical conditions for the energence of human
| anguage

How come hunan bei ngs have devel oped this special capacity for

| anguage? This is a question that can be answered in at | east
two ways: in a structural and an historical way. Wen we

answer it in a structural way we nust exani ne the biol ogica
conditions that allow us to operate in |anguage. This takes us
in the direction of exanm ning the structure of our nervous system
and of our vocal and hearing organs. The pioneering work of the
bi ol ogi st Norman Geschwi nd has been pivotal in exam ng the

rel ati onshi p between | anguage and the brain. Philip Liebernman
has made inportant contributions in the field of the physiol ogy
of speech.

In the direction of an historical or evolutionary explanation |et
me share the hypothesis offered to me by ny friend, the biol ogist
and popul ation geneticist Carlos Val enzuela. He suggests that

t he unl eashing and triggering of evolutionary factors that could
have led to the emergence of |anguage in human bei ngs may have
been the widening of the fermale buttocks. This is a physica
feature that distinguishes humans from other prinates.

The hunman femal e's buttocks, Val enzuel a specul ates, may have
contributed to altering our physical balance and facilitating the
upri ght position that enables human beings to free their hands
for food collection and tool making. At the same tine, w der
buttocks contribute to the expansion of the woman's pelvis and
allows for the birth of babies with a larger cranium capacity
and, therefore, with larger brains. Living beings with |arger
brai ns have the neurol ogi cal capabilities needed for nore

devel oped forns of |anguage.

The point to be nade, however, is that none of the above

expl anations can really explain the emergence of |anguage itself.
They only explain the devel opnent of the biological conditions
that are needed for |anguage to be possible. As we said before,
| anguage is not an individual capacity but an evol utionary
feature that, based upon specific biological conditions, energes
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out of social interaction. Once the biological capabilities are
in place, we need social interaction as the prineval soup out of
whi ch we can have the energence of |anguage.

THE INDIVIDUAL AS A LINGUISTIC CONSTRUCTION

Individuals as social phenomena

We have postul ated that hunan beings are linguistic beings. Let
us exam ne what is meant by this claim One inportant aspect of
what we are saying has to do with the realization that the
individual in terms of the “persona” that we are is a linguistic
phenonenon. As individuals, we are a kind of l|iving being that
needs to makes sense of itself, that lives conpelled to generate
meaning for its life, always interpreteting itself and the world
it belongs to. W do this because we operate in | anguage. The
way we do this, the way we make sense of ourselves, is fully
linguistic. Wen we ask soneone, "Who are you?" what we get is a
narrative, a story about who that person is. As individuals we
are living stories in the making. When you ask yourself, "W am
[?" or "Who is Nancy?" what you get is a story, a linguistic
construction.

Soneone nmay object to what we are saying and argue that we cannot
col l apse the story we have about ourselves (or others) with the
self that the story is speaking about. It is one thing, they may
say, to have the story but quite another thing is the
subject-matter of the story. But the point here is precisely
that the individual cannot be separated fromthe story about

hi m herself. That story is constitutive of what the individual
is, since it is in stories that we generate who we are. People
with different stories about thenselves are different

i ndi vidual s, even though they may have gone through very simlar
experiences. In a very fundanental way, we are the story that we
and others tell about ourselves. By changing that story, we
change who we are.

The point just nade, however, does not exhaust our understanding
of individuals as linguistic beings. The main problemwith it is
that it is still an individualistic understanding of the

i ndi vi dual and, as such, it does not fully take into account the
soci al character of |anguage. There is, therefore, a second

i mportant point to be made in this regard.

W claimthat we, as individuals, are who we are based upon the
linguistic culture in which we grow and the position taken within
the system of coordination of coordination of behavior (i.e.

| anguage) that we belong to. In this sense, the individual

being a linguistic construction, is also a social construction

Al though it may sound like a contradiction, the individual, we
claim is a social phenonmenon.
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Let's exanmine this claimin detail. The way we make sense of
ourselves and the way we act in life is not arbitrary and is not
fully left to us as individuals to decide. W make sense of
oursel ves and we act the way we act based upon the way our
conmuni ty makes sense of itself and based upon the practices
foll owed by our comunity.

The stories we tell about ourselves and other people are built
agai nst a background of the narratives and stories historically
generated by the comunity to nake sense of itself. W, as

i ndi vi dual s, always constitute ourselves in the background of
these neta-stories that we call “historical discourses”. If we
want to better understand an individual we nust get to know the
hi storical discourses fromwhich that individual is constituted.
It is within the principles of coherence of these historica

di scourses that we can grasp the coherence that nake a single
human being the individual that s/he is.

Language, though, goes beyond our capacity for story-telling,
goes beyond di scourses. Language, we have said, is a system of
coordi nati on of coordination of behavior and is to be found in
the ways we act in |ife. The production of narratives is only
one way, albeit a very inmportant one, of acting in life. There
are nmany other ways of coping in life that are not always

i ncorporated in the stories we tell about ourselves. And each
conmmunity devel ops its own particul ar ways of coping, of doing
things. W call these social practices.

The way peopl e behave in one comunity is often very different
fromthe way peopl e behave in another conmunity. W see people
taking care of simlar concerns (famly, intinmacy, death, work
etc.) in very different ways. The way, for instance, we perform
the mating dance is strikingly different. Qur coordination of
coordi nati on of behavi or changes fromone community to the next.
French, Chinese, Somalians, Mexicans are all different because
they belong to different systenms of |anguage. Fromdifferent
linguistic cultures different individuals grow.

As the Xhosa people of South Africa say, "I am because we are."

I ndi vidual s are generated within a given linguistic culture,
within a given system of coordination of coordination of

behavior, within a given | anguage, within a comunity. Once we
grasp the | anguage of the conmunity, we can better understand the
i ndi vi dual

I ndi vidual s are constituted as such based on the position human
bei ngs occupy wi thin broader |inguistic systens

W have al ready spoken about the inmportance, for the individual
of those neta-narratives we have called historical discourses.
They are an inmportant aspect of the |anguage of a community. But
they are only one particular elenent within that |anguage. As a
whol e, | anguage is the system of coordination of coordi nation of
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action held by the cormmunity and, as such, it is enmbedded in its
social practices, in the way its nenbers interact with one
anot her.

W know that not all French, Somalian or Mexican individuals are
alike. There are strong individual differences anong them O
course, some of those differences maybe accounted for by

bi ol ogi cal differences, since we all have genetic differences and
t hose show up as different biological pre-dispositions. However,
it is not only in the domain of biology that we can ground

i ndi vidual differences since the individual is always a
linguistic entity, a signifying unit within a broader system of

| anguage. Biological differences, whose i nportance we do not
deny, get their significance and neaning within the system of

| anguage.

A system of | anguage is not a uniformspace. On the contrary, it
is a diversified structure of interaction in which single nenbers
of the community play different roles. In the system of

coordi nati on of coordi nation of behavi or not everyone occupies
the sane place and perfornms the same actions. The system of

| anguage is a structure of relations and the position taken by
each nmenber of the community within that structure is an

i mportant aspect to be considered in the process of

i ndi vidualization, in the constitution of individuals as

i ndi vi dual s.

We are who we are based upon the relations we establish with
others. The individual is constituted as the sumof his or her
relations with others. Individualities are shaped very
differently if, in a system we are the enployer or the enpl oyee,
the parent or the child, the first child, the mddle or the |ast
one, the actor or the spectator, etc. One of the main nerits of
systens psychol ogy has been precisely the acknow edgenent of the
role of social systens, particularly the famly, in shaping the
process of individualization.

Hi story provides us with great exanples of people who becane who
we know themto be because of the position they occupied in the
social structure. A classic exanple is that of Thomas Beckett
during the reign of Henry Il in Xl century England. Having been
Henry's cl osest friend since early childhood, Beckett grew to be
Henry's archeneny when he was appointed by himto be the Bishop
of Canterbury. |In this new position, Beckett becane a different

i ndi vidual. He behaved as the Bi shop of Canterbury, the head of
t he Church of England, and, as such, the rival of the English

Cr own.

The mutual relationship between |inguistic systens and
i ndi vi dual behavi or

A basic principle in a systenic approach is the acknow edgenent
that individual behavior is shaped by the structure of the system
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t he individual belongs to and the position they occupy in that
structure. Wen the structure of the system changes, individua
behavi or can al so be expected to change. Wat was acconpli shed
before may no | onger be acconplished and/ or what has seened

i npossible in the past, may suddenly becone a possiblity for the
same menbers of the system This is sonmething that often passes
unnoticed by us. W don't realize howthe systens to which we
bel ong make us the way we are.

W often notice, for instance, how certain conpanies seemto
recruit capable people while others seemto do the opposite. The
di fference, however, often lies not in the recruiting but in the
di fferent systens of behavior that those conpanies are.

D fferent systems of nanagenent, for exanple, generate different
ki nds of individuals, who are enabled (or not) to performvery
differently and, therefore, become (or not) nmore and nore
capabl e.

Based on what we have just said, we could easily fall into taking
a narrow structural determ nistic approach that would clai mthat
who we are as individuals is determ ned by the structure of the
systens we belong to. This being, at one level, a valid claim

it needs to be bal anced, at another |evel, by an opposite one.

We cannot forget that while the system does condition who we are
as individuals, it is not less valid that we, as individuals, are
the creators of these sane systens.

How can this be? |If we accept that individuals are a social
phenonenon, how can individuals then be at the sane tine the
designers of their social spaces? There is no contradiction
here. Once constituted as individuals, due to the recursive
capacity of human | anguage, we are able to observe oursel ves and
the systens we belong to and go beyond oursel ves and beyond t hose
systens. W can becone observers of the observers that we are
and we can act upon our given possibilities for action

Qur linguistic capacity for reflection allows us to speculate, to
engage with others (and ourselves) in conversations about new
possibilities, to risk and invent --- letting go of our
attachment to ourselves and our social environment.

The phenonenon of | eadership sheds Iight precisely on this hunan
capacity to intervene in the design of our social environnents
and, by doing so, to also intervene in the design of many ot her

i ndividuals. And | eadership, we claim is based upon particul ar
linguistic conpetences. It is one of the clearest manifestations
of the generative capacity of |anguage.

We said before that we not only act according to how we are, but
that we also are according to how we act. It is tineto

suppl enent this thesis with another one. Based on what we have
sai d above, we realize that human beings are historical beings,

beings that live and operate within historical constraints.
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Not everything is possible for an individual. On the contrary,
what is possible is always an historical nmove done under specific
social conditions and influenced by them |Individuals cannot
just do anything. They operate within the limts of what is
historically possible for them And what is historically

possi ble for an individual is a function of the systenms of

| anguage s/ he bel ongs to.

Even when individuals transcend what is historically given, even
when they invent new possibilities, even when they generate new
historical realities, and even when they project thenselves into
the future, they do this as the result of what was historically
possi ble for them This takes us to the Third Thesis of the
ont ol ogy of | anguage.

Third Thesi s:

I ndi vi dual s act according to the SOCI AL SYSTEMS
t hey bel ong to.

But their actions, conditioned as they are by

t hese social systems, can al so CHANGE t he soci al
systens thensel ves.

Only our narrow individualistic ideology can blind us from
acknow edgi ng the strong effect of social systenms in shaping who
we are as individuals. |If we want to create nore effective
systens, as the Japanese have done in the field of business, we
nmust open ourselves to re-exam ning the relationship between the
i ndi vi dual and social systens.

Human beings are at the intersection of two very different
systens. On the one hand, we are a biol ogical systemand we are
determ ned by our biological structure. It is at this level that
we can | ocate our biological capacity for |anguage. But, as we
have al ready pointed out, our biological capacity for |anguage
does not generate | anguage. Language energes from soci al
interaction, fromliving together wth others.

On the other hand, therefore, we are constituted as individuals
out of the systemof relations we maintain with others.

I ndi vi dual s are conponents of a broader social system the system
of language. Their position within that systemis what nakes
themthe particular individuals that they are. Enphasis, though
cannot be placed on the social system nor its individua
conponents. It is in the relation between the social system and
t he individual, between the whole and its parts, that the dynamnc
of beconing is produced. The social systemconstitutes the

i ndi vidual just as the individual constitutes the social system

FINAL REMARKS

The view presented here, the ontol ogy of |anguage, is not just
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another interpretation of human beings. 1t challenges the basic
presuppositions that have been held for centuries by the

nmet aphysi cal program It represents a serious attenpt to go
beyond the basic tenets of nmetaphysics and bring to a cl ose what
we have called the netaphysical drift. It acconplishes this in
several ways.

First, it substitutes the traditional "language of being" by a
new "l anguage of becom ng." To acconplish this, it introduces, as
a fundanental principle, the notion of "nothingness."

Not hi ngness, in this context, is not to be confused with passive
nihilism |t does not stop with the pessinistic acknow edgenent
of the neani ngl essness of human |ife, but becones the driving
force that allows human beings to create and re-generate neaning
for thensel ves.

Second, the ontol ogy of |anguage distances itself fromthe

nmet aphysi cal concept of truth, a concept which signals the single
goal of rational thinking. It assunes, on the contrary, that
there are only nore or less powerful interpretations: narratives
that can open and close different possibilities for human bei ngs.
Power, not truth, is the basic _kriterion_ (G eek word for
standard of judgenent). Possibilities don't exist by thenselves,
i ndependent of the individuals for whomthey happen to be
possibilities.

There no such thing as abstract universal truths searched for by
t he met aphysi cans, that stand as such regardl ess of human bei ngs.
As the Sophist Protagoras, a declared eneny of the early

nmet aphysi ans, once clained, "man is the measure of all things, of
the things that are that they are, and of the things that are not
that they are not." The distinction between true and fal se
statenments -- an inportant distinction -- only nakes sense within
t he shared background of a community.

Third, the ontol ogy of |anguage acconplishes what was destroyed
by the netaphysical program the unity between the speaker

| anguage and action. |t acknow edges that everything said is
al ways said by soneone, restoring what we have called the broken
i nk between | anguage and the speaker. |t postul ates that

| anguage is action and, therefore, it avoids the separation

bet ween both and, particularly, between thinking and action.
Finally, it clains that action (which includes |anguage)
generates being and, therefore, constitutes the individual who
speaks (the speaker) and acts (the doer). As was pointed out by
Ni et zsche "the doer is a fiction, the deed is everything."

Wil e replacing the inportance of "being," held by the

nmet aphysi ci ans, with a renewed understandi ng of "beconing," the
ont ol ogy of |anguage places action at its center. By connecting
| anguage with action a whol e new under st andi ng of human action is
produced. We now beconmes observers of those actions

-- linguistic acts -- we did not see as action in the past and,
furthernmore, we are al so able to reconstruct human action in
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linguistic terms, thus achieving a major step foward in our
capacity for design.

However, where we see the biggest power of the ontol ogy of

| anguage is in the interpretation it provides of the individual
-- i.e., the self -- and its world. By dealing with both the

i ndividual and its world as |inguistic constructions, this new
approach offers a huge expansion in human possiblities. Let us
exam ne some donmains in which this expansion of possibilities
becomes apparent.

The first one, is the domain of human suffering. Suffering, we
claim is a linguistic phenonenon. This is what differentiates
suffering frompain. W have pain because of biological reasons.
Whenever we suffer, however, we do so out of our interpretations
about ourselves, others and the events in which we participate in
life. Wthout |anguage there would be no suffering. At the sane
time, by intervening through conversation in our assessnents and
interpretations (stories) we are able to deal with suffering in
quite effective ways. This is, by the way, how we nornally dea
wi th suffering, even though we have sel dom been aware that this
is what we were doing.

The point to be nmade here is that by acknow edging the |inguistic
character of the self we are able to intervene in a nmuch nore
power ful way. The ontology of |anguage, when used in the
practice of ontol ogi cal coaching, guides us as to where to | ook
for the source of suffering and then what needs to be changed to
alleviate it. The ontol ogy of |anguage cannot offer to elimnate
suffering, since suffering is constitutive of human life. But it
shows us that there is a great deal of suffering that we can
avoid once we understand the way it is generated in |anguage.

In a related domain, we claimthat the ontol ogy of |anguage
offers us a powerful tool in dealing with one of the npst salient
features of our time: the crisis of meaning that we face today.
We live in a post-nodern world, a world characterized by the

i ncreasi ng exhaustion of the power of those neta-narratives,
those nmain social discourses of the past, fromwhich we draw
meaning in our lives. Human beings are always in this drive of
maki ng sense of thenselves and their world. This represents a
kind of "original sin," an original condition that stems fromthe
fact that we are linguistic beings. W cannot |ive wthout
maki ng sense of ourselves and the world.

For centuries we relied on major social discourses -- be they
religious, political, philosophical, etc. -- to generate the
meani ng we needed to keep on living. Those neta-narratives
answered for us the questions of why life, ourselves and the
worl d had nmeaning. It is a feature of our tinmes that we witness
t he weakeni ng of those mmjor discourses and their increasing

i ncapacity to generate by thenselves the full neaning of life
that we need. This historical feature, called the post-nodern
condition, leaves us in a recurrent crisis of neaning, where the
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religious, political, philosophical, etc. responses of the past
cannot address issues as effectively as they once did. Many of
the social ills of today have been responses, often desperate
responses, to the neaning that we | ack.

One of the main contributions offered by the ontol ogy of |anguage
is the conmpetence it offers to people to invent and re-generate
meaning in their lives. The ontology of |anguage faces us with
the fact that we cannot always expect life to make sense of
itself. But, at the sane tine, it shows us how nmeaning is
produced t hrough | anguage: through the ongoing invention of
narratives and through the commitnent to act in order to change
how we, as selves, are and how the world is. The ontol ogy of

| anguage enables us to take full responsibility for our lives.

It allows us to take the actions that will |ead us to becone who
we may choose to be. It is a mgjor instrunent in the design of
our lives, our selves and our world.

Let us say, finally, that there is, in our opinion, another

i mportant contribution nade by this new understandi ng of human
beings. In the past, when we were shaped by those
nmeta-narratives that we took for granted, when we were equi pped
with the idea that truth existed and that we were the ones
possessing it, we kept warring anong ourselves, killing

oursel ves, destroying our natural environment. There was also a
dark side to the netaphysical idea of rationality.

In a global world, in a world as ours is today, in which we face
the rapid dissolution of the nation-state, in which we are al
economi cal ly interdependent and in which we have cone to

accunul ate such incredible destructive mnmight, the nmetaphysica
approach does not allow us, within its boundaries, to relate to
one anot her with nutual respect. A new understandi ng of hunan
beings is needed if we are going to survive. An understandi ng

that will enable us to observe and accept our differences and to
design better ways to bridge those sane differences and live
together. In the ontology of |anguage there is roomfor hope

that this will happen

As we have said at the start of this paper, the ontol ogy of

| anguage is not only a devel opment that stems just fromthe realm
of ideas. There have been inportant historical conditions that
facilitated those ideas which represent its theoretical core

The energence of new forns of communications -- what we have

call ed electronic |anguage -- constitutes, in our opinion a mgjor
historical force in this direction. At the sanme time, however,
we regard the ontol ogy of |anguage as filling an historical need
for dealing with many of the issues (cultural, political

econom ¢, individual, etc.) of today's world.

In this sense the ontol ogy of |anguage is a fine exanple of an

of fspring resulting fromthe conditions of our current social
systens, while representing also an i mense resource for dealing
with the deficiences of these systens and for contributing to its
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necessary future transformation.
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