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One does not inhabit a country; one inhabits a language. That is our country, our fatherland — and no other.


Emil Cioran









The Resonance of Words


Words are clamor-filled shells. There’s many a story in the miniature of a single word!


—Gaston Bachelard


What drives us humans to call ourselves ‘person’? In Ancient Rome’s theatre, actors wore masks, enhancing the drama of their roles, known as dramatis personae. These masks not only intensified visuals but, more importantly, resonated the actor’s voice within their hollows. Thus, per sonare signifies ‘to sound through’.


A person is one through whom sound reverberates. Sound of what, you wonder? Perhaps music? Indeed, as we dance to music, we embody persona, the sound enveloping us completely. In dance, we become the mask, music personified. Yet, beyond dancing, we constantly sway to an unseen rhythm. A force guides our thoughts, movements, and actions daily, everywhere, ceaselessly. That force is the sound of language. Words hum inside our minds, and even as we ponder nothing, we define it as something; a something formed in words.


In this book, we’ll journey into language’s intricate realms. As language conceals itself in the open, we’ll unveil the hidden significance behind everyday words. Etymology, as the Greeks who coined it understood, denotes the study of the ‘true essence of words’. To think originally is to think of origins, which is precisely our aim in this book.


The first part explores language’s role in our world experience. In the second part, we reflect on time as the essence of being and its connection to language. Finally, the third part uncovers the various nuanced forms language has assumed throughout history, profoundly shaping our societies in often unacknowledged ways.


Diving into the sea of speech, let’s navigate the currents of connection. Rekindle the lost art of listening.









Part I Through the Persona


The Great Conspiracy


For where two or three gather in my name, there am I with them.


(Matthew 18:20)


In Fyodor Dostoevsky’s final and possibly greatest novel, The Brothers Karamazov, a curious event unfolds in the intriguing fable of the Grand Inquisitor. Set amid the Spanish Inquisition, Christ returns to earth after a fifteen-century absence, only to be arrested by the mortal Grand Inquisitor. Confined to a dungeon, Christ is ordered to remain silent. Contrary to his title, the Grand Inquisitor shows no interest in inquiry; instead, he speaks without listening, rejecting dialogue with the divine and dismissing any response. He demands that Christ leave and never return.


This peculiar tale may initially seem to convey the Inquisitor’s desire to preserve the Church’s authority on earth by thwarting divine interference in worldly affairs. However, the Grand Inquisitor embodies more than mere tyranny; he is a subtle genius and a benefactor to humankind. A high-ranking church official, he likely understood the profound implications of Christ’s suffering and Crucifixion as the ultimate martyrdom. In Greek, martys signifies ‘witness’, and as the preeminent martyr, Christ bore divine witness for all.


The Grand Inquisitor’s brilliance in banishing Christ lies in subjecting Him to an incomprehensible level of suffering: complete excommunication. He interprets the idea behind martys to the very end, deeming non-being an even greater martyrdom than enduring pain and death. This paradox posits that Christ had to be utterly forgotten to exist appropriately as a witness everywhere and at all times. Christ had to be nowhere to be everywhere. He had to be nothing to be everything. In other words, he had to hide in plain sight.


But where does the divine spirit ultimately hide? Within the Word. Existing as and within the Word of mortals such as the Grand Inquisitor who, fittingly, refused to inquire but merely expressed himself, Christ remains silent. His witness resonates through every persona, omnipresent yet concealed, silent yet vocal; looking at us directly but saying nothing. He is sought but never found. For Dostoevsky, God does not need to in-sist by coming to earth himself; he already and always ex-sists, that is ‘stands forth’1 and behind every human word and deed. The Word, the logos, precedes and incorporates God in itself, with its origins enshrouded in a mysterious conspiracy.


In the depths of history lies this grand conspiracy we partake in daily; one that unites and divides us: language. A whispered union, the term conspiracy itself is derived from the Latin conspirare (breathing together), exemplifying the essence of this double-edged linguistic dance. As the essence of the human spirit, language intertwines our breaths as one while at the same time cultivating seeds of discord.


The ancient story of the Tower of Babel captures the essence of this enigmatic conspiracy. Once, humanity collaborated to approach the divine, constructing a tower to pierce the heavens. But God intervened, confounding their speech and scattering them into a cacophony of unfamiliar languages. Formerly united architects now saw one another as alien, even charging their counterparts with barbarism upon hearing their incomprehensible utterances (bar bar; bla bla).2 Thus, the Tower of Babel transmuted into the Tower of babbling, an emblem of our capacity to both connect and confound.


While definitive theories on the genesis of language elude us, the crux lies in its development and role within human history. Historians like Yuval Noah Harari argue that history began with language, shaping us into Homo sapiens around seventy thousand years ago.3 The cognitive revolution and human history sprouted from our ability to weave tales of our origins through language.


Linguist Daniel Everett suggests an even earlier origin with Homo erectus: over a million years ago when tools entered the picture. Everett highlights that culture involves ‘symbolic reasoning and projecting meaning onto the world’,4 transforming things into symbols imbued with meaning. Later we will explore how everything in our world becomes a shared symbol, moulded through discussion on ‘things’.


While pinpointing the exact emergence of language remains a challenge, the focus of our exploration lies in how it functions in human society and the connection we share with it. The pivotal question is whether we shape language or language shapes us. Throughout this book, we champion the latter idea.


Language lacks a singular origin. While the Bible ascribes God’s genesis to the Word (John 1:1), the source and meaning of that word remain elusive. Language is a collective undertaking, with words exchanged in communication. As social beings, humans perceive themselves within communities based on communication. Thus, it is not the lone individual, but the whole community that engages in the act of communicating. Hans-Georg Gadamer astutely observed, ‘Whoever speaks a language that no one else understands does not speak. To speak means to speak to someone.’5


The enigmatic nature of language, as a spontaneous gift from the ether, captivates the human spirit. Wilhelm von Humboldt, a German linguist and philosopher, marvelled at the might of language, dwarfing individual power: ‘Language wells from a depth of human existence which prohibits regarding it generally as a labour and as a creation of peoples. It possesses an evident spontaneity […], hence it is not a labour of nations, but rather a gift fallen to them as a result of their innate destiny. They make use of it without knowing how they produced it.’6 While Nietzsche discerned that consciousness is moulded not by rationality, but by the linguistic rhythm. Speaking reigns supreme, transcending mere thinking.


In We Philologists, Nietzsche, the philologist, embraced his role as an interpreter of language. Michel Foucault encapsulated Nietzsche’s philosophy as an exegesis of Greek words,7 highlighting his fascination with language’s musicality. In Nietzsche’s realm, music assumes the throne, the ultimate expression of existence, surpassing all else. As we venture forth, we’ll discover that music and language stem from common origins.


Dwelling in Words


Let no one say that I have said nothing new; the arrangement of the subject is new. When we play tennis, we both play with the same ball, but one of us places it better.


—Pascal


Language is not thought; it simply is. It is a given. Speaking and thinking move together in harmony. French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty contends that language is not a mere instrument for expressing thoughts but a means of actualizing them.8 Genuine thinking emerges only when thoughts find verbal expression. Even silent thinking resonates with language, as our ability to think depends on our capacity to articulate.


Martin Heidegger, known for his wordplay, demonstrates this in his essay What is called thinking? Already within the title’s question, he reveals the answer: thinking is the act of calling it into existence and expressing it through language. ‘To call is not originally to name’, he says, ‘but the other way around, naming is a kind of calling.’9 Creative individuals, such as writers and poets, recognize that their works emerge from calling forth their thoughts and housing them in words. It is, as the saying goes, their calling to do so. ‘The author is dead’, Roland Barthes famously proclaimed, regarding the author himself as a mere persona: a conduit or messenger through which thoughts are conveyed.


Our thoughts, like people, bear names. Baptizing thoughts with words is the essence of thinking. It is telling that thinking (denken) and thanking (danken) are connected in German and English. When we think, we thank ourselves for creating those thoughts; or rather, thoughts themselves thank us for bringing them forth into being. Heidegger believed poets were the true thinkers, surpassing professional philosophers like himself. Our streets and squares often adopt their names as tokens of gratitude for their musings. Make way, Homo sapiens, and hail the Homo poeticus!


At its core, even philosophy is about understanding the world by lending an ear to language itself. As Wittgenstein noted, we must battle the bewitchment of our intelligence by language and against language to truly comprehend the world around us.10 To further explore this idea, let’s examine the connection between language and human consciousness by decoding its etymological meaning: com (with, together) + scire (knowledge) equals ‘collective knowledge’. To make sense of things, we must use, as we say, common sense. Without a community and its communication, human consciousness wouldn’t exist.


Had Adam never conversed with Eve, would he have become conscious? Scripture states, ‘And Adam knew Eve his wife; and she conceived, and bare Cain, and said, I have gotten a man from the LORD’ (Genesis 4:1). The term ‘knew’ and Eve’s utterance ‘and said’ disclose a bond between consciousness and language. As Humboldt asserts, ‘The “thou” is an automatic counterpart of the “I.”’11 What stands between them is the common sense of language.


Language influences not only our thinking but also our physiological existence as a persona. Literary critic and linguist George Steiner, who studied the relationship between language and human development, proposes that language may have even preceded the development of a central nervous system in humans and contributed significantly to the selection of variants most adept at utilizing its resources.12 In essence, language may have played a role in creating humans, rather than the other way around.


Words, like keys on a piano, stir emotions and ease the mind, harmonizing the unspoken complexity of existence. They streamline the mental and physical effort required to understand and navigate our surroundings. A simple word like ‘air’ saves us from the laborious task of resorting to gestures to convey the concept of something essential yet invisible.


As the personae through which language reverberates, we sift and interpret the world in a symphony of perception. Each word strikes a note, a metaphor, Greek for ‘to transfer’. Words shape our comprehension, moulding it into signs our minds can grasp and internalize. Marshall McLuhan stated that ‘all words are metaphor (except, in a special sense, the word ‘word’ itself)’.13 In this context, the word ‘word’ is ironically unique, as it represents the foundational concept of language without resorting to metaphor. In the Bible, it was the Word, the non-metaphoric one, that existed from the very beginning, and without it, no other words could exist. Meaning emerges as linguistic signs and metaphors harmonize, and language becomes an unending, cosmic poem.


A tapestry woven from metaphor, it shapes our cosmic dance with existence, as Lakoff and Johnson elucidate in Metaphors We Live By. Metaphors transcend mere poetry, pervading every linguistic fabric, from love, time, space, and morality to our very sense of self. Even unassuming prepositions, like ‘in’, carry metaphorical weight, pre-positioning our place in the world. Lakoff and Johnson spotlight the ‘container metaphor’, in which ‘in’ evokes containment: be it milk in a glass, a book in a room, or a soul in love. Language orchestrates our thoughts through prepositions, aligning us with the world around and offering a compass to navigate existence.


As we say we exist ‘in nature’, we might envision nature as a container. Yet, this view is misleading. Instead, focus on the prefix ex- in ex-sistere, which speaks of emergence, appearance, or coming forth, as if from a state of non-existence or non-being into being (akin to the familiar ex-nihilo). In other words, ‘ex-’ indicates that something is understood out of itself, not being ‘placed’ within something else. Human existence, thus, is a self-interpretation, a self-transfer of meaning, of oneself in the world. Language, our steadfast guide in this circular interpretation, shines the way.


Lakoff and Johnson propose that the metaphorical use of prepositions in language originates from our embodied experience of being bounded by our skin, which shapes our perception of the world. As physical beings, we project our in-out orientation onto other objects in our environment. This container metaphor, derived from our own bodies, is particularly evident in the German language, where the words for ‘house’ (haus) and ‘skin’ (haut) are nearly identical.


The metaphorical use of prepositions is also essential in understanding human desire for sex. Words like ‘intimacy’ reveal the profound meaning of the preposition ‘in’, which our physical bodies poetize through metaphoric language. Sex transcends a mere physical act, becoming a conversation between two bodies: an intimate, wordless dialogue.14 Love, too, is not merely an emotion but a communicative act, as German sociologist Niklas Luhmann observes in Love as Passion. Love, Luhmann writes, is ‘a code of communication according to the rules of which one can express, form and simulate feelings, deny them, impute them to others, and be prepared to face up to all the consequences which enacting such a communication may bring with it’.15 In other words, love is a performance of the persona, which almost always happens to be a dramatic one.


In each cultural epoch, every language crafts its distinct code for love, shaping the medium through which this emotion reverberates. Tolstoy’s War and Peace elucidates the significance of love as a communicative code, a channel that influences the manner in which love is expressed and experienced. In an insightful episode, Tolstoy discerns authentic ‘love’ from mere ‘communication on love’. We witness Pierre Bezukhov, one of Russia’s wealthiest men, convinced that he loves the enchanting Helene Kuragina, a woman of high esteem in St Petersburg’s elite circles. The scene unfolds as Pierre hesitates in confessing his love:


‘Helene!’ he said aloud and paused.


‘Something special is always said in such cases’, he thought, but could not remember what it was that people say. He looked at her face. She drew nearer to him. Her face flushed.


[…]


‘It is too late now, it’s done; besides I love her’, thought Pierre.


‘Je vous aime! (I love you)’ he said, remembering what has to be said at such moments: but his words sounded so weak that he felt ashamed of himself.’16


Pierre’s reliance on recalling ‘what it was that people say’ demonstrates his adherence to a code, rather than following his heart. He expresses his love in French, rather than his native Russian, the words sounding weak even to his ears. Pierre senses something amiss, but he continues to follow the code. A peculiar and invisible social force seems to constrain him, but he remains uncertain of its nature.17


The quest for love and sexual attraction played an essential role in developing our language and communication skills throughout history, slowly changing the shape of our bodies. As humans became better communicators, they no longer needed large physical size or sharp canines to fight.18 Instead, sexual selection favoured a sharper and more poetic tongue. In the captivating tale of Orpheus from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, women are irresistibly drawn to the virtuoso bard, whose way with words ignites passions and desires. ‘Orpheus now would have nothing to do with the love of women, perhaps because of his fortune in love, or he may have plighted his troth for ever. But scores of women were burning to sleep with the bard and suffered the pain of rejection’ (10.79–85). Ovid later illustrates how Orpheus, uninterested in their affections, inadvertently incites their wrath, leading to a shocking climax of orgiastic violence leading to the poet’s tragic murder. The tale underscores the magnetic allure of poetic language and its profound impact on human connection and desire.


Essentially, language serves as a means for the body to express itself, and it is only through language that we can truly comprehend its desires. Cioran’s question, ‘This body — what use is it, if not to make us understand the meaning of the word torturer?’19 highlights the idea that our bodies communicate messages through language. It is not the body that understands language, but rather language that interprets the body’s complexities.


Envision the human body as the primary physical vessel for our existence ‘in’ the world, a notion that might be illusory, and language as the metaphysical counterpart. Heidegger dubbed language ‘the house of Being’, illustrating our existence and dwelling within the logos.20 The rooms of this house, our words, paint a vivid picture of the physical world. This intricate interplay between body and language reveals that language doesn’t just shape our thoughts, feelings, and position in the world, but also our physiology, even before we consciously engage with it. We don’t adopt language; language adopts us, and as soon as we tune into its rhythm, we unveil the true power of language in choreographing human experience.


Obeying the Vernacular


My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me.


(John 10:27)


The tale of Odysseus and his encounter with the sirens in Greek mythology, as well as the biblical story of the Apostle Stephen, both involve the protagonists struggling against the alluring power of spoken words. Odysseus had his crew plug their ears with beeswax and tie him to the ship’s mast so he could listen to the sirens’ enchanting songs without succumbing to their influence. Meanwhile, Stephen’s words were so captivating that his detractors were forced to cover their ears and shout to avoid being swayed by his speech. ‘Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing on the right hand of God.’ As he described the glorious scene upon which his eyes were gazing, it was more than his persecutors could endure. Stopping their ears, that they might not hear his words, and uttering loud cries, they ran furiously upon him with one accord ‘and cast him out of the city’ (Acts 7:56).


The interplay between language and obedience is illuminated by the ancient Greek and Hebrew concept of ‘hearing’, which also signified ‘obeying’.21 This semantic bond between hearing and obeying underpins language’s power to influence. When we first learn language, we tune into its sounds before embracing its written form. The term ‘language’ itself originates from lingua, denoting tongue, speech, or voice.


Swept up by the rhythm of language, we instinctively submit and comply. The vernacular of our early years imprints itself upon us, compelling us to adopt the role of verna, or ‘home-born slaves’, as hinted in the word vernaculus. Language offers no alternative but to obey. This unspoken pact of adherence to a shared language resonates through generations, primarily aurally rather than in written form.


From our earliest moments as beings unable to speak (the very essence of infans in its Latin roots), we embark on a linguistic odyssey through babble. However, these babbles never find a place in our shared language lexicon. To permit each newborn to integrate their own babbles into a language would generate chaos akin to the Tower of Babel. To preserve order, the logos assumes command, coercing us to involuntarily submit to its authority from the very beginning. In this manner, words act as our passports into the realm of adulthood, tethering us to the dominion of language and its potent sway over our thoughts and actions.


As children, we never genuinely utter ‘a first word’, as that word belongs to the public domain of language always and already. Words predate both us and our deities; we merely surrender to their supremacy. We adhere to our elders when they tell us that a ‘tree’ is pronounced as ‘tree’ and not ‘tla’ or ‘tlee’. In essence, our compliance serves not to appease our parents but to uphold the integrity of language itself. We become its involuntary protectors, regardless of our intentions, signifying that language rules over us all rather than being controlled by any individual.


The intrinsic semantic bond between hearing and obeying is not exclusive to Hebrew and Greek; a close examination of all European languages reveals this connection.22 Within the Latin origins of the word ‘to obey’, ob-audire, meaning ‘hearing towards’, we find the message that language communicates to us: upon hearing it, we must obey and belong to it, devoid of any choice. As Blaise Pascal asserts, Fides ex auditu ‘faith comes by hearing’.23 If we seek sound evidence for this, we notice that the evidence is, in fact, sound.


Language’s ultimate author is both everyone and no one simultaneously. The true origin lies in the Word itself, the autonomous entity present at the inception of everything and everyone. Yet, one word holds unparalleled sovereignty. It is the supreme deity of all words, and in the Old Testament, the Hebrews named it Yahweh, meaning ‘I am who I am’, or simply ‘Being’. This singular verb resides at the core of language and, consequently, our entire existence as human beings. It could be argued that without the verb ‘to be’, the world itself could not exist as it reveals to us in its full splendour.


The Most Interesting Word


Before the earth and the sea


and the all-encompassing heaven


came into being, the whole of nature


displayed but a single face,


which men have called Chaos.


—Ovid


The most interesting word? Concealing inter-essences, it glides between essence and essence, revealing itself as being. If language were a melody, it would sing ‘being’. Yet, how does one grasp such an elusive concept? One may wander amid essences, only to return to the word itself. ‘In the beginning was the Word’, proclaims the Bible. ‘And the word was with God. And the word was God.’ What word could possibly precede the divine? What first utterance sprang from a caveman’s lips, rippling like an echo, resonating like an echo, transforming him from an indistinct object to a conscious subject: the self-aware ‘I am’, ‘I exist’? As with all things genuinely interesting, the answer hides between essences — in the beginning, the word: was. All the roads lead to Rome, but in the language of human beings, all the roads lead to being.


Every living creature on our planet communicates. To survive is to maintain at least minimal communication with the outside world. From bacteria to trees, fish, and mammals, all living organisms interact within a complex, interdependent system known as an ecosystem. Nature’s main attribute is its idyllic unity, a level of perfection beyond human comprehension, which often makes us feel like intruders.


However, our language is not merely another form of communication among living creatures. Human language possesses a unique concept of being, absent in other life forms. This single concept makes our language far more complex than any other communicative system, setting it apart entirely. The word ‘to be’ forms the foundation of our language and existence, enabling us to understand and connect with the world around us.


As humans, we ex-sist; we emerge, we appear in nature, within and towards ourselves. A unique, interesting dance between the self and nature, being forms an unbreakable bond. Neither nature nor humanity stands alone — being, the silent force, weaves them into harmony.


‘Man is the shepherd of Being’, Heidegger claims, for we alone confront, nurture, and wrestle with our existence. Unlike other creatures that simply ‘live’, humans uniquely ‘be’ and ‘become’ in the true sense of the word. To be or not to be? Hamlet’s famed dilemma reflects our power to choose, our privilege to shape the course of our lives. As guardians of existence, we entwine our destiny with the fabric of being, creating a captivating tapestry.


In both the Greco-Roman world and the biblical narrative, the creation of the world involves a separation or distinction of elements, breaking the oneness of chaos. The word ‘to be’ fractures this oneness in our human world, making it more complex and beautiful by tying it back together into a unity of being. Thanks to the magic of the verb ‘to be’, we can distinguish individual elements, like a leaf from a tree, and perceive them as separate entities that ‘emerge’ in nature.


However, the being of the tree, the leaf, or anything else conceals a crucial aspect of the equation that often escapes our attention. This aspect is not about the external world of nature, but about our relationship with it. The first being that emerges from this world of chaos is the existing human being.


For the great Roman poet Ovid, the world’s creation began when the oneness of chaos and the void started to be fractured into different beings by the god of nature. A single unified nothing began to take form and disintegrate into various somethings coming into being:


The god who is nature was kinder and


brought this dispute to a settlement.


He severed the earth from the sky and he


parted the sea from the land;


he separated translucent space from the


cloudier atmosphere.


He disentangled the elements, so as to set


them free


from the heap of darkness, then gave them


their separate places and tied them


down in a peaceful concordat.


Biblical God Yahweh, architect of difference, dissolves chaos by dividing day from night. In this act, the Word, the very essence of ‘to be’, shatters nature’s unity, rekindling harmony; what Ovid calls here ‘peaceful concordat’.


In nature, a leaf is an element of a tree’s wholeness yet discrete from the tree itself. But only for us. Courtesy of the enchantment of the verb ‘to be’, we extract the leaf from the tree and perceive it as a being of its own; that is a separate being from the entirety of magnificent beingness. This word is akin to a magical brush, bestowing upon us a vivid world and interrupting the uniformity of nature that our animal brethren dwell in. We might even propose that while animals reside in chaos, humans inhabit the orderly entente of being, encompassing all its individual beings within itself. In the realm of being, chaos cedes to order.


Yet, the equation’s overlooked element lies not in nature but within ourselves. From chaos emerges the first being: the existing human. Ovid continues:


Although the land and the sea and the sky were


involved in the great mass,


no one could stand on the land or swim in the


waves of the sea, and the sky had no light.


None of the elements kept its shape,


and all were in conflict inside one body: the cold


with the hot, the wet with the dry, the soft with the hard, and


weight with the weightless.


Who is supposed to stand on the land, swim in the waves of the sea, and bring shape to all the elements in nature? The poet clarifies that it is humans themselves:


Nature had hardly been settled within its separate


compartments


when stars, which had long been hidden inside


the welter of Chaos,


began to explode with light all over the vault of the


heavens.


And lest any part of the world should be wanting its


own living creatures,


the floor of heaven was richly inlaid with the stars


and the planets,


the waves of the sea were assigned as the realm of


the glinting fishes,


the earth was the home of the beasts, and the


yielding air of the birds.


Yet a holier living creature, more able to think high


thoughts,


which could hold dominion over the rest, was still


to be found.


So Man came into the world.


Distinct from nature’s unity, human understanding of being severs our oneness with it. An eternal observer, humanity can befriend nature at best but never rejoin its essence. The dilemma Adam and Eve endured was the mandatory separation from Eden’s sanctuary to attain a conscious human identity. Their first attempt at clothing represented an initial imposition of order upon nature, starting with their own bodies. They emerged as what we generally call subjects — the ‘thrown under’ — a testament to their newfound self-consciousness and self-awareness.


Blame not technology for environmental destruction, but the word ‘is’. Yet, can our existence truly be nature’s original sin? Without humanity, the world would simply cease to be an order, neither good nor bad. Nietzsche asserts that terms like ‘good’ and ‘bad’ hold meaning only for humans.24 For nature to have meaning, the human being must be.


Dostoevsky’s passage implies that it might indeed be unjust for us to exist in this world: ‘If I have once been given to understand and realize that I am — what does it matter to me that the world is organized on a system full of errors and that otherwise it cannot be organized at all? Who will or can judge me after this? Say what you like — the thing is impossible and unjust!’25 It might indeed be unjust to nature’s harmony that we impose our own order by means of ‘destruction’. However, there is no other way for humans to exist than to simply be: the very essence of that original destruction.


Living in a forest instead of a city doesn’t make us wholly ‘one’ with nature. Anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss contends that nature isn’t independent but is an interpretation shaped by various cultures: ‘In the first place, natural conditions are not passively submitted to. What is more, they have no existence on their own, since they are a function of the technology and way of life of the population that defines them and gives them a meaning by exploiting them in a given direction. Nature is not contradictory in itself; it can be contradictory only in terms of the particular human activity that takes place within it.’26 What is that activity that is contra-dictory within nature? It is the human activity of con-diction (con dicare), the speaking together, which makes up the natural condition. We can’t discuss natural conditions without acknowledging and indicating their cultural context. Nature, derived from the Latin word natus, signifies birth, and it is within nature that we, humans, are born. ‘Nature has made all her truths independent of one another’, writes Pascal. ‘Our art makes one dependent on the other. But this is not natural. Each keeps its own place.’


In contemplating a global scenario absent of human presence, one is compelled to adopt the perspective of an uninvolved, celestial spectator, akin to a divine being, beholding a paradisiacal earth devoid of humanity. However, such an abstraction borders on the realms of the fantastical, for the concept of ‘nature in isolation’ is itself a fallacy. When we assign the verb ‘to be’ to nature, we are inadvertently imposing our own human structures and systems upon it. Consequently, to omit ourselves from the equation is to wilfully disregard an intrinsic, symbiotic essence that holds profound significance: our very selves. Envisioning our own nonexistence, or the existence of the world sans humanity, is an exercise in futility. As Cioran elucidates: ‘I strive to conceive the cosmos without … myself. Fortunately, death is here to remedy my imagination’s inadequacy.’27


And acknowledging our part in this grand tapestry isn’t vain or human-cantered. The problem doesn’t lie in our existence but in how it manifests for us, and how we emerge to it, and it emerges to us. We can opt to be ecological, responsible, inventive, and moderate in living harmoniously with nature. In other words, we can always be different. Language, our trusty companion, plays a starring role in our condition. As Bachelard puts it, ‘to speak well is part of living well.’ Evading our own being proves futile, but beware, being can deceive us in return. Once again, by means of language.


Nature Loves to Hide


A word, once dissected, no longer signifies anything, is nothing. Like a body that, after the autopsy, is less than a corpse.


—Cioran


The verb ‘to be’ delineates the human condition, setting us apart from nature. In our quest for belonging, we seek a home amidst the living. While animals find shelters, they do not have homes. Our existence, eternally questioning, propels us to establish a haven within the world. The human, while longing for being, always seeks be-longing: somewhere, sometime, and somehow. He fabricates walls, fences, borders, and clothes, creating boundaries to foster a sense of here, rather than there or anywhere. Our skin, the primordial demarcation of being, underscores our perpetual state of ‘somewhere’. An animal roams as anyone; we, however, are always someone. It lingers in no time; we are always sometime. It lives for life and survival; we live to be and become. Though seemingly ambiguous, ‘to be’ firmly anchors us in the concrete realm of being, the most resolute word of all.


And this is why pinning down ‘being’ is no simple feat. It’s not the same as ‘life’, for animals have life but lack being. Early Greek pre-Socratic philosophers, like Parmenides and Heraclitus, wrestled with defining being, and their inquiries still challenge us today.


Heraclitus, in ancient wisdom, declared, ‘Nature loves to hide.’ Throughout the ages, philosophy and science of the West have endeavoured to unravel this mystery: what does nature truly conceal? Could it be hiding the human nature itself? Nature, in the guise of the veiled goddess Isis, perpetually re-veils her countenance, engaging us in an eternal game of hide-and-seek.28 Nietzsche contemplated, ‘Perhaps truth is a woman who has reasons for not showing her reasons?’29 McLuhan’s famous twentieth-century aphorism resonates with this sentiment: ‘the medium is the message.’ The message nestles within the invisible medium itself. The persona, the mask, becomes the medium through which the hidden message of being resonates. But what is the most evident is the most unnoticed.


Our pursuit of nature’s enigmas is, at its essence, an exploration of our connection with the elusive deity and our unfolding within her realm. As nature shrouds its secrets, so too does the concept of being find refuge within language and thought.


Defining being becomes an intricate interplay, guiding us towards the seemingly illogical yet compelling conclusion that being equates to nothingness. The paradox that emerges — how can being signify nothing, when the word itself implies ‘not-nothing’? — entangles us in a web of contradictions. Yet, within this paradox lies a treasure trove of insight about language.


Take for instance the simple phrase ‘a thing is’. While we fixate on the ‘thing’, we often overlook the ‘is’, deeming it self-evident and trivial. It’s the difficulty of posing the seemingly oxymoronic question, ‘What is “is”?’ that allows being to slip our attention, making it seem unquestionable and self-evident. As Aristotle noted, ‘For as the eyes of bats are to the blaze of day, so is the reason in our soul to the things which are by nature most evident of all.’30


If a thing exists in being, does that imply being itself is also a thing? To equate being with a thing would be tautological. We ask, ‘Why something is’, not ‘Why is “is”?’ This distinction highlights that a thing and its being have complementary yet distinct meanings. Therefore, the thing exists precisely because ‘is’ cannot be a thing, leading to the conclusion that being is, indeed, no-thing.


In his work Metaphysics, Aristotle was among the first philosophers to systematically study the concept of being. He argued that philosophers, not scientists or theologians, are the ones who concern themselves with understanding the essence of this word. Recognizing that being has multiple meanings, Aristotle acknowledged that no practical, productive, or theoretical science troubles itself about it.31
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