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Abstract  

The root metaphor of natural language (NL) as an iceberg summarizes the cognitive linguistics 

understanding of NL, the visible part of which are the linguistic expressions, and the hidden part 

consisting of a deep conceptual structure. On the background of conceptual structure complexity and 

significance of NL, the limitations of language and its inability of expression stand out. These 

characteristics of natural language are discussed in the form of an essay. NLP practitioners use the Meta 

Model – a number of questions in order to overcome inaccuracy and inadequacy of linguistic 

expressions.  

 

Practical applications  

Assuming the complexity of natural language and its inability to express subtle levels of consciousness, 

the present article draws attention to the Meta Model used in NLP practice in order to overcome the 

imprecision of human language and improve communication both with ourselves and other people. 
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Introduction 
 

During the ages, the relations between man, the 

world and language have started with the main 

question: What is the world? In the era of 

cognitive revolution NL (natural language) has 

been studied as a part of cognition and is more 

than ever investigated in its depth not only by 

linguists, philosophers, literary critics and 

psychologists, but also by a vast range of 

computer experts and cognitive scholars. “For 

a LINGUIST, these are fascinating and exciting 

times”, R. Langacker exclaimed in the preface 

of his basic 1987 monograph, when the first 

serious cognitive linguistic studies established 

the name of cognitive linguistics as a scientific 

discipline with a new linguistic approach to 

human language in the mainstream of cognitive 

sciences.  
 

 
 

At last, body and mind were connected and new 

theoretical models appeared together with new 

scientific disciplines and new ways of 

exploration. In the world-famous book The 

Aquarian Conspiracy, Marilyn Ferguson (1980) 

enthusiastically described enormous changes in 

people’s minds, science and culture. 

How do we understand, how do we know what 

we know, how do we know that we know are 

some of the main questions in cognitive 

sciences, and they are far from easy. Scientists 

from different branches of science are in search 

for these answers, and since NL is at the core of 

human cognition, its study has proved to be 

central to cognitive sciences. 
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Exposition 

The root metaphor of natural human language 

as an iceberg summarizes the cognitive 

linguistics understanding of NL, the visible part 

being the linguistic expressions, and the hidden 

part consisting of a deep conceptual structure. 

On the background of conceptual structure 

complexity and significance of NL, the 

limitations of language and its inability of 

expression stand out.  

The conceptual structure itself makes it 

impossible for AI and computers to understand 

and process NL. (The problem of natural 

language (NL) understanding by computers is a 

part of complicated work with AI). Processing 

language without understanding results in the 

funny translations we can find in WEB. John 

Searle’s "Chinese room" (1980) scenario is 

more than convincing. What lies beneath the 

visible part of the iceberg - the conceptual 

structure content - constitutes the main object of 

many cognitive linguistic studies. Image 

schemas (Johnson, 1997), conceptualizations, 

generalizations, cognitive models (Lakoff, 

1987), blended spaces (Fauconnier & Turner 

2002), and mental imagery have been found to 

build up the conceptual structure of NL with 

different levels of abstraction. All of them, 

based on our sensory input and work of the 

brain, are modified by experience, culture, 

intellectual capacity, cognitive abilities and 

predispositions. Cognition is embodied 

(Johnson, 1987; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999), the 

meaning of language is in our heads, not out 

there in the world (Gordenfors, 1999). 

Linguistic semantics does not reflect objective 

reality; it is subjective in nature but at the same 

time we view the world through the lens of 

language. Part of our knowledge about the 

world is attained through language – it is our 

encyclopaedic knowledge and it belongs to the 

linguistic meaning. A great part of having the 

world, as Johnson (1987) calls our access to the 

world, and being in it, is due to language. The 

words we use in natural language are 

generalizations of some kind; they name 

concepts of different levels of abstraction 

(Langacker, 1987). The concepts vary between 

cultures, scientific and social groups, and 

mostly between individuals. What we 

understand when reading or hearing words is 

salient meaning (Giora, 2003) – the meaning 

that comes first into our mind, or prototype 

meaning (Rosch, 1973) – the best exemplar of a 

category, deeply embedded in our personal, 

social, cultural and linguistic settings. As every 

individual has his/her own personal experience, 

the meaning of a word or a sentence with its 

subjectivity would be quite difficult to 

understand if we did not have conventional 

meaning and a certain context – a frame, a 

cognitive model, a conceptual space. Although 

conventional meaning helps us in typical 

situations and stereotypes, it fails in a number 

of cases when the meaning intended by the 

speaker does not reach the recipient. We can 

experience this very clearly in the event of 

failed communication when our words are 

misunderstood or not understood at all. When 

two persons say the same, it is not the same. 

This is not Ortega y Gasset’s oxymoron. It 

sounds almost like Korzybski’s What it is, it 

isn’t (Korzybski, 1994). Language comes from 

a place which is highly individual and 

subjective: our internal world in all its depth and 

complexity.  

 “What is there in our sensory continuum”, asks 

R. A. Wilson, “when we don’t talk and don’t 

think?” Our thinking minds will not be able to 

answer that question. Even in absolute silence, 

with our mouths tightly closed, a thousand of 

thoughts cross our minds within a minute. 

Mystics, saints, and great scientists are more 

familiar with this thoughtless state. Einstein 

said that he saw pictures, images, before he had 

an idea or thought. Nietzsche called it Chaos, 

Buddhism went further with the view of the full 

Emptiness, the mother of all things. The concept 

of emptiness, though senseless to the traditional 

scientific minds of the west, is an attempt to 

conceptualize dimensions in consciousness 

which can hardly be reached and experienced in 

the conscious state in which we usually are. It is 

amazing how near Polanyi (2009) was to the 

Buddhist conception of Emptiness when he 

defined the Tacit Dimension as a kind of 

personal knowledge which cannot be verbalized 

or conveyed to another person. He viewed it as 

a potential source of explicable knowledge.  

Unspeakability and the limitations of language 

have been discussed by philosophers and 

scientists together with its might and power. 
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Much earlier, Eastern wisdom qualified NL as a 

very imprecise and unreliable tool for 

conveying our internal representations. The 

ancient rishis, wise men from Vedic times, 

outlined 4 levels of language: 

1. The language of communication or everyday 

talking (Vajkhari); 

2. The language of rhythmic chanting, or 

language as a thought which has not been 

articulated yet (Madhjama); 

3. The language of intuitive seeing/intuition 

(Pashjanti); 

4. The language of absolute silence (Para). 

(Frawley, 1994). 

The four types of language correspond to 

different levels of consciousness. Conceptua-

lizations belong to the first two levels; the next 

two levels are thoughtless and speechless. It is 

said in the Vedas that people are able to use just 

one of all these levels, and only wise men, 

sages, know and use them all. Many more levels 

of consciousness - as many as 121 - can be 

found in Buddhist Psychology. Govinda (1997) 

reveals in great detail all these levels of 

consciousness, which can be experienced 

following the eightfold path of Buddha. In 

Jung’s analytical psychology, the unconscious 

mind talks in myths, dreams and pictures. No 

wonder the connection between consciousness 

and NL has proved to be a hard nut to crack for 

cognitive sciences. While consciousness has 

always been studied in different meditative 

practices of the East, its study is still almost in 

infancy in Western science, as compared to all 

that is known and explicated about 

consciousness in the East (Rinpoche, 1998; 

Watts, 1985; Govinda, 1997). 

Many levels of consciousness still unstudied in 

Western science raise the problem of 

unspeakability, or the inability of language to 

name and describe the subtle levels of 

consciousness. NL can also be misleading and 

confusing, as described in the writings of 

Korzybski (1994). It can be imprecise and 

fuzzy, as prompted by the fuzzy logic of Lotfi 

Zadeh. Linguistic expressions are seldom fully 

precise, R. Langacker (1987) asserts. They are 

insufficient, says the ancient wisdom of the 

East. 

The first lines of the famous Tao Te Ching in its 

too many translations over the years are a good 

example of the useless attempt of language to 

explicate the unsayable. Lao Tzu underlines the 

inadequacy of language summarizing the 

conception of the East about human language: 

 

Tao, the subtle reality of the universe 

     cannot be described. 

That which can be described in words 

     is merely a conception of the mind. 

Although names and descriptions have been 

applied to it, 

     the subtle reality is beyond the descriptions. 

 

One may use the word “Nothingness” 

     to describe the Origin of the universe, 

     and “Beingness” 

     to describe the Mother of the myriad things, 

     but Nothingness and Beingness are merely 

conceptions. 

 

From the perspective of Nothingness, 

     one may perceive the expansion of the 

universe. 

From the perspective of Beingness, 

     one may distinguish individual things. 

Both are for the conceptual convenience of the 

mind. 

 

Although difficult concepts can be applied, 

     Nothingness and Beingness 

     and other conceptual activity of the mind 

     all come from the same indescribable subtle 

Originalness. 

The Way is the unfoldment of such subtle 

reality. 

Having reached the subtlety of the universe, 

     one may see the ultimate subtlety, 

     the Gate of All Wonders. 

 

Translated by Hua-Ching Ni (1979) 

 

Taking into consideration that there are 

unspeakable dimensions, levels of 

consciousness without words, without thoughts, 

we may accept the Eastern view of language as 

imprecise, insufficient, unable to name and 

describe. Apart from that, language is seen as 

symbolic and highly metaphoric, which it is 

beyond any doubt for CL.  

Investigating the unspeakable dimension, 

Polanyi stated that he would “reconsider human 
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knowledge by starting from the fact that we can 

know more than we can tell”. So he was more 

right than Wittgenstein who was convinced that 

the limits of his language mean the limits of his 

world. On the one hand, all we know about the 

world is our interpretation of it; on the other 

hand, there are unspeakable dimensions in our 

consciousness, a part of which Polanyi 

identifies as the Tacit Dimension. 

Alfred Korzybski’s warning about the mistakes 

people make equating the map with the territory 

give impetus to the creation of English prime, 

E-prime (English without the use of “is”). 

According to Korzybski (1994), identity is 

empirically non-existent in the actual world. 

Using the verb “to be” as identification is 

misleading, as is its usage in predication. A 

great part of the NLP practice is aimed exactly 

at revealing the real meaning not only in cases 

of misleading usage of the verb “to be”. The 

Clean Language Technique of David Grove 

(Grove & Panzer 1989; Lawley & Tompkins, 

2000) belongs to NLP practice, but original 

NLP was inspired by Korzybski’s (1994) 

Science and Sanity and Chomski’s surface and 

deep structure of language. Classical NLP 

introduced by Bandler & Grinder (1975) has 

been developed further, but Korzybski’s (1994) 

view of language as a map of reality has been 

preserved in all its versions and different 

practices. Alfred Korzybski’s (1994) statement 

that The map is not the territory is a basic 

assumption for every NLP practice. In our brain 

we have a map, mental representations of a real 

world. The map is highly individual: our mental 

representations of outer reality are very 

subjective in nature. Perceptions, language, 

culture, beliefs, prejudice, habits and rituals are 

filters through which we modify the world and 

different states in our mind. NL names and 

describes the map but people often make the 

mistake of considering language equal to 

reality. In NLP terminology, the map is 

specified as a cognitive map and viewed as an 

interface between a person's internal and 

external worlds. 

NLP practitioners accept that words are only 

approximations of the real things they name or 

symbolize, just a map of our internal 

representations. Let us emphasize once again 

that NL can be misleading and confusing, as 

Korzybski (1994) warns. NL can be imprecise 

and fuzzy, as the fuzzy logic of Lofti Zadeh 

demonstrates. Linguistic expressions are 

seldom fully precise, Langacker (1987) marks. 

All this has been noticed by NLP practitioners. 

Their practice is aimed at finding out the real 

meaning and overcoming the limitations of 

language. 

NLP practitioners summarize the misleading 

qualities of the language we use as deletion, 

distortion and generalization. They establish a 

set of questions to extract the real meaning, 

referred to as the Meta Model.  

Generalizations often contain deletion: All men 

are …… (All of them?); Nobody loves me (Who 

doesn’t love you? Isn’t there anybody who 

loves you?); She always comes late, I never 

succeed, etc. People use such generalizations 

unconsciously. This creates misunderstanding 

in personal and social communication. 

Scientific beliefs based on generalizations turn 

into myths, thus preventing further research and 

thinking in another way. 

Nominalizations are another type of distortion. 

When we use abstract nouns to name a process, 

we freeze it. My relationship is bad. NLP 

rediscovers the real process and brings back the 

action: In what ways do you not communicate 

well? 

NLP practitioners apply two simple tests to 

determine if a word or expression is a 

nominalization: 

1. The wheelbarrow test. If you can put it into a 

wheelbarrow no matter how big it is, it is NOT 

a nominalization. Since we cannot put love, 

hate, smile in a wheelbarrow, they are 

nominalizations and we have to bring them back 

to their continuous state of processes.  

2. Placing the adjective continuous in front of 

the noun. If the linguistic expression still makes 

sense, it is a nominalization, because 

continuous directly indicates the dynamic 

nature of a noun. 

The names of diseases in academic medicine, 

i.e. the official medicine of the West, are 

nominalizations in which the continuous 

process of a disease is stopped in the static state 

of nominalizations. Homeopaths strongly 

criticize this way of naming because of its 

obvious inconsistency with the real nature of 

diseases. 
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The usage of passive voice constructions is 

regarded as a typical case of deleted 

information: Who says that? According to 

whom? 

When we estimate our actions and behavior in a 

negative manner, saying “I did it badly”, “It was 

stupid”, this is another form of distortion. 

Linguistically, it is not a simple, nor is it a 

logical comparison, but we unconsciously 

compare, deleting a lot of information at the 

same time. This is important because it distorts 

the way in which we think about ourselves. In 

comparison to what did you do it badly? 

Compared to what, to your past, when you did 

it better? Better to what? To your image of 

perfection?, asks the Meta Model in order to dig 

out the hidden reason, the missing  base, which 

is the starting point for the unspecified 

comparatives or null comparatives, as these are 

named in NLP practice.  

I know what you mean, I know what you are 

thinking about: this way of thinking is highly 

misleading when we do not have enough 

information or evidence and replace the missing 

information with our own.  

The Meta Model specifies details in the 

unconsciously deleted information (the deletion 

may be done by the communicator of the 

message, as well as by the recipient of the 

message: I know what you are thinking about. 

With a great number of examples, the Meta 

Model explores what kind of experience the 

person avoids; it finds out the real meaning, the 

intended meaning, core beliefs, and entrenched 

cognitive models as a potential cause of 

distortions (How did you come to know it? How 

do you know?  What do you mean?  What… 

specifically? How… specifically?). 

 

Conclusion 

Starting as a form of psychotherapy, NLP turns 

out to be a complex of various techniques for 

counseling and training people and 

professionals in different spheres of 

communication: business communication, 

sales, sports, education, learning, management 

training, coaching, and personal success skills, 

to name some types of NLP practice. 

Success in NLP practice forms the conviction 

that THE WAY WE USE LANGUAGE MAY 

IMPROVE OUR LIVES. In spite of all 

inconsistency, limitations and inadequacy, NL 

can be used more attentively, with more 

awareness and precision. 
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