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Abstract: This article concerns the question of whether there are things beyond the limits of language; that is, ineffable things. After clarifying the question, the article discusses a number of philosophers who have answered the question affirmatively, together with their reasons. As is clear, there is an apparent contradiction in advocating—and thereby speaking about—things that are claimed to be ineffable. The article then goes on to discuss what one might make of this paradox, including the possibility of simply accepting that there are contradictions that are true at the limits of language. 
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Key Points:
· If one claims that some things are ineffable, one might mean several different things.
· The most demanding is that there are some things which transcend any form of linguistic representation.
· Many philosophers have given putative examples of such things--for example: God, the ground of reality, things in themselves, the relationship between language and reality, nothingness.
· Furthermore, these philosophers give reasons as to why these things are ineffable—thereby taking about them.
· There are various ways one might try to resolve this paradox.
· But another possible reaction is simply to hold that at the limits of language there are some things which are not only ineffable, but both ineffable and effable.


Introduction

This article will discuss the question of whether there are things beyond the limits of language; that is, things that are ineffable. We will look at various reasons for supposing that there are such things, and some of the philosophers who have held them. We will then look at the apparent paradox involved in giving reasons for the view that some things are ineffable, and hence talking about them.

Initial Clarifications

One thing that language (to the sense of which notion we will return in a moment) obviously does well is express things. In particular, it can be used to express information, often of a very complex kind. It might therefore be wondered whether there are limits to this: is there any kind of information that cannot be expressed in language (Alston, 1956; Jonas, 2016)? It is not uncommon to hear it said that there is of course such information: one cannot express the taste of a peach,  or the color red. But obviously one can express such things. The color red is – what else? – red. What is usually meant by inexpressibility claims, say, about redness, is that there is nothing that can be said in words that will conjure up the mental image of red for someone who has never experienced this before. Maybe so. But to identify meaning with such images, though a natural enough view, is hardly tenable. As the 20th century Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein pointed out in his Philosophical investigations (Wittgenstein, 1953), there are many words and phrases that conjure up no such images; and if a person is able to use a word correctly in the company of others, what mental images they are experiencing,  if, indeed, any at all, is quite immaterial. Their words are meaningful, and so convey their information, in the usual way. (Private images are irrelevant to public meaning.)

It is sometimes claimed that representations such as pictures, maps, and diagrams can convey information that cannot be captured verbally. No doubt they can often express information more effectively, but it is hard to find examples of information expressible only in this way (especially once one has jettisoned the view that mental imagery has any intrinsic connection with meaning). And, in any case, it is natural enough to think of representations of this kind as languages.   It seems profitless (to me, anyway) to dispute over whether or not such things really are a language. They share with verbal language at least this: they are structured forms of representation that can be used to convey information of a kind that may never have been expressed before. If, therefore, we are looking for information that cannot be represented, we will have to look elsewhere.

It is presumably uncontentious that relative to most – maybe all – systems of representations there will be information that cannot be expressed. Thus, a medieval monk did not have the conceptual resources to speak about microchips and quantum fields. It can still, of course, be represented by some other system – maybe the old one augmented by the appropriate concepts. Similarly, relative to any abstract system of representations, there are likely to be things that  can be represented, but that, because of their computational complexity, outstrip the resources available to a human brain, and so are inaccessible. These things could become accessible with the help of a different form of representation, however. (Thus, the multiplication of numbers using Roman numerals is computationally much harder than multiplication using Arabic numerals.) The interesting question is whether there is information that is not just unrepresentable because of contingent constraints of this kind, but whether there is information that is essentially so. If there is, it is unlikely that this will be demonstrable without appeal to some substantial metaphysical views.

Arguments the Ineffability of Some Things

One such view concerns the nature of God. In certain kinds of Christian and Islamic theology, God is taken to be so different in kind from anything that humans can conceive of that no human concepts can be correctly applied to them. Because all language deploys only such concepts, the true nature of God cannot be expressed in language (Scott, 2022).

The claim that the nature of God is ineffable  is sometimes buttressed by other considerations, notably those derived from Neo-Platonism. God, it is claimed, is the ground of all beings.  That is, they are that which creates and sustains all beings.  As such, they are not themself a being: not a this rather than a that. Their nature cannot, therefore, be communicated in words: to say anything about them would   be to say that they are a this, rather than a that, and so treat them simply as another being. One finds this view, for example, in the 13th-14th century German theologian Eckhart von Hochheim (Meister Eckhart), who identifies this ground with nothingness (Griffioen, 2023).

The thought that beings have a ground of this kind is not restricted to Near-Eastern religions but seems to be a perennial one. It is found in Neo-Platonism itself, in which the One plays this role  (O’Meara, 1993); it is found in Hinduism, in which Brahman plays this role; it is found in Daoism, in which dao (道,Wade-Giles: tao) plays this role (Lau, 1982); it is found in the writings of the 20th-century German philosopher Martin Heidegger, in which Being (Sein) plays this role (Krell, 2008). 

A closely related, but different, view is that there is  a fundamental or ultimate reality such that the reality that we perceive or conceive is obtained by the imposition of a conceptual grid thereupon. To say what it is like, in itself, is therefore impossible, as anything said about it will deploy our conceptual grid, which is  simply a superposition. Again, the existence of such a reality seems a perennial thought. It is the role played by chora (cwra) in Plato’s Timaeus; it is the role played by ultimate reality (emptiness, śūnyatā) in various branches of Mahāyāna Buddhism, especially Yogacāra (Williams, 1998). Indeed, when Daoism and  Indian Mahāyāna fused to give the East Asian Buddhisms, most notably Chan (禪, Jap: Zen), this theme merged with the previous one. Fundamental reality (Buddha nature) can be appreciated only via a direct experience. It is a simple ‘thusness’ or ‘suchness,’ beyond all words (Kasulis, 1989). This view also is to be found in the 20th century Zen-influenced Japanese philosopher Nishida Kitarō, who also identifies this ultimate ground with nothingness, mu (無) (Maraldo, 2024).

In some ways, the views of the 18th century German philosopher Immanuel Kant, as expressed in his Critique of Pure Reason (Kemp Smith, 1923) are similar. For Kant, the empirical world is not independent of us but is partly constituted by our mental concepts. These include the forms of space and time. More particularly for present concerns, these include the logical categories that we apply when we make judgments (such as all/some, is/is not). These categories, moreover,  depend for their applicability on temporal criteria. Reason forces us, however, to think (about) reality as it is in itself, independent of our mental constructions ‘things in themselves’ (dinge an  sich). And because such things are outside time, there is no way that we can apply our categories to them, and so make judgments about them. Thus, although we are forced to recognize  the existence of such a reality, there is nothing that can  be said about it.

About a century and a half later, but for quite different reasons, Wittgenstein ended up in a similar situation when he wrote the Tractatus Logico- Philosophicus (Pears and McGuinness, 1961). For Wittgenstein, reality is constituted by certain states of affairs; these are composed of objects configured in certain ways.  Language, on the other side of the fence, is constituted by propositions; these are composed of names configured in certain ways.  A proposition represents a state of affairs if the names in it correspond to the objects in the state,  and the configuration of names in the proposition is isomorphic to (has the same form as) the configuration of objects in the state. (This is the so-called picture theory.  Wittgenstein is reputed to have been provoked into it by noting how the icons in a scale-representation work.)

It is a consequence of this view that any situation that is not a configuration of objects cannot be expressed in a proposition.  Indeed, attempts to do  so will produce semantic nonsense. Such situations cannot, therefore, be described. An irony of this is that Wittgenstein’s theory itself requires him to talk, not just of objects, but also of propositions, configurations, form; and for various reasons these cannot be objects. (For example, propositions can be asserted  or denied; objects cannot. And the form of a state of affairs is not one of the objects in it: it is the way that those objects are structured together.) His own theory is therefore an attempt to do the impossible. This triggers the spectacular dénoument to the Tractatus, in which Wittgenstein pronounces his own theory to be nonsense (Fogelin 1987).

The final considerations I will mention which drive toward there being things inexpressible concern the infinite, as it is understood in modern logic and mathematics (Moore, 2019). According to this, there are different sizes of infinity. The smallest of these, countable infinity, is the size of the natural numbers (0, 1, 2, ...). Because the totality of objects (or even of numbers) is larger than this, so will be the totality of facts about them. (For each object, for example, it is either finite or infinite.) But any language (at least of a kind that is humanly graspable) can be shown to have only countably many sentences. There will therefore be many facts that cannot be expressed.

Of course, for all that this shows, each of these  facts could be expressed by some richer language;  for example, one obtained by adding another name. But there is more to it than this. To say something about an object, one has to refer to it; to do this,  one has to be able to single it out in some way; and the totality of all objects is so rich that it will contain objects that are entirely indiscriminable  from each other by human cognitive resources,  and so that cannot be singled out. (Points in a continuum, for example, may be so close as to be indistinguishable by any cognitive mechanism.) There is much, therefore, that will be inexpressible.

As we have now seen, there is a wide variety of metaphysical views that deliver the conclusion that there are things that are ineffable. Evaluating these views goes well beyond anything possible here. I will conclude with a brief discussion of a structural feature of (discussions of) the ineffable.

The Paradox of Talking about the Ineffable

As is probably clear, theories that claim that certain things are inexpressible have a tendency to say just such things. Thus, Christians and Moslems say much about God, Buddhists say much about emptiness, Heidegger says  much about being, Kant says much about dinge an sich, and Wittgenstein says much about the relation between language and reality. What is one to say about this?

One might suggest that such claims are either false or meaningless. The second move  is made by Wittgenstein in the Tractatus. The first move is more common: all one can do is deny any claim made about the object in question. One finds this move in so-called negative theology (Braine, 1998)    and    some    versions    of    Hinduism, for example, the Advaita Vedānta of Śaṅkara  (Sengaku Mayeda, 1992). Kant struggles with a version of this view when he distinguishes between a legitimate negative notion of ding an sich and an illegitimate positive one.

[bookmark: Bibliography]This cannot be the whole story, however, as each position does appear to endorse various (positive) claims about the ineffable. How are these to be understood? The most common move is to suggest that one has to understand such assertions as metaphorical, analogical, or in some other nonliteral way. So understood,  they can ‘point to’ the ineffable, although not express it. In Christian theology, this move is made by the 11th-century theologian Anselm of Canterbury (St. Anselm); similar claims are sometimes to be found in the Zen tradition; and Heidegger uses the notion of writing under erasure (‘[image: ]’) in an attempt to indicate that his words are not to be taken literally. 

There is something very unsatisfactory about this, though. One thing that each tradition gives is a set of reasons as to why the thing in question cannot be described: God is beyond categorization; the ground of being is not itself a being; ultimate reality has no features; categories cannot be applied to things outside time; propositions and form are not objects. If one does not understand these claims as literally true,  then the very ground for supposing the things in question to be inexpressible falls away. (If ‘Juliet is the sun’ is not to be taken literally, there is no reason to suppose that she is made of hydrogen and helium.) 

Indeed, at the very heart of the view that language has limits is a fundamental paradox (Priest, 1995). To claim that language has limits is to claim that there are things that cannot be talked about; but to say this is exactly to talk about them. The paradox manifests itself in a precise form in some of the paradoxes of   self-reference in modern logic. There are many ordinal numbers that cannot be referred to.  So there is a least such. But ‘the least number that cannot be referred to’ refers to that number – König’s paradox. For skeptics about sizes of infinity, there is even a  finite version of this. There is only a finite number of names (i.e., proper names or definite descriptions)  with less than (say) 100 letters (in English); there is  therefore a finite number of (natural) numbers that  can be referred to by names of this kind. So there will be numbers that cannot be referred to in this way. ‘The least number that cannot be referred to with less than 100 letters’ (which has less than 100 letters)  refers to one of these – Berry’s paradox. Various responses to these paradoxes have been proposed in modern logic, but none that is either generally accepted or unproblematic.

One reaction to the fundamental paradox is to reject the notion of the limits of language altogether: there is nothing that it is beyond the ability of language to express. But any theory according to which there are limits to language – including, it would seem, contemporary logic – would appear to  be stuck with this contradiction. Indeed, at least arguably, a number of thinkers in the history of philosophy explicitly accepted the contradictory view that some ineffable things can be talked about—e.g., Heidegger and Nishida (Casati 2022, Deguchi, Garfield, Priest & Sharf 2021, Priest 2021). Indeed, there is a contemporary view termed dialetheism, according to which some contradictions are true (Priest, Berto & Weber 2022). Paradoxes of self-reference (such as König’s and Berry’s) are often cited as examples of such. It may be argued that the apparent contradictions at the limit of language are, quite generally, examples such things (Priest, 1995, 2014).

Conclusion

One might hold that everything is effable. That is, everything can be described with some form of linguistic representation.  As we have seen, however, there are various reasons for supposing this not to be the case. If one endorses such reasons, one is faced with the fact that one is talking about those things. There is presently no consensus as to what to say about such paradoxes. Dialetheism concerning them is one simple option.

See also: Language of Thought; Thought and Language: Philosophical Aspects.
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Williams P (1998). ‘Buddhist concept of emptiness.’ In Craig E (ed.) Routledge encyclopedia of philosophy, vol. 2. London: Routledge. 76–80.

Wittgenstein    L (1953).    Philosophical    investigations. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.


1

image1.png




