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On Language as Such and 

on the La nguage of Man 

Every expression of human mental life can be understood as a kind of 
language, and this understanding, in the manner of a true method, every
where raises new questions. It is possible to talk about a language of music 
and of sculpture, about a language of justice that has nothing directly to do 
with those in which German or English legal judgments are couched, about 
a language of technology that is not the specialized language of technicians. 
Language in such contexts means the tendency inherent in the subjects 
concerned-technology, art, justice, or religion-toward the communication 
of the contents of the mind. To sum up: all communication of the contents 
of the mind is language, communication in words being only a particular 
case of human language and of the justice, poetry, or whatever underlying 
it or founded on it. The existence of language, however, is coextensive not 
only with all the areas of human mental expression in which language is 
always in one sense or another inherent, but with absolutely everything. 
There is no event or thing in either animate or inanimate nature that does 
not in some way partake of language, for it is in the nature of each one to 
communicate its mental contents. This use of the word "language" is in no 
way metaphorical. For to think that we cannot imagine anything that does 
not communicate its mental nature in its expression is entirely meaningful; 
consciousness is apparently (or really) bound to such communication to 
varying degrees, but this cannot alter the fact that we cannot imagine a total 
absence of language in anything. An existence entirely without relationship 
to language is an idea; but this idea can bear no fruit even within that realm 
of Ideas whose circumference defines the idea of God. 

All that is asserted here is that all expression, insofar as it is a communi
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cation of contents of the mind, is to be classed as language. And expression, 
by its whole innermost nature, is certainly to be understood only as lan
guage. On the other hand, to understand a linguistic entity, it is always 
necessary to ask of which mental entity it is the direct expression. That is 
to say: the German language, for example, is by no means the expression 
of everything that we could-theoretically-express through it, but is the 
direct expression of that which communicates itself in it. This "itself" is a 
mental entity. It is therefore obvious at once that the mental entity that 
communicates itself in language is not language itself but something to be 
distinguished from it. The view that the mental essence of a thing consists 
precisely in its language-this view, taken as a hypothesis, is the great abyss 
into which all linguistic theory threatens to fall,l and to survive suspended 
precisely over this abyss is its task. The distinction between a mental entity 
and the linguistic entity in which it communicates is the first stage of any 
study of linguistic theory; and this distinction seems so unquestionable that 
it is, rather, the frequently asserted identity between mental and linguistic 
being that constitutes a deep and incomprehensible paradox, the expression 
of which is found in the ambiguity of the word "logos." Nevertheless, this 
paradox has a place, as a solution, at the center of linguistic theory, but 
remains a paradox, and insoluble, if placed at the beginning. 

What does language communicate? It communicates the mental being 
corresponding to it. It is fundamental that this mental being communicates 
itself in language and not through language. Languages, therefore, have no 
speaker, if this means someone who communicates through these languages. 
Mental being communicates itself in, not through, a language, which means 
that it is not outwardly identical with linguistic being. Mental being is 
identical with linguistic being only insofar as it is capable of communication. 
What is communicable in a mental entity is its linguistic entity. Language 
therefore communicates the particular linguistic being of things, but their 
mental being only insofar as this is directly included in their linguistic being, 
insofar as it is capable of being communicated. 

Language communicates the linguistic being of things. The clearest mani
festation of this being, however, is language itself. The answer to the ques
tion "What does language communicate?" is therefore "All language com
municates itself." The language of this lamp, for example, communicates 
not the lamp (for the mental being of the lamp, insofar as it is communica
ble, is by no means the lamp itself) but the language-lamp, the lamp in 
communication, the lamp in expression. For in language the situation is this: 
the linguistic being of all things is their language. The understanding of 
linguistic theory depends on giving this proposition a clarity that annihilates 
even the appearance of tautology. This proposition is untautological, for it 
means, "That which in a mental entity is communicable is its language." 
On this "is" (equivalent to "is immediately") everything depends.-Not that 
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which appears most clearly in its language is communicable in a mental 
entity, as was just said by way of transition, but this capacit~ for commu
nication is language itself. Or: the language of a mental entity IS directly 
that which is communicable in it. Whatever is communicable of a mental 
entity, in this it communicates itself. Which signifies that all language com
municates itself. Or, more precisely, that all language commUnicates Itself 
in itself; it is in the purest sense the "medium" of the communication. 
Mediation which is the immediacy of all mental communication, is the 
fundamen:al problem of linguistic theory, and if one chooses to call this 
immediacy magic, then the primary problem of language is its magic. At the 
same time, the notion of the magic of language points to some.thing else: its 
infiniteness. This is conditional on its immediacy. For precisely because 
nothing is communicated through language, what is communicated in lan
guage cannot be externally limited or measured, and therefor~ all language 
contains its own incommensurable, uniquely constituted infinity. Its lingUiS
tic being, not its verbal contents, defines its frontier. . . . 

The linguistic being of things is their language; this proposition, ap~hed 
to man, means: the linguistic being of man is his language. Which slgnlfies: 
man communicates his own mental being in his language. However, the 
language of man speaks in words. Man therefore communicates his own 
mental being (insofar as it is communicable) by naming all other things. But 
do we know any other languages that name things? It should not be accepted 
that we know of no languages other than that of man, for this is untrue. 
We only know of no naming language other than that of man; to identi.fy 
naming language with language as such is to rob linguistic theory o.f ItS 
deepest insights.-It is therefore the linguistic being of man to name thmg~. 

Why name them? To whom does man communicate himself?-But IS thiS 
question, as applied to man, different when applied to other commUnica
tions (languages)? To whom does the lamp communicate itself? The moun
tain? The fox?-But here the answer is: to man. This is not anthropomor
phism. The truth of this answer is shown in human knowledge [ErkenntnisJ 
and perhaps also in art. Furthermore, if the lamp and the mountain and the 
fox did not communicate themselves to man, how should he be able to name 
them? And he names them; he communicates himself by naming them. To 
whom does he communicate himself? 

Before this question can be answered, we must again inquire: How does 
man communicate himself? A profound distinction is to be made, a cholce 
presented, in the face of which an intrinsically false unders~anding of lan
guage is certain to give itself away. Does man commUnIcate hiS mental bemg 
by the names that he gives thing? Or in them? In the paradoxical nature of 
these questions lies their answer. Anyone who believes that m~n commUnI
cates his mental being by names cannot also assume that It IS hiS mental 
being that he communicates, for this does not happen through the names 
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of things-that is, through the words by which he denotes a thing. And, 
equally, the advocate of such a view can assume only that man is commu
nicating factual subject matter to other men, for that does happen through 
the word by which he denotes a thing. This view is the bourgeois conception 
of language, the invalidity and emptiness of which will become increasingly 
clear in what follows. It holds that the means of communication is the word, 
its object factual, and its addressee a human being. The other conception 
of language, in contrast, knows no means, no object, and no addressee of 
communication. It means: in the name, the mental being of man communi
cates itself to God. 

The name, in the realm of language, has as its sole purpose and its 
incomparably high meaning that it is the innermost nature of language itself. 
The name is that through which, and in which, language itself communicates 
itself absolutely. In the name, the mental entity that communicates itself is 
language. Where mental being in its communication is language itself in its 
absolute wholeness, only there is the name, and only the name is there. 
Name as the heritage of human language therefore vouches for the fact that 
language as such is the mental being of man; and only for this reason is the 
mental being of man, alone among all mental entities, communicable with
out residue. On this is founded the difference between human language and 
the language of things. But because the mental being of man is language 
itself, he cannot communicate himself by it, but only in it. The quintessence 
of this intensive totality of language as the mental being of man is the name. 
Man is the namer; by this we recognize that through him pure language 
speaks. All nature, insofar as it communicates itself, communicates itself in 
language, and so finally in man. Hence, he is the lord of nature and can 
give names to things. Only through the linguistic being of things can he get 
beyond himself and attain knowledge of them-in the name. God's creation 
is completed when things receive their names from man, from whom in 
name language alone speaks. Man can call name the language of language 
(if the genitive refers to the relationship not of a means but of a medium), 
and in this sense certainly, because he speaks in names, man is the speaker 
of language, and for this very reason its only speaker. In terming man the 
speaker (which, however, according to the Bible, for example, clearly means 
the name giver: "As man should name all kinds of living creatures, so should 
they be called"), many languages imply this metaphysical truth. 

Name, however, is not only the last utterance of language but also the 
true call of it. Thus, in name appears the essential law of language, according 
to which to express oneself and to address everything else amounts to the 
same thing. Language, and in it a mental entity in it, only expresses itself 
purely where it speaks in name-that is, in its universal naming. So in name 
culminate both the intensive totality of language, as the absolutely commu
nicable mental entity, and the extensive totality of language, as the univer



I 

l 

1 

66 On Language as Such 

sally communicating (naming) entity. By virtue of its communicating nature, 
its universality, language is incomplete wherever the mental entity that 
speaks from it is not in its whole structure linguistic-that is, communicable. 
Man alone has a language that is complete both in its universality and in 
its intensiveness. 

In the light of this, a question may now be asked without risk of confu
sion, a question that, though of the highest metaphysical importance, can 
be clearly posed first of all as one of terminology. It is whether mental 
being-not only of man (for that is necessary) but also of things, and thus 
mental being as such---can from the point of view of linguistic theory be 
described as of linguistic nature. If mental being is identical with linguistic 
being, then a thing, by virtue of its mental being, is a medium of commu
nication, and what is communicated in it is-in accordance with its medi
ating relationship-precisely this medium (language) itself. Language is thus 
the mental being of things. Mental being is therefore postulated at the outset 
as communicable, or, rather, is situated within the communicable, and the 
thesis that the linguistic being of things is identical with the mental, insofar 
as the latter is communicable, becomes in its "insofar" a tautology. There 
is no such thing as a content of language; as communication, language 
communicates a mental entity-something communicable per se. The dif
ferences between languages are those of media that are distinguished as it 
were by their density-that is, gradually; and this with regard to the density 
both of the communicating (naming) and of the communicable (name) 
aspects of communication. These two spheres, which are clearly distin
guished yet united only in the name-language of man, are naturally con
stantly interrelated. 

For the metaphysics of language, the equation of mental with linguistic 
being, which knows only gradual differences, produces a graduation of all 
mental being in degrees. This graduation, which takes place within mental 
being itself, can no longer be embraced by any higher category and so leads 
to the graduation of all being, both mental and linguistic, by degrees of 
existence or being, such as was already familiar to Scholasticism with regard 
to mental being. However, the equation of mental and linguistic being is of 
great metaphysical moment to linguistic theory because it leads to the 
concept that has again and again, as if of its own accord, elevated itself to 
the center of linguistic philosophy and constituted its most intimate connec
tion with the philosophy of religion. This is the concept of revelation.
Within all linguistic formation a conflict is waged between what is expressed 
and expressible and what is inexpressible and unexpressed. On considering 
this conflict, one sees at the same time, from the perspective of the inex
pressible, the last mental entity. Now, it is clear that in the equation of 
mental and linguistic being, the notion of an inverse proportionality between 
the two is disputed. For this latter thesis runs: the deeper (that is, the more 
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existent and real) the mind, the more it is inexpressible and unexpressed, 
whereas it is consistent with the equation proposed above to make the 
relation between mind and language thoroughly unambiguous, so that the 
expression that is linguistically most existent (that is, most fixed) is linguis
tically the most rounded and definitive; in a word, the most expressed is at 
the same time the purely mental. This, however, is precisely what is meant 
by the concept of revelation, if it takes the inviolability of the word as the 
only and sufficient condition and characteristic of the divinity of the mental 
being that is expressed in it. The highest mental region of religion is (in the 
concept of revelation) at the same time the only one that does not know the 
inexpressible. For it is addressed in the name and expresses itself as revela
tion. In this, however, notice is given that only the highest mental being, as 
it appears in religion, rests solely on man and on the language in him, 
whereas art as a whole, including poetry, rests not on the ultimate essence 
of the spirit of language but on the spirit of language in things, even in its 
consummate beauty. "Language, the mother of reason and revelation, its 
alpha and omega," says Hamann. 2 

Language itself is not perfectly expressed in things themselves. This propo
sition has a double meaning, in its metaphorical and literal senses: the 
languages of things are imperfect, and they are dumb. Things are denied the 
pure formal principle of language-namely, sound. They can communicate 
to one another only through a more or less material community. This 
community is immediate and infinite, like every linguistic communication; 
it is magical (for there is also a magic of matter). The incomparable feature 
of human language is that its magical community with things is immaterial 
and purely mental, and the symbol of this is sound. The Bible expresses this 
symbolic fact when it says that God breathes his breath into man: this is at 
once life and mind and language.

If in what follows the nature of language is considered on the basis of the 
first chapter of Genesis, the object is neither biblical interpretation nor 
subjection of the Bible to objective consideration as revealed truth, but the 
discovery of what emerges of itself from the biblical text with regard to the 
nature of language; and the Bible is only initially indispensable for this 
purpose, because the present argument broadly follows it in presupposing 
language as an ultimate reality, perceptible only in its manifestation, inex
plicable and mystical. The Bible, in regarding itself as a revelation, must 
necessarily evolve the fundamental linguistic facts.-The second version of 
the story of the Creation, which tells of the breathing of God's breath into 
man, also reports that man was made from earth. This is, in the whole story 
of the Creation, the only reference to the material in which the Creator 
expresses his will, which is doubtless otherwise thought of as creation 
without mediation. In this second story of the Creation, the making of man 
did not take place through the word: God spoke-and there was. But this 
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man, who is not created from the word, is now invested with the gift of 
language and is elevated above nature. 

This curious revolution in the act of creation, where it concerns man, is 
no less clearly recorded, however, in the first story of the Creation; and in 
an entirely different context, it vouches, with the same certainty, for a special 
relationship between man and language resulting from the act of creation. 
The manifold rhythm of the act of creation in the first chapter establishes 
a kind of basic form, from which the act that creates man diverges sig
nificantly. Admittedly, this passage nowhere expressl y refers to a relationship 
either of man or of nature to the material from which they were created, 
and the question whether the words " He made" envisages a creation out of 
material must here be left open; but the rhythm by which the creation of 
nature (in Genesis 1) is accomplished is: Let there be-He made (created)
He named. In individual acts of creation (Genesis 1:3 and 1:11) only the 
words "Let there be" occur. In this "Let there be" and in the words " He 
named" at the beginning and end of the act, the deep and clear relation of 
the creative act to language appears each time. With the creative omnipo
tence of language it begins, and at the end language, as it were, assimilates 
the created, names it. Language is therefore both creative and the finished 
creation; it is word and name. In God, name is creative because it is word, 
and God's word is cognizant because it is name. "And he saw that it was 
good"-that is, he had cognized it through name. The a bsolute relation of 
name to knowledge exists only in God; only there is name, because it is 
inwardly identical with the creative word, the pure medium of knowledge. 
This means that God made things knowable in their names. Man, however, 
names them according to knowledge. 

In the creation of man, the threefold rhythm of the creation of nature has 
given way to an entirely different order. In it, therefore, language has a 
different meaning: the trinity of the act is here preserved, but in this very 
parallelism the divergence is all the more striking, in the threefold "He 
created" of 1:27. God did not create man from the word, and he did not 
name him. He did not wish to subject him to language, but in man God set 
language, which had served him as medium of creation, free. God rested 
when he had left his creative power to itself in man. This creativity, relieved 
of its divine actuality, became knowledge. Man is the knower in the same 
language in which God is the creator. God created him in his image; he 
created the knower in the image of the creator. Therefore, the proposition 
that the mental being of man is language needs explanation. His mental 
being is the language in which creation took place. In the word, creation 
took place, and God's linguistic being is the word. All human language is 
only the reflection of the word in name. The name is no closer to the word 
than knowledge is to creation. The infinity of all human language always 
remains limited and analytic in nature, in comparison to the absolutely 
unlimited and creative infinity of the divine word. 
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The deepest images of this divine word and the point where human 
language participates most intimately in the divine infinity of the pure word, 
the point at which it cannot become finite word and knowledge, are the 
human name. The theory of proper names is the theory of the frontier 
between finite and infinite language. Of all beings, man is the only one who 
names his own kind, as he is the only one whom God did not name. It is 
perhaps bold, but scarcely impossible, to mention the second part of Genesis 
2:20 in this context: that man named all beings, "but for man there was 
not found a helper fit for him." Accordingly, Adam names his wife as soon 
as he receives her (woman in the second chapter, Eve in the third). By giving 
names, parents dedicate their children to God; the names they give do not 
correspond-in a metaphysical rather than etymological sense-to any 
knowledge, for they name newborn children. In a strict sense, no name 
ought (in its etymological meaning) to correspond to any person, for the 
proper name is the word of God in human sounds. By it each man is 
guaranteed his creation by God, and in this sense he is himself creative, as 
is expressed by mythological wisdom in the idea (which doubtless not 
infrequently comes true) that a man's name is his fate. The proper name is 
the communion of man with the creative word of God. (Not the only one, 
however; man knows a further linguistic communion with God's word.) 
Through the word, man is bound to the language of things. The human 
word is the name of things. Hence, it is no longer conceivable, as the 
bourgeois view of language maintains, that the word has an accidental 
relation to its object, that it is a sign for things (or knowledge of them) 
agreed by some convention. Language never gives mere signs. However, the 
rejection of bourgeois linguistic theory by mystical linguistic theory likewise 
rests on a misunderstanding. For according to mystical theory, the word is 
simply the essence of the thing. That is incorrect, because the thing in itself 
has no word, being created from God's word and known in its name by a 
human word. This knowledge of the thing, however, is not spontaneous 
creation; it does not emerge from language in the absolutely unlimited and 
infinite manner of creation. Rather, the name that man gives to language 
depends on how language is communicated to him. In name, the word of 
God has not remained creative; it has become in one part receptive, even if 
receptive to language. Thus fertilized, it aims to give birth to the language 
of things themselves, from which in turn, soundlessly, in the mute magic of 
nature, the word of God shines forth . 

For conception and spontaneity together, which are found in this unique 
union only in the linguistic realm, language has its own word, and this word 
applies also to that conception of the nameless in the name. It is the 
translation of the language of things into that of man. It is necessary to 
found the concept of translation at the deepest level of linguistic theory, for 
it is much too far-reaching and powerful to be treated in any way as an 
afterthought, as has happened occasionally. Translation attains its full mean
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ing in the realization that every evolved language (with the exception of the 
word of God) can be considered a translation of all the others. By the fact 
that, as mentioned earlier, languages relate to one another as do media of 
varying densities, the translatability of languages into one another is estab
lished. Translation is removal from one language into another through a 
continuum of transformations. Translation passes through continua of 
transformation, not abstract areas of identity and similarity. 

The translation of the language of things into that of man is not only a 
translation of the mute into the sonic; it is also the translation of the 
nameless into name. It is therefore the translation of an imperfect language 
into a more perfect one, and cannot but add something to it, namely 
knowledge. The objectivity of this translation is, however, guaranteed by 
God. For God created things; the creative word in them is the germ of the 
cognizing name, just as God, too, finally named each thing after it was 
created. But obviously this naming is only an expression of the identity of 
the creative word and the cognizing name in God, not the prior solution of 
the task that God expressly assigns to man himself: that of naming things. 
In receiving the unspoken nameless language of things and converting it by 
name into sounds, man performs this task. It would be insoluble, were not 
the name-language of man and the nameless language of things related in 
God and released from the same creative word, which in things became the 
communication of matter in magic communion, and in man the language 
of knowledge and name in blissful mind. Hamann says, "Everything that 
man heard in the beginning, saw with his eyes, and felt with his hands was 
the living word; for God was the word. With this word in his mouth and 
in his heart, the origin of language was as natural, as close, and as easy as 
a child's game ..." Friedrich Miiller, in his poem"Adams erstes Erwachen 
und erste selige Nachte" [Adam'S First Awakening and First Blissful Nights], 
has God summon man to name giving in these words: "Man of the earth, 
step near; in gazing, grow more perfect, more perfect through the word."3 
This combination of contemplation and naming implies the communicating 
muteness of things (animals) toward the word-language of man, which 
receives them in name. In the same chapter of the poem, the poet expresses 
the realization that only the word from which things are created permits 
man to name them, by communicating itself in the manifold languages of 
animals, even if mutely, in the image: God gives each beast in turn a sign, 
whereupon they step before man to be named. In an almost sublime way, 
the linguistic community of mute creation with God is thus conveyed in the 
image of the sign. 

Since the unspoken word in the existence of things falls infinitely short 
of the naming word in the knowledge of man, and since the latter in turn 
must fall short of the creative word of God, there is a reason for the 
multiplicity of human languages. The language of things can pass into the 
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language of knowledge and name only through translation-so many trans
lations, so many languages-once man has fallen from the paradisiacal state 
that knew only one language. (According to the Bible this consequence of 
the expulsion from Paradise admittedly came about only later.) The 
paradisiacal language of man must have been one of perfect knowledge, 
whereas later all knowledge is again infinitely differentiated in the multi
plicity of language, was indeed forced to differentiate itself on a lower level 
as creation in name. Even the existence of the Tree of Knowledge cannot 
conceal the fact that the language of Paradise was fully cognizant. Its apples 
were supposed to impart knowledge of good and evil. But on the seventh 
day, God had already cognized with the words of creation. And God saw 
that it was good. The knowledge to which the snake seduces, that of good 
and evil, is nameless. It is vain in the deepest sense, and this very knowledge 
is itself the only evil known to the paradisiacal state. Knowledge of good 
and evil abandons name; it is a knowledge from outside, the uncreated 
imitation of the creative word. Name steps outside itself in this knowledge: 
the Fall marks the birth of the human word, in which name no longer lives 
intact and which has stepped out of name-language, the language of knowl 
edge, from what we may call its own immanent magic, in order to become 
expressly, as it were externally, magic. The word must communicate some
thing (other than itself). In that fact lies the true Fall of the spirit of language. 
The word as something externally communicating, as it were a parody-by 
the expressly mediate word-of the expressly immediate, creative word of 
God, and the decay of the blissful Adamite spirit of language that stands 
between them. For in reality there exists a fundamental identity between the 
word that, after the promise of the snake, knows good and evil, and the 
externally communicating word. The knowledge of things resides in the 
name, whereas that of good and evil is, in the profound sense in which 
Kierkegaard uses the word, "prattle," and knows only one purification and 
elevation, to which the prattling man, the sinner, was therefore submitted: 
judgment. Admittedly, the judging word has direct knowledge of good and 
evil. Its magic is different from that of name, but equally magical. This 
judging word expels the first human beings from Paradise; they themselves 
have aroused it in accordance with the immutable law by which this judging 
word punishes-and expects-its own awakening as the sole and deepest 
guilt. In the Fall, since the eternal purity of names was violated, the sterner 
purity of the judging word arose. For the essential composition of language, 
the Fall has a threefold significance (in addition to its other meanings). In 
stepping outside the purer language of name, man makes language a means 
(that is, a knowledge inappropriate to him), and therefore also, in one part 
at any rate, a mere sign; and this later results in the plurality of languages. 
The second meaning is that from the Fall, in exchange for the immediacy 
of name that was damaged by it, a new immediacy arises: the magic of 
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judgment, which no longer rests blissfully in itself. The third meaning that 
can perhaps be tentatively ventured is that the origin of abstraction, too, as 
a faculty of the spirit of language, is to be sought in the Fall. For good and 
evil, being unnameable and nameless, stand outside the language of names, 
which man leaves behind precisely in the abyss opened by this question. 
Name, however, with regard to existing language, offers only the ground in 
which its concrete elements are rooted. But the abstract elements of lan
guage-we may perhaps surmise-are rooted in the word of judgment. The 
immediacy (which, however, is the linguistic root) of the communicability 
of abstraction resides in judgment. This immediacy in the communication 
of abstraction came into being as judgment, when, in the Fall, man aban
doned immediacy in the communication of the concrete-that is, name
and fell into the abyss of the mediateness of all communication, of the word 
as means, of the empty word, into the abyss of prattle. For-it must be said 
again-the question as to good and evil in the world after the Creation was 
empty prattle. The Tree of Knowledge stood in the garden of God not in 
order to dispense information on good and evil, but as an emblem of 
judgment over the questioner. This immense irony marks the mythic origin 
of law. 

After the Fall, which, in making language mediate, laid the foundation 
for its multiplicity, linguistic confusion could be only a step away. Once men 
had injured the purity of name, the turning away from that contemplation 
of things in which their language passes into man needed only to be com
pleted in order to deprive men of the common foundation of an already 
shaken spirit of language. Signs must become confused where things are 
entangled. The enslavement of language in prattle is joined by the enslave
ment of things in folly almost as its inevitable consequence. In this turning 
away from things, which was enslavement, the plan for the Tower of Babel 
came into being, and linguistic confusion with it. 

The life of man in the pure spirit of language was blissful. Nature, 
however, is mute. True, it can be clearly felt in the second chapter of Genesis 
how this muteness, named by man, itself became bliss, only of lower degree. 
Friedrich Muller has Adam say of the animals that leave him after he has 
named them, "And saw by the nobility with which they leaped away from 
me that the man had given them a name." After the Fall, however, when 
God's word curses the ground, the appearance of nature is deeply changed. 
Now begins its other muteness, which is what we mean by the "deep sadness 
of nature." It is a metaphysical truth that all nature would begin to lament 
if it were endowed with language (though "to endow with language" is 
more than "to make able to speak"). This proposition has a double meaning. 
It means, first, that she would lament language itself. Speechlessness: that is 
the great sorrow of nature (and for the sake of her redemption the life and 
language of man-not only, as is supposed, of the poet-are in nature). This 
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proposition means, second, that she would lament. Lament, however, is the 
most undifferentiated, impotent expression of language. It contains scarcely 
more than the sensuous breath; and even where there is only a rustling of 
plants, there is always a lament. Because she is mute, nature mourns. Yet 
the inversion of this proposition leads even further into the essence of na ture; 
the sadness of nature makes her mute. In all mourning there is the deepest 
inclination to speechlessness, which is infinitely more than the inability or 
disinclination to communicate. That which mourns feels itself thoroughly 
known by the unknowable. To be named---even when the namer is godlike 
and blissful-perhaps always remains an intimation of mourning. But how 
much more melancholy it is to be named not from the one blessed paradisia
cal language of names, but from the hundred languages of man, in which 
name has already withered, yet which, according to God's pronouncement, 
have knowledge of things. Things have no proper names except in God. For 
in his creative word, God called them into being, calling them by their 
proper names. In the language of men, however, they are overnamed. There 
is, in the relation of human languages to that of things, something that can 
be approximately described as "overnaming"-the deepest linguistic reason 
for all melancholy and (from the point of view of the thing) for all deliberate 
muteness. Overnaming as the linguistic being of melancholy points to an
other curious relation of language: the overprecision that obtains in the 
tragic relationship between the languages of human speakers. 

There is a language of sculpture, of painting, of poetry. Just as the 
language of poetry is partly, if not solely, founded on the name language of 
man, it is very conceivable that the language of sculpture or painting is 
founded on certain kinds of thing-languages, that in them we find a trans
lation of the language of things into an infinitely higher language, which 
may still be of the same sphere. We are concerned here with nameless, 
nonacoustic languages, languages issuing from matter; here we should recall 
the material community of things in their communication. 

Moreover, the communication of things is certainly communal in a way 
that grasps the world as such as an undivided whole. 

For an understanding of artistic forms, it is of value to attempt to grasp 
them all as languages and to seek their connection with natural languages. 
An example that is appropriate because it is derived from the acoustic sphere 
is the kinship between song and the language of birds. On the other hand, 
it is certain that the language of art can be understood only in the deepest 
relation to the doctrine of signs. Without the latter any linguistic philosophy 
remains entirely fragmentary, because the relation between language and 
sign (of which that between human language and writing offers only a very 
particular example) is original and fundamental. 

This provides an opportunity to describe another antithesis that permeates 
the whole sphere of language and has important relations to the aforemen
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tioned antithesis between language in a narrower sense and signs, with 
which, of course, language by no means necessarily coincides. For language 
is in every case not only communication of the communicable but also, at 
the same time, a symbol of the noncommunicable. This symbolic side of 
language is connected to its relation to signs, but extends more widely-for 
example, in certain respects to name and judgment. These have not only a 
communicating function, but most probably also a closely connected sym
bolic function, to which, at least explicitly, no reference has here been made. 

These considerations therefore leave us a purified concept of language, 
even though it may still be an imperfect one. The language of an entity is 
the medium in which its mental being is communicated. The uninterrupted 
flow of this communication runs through the whole of nature, from the 
lowest forms of existence to man and from man to God ..Man communicates 
himself to God through name, which he gives to nature and (in proper 
names) to his own kind; and to nature he gives names according to the 
communication that he receives from her, for the whole of nature, too, is 
imbued with a nameless, unspoken language, the residue of the creative 
word of God, which is preserved in man as the cognizing name and above 
man as the judgment suspended over him. The language of nature is com
parable to a secret password that each sentry passes to the next in his own 
language, but the meaning of the password is the sentry's language itself. 
All higher language is a translation of lower ones, until in ultimate clarity 
the word of God unfolds, which is the unity of this movement made up of 
language. 

Written in 1916; unpublished in Benjamin's lifetime. Translated by Edmund Jephcott. 

Notes 

1. 	Or is it, rather, the temptation to place at the outset a hypothesis that constitutes 
an abyss for all philosophizing? 

2. 	Johann Georg Hamann (1730-1788), German theologian and philosopher, 
whose rhapsodic, elliptical style and appeal to affect and intuition led to contro
versies with eighteenth-century rationalists (Kant among them) but exerted a 
powerful influence on Herder and the authors of the Sturm und Drang.-Trans. 

3. 	 Friedrich "Maler" Muller (1749-1825), German author, painter, and art critic. 
Trans. 
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