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Abstract

Inquiry beyond concepts. This article explores the possibility of inquiry that transcends conceptual

objects, entering into the apophatic tradition of negative theology and mystical inquiry.

Introduction: The Limits of Conceptual Inquiry

Traditional philosophy treats questions as directed toward an object—whether a thing, a property, or
a proposition. In this sense, “object” is a determinate content that can be grasped, described, and

evaluated (<citation key="KantCritique">Kant, <i>Critique of Pure Reason</i>, 1781</citation>).

Mystics such as Meister Eckhart, however, articulate a mode of questioning that aims at the
“nothing” that lies beyond all determinations. This article asks whether an inquiry can be genuinely

object‑free, and if so, what methodological resources are required.

We will (1) define “object” in philosophical terms, (2) trace the apophatic tradition from

Pseudo‑Dionysius through Aquinas to Eckhart, and (3) propose a structured framework for

object‑free inquiry that responds to concerns from the logical‑positivist and ordinary‑language
traditions.

Define “object” as a determinate content of a proposition, following the analytic tradition
(Frege, “On Sense and Reference,” 1892).

Outline the apophatic tradition from Pseudo‑Dionysius to Eckhart, with precise citations.

Present a three‑stage framework for object‑free inquiry, justified against objections grounded
in language‑use theory.

The Apophatic Turn in Western Thought
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The apophatic—or negative—approach holds that ultimate reality cannot be captured by positive

affirmations; instead we speak by denying attributes: “God is not a being among beings.” This
tradition emerges in early Christian mysticism (<citation key="Dionysius1994">Pseudo‑Dionysius,

<i>The Mystical Theology</i>, 1994</citation>) and resurfaces in medieval scholasticism (<citation
key="AquinasSumma">Thomas Aquinas, <i>Summa Theologiae</i>, III, q. 14, a. 2</citation>).

“The highest knowledge is to know that we know nothing.”

Meister Eckhart

1. Pseudo‑Dionysius: “God beyond all names.” ()

2. Thomas Aquinas: “Via negativa as a complement to via positiva.” ()

3. Meister Eckhart: “The Godhead is the ground of being, not a being.” (Eckhart, Sermon 14,
1325)

From a logical‑positivist perspective, this negative turn raises a methodological question: can a
discourse that systematically eliminates propositional content still count as “inquiry”? The answer,

defended below, rests on a broader account of inquiry as a regulated transition between linguistic

states, not merely as a sequence of propositions.

Eckhart’s Via Negativa: From Concept to Unconceived

Eckhart distinguishes between “the Godhead” (Gottheit) and “God” (Gott). The former is the

absolute ground, utterly beyond concepts. He writes:

“When the soul is quiet, it knows that it is the ground of all being, and it
ceases to ask what God is.”

Meister Eckhart, Sermon 14 ()

This “silence” is not a deficit of knowledge but a different kind of knowing—what phenomenologists
call “non‑conceptual awareness” (<citation key="MerleauPonty1945">Merleau‑Ponty,



<i>Phenomenology of Perception</i>, 1945</citation>). It arises when the mind relinquishes its

object‑orientation and remains receptive to a horizon that cannot be captured by language.

The Structure of Negative Inquiry

Negative inquiry proceeds through three regulated stages, each justified against Wittgenstein’s
picture theory, which holds that language pictures facts and thus cannot picture the “unsayable.” By

moving from propositional denial to a non‑propositional posture, the inquiry respects the limits of
language while still engaging in a purposeful activity.

1. Detraction: Systematically deny all positive attributes that can be positively predicated of the

object.
2. Negation of Negation: Recognize that the totality of denials points toward a horizon that

exceeds the conceptual grid.
3. Rest‑in‑Silence: Abide in a receptive state where no propositional content remains, yet the

practitioner remains aware of a “presence” that is not a linguistic object.

Each stage deepens immersion into the ineffable, moving from discursive thought to contemplative
presence without abandoning rational rigor.

Method and Illustrative Example

To make the procedure concrete, we revisit the classic theological question “What is God?” In a
positive framework one would enumerate attributes (omnipotent, benevolent, etc.). In the negative

method we begin:

God is not a being.
God is not finite.

God is not limited by time.
God is not subject to causation.

Having exhausted the positive descriptors, the inquiry does not terminate; it pivots to a contemplative

posture. The following pseudo‑code captures the logical structure of the “detraction” stage and
signals the transition to “rest‑in‑silence.”

# Negative inquiry pseudo‑code

attributes = ["being", "finite", "temporal", "causal"]

while attributes:



    print(f"God is not {attributes.pop(0)}")

print("Enter Rest‑in‑Silence mode.")

In practice, the “Rest‑in‑Silence” stage is a disciplined phenomenological suspension of judgment

(epoché) (<citation key="Husserl1970">Husserl, <i>Logical Investigations</i>, 1970</citation>),
not a mystical “nothingness.” The practitioner reports a felt sense of openness that resists

propositional capture—a phenomenon documented in neuro‑phenomenological studies of

contemplative states (<citation key="Lutz2008">Lutz, A., et al., “Attention regulation and
monitoring in meditation,” <i>Trends in Cognitive Sciences</i>, 2008</citation>).

Contemporary Resonances and Critical Perspectives

Modern philosophers of religion and phenomenologists have revisited negative theology. Karl Barth

emphasizes the “unknowable God” (<citation key="Barth1932">Barth, <i>Church Dogmatics</i>,
1932</citation>), while Paul Tillich interprets the “ground of being” as the “ultimate concern” that

exceeds conceptual categories (<citation key="Tillich1963">Tillich, <i>The Dynamics of Faith</i>,
1963</citation>).

From a cognitive‑science angle, the notion of “non‑conceptual awareness” aligns with research on

default‑mode network deactivation during deep meditation, suggesting a neuro‑psychological
substrate for the apophatic experience (<citation key="Fox2014">Fox et al., “The wandering brain:

default‑mode network activity,” <i>NeuroImage</i>, 2014</citation>).

Addressing the logical‑positivist critique, we note that the negative method does not claim empirical

verification of an ineffable entity; rather, it offers a disciplined transformation of the epistemic frame,
akin to a methodological “rule change” within a language game (<citation

key="WittgensteinPhilosophicalInvestigations">Wittgenstein, <i>Philosophical Investigations</i>,

1953</citation>).

Conclusion: Toward an Object‑Free Question

The analysis demonstrates that inquiry can indeed move beyond objects, not by abandoning the

question but by re‑structuring its logical and phenomenological architecture. Eckhart’s via negativa

provides a disciplined three‑stage pathway—Detraction, Negation of Negation, Rest‑in‑Silence—that
respects the limits of language while preserving a purposeful, regulated activity.



This “question without an object” opens a relational space in which the seeker encounters the

ineffable as a horizon of meaning rather than a representational object. Future work may explore how
this framework interfaces with contemporary debates on the limits of scientific description and the

role of non‑conceptual cognition in philosophical methodology.
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