Ineffable Knowledge
OUTLINE

In the Introduction I will explain that in philosophical discussions of ineffability (which we will construe as linguistic inexpressibility, rather than indescribability), ineffable knowledge looms large for at least a couple of reasons. One is that claims about mystical insight motivate and form the subject matter of much discussion of ineffability. Another is that it has been thought, by some of those most prominent in the recent literature (A. W. Moore and Silvia Jonas), that since there could be no ineffable truths, the ineffability of certain kinds of knowledge must be what is really at stake if we are to take any kind of mysticism seriously. (I will have much to say about the second of these ideas.) I will argue that the only – or at least the most – philosophically interesting variety of ineffable knowledge is ineffable propositional knowledge. So, part of my task is to see what sense, if any, can be made of that notion, which requires forays into discussions about the possibility of ineffable propositions, as well as more straightforwardly epistemological issues.  So, much of my discussion – especially in Section 3, on propositions – will be concerned with, and have implications for, wider issues to do with ineffability.

Chapter 1: Mundanely Ineffable Knowledge will make the argument that the most promising candidate for knowledge which is ineffable in a philosophically interesting way is propositional knowledge of ineffable propositions. This is precisely the kind of knowledge which philosopher such as Moore and Jonas deny the possibility of, because they deny the possibility of ineffable truths (an issue I will deal with in the next chapter). Since they think that there is something to mysticism and that it must be to do with some kind of ineffable knowledge, they offer accounts of non-propositional kinds of knowledge which they claim amount to mystical insight (Moore offers know-how or a closely related form of understanding, and Jonas offers knowledge of the self by acquaintance). I will argue that although these – and some other – kinds of knowledge exist and are in the relevant sense ineffable, they are mundanely ineffable: there is nothing intrinsically philosophically interesting about them, so if the ineffability of mystical insight simply amounts to its being of one of these kinds, mysticism cannot be the philosophically rich topic it is often taken to be. Since no item of know-how is strictly expressible, the inexpressibility of mystical insight is mundane if mystical insight is exhausted by know-how. What a person with mystical know-how (or closely related understanding) can do might be philosophically interesting; but the ineffability of their knowing how to do it is not, since it is completely explained by the ubiquitous ineffability of that kind of knowledge, across the board, including in cases of knowing how to do philosophically uninteresting things.
	Similarly, knowledge by acquaintance is mundanely ineffable: what is known in knowing something by acquaintance is generally not strictly expressible, simply because of the kind of things we are generally acquainted with. In being acquainted with a material object, for example, I might count as knowing it; but what I thereby know (the material object) is not the kind of thing which can be expressed (since material objects can be described or referred to, but not literally expressed in the way that a sentence expresses a proposition). An exception is acquaintance with propositions, and perhaps with facts, where the object of acquaintance is of a kind that can be expressed.  But if the ineffability of mystical insight is to be explained in terms of acquaintance with propositions (facts), then since our merely being acquainted with propositions (facts) does not generally amount to mystical insight, it must be the ineffability of the propositions (facts) with which we are acquainted which explains the mystical nature of the insight. This not only shows that mystical insight deserving of the name requires ineffable propositions (facts) (contra Moore and Jonas), if ineffable knowledge is knowledge by acquaintance. It also shows that it is not the acquaintance relation itself which is important, since once we have recourse to ineffable propositions, ineffable knowledge by description should in principle be possible, too.
	An alternative approach is to not seek the ineffability of ineffable knowledge in what is known, but rather to seek it in the knowing somehow. It is tricky to say quite how to understand talk of the ineffability of a knowing, as opposed to of what is known. A natural first attempt is to say that we have an ineffable knowing when the knowledge cannot be shared or transmitted by testimony. But here a dilemma looms. On one hand, if there is knowledge which cannot be shared by testimony where the explanation for that is not that what is known is inexpressible, that is surely because of limits of testimony which are likely to stand in the way in all sorts of cases which we wouldn’t want to call cases of mystical insight (for example, an audience’s existing beliefs might count as defeaters of testimonial warrant in the most mundane range of cases, which we wouldn’t want to say are cases of mystical insight just on that account). But on the other hand, if we focus on limits of testimony which are to do with what is known being inexpressible then we have abandoned the attempt to characterise ineffable knowledge in terms of the ineffability of the knowing rather than in terms of the ineffability of what is known. 
	Having argued that we probably need to appeal to ineffable propositions in order to characterise ineffable knowledge of a philosophically interesting sort on even the acquaintance and limits-of-testimony models, and that know-how and other non-ineffable-propositions-invoking models leave us with only mundanely ineffable knowledge, I will suggest that the most promising characterisation of interestingly ineffable knowledge or mystical insight is the most obvious one, given the role of ineffable propositions we have already seen: propositional knowledge of ineffable propositions. If that is what ineffable insight is, it is not mundanely ineffable in the way acquaintance with objects and perhaps know-how are: what is known in propositional knowledge is of a kind that is perfectly expressible in a very wide range of cases, and propositional knowledge is not generally ineffable knowledge. The interesting thing about mystical insight is that it is knowledge of a kind which is generally expressible, but which is not itself expressible. 
	The propositional knowledge characterisation of mystical insight has some advantages in addition to vindicating the idea that such insight is ineffable in an interesting way. One of these is that it affords a natural account of how mystical insight could play inferential and evidential roles. 
Another is that it nicely explains what we might call mystical illusion, and suggests a straightforward account of other attitudes with ineffable content. It would be surprising if the only interestingly ineffable mental state were knowledge; and there are reasons to think that it isn’t. The ineffable propositional knowledge account invites complementary accounts of ineffable belief, including ineffable false belief, and of ineffable desire, ineffable hope etc. 
Indeed, another reason to think that the ineffable propositional knowledge account is correct is that there seems to be all sorts of ineffable propositional attitudes, and whilst there might be non-propositional kinds of knowledge which could be in play in mystical insight, insisting that ineffable knowledge cannot be ineffable propositional knowledge implies insisting that we endorse non-propositional characterisations of those other ineffable ‘propositional’ attitudes, too; whereas the more natural approach is to simply characterise them all, including ineffable knowledge, in terms of attitudes towards ineffable propositions, at least if we think that in the normal effable cases they are attitudes towards propositions. 
	
Chapter 2: Propositions starts to address perhaps the most immediate objection to the ineffable propositional knowledge account. Both Moore and Jonas argue that mystical insight must be something other than propositional knowledge because there could be no ineffable propositions. I will suggest that there are three sides or aspects to the question of whether there could be. The first, addressed in this chapter, is the propositions question: is there anything about the nature of propositions which means that there could not be (or, indeed, must be) ineffable ones? The second, addressed in the next chapter, is the language question: is there anything about the nature of language, or about expressibility, which means that there could not be (or, indeed, must be) ineffable propositions? And the third, addressed later on, is the motivation question: if the natures of propositions and of language leave it open whether or not there are any ineffable propositions, or if we cannot decide between viable theories of the nature of propositions and of the nature of linguistic expression and some of those theories allow for (or demand) ineffable propositions and others don’t, are there any particular arguments aside from arguments about the nature of propositions and of linguistic expression which suggest that there are (or aren’t) ineffable propositions? Along the way, we will see that some ways of answering these three questions have implications for whether there could be knowledge of ineffable propositions; but we will set the question of whether we can have knowledge of them – or propositional knowledge of which they are the contents – aside until Chapter 4. Until then, the primary focus will be on the possibility of ineffable propositions, rather than on whether we could have epistemic access to them, or to their truth. 
	The propositions question – the focus of this chapter – unsurprisingly receives different answers from different metaphysical theories of propositions. There are some theories of propositions according to which there could not be ineffable ones. One such theory simply identifies propositions with sentences (of a certain kind), or with that-clauses which are sentential components. A reasonably worked-out and slightly better motivated view is Hofweber’s, according to which propositions are just ‘shadows of sentences’. Although Hofweber claims that his ‘internalism’ about propositions talk entails that there can be no ineffable propositions, I will argue that no such conclusion follows – or at least that none follows without begging the question – and that therefore there is no reason to accept that propositions are just ‘shadows of sentences’. 
	My argument against Hofweber’s view, which involves thinking through the relevance of whether that-clauses refer, and the perils of conflating two different conceptions of propositions (as the referents or semantic values of that-clauses, and as the contents of propositional attitudes), will clarify what is at stake in thinking about the nature of propositions, and the relationship between propositions and language. So, I will indulge in it for that reason. In general, I will not adjudicate between different theories of propositions. So, I will note that there are indeed some theories of propositions which preclude ineffable ones.
	But there are surprisingly few. The view that propositions are sets of possible worlds, for example, obviously doesn’t imply that there are no ineffable propositions – and indeed Lewis gives an argument (which I won’t have much to say about) to the effect that there must be ineffable propositions. Similarly, even though Frege himself thought we can only grasp propositions via their expressions and that every proposition can be expressed, he could not have been more explicit that this is not because of the nature of propositions – and although he probably had no good reason to think that they all can be expressed, he was surely right that nothing in his metaphysics of propositions calls for them to be apt for expression. Conceptions of propositions according to which they are even more exotic than Frege thought, such as Merricks’s which shares Frege’s characterisation of them as abstract and essentially representational, but denies that they are structured, similarly leave plenty of space for ineffable ones. 
	Pseudo-Fregean conceptions of propositions which attempt to do without Frege’s ‘third-realm-ism’ such as Dummett’s do tie propositions to expressions so closely that there could be no ineffable ones: according to Dummett, there is no role for propositions composed of senses antecedent to the practice of securing reference for expressions in use. (I will suggest, though, that even Dummett’s own grudging acknowledgement of ‘proto-thoughts’ might reveal reasons to depart from his views about the central role of linguistic expressions.) But plenty of other theories which are motivated by dissatisfaction with the non-naturalism of Frege’s and Merricks’s views do allow for ineffable propositions. Speaks’s view, for example, according to which propositions are properties, doesn’t rule out ineffable ones unless we make some question-begging assumptions about the relevant properties. Similarly, Hanks’s view, according to which propositions are types of acts of predication only entails that there can be no ineffable ones if it is assumed that acts of predication cannot outstrip linguistic representation – which would be question-begging in the context. The same is true of Soames’s not entirely dissimilar view. 
It might seem as if King’s view, according to which propositions are facts about the assignment of syntactic roles to linguistic elements, rules out ineffable propositions, since each proposition is just a fact about a (possible) sentence, which sentence expresses that proposition. But in fact, even King’s view doesn’t ultimately tie propositions to language as closely as it might seem. At least, King himself ends up extending his view to allow for not only maps but also primitive mental states to have propositional content, despite not featuring the kinds of sentential structure his initial presentations of his view emphasise, and for good reasons which anybody sympathetic to his general approach probably should accept. 
Finally, I will consider a view about propositions which is part of some ‘identity theories’ of truth. According to such views, true propositions, at least, are facts. This is glossed by Trueman, in one of the most recent and thorough defences of the idea, in terms of propositional content being truth conditions, and this might suggest that propositions are tied to language: truth conditions are truth conditions of sentences, so each proposition is the truth condition of a sentence, meaning that no proposition fails to be associated with a sentence which has that propositional content. What else could truth conditions be, other than truth conditions of sentences? The obvious answer is: truth conditions of anything truth-apt – including the contents of propositional attitudes. So, once again, unless it is assumed that propositional attitudes cannot have ineffable content (which is simply to assume that there are no ineffable propositions), nothing in the idea of propositions as truth conditions implies that all of them are expressible.  Furthermore, in order to counter sceptical or idealist interpretations of their view, identity theorists have good reason to say that it entails not that the world is like what we always thought propositions are like, but that propositions are like what we always thought the world is like. This implies that there might be ineffable true propositions, simply because there might be facts or ways things are which evade expression. Unless the world is for some reason bound to be fully open to representation or expression, there can be ineffable facts, and hence ineffable propositions and truths.
So, most – though not all – metaphysical theories of propositions allow for ineffable propositions, and ineffable truths. So, most allow what is required for the ineffable propositional knowledge account of mystical insight (and its correlates for other ineffable attitudes). 

In Chapter 3: Expressibility I will turn to the language question: if there is nothing in the nature of propositions which precludes there being ineffable ones, is there instead something in the nature of language which ensures that it will be able to express any proposition? 
A. W. Moore has sketched an argument for the conclusion that every truth – and indeed every representation – must be linguistically expressible. But I will argue that his argument needs to employ a notion of expression so weak that propositions must count as expressing themselves: if expression requires expression by some further item, there is no reason to grant his premise that every truth is expressible (except, that is, for the blatantly question-begging reason that it is assumed that every proposition is linguistically expressible, which is an assumption Moore studiously avoids). This is not in itself a problem, but Moore’s argument requires that only linguistic representation is general enough to be able, in principle, to express the combination of any two representations. This is not true, though, if propositions can express themselves, unless propositions are themselves linguistic items (which the previous section shows they are not, on most theories of propositions), since any two propositions can be combined into a further complex proposition. So, either we have no (non-question-begging) reason to grant that every truth is expressible (on a more demanding conception of expressibility), or the expressibility of every truth doesn’t support the conclusion that each must be linguistically expressible (on a less demanding conception of expressibility). Either way, Moore’s conclusion does not follow, and for all he says there might still be ineffable truths.
	Two further challenges remain. Neither ultimately shows that all propositions must be expressible (even in principle). But one of them does present a serious challenge for the possibility of knowledge of ineffable propositions (and other ineffable propositional attitudes). 
	The less consequential challenge is the suggestion that, given any supposedly ineffable proposition, we could introduce an arbitrary bespoke term in our language which, by stipulation, will stand for that proposition. That will bring it within the purview of our language, for we can now use that term to express that proposition. Thus, there can be no in-principle inexpressible propositions. But this suggestion fails to respect the distinction between referring to something and expressing it. Although this is controversial (and will have been discussed in Section 2), sentences do not refer to propositions, though they do express them. Conversely, names do not express their referents, though they do refer to them. Similarly, our bespoke term would refer to its ineffable proposition, but not express it. Or so I shall try to argue.
	But the remaining challenge, which is superficially similar but not, I think, the same, is the suggestion that demonstrative terms make all propositional contents available for expression: faced with a fact some component of which cannot be adequately captured by any other kind of predicate (such as a phenomenal property, or a way of doing something), we could always pick out that component with a demonstrative term and employ that demonstrative term in a sentence which can then express the proposition representing that fact. (This is basically what intellectualists about know-how say: a sentence such as ‘this is a way to ride a bike’ expresses the propositional knowledge of the person who knows how to ride a bike, even if how to ride a bike cannot be adequately captured by means of any non-demonstrative predicates.) Since the idea here is that demonstrative terms are to be employed in the construction of sentences, rather than being required to stand for propositions all by themselves, my objection to the previous suggestion doesn’t apply: although particular terms don’t express propositions (even if they stand for or refer to them), sentences do. 
	It might be that there is no reason to think that demonstratives are bound to make all propositions expressible. But if that is because employing demonstratives requires cognitive access to what they pick out, a dilemma looms: if by means of employing demonstratives it is possible to express a proposition, then that proposition is not ineffable; but if it is not possible to express a proposition even by means of employing demonstratives, that must be because we lack cognitive access to the fact which is represented by the relevant ineffable proposition, which rules out having knowledge of it – so, if there could be ineffable propositions, they could not be the contents of ineffable propositional knowledge. Thus, it might seem that the only defence of ineffable propositions implies that they must be not only inexpressible, but also unknowable – which obviously undermines the idea that there could be ineffable propositional knowledge. 
	It is plausible, though, that employing demonstratives to express a proposition doesn’t require cognitive access to what those demonstratives pick out. Everything turns, then, on why else we might doubt that the demonstrative strategy can render every proposition expressible. This is perhaps the greatest challenge to the ineffable propositional knowledge account of mystical insight. Is there a reason to think that even by means of demonstratives we might not be able to express every proposition, which doesn’t itself undermine the possibility of ineffable propositional knowledge? Perhaps there is, but it is not at all obvious that there will be. (The Postscript will address the question of what follows if this dilemma does indeed preclude ineffable knowledge: see below.)

In Chapter 4: Knowledge of the Ineffable I will try to think through what propositional knowledge of ineffable truths might require in addition to the existence of ineffable truths. 
We do not know what it is we believe, or what it is we know or hope for, or what the contents of our attitudes are generally by means of grasping expressions of those contents, except perhaps in unusual cases (such as when we find ourselves saying something and realise that it reflects a hope or an item of knowledge we didn’t know we had). (If knowing what the contents of our attitudes are required grasping expressions of them, it would be hard to see how we could come to recognise which sentences express them and which don’t in the first place.) So, we might come to identify and understand ineffable propositions (including ineffable truths) by means of ordinary insight into the contents of our mental states or attitudes, if those attitudes contain ineffable propositions in the first place. (I will suggest that this is just our being acquainted with what those contents are.) And how could we come to have such propositions as contents of our attitudes? Perhaps by ordinary means, such as perception: if perception has propositional content, and there can be ineffable propositions, why should the propositional content of perception never be ineffable? And if it could be, why should that ineffable content not be the content of beliefs, since perception can generally ground and cause beliefs which inherit its content (as when I see that there is a tree in front of me, and hence believe – indeed know – that there is)? Or perhaps by means of pure intellection: if there is rational insight into logical facts, why not rational insight into ineffable facts of some kinds (perhaps including logical kinds)? 
Of course, being acquainted with ineffable truths in our propositional attitudes generally does not suffice for knowledge of them: we are acquainted with what the contents of our attitudes are (when we are thus acquainted: sometimes we are not); it takes more to know that those contents are true. Nonetheless, noticing the availability of ineffable propositional content for reflection upon, and reference to, is important: the mere fact that we have some ineffable truth as the content of an attitude might be epistemically significant, even if its significance is not that we know that ineffable truth. (Our being able to know and refer to what it is we are thinking, even if we cannot express it, is important for the suggestions I will make in Section 5.)
	So, what does it take to go further, and have knowledge of an ineffable truth, whether or not it is recognised as the content of some attitude? I will argue that in the absence of good arguments to the contrary, we should think that the answer is: whatever is required for knowledge of truths generally. Obviously, testimony cannot straightforwardly be a source of ineffable propositional knowledge – although even there, it is only being told the truth in question which is ruled out; to the extent that testimony can transmit knowledge by means of implication or implicature, for example, there is no reason to think it powerless to transmit ineffable knowledge (since what is implied, or conversationally or conventionally implicated need only be a proposition, not necessarily an expressible one). But we should assume that perception might be able to afford knowledge of ineffable facts, just as it affords knowledge of expressible ones. We should assume that memory can play more or less the same epistemic roles in relation to the ineffable as to the expressible. And we should assume that inference of all sorts can extend our knowledge of and to the ineffable. 
	Since entailment is primarily a relation between propositions (not sentences), deduction is not limited to the expressible, and so long as we can grasp the propositions we need for a deduction we can (in principle) perform that kind of inference. Since ineffable propositions are propositions, they can also presumably play a role in induction, even if probabilistic reasoning requires the assignment of probabilities to propositions. And similarly, in virtue of their being propositions, graspable ones can presumably play a role in explanation and in other aspects of abductive inference: an explanation might itself be ineffable (but still the best, and the one we therefore have good reason to believe, perhaps unto knowledge), and there might be ineffable truths speaking in favour of or against effable explanations (such as ineffable data or predictions) which are a basis for preferring some over others. 
	
In the next chapters, I will consider whether there are any reasons to expect there to be ineffable propositions, and particularly whether there are any reasons to expect there to be ineffable propositional knowledge. In Section 5: Resisting ‘Semantic Dismissiveness’ I will discuss a family of views and arguments which claim to derive substantive philosophical conclusions from considerations of semantic coherence. The arguments I have in mind purport to show that some thesis is intelligible but necessarily false, because it is self-defeating. But what is shown to be self-defeating (if the arguments work at all) is that our best expressions of those theses are necessarily false. I will argue that it might be a further question whether the theses we are trying to express are false. The two examples of ‘semantic dismissiveness’ I’ll discuss are Putnam’s famous semantic argument purporting to show that if we can say that we are brains in vats then we are not, in fact, brains in vats; and Trueman’s recent argument purporting to show that our best characterisation of the possibility of alien metaphysical structure involves a self-defeating false claim.  
In each case, there is a thesis (the ‘brain in a vat hypothesis’, or the ‘possibility of alien structure’) which we recognise as under discussion, and which it is allowed can be stated. But it is then argued that the best candidate for an expression of that thesis is a necessary (self-defeating) falsehood. It is then immediately concluded that although we can make sense of the thesis, it could not possibly be true. This conclusion is not unreasonable, just so long as the thesis is indeed expressed by – or does indeed entail what is expressed by – that best expression of it. But just as the person closest to Rabbit might not be close to Rabbit at all, and the tallest person might not be tall (since these comparative predicates can be used to describe what falls short but by the least amount), the best expression of a thesis might not express it. The propositions we have in mind prompted by the best expressions of the brain in a vat hypothesis or the alien structure hypothesis might not be quite the propositions which the self-defeating sentences that do the best we can at putting those hypotheses into words express. This is possible if there are inexpressible positions which can be the contents of belief and knowledge: our best attempts at expressing those propositions might do well enough to prompt us to think them, but not actually express them (just as a string of words which doesn’t form a sentence can prompt us to entertain, believe and even know a particular proposition, although that string of words cannot express that proposition, for it expresses no proposition at all). 
The pervasive temptation – and our pervasive tendency – to try to talk about these theses suggests (though of course it doesn’t entail) that we recognise that they might be true; and there are other reasons to think that they might be true, too – reasons to do with what would be coherently statable from other perspectives, even by the lights of the arguments in question. If Putnam’s or Trueman’s semantic arguments are correct but the theses we have in mind (referred to by ‘these theses’ in the previous sentence) might be true, then our best expressions of those theses cannot in fact be expressions of them, for a possibly true proposition cannot be expressed by a necessarily false sentence. And we might justifiably be more confident that there is something we have in mind (though we cannot articulate it) and that what we have in mind is possibly true despite the semantic arguments, than we are that the expressions which have been shown to be self-defeating express what we have in mind.
	A response along something like these lines to Putnam’s argument has been considered and rejected by Button. I will argue that his way of dealing with it is undermined by the possibility of ineffable propositions, for his approach assumes that all there is for radical scepticism to be in the wake of Putnamian semantic arguments is a feeling of anxiety, which we are entitled to regard as not calling for any further philosophical response. But even if feelings of anxiety don’t amount to compelling philosophical reasons, propositional knowledge of relevant facts does – and residual scepticism might be based on propositional knowledge of an ineffable truth (which we come closest to expressing but fail to express by saying that we might, for all we know, be brains in vats). Button’s complacency is only reasonable if we already know that such propositional knowledge is not possible (and the previous sections will have argued that knowing this is not as easy as it might have seemed – although it might not be impossible). The point applies just as well in defence of residual doubts about how far Trueman’s semantic argument gets us. 

In Chapter 6: Showing Ineffable Truths (and Recognising Them) I will take something of a detour into the debate about how Wittgenstein’s Tractatus should be read, briefly explaining that the ineffable propositional knowledge account of mystical insight affords an attractive reading of Tractarian doctrines about what can be shown but not said – a reading which vindicates ‘traditional’, now perhaps seemingly old-fashioned readings. Those resistant to (full-blown) ‘resolute’ understandings of the supposed lessons of the Tractatus have often felt forced to say things about how insights might be conveyed, and what those insights might amount to, which are apt to seem inadequate or puzzling. But notwithstanding the fact that Wittgenstein himself failed to see how there could be ineffable propositions, neo-(early-)Wittgensteinians might profitably appeal to the idea that the philosophically significant things which can be shown but not said are ineffable facts (about how language works, for example), which can be objects of propositional knowledge. So, although my discussion throughout this work is not at all an attempt to elucidate or interpret the Tractatus, one of its lessons is that those such as A. W. Moore who are sympathetic to Tractarian views on a non-resolute reading have recourse to more than they have traditionally thought they are entitled to: they have been premature in finding themselves embarrassed to simply claim that what can be shown is ineffable truth. Correlatively, resolutists in the debate about showing what cannot be said have not done enough to establish their key claim that the notion of ineffable truth is incoherent. Similar points might apply, for all I know, to related debates about other philosophers’ doctrines. 
	
My conclusion will be that the ineffable propositional knowledge account of mystical insight has several philosophical advantages. Adopting it means that we can understand ineffable knowledge of philosophically interesting kinds – including its various epistemic roles and how it relates to other mental states and propositional attitudes – by means of only the merest modifications of our normal theories of knowledge, inference, perception and all sorts of other things. It also affords a unified account of ineffable attitudes, explaining how the ineffable that we know can be the ineffable which we hope for, and why there can also be ineffable false beliefs. And it accounts for the philosophically interesting character of mystical insight: it is knowledge which cannot be expressed, even though it of a kind which normally can. 
	There might be some reasons to think that there is ineffable knowledge, and these reasons might suggest that it is propositional knowledge. In Section 5, I will have argued that one such reason (I don’t mean to suggest it is the only one by any means) might be that Putnam’s and Trueman’s dismissive semantic arguments are correct so far as they go, but what they show is that our best attempts at expressing some thesis fail to express it (not that that thesis is false). That argument is based upon our insight into a possibility which it turns out cannot coherently be expressed. Since possibilities are propositional, if there is anything at all to this argument it implies that our insight is an item of propositional knowledge.
The most obvious objections to the ineffable propositional knowledge account rest upon more controversial assumptions – about the nature of propositions, or about our epistemic access to the ineffable – than is often recognised. It might be that there could be no such thing as ineffable truth, or knowledge of such truth. But there might be, and if there is it might be slightly less exotic – but no less important – than we assume. And if we find out that there is no such truth or knowledge, that is a substantive philosophical discovery, rather than an assumption we are entitled to make confidently. 

A postscript (which might be elevated to a chapter in the main text) will consider the kind of modesty which is required by the possibility that there could be ineffable truths, but that we might not be able to have knowledge of them – or definitely cannot have knowledge of them. I will suggest that it is just the kind of modesty we already have abundant reason for, given that we have no reason to assume that we have access to even the most expressible of truths (including those of the most important kinds). So, unknowable ineffable truths should not frustrate any reasonable expectations we could have had. But I will be at pains to point out – especially in the light of my efforts on behalf of ‘ineffable scepticism’ in Chapter 5, which might misleadingly imply that I see some merit in scepticism – that this neither amounts to nor depends upon any kind of scepticism worthy of the same.
I will also consider how far some of the arguments I will have given vindicate the idea that there could be truths that are not just inexpressible (in language), but unthinkable. These issues are deep and extensive, so my discussion will not be able to do much more than point to future work. But I will argue that plenty of answers to the propositions question allow for unthinkable propositions, and that there might even be some answers to the motivation question which give us reason to think that there are such propositions. One (not the only) suggestion along these lines arises from my discussion of the Tractatus, in Chapter 6: a slightly less revisionary neo-Wittgensteinianism still expands the notion of a proposition beyond Wittgenstein’s own conception, but retains more or less his restrictions on what can be thought. Arguably, this is closer to what Frege was already wrestling with: as we will have seen, his conception of propositions (confusingly called ‘thoughts’!) allows for inexpressible ones; but he took it that our access to them (our thinking those thoughts) requires their clothing in linguistic garb. And in general, ‘language of thought’ conceptions of the mental might (but might not) give is reason to take unthinkable truths seriously, at least given certain – mainstream – views about the metaphysics of propositions. 
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