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Being Shown the Transcendent


A Critique of Ayer's Language, Truth, and Logic





	A.J. Ayer (1910-1989), in his 1936 work Language, Truth, and Logic, sets about to establish a principle by which it may be judged whether a particular claim is factually meaningful or whether it is completely vacuous and can be dismissed.  Ayer says that according to this principle all of metaphysics is rightly classified as meaningless.  In the preface to his work Ayer writes, "It will be found that much of what ordinarily passes for philosophy is metaphysical according to this criterion, and, in particular, that it can not be significantly asserted that there is a non-empirical world of values, or that men have immortal souls, or that there is a transcendent God."  I intend to show that Ayer's conclusion is in error because transcendent realities could conceivably be logically inferred by human beings.


	Ayer begins by describing how one would attack any metaphysician who claims knowledge of a transcendent reality beyond the phenomenal world.  "Must he not begin, as other men do," asks Ayer, "with the evidence of his senses?  And if so, what valid process of reasoning can possibly lead him to the conception of a transcendent reality?  Surely from empirical premises nothing whatsoever concerning the properties, or even the existence, of anything super-empirical can legitimately be inferred."  (Baird 170)  Ayer considers it always "logically unjustified" to "venture into a non-empirical world" by "relying on empirical premises". (Baird 171)


	Yet, Ayer goes on to note that simply because the metaphysician's conclusions are entirely unjustified does not necessarily mean that they are useless.  It is by applying his proposed verification principle that Ayer believes metaphysical questions may be taken completely off the table of consideration.  Ayer's principle is that a claim is "factually significant to any given person, if, and only if, he knows how to verify the proposition which it purports to express---That is, if he knows what observations would lead him, under certain conditions, to accept the proposition as being true or reject it as being false." (Baird 172)  Since, according to Ayer, it is obviously true that no one can legitimately infer transcendent realities from the empirical, there is absolutely no conceivable way to verify or refute transcendent metaphysical claims.  Therefore, all such metaphysical claims are devoid of meaningfulness.


	This paper disagrees with the premise which Ayer has taken for granted in his argument: "Surely from empirical premises nothing whatsoever concerning the properties, or even the existence, of anything super-empirical can legitimately be inferred." (Baird 171)  Ayer's logic seems insurmountable at first consideration:  For humans can only know that which they can somehow experience.  Furthermore, the fact that the transcendent is outside the limits of possible human experience is the very definition of transcendence.  Put these together and it establishes that humans can never know the transcendent.  However, there is a vital point which Ayer either overlooks or brushes aside:  Though the transcendent is ungraspable by man, man may not be out of the reach of the transcendent.


	Imagine a transcendent and powerful Being.  Now suppose that this Being wanted to become known to man.  A transcendent Being cannot be experienced by man directly, but it is possible, at least in principle, that this Being could self-manifest in some way within empirical reality.  Sensible signs or perceivable messages could be used to make contact.  These sensible things would not in themselves be transcendent, but the transcendent would be their immediate source, and man could recognize this fact.  Thus, a transcendent Being could conceivably make its existence known by communicating to man in a sensible ways.  [Note that the "transcendent Being" in this argument could perhaps stand for God, immortal human souls, angels, or demons.  In the preface to his work (quoted in the introduction) Ayer had explicitly precluded the first two of these from possible existence.]


	There is the possible objection that man could never be absolutely sure that such indications are truly transcendent in origin.  But even if this is true, it is not a counter-argument that Ayer may employ in his own defense.  It is Ayer's view that certainty regarding any question of existence, any "matter of fact", is impossible.  "Indeed, it will be our contention that no proposition, other than a tautology, can possibly be anything more than a probable hypothesis." (Baird 173)  For Ayer, there is never complete certainty when it comes to statements about existent reality.


	The scenario previously described in this paper is a means by which a claim concerning a transcendent reality could be verified by empirical evidence.  There are perhaps other ways such realities could be known, but one case is enough disprove Ayer's view.  This paper has shown that there are cases in which transcendent realities (should they exist) could (in principle) be logically inferred through human experience.  Ayer rejected this possibility, but he has failed to note that simply because the transcendent is beyond man does not mean that man is beyond the reach of the transcendent.


