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ON PRESUPPOSITIONS AND PRESUPPOSING

n this paper I propose briefly to

define what presupposing is and

what presuppositions are, and to
outline a way out of the contempo-
rary Scepticism and Relativism re-
garding them and consequently all
of our life and thought. 1T shall do
this with reference to the two great
philosophers of presuppositions and
presuppositional  philosophy.
Michael Polanyi and R.G. Coliing-
wood, though 1 shall merely touch
upon the principal elements in their
thinking.

1 The contemporary prob-

lem with presuppositions

I think we can take it for granted
today that the enterprise of critical,
justificatory or foundational phi-
losophy has come to an end, that
no one any longer seeks critically
to examine and to justify our
fundamental beliefs, categories,
presuppositions, schemata, frame-
works, and so forth. For one thing,
the desire, in Husserl’s words, for a
‘rigorous’ and ‘presuppositioniess’
philosophy, itself presupposes that
such an endeavour 1is possible.
Equally, we can also take it for
granted that the Positivist claim has
been refuted, that it is not the case
that in natural science, or some
parts of it, and its basis in percep-
tion we can find pure experience
and knowledge uncontaminated by
anything we bring to it, especially
metaphysical beliefs and concep-
tions about the structure of the
world.

As Polanyi, and following him
Kuhn and Feyerabend have shown,
and as Dr Preston and Fr Moleski
will explain in more detail, natural
science 1s not the impersonal appli-
cation of a mechanical method,
whether Bacon’s or Mill’s rules of
induction or Popper’s falsification
of randomly generated hypotheses

R T Allen

to be stored away in some third
world of libraries and data-banks.
Its emergence and subsequent de-
velopment are governed by the
creation of quite new ways of
thinking about the world as well as
by the routine accumulation of new
observations and experimental re-
sults. In The Idea of Nature,
Collingwood traced the successive
world-pictures of European science,
from its origins among the Tonians
to Einstein. And perception itseif
inevitably creates in our minds a
conception of the earth as at rest
while things move on its surface
and sun, moon and stars move over
it (PK p. 296). We are born
geocentrics and flat-earthers, until
and if we are taught otherwise.

Nor can we escape philosophy
and fundamental beliefs by retreat-
mg with Wittgenstein Marks I and
I to the impoverished meanings of
the language of a science inter-
preted, respectively, as picturing or
verification, or with Wittgenstein
Mark III to the games of a suppos-
edly ordinary and unphilosophical
language. For, as Polanyi pointed
out, the leamming of a language
itself depends upon the use of
induction and commits us to belief
in its validity and efficacy (PK p.
315), and the language that we
learn embodies in its vocabulary
(i.e. the vocabulary which it ac-
tively uses for referring to and
dealing with the world, and not
remnants of previous vocabularies,
such as ‘ghost’ today, which are
now used only in fiction, in refer-
ring to the unendorsed beliefs of
others, or in casual, meaningless
oaths) our view of the world and
our inventory of its contents (PK
p.112). The languages of modern
Europeans embody world-views
very different from those of such as
the Azande, which, for example.

cannot express the idea of acciden-
tal death (PK pp. 287-94).

We bring to experience frame-
works, schemata and categories
which cannot be wholly derived
from experience, for they determine
what we regard as genuine or
tllusory experience. We can be
taught by experience only insofar
as we regard it as veridical. As
Collingwood said (in ‘Faith and
Reason’ p. 1391 ), ‘We thus pos-
sess certain pieces of knowledge
about the world [that it is a unity,
that there are laws of nature, that
conclusions following logically
from true premisses are themselves
true| which we did not acquire, and
cannot criticise, by scientific meth-
ods’. The Rationalist demand for
proof or evidence before belief can
never be met. Like all such posi-
tions, it refutes itself, for it itself is
held without proot or evidence, and
any alleged proof or evidence
would itself have to be proved to
be proof or have evidence that it
was evidence (i.e. both valid and
refevant), which in turn would
require two further sets of proof or
evidence (for its validity and rel-
evance), and so on ad infinitum to
ever-branching powers of two. Pop-
per had to acknowledge that his
critical rationalism was, in its own
terms, irrationally held (The Open
Society, 1, pp.230-1).

It seems that we are left, as
many proclaim today, with Relativ-
ism. We have our perspective,
world-view, fundamental beliefs,
and others have theirs, and there
neither is nor can be any rational
choice between them for there are
no universal and context-free prin-
ciples to which we can appeal. Our
standards are only owr standards,
and, if we think that we do have
universal principles, then we un-
warrantedly universalising our own,
limited, temporal and provincial
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ones. We can either continue vainly
and imperialisticly to hanker after
universal principles, which would
critically establish the one valid set
of fundamental beliefs, the one
adequate language, the ome all-
embracing perspective or route to a
view above all perspectives, a
‘view from nowhere’; or we can
give up such futile yearnings and,
with Nietzsche and his modem
disciples such as Rorty, joyfully
delight in our freedom from the
constraints of value and truth. De-
spair or madness seem to be the
only alternatives left to us.

In this paper, intended to intro-
duce today’s discussion of funda-
mental beliefs and presuppositions,
I shall not directly propose a way
out of that dilemma. Instead, I shall
examine what it 1S to presuppose
something, and sketch the role that
fundamental presuppositions play
in life and thought. Once we grasp
this, 1 think, our situation will not
seem so desperate.

2 Presupposing and pre-
suppositions defined

What is it to presuppose some-
-thing? The one philosopher to at-
tempt a detailed answer was R.G.
Collingwood. Collingwood’s ac-
count was based on his Logic of
Question and Answer, only briefly
sketched in his Autobiography and
the Essay on Metaphysics, accord-
ing to which statements have mean-
ing and are true or false only as
answers to questions. I think that
quite a lot can be said for that
account, but shall not go to it here.
What matters for us 1s that Colling-
wood regards presuppositions as
the presuppositions of questions,
and each question has only one
presupposition from which it mm-
mediately arises. Thus, ‘Why did
that line break?’ presupposes that
the line has broken. He divides
presuppositions into two dichoto-
mous classes, relative and absolute.
A relative one stands to one ques-
tion as its presupposition and to
another as its answer. In contrast,

an absolute presupposition is never
an answer to any question. Science
(i.e. any body of organised knowl-
edge) deals with relative presuppo-
sitions, but metaphysics picks up
absolute ones. Yet it does not ask
whether they are true or not, still
less does it seek to justify them, but
only to discover whether they have
been presupposed, or, rather, what
have been the presuppositions of a
science at a given phase of its
history. Metaphysics is therefore an
historical study.

This account poses certain diffi-
culties.

Firstly, Collingwood’s claim
that absolute presuppositions are
neither true nor faise because they
are not answers to questions: they
are simply presupposed. Colling-
wood argues that the logical effi-
cacy of any presupposition depends
upon its being supposed, not on its
truth or falsity, nor even on its
being thought to be true. In a sense
that is true, as when we make
assumptions which we do not know
to be true m order to infer their
consequences and thus to see if
they are true or false, or, when
believing them to be false, to infer
their manifestly false consequences
in order to prove that they are faise.
But when we suppose that X is Y,
we suppose that it is frue that X is
Y, even though we may believe it
to be false. Likewise we presup-
pose that X is Y is true, that the
line has broken when asking why it
has broken. So too with absolute
presuppositions. To use some illus-
trations from FM Chap. VI, Newto-
nian physics absolutely presup-
posed that some events have
causes, ‘Kantian’ physics that all
have causes, and Einsteinian sci-
ence that none have causes.
Collingwood, chiding Positivists
(but not Russeil) with clinging to
Kantian physics, clearly implies
that they mistakenly think that all
events have causes and that it is
false that all, indeed any, events
have causes. Presupposing is pre-
supposing to be true or false.

Secondly, as Krausz pointed out
(in his own contribution to Critical
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Essays on the Philosophy of R.G.
Collingwood, ed. Krausz, OUP
1972) some absolute presupposi-
tions presuppose others: e.g. the
Conservation of Matter presupposes
the existence of matter. It is not so
clear that a sharp division can be
made between absolute and relative
ones, and I would suggest that we
need to distinguish sub-species of
them at different levels of general-
ity: for example, those of a science
at a given phase, as in the example
already cited; those of a science
itself, which distinguish it from
other sciences and from the non-
science from which it has emerged;
and those of any coherent thought
whatsoever.

Let us start again, without par-
ticular reference to questions and
answers. 1 wish to distinguish
among supposing, assuming and
presupposing.

1. ‘Suppose’ suggests explicit
rather than implicit acts, and there-
fore voluntary ones: we use it
especially when inviting someone
to make an assumption or when
stating our own.

2. "Assume’ i1s used in the same
way as ‘suppose’ but it is also
used, and more frequently than is
‘suppose’, to refer to implicit and
involuntary acts, in which we are
not aware of the assumptions we
are making. That 1s, it then refers to
what is implied by what we do,
think or say, rather than to what we
are aware of and intend to do, or
think or say.

3. In contrast, aithough both ‘sup-
pose’ and especially ‘assume’ are
used to apply to the following, I
propose to use the less common
term, ‘presuppose’, to refer only to
what we tacitly do, af the moment
of doing it, when we act, think or
speak. In that way presupposing is
involuntary: we can choose to do or
not to do X which presupposes Y,
but we cannot directly to choose to
presuppose Y. What we can do is
to choose to perform or not per-
form acts which we think to pre-
suppose Y.

The logical relation common to
all three terms is one of ‘backwards



implication’, of what must be the
case if X is true or possible.
Presuppositions are logical anteced-
ents, whereas implications or entail-
ments are logical consequences.
Kant’s principle, that ‘ought’ im-
plies ‘can’, is really one of presup-
position: if I ought to do X, then
whatever condition, V, would make
my performance of X possible, is
therefore presupposed to be the
case, otherwise the question of
whether | ought to do X or not,
does not arise.

Presuppositions, therefore, are
what we tacitly assume to be the
case or to be possible (or the
reverse) when we engage in a
specific activity upon a particular
occasion. Jumping out of the fry-
mg-pan, | presuppose that any-
where else, including the fire, is
less painful. Rununing onto a
wooden bridge across a chasm, 1
presuppose that it will bear my
weight. Standing on the edge while
I test it with my foot, I presuppose
that the edge is firm and that my
tapping of the deck of the bridge
with my foot will give me some
clue as to its capacity to bear my
weight.

We have thus broadened the
scope of presuppositions: they are
those of any and all types of action
and activity, and not just those of
the asking of questions.

We can see now that we make,
and cannot but make presupposi-
tions, because we live, think and
act in situations and circumstances
and with and upon materials.
Everything we intend to do, makes
some presuppositions about what
the current situation or set of
circumstances 1s or is not, and what
it can or cannot lead to. Only God,
who is above all situations and
circumstances, is free from presup-
positions.

We can now also offer a re-
definition of absolute presupposi-
tions: they are those which we
cannot but make in any form of
action in any and all circumstances
or situations. And below them we
can define sets of less relative or
more general presuppositions which

apply to whole types of activity and
situation, such as, as suggested
above, those of a specific science at
a particular phase in its history, of
that science in all its phases, of any
science or disciplined form of in-
vestigation and organised body of
knowledge arising from it.

It also follows that presupposi-
tions are not a sub-class of some-
thing else, alongside fundamental
beliefs, first principles, categories,
axioms, frameworks, schemata,
paradigms, or whatever other high-
level and controlling principles
which can be discerned in our
living, thinking and acting. Rather,
all such principles as we use to
organise thought and action are
themselves presupposed to be true,
valid or appropriate to our thought
and action in the world.

3 Philosophy and presup-
positions

Philosophy, I suggest. is the study
of absolute and more general pre-
suppositions. That means, as
Collingwood said, it is a historical
study. Now at this point, Colling-
wood has often been misunder-
stood, partly because of his own
denial that absolute presuppositions
are true or false, but mostly be-
cause his critics have an idea of
history that is fixated at the level of
‘chronicle’—the retelling of mostly
distinct events, recorded from the
outside—and which has not yet
risen to what [ would call ‘history
proper’ in parallel to Colling-
wood’s own use of ‘art proper’, i.e.
history as re-enactment and thus, as
Collingwood rightly insisted, criti-
cal re-enactment. For the historian
re-enacts what he is studying, not
only in its own context, but also in
his own: e.g. in studying the eco-
nomic life and policies of a previ-
ous age, he not uses the economic
ideas of the time, but his own, and
today that means modern econom-
ics, so that he can and should be
able to see more, e.g. inflation, in
the past situation than those who
lived and acted in it did, and to see

more correctly those features that
they did see, and thus to grasp how
and why their policies succeeded or
failed. A genuine history of science
likewise imaginatively rethinks the
thoughts of scientists: it apprehends
what they knew, the problems they
faced, the likely solutions and pro-
cedures that were to hand, the
conjectures that they made, the
experiments they performed, and
the results they obtained; and it
does so also in the light of current
knowledge which accredits their
discoveries and explains their fail-
ures and errors. It is in the labora-
tory, working with the scientist, and
not outside looking in and looking
at.

Polanyi, especially in The Study
of Man, in effect generalised
Collingwood’s  ‘re-enactment’ as
‘indwelling’ to cover all apprehen-
sion of human action, and of
animal activity, whereby we attend
from its subsidiary details, as does
the agent himself, to their meaning,
i.e. the action itself, its governing
intention and the agent’s grasp of
the situation in which he 1s acting.
Any detached observation, as pro-
fessed by Behaviourism, cannot
work, for it must destroy the latter
in attempting to focus upon the
former, and 1n fact it tacitly supple-
ments and interprets the former by
reference to the latter. I saw a cat
looking intently up a tree in the
garden; | followed its gaze, looking
myself from the cat and 70 the
branches of the tree, and saw the
squirrel trapped up there; I thus
mdwelt or re-enacted the cat’s
direction of its attention and its
desire to catch the squirrel. De-
tached observation of the cat as a
physical object, would have ig-
nored the tree and never seen the
squirrel.

Now it seems to me that the
charge of Relativism which Po-
lanyi, Kuhn, Feyerabend and others
have incurred in their accounts of
the development and procedures of
science, arise from either their own
failure (but certainly not in the case
of Polanyi) to re-enact, and thus
critically to re-enact, the thinking
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and procedures of scientists, which
instead they have externally ob-
served, or from a similar failure on
the part of their critics: a third
possibility is a failure on both
sides. | shall return to this theme in
a moment.

Another misunderstanding is
that ‘history’ refers to the past as
distinct from the present. But, inso-
far as there is continuity, we are
studying our own presuppositions,
and, as the past is more and more
recent, so there will be more conti-
nuity than discontinuity.

And there is a second, and
perfectly good sense of ‘historical’
which Collingwood himself in-
voked in The New Leviathan, of
Locke’s ‘plain historical method’,
where one studies the patterns and
structures of one’s own thinking as
an instance of the human mind
generally, or, specifically, that of
the modern European mind. For
whether one’s own thinking and
action or another’s, whether as
present or as encapsulated m the
present, one begins with empirical
fact, what is or has been thought
and said and done. (Hence Colling-
wood’s perfectly valid identifica-
tion of history, which is philosophi-
cal in being critical re-enactment,
and philosophy, which is historical
in starting from historical fact.)
Here again, what is needed is
critical re-thinking of one’s own
thoughts. Hume’s scepticism arose,
certainly in part, from his attempt
merely to observe the workings of
his own mind, and so its logic
escaped him.

But one thing Collingwood did
get wrong: his claim that metaphys-
ics (rather, philosophy in general)
always has been a study of presup-
positions. For it is quite clear that
modern  philosophy has largely

been Critical, Justificatory or Foun-

dational philosophy, which has
taken its task to be, not just to find,
but to assess, justify or ‘found’ our
presuppositions, and thus, in the
Hegelian sense, to ‘overcome’
them, to raise them from being
acritically presupposed, or wncriti-
cally presupposed as those philoso-

phers would put it, to being criti-
cally, rationally and justifiably
held. Moreover, insofar as pre-
modern philosophers thought that
they could formulate first principles
axioms which were self-evidently,
necessarily true, then they too were
seeking something more than
‘mere’ presuppositions. (From what
Dr Hick’s says, was Thomas Reid
at times trying to do that despite
himself?)

Finally and explicitly to bring
together the two sides that Colling-
wood set out somewhat separately
in Lssay on Philosophical Method
and Essay on Metaphysics (but are
to be found conjoined at the start of
his career in Religien and Philoso-
phy and at the end in The New
Leviathan), philosophy is not sim-
ply history, which focuses upon
what is unique and individual in
the individual fact; for, in contrast,
it seeks the universal and necessary
in the individual fact from which it
starts: that 1s, to find those absolute
presuppositions (metaphysical,
epistemological, axiological and
moral) which are presupposed by
all our thought and action, or those
(again, metaphysical, epistemologi-
cal, axiological and moral) which
are presupposed in more specific
types of activity, such as morality,
practical life, science, historical
thinking, or art.

9 The truth of presupposi-

tions

Although Collingwood was wrong
to isolate absolute presuppositions
from truth and falsity, he rightly
held that we cannot treat them as
relative  presuppositions, whose
truth or falsity can be questioned
and answered in the same way as
those questions and answers of
which they are the presuppositions.
We seek to answer, ‘Is that line
broken?” in the same way as ‘How
did that line come to be broken?’
For, if they are what, oxymoron-
icly, 1 may call “specifically’, ‘de-
partmentally’ or ‘regionally’ abso-
lute presuppositions, i.e. those
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which are presupposed by any
performance of a specific activity
or set of activities such as natural
science, then they cannot be argued
for in the same way as are proposi-
tions or procedures arising within
that activity. If contiguity or the
denial of action at a distance was a
presupposition of pre-modern sci-
ence, then no evidence from within
pre-modern science could establish
it or disprove it, precisely because
it acted as a standard for what
could count as scientific evidence.
Again, if the conservation of matter
and energy is a presupposition of
any physics and natural science
whatsoever, then it cannot be
proved or refuted by any scientific
procedure or experiments. For all
such procedures and experiments
are scientific only as presupposing
those principles. and any putative
evidence to the contrary is non-
scientific and to be explained away
as some sort of error, illusion or
dirt-effect, or, from outside natural
science altogether, as, in the strictly
theological sense, a miracle.

It seems that we are therefore
left with some sort of Humean
scepticism, according to which this
is just the way our minds work as a
matter or habit or custom, or
contemporary Relativism, accord-
ing to which this is just the way our
modern European science operates.

In part, as I have suggested, this
view arises from the adoption of an
attitude of detached observation.
Indeed, it may be adopted and
promoted, and I think that it often
is, precisely in order to subvert the
credibility of that which is suppos-
edly being studied. The one thing
that one needs strongly to suspect
are the ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’
and the motives of those who
promote it. In the case of Marxist
or Marxisant sociologists, they are
easy to discern.

It also arises from the Rational-
ist Method of Doubt which, in turn,
derives from the conviction that
nothing should be believed without
good reasons, evidence or proof,
ultimately logically necessary
proof, to be provided by a critical




or ‘transcendental’ philosophy
which will examine and justify or
‘found” our presuppositions and
fundamental beliefs. Yet this way
of conducting philosophy is one of
Bad Faith. No critical or founda-
tional philosopher lives, or could
live, by his professed maxims.
Descartes made that perfectly clear
when he stated that, in the mean-
time, he would continue with his
existing beliefs: an Interimsethik.
While Hume, having come to moral
scepticism in his study, locked
away the results with the thought
that they might not really be useful,
and went off to forget them by
playing blackgammon. Any critical
or justificatory approach is corrupt
from the outset.

What, then, should we do? The
answer is simple: face the facts.
And they are that faith precedes
reason and knowledge, or, rather,
as Collingwood said in the title of
the essay, ‘reason is faith cuitivat-
ing itself*2: the whole life of man is
fides quaerens intellectum (p.120).
The critical approach inverts the
natural and necessary order of
things: it puts doubt before faith,
knowledge before belief, and ulti-
mate before proximate beliefs.
What we are sure of is, for exam-
ple, the current set of scientific
theories and procedures and not any
formulation of the premisses of
science.

We do not believe in the existence of
facts because of our anterior and
securer belief in any explicit logical
presuppositions of such a belief, but
on the contrary, we believe in certain
explicit presuppositions of factuality
only because we have discovered that
they are implied in our belief in the
existence of facts (PK p. 162).

What we need to do is to
recognise our own commitment to
our proximate beliefs, for example,
in everyday perception or in the
current state of physics or historical
research or surgery. (A critical
philosopher makes no attempt to
apply his philosophy when suffer-
ing from acute appendicitis.)
Gnothé seauton means Gnothé to

hon pistés. Our first task in phi-
losophy is explicitly to acknow-
ledge what we believe, and then we
can proceed, as far as is possible,
to trace what we thereby tacitly
presuppose. The only possible ‘jus-
tification’ of the presuppositions of
contemporary science (X, Y, Z) is
that they are its presuppositions: 1.€.
that contemporary science employs
such and such procedures and af-
firms such and such propositions
and theories, and that in fact they
presuppose X, Y, Z as what must
be the case if the procedures are to
be successful and the results of
employing them true. And to estab-
lish that is, as Collingwood said, an
historical task.

We thus establish that X, Y and
7 are true by analysing those of our
beliefs and practices which presup-
pose them. For example, to estab-
lish that there is no part of the
human past which cannot, in princi-
ple, be known and understood and
which matters in its own right
simply because it is what some
men somewhere have at some time
done, one only has to reflect upon
the practices of modern European
historiography. Of course, if you
not accept those practices, but, for
example, hold with the Enlighten-
ment (before Edmund Burke and
Walter Scott) that nothing can re-
ally be known and understood
before the dawning of Reason in
the Renaissance, or have some
Whig theory like those of Hegel
and Marx that makes the past
significant and intelligible only as a
stepping-stone to the present and
thence to the ultimate End within
history, then you will not accept, in
von Ranke’s words, that ‘every age
is immediate to God . . . . and has
its meaning in itself’.

The proof of presuppositions
lies in what presupposes them, and
that is how we can argue for them.
That was what Collingwood did in
Part 1II of the Essay on Metaphys-
ics wherein he showed, against the
Positivists, that God exists and that
there arc no causes in nature,
because the former is presupposed
by modern science generally and

the latter by it in its present
Einsteinian phase (with which the
Positivists had not yet caught up).
The argument for a presupposition
is historical and analytic in form: if
you accept believe M or practise N,
then you implicitly hold that X or
Y is true for they are what M and
N presuppose. One can object in
either or two ways: that M or N is
not what one believes or performs,
or that there is a fault in the
analysis of M and N so that it can
be seen to be the case that they do
not in fact presuppose X and Y but
something else.

Of course, what someone in fact
believes and does, and thus what he
presupposes to be true and signifi-
cant, may not be what he says he
believes and does. If so, he may be
honestly or self-deceiving. Sensing
that his belief in M or practice of N
really does presuppose X or Y, and
yet unwilling explicitly to profess
belief in X or Y. he may flatly
refuse to accept the analysis that
shows that they do or pretend that
really he doesn’t believe in M or
practise N. That is. he will give a
distorted account of M or N, just as
Collingwood argued that Positivists
do of natural science in order to
avoid metaphysics in general and
theism in particular. If so, philoso-
phy has been abandoned in favour
of ideology and irrationalism.

In respect of absolute presuppo-
sitions, those of all our thought and
action, a stronger argument from
proximate beliefs and commitments
is possible, the one that Polanyi
gives in the middle sections of
Personal Knowledge: viz. the
‘back-handed’ one of showing that
any attempted proof or disproof of
them must itself employ or presup-
pose them (e.g. the validity of
induction, PK pp. 168, 305-6, 318,
and, passim, the general reliability
of our tacit powers of perception,
judgment, comprehension and ar-
ticulation).

Presuppositional philosophy is
therefore in a sense always ad
hominen: it poses the questions:

What do 7 or you really believe? i.e.
to the truth of what do T or you
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commit ourselves to in our actions?
What does that in turn presuppose
about the world, human knowledge
and the duty of man?

And will T or you explicitly acknow-
ledge the tacit presuppositions of our
beliefs?

It is necessarily a personal phi-
losophy, addressed by persons to
persons, whether themselves or oth-
ers (see PK p. 299), and a ‘post-
critical’ one (never having been
‘critical’, I would prefer ‘non-
critical’, or better, the positive term
‘fiduciary’PK p. 318).

Its aim, in the cwrent situation,
still in all its Scepticism and Rela-
tivism fixated with the Critical and
Justificatory demand, is to enable a
conversion, a ‘turning-round’, from
the wrong way back to the right, of
the priority of belief over doubt,
commitment over detachment, trust
over suspicion: to ‘belicve what we
might conceivably doubt; and . . .
hold to be true what might conceiv-
ably be false’ (PK p.312).

5 Dwelling in and break-
ing out

Curtously for an historian, Colling-
wood gave little attention to how
constellations of absolute presuppo-
sitions emerge and change. He
credits the mind with a power to
create new ones but otherwise ex-
plains changes in terms of a shift of
tensions within a constellation,
whereby a recessive presuposition
or sub-group becomes dominant, or
vice-versa. That presupposes that
they all already exist, and provides
no clue as to how and why new
ones are added and others dropped
altogether.

This is also a problem posed by
Relativism, with its claim that we
are confined within our frameworks
and perspectives which assimilate
everything to them or blank it off,
We can only dwell in them and
never break out of them.

Tlus, again, arises from accept-
ance of the Rationalist and Critical
position, which presupposes that
everything that can be known can
be known explicitly, for, if it could
not, it could not be criticised,
assessed and justified or founded.
Now if we could tell all that we
know, the converse of Polanyi’s
dictum, ‘We can know more than
we can tell’ (TD p. 4), would
follow: 1.e. we could not know what
we could not tell. This is the
explicit teaching of Wittgenstein’s
Tractatus: what can be said can be
said clearly; of what we cannot
speak, we must remain silent, and
cannot know; and ‘the limits of my
language are the limits of my
world’. What my language will not
allow be to say, that I cannot know.
Outside of my vocabulary, 1 must
be ignorant. Nor is there any
essential difference between the
Tractatus and the [nvestigations.
Meaning is use and usage, not
picturing, and use is more than use
for stating facts. But, though more
can be said, it can still be said
clearly and what cannot is nesci-
ence.

One of the great differences
between Wittgenstein and Polanyi
lies here. For we would be the
prisoners of language, however nar-
rowly or broadly conceived, if we
had no tacit powers of thought and
if those tacit powers did not control
our powers of articulation. It is
precisely because we can know
more than we can tell that, using
Piaget’s terms as did Polanyi, we
can adapt our language and our
frameworks to the world, as well as
assimilate things in the world to
them.

Once we accredit ourselves with
this essentially tacit power, then we
can see how we can create or
adopt new presuppositions, even
absolute ones, and discard old ones.
I refer you to Piaget’s The Child'’s
Conception of the World for spe-
cific cases studies of how this is
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done: e.g. the child’s first drawing
of the distinction between reality
and unreality or mere appearance.

Our frameworks, perspectives,
presuppositions, etc., are not self-
enclosed. They essentially point
beyond themselves to the world. Or
rather, we tacitly direct ourselves
with their aid to the world, and use
them to apprehend the world and
act within it. And thus, because we
use them, we can create, modify
and replace them.

So too with language. Living
language 1s metaphor, the saying
and thus coming explicitly to know
what has not been said before and
so has only inchoately and implic-
itly been known. Literal meaning,
the touchstone of the usual run of
philosophers, is its corpse, a set of
metaphors so dead that we do not
realise that they were ever alive.
Language, as Collingwood taught,
is Imagination, is Art. The myth of
literal meaning is the consequence
of the assumption that all knowing
is explicit, and the consequence of
both is that language could never
have emerged n the first place nor
be extended in the second. It is
because I know something which as
vet 1 cannot say, that I search for
words to express it, and create new
ones and use old ones in new
meanings, and expect my audience
to follow my gropings and tacitly
to grasp the new meanings which I
intend. Once more our task is to
face the facts and accept them
openly and with them what they
presuppose.

Notes:

1. 1928, reprinted in ed. L.
Rubinoff, Faith and Reason: Es-
says in the Philosophy of Religion
by RG. Collingwood (Chicago,
Quadrangle Books, 1967).

2. 1927, reprinted in Rubinoff.




WITTGENSTEIN AND POLANYI ON MEANING

1 Introduction

Because symbols are the medium
of abstract thought, language has
always been important to philoso-
phy. Socrates used language as the
vehicle with which to progress
towards an understanding of the
reality which underlies our linguis-
tic concepts. In the Middle Ages
language became the focus of a
debate between those who de-
fended the claim that universals
mirror the structure of reality, and
those who claimed that objects
have nothing more m common than
our choosing to apply to them the
same name. Relying upon the as-
sumption that God ensures that a
harmony exists between our reason
and the world, Descartes suggested
that just as there exists a definite
order among our mathematical con-
cepts, so it would be desirable to
create an artificial language using
symbols to designate our clear and
distinct ideas. Although he retained
the assumption that we ought to
reform language by investigating
the contents of our minds, Locke
tried to comprehend our ideas psy-
chologically. According to Locke
words represent ideas in our mind,
the origin of which can be traced
back to our sensations. The as-
sumption that the function of Jan-
guage is to represent has remained
a familiar approach within the phi-
losophy of language. Since Kant
however there has been an alterna-
tive tradition which claims that it is
our representations which render
objects in the world possible. This
idealist analysis influenced philoso-
phers such as Herder, who although
he grounded language within expe-
rience, transformed this claun by
suggesting that our experience 1s
structured by our reflection:

Man demonstrates reflection when

the force of his soul works so freely
in the ocean of sensations that flow

Chris Goodman

into it from all the senses, that he
can, in a manner of speaking, isolate
and stop one wave . . . He demon-
strates reflection when emerging from
the nebulous dream of images flitting
past his senses, he can dwell volun-
tarily on one image . . and distin-
guish characteristics . . . A character-
istic which he had to isolate and
which came to him clearly as a
characteristic of reflection.!

Language for Herder is a cultural
practice which helps to structure
our distinctively human understand-
ing of the world.

Wilhelm von Humboldt sug-
gested that it is futile to search for
the reality underlying language, be-
cause linguistic diversity 1s not
simply a diversity of sounds and
signs but also a diversity of world
Views:

Men do not understand one another
by relying on signs for things, nor by
causing one another to produce ex-
actly the same concepts, but by
touching the same link in each others’
spiritual instrument 2

Within this idealist approach lan-
guage is important, not because we
rely upon it to represent the world,
but because language re-presents
what counts as reality. We can
make a broad distinction therefore
between those for whom language
is meaningful when it represents,
and those for whom language is
meaningful when it is associated
with constitutive human practices.
In the first approach philosophers
seek to clarify language in order to
enhance its effectiveness as a tool
with which to represent the world.
In the second language structures
our understanding of the world.
Within the Anglo-American philo-
sophical tradition the most influen-
tial advocate for both these ap-
proaches has been Ludwig Wittgen-
stein. Instead of relying upon sub-
stantial forms or psychological

1deas Wittgenstein settles upon lan-
guage as his ultimate context for
our understanding of the world. In
the Tractatus he asserts that we can
grasp the sense of an unfamiliar
proposition because linguistic un-
derstanding is a matter of under-
standing what would have to be the
case if a proposition were true.
What links a sentence and a possi-
ble fact is its logical form. We
cannot describe logical form how-
ever because language cannot de-
scribe that which enables it to
represent. How language is able to
represent the world is thus ineffa-
ble. In his later writings he replaces
his truth conditional account of
linguistic meaning with the theory
that words acquire their meaning
not by representing an independent
reality but by exercising their func-
tion within a local practice.

A major theme in his thought is
his assumption that we can grasp
more than we can say—including
the conditions which enable lan-
guage to become meaningful. His
later thought can be understood as
a development of his earlier claim
that linguistic meaning is possible
because of the existence of a
context which can be shown but
not stated. Some commentators
have suggested that replacing logi-
cal conditions with local practices
is a transformation which remains
within the confines of transcenden-
tal idealism 3. What is clear is that
within the Tractatus linguistic
meaning is associated with tacit
rules, and in his later writings
linguistic meaning 1is associated
with tacit practices. Because Witt-
genstein defends the assumption
that we can know more than we can
say, it is understandable why some
commentators have sought to link
Polanyi and Wittgenstein®. This
however is a mistake. Wittgenstein
tries to limit what can be meaning-
fully said—and thought: .
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The book deals with the problems of
philosophy, and shows I believe, that
the reason why these problems are
posed is that the logic of our lan-
guage is misunderstood. The whole
sense of the book might be summed
up in the following words: what can
be said at all can be said clearly, and
what we cannot talk about we must
pass over in silence. 3

Wittgenstein does not seek to de-
scribe forms of judgement: he at-
tempts to reveal the logical struc-
ture which underlies all meaningful
propositions by showing rather than
stating the boundaries of sense. The
Kantian nature of this project how-
ever—ie. the desiie to identify a
priori tules governing representa-
tion which both secure and limit
possible understanding—is clear. In
his later work Wittgenstein contin-
ues to be preoccupied by the quest
to find a boundary which can both
secure and limit possible under-
standing. In the Philosophicai In-
vestigations he asserts that we can
escape the uncertainty which so
often accompanies thinking by re-
turning words back to familiar
linguistic practices. Polanyi on the
other hand does not believe that
because our understanding relies
upon a tacit context this implies
that we ought to abandon the
demands which are made upon us
by our transcendent ideals. He does
not believe that the limits of our
language are the limits of our
world. The difference between
Wittgenstein and Polanyi however
serves to illuminate the different
assumptions which are being in-
voked when analytical philosophers
use tacit knowledge as a solution to
the problem of linguistic meaning. [
intend therefore to investigate this
difference in more detail.

2 Language in the Tracta-
tus

In the Tractatus Wittgenstein
claims that all philosophy is a
critique of language, and its task
ought to be the logical clarification
of thought

Without philosophy, thoughts are, as
it were, cloudy and indistinct. Its task
is to make them clear. To give them
sharp boundaries. ¢

He claims that only factual proposi-
tions are meamngful. Meaningful
propositions are a picture of reality.
If we want to understand a proposi-
tion therefore we have to know
what has to be the case in order for
it to be true. But how is it possible
for a proposition to picture reality?
He asserts that a picture represents
a possible situation in logical space.
The elements which make up a
picture are related to each other in a
determinate way. A picture is able
to represent the world because
things in the world are also related
to each other in a determinate way.
What a picture represents is its
sense. The agreement or disagree-
ment of its sense with reality
constitutes its truth or falsity. The
reason why logic can provide us
with the scaffolding of all possibie
experience is that its truths exist
prior to every possible experience:

Just as the only necessity which exists
is a logical necessity, so the only
impossibility which exists is a logical
impossibility 7

But wait a minute! If it is only fact-
stating language which has sense,
what exactly is the status of his
claims about the logical conditions
which underlie the possibility of a
link between language and the
world? Wittgenstein asserts that
logical truths, like ethical and aes-
thetic responses, cannot be stated
they can only be shown. To under-
stand the logic of our language is to
render manifest the structures
which render propositions meaning-
ful by enabling them to mirror
possible states of affairs. Wittgen-
stein, in short, claims that meaning-
ful propositions become possible
via our tacit adherence to logical
rules which underlie the structure of
our everyday language. By reveal-
g this structure Wittgenstein be-
lieved that he had provided a
definitive and unassailable account
of how propositions become mean-
mgful. In its own terms however
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the Tractatus shows us something
which cannot be put into words. It
reveals truths which transcend the
limits of language. Although the
Tractatus makes a number of
philosophical assumptions, such as
transcendental solipsism and an
atomistic ontology 8, Wittgenstein
denies that we can speak about
such matters:
We feel that even when all possible
scientific questions have been an-
swered, the problems of life remain
completely untouched. Of course
there are no questions left, and this
itself is the answer, 9
Wittgenstein claims that once we
understand that language is only
meaningful when we restrict our-
selves to factual statements, all
other questions vanish, because nei-
ther the question nor any answer
can be put into words. The logical
conditions which enable a proposi-
tion to become meaningful prevent
us from expressing anything which
1s higher:

How things are in the world is a
matter of complete indifference for
what is higher. God does not reveal
himself in the world. 10

This account is related to the
Nominalist tradition in the late
Middle Ages which did not believe
that it is possible to rise up to that
which is higher through our under-
standing of the world. William of
Ockham, for example, believed that
God as creator is absolutely tran-
scendent. Many Nominalists advo-
cated mysticism. According to
Wittgenstein the mystical is not
how things are in the world but that
it exists
To view the world sub specie aeferni
iIs to view it as a whole—a limited
whole. Feeling the world as a limited
whole-—it is this that is mystical.l!
In his Introduction Russell claimed
that we can avoid the mysticism of
suggesting that the logical structure
which determines propositional
meaning can be shown but not
stated by creating a language which
can express the logical truths which
underlie any possible object lan-
guage 12 Tt is clear however that the




rules of logic apply to all languag-
es—including any language about
logic—and so, if it is only fact-
stating propositions which are to
have sense, logical truths must be
inexpressible.

3 Language in the Philo-
sophical Investigations

There is an obvious contrast be-
tween an approach which grounds
the possibility of meaning within
logical rules, and an approach
which places linguistic meaning
within the context of local prac-
tices. One way of expressing this
difference is in terms of atomism
and holism. Within an atomistic
semantics a word or sentence be-
comes meaningful when it mirrors
a state of affairs in the world.
Within a holistic semantics a word
becomes meaningful within the
context of a linguistic practice. In
the Philosophical  [nvestigations
Wittgenstein declares that he has
been forced to recognise some
important errors in the account
which he set out in the Tractatus!3.
While he maintains his conviction
that philosophy is a critique of
language, and that meaning relies
upon a context which cannot be put
into words; instead of claiming that
philosophical confusion arises be-
cause we misunderstand the logic
which underlies our evade lan-
guage, he suggests that the ‘bumps’
which our understanding receives
when it runs up against the ‘limits
of our language’ can be avoided by
placing language within the context
of specific practices. Wittgenstein
begins the Investigations by attack-
ing the idea that words gain their
meaning by being correlated with
objects. Such a connection is sup-
posed to take place via a process of
ostensive definition i.e. indicating
and object and then uttering its
name. But for us to understand that
an object is being named, we have
to be already familiar with the
practice of naming. Wittgenstein
calls such practices ‘language
games’!4 and declares that they

exist within what he calls ‘forms of
life’!>. He observes that even in
simple languages words function in
numerous different ways.

Think of tools in a tool box; there is
a hammer, pliers, a saw, a screw-
driver, a rule, a gluepot, glue, nails
and screws—The function of words
are as diverse as the functions of
these objects. 16

Instead of seeking to reduce lan-
guage into common logical forms,
he thus advocates placing words
within their local context.

Our language can be seen as ancient
city: a maze of little streets and
squares, of old and new houses, and
of houses with additions from various
periods; and this surrounded by a
multitude of new boroughs with
straight regular streets and uniform
houses. 17

Wittgenstein suggests that it
only makes sense to identify some-
thing as a constituent part within a
context. Jt does not for example
make any sense to talk in absolute
terms about the parts of a chair. All
meaningful language relies upon a
practice. Is it possible to describe
linguistic practices using rules?
Wittgenstein believes that attempt-
ing to capture hwman practices
using rules is misguided. Using the
example of a game, he points out
that the practice which underlies
what it is to be a game lacks any
common property.

Don’t say, ‘There must be something
in common, or they would not be
called games’—but look and see
whether there is anything in common
to all—For if you look at them you
will not see something that is com-
mon to all” 18

To characterise such a network of
similarities Wittgenstein uses the
expression  ‘family resemblance’.
Responding to the objection that
using a word in an unregulated way
makes it arbitrary, he noted that
although we cannot define what it
is to be a game,

It is not everywhere circumscribed by

rules; but no more are there rules for

how high one throws the ball in
tennis, or how hard; yet tennis is a
game for all that and has rules too. 19

But bow is it possible to know
something—such as what it is to be
a game—and yet not be able to
describe it?7 Wittgenstein claims
that if you are surprised that it is
possible to know something, and
yet not be able to put it into words,
this is because you are thinking of
cases such as ‘How many feet high
1s Mont Blanc?’ rather than ques-
tions such as ‘How is the word
“game” used? or ‘How does a
clarinet sound?’. These latter cases
cannot be captured by following a
set of rules. Wittgenstein then asks
us to imagine the possibility of a
word whose application is every-
where bounded by rules. Does this
not imply that we need rules in
order to determine the application
of rules?

But then how does an explanation
help me understand, it after all it is
not the final one? In that case the
explanation is never completed; so 1
don’t understand what he means, and
never shalll—As though an explana-
tion as it were hung in the air unless
supported by another one. 20

According to Wittgenstein phi-
fosophy is a constant battle against
the ‘bewitchment of our intelli-
gence’ by language. This is a
familiar refrain. Leibniz sought to
reform language by appealing to
our reason. Berkeley sought to
avoid linguistic confusion by seek-
ing to return us back to immediate
experience. Wittgenstein however
suggests that perplexity occurs
when language ‘goes on holiday’
and strays away from the context
from which we obtained its mean-
ing

When philosophers use a word—
‘knowledge’, ‘being’, ‘object’, ‘T,
‘proposition’, ‘name’—and try to
grasp the essence of the thing, one
must always ask oneself; is the word
ever actually used in this way in the
language game which is its original
home? 21

To know a word is to know how to
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use it within a practice. Wittgen-
stein asks if this 1s the sort of thing
an isolated individual could do just
once in his life? He suggests that
following a rule cannot be equiva-
fent to believing that we are follow-
ing a rule, because we could be
mistaken. This implies that we
cannot follow a rule privately. But
what about words describing pri-
vate sensations?

But doesn’t what you say come to

this: that there is no pain, for

example, without pain behaviour? 22
Although Wittgenstein denies that
the word pain is a report of an
mner state, he distances himself
from behaviourism 23, What he
rejects is the assumption that the
word ‘pain’ is meaningful by virtue
of the fact that 1t represents a
wholly private mental object. He
suggests that the crteria for the
meaningful use of the word ‘pain’
are bound up with [ingwstic prac-
tices. But what justifies such prac-
tices? Wittgenstein declares that the
ultimate justification is a form of
life

If I have exhausted the justification 1
have reached bedrock, and my spade
is turned. Then I am inclined to say,
this is simply what 1 do. 24

4 Following rules

Both the atomistic representational-
ism outlined in the Tractarus, and
the practice derived holism implied
by the Philosophical Investigations
rely upon a tacit context. In order
to understand why this is the case it
is helpful if we return back for a
moment to developments within the
history of philosophy. Since Parme-
nidies metaphysics has tried to
escape from the way the world
subjectively appears to us and de-
scribe reality as it is in itself. The
Realists believed that linguistic
concepts can mirror the structure of
the world. Nominalists however
believed that language is simply a
way of ordering our experience. In
his ‘Copernican Revolution’ Kant
sct out to fuse the rationalistic
assumption that our reflection de-

livers knowledge, with the empiri-
cist assumption that knowledge
arises from experience, by claiming
that philosophers can describe the
structures which render our experi-
ence possible. In a related manner
the Tractatus and the Philosophical
Investigations claim to have identi-
fied the structures which render
linguistic meaning posstble. If how-
ever the quest to describe reality as
it is in atself is abandoned, this
raises the question of how it is
possible for a philosopher to obtain
an insight into the objective context
of our understanding? By asserting
that we can know but not describe
the framework which renders our
linguistic meaning -possible, Witt-
genstein offers us a solution to this
problem. His appeal to the tacit
however carries with it the implica-
tion that we ought simply to accept
the context which render our lan-
guage possible.

In holding that there are certain
principles implicit in what we ordinar-
ily say and do that can be elucidated
by philosophical investigation, Witt-
genstein puts himself in a philosophi-
cal tradition that goes back to the
Platonic doctrine of recollection. But
unlike Plato, who thought of learning
as a matter or remembering doctrines
learned in a past life, Wittgenstein
holds that philosophy consists in
reminding ourselves of the rules of
language, rules we ordinarily follow
without thinking about them. 25

In recent years the attempt by

Wittgenstein to shift the tacit back-
ground of linguistic meaning from
a logical to a social context has
been discussed in what has become
known as the ‘Rule Following’
debate.

In Wittgenstein on Rules and
Private Language 2° Kripke sug-
gests that Wittgenstein believes that
there i1s no such thing as a fact
which can determine a meaning. In
the case of 68 + 57 the sceptic
could always doubt whether any
previous instruction could compel
the answer 125 rather than 5.
Perhaps when | used the term ‘plus’
in the past, [ always meant by this
‘quus’ i.e. the ‘bent’ rule that when
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we add two numbers together if
one is greater than 57 the sum is
always S

This then is the sceptical paradox.
When I respond in one way rather
than another to such a problem as 68
+ 57 I can have no justification for
one rtesponse rather than another.
Since the sceptic whosupposes that 1
meant quus cannot be answered,
there is no fact about me that
distinguishes between my meaning
plus and my meaning quus.?’
According to Kripke the solution
which Wittgenstein gives to this
‘sceptical paradox’ is that the only
meaning norm we can have is the
rule following of a community.

A deviant individual whose responses
do not accord with those of the
community in enough cases will not
be judged, by the community, to be
following its rules. 28

It seems clear that Wittgenstein in
his later work did seek to deny that
there are explicit rules which can
give words a determinate sensc.

A rule stands there like a signpost.
Does the signpost leave no doubt
open about the way I have to
20?. where is it said which way I am
to follow; whether in the direction of
its finger or (e.g.) in the opposite
one? 29

It also seems clear that Wittgenstein
sought to deny that there are oc-
curent mental states which can give
words a determinate sense.

When 1 think in language, there
aren’t ‘meanings’ going through my
mind in addition to the verbal expres-
sions: the language is itself the vehi-
cle of thought. 30

It 1is questionable, however,
whether Wittgenstein  sought to
doubt the existence of an objective
context for linguistic meaning. Ac-
cording to Wright the Philosophi-
cal Investigations does not discuss
the objectivity of rules

Wittgenstein is preoccupied with the
sense, if any, in which a rule is
genuinely an object of intellection,
something whose requirements we
track—to use a more recent piece of




jargon—by grace of some intuitive or
interpretative power. Undoubtedly
the intention—or one might better
say, the suspicion—of these passages
is negative. Wittgenstein thinks we
badly misunderstand what the accom-
plishment is of someone who is a
competent rule follower, and our
misunderstanding leads us to over
dignify the nature of the constraint
imposed by a rule, and the character
of our accomplishment in following
it. But there is, emphatically, no
explicit denial of the existence of the
constraint, and no consequential re-
jection of the very notion of accom-
plishment.” 31.

According to this interpretation,
Wittgenstein did not question the
existence of objective standards of
correctness, he questioned the ex-
tent to which meaning is something
about which it is possible to give a
formal account. This reading is
supported by the fact that Wittgen-
stein follows his assertion that
every course of action could be
made to accord with a rule, by
claiming that

What this shows is that there is a way
of grasping a rule which is not an
interpretation, but which is exhibited
in what we call ‘obeying a rule’ and
‘going against it’ in specific cases.32

In other words Wittgenstein avoids
a potentially infinite regress of
interpretations by grounding the
distinction between cormrect and
seems correct in local practices
‘When I obey a rule, I do not
chose. I obey a rule blindly.” 33

The “sceptical paradox’ is
avoided by placing rule following
within the context of tacit but
ordered practices.

5 Tacit knowing in ana-
Iytic philosophy

The other key feature of the ‘Rule
Following’ debate is what has been
called the ‘Private Language Argu-
ment’. This centres upon the ques-
tion of whether the context within
which rule following takes place
has 1o be social. Could a Robinson
Crusoe isolated since birth on a

tropical island establish a linguistic
practice? It is often asserted that the
‘Private Language Argument’ seeks
to deny this possibility. The claim
that a private language has no
independent criteria for assessing if
a word has been used correctly, and
thus it cannot be a language, is
however not equivalent to a denial
that an isolated individual can se-
cure meanings grounded within an
ordered practice. To satisfy the
demands made by the ‘Private
Language Argument’ all we have to
ensure 1s that the meanings gener-
ated by our isolated individual are
grounded within practices with an
interest in distinguishing between
correct and seems correct. This is
not difficult. If Robinson Crusoe
goes to his store marked with his
symbol for nuts, and discovers that
it contains fish, he becomes aware
of an error. The ‘Private Language
Argument’ does not seek to deny
that an individual could establish a
language, only that an individual
could establish a language which
cannot in principle be shared. It
forms part of his replacement of
the logical solipsism of his earlier
work with the practice derived
holism of his later writings. But
where does the assertion that we
can dissolve linguistic meaning into
local practices leave the analytical
quest to provide a formal theory of
meaning? In order to recover the
ideal that a formal theory of mean-
ing 1s possible, some philosophers
have sought to account for our
ability to recognise novel sentences
by claiming that semantic rules are
hardwired into human brain func-
tioning. Evans construes the claim
that we tacitly know meaning deliv-
ering axioms as ascribing to a
language user observable disposi-
tions—one corresponding to each
of the expressions derivable from a
set of meaning delivering axioms34.
According to Evans, understanding
tacit knowledge in this way enables
us to make empirically verifiable
claims about the causal structure of
specific language users.

The suggestion that there is an
isomorphisin between the grammar

and semantics of natural languages,
and causal structures within actual
speakers, has been defended more
recently by Davies.

The basic idea is that tacit knowledge
of a particular systematic theory is
constituted by a causal explanatory
structure in the speaker which mirrors
the derivational structure in the
theory. Where there is, in the theory,
a common factor—for example, a
common axiom—used in the deriva-
tion of several theorems, there should
be, in the speaker, a causal common
factor implicated in the explanations
of the several corresponding pieces of
knowledge about whole sentences.3>

The most influential defence of the
claim that natural language speakers
derive their linguistic competence
from an innate but tacit understand-
ing of its rules—rendering all natu-
ral languages susceptible to a for-
mal analysis—is provided by
Chomsky. According to Chomsky,
knowing a language is not a skill.

Rather, we take bicycle riding to be a
skill, whereas knowledge of a lan-
guage . . is not a skifl at all 3¢

It is a competence. To counter the

objection that a competence does

not count as knowledge unless it is

also a justified belief, Chomsky

suggests a new term ‘cognise’
Cognising is tacit or implicit knowl-
edge . . [it] . . has the structure and
character of knowledge, but may be,
and in interesting cases is, 1naccessi-
ble to consciousness. 7.

According to Dennett, what Chom-
sky calls tacit knowledge is a
species of explicit representation
which cannot be built into language
machines without it first being
explicitly represented3®. Davies re-
sponds however that tacit knowl-
edge does not have to be explicitly
represented, it can be realised by a
processor3?. It is simply a causal
systematicity within the internal
functioning of a processor which
mirrors the systematicity of a tac-
itly known theory. He points out
that one of the characteristic fea-
tures of the connectionist pro-
gramme in artificial inteiligence
research has been the .complete
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absence of a syntactic level of
description.

Wittgenstein, however, seeks to
disassociate himself from the claim
that recognising a meaning is an
unconscious psychological mecha-
nism.

If one says that knowing the ABC is
a state of mind, one is thinking of a
state of a mental apparatus (perhaps
of the brain) by means of which we
explain the manifestations of that
knowledge. Such a state is called a
disposition. But there are objections
to speaking of a state of mind here,
inasmuch as there ought to be two
different criteria for such a state: a
knowledge of the construction of the
apparatus, quite apart from what it
does. (Nothing would be more con-
fusing here to use the words ‘con-
scious’ and ‘unconscious’ for the
contrast between states of conscious-
ness and dispositions. For this pair of
terms covers up a grammatical differ-
ence.) 40
According to Wittgenstein, disposi-
tional explanations ignore the nor-
mative character of rules and there-
fore obscure the difference between
*being causally determined and be-
ing logically determined™*!. Instead
of explicating meaning in terms of
causes, Wittgenstein places lan-
guage within the context of norma-
tive practices. In Part 1I of the
Investigations he develops this
theme using the phenomena of
changing aspects.

I contemplate a face, and then sud-
denly notice its likeness to another. I
see that it has not changed; and vyet 1
see it differently. T call this experience
‘noticing an aspect’ 42,

In the case of drawing of a triangle
it 1s possible to see it as a
geometrical drawing, as a symbol
of a mountain, or as an arrow.
According to Wittgenstein, at the
root of these changes in perception
1s mastery of a technique.

It is only if someone can do, has
fearnt, is master of, such-and-such,
that it makes sense to say he has had
this experience *3.

He implies therefore that our expe-
rience of the world is bound up

with norms associated with local
practices. If we seek to understand
linguistic meaning we have there-
fore to adopt a form of life. In his
final work On Certainty 4 Wittgen-
stein returns to his theme that our
assertions rely upon the tacit con-
text of a practice before they can
have a meaning
I did not get my picture of the world
by satisfying myself of its correctness;
nor do I have it because I am
satisfied of its correctness. No, it is
the inherited background against
which I distinguish between true and
false. 4°

Wittgenstein asserts that doubt is
only possible against an inherited
background of existing practices.
Doubting only makes sense within
a context which is not itself a
subject for doubt: ‘The game of
doubting itself presupposes cer-
tainty.”#® The context within which
doubt is possible however is not
fixed. Wittgenstein compares it
with the bed of a river. The human
‘stream of life’ takes place within a
river whose banks are ever chang-
ing practices
Am 1 not getting closer and closer to
saying that in the end logic cannot be
described? You must look at the
practice of language, then you will
see it. 47

But what happens when different
practices, such as science, and a
belief in oracles, come into con-
flict? He asserts that the advocates
of each practice may well call their
opponents fools and heretics. But
does this mean that conversions
from one way of thinking to an-
other way of thinking are impossi-
ble? Wittgenstein denies this.

At the end of reasons comes persua-

sion. Think of what happens when .

missionaries convert natives. 43

But to what does a missionary
appeal when he is attempting to
persuade? By seeking to return
meaning back to the uses embodied
within familiar practices, we under-
mine any motive for changing ex-
isting practices.
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6 Universal rules or local
practices? Polanyi’s an-

swer
If you seek to defend the assump-
tion that linguistic meaning is ren-
dered possible by our tacit knowl-
edge analytical philosophers will
therefore direct you to one of two
positions:

1. Meaning is secured by universal
rules which, although not explic-
itly known, govern our ability to
recognise new sentences.

2. Meaning is not governed by any
universal rules but is grounded
within contingent local practices.

Which position does Polanyi sup-

port? Neither. The assumption that

we can discover rules which will
enable us to comprehend what is
meant by all possible words and
sentences 1s a linguistic version of
the philosophically dubious quest
to secure an absolute foundation for
all possible understanding. The
claim that such an understanding is
possible because all languages are
governed by rules hardwired into
our brain 1s hardly more persuasive.

When in 1968 Polanyi was asked

to comment upon the approach to

linguistics  being developed by

Chomsky he responded that it fails

to provide us with any real ability

to talk about meaning®’. According
to Polanyi meaning is a triadic
relation between subsidiary particu-
lars, a focal entity, and a knower.

Only an agent who can attend from

a subsidiary to a focal awareness

can bestow a meaning upon a

symbol.

This is why meaning cannot be
introduced by a computer, because
computers can only operate with
focally known elements. It can never
reproduce two different levels of
awareness. >0
Chomsky believes that our knowl-
edge of linguistic rules and their
application within our speech is
unconscious. Polanyi however re-
sponds that such knowledge is
subsidiary and its application a tacit
integration:

The difference is essential. To say
that we are subsidiarily aware of a




‘ -

thing or action is to attribute to it a
particular function, namely a bearing
on its meaning, which is at the focus
of our attention. The level of con-
sciousness at which we are aware of
a subsidiary particular may vary over
the whole range of possible levels. 51

In order to understand how it is
possible for an infant to know a
complex set of linguistic rules,
intelligible as such by only a few
experts, Polanyi uses as an example
the way in which we learn how to
keep our balance when riding a
bicycle. When learning to ride a
bicycle our attention is focused
upon the task of keeping our
balance, which we eventually
achieve by subsidiarily evoking the
knowledge which secures our equi-
librium. Simply knowing a set of
rules 1s not equivalent to being able
to ride a bicycle. In order to
understand how we can understand
novel sentences Polanyi credits our
imagination with the capacity to
extend familiar practices into unfa-
miliar contexts. For example a
cyclist who has learned how to ride
using only flat roads will have to
re-apply his knowledge when con-
fronted with the problem of a steep
hill. According to Polanyi what
drives vocabulary growth, and the
acquisition of ever more complex
grammatical rules, is the nmagina-
tive quest for ever greater commu-
nicative precision.

The manifest parallelism of this con-
ception to the heuristics of science
and technology is clear. To apply 1t
more closely, we may note that pure
science discovering meaning in nature
is a pursuit of sense-reading, while
technical invention which makes
things into instruments for a set
purpose is a sense-giving.>2

For Polanyi linguistic achievement
is similar to a sequence of advances
in a basic problem within science
or technology. Within both there is
a heuristic tension between our
imagination and our tacit intuition.
The claim that linguistic meanings
are only grounded within local
practices, although it avoids the
ambitious but dubious aspiration of

discovering rules which enable us
to comprehend the meaning of all
possible words and sentences, fails
to avoid the charge of linguistic
relativism. Rejecting the notion that
acquiring a practice implies the
termunation of any further reflec-
tion, Polanyi believes that symbolic
articulation enables us to reflect
critically upon our practices. Aban-
doning the quest to find a tran-
scendent viewpoint does not imply
that ought to abandon the pursuit of
universal ideals. It simply places
this quest within a human context.

7 Polanyi on meaning and
formalisation

Both Wittgenstein and Polanyi
ground meaning within a tacit con-
text. Polanyi, however, supports a
different conception of meaning,
Let us examine his account in more
detail. Our intellectual superiority
over other animals, he asserts, can
be almost entirely derived from our
capacity for language >3. This ca-
pacity requires the ability to con-
trive symbols, observe their fitness,
and interpret unfamiliar arrange-
ments. These abilities he postulates
rely upon three types of animal
intelligence:

Type A: Trick Learning—Contriv-
ing a useful effect e.g. pressing a
lever to escape;

Type B: Sign Learning—Recognis-
ing a sign e.g. that a green light
indicates tood;

Type C: Latent Learning—Inter-
preting a situation e.g. finding
your way around a maze.

While many animals possess these

abilities, Polanyi claims that only

man is able to combine them

. effectively. This relatively small

advance in our inarticulate capaci-
ties powerfully enhances the unfor-
malised intelligence we share with
other animals. Our utterances, how-
ever, not only rely upon our animal
intelligence, but they also rely upon
the articulate framework we acquire
during our cultural education; in-
deed our inarticulate abilities keep
on growing in the very exercise of

our articulate powers.

Our formal upbringing evokes in us
an elaborate set of emotional re-
sponses, operating within an articu-
late cultural framework. By the
strength of these affections we as-
similate this framework and uphold it
as our culture. 54

When a child learns a language it
adopts an interpretation of the uni-
verse rooted in the idiom of the
group into which it was born

Different vocabularies for the inter-
pretation of things divide men into
groups which cannot understand each
other’s way of seeing things and of
acting upon them. For different idi-

oms determine different patterns of

possible emotions and action. %

Polanyi asserts that all languag-
es—by which he means -all sym-
bolic articulations—have two kev
operational principles:

1. The Law of Poverty—To be
manageable languages must be
finite enough to allow the same
words to be used a number of
times.

2. The Law of Grammar—To en-
able our languages to cope with
complexity our words must be
ordered by grammatical rules.

A language enhances our native

intellectual powers only to the

extent to which its facilitates the
contemplation of that which it
seeks to denote. While it may be
the case that a map becomes more
accurate the nearer its scale ap-
proaches unity, if it were to ap-
proach unity it would become use-
less. The Laws of Poverty and

Grammar both refer to words, but

words cannot function as words

unless they are distinctive and used
consistently. Polanyi therefore adds
two further principles:

3. The Law of Iteration.

4. The Law of Consistency.

The distinctiveness of a word is

bound up with it possessing an

identifiable form. Since the world
never repeats itself exactly, consist-
ency can only be reached by identi-
tfying common features in different
situations, which in turn requires us
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to make personal judgements.

First, we must decide what variations
of our experience are irrelevant to the
identification of this recurrent feature,
as forming no part of it i.e. we must
discriminate against its random back-
ground. Secondly, we must decide
what variations should be accepted as
normal changes in the appearance of
this identifiable feature, or should be
taken, on the contrary, to discredit
this feature altogether as a recurrent
element of experience. 56
These expectations generate a con-
ceptual framework, upon which we
rely when we interpret our experi-
ence.

According to Polanyi, the sug-
gestion that language manipulates
symbols in accordance with linguis-
tic practices fails to acknowledge
the part which ontological commit-
ments play within our language.

The Laws of Poverty and Consist-
ency imply that every time we use a
word for denoting something, we
perform and accredit our performance
of an act of generalisation, and that
correspondingly, the use of a word is
taken to designate a class to which
we attribute a substantial character.
Moreover, by being prepared to
speak in our language on future
occasions, we anticipate its applica-
bility to future experiences, which we
expect to be identifiable in terms of
the natural classes accredited by our
language. These expectations form a
theory of the universe, which we
keep testing continuously as we go
on talking about things. So long as
we feel that our language classifies
things well, we remain satisfied that it
is right, and we continue to accept
the theory of the universe implied in
our language as true 57

Polanyi implies that Wittgenstein
defends an essentially nominalistic
philosophy in which meaning is
derived from grammatical conven-
tions. It has been pointed out by
Niquet however that ‘language
games’ are not grammars—i.e. ab-
stract sets of rules—they are ways
of using language in the context of
various ‘forms of life’ 72 Daley
also claims that Polanyi misunder-
stands Wittgenstein:

Wittgenstein’s doctrine is the antith-

esis of coventionalism. Its whole
purport is the same as Polanyi’s, to
prove that the restrictive theories of
language and of meaning advanced by
logicians of a positivist persuasion are
inadequate to the facts of language as
an ongoing activity. 58

It is not clear to me, however, that
Wittgenstein does escape the charge
that he defends—an admittedly
practice based—nominalistic phi-
losophy. In his anxiety to reject his
earlier claim that language mirrors
the structure of reality, he asserts
that language is structured by our
practices. But what motivates lin-
guistic change? Wittgenstein seems
to imply that such a question ought
not concern us.

The great increase in our mental
powers which derives from our
acquisition of linguistic skills ap-
pears to conflict with the claim that
knowing takes place by virtue of an
art which is essentially inarticulate

The enormous increase in mental
powers derived from the acquisition
of formal instruments of thought
stands in peculiar contrast with the
facts collected in the first part of this
book, which demonstrate the perva-
sive participation of the knowing
person in the act of knowing by
virtue of an art which is essentially
inarticulate

Polanyi brings these contradictory
clements into harmony by noting
that formalisation always remains
mcomplete.

We have seen that in all applications
of a formalism to experience there is
an indeterminacy involved, which
must be resolved by the observer on
the grounds of unspecifiable criteria.
Now we may say further that the
process of applying language to
things is also necessarily unformal-
1sed; that is inarticulate. Denotation .

. is an art, and whatever we say
about things assumes our endorse-
ment of our skill in practising this
art 60

In order to illuminate the part
which the tacit plays within articu-
lation, Polanyi outlines three char-
acteristic relations between thought
and speech. in the first relation the
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tacit predominates to such an extent
that articulation is virtually impos-
sible. Polanyi asserts that when
assessors judge cotton quality their
discernment cannot be captured us-
ing maxims, because they know
more than they can tell. According
to Polanyi, this is because their
Judgment relies upon a subsidiary
awareness of particulars known in-
strumentally as clues within a prac-
tice. In the second relation the tacit
i1s co-extensive with the symbols
which carry the meaning e.g. when
we read a letter our subsidiary
awareness of the text is wholly
conscious, although its meaning
resides in our focal comprehension
of the relevant particulars. In the
third relation the tacit and the
formal disengage, because we are
no longer sure what we are talking
about i.e. our symbols transcend
our grasp of their meaning,

Polanyi asserts that when we
learn a language we commit our-
seives to a double indeterminacy.
We are not only unable to say all
we know, we also never quite know
what is implied in what we say.
Novel usage—for example irra-
tional, negative, imaginary, and
transtinite numbers—may initially
be repudiated as meaningless, and
yet eventually be adopted as mean-
ingful. He does not believe, how-
ever, that such controversies are
simply disputes about the use of
words.

Grammar is precisely the total of
linguistic rules which can be observed
by using a language without attending
to the things referred . = . The
purpose of the philosophic pretence
of being merely concerned with
grammar 1s to contemplate and ana-
lyse reality, while denying the act of
doing 0.6
According to Polanyt, when we
strive to solve a problem, we rely
upon an interpretative framework.
He makes a distinction however
between assimilating a familiar pro-
cedure, and adapting an existing
framework in order to comprise the
lessons of a new experience. While
the first is a routine performance,
the second is a heuristic act:




A paradigm of the first is counting,
which leaves its interpretative frame-
work—the numbers used in counting-
—quite unchanged; the ideal of the
second is found in . . . mathematical
notations covering new conceptions.
Ideally the first is strictly reversible,
while the second is essentially irre-
versible. For to modify our idiom is
to modify the frame of reference
within which we shall henceforth
interpret our experience; it is to
modify ourselves. 62
The irreversible character of this
heuristic feat suggests to him that if
a solution is achieved by following
detinite rules it cannot be accred-
ited as a discovery.

Even among mathematicians an argu-
ment which seems entirely convincing
to one person may not even be
comprehensible to another. Hence the
striving to remove any occasion for
the exercise of personal judgement by
a strict formalisation of the deductive
sciences; a striving which can now be
seen to aim at defeating itself. For the
meaning of a formalism lies in our
subsidiary awareness of 1t within a
conceptual focus sustained in terms
of this formalism, and is necessarily
absent therefore in operations carried
out on symbols seen quite imperson-
ally. 63

For Polanyi, the manner in which a
mathematician works his way to-
wards a discovery, shifting from
intuition to computation, and from
computation to intuition, represents
in miniature the whole range of
operations by which articulation
both disciplines and expands our
reasoning powers.

& Language as tacit inte-

grations
In his later article, ‘Sense Giving
and Sense Reading’®4, Polanyi

claims that endowing our utterances
[sense-giving] and the utterances of
others [sense-reading] with a mean-
ing has a characteristic pattern
which he calls the structure of tacit
knowing. He asserts that to form
such a structure is to create mean-
ing. When person A makes B stand
for an object C this endows B with
a meaning.

It is our subsidiary awareness of a
thing that endows it with meaning:
with a meaning that bears on an
object of which we are focally aware.
A meaningful relation of a subsidiary
to a focal is formed by the action of a
person who integrates one to the
other, and the relation persists by the
fact that the person keeps up this
integration. We may say, in slightly
more general terms, that the triad of
tacit knowing consists in subsidiary
things (B) bearing on a focus (C) by
virtue of an integration performed by
person (A); we may say also that in
tacit knowing we attend from one or
more subsidiaries to a focus on which
the subsidiaries are brought to bear.®>

He gives various examples

1.In a skill various elements are
integrated into a joint perform-
ance. These elements are subsidi-
aries within a focal act.

2.'The different features which
make up an expression bear upon
the mood they jointly compose.
We attend from different ele-
ments by integrating them into
our impression of the mood
which they express.

. A chess player sees the chess
pieces as they jointly bear upon
his chances of winning the game.
This is the meaning of the chess
pieces to the player, as he de-
cides from their position the
choice of his next move.
According to Polanyi, in our

transactions with the world we rely
upon our body as an instrument.
Such uses are skilful, and can be
extended by using tools. When we
endow internal and external clues
with a meaning, our awareness of
them is subsidiary. For example,
the skilful use of a tool, and the
recognition of a specimen by an
expert, both rely upon a meaningful
integration of a number of subsidi-
ary elements. Polanyi suggests that
this helps us to understand how
meaningful utterances are rendered
possible by vocal and grammatical
skills we may not be able to
describe.

W3

To sum up, meaning arises either by
integrating clues in our own body or
by integrating clues outside, and all
meaning known outside is due to our

subsidiary treatment of external
things as we treat our body. We may
be said to interiorize these things or
to pour ourselves into them. It is by
dwelling in them that we make them
mean something on which we focus
our attention 9%,

When we point at and name an
object its appearance is never quite
the endpoint of our attention, be-
cause objects can be perceived
under a variety of different condi-
tions. The object could also be
intangible e.g. a chess strategy. The
less tangible the focus, the more
purely mental is its object. This, he
asserts, helps to resolve the conflict
between the claim that denotative
langnage bears on objects, and the
claim that it bears upon concep-
tions. Both are correct—with a
contintum between them. But how
can one word represent various
different items? In the Critique of
Pure Reason Kant declares that
subsuming particular instances un-
der a general term

s a skill so deeply hidden in the
human soul that we shall hardly guess
the secret that nature employs. 67

Polanyi suggests however that this
becomes a problem only if we are
seeking an explicit procedure. Once
we appreciate that particulars func-
tion as clues within a tacit integra-
tion, we can understand how it is
that a variety of different encoun-
ters can bear subsidiarily upon a
general conception.

Meaning is a problem for con-
temporary philosophers, according
to Polanyi, for much the same
reason that universals puzzled ear-
lier philosophers. Because a word
becomes meaningful within a tacit
integration, if we seek to grasp its
meaning in terms of an explicit
procedure, this will shift our atten-
tion away from the context which
gives a word its meaning. This will
Iead us to a semantic version of the
‘Third Man’ problem raised by
Plato in the Parmenidies 1.e. how
we can know what a meaning looks
like independently of any specific
instance.

Listen to the following formulation of
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this attempt by Charles Morris. ‘The
sign vehicle itself is simply one
object, and its denotation of other
objects resides solely in the fact that
here are rules of usage which corre-
late the two sets of objects’. This is
to convert words into mere sounds
and then to subject them to the
operation of rules corresponding to
the meanings they possessed before.
But this does not work. Any rules
that will operate on meaningless
sounds endowing them with such
powers as they would possess if they
had a meaning will be found to
include actions—Iike pointing at
something—which introduce the very
kind of meaningful integration which
the operation was to eliminate %3

Only an agent who can attend from
a subsidiary awareness can bestow
a meaning upon a symbol. Polanyi
thus postulates the existence of two
levels of awareness. Meaning takes
place when an agent attends from a
subsidiary to a focal awareness. A
substdiary awareness, however, is
not the same as unconscious aware-
ness.

When writing a letter T am fully
aware of the pen and paper 1 am
using. The fact that [ am focusing my
attention on these particulars, but
attending from them to that which
they mean, reduces them to a subsidi-
ary status, but does not render my
knowledge of them subconscious or
preconscious, or such as one has of
an indefinable Jamesian fringe %7
It is function which makes an item
subsidiary. Because we rely upon
them when seeking to communicate
our meanings linguistic rules are
usually subsidiary.

9 Transnatural integra-
tions

We live, according to Polanyi, mn
the meanings we are able to dis-
cern. Illusions however tell us that
not everything is as it seems. We
grasp something as ‘real’, Polanyi
suggests, when we expect entities
to manifest themselves in unex-
pected ways in the future. The
meanings we discern in a work of
art, however, do not seem to exist

in our absence

The meanings—the coherent enti-
ties—which we know as Michae-
langelo’s Moses, Beethoven’s Ninth
Symphony, the virtue of justice, and
the Christian God are not only intan-
gibles; they are regarded by contem-
porary men as free human creations
—not subject to correction by nature.”0

In Personal Knowledge he defends
the claim that ali symbolic articula-
tion relies upon our tacit knowl-
edge. In ‘Sense Giving and Sense
Reading’ he extends this into the
claim that all meanings are particu-
lars integrated into coherences. In
his last published work Meaning.
written in co-operation with Harry
Prosch, he thus investigates what he
calls trans-natural integrations. Po-
lanyt begins by investigating the
coherences known as metaphors.
When we employ a name to desig-
nate something, words understood
in this way function as indicators,
pointing in a subsidiary way to the
focal integration upon which they
bear. The subsidiaries (S) bear
upon (—) their focal meaning (F):

S—F.
Within indication subsidiaries have
no intrinsic interest: it is that upon
which they bear which is the
element which claims our intrinsic
mterest. This gives us a whole class
of tacit knowing operations:

-ii i

S—F.
Polany: calls these integrations
‘self-centred’ integrations because
they are made from the self as a
centre (which includes all the sub-
sidiary clues in which we dwell) to
the object of our focal attention.

Polanyi then considers meanings
in which subsidiary clues do not
function simply as indicators point-
ing our way to something else. In
this second kind of meaning it is
the subsidiary clues that are of
intrinsic interest

When we look at a country’s flag on
a solemn occasion, this otherwise
meaningless piece of cloth becomes
for us a moving spectacle, and to
some people even a sacred object. 7!

S18 Appraisal Vol. 1 Supplementary Issuc 1997

With respect to intrinsic interest
symbolisation can be described thus
+ii il
S—F.
Whereas indication is ‘self-centred’,
symbolisation 1is ‘self-giving’.
Within a self-centred integration
subsidiaries bear upon a focal ob-
ject. In a self-giving integration the
self is carried away by the focal
object.
The symbol, as an object of our focal
awareness, is not merely established
by an integration of subsidiary clues
directed from the self to a focal
object; it 1s also established by sur-
rendering the diffuse memories and
experiences of the self into this
object, thus giving them a wvisible
embodiment. 72

When a symbol embodying a sig-
nificant matter has a significance of
its own the result according to
Polanyi is a metaphor. Within a
metaphor both the tenor and vehicle
have an intrinsic interest:
t \Y
+ii il
S—F
Metaphors according to Polany1i,
like all meanings, are established
by integrating subsidiary particulars
into comprehensive wholes. The
distinctive feature of a metaphor is
that it integrates seemingly incom-
patible elements into a novel mean-

mg

The main difference between meta-
phor and indication is that metaphor
is self-giving and not self-centred,
and the subsidiary elements are of
intrinsic interest. The main difference
between metaphor and symbolisation
is that in metaphorical meaning the
focal element is intrinsically interest-
ing. In other words, metaphor is
self-giving and not self-centred, and
its focal elements are of intrinsic
interest. 73
Although metaphors call upon our
imaginative powers to integrate in-
compatibles into a joint meaning,
this in itself does not amount to a
work of art. Within a work of art
particulars are integrated within an
artificial frame
This is how we can watch a murder
in a play . . . without either jumping



up to rescue the victim, or feeling the
action on the stage—the pretence of
a murder—to be nonsensical. We
accept the clues which the play offers
to the imagination for sharing its
meaning, and we live in this meaning
rather than the meaning these events
would have for us in our ordinary
‘interested” lives. This is something of
what Kant meant when he defined the
aesthetic appreciation of art as a
disinterested pleasure. 74

According to Polanyi the view,
which he derives from Coleridge,
that art requires a ‘willing suspen-
sion of unbelief’, is doubly mis-
leading. A work of art comes into
existence via an imaginative inte-
gration, and its reality is sustained
by the imagination of those who
seck to appreciate it. The accept-
ance of a work of art is not due to
a suspension of disbelief but is
rather an immersion in the belief
that works of art are meaningful.
Even the tendency within modernis-
m—the aesthetic version of the
moral inversion—to reduce our ex-
perience into meaningless frag-
ments integrates incompatibles nto
novel orders. Polanyi suggests that
the integration of incompatibles
accomplished by the creative pow-
ers of the imagination is as evident
in religious thought as it is in the
arts. Religion however also seeks to
give us a general meaning to our
existence.

According to Hall by grasping
religion in aesthetic terms, and
neglecting the aesthetic character of
science, Polanyi fails to do justice
to religious experience.

There is a certain drift here that
seems to head in the direction of the
old positivistic assumptions concern-
ing the relation of the sciences and
the arts, assumptions Polanyi so
wanted to defeat. Such positivistic
assumptions include the assumption
that the hypotheses of the sciences
are empirically verifiable while art
works are not subject to experiential
tests, the assumption that the sciences
are impersonal and objective while
the arts are personal and subjective,
and the assumption that the sciences
assert facts based on observations
while the arts involve values based on

acceptances. 7>
Haddox declares that metaphors
and symbols are not only ‘attended
to’ but also ‘attended from’ when
we inquire into reality.

Metaphors and symbols can be and
are used to indicate aspects of the
world. They are not simply art ob-
jects. Like science, art is created by
the imagination through abstraction
and is what it is by virtue of how it is
used in personal action. Polanyi ar-
gues this in Personal Knowledge. He
seems to forget it in Meaning. 76
Prosch points out however that Hall
and Haddox have misunderstood
the conception of art and religion
set out in Meaning’’. Polanyi con-
sistently believed that reality pro-
vides us with an external pole in
the natural sciences, mathematics,
and art and religion, and he equally
consistently made a distinction be-
tween the natural sciences, whose
reality exists independently of our
articulate systems, and practices
such as mathematics, art, and reli-
gion, whose reality exists only
within articulate systems. Both con-
ceptions are consistent with his
definition of reality as that from
which we expect indeterminate
properties to arise in the future.
The fact that the artist must labour to
meet his self-set standards is suffi-
cient warrant that he submits to these
as being universal standards, not of
his own arbitrary or wilful making.
He may be the first ever to recognise
them, vet he feels himself bound by
them, not superior to them; for to
him his innovation of standards ap-
pears to be a discovery, just as the
innovative creation of a statistical
understanding of nature appeared to
modern physicists to be a discovery.”8

The assumption that to be real is
to exist independently of our
thought has led some commentators
to misunderstand Polanyi as an
orthodox Christian. Kennedy makes
it clear however that:

Honesty demands that we acknowl-
edge that Polanyi was not religiously
committed nor did he have religious
faith as this is understood in Christian
theology . . . Religion for Polanyi is
the highest reach of man’s mental

existence, but it has no genuinely
objective historical reference . . . It is
rather an extension of the world of
art, and its meaning does not go
radically beyond the symbols and
myths of ancient cultures. 79

Polanyi claims that someone who is
prepared to inhabit a religious
framework builds up their own
universe.
God exists in the sense that He is to
be obeyed, but not otherwise; not as
a fact—any more than truth, beauty
or justice exist as facts. All these, like
God, are things which can only be
appreciated by serving them. 80

It is questionable however whether
any religion can survive the demise
of its literal status. Prosch recalls
trying to convince Polanyi
that no religion could be founded
without its including somewhere in its
lore the notion of its own real
supernatural origin, and that the su-
pernatural was therefore a necessary
feature of any religion which became
a ‘going concern’. I was never able
to succeed in getting him to admit
this. He really had a difficult time
understanding a belief in the factual
reality of the religiously supernatural
as anything much more than magic or
superstition 81

The claim that Meaning mneglects
the role played by our imagination
within the natural sciences is sim-
ply false. Polanyi merely observes
that while a work of art is meaning-
less to us unless we exercise our
imagination each time we expert-
ence it, the imaginative effort re-
quired for scientific discovery is
gradually reduced as creative in-
sights are transformed into every-
day knowledge.

10 Conclusion

To conclude. Wittgenstein transfers
from a representationalist to a con-
stitutive account of language, while
retaining the assumption that the
task of philosophy is to distinguish
between legitimate and illegitimate
uses of language. Polanyi, on the
other hand, links representationalist
and constitutive elements into a
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more general theory of meaning,
which does not attempt to dissolve
philosophical problems by appeal-
mg to legitimate and illegitimate
uses of language. Both Wittgenstein
and Polanyi defend the claim that
we know more than we can say, but
" Polanyi does not, on the grounds of
some supposed insight into the
limits of our language, seek to
legislate meaning, nor does he
believe that the limits of our lan-
guage are the limits of our world.
Although Wittgenstein draws our
attention to the phenomena of
changing aspects, Polanyi uses per-
ception shifts as evidence to sup-
port his claim that the imagination
helps us to extend and deepen our
understanding of the world.
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SELF-EMPTYING KNOWLEDGE:

MICHAEL POLANYI'S VISION OF THE MORAL FOUNDATIONS OF SCIENTIFIC

1 Introduction

The title of this paper is inspired by
two sources. In the letter to the
Philippians, St. Paul exhorts the
members of the community to ‘take
on the mind’ of Christ, who ‘emp-
tied himself* in order to enter into
the human condition. John Henry
Newman observed in his intellec-
tual autobiography that ‘“The energy
of the human intellect “does from
opposition grow”; 1t thrives and 1s
joyous, with a tough elastic
strength, under the terrible blows of
the divinely-fashioned weapon, and
is never so much itself as when it
has lately been overthrown™ ([1864]
1967, 193). Although Newman was
speaking of the impact of revela-
tion on the mind of a believer, the
unage of the mind joyfully embrac-
ing its own conquest seems well-
suited to the process of discovery
as described by Michael Polanyi. In
his understanding of scientific in-
vestigation, science is unquestion-
ably at its best when it has ‘lately
been overthrown™ by new insights
mto the nature of reality. In the
moment of discovery, the mind
empties itself of a formerly en-
trenched view and takes on a new
pattern of operations.

The purpose of this essay is to
discuss Polanyi’s model of self-
emptying knowledge. Where Tho-
mas Kuhn portrays the process as a
series of ‘tradition-shattering” revo-
Iutions ([1962] 1970, 6) that can be
treated as ‘cumulative’ only
through a selective and distorting
reading of the historical record
(138, 181), Polanyi envisioned a
stable frame of reference underly-
mg all framework transformations
in science: the metaphysical ideal
of personal commitment to trath.
From this ‘unmoved mover™ comes

REVOLUTIONS
Martin X. Moleski, SJ

the intellectual passions which de-
mand that we empty ourselves of
our prior commitments and make
room for a new way of seeing
reality. Using Polanyi’s model of
discovery allows for an apprecia-
tion of the continuity and develop-
ment of science even through the
most dramatic of conflicts; the
constant ground of development is
the conscience of science based on
a personal commitment to truth.

2 Polanyi’s credentials as

an ‘expert witness'

Because the fruitfulness of science
depends on skills appropriate to
each particular discipline, a scientist
rarely—if ever—needs an adequate
philosophy of science. Regardless
of what theoretical framework the
scientist has erected to interpret his
or her own scientific activity, all
such speculation is of a different
kind, and sccondary to, the scien-
tific framework which yields em-
pirical results. The philosophy of
science is not and cannot be an
object of scientific inquiry. There
are no lab techniques capable of
analysing ‘science’ scientifically;
the tools used to investigate the
charm of quarks,cannot be used to
investigate the mind that con-
structed such concepts.

William Wallace points out that
some scientists may suffer from a
handicap when they attempt phi-
losophy:

Truth, as I see it, is a property of
knowledge, and concern with truth,
as such, is a reflective concern that is
usually not part of the scientist’s
mentality. Those who are uncon-
vinced that there is such a thing as
knowledge, or who are unable to see
how new knowledge can be acquired,
are in no position to address them-

selves to the probiem of truth. And if
this is so with truth, it is even more
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so with the problem of certitude.
Those who do not know, or who
despair of ever being able to come to
know, will never be in a position to
know that they know and hence to be
certain of their knowledge (1972-74,
2:323-4)1,

Discussing the views of participants
in a colloquium on scientific
method, Wallace notes that

All were seemingly aware that scien-
tists rarely advert to philosophical
problems explicitly, and it was even
noted that many scientists now have a
‘disciplined disinterest’” or even a
‘trained incapacity’ to deal with them
(2:278).

If it 1s a mistake to assume that
scientists are not automatically
qualified to do philosophy, it is
equally absurd to suppose that
scientists know nothing about what
science is; Wallace points to a lack
of contact with science as the
source of error in Mili’s philosophy
of science:

Whatever the intrinsic merits of Mill’s
classic, there can be no doubt that it
soon became the standard textbook
of logic in the universities and was
almost universally looked upon, by
the latter part of the nineteenth
century, as the authoritative treatment
of scientific methodology. only re-
cently, in fact, has the adequacy of
Mill’s treatment been called into
question, and this on practically the
same grounds as a criticism voiced by
Whewell himself, namely, that Mill
had no knowledge of science’s his-
tory or of the actual practice of
scientists, and thus created his
method, as it were, in a logical
vacuum (2:129).

Michael Polanyl merits attention
and respect both as a scientist and
as a philosopher of science. Al-
though he was trained first in
medicine, his primary scientific
passion from 1917 until 1948 was
for physical chemistry; he enjoyed




success in his work on the adsorp-
tion of gases, X-ray crystallogra-
phy, and reaction kinetics. His
interest in the philosophy of science
dates to 1935, when he began to
question ‘the Soviet ideology under
Stalin which denied justification to
the pursuit of science’ (TD p. 3).
Polanyi’s career from 1948 until
his death in 1976 was primarly
devoted to overturning a bad phi-
losophy of science that is often
espoused by good scientists.

In the exact sciences, this false ideal
[of objectivism] is perhaps harmless,
for it is in fact disregarded there by
scientists. But we shall see that it
exercises a destructive influence in
biology, psychology, and sociclogy,
and falsifies our whole outlook far
beyond the domain of science (PK p.
Vii).

On the basis of his work in
medicine and chemistry, Polanyi is
qualified to testify about the proc-
ess of scientific investigation; on
the basis of his gift for philosophi-
cal reflection, he is quahfied to
explore the moral foundations of
science and to testify against the
‘false ideals’ that arise from misin-
terpretations of science.

3 Building interpretative
frameworks

Personal Knowledge 1s Polanyi’s
masterpiece on epistemology. In the
Introduction, Polanyi notes that it is
the result of nine years of research
(PK p.ix). In this section and the
next, we will focus oh the linked
notions of intellectual passions, in-
terpretative frameworks, and com-
mitment as they are described in
Personal Knowledge. (All refer-
ences in these two sections are to
the corrected edition of 1962.)

In Chapter Six of Personal
Knowledge, ‘Intellectual Passions,’
Polanyi turned our atfention to the
emotional subsidiaries of knowing.
It is a clich¢ that “people hear what
they want to hear,” but for Polanyi
the saying may be applied in a
positive sense. In order to focus our
attention on what really matters and

to spend time and energy assem-
bling the material that will let us
hear what reality is saying to us, we
must be driven by a desire to
understand and we must be sensi-
tive to what happens in the process
of investigation:

1 want to show that scientific pas-
sions are no mere psychological by-
product, but have a logical function
which contributes an indispensable
element to science. They respond to
an essential quality in a scientific
statement and may accordingly be
said to be right or wrong, depending
on whether we acknowledge or deny
the presence of that quality init . . . .
The excitement of the scientist in
making a discovery is an inteflectual
passion, telling that something is
intellectually precious and, more par-
ticularly, that it is precious to sci-
ence. And this affirmation forms part
of science (PK pp.134-5).

In the actual conduct of science, 1t

may not matter whether the scien-

tists recognize the contributions of

their own passions to their work, so
long as they do in fact care enough
about what they are doing n order
to do it well. Good scientists with
an inadequate philosophy of sci-
ence can still be good scientists;
two quite different kinds of skills
and intellectual passions are de-
manded by scientific and philo-
sophical research. The passions
necessary for doing science do not
stand at the focus of scientific
mquiry, but sustain it from within
the tacit dimension. Scientists may
therefore rely on those specifically
scientific subsidiaries without notic-
ing or acknowledging that they
exist.

Polanyi’s notion of what consti-
tutes an itellectual passion is re-
lated to his reflections on interpre-
tative {rameworks. Polanyi holds
that all meaning depends on the
tacit use of interpretative frame-
works. These frameworks enable
subsidiaries to bear upon a focus
and invest it with significance that
cannot be completely articulated.
There is a vital circle between what
we believe and what we feel. Our
intellectual passions reflect our be-
liefs and at the same time have the
power to change those commit-

ments so as to make them more
satisfying. The conceptual frame-
works with which we operate deter-
mine what we take to be facts (pp.
47, 240), organize our perceptions
(p.103), suggest where novelties
might be discovered (p.124), pre-
scribe methods (pp.160-1), and es-
tablish the grounds of competence
within a specially (318-19). Even
though we dwell within these
frames of reference, and employ
them to reach definite decisions, we
are unable to map them complete-
ly—we do not have the capacity to
see clear through ourselves and to
determine what affects us most
deeply.
I am npot speaking of the specific
assertions which fill the textbooks,
but of the suppositions which under-
lie the method by which these asser-
tions are arrived at. We assimilate
most of these presuppositions by
learning to speak of things in a
certain language. . . . The curious
thing is that we have no clear
knowledge of what our presupposi-
tions are and when we try to formu-
late them they appear quite uncon-
vincing (p.59).

We certainly have tacit knowl-
edge of our premisses—they make
their presence felt mn every decision
we make—but they are not wholly
under our inteliectual control (pp.
162, 165). The most influential
ideas in our intellectual lives are
not ‘clear and distinct’ ideas, but,
like the roots that give life and
support to great trees, are hidden in
tangled masses deep beneath the
surface of consciousness.

Interpretative frameworks do not
stand alone, but interact with each
other. In the following passages,
the phrase, ‘vision of reality’ seems
to mean an ultimate interpretative
framework:

Scientific discovery reveals new
knowledge, but the new vision which
accompanies it is not knowledge. It is
less than knowledge, for it 1s a guess;
but it is more than knowledge, for it
is a foreknowledge of things yet
unknown and at present perhaps
inconceivable. Our vision of the gen-
eral nature of things is our guide for
the imterpretation of all future expe-
rience. Such guidance is indispensa-
ble. . . . our vision of reality, to
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which our sense of scientific beauty
responds, must suggest to us the kind
of questions that it should be reason-
able and interesting to explore. It
should recommend the kind of con-
ceptions and empirical relations that
are intrinsically plausible and which
should therefore be upheld, even
when some evidence seems to contra-
dict them, and tell us also, on the one
hand, what empirical connections to
reject as specious, even though there
is evidence for them—evidence that
we may as yet be unable to account
for on any other assumptions. In fact,
without a scale of interest and plau-
sibility based on a vision of reality,
nothing can be discovered that is of
value to science; and only our grasp
of scientific beauty, responding to the
evidence of owr senses, can evoke
this vision (p.135; emphasis added).

This ultimate interpretative
framework 1s so fundamental that it
can never be drawn fully into view,
but can only be recognized as the
ever-present  substructure of the
mind’s more accessible operations.
Intellectual passions are based on
images of what is real. The mind
does mnot see reality except by
seeing it through these conceptual
constructs and filters; in normal
circumstances, one does not notice
the frames of reference that are
employed to make sense out of the
world, because the conceptual
frameworks function in subsidiary
awareness, just as the eye does not
see itself nor the ear hear itseif
when they are used to attend to the
external world.

Polanyi’s view of the tacit sub-
structure of meaning is diametri-
cally opposed to the rationalist
project, modelled on algebra and
geometry, of determining a few
self-evident propositions from
which all else can be derived. For
Polanyi, a tacit vision of reality
comes first not only in the exact
sciences (165) but even in analytic
sciences like mathematics (189,
257).

One’s vision of reality—the ulti-
mate interpretative framework—is
something larger and less detailed
than the theories that emerge from
it, but without the perceptions and
the passions generated by this all-
encompassing, tacit vision, one

would not know how to goabout
setting up smaller and more man-
ageable instruments of investiga-
tion. Tacit knowledge of our ulti-
mate view of reality provides the
foundation for valuing the formal
operations of the mind. Before one
can operate successfully within a
formal system, one must be dedi-
cated to it as something worthy of
attention. Polanyi emphasized again
that the personal appraisal of what
counts as fact and which facts are
to be counted as significant cannot
be reduced to a scientific method-
—the art of science precedes the
development of any formal tech-
niques:

It is the normal practice of scientists
to ignore evidence which appears
incompatible with the accepted sys-
tem of scientific knowledge, in the
hope that it will eventually prove
false or irrelevant. The wise neglect
of such evidence prevents scientific
laboratories from being plunged for-
ever into a turmoil of incoherent and
futile efforts to verify false allega-
tions. But there is, unfortunately. no
rule by which to avoid the risk of
occasionally disregarding thereby true
evidence which conflicts (or seems to
conflict) with the current teachings of
science. . . . Just as the eve sees
details that are not there if they fit in
with the sense of the picture, or
overlooks them if they make no
sense, so also very little inherent
certainty will suffice to secure the
highest scientific value to an alleged
fact, if only it fits in with a great
scientific generalization, while the
most stubborn facts will be set aside
if there 1s no place for them in the
established framework of science (PK
p.138).

For Polanyi, then, the intellectual
passions that give science its pecu-
liar character arise from the inter-
pretative frameworks that guide the
perceptions and judgments of scien-
tists.

4 Dwelling in and break-
ing out of interpretative
frameworks

While we rely on our conceptual

frameworks to direct our attention
and to make evaluation of experi-
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ence meaningful, we must at the
same time be willing to let those
frameworks change under the im-
pact of our heuristic and persuasive
passions. So long as a framework
of belief satisfies our intellectual
passions, we ‘dwell in’ it, using it
m a subsidiary fashion; when we
are compelled by those same pas-
sions to convert to a different
framework, we ‘break out’ of the
old pattern (PK pp. 195-202). Po-
lany1 sketched a threefold role for
intellectual passions—selective,
heuristic, and persuasive; the heu-
ristic function of these passions is
at the heart of self-emptying knowl-
edge because it

links our appreciation of scientific
value to a vision of reality, which
serves as a guide to enquiry. Heuris-
tic passion is also the mainspring of
originality—the force which impels us
to abandon an accepted framework of
interpretation and commit ourselves,
by the crossing of a logical gap, to
the use of a new framework (PK
p.159)

The power to empty ourselves
of a former framework and enter
into a new one clearly comes from
the deeper vision of reality that
remains unchanged m the moment
of conversion. Nevertheless, to
change our frame of vision is, in
some measure, to change ourselves:

Having made a discovery, 1 shall
never see the world again as before.
My eyes have become different; 1
have made myself into a person
seeing and thinking differently. 1 have
crossed a gap, the heuristic gap
which lies between problem and dis-
covery.

Major discoveries change our inter-
pretative framework. Hence it is
logically impossible to arrive at these
by the continued application of our
previous interpretative framework. . .
. We have to cross the logical gap
between a problem and its solution by
relying on the unspecifiable impulse
of our heuristic passions, and must
undergo as we do so a change of our
inteflectual personality. Like all ven-
tures in which we comprehensively
dispose of ourselves, such an inten-
tional change of our personality re-
quires a passionate motive to accom-
plish it. originality must be passionate
(PK p.143).




There is a cost involved in making
such changes within ourselves. old
habits die hard. New terminology
and new methods of operation will
have to be practiced until the
language and skills defined by the
new framework are assimilated as
tacit knowledge. The intellectual
passions rooted in our vision of
reality, the ultimate interpretative
framework that upholds our highest
ideals of truth, enable us to pay the
price of such conversions.

When two interpretative frame-
works are in conflict, the resolution
of their differences take place by
appeal to the larger visions of
reality that uphoid them. The ulti-
mate grounds of judgment will be
mformal, passionate and personal
(PK p.189), even though the frame-
works themselves may provide for-
mal operations of argument within
the system they establish:

Formai operations relying on one
framework of interpretation cannot
demonstrate a proposition to persons
who rely on another framework. . . .
Proponents of a new system can
convince their audience only by first
winning their intellectual sympathy
for a doctrine they have not vyet
grasped. Those who listen sympa-
thetically will discover for themselves
what they would otherwise never
have understood. Such an acceptance
is a heuristic process, a self-modify-
ing act, and to this extent a conver-
sion. It produces disciples forming a
school, the members of which are
separated for the time being by a
logical gap from those outside it.
They think differently, speak a differ-
ent language, live in a different
world, and at least one of the two
schools is excluded to this extent for
the time being (whether rightly or
wrongly) from the community of
science (PK p.151).

Because the vision of reality that
enables one to choose among con-
flicting conceptual frameworks is a
primarily tacit and essentially per-
sonal commitment, the dispute be-
tween frameworks almost necessar-
ily descends to ad hominem re-
marks: ‘In a clash of intellectual
passions each side must inevitably
attack the opponent’s person’ (PK
pp.151-2, 150, 318-19). This fact is
not a licence to abandon whatever

formal or quasi-formal arguments
there are to be made to demonstrate
the inadequacy of the conflicting
theories, but it is a comfort to
realize why such conflicts ‘may be
tragically inevitable’ (PK p.159-
60):

We have seen that to the extent to
which it represents a new way of
reasoning, we cannot convince others
by formal argument, for so long as
we argue within their framework, we
can never induce them to abandon it.
Demonstration must be supple-
mented, therefore, by forms of per-
suasion which can induce a conver-
sion. The refusal to enter on the
opponent’s way of arguing must be
justified by making it appear alto-
gether unreasonable. . . . He will be
made to appear as thoroughly de-
luded, which in the heat of the battle
will easily come to imply that he was
a fool, a crank, or a fraud (PK
pp.151-2).

There is no guarantee that one
will succeed in inducing conversion
in another. The risk of appearing
‘altogether unreasonable’ oneself as
the argument progresses is part of
the price one pays in adopting and
defending a fundamental position
(PK pp.vii, 93-4). This 1s why
Polanyi speaks so much about
‘commitment’ in the last chapter of
Part Three. Commitment is re-
quired to dwell in any conceptual
framework, even in mathematics,
for there is no formal system to
compel the adoption of the princi-
ples upon which the formal systems
of mathematics rest (PK p.294); on
the same grounds, Polanyi portrays
the other fields of science as sys-
tems of belief, sustained by the
personal and passionate commit-
ments of the scientists themselves
(PK p.171).

To this point, Polanyi’s descrip-
tion of changing interpretative
frameworks strongly resembles
Kuhn’s description of paradigm
change. At a superficial level, one
might integrate Kuhn and Polanyi
by finding a way of correlating
their guiding metaphors. A para-
digm might be recognized as the
embodiment or the symbol of an
interpretative framework; it is pos-
sible that an interpretative frame-

work could include several para-
digms, in the sense of model
problems. The notion of paradigm
has escaped from that narrow
meaning, however, as Kuhn notes
in the 1969 ‘Postscript’ to The
Structure of Scientific Revolutions
(pp.181-2). In the larger sense of
the word, paradigm covers much
the same ground as interpretative
framework, both of them

+ 1. create jargon;
+ 2. identify significant data;

+ 3. suggest canonical interpretations
of the data;

+ 4. divide one school from another;

+ 5. define formal operations for
practitioners;

+ 6. are surprisingly fruitful, even
when wrong;

+ 7. explain the history of science in
a satisfying fashion:

+ 8. depend on commitment;

+ 9. exhibit a tacit/articulate struc-
fure.

Neither Polanyi nor Kuhn seem to
have mnoted dissonance between
their positions. They trade compli-
mentary footnotes: Kuhn honours
Polanyi twice for his reflections on
tacit knowledge (1970, 44f 191),
while in the 1964 Introduction to
Science, Faith and Society, Polanyi
lists Kuhn as one whose ‘conclu-
sions overlap my own’ (SFS pp.12-
13). A recent collection of essays.
Paradigm Change in Theology: A
Symposium for the Future, edited
by Hans Kiing and David Tracy
(1989), depends almost entirely on
Kuhn’s model of paradigm change;
the only essay which mentions
Polanyi, ‘The Dialectics of Theory
and Praxis within Paradigm Analy-
sis” (pp. ©63-109), by Matthew
Lamb, unfortunately treats the two
positions as practically identical. In
‘A Comment on Polanyt and
Kuhn’, Maben Walter Poirier notes
that Imre Lakatos, Israel Schettler,
John Watkins and Jack Meiland all
fail to realize ‘the very obvious
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opposition that exists between Po-
lanyi’s position on the one hand,
and that of Kuhn and his associates
on the other’ (1989, p.260).

Although they have much in
common, Polanyi’s affirmation of
the moral and metaphysical founda-
tions of science secems to set him
apart from Kuhn’s more positivist
approach. Kuhn’s advantage over
Polanyi 1s primarily rhetorical. In
paradigm, Kuhn found a word with
powerful connotations. The poetry
of the word has survived his own
efforts to replace it with ‘discipli-
nary matrix,” a term almost as
unspeakable as ‘interpretative
framework.”

5 Conscience and truth
When two interpretative frame-
works clash, one way in which the
appeal of a new framework is
expressed 1s to say that it is more
‘beautiful’ than other alternatives.
While Polanyi often speaks of the
aesthetic dimension of scientific
passions, he holds that the ultimate
beauty of a theory lies in its truth.

I believe that by now three things
have been established beyond reason-
able doubt: the power of ntellectual
beauty to reveal truth about nature;
the vital importance of distinguishing
this beauty from merely formal attrac-
tiveness; and the delicacy of the test
between them, so difficult that it may
baffle the most penetrating scientific
minds (PK p. 149).
Polanyi described truth as “the
achievement of a contact with reali-
ty—a contact destined to reveal
itself further by an indefinite range
of yet unforseen consequences’ (PK
p.147). This 1s not a definition that
can he used in a formal way to
determine what is and is not true,
but a characterization of a funda-
mental concept in Polanyi’s world-
view. Just as Plato came to the
conclusion that justice is what the
just man thinks it is, so it may be
that truth is what the wise man
thinks 1t is. The recognition of truth
is an art that cannot be reduced to a
rule:
Nor do I deny, of course, that science
is constantly in danger from the

incursion of empty speculations,
which must be watchfully resisted and
cast out; but I hold that the part
played by personal knowledge in
science makes it impossible to formu-
late any precise rule by which such
speculations can be distinguished
from properly conducted empirical
investigations (p. 153).

Polanyi knew what he meant by
‘truth,” even if he did not and could
not provide a testable, operative
definition of the term valid for all
conceivable contexts in which it
might be employed. We seize truth
gladly when we recognize it, be-
cause we desire it passionately,
even if we cannot spell out all we
know about it or say precisely how
it 1s that it came our way.

‘Conscience’, as such, is not a
term that Polany: uses frequently in
Personal  Knowledge; the word
does not appear in the index of that
book; the comrelative terms in this
work are values, ideals, 1nteliectual
passions, and self-set standards. He
does use the word in one very
iHluminating context:

Intellectual commitment is a responsi-
ble decision, in submission to the
compelling claims of what in good
conscience [ conceive to be true (PK
p. 65).
Although Polanyi’s highest stand-
ards are ‘self-set” in the sense of
being personally endorsed, they
clearly have the hallmarks of plac-
ing us before ‘something exterior’
—Polanyi’s notion of ‘reality’
which functions like a tribunal to
which the mind submits and over
which the mind ultimately has no
power.

Not all readers agree on the
weight to give to Polanyt’s com-
ments on ‘contact with reality’ as
the source of truth in science.
Poirier’s objective in her ‘Comment
on Polanyi and Kuhn’ i1s ‘to show
that Polanyi is a philosophical
realist, and not a radical relativist
like Kuhn™ (1989, p. 261). Aaron
Milavec takes quite a different tack
in his reading of the same passages:

Even though Polanyi used phrases
such as “coniact with reality”, he
never wanted to imply that the
discoverer has some direct or indirect
access to reality as epistemological
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realists have implied. Nonetheless,
one finds interpreters of Polanyi who
dress up his post-critical philosophy
in the clothes of critical realism. T.F.
Torrence, for instance, in his address
to the Polanvi Society meeting in
1975, repeatedly committed this mis-
take (1989, p. 10).
In the 1991 Polanyi Society meet-
ing, the debate continued in re-
sponse to a presentation by Ronald
Hall. While [ appreciate Milavec’s
warning that Polanyi should not be
carelesslv associated with other .
‘epistemological realists’, 1 believe
that Poirier has the preponderance
of evidence on her side in favour of
the conclusion that Polanyi in-
tended to develop a post-critical
realism. As indicated in the preced-
ing section, a scientist’s vision of
reality is the fundamental, tacit
mterpretative  framework that all
articulate frameworks depend on
for meaning. The intellectual pas-
sion of conscience depends upon
the conviction that one is being
guided by something not of one’s
own making in the formation of all
constructs that are of one’s own
making,.

Polanyi's most explicit treat-
ments of scientific conscience ap-
pear in his earlier collections of
essays, Science. Faith and Society
(pp. 15, 39, 40-2. 45-0, 56-7, 66-7,
80-84) and The Logic of Liberty
(pp. 4. 40. 45-4. 200). Polanyi
notes the important role of con-
science in the development of a
discovery: the scientist

breaks the law as it 1s, in the name of
the law as he believes it ought to be.
He has an intenselv personal vision of
something which m his view hence-
forth everyone must recognise . . . .
Therefore, his most personal acts of
intuition and conscience link him
firmly to the universal system and the
canons of science (L1, p. 40).

In this work. Polanyi clearly
sees conscience as constitutive of
the scientific endeavour.

To guess the solution to a problem
offered by nature--as demanded of
the scientist—requires the exercise of
intuitive faculties conuolied by an
intellectual conscience. They are the
means for establishing creative con-
tacts with a hidden reality (pp.43-4).




The Logic of Liberty ends with an
endorsement of conscience as the
key to balancing the conservative
and progressive powers of the
mind:
It remains in the last resort for each
of us in his own conscience to
balance the perils of complacency
against those of recklessness. The
danger that such ultimate decision
may prove erroneous seems to be
comparatively slight, so long as we
continue humbly to search for guid-
ance on matters over which we can
never hope to achieve uitimate mas-
tery (LL p. 200).

In the 1963 Introduction to
Science, Faith and Socieiy, Polanyi
explicitly connects his reflections
on conscience with the notion of
commitment developed in Personal
Knowledge:

... from beginning to end he himself
is the ultimate judge in deciding on
each consecutive step of his enquiry.
He has to arbitrate all the time
between his own passionate intuition
and his own critical restraint of it
The reach of these ultimate decisions
is wide: the great scientific controver-
sies show the range of basic ques-
tions which may remain in doubt after
all sides of an issue have been
examined. The scientist must decide
such issues, left open by opposing
arguments, in the light of his own
scientific conscience. My book Per-
sonal Knowledge . . . attempts to
buttress this final commitment against
the charge of subjectivity (SFS p.15).

The special character of personal
knowledge—the fusion of the ob-
jective and subjective poles of
knowledge—is therefore a matter
of good conscience. In this collec-
tion, Polanyi speaks of ‘scientific
conscience’ as the key to making
contact with reality:

We see higher interests conflicting
with lower interests. That must in-
volve questions of conviction and of
faithfulness to an ideal; it makes the
scientist’s judgment a matter of con-
science. Scientific conscience cannot
be satisfied by the fulfillment of any
rules, since all rules are subject 1o its
own interpretation. . . . The scien-
tist’s task is not to observe any
allegedly correct procedure but to get
the right results. He has to establish
contact, by whatever means, with the
hidden reality of which he is predicat-
ing. His conscience must therefore

give its ultimate assent always from a
sense of having established that con-
tact. And he will accept therefore the
duty of committing himself on the
strength of evidence which can, ad-
mittedly, never be complete; and trust
that such a gamble, when based on
the dictates of his scientific con-
science, is in fact his competent
function and his proper chance of
making his contribution to science
(SFS pp. 39-40).

It seems fair to say that for Polanyi,
scientific certitude is a special form
of moral certitude; without the
guidance of the intellectual, scien-
tific conscience, science could not
stay in touch with a universe that
defies complete formalization. He
calls this “a moral element in the
foundations of science’ (SFS p.
41). From Polanyi’s pomt of view,
it is our intellectual passions, expe-
rienced as conscience, that move us
to maintain the qualities of charac-
ter required by serious investiga-
tion.

In “Authority and Conscience,’
Polanyi developed the theme that
scientific knowing depends upon
the personal integrity of the investi-
gator:

We have seen that the propositions
embodied in natural science are not
derived by any definite rule from the
data of experience. They are first
arrived at by a form of guessing
based on premisses which are by no
means inescapable and cannot even
be clearly defined: after which they
are verified by a process of observa-
tional hardening which always leaves
play to the scientist’s personal judg-
ment. In every judgment of scientific
validity there thus remains implied the
supposition that we accept the prem-
isses of science and that the scien-
tist’s conscience can be relied upon
(SFS p41).
The great scandals that reach the
general press, such as the vigorous
debate about cold fusion or the
inquiry into heart studies at M.I.T..
serve as a reminder.that scientific
certitude depends upon the integrity
and conscientiousness of scientists.

6 Metaphysics and mys-
tery

Polanyi explicitly characterises
his understanding of commitment
to truth as a metaphysiical stand-
point:

Modern science arose claiming to be
grounded in experience and not on a
metaphysics derived from first princi-
ples. My assertion that science can
have discipline and originality only if
it believes that the facts and values of
science bear on a still unrevealed
reality, stands in opposition to the
current philosophic conception of sci-
entific knowledge It was
attempt to vindicate the freedom of
science against such teachings that
made me realise the weakness of the
strict empiricism which has domi-
nated our conception of science
throughout this century. I saw that
this philosophy left science defence-
less against the Soviet doctrine and
this led me to decide that only on
metaphysical grounds can we account
for the intrinsic powers of human
inventiveness. Here 1 met also the
presuppositions  of freedom in sci-
ence. (TD p. 70, 81; cf. 82-3, 91).
It is in passages like these that
Polanyi departs most radically from
Kuhn and provides broad links
between the fields of science and
religion. There seems to be no
larger horizon in Kuhn comparable
to this metaphysical vision of Po-
lanyi. It seems that everything
Kuhn understands about paradigms
can be mapped into Polanyi’s no-
tion of interpretative frameworks,
but not everything in Polanyi’s
position finds a correlative structure
in Kuhn’s.
Polanyi used problem-solving as
his root model of knowledge:

The knowledge of a true problem is
indeed a paradigm of all knowing.
For knowing is always a tension
alerted by largely unspecifiable clues
and directed by them towards a focus
at which we sense the presence of a
thing—a thing that, like a problem,
embodies the clues on which we rely
for attending to it. This is the lesson
derived from perception, which we
have now to apply generally to the
pursuit of knowledge by scientific
mquiry (KB p.117).

Newman, who developed an episte-
mology surprisingly simitar to Po-
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lanyi’s, discussed the notionof
‘mystery’ in the same way that
Polanyi spoke of a ‘true problem’:

The pleasure of a search, like that of
a hunt, lies in the searching, and ends
at the point at which the pleasure of
Certitude begins. Its elements are
altogether foreign to those which go
to compose the serene satisfaction of
Certitude. First, the successive steps
of discovery, which attend on an
investigation, are continual and ever-
extending informations, and pleasur-
able, not only as such, but also as the
evidence of past efforts, and the
earnest of success at the last. Next,
there is the interest which attaches to
a mystery, not yet removed, but
tending to removal,—the complex
pleasure of wonder, expectation, sud-
den surprises, suspense, and hope, of
advances fitful vet sure, to the un-
known. And there is the pleasure
which attaches to the toil and conflict
of the strong, the consciousness and
successive evidences of power. moral
and intellectual, the pride of ingenuity
and skill, of industry, patience. vigi-
lance, and perseverance (170-1).

‘Mystery” plays no part in Po-
lanyi’s epistemology, though in one
mstance does compare the act of
conscientiously striving to make
contact with reality to “the mystical
contemplation of nature’ (PK p.
133). By ‘mystery,” Newman un-
derstood something that was partly
known and partly unknown, not
something totally incomprehensi-
ble:
A mystery is a proposition conveying
incompatible notions, or is a state-
ment of the inconceivable. Now we
can assent to propositions (and a
mystery is a proposition), provided
we can apprehend them; therefore we
can assent to a mystery, for, unless
we in some sense apprehended it, we
should not recognize it to be a
mystery, that is, a statement uniting
incompatible notions. The same act,
then, which enables us to discern that
the words of the proposition express
a muystery, capacitates us for assent-
ing to it. Words which make non-
sense, do not make a mystery (p. 55).

Newman compared the use of lan-
guage in the declaration of muyster-
ies to the use of metaphors in
language and to the use of ‘practi-
cal approximation’ in the sciences,
calling such inexact-but-sufficient
constructions ‘an economy’ (p. 56).

He felt that the experience of
mystery was not limited to the
religious realm. The recognition
that reason’s °‘clearest and most
vigorous exercise leads it by most
certain steps to a termination from

it simply revolts, baffled and
amazed, is not peculiar to the
theological doctrine before us’

({1844-1886} 1976, p.61). Al-
though we not understanding every-
thing about the object of our
thought in a dogmatic proposition,
‘we apprehend sufficiently to be
able to assent to these theological
truths as mysteries’ [1864] 1967,
p.60). Like the scientist who disre-
gards imperfections in his model or
like the poet who overlooks periph-
eral, incongruities in a metaphor,
the believer senses that the state-
ment of a mystery is ‘on to
something” and will lead some-
where, even if the way forward is
full of perplexities. We know
enough to know that we should
hang on to this lead even though
we do not know enough to spell
out all of the relationships in-
voived—we know enough to know
how littie we know. In this view,
mystery is the origin, not the
enemy of understanding, both in
science and in religion.

For Newman, there was nothing
so refreshing for the mind as to
plunge deeply into the awareness of
mystery and to experience itself
being emptied of its preconceptions
by contact with the divine reality.
Polanyi anticipated similar intellec-
tual pleasures to come from the
quest to ‘see the world in a new
way’:

This is, in fact, my definition of
external reality: reality is something
that attracts our attention by clues
which harass and beguile our minds
into getting ever closer to it, and
which, since it owes this attractive
power to its independent existence,
can always manifest itself in still
unexpected ways (KB pp.118-9).

Polanyi set no himits in advance
on where contact with reality might
lead the eager mind; in his conclu-
sion to The Tacit Dimension, he
expressed the hope that his reflec-
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tions might help to renew the life
of faith:

Men need a purpose which bears on
eternity. Truth does that; our ideals
do it; and this might be enough, if we
could ever be satisfied with our
manifest moral shortcomings and with
a society which has such shortcom-
ings fatally involved in its workings.

Perhaps this problem cannot be
resolved on secular grounds alone.
But its religious solution should be-
come more feasible once religious
faith is released from pressure by an
absurd vision of the universe, and so
there will open up instead a meaning-
ful world which could resound to
religion (TD p. 92)

Ultimately, it is the commitment to
eternity which empowers us to
loosen our grip on our old ways of
thought.

Not all such moments are
equally pleasant. The self-emptving
of Jesus as depicted by St. Paul
began in the Incarnation and contin-
ued through the Crucifixion. The
mind’s willingness to be over-
thorwn may well lead it into a dark
night ot knowledge at times—an
awful moment of being lost in the
quest for enlightenment. Even if
one is not a disciple of Christ, one
might still take comfort in the hope
that the universe is so structured
that the agony willingly embraced
in the name of truth will be
rewarded by sommething like resur-
rection from death.

Loyola Hali
Canasius College
Buffalo, NY

Notes:

1. Wallace explicitly rejects Kuhn’s
revolutionary model introduc-
tion to his first volume, Medi-
eval and Early Classical Sci-
ence (v-vijand suggests an alter-
native model in the mtroduction
to his second volume Classical
and Contemporary Science:
‘The work itself seeks such a
justification of the [‘cumulative
growth of knowledge within the
scientific enterprise’] through a
historical examination and rein-




statement of the dual concept of causal explanation. Its central thesis is that the search for causal explanations has
provided,and continues to provide, a reliable paradigm of scientific method from its origins in the late Middle
Ages down to the present day’ (p.v).

2. This is the main thesis of my dissertation for Catholic University, Illative Sense and Tacit Knowledge: A4
Comparision of the Theological Implications of the Epistemologies of John Henry Newman and Michael Polanyi
(1991).

References:

Kuhn, Thomas, [1962] 1970, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press.

Newman, John Henry, [1864] 1967, Apologia pro Vita Sua: Being a History of His Religious Opinions, edited and
with introduction by Martin J. Svaglic, Oxford, Clarendon Press.
[1870] 1979, An Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent, Introduction by Nicholas Lash, Notre Dame, University
of Notre Dame Press.
[1846-1886] 1976, The Theological Papers of John Henry Newman on Faith and Certainty, edited by J.Derek
Holmes, assisted by Hugo M. de Achaval, introduction by Charles S. Dessain, Oxford, Clarendon Press.

Hans King and David Tracy, eds, 1989, Paradigm Change in Theology: A Symposium for the Future, wanslated by
Margaret Kohl, New York, Crossroad.

Milavec, Aaron. 1989, *A Polanyian Critique of Thomas Kuhn's Structure of Scientific Revolutions,” 1radition and
Discovery, 16: pp.4-20.

Poirier, Maben Walter. 1989, *A Comment on Polanyi and Kuhn,” The Thomist 53: pp.259-279.

Wallace, William, 1974, Causality and Scientific Explanation, in two volumes: Medieval and Early Classical
Science and Classical and Contemporary Science, Ann Arbor, University of Michigan.

Appraisal Vol 1 Supplementary Issue 1997 $29



FEYERABEND'S POLANYIAN TURNS

n this paper, [ shall try to show

that, and how, Paul Feyerabend’s

philosophy of science was more
than once influenced, to the extent
of being re-oriented, by the work of
Michael Polanyi. While T don’t
want to soggest that Feyerabend
was a mere populariser of Polanyi
(in the way Joseph Agassi seems to
think that Kuhn was), my theses
will be that Feyerabend, whose
output was originally under the
mfluence of very different thinkers,
produced in the 1960’°s a rational
model of science which synthesised
their work with that of Polanyi and,
in his later years, work which can
best be understood as embodying
certain themes earlier propounded
by Polanyi (and others). | shall
suggest that Feyerabend's reading
of Polanqi was decisive in steering
him away from normative episte-
mology, falsificationisin, and intel-
lectualism, and towards a concep-
tion of science as a set of practices.

1 Feyerabend's premisses

To make this case, I first have to
show that certain components of
Feyerabend’s early work (by which
I will mean what he published
before about 1970) were antitheti-
cal to Polanyi’s thought. This isn’t
too difficult. The dominant influ-
ences on Feyerabend’s early phi-
losophy of science were his disser-
tation supervisor, Viktor Kraft (a
former member of the Vienna Cir-
cle), his later teacher Karl Popper,
and the later work of Ludwig
Wittgenstein.  In  Wittgenstein’s
Philosophical Investigations Feyer-
abend imagined that he saw the
‘contextual theory of meaning’
which he subsequently deployed,
the view that the meaning of a term
depends on its theoretical context.
From Kraft and Popper, Feyer-
abend took, and developed more

John Preston

uncompromisingly than anyone
else, the idea that philosophy of
science should be normative episte-
mology. According to these three,
to attempt to practise descriptive or
naturalistic epistemology is to ca-
pitulate to certain kinds of con-
servatism. Instead, the philosopher
should aim to work out and /lay
down the methodological rules that
scientists ought to follow.! As Fey-
erabend put it, in a passage he later
came to regret:

[Sicientific method, as well as the
rules for reduction and explanation
connected with it, is not supposed to
describe what scientists are actually
doing. Rather, it is supposed to
provide us with normative rules
which should be followed, and to
which actual scientific practice will
correspond only more or less closely.
It 1s very important nowadays to
defend such a normative mterpreta-
tion of scientific method and to
uphold reasonable demands even if
actual scientific practice should pro-
ceed along completely different lines.
It is important because many contem-
porary philosophers of science seem
to see their task in a very different
light. For them actual scientific prac-
tice is the material from which they
start, and a methodology is consid-
ered reasonable only to the extent to
which it murrors such practice. (1962,
p.60, only partly reprinted in his
1981a, pp.68-9).

It should come as no surprise, then,
that when Polanyi acknowledged
the harmony between his work and
that of certain contemporaries, in a
new introduction to Science, Faith
and Society, written in 1963, the
list inciuded Stephen Toulmin,
Norwood Russell Hanson and T.S.
Kuhn, but not Feyerabend. Despite
his reputation nowadays as a phi-
losopher of science in the ‘histori-
cal’ tradition, in this company, as |
have elsewhere argued, Feyerabend
should have been regarded as
something of a fifth-columnist.
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2 The first Polanyian turn:
Feyerabend's 'model for
the acquisition of knowl-
edge’

However, Feyerabend was already
under the (antithetical) influence of
Polanyi. In moving from Bristol to
Berkeley in the early 1960’s, the
spell Popper had cast over him
gradually weakened. Discussing his
own intellectual history, he later
recalled:

[Slomewhere along the way I read an
interesting paper by Michael Polanyi
on the world view of the Azande.
Here was a concrete application of
Witigenstein's advice to look and sce
and not to wander off on an abstract
tangent (Munévar 1991, p.452).
(‘Wandering off on an abstract
tangent’ is how he later tended to
characterise his erstwhile commit-
ment to a strongly normative epis-
temology (see, for example, 1995,
p.141)). The paper Feyerabend 1is
referring to is surely ‘The Stability
of Beliefs’, which Polanyi pub-
lished in 1952. Unfortunately, Fey-
erabend gives us no idea of when
he read it. But it is apparent to
anyone who knows his work that,
along with the work of Thomas
Kuhn, this paper had a great influ-
ence on his thinking during the
early 1960’s. Instead of giving a
mere list of the ideas this paper
contains which surface in Feyer-
abend’s 1960°s work, 1 shall sketch
his position at that time and give
references to Polanyi’s article. The
position in question is embodied in
what Feyerabend referred to as his
own preferred ‘model for the acqui-
sition of knowledge’, the construc-
tion of which occupies most of his
tmportant early papers.

As well as (or instead of) being
held explicitly, theories, which are
simply sets of beliefs, can be held
implicitly, by virtue of reliance on a




particular language (Polanyi 1952,
p.217). Languages, that is, can be
profitably seen as, or as conlaining
theories (pp.219-20, 221). Thus
embodied, we can think of the most
general theories as conceptual
frameworks, structures which con-
sist of fundamental presuppositions.
But, when held in this form, theo-
ries are less susceptible to criticism
than when presented explicitly.
People are capable of protecting
their belief-systems by explaining
away evidence which, to a non-
believer, would clearly seem to
refute them (p.220). Conceptual
frameworks are, or can be, highly
‘stable’ doubt-proof systems, and
their hold on our minds can amount
to a rather frightening monopoly on
our cognitive resources (pp.218,
225). The classic kind of ‘falsifica-
tion” envisaged by naive falsifica-
tionists is not allowed to occur, and
for a good reason: if we were not
tenacious (‘dogmatic’) in defence
of our theories, we would have no
theories at all, for afl interesting
theories are assailed by troubling
counter-evidence.

Conceptual frameworks protect
themselves and evade falsification
using various strategies: by the
circularity of their supporting argu-
ments, by the relations of mutual
confirmation among their presuppo-
sitions, by their ability to generate
‘secondary elaborations’ which
cover almost every conceivable
eventuality, and by denying the
ground of any alternative, rival
conceptions (pp.222-5).

Marxism and psychoanalysis are
prime examples of such ‘concep-
tual frameworks’. So are the belief-
systems which anthropologists have
shown to be inherent in the lan-
guages of ‘primitive people’ like
the Azande (p.2 20). These are
alternatives to the conceptual
framework of modem science.
However, our rejection of these
alternatives is not the result of the
conscious application of the ‘princi-
ple of doubt’, but rather a matter of
our enculturation (p.2 25). Whether
we can give good reasons for our
rejection is a moot point. In fact,

Polanyi proposed, in what he called
‘a conscious affront to the critical
tradition of modern thought’
(p.218), that modem science, far
from being a product of rational
discussion within a ‘critical com-
munity’ (Popper), is a conceptual
framework of just this kind, and is
defended by the same sorts of
mental operations as Zande witch-
craft, Marxism and psychoanalysis.
‘The process of selecting facts for
our attention’, he declares, ‘is the
same in science as among Azande’,
(p.230). Scientists themselves,
when in the grip of a powerful
conceptual scheme, blatantly ignore
the counter-examples that piague it,
writing them off as ‘anomalies’.
Feyerabend agreed.

How, then, are we critically to
examine our own conceptual frame-
work, the framework of fundamen-
tal presuppositions that constitutes
modern science? Because of his
Popperian background Feyerabend,
I think, was more wortried by this
question than Polanyi. Polanyi’s
answer at this point, after all, was
that the reasons we have to prefer
science to magic, astrology, or
communism, °‘can never be ad-
equately stated without a personal
affirmation of belief on the part of
the speaker’ (p.230), and that to
defend our belief-system we would
have explicitly to declare our belief
in science ‘in fiduclary terms’
(p.232). A Popperian like Feyer-
abend would, not unreasonably,
consider this to be a capitulation to
‘irrationalism’. But, ironicaily, Po-
lanyi’s article gave Feyerabend the
resources with which to develop his
answer. The single most important
passage of that article, for Feyer-
abend, is undoubtedly the one that
runs as follows:

So long as we use a certain language,
all questions that we can ask will
have to be formulated in it and will
thereby confirm the theory of the
universe which is implied in the
vocabulary and structure of the lan-
guage. It follows that we cannot state
without self-contradiction within a
language any doubt in respect to the
theory implied by the language. The

only way to dissent from the theory
of the universe implied in a language
is to abandon some of its vocabulary
and to learn to speak a new language
instead. (Polanyi 1952, pp.221-2).

This passage, and the example of
Svante Arrhenius’ theory of electro-
lytic dissociation Polanyi subse-
quently mentions (p.228), clearly
prefigure not only Feyerabend’s
famous ‘theoretical pluralism’, but
also his argument for it, viz., that
the only way to ‘refute’ theories
which are so stable and comprehen-
sive that they have ossified into
conceptual frameworks is to mobi-
lise or invent another, radically
different conceptual framework
which will show up by contrast the
inadequacies of the existing frame-
work.2 This is Feyerabend’s ‘gener-
alisation” of the idea of a crucial
experiment.

But Feyerabend had rot, at this
time, assimilated Polanyi’s message
that the application of methodologi-
cal rules (or ‘maxims’) always
relies on personal judgment
(p.219). In pursuing a rational
model of science, he did not ques-
tion, but rather relied on, the
premise that he had taken from
Popper and Kraft, that philosophy
of science is the attempt to specify
which methodological rules scien-
tists should commit to if they really
want to achieve progress, and that
these mules can, if we are self-
critical, be given a nice crisp
application. In discussing his
‘model for the acquisition of
knowledge’, Feyerabend said

I really hope that the occasional
disparity between [this] model and
actual scientific practice will be re-
garded as a criticism of the latter, not
of the former In the struggle be-
tween an ideal and actual reality the
ideal must aiways be given the upper
hand. After ali, we do not want to
leave the historical development of a
discipline to chance (or to Oxford
common sense); we want to shape it,
and improve it in accordance with
ideas we find reasonable. This was
the way in which modern science and
its philosophy started. (Feyerabend
1965, reprinted in 1981a, p.111).
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What is more, the conclusions
Feyerabend drew from his unholy
mixture of Popper, Logical Positiv-
ism, and Wittgenstein would not
have recommended themselves to
Polanyi. To give just one indica-
tion: this period of Feyerabend’s
work culminates (for our purposes)
in the brief 1969 article ‘Science
without Experience’, in some ways
the final fruit of his Popperian
phase. Although its official target
was all kinds of empiricism (in-
cluding Popper’s view that while
theories can’t be supported by
experience, they should be rested
against it), the burden of that paper
was to argue that human experience
is needed neither in understanding
the principles of a scientific theory,
nor in testing such a theory, nor in
communicating the results of such
tests. Rather. the entire labour of
the scientist (in the ‘context of
justification’, at least) could per-
fectly well be performed by a
suitably-programmed digttal com-
puter. A stronger contrast with
Polanyi’s theme that scientific re-
search is an art or skill that can
only be transmitted by example
within a social tradition can hardly
be imagined. What has gone wrong
here, 1 suspect, from a Polanyian
point of view, is that Feyerabend
had deployed a misguided causal
theory of perception which he bor-
rowed from the ‘physicalism’ of
Neurath, Carnap and Popper.

3 A second Polanyian
turn?: the research-imma-
nence of methodology.

Nevertheless, by the end of the
1960s Feyerabend was prepared to
retreat from most of the Popperian
views he had previously held (falsi-
ficationism,scientific realism?, nor-
mative epistemology, methodologi-
cal monism, etc.), as well as to
write some rather uncomplimentary
things about Popper himself. A
conversation with the physicist Carl
Friedrich von Weizscker in 1965 4,
together with the slow but steady
influence of historical case-studies

of science, brought Feyerabend to
see the poverty of the purely
normative approach to philosophy
of science. At this point, around the
onset of his ‘epistemological anar-
chism’, another slew of Polanyi’s
arguments would have slipped into
focus for him. When they did so,
Feyerabend discovered (or perhaps
more accurately ‘rediscovered’ °)
that science cannot be characterised
in terms of its deploying a single
methodology. The theme which
seeped from Polanyi into this ‘mid-
dle’ phase of Feyerabend’s work is,
I think, as follows.

Polanyi was willing to talk of
scientific methods (e.g. SFS, p.16).
But he opposed the production, by
philosophers, of what he character-
1sed as “Sunday school precepts of
the scientific method” (KB, p.100),
as well as their attempts to discover
‘rules of empirical inference’, rules
which would allow us to derive
general propositions from observa-
tions. Observation supplies only
‘clues’ to the apprehension of real-
ity (SFS, p.29). Bacon’s rules, he
claims, are a travesty. Sometimes
he talks of there being no codifi-
able rules of scientific method
(SFS, p.33) (and this can’t mean
only, as it might for Popper, that
there are no rules for scientific
discovery). On other occasions, his
point seems only to be that rules of
scientific research are irredeemably
vague. At one point, he sums up his
view thus:

I have distinguished . . . between two
kinds of rules. I have said, for
example, that there are no strict rules
by which a true scientific proposition
could be discovered and demon-
strated to be true; but that this can be
done by the light of certain vague
rules embodied in the art of scientific
research. I showed that even though
some of these rules—which should be
regarded as rules of art—are very
rigid, they always leave a significant
margin, and sometimes constderable
play, to personal judgment. Strict
rules, like those of the multiplication
table, on the other hand, leave practi-
cally no room for interpretation. The
two kinds shade imperceptibly into
one another, but that does not invali-
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date the distinction between them.

(SFS, pp.57-8).
Feyerabend would certainly agree
that methodological rules cannot be
precise and algorithmic. Further,
despite his well-deserved reputation
for ‘epistemological anarchism’, in
his more considered later presenta-
tions he stressed not the absence
but rather the research-immanence
of methodological rules. After one
of his clearest rejections of meth-
odological monism (the thesis that
there 1s a single method which
makes all good science science) he
assures us that:

The remarks made so far do not
mean that research is arbitrary and
unguided. There are standards, but
they come from the research process
itself, not from abstract views of
rationality. (1978, p.99).

In other words:

[S]cience never obeys, and cannot be
made to obey, stable and research-
independent  standards:  scientific
standards are subjected to the process
of research just as scientific theories
are subjected to that process; they do
not guide the process from the
outside. (1981a, p.xiii).

Although 1 don’t claim that Feyer-
abend was explicitly influenced by
Polanyi here, 1 think one could say
that this is his way of putting what
he would have found congenial in
Polanyi’s rejection of logicism.

4 Science as art.,

The second phase of Feyerabend’s
output which really bears compari-
son with Polanyi begins in about
1980. Again, I don’t have space for
a lengthy account of these later
phases of Feyerabend’s work (one
that would take into account all his
changes of mind!). So I'm going to
try for a sort of composite picture
of ‘later-Feyerabend-as-influenced-
by-Polanyi’ which highlights those
Polanyian themes Feyerabend most
approved of. We will see a mix of
ideas, some of which Feyerabend
had already taken on board by
1980, along with others he only




really came to assimilate in his last
work.,

In general, Polanyi offers us a
value-based epistemology of sci-
ence, rather than a rule-based one.
He prefers to stress that scientific
research is a delicate, personal and
unspecifiable skill or ar, an art
which cannot be much assisted by
formulated precepts (SFS, p.34),
and he insists that insofar as scien-
tific discovery is a matter of rule-
following, its rules should be con-
ceived of as ‘rules of art’. Like
those of all higher arts, these rules
are embodied in practice alone, and
can be transmitted only by masters
of the art, and only by examples of
the practices embodying them
(SFS, pp.15, 33, 58). Becoming a
scientist is likened to becoming a
representative of an artistic fradi-
tion. Science can exist, and con-
tinue to exist, only because its
premises can be embodied in a
tradition which can be held in
comunon by a community (SFS,
p.56). In the transitions between
generations of scientists, the rules
are subject to the possibility of
re-interpretation. Science is a tradi-
tion which, ‘in transmitting itself to
a new generafion’ invites opposi-
tion to itself (SFS, pp.15-6), and
then assimilates it.

Feyerabend, too, came to think
of science as an art®. But the lesson
he wanted to draw from this as-
similation was explicitly relativistic.
He argued that the history of
painting shows it to involve experi-
ment, theory, and the same pattern
of development as the sciences.
Science cannot be demarcated from
art by any criterion of ‘progress’.
Neither art nor science develops
from imperfect to improved under-
standings and representations of the
world, or reality. Such an interpre-
tation of history ‘is not compatible
with our historical knowledge to-
day’ (1984b, p.20). The concepts
of ‘truth® and ‘reality’ are not
neutral ones which can be used to
support the judgment that sciences
approach the the representation of
reality, whereas arts don’t. Rather,
both science and art exhibit a

plurality of different styles (styles
of thinking, styles of representa-
tion), each of which is internally
perfect and obeys its own rules.
There is change, but no ‘progress’
or decline’.

Although Feyerabend’s taking
up the theme of science as art

might be put down to the influence

of Polanyi, I think it also has a
more remote origin, in the work of
Ernst Mach. Mach was one of the
figures Feyerabend admired most
openly, and in his later years he
undertook to rehabilitate Mach
from the one-sided positivist inter-
pretation fuelled by the Popperian
tribe, and by Lenin’.

Under the influence of Mach,
Feyerabend argued that scientific
research is an unformalisable skill,
to be investigated through descripti-
ve-historical studies of science.
rather than by philosophy of sci-
ence (toward which Feverabend
was always rather dismissive). Fey-
erabend emphasises Mach’s use of
the concept of ‘finesse’. a clear
precursor of Polanyi’s concept of
‘tacit knowledge’. Research, ac-
cording to Mach, is an art which.
because it cannot be taught as a
code of rules, cannot be mecha-
nised, or even routinised:

In the 19th century the idea of an
elastic and historically-informed
methodology was a matter of course.
Thus Ernst Mach wrote . . . ‘It is
often said that research cannot be
taught. That is quite correct, in a
certain sense. The schemata of formal
logic and of inductive logic are of
little use for the intellectual situations
are never exactly the same. But the
examples of great scientists are very
suggestive’. (Feyerabend 1993, p.10,
note 35).

Science must therefore remain the
domain of trained scientists: it
cannot be performed by techni-
cians, automated ‘under-labourers’
(whether human or mechanical, like
Feyerabend’s robots or digital com-
puters). For Feyerabend, just as
much as for Mach, such automation
would not be desirable, even if it
were possible. Feyerabend, as we
shall later see, eventually left be-

hind the influence of Logical Posi-
tivism and Popper, coming round
to Mach’s view that science is not a
linguistic phenomenon (whose con-
tent must be explicitly statable, and
therefore mechanisable), but a set
of practices.

5 Réles for personal judg-

ment.

For Polanyi, the rdle of personal
decision and judgment in science
was ‘the fundamental problem of
epistemology” (SFS, p.13). (Con-
trast Popper, for whom the funda-
mental problem of epistemology is
the ‘problem of the growth of
knowledge’). He detailed several
ways in which the application of
rules must allow room for personal
judgment.

Perhaps the most important of
these is captured in the late Witt-
gensteinian insight that “The appli-
cation of rules must always rely
ultimately on acts not determined
by rule” (SFS. p.14). In applying
the (vague and implicit) rules of
research, the scientist acts as both
Judge and jury, deciding how the
rules should be applied and what
should be accepted, on their basis,
as true (SFS, p.39). Application of
a rule depends ultimately on the
scienfist’s judgment, since ‘explicit
rules can operate only by virtue of
a tacit coefficient’ (SFS, p.10).
Therefore there is always a residue
of personal judgment needed to
decide what weight to attach to any
particular evidence with respect to a
scientific proposition (SFS, p.31).

Although the main thrust of his
critique of logicist methodologies
was against inductivism, Polanyi
thought that it told against falsifica-
tionism too. Just as there are no
rules for how to obtain a hypothesis
from data, there are no rules for
when to abandon a hypothesis.
Such rules would be useless any-
way, since ‘all formal rules of
scientific procedure must prove am-
biguous, for they will be interpreted
quite differently, according to the
particular conceptions about the
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nature of things by which the
scientist is guided” (PK, p.167).
Against the idea that scientific
research consists in the following
of precise and explicitly formulated
rules, Polanyi objected that per-
sonal judgment is always needed to
decide whether or not failures of fit
between theory and evidence are to
be disregarded as ‘anomalies’. He
insisted, as we have seen, that good
scientists do sometimes ignore or
explain away contrary evidence,
reacting to refutation by ‘setting
aside’ the recalcitrant data (PK pp.
12-3), and that they are often right
to do so. It is up to the scientist’s
personal judgment to decide what
counter-evidence invalidates a
proposition (SFS, p.11).

At the very beginning of Per-
sonal Knowledge, Polanyi sought
to draw attention to what he called
‘the personal participation of the
knower in all acts of understanding’
(PK, p.vii. Cf. p.17). For Polanyi.
knowledge is a fusion of the per-
sonal and the objective. It is per-
sonal in that knowing is an acrivity,
‘an active comprehension of the
things known, an action that re-
quires skill” (PK, pp.vii, 17), or a
process, a process of discerning the
Gestalten which are aspects of
reality (SES, pp.9-11). He took
himself to have shown that ‘into
every act of knowing there enters a
passionate contribution of the per-
son knowing what is being known,
and that this contribution is no
mere imperfection but a vital com-
ponent of his knowledge’ (PK,
p.viit).

Unfortunately, this aspect of
Polanyi’s theory of knowledge ex-
hibits certain conceptual confu-
sions. Although he does not clearly
distinguish between knowing and
knowledge, his tendency to focus
on the former is less helpful than
Popper’s focus on the latter. To
treat knowing as an activity or a
process is misguided since (i) the
verb ‘to know’ cannot be modified
by adverbs of manner, and (ii)
there are no sensible questions like
‘How long did it take to know
that?” (as contrasted with ‘How

long did it take to come to know
that?’), which always do make
sense when an activity or a process
is being discussed.

Nevertheless, Polanyi has an
important point to make against
Popper here. Scientists and philoso-
phers of science, he argued, have
fallen victim to the attempt to
specify the scientific method be-
cause of what he called ‘a desperate
craving to represent scientific
knowledge as impersonal’ (PK,
p.169, emphasis added):

A scientist can accept, therefore, the
most inadequate and misleading for-
mulation of his own scientific princi-
ples without ever realising what is
being said, because he automatically
supplements it by his tacit knowledge
of what science really is, and thus
makes the formulation ring true. (PK,
ibid).

Philosophers have mistakenly
foisted upon science alien versions
of the ideals of objectivity and
detachment: there 1s no eliminating
the human perspective from sci-
ence. Bur this emphasis upon the
personal aspect of scientific knowl-
edge is not ‘tended to portray
knowledge as ‘subjective’. Knowl-
edge is still objective in that it is
knowledge of a mind-independent
and objective world, a ‘hidden
reality’ that science reveals to us.
This casts doubt on Popper’s sug-
gestion on that unless we direct our
attention exclusively on the prod-
ucts of intellectual activity (state-
ments, theories, arguments, etc.),
we will be entangled in ‘subjectiv-
ism’.

6 Intellectualism versus
tacit knowledge,

The Polanyian theme which Feyer-
abend came most clearly to em-
brace is the existence and impor-
tance of ‘tacit knowledge’:

Subjects can become complex and
successful only by turning the ab-
stractions they contain into concepts
that are guided not by rules (except
locally) but by the tact and the
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intuitions conferred upon its practi-
tioners by a historical tradition.
(1981b, pp.li-12).

Living in a particular world, an
individual needs knowledge. An enor-
mous amount of knowledge resides in
the ability to notice and to interpret
phenomena such as clouds, the ap-
pearance of the horizon on an ocean
voyage, the sound patterns in a
wood, the behaviour of a person
believed to be sick - and so on. The
survival of individuals, tribes, and
entire civilisations depends on this
kind of knowledge. Our lives would
fall apart if we could not read
people’s faces, understand their ges-
tures, react correctly to their moods.
Only a fraction of this ‘tacit knowl-
edge’ can be articulated in speech.
(1987, p.106).

Feyerabend, like Polanyi, is keen to
emphasise the non-rule-based com-
ponents of methodology: hands-on
experience, epistemological immer-
sion, and the tacit knowledge and
intuitive  judgment which result.
Rather than being thought of as an
out-and-out opponent of scientific
rationality, he should be seen as
recognising that an essential part of
scientific research consists in this
unverbalisable kind of judgment,
and not in the foliowing of explicit
rules. On this view, the rules that
guide research are not only para-
digm immanent but are constitutive
(rather than merely prescriptive) of
the paradigm in question. The ‘ra-
tionalists” Feyerabend opposes tend
to treat methodological rules as
prescriptive, as governing an ai-
ready existing activity from out-
side. Feyerabend, by contrast, can
preserve the insight that rule-fol-
lowing activity is activity whose
participants are capable of justify-
ing their activity with reference to
the rules they follow.

Tacit knowledge 1is the kind of
not-wholly-verbalisable savoir-faire
which cannot be explicitly taught.
Instead, it can only be transmitted
by experts, and can only result
from hands-on experience. For its
propagation and transmission, it
relies on the continuity of living
traditions, practices which involve
apprenticeship. It is to be con-




trasted with propositional knowl-
edge, the explicit and reliable abil-
ity to give a true answer to a
question of the form ‘Is it the case
that p?°. Tacit knowledge forms the
background to a multitude of hu-
man practices. It might be said to
be that which the early Feyerabend
missed because, (a) in his attempt
to develop a ‘model for the acquisi-
tion of knowledge’, he conceived
of knowledge as exclusively propo-
sitional, (b) his early scientific
realism privileges theory over both
observational and experimental
practice, (c) his early semantics
privileges theory over use (func-
tion, practice) and, finally, (d) he
supposed (until his very last work?)
that practice is accounted for by,
and thus grounded in, theory.

There is no small irony in the
fact that (a) and (d), common to
Popper, Lakatos and Feyerabend,

comprise what used to be called
‘intellectualism®. the tendency to
see practice as being evaluated
entirely in terms of whatever theory
it contains.© Where Polanyi and
Toulmin argued that the intellectual
content of science must be seen to
include “praxis’, Lakatos, according
to Toulmin,!! refused to concede
that science is more than a system
of propositions and their inferential
relations. Feyerabend eventually
identified this same attitude as one
of the most important weaknesses
of his earlier work. ‘As I see it
today’, he reported in 1995, the
members of the ‘Kraft Circle” (the
University discussion group Feyer-
abend set up, centred around his
dissertation supervisor),

mistakenly assumed that discussing an
institution meant discussing its writ-
ten products. More especially, we
assumed that science was a system of

statements. Today that seems a
slightly nidiculous idea, and the Vi-
enna Circle is blamed for it. (1995,
pp.74-5).
Whether Feyerabend ever really
completely shook off the shackles
of Popperian intellectualism is an
excellent question. If he did not do
so, it can fairly be said that
Feyerabend was never really a
member of the ‘historical’ school
of philosophers of science. Rather,
he started out as a Popperian, and
swung over to historical relativism
when he saw the ‘methodological’
basis of his cntical rationalism
crumbling 1
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I have detailed and criticised this conception elsewhere (Preston 1994, and 1997a, Chapter 1).

For a description and analysis of this argument, see Chapter 7 of my 1997a.

For Feyerabend’s retreat from realism, see my 1997b.

See Feyerabend 1978, p.117, 144 note 7, and Feyerabend 1995, p.141.

Because, I'm afraid, it looks as if Popper had already discovered it. See my 1997a, Chapter 3.

See, especially, Feyerabend 1984a and 1983b.

See, especially, Feyerabend 1984c.

See Babich 1994. 1 am not forgetting that Polanyi, like Feyerabend, approved of Mach’s critique of science (see
PK, p.12).

For the ‘dilemma of ultimate commitment’ that arises here, see my 1997a, Chapter 10, section 2.

10.This term seems to have been introduced by Kant in the last chapter of his Critique of Pure Reason to refer to the

view (now usually thought of as ‘rationalism’) that knowledge comes not from the senses but from the
understanding. What I have in mind here, however, is the view (associated with anthropologists like Frazer and
Evans-Pritchard, and criticised by Wittgenstein and Peter Winch) that very different ‘belief-systems’ can and
should be evaluated by the standards of our system of modern scientific beliefs. Perhaps even Polanyi, in
construing alternative conceptual frameworks simply as ‘belief-systems’ 00k for granted a kind of residual
intellectualism.

11.Se¢ Toulmin 1976. 1 am grateful to Chris Goodman for this reference.
12.T hope to deal with Feyerabend’s and Polanyi’s divergent social and political conclusions in a future publication.

For an attempt to assess the central themes in Feyerabend’s political philosophy, see my 1997a, Chapter 10.
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POLANYI AND INTERPRETATIVE FRAMEWORKS

ert Brownhill
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SUMMARY

The Nature of Knowledge - Knowledge iu Its

. Intellectual and Professional Communities

. Own language

. Own methodology

. Similar interpretative frameworks so that all members

are able to look at the world in a similar way and use
the same language and concepts, e.g. Marxist sociol-
ogy, science.

. Interlocking network of ideas.
. Own tests for truth.

2. Religious aspect of [ and P
. Bound together by a mutual faith i the existence of

an external reality.

. Obsession or indwelling of researchers leading to a

gradual revealing of reality (concept of different
levels of reality or of interpretations).

. Commitment to or faith in developing heliefs.
. Commitment to reveal reality.

. Sociological/political aspect of I and P
. A community will have decision procedure - usually

based on consensus - used for judging theories but
also protecting the discipline from charlatans and

cranks.

. There will be people in authoritative positions who

control points of power within the communities, e.g.
professors editors, referees of journals. grants com-
mittees but also education.

. There will be career and intellectual competition.
. Tendency to protect the status quo and towards a

relative gerontocracy.

. Communities authoritative but also allow positive

freedom for recognised members (a degree of

L, ~ TS B NG R VY

0

N b

4.

. They ju

freedom to develop innovative ideas). Traditional but
also a degree liberal.

. A conservative element in the control of education and

the necessity to develop skaills.

. Moral aspects of [ and P

. Obligation to reality, the truth.

. Obligation to oneself as a practitioner.

. Obligation to other members of the community.

. Need for honesty and moral integrity.

~Moral aspects are really fundamental in holding the

communities together.

. The Communities and Truth Claims

doe truth

LAesL Wil

claims against accepted knowledge.

. Words truth/knowledge ascriptive terms with a quality

of defeasibility, 1.e. thev can be ascribed or withdrawn
depending on whether or not the criteria used in the
process of acceptance have been met.

. The content of knowledge will change over a period of

time.

This raises certain questions:

stable, and change slow so that judgments can be
made against a fairly stable body of ideas.

(i1) Indwelling, commitment, faith! Can we have objec-

tivity? Really need a new but weak concept. If ideas
are put forward into the public world in a form and
language which can be understood by an I or P
community so that they can be criticised and chal-
lenged, and allowed to stand on their own feet then
perhaps that is objectivity.

Continued on the next page



n interpretative framework pro-

vides a systematic way of

looking at reality and gives
stability to our understanding. We
can examine things from the view-
point of an interpretative frame-
work and have the possibility of
understanding them and making
judgments about them. A good
example of the use of an interpreta-
tive framework is that given in
Marxism. Certain features of the
framework are well known. In
order to illustrate its use we will
develop a caricature of the frame-
work.

Each society will be a class
society, the ruling class will control
the means of production, the state
will be used by the ruling class to
retain and enhance its power. The
state will also have a parasitic
element in it, so a bureaucracy will
develop which will have a tendency
to do things in its own interests.
The rising class will be on the side
of progress but, when it comes to
power, will itself be a fetter on
progress, and so on. Each part of
the framework will fit together with
the rest. In this sense the back-
ground, or framework for the indi-
vidual theories will be made, as far
as possible, systematic, coherent
and, importantly, flexible. When an
actual situation is studied, it will be
studied from the point of view of
the framework. The framework
will, in effect, tell the researcher
what to look for, and it will also
indicate what facts are relevant and
those which are not. The process of
research will therefore tend to con-
firm the validity of the approach;
contradictory evidence will tend to
be considered not as a direct chal-
lenge to the interpretation but as a
grounds for improving its sophisti-
cation.

In practice, then, conflict will be
understood to be class conflict,
evidence will be found to indicate
the ruling class rules in its own
interest, and so on. Even language
will be carefully used to avoid
challenging the framework. For in-
stance, Marx, when examining the
rule of Louis Philippe, King of the

French ! finds that the ruling class,
the bourgeois as a whole, are not
ruling as the interpretative frame-
work would suggest. In order to
cope with the discrepancy, Marx
calls the competing groups ‘fac-
tions’ of the ruling class, and not
different classes. This was neces-
sary for the coherence of the
framework. At a more fundamental
level, Lenin copes with the fact that
capitalism has failed to collapse by
developing his theory of imperial-
ism. Ad hoc additions are made in
order to preserve the framework,
and to make it more flexible. The
integrity and coherence of the
framework is maintained in spite ot
the fact that certain anomalies have
emerged. They are simply ex-
plained away.

In order that a framework is
used researchers must be commit-
ted to it as providing the basis for
research, and must immerse them-
selves in its form of analysis: one
could almost say its spirit. They
will believe it provides a correct
base for research and, if followed,
will be fruitful in revealing truths
about situations which they are
examining. As long as the frame-
work is believed in, the framework
will generally be fruitful. It will
lead to further discoveries. Indeed
it has a built in tendency to do this
as it will lead to the choosing of
evidence which will support its
case. It will appear that reality itself
is leading the researcher to further
discovery.

We have considered so far the
individual researcher but the indi-
vidual researcher is often part of a
community of fellow researchers.
The community will have built up
its own beliefs about the nature of
reality, they will have developed
their own systematic ideas, lan-
guage, and tests for truth, as well as
appropriate methodologies In prac-
tice they will have developed and
use similar interpretative frame-
works. If they did not, they would
not be able to understand each
other, and would not be able to
check on each others’ truth claims.
The community then will have an
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informal decision procedure which
will be used to examine new truth
claims, protect accepted beliefs,

and cranks.

The community will also have a
moral dimension. It will have faith
in the fecundity of its approach to
reality, and a moral fervour in
upholding it. It will have a series of
mterlocking moral obligations as it
has to rely on the moral integrity of
its members in undertaking re-
search, gathering evidence, and pro-
ducing arguments. As Polany: sug-
gests not only the individual re-
searcher but the community must
exhibit faith, indwelling (obses-
sion), commitment and honesty.

By using a Marxist mterpreta-
tive framework as an example I
hope 1 have shown the reason for
much criticism. For instance, the
subjectivity that lies at the heart of
the approach, its self-confirming
nature, 1ts protection against
falsifiability, its uncritical nature,
and its failure to get to grips with
reality except through the interpre-
tation of the framework. Of course,
the fundamental catch-all criticism
is that it is just not objective.

The acceptance of much of this
criticism is why Polanyi called his
great book Personal Knowledge.
Yet Polanyi does not reject objec-
tivity as such: what he rejects is
pure objectivity. He does not rely
on subjectivity, as for him subjec-
tivity is just a whim. He does not
rely on mere faith but on faith for
good reasons. The concept of the
impersonal observer, the cool, cal-
culating machine, is not possible
and not desirable. Discovery comes
about though passion, obsession
and commitment controlled by the
desire to get at the truth. It is a
matter of human judgment and like
all such judgment it can be fallible
and open ended. 2

The very process of thinking
involves making judgments and
judgments can be understood only
by looking at them in the context
of different frameworks of ideas. 3
There seem to be four possibilities
when making a judgment:



1. A correct judgment in a correct
interpretative framework.

2. An incorrect judgment in a correct
interpretative framework.

3. A correct judgment in an incorrect
interpretative framework.

4. An incorrect judgment in an incor-
rect interpretative framework.

All judgments must take place
within an interpretative framework
and can be understood and assessed
only by reference to it. An interpre-
tative framework is a way of
looking at things in order to give
some stabtlity to our perceptions.
We fit things into a framework so
that we can understand and make
judgments about them. We could,
of course, also have neither judg-
ment nor interpretative framework.
However, this would be introducing
new criteria and therefore should be
distinguished from the possibilities
that arose within a framework. We
therefore have four possibilities
(++, -+, +-, --). The fifth possibility
1s not in the same sequence; for
instance, it would apply to non-
thinking animals, e.g. rats with
parts of their brains removed.
Polanyi wuses his concept of
interpretative framework as the ma-
jor element both in his theory of
discovery and in his theory of
learning. He defines education in
the following way: ‘Education is
latent knowledge, of which we are
aware subsidiarily in our sense of
intellectual power based on this
knowledge’.* He means by this that
we cannot be certain of the extent
of our knowledge. It is not some-
thing we can wear on our sleeves,
continually exposed. It is something
we know we possess, rather by our
awareness of our own mastery of
the subject matter in question than
by our immediate awareness of all
of the items of knowledge con-
tained within that mastery. In this
sense, education can be thought of
as power, a power to control one’s
subject. In the intcllectual sphere, it
would mean that we had developed
the conceptual power and ability to
recognise instances of the things we
know, and the ability to go beyond
this to recognise new instances, and

to fit them mto or framework of
knowledge. We would have the
ability to bring stability to these
new instances by rejecting their
randomness and by controlling
them by fitting them into our
framework We would therefore
have the ability to make them
understandable to ourselves and to
others.

This is a dynamic concept be-
cause it is a matfter, not just of
accommodating information, but of
understanding it and developing the
ability to use it. It is also orientated
towards achievement, whereby we
look for problems and attempt to
solve them. In doing this, we gain
control over things previously un-
known. By continually searching
out and solving new problems, and
by understanding new experiences,
we widen our base of knowledge
and gradually modify the frame-
work of our understanding.

Polanyi’s idea of the interpreta-
tive framework is made more inter-
esting by his development of the
concepts of tacit knowledge and
tacit integration which give an
illuminating insight into the nature
of knowledge and the development
of our understanding. He argues
that all of our explicit knowledge
exists within a tacit framework. He
means that it is surrounded by a
whole body of known and un-
known assumptions that give rise to
our explicit knowledge and gives it
context and meaning. This provides
the framework for our judgment. It
is, of course, possible to make
some of this tacit knowledge
known, i.e. make it explicit, but his
argument is that we can never make
it all known. If we try to do so, we
are led to recognise that it is based
on a regression of assumptions.

This argument brings out certain
features of our understanding. The
concept of tacit knowledge points
to the fact that we can never be
absolutely certain in our knowledge
claims since they are always fuzzily
edged as our explicit knowledge
fades into its tacit framework. In
other words to make a claim that
we know is based on a judgment on

our part and, although we may feel
our judgment is correct and are
therefore committed to it, it will
still be open to argument and
debate.

This recognition, that our
knowledge is fuzzily edged and
merges into our non-expressed and
inexpressible commitments and
prejudices, means that in order to
communicate with others and to be
understood by them, we must de-
velop a public language in which to
express our ideas. We have to put
our arguments in a form that will
allow public debate, that is, be as
objective as possible. It can be
argued that the attempt to be
objective indicates a commitment
to the truth and that it 1s very easy
to rely on our prejudices. It is then
an intellectual achievement which
allows public debate. This particu-
lar concept of objectivity also leads
to the recognition that knowledge
exists within a social context, i.e.
within a public debate. Knowledge
claims are assessed in public de-
bate, and it is the public (consisting
of other experts) that gives or fails
to give, the claims the status of
truth. The public can be wrong in
its assessment, since the knowledge
by which it judges truth claims is
also fuzzily edged. The public wiil
compare new claims with accepted
knowledge and, of course, accepted
knowledge can be wrong. In this
sense, the public debate is never
completely closed.

Polanyi actually sketches out
how the dynamic process of know-
ing comes about. He calls it a
process of ‘tacit integration’.> This
integration happens when we attend
from one set of objects to another.
It has a from-to structure. We use
subsidiary knowledge, knowledge
that we are not looking at in itself,
to attend to focal knowledge, some-
thing we wish to make explicit. We
take the subsidiary knowledge as
given and do not examine or
criticise it, and then attend to
something else. In this sense sub-
sidiary knowledge has a functional
relationship to focal knowledge.
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There is necessarily a tacit com-
ponent in all knowledge, a compo-
nent that can never be completely
revealed. We therefore cannot be
entirely aware of the many facets
of our own understanding. We
cannot be completely aware of all
of the dimensions of our interpreta-
tive framework, the influences of
our peer group, or the influence of
our own prejudices.

Judgments come about when we
begin to concentrate on a problem,
to focus the vast array of subsidiary
knowledge on that problem. We
have to immerse ourselves in the

References

Brownhill, R. (1983) Education and the Nature of Knowledge, Croom Helm.

problem and gradually move to-
wards a solution. The immersion is
not only intellectual but emotional,
since it is making use of the skills,
knowiedge, and prejudices that we
have acquired, which have become
an extension of our own mind/
body. ©

Polanyi’s picture of the scien-
tific community and its use as a
prototype for other communities is
making the point that all knowledge
claims are a matter of judgment
and interpretation. There is a need
for individual initiative but the
inttiatives lie within the traditional

framework of the community, and
are controlled by its authority. The
community is committed to the
truth, and the researcher freedom
lies in a positive duty to serve the
truth. Without the bending nature
of the undertaking interpretative
frameworks and commitment to the
truth coherence would vanish, and
the community collapse. It is these
obligations and commitments
which hold the community to-
gether, and not the impersonal
testing of hypotheses.

Brownhill, R. ‘Objectivity and Subjectivity in Polanyi’s Personal Knowledge’, New Universities Quarterly, Summer

1981, pp. 361-372.

Brownhill R (1987) “Objectivity and Aesthetic Education in Its Social Context’, 7he Journal of Aesthetic Education,

Vol. 21. No. 3.

Polanyi, M. (1958) Personal Knowledge, Routiedge and Kegan Paui.
Kuhn, T. (1970) Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Chicago U.P.

Notes:

L.

2.

Marx, “The Eightenteenth Brumaire of Loius Bonaparte’, in K. Marx and F. Engels, Selected Works, Vol. 1,
London, Lawrence and Wishart, 1958.

Brownhill, R. ‘Objectivity and Subjectivity in Polanyi’s Personal Knowledge’, New Universities Quarterly,
Summer 1981, pp. 361-372.

Polanyi, The Study of Man, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1959. Polanyi argues that all judgments take
place within an interpretative framework.

Polany1, M. (1958) Personal Knowledge, Routledge and Kegan Paul, p.103.

Polanyi believes that he is revealing the logical structure of tacit knowing by his from-to analysis but it really is
an explanation of how we develop an understanding of tacit integration. See R. Harré (1977), ‘The structure of
tacit knowledge’, J. of the British Society for Phenomenology, Vol. 8, No. 3, pp.172-7.

An expression used by W.H. Poteat (1985), Polanyian Meditations: In Search of a Post-Critical Logic, Durham
(NC), Duke U.P.

40 Appraisal Vol 1 Supplementary Issue 1997



THOMAS REID AND CHARLES HODGE

t is my purpose in this paper to

explore some aspects of the

presuppositionalism of Thomas
Reid (1710-1796) and Charles
Hodge (1797-1878). 1 do so with
the conviction that these two men
represent an epistemological posi-
tion which, though unacceptable to
the later Enlightenment, has much
to offer us in our post-Enlighten-
ment morass. In particular, we can
learn from their insights in these
five areas:

+ QOur understanding of the world and
of ourselves must start with the data
of the world and of ourselves as we
find them, rather than with some
philosophical dogma.

¢ If such data are complex, so be it;
we do not have to accept reduction-
ism.

¢ The human person is much more
than the reason; all aspects of
human personhood, ranging from
perception and experience through
to moral and spiritual awareness,
need to be accepted as part of the
given, and allowed equal status in
our epistemology.

+ Truth thus is something richer and
broader than the merely cognitive.

+ Qur understanding and living is
necessarily based on presuppositions
or first principles which are not
required to be submitted to the bar
of reason.

Roderick Chisholm has called
Thomas Reid ‘one of the greatest
philosophers of all time’.! Lehrer
tells the story of Chisholm being
consulted by a man who said he
had time to read just one serious
book in philosophy; which should it
be? The answer was Reid.2

Influential and respected in his
day (he taught at King’s College
Aberdeen from 1751 to 1764 and
was then Professor of Moral Phi-
losophy at Glasgow until his death
in 1796), he was regarded as the
founder of the Scottish ‘Common

Peter Hicks

Sense’ school of philosophers
whose works were very influential
in France and America up to the
middie of the nineteenth century.
They then fell out of favour, and it
is only in the last two decades that
interest has been reawakened in the
Scottish school, and especially in
Reid.

1 Answering Hume

David Hume in his 7reatise (pub-
lished in 1739/4G) and Enquiry
(1748) effectively demolished the
epistemological basis of the whole
Enlightenment project. If Hume
was correct, knowledge, as under-
stood by the Enlightenment think-
ers, was impossible. But everyone
knew, Hume included, that knowl-
edge was possible; and not only
was it possible, it was very profit-
able and effecuive. The scepticism
of David Hume did as little to
lessen the confidence in the flood
of ideas and discoveries and inven-
tions and developments of the later
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
as the relativism and deconstruc-
tionism of the postmodernists have
done to lessen our confidence in
and reliance on contemporary tech-
nological society.

But an answer needed to be
given to Hume’s scepticism. It was
not needed in order to provide a
basis on which the Enlightenment
could continue; rather, 1t was
needed to provide an explanation
why, despite Hume’s objections,
the Enlightenment project was con-
tinuing and was so hugely success-
ful. In essence, two answers were
given. The first was by Reid whose
An Inquiry into the Human Mind
on the Principles of Common Sense
was published in 1764. The second
was Kant’s Critigue of Pure Rea-
son published seventeen years later.

Reid’s work was widely read,
not just in Scotland, but throughout
Britain, America and Europe; he

was far more read during his life
time than Hume as philosopher was
read during his. His basic case was
easy to grasp and was seen as
providing both a clear answer to
Hume and a finm basis for confi-
dence in our knowledge. On the
other hand, Kant’s answer to Hume
was slow to be disseminated in the
English-speaking world; few could
read German,®> and even fewer
could understand what Kant was
trying to say.* For nearly a century,
Reid was widely accepted as the
man who had provided the explana-
tion that justified the success of the
Enlightenment project. Kant, on the
other hand, was scathing about the
Scottish response to Hume, and it
was his alternative that ousted
Reid’s from the middie of the
nineteenth century.

The basic difference between
the two answers to Hume lies in the
fact that, broadly speaking, Reid
rejected while Kant accepted the
main structure of Hume’s episte-
mology. Reid thus was able to go
behind Hume’s system and produce
a system that was, technically,
pre-Humean. Kant accepted Hu-
me’s system, and attempted the
harder task of demonstrating that it
did not have to lead to scepticism.
He was confident he had managed
to do this, and so were his many
followers in the English-speaking
world of the later nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Others were not
so confident. Bertrand Russell,
writing in 1946, claimed that Kant
had failed to assimilate or answer
Hume’s arguments>, and the verdict
of many at the end of the century
would go with Russell rather than
with Kant,

But there is a further, and very
significant, difference between
Reid’s and Kant’s answers to
Hume. Reid’s answer is broader
than Kant’s. He deliberately and
consciously rejected the. pure ra-
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tionalism of the main-line Enlight-
enment and introduced elements
that belonged more to empirical
science or psychology than to pure
rationalism and philosophy in the
twentieth century sense.® This was
unacceptable to those wholly dedi-
cated to the total sufficiency and
supremacy of Reason, but for those
of us at the end of the twentieth
century who favour a holistic ap-
proach to our theory of knowledge,
it is enriching rather than detrimen-
tal. Kant, on the other hand, sought
to continue to operate within the
sphere of reason, though he man-
aged this only by stretching the
concept of reason and, in his
Vernunfi, introducing something
which in fact allowed many later
Kantians to develop systems that
David Hume, had he lived that
long, would have had a great time
demolishing.

Reid’s answer to Hume’s episte-
mological scepticism was the rejec-
tion of the theory of ideas which
Hume had inherited from the Birit-
ish empirical tradition, and which
Reid located as the source of the
Humean problem. This theory was
developed by Hume’s predecessors
to explain why our perceptions and
thoughts are sometimes fallacious:
what is presented to the mind is not
the object itself but some impres-
sion or idea of the object. But, said
Reid, not only are these ideas
obscure and unverifiable in them-
selves; their supposition leads into
unacceptable scepticism; so they
should be abandoned. The task of
philosophy, for Reid, is to explicate
what we are doing when we use
language to describe our experi-
ences; it is not to postulate unverifi-
able entities which ordinary men
and women have no knowledge of
and no need for, entitiecs which
were ‘first introduced into philoso-
phy in the humble character of
images or representatives of
things’, but which have, in Hume,
‘supplanted their constituents and
undermined the existence of every-
thing but themselves’. The choice is
clear: if ideas exist, they alone
exist; but ‘common sense’ declares

this is untenable; therefore ideas do
not exist.”

2 Comimon sense

Instead, then, of perceiving ideas,
we perceive objects or sensations,
and our beliefs and concepts, or
conceptions, arise in response to
these objects or sensations directly
from innate principles of the mind,
without the intervention of rational
processes. Reason, thus, is not
primary or foundational in the
sense that everything else is de-
pendent on it for its justification.
What is foundational is our basic
constitution as human persons, the
way we are made; we must start by
accepting that, and working from it,
rather than arbitrarily setting up
reason as judge of everything, and
landing ourselves in the unlivable
solipsism and scepticism of David
Hume.

When it is asserted that all our
notions are either ideas of sensation
or ideas of reflection, the plain
English of this is, that mankind
neither do nor can think of anything
but the operations of their own
minds. Nothing can be more contrary

to the truth, or more contrary to the
experience of mankind . . .

We have shown, on the contrary, that
every operation of the senses, in its
very nature, implies judgment or
belief, as well as simple apprehension.
Thus, when I feel the pain of the gout
in my toe, I have not only a notion of
pain, but a belief of its existence, and
a belief of some disorder in my toe
which occasions it; and this belief 1s
not produced by comparing ideas,
and perceiving the agreements and
disagreements; it is included in the
very nature of the sensation. When 1
perceive a tree before me, my facuity
of seeing gives me not only a notion
or simple apprehension of the tree,
but a belief of its existence, and of its
figure, distance, and magnitude; and
this judgment or belief is not got by
comparing ideas, it is included in the
very nature of the perception. We
have taken notice of several original
principies of belief m the course of
this inquiry, and when other faculties
of the mind are examined, we shall
find more, which have not occurred
in the examination of the five senses.

Such original and natural judgments
are, therefore, a part of that furniture
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which Nature hath given to the
human understanding. They are the
inspiration of the Almighty, no less
than our notions or simple apprehen-
sions. They serve to direct us in the
common affairs of life, where our
reasoning faculty would leave us in
the dark. They are a part of our
constitution, and all the discoveries of
our reason are grounded upon them.
They make up what is called the
common sense of mankind 8

It is perhaps unfortunate that both
words in the phrase ‘common
sense’ have developed in meaning
since Reid used them. ‘Common’
for us tends to mean solely ‘be-
longing to everyome’; ‘sense’
speaks to us of an intellectual
ability. But ‘common’ in the early
days of the phrase ‘common sense’,
while meaning primarily ‘belonging
to all’ had an additional nuance;
and °‘sense’, of course, was fre-
quently used with a non-intellectual
meaning. The Oxford Fnglish Dic-
tionary speaks of ‘common sense’
as ‘an “internal” sense which was
regarded as the common bond or
centre of the five senses in which
the various impressions received
were reduced to the unity of a
common consciousness’. This con-
cept can be traced back to Aristotle,
who used koine aisthesis ‘to denote
the faculty in which the various
reports of the several senses are
reduced to the unity of a common
apperception’. The dictionary cites
the later (and last) Scottish Com-
mon Sense philosopher, William
Hamilton, commenting in his edi-
tion of Reid’s works: ‘The external
senses and the common sense con-
sidered together are like a circle
with five lines drawn from the
circumference to the centre’; and
Hamilton’s definition of common
sense as ‘the complement of those
cognitions or convictions which we
receive from nature; which all men
therefore possess in common; and
by which they test the truth of
knowledge, and the morality of
actions’.?

’Common sense’, then, is some-
thing that is related more closely to
our five ‘senses’ than to our intel-
fect, and yet that is more than a



passive recipient of data. It is a
coordinator. It is an inner ability or
power which we exercise in our
direct comprehension of reality. It
1s something common to all, and it
is something that we can trust.

3 Philosophy and reality

Reid insisted that we shape our
philosophy according to the world
and what we find in it (including
ourselves) rather than seeking to
shape the world according to some
narrow philosophical dogma. We
start with what we find in ourselves
and 1n the world: perceptions and
sensation and reason and experi-
ences and objects outside of us and
moral awareness inside of us; these
are to be accepted as the given;
indeed, we have no choice but to
accept them. Should philosophy try
to tell us that these things do not
exist, trying to make us deny what
we know, then philosophy must
give way to reality. The danger
with philosophy is reductionism;
but, however attractive it may be to
reduce everything to the simplest
explanation, the result does not fit
the world; the world is complex.
We all know this, and must build
our philosophy on the world as it
1s, not the world on some philoso-
phy which we like because it is
simple.

Faced with the increasingly nar-
row rationalism of the Enlighten-
ment, then, Reid, argued for a
considerably broader approach. The
vision of the Enlightenment was to
make reason the touchstone of
everything else. Though himself a
key figure in the Scottish Enlight-
enment, Reid resisted this trend. He
saw in Hume and his predecessors
the danger of reducing everything
to the mental, so that only ideas
exist. Subsequent thinkers have
fallen into the opposite danger, of
reducing everything to the material.
Such narrowness of approach leads
to absurdity, said Reid; and, for
him, the proper response to absurd-
ity 1s not so much philosophical
argument (though he was prepared
to provide that) as ridicule and a
clear rejection of the premises that

have brought about the absurdity,
m favour of a different and broader
starting point.

Why, asks Reid, should we put‘

all our confidence in one faculty,
reason, and use it, as Hume had
done, to deny the dependability of
other aspects of human person-
hood, such as memory, sensation,
perception, consciousness, our
moral faculty, and, indeed, our
common sense?

Reason, says the sceptic, is the only
judge of truth, and you ought to
throw off every opinion that is not
grounded on reason Why, sir, should
believe the faculty of reason more
than that of perception? — they both
come out of the same shop, and were
made by the same artist; and if he
puts one piece of false ware into my
hands, what should hinder him from
putting another?10
Reason, then, is not the only judge
of truth. It is but one among our
several faculties, or innate powers
of the mind.!! If this is so, then we
do not need to provide a rational
Jjustification for our acceptance of
the reliability of our other faculties;
the things we directly perceive or
remember or experience may be
taken as true without waiting to see

- if they pass the test of rational

justification.

Philosophers, said Reid, who
use reason to challenge the trust-
worthiness of our other faculties,
such as perception or memory, are
necessarily assuming the trustwor-
thiness of reason. But it is arbitrary
to assume the trustworthiness of
Just one of our faculties. After all it
could never be possible to prove
that reason is completely trustwor-
thy; to prove this, we would neces-
sarily have to assume what we are
seeking to prove, namely the trust-
worthiness of reason. If, then, we
cannot prove reason is trustworthy,
we have no grounds for setting it
up as arbiter over our other facul-
ties. Granted, says Reid, we do feel
sure that reason is trustworthy when
it brings with it ‘irresistible convic-
tion’. But our other faculties also
bring irresistible convictions, as, for
example when I see and touch a
tree. So all our faculties, reason

included, should be put on the
same footing: where they produce
irresistible conviction they are to be
accepted as trustworthy.

While insisting that they are not
fallacious, Reid had no problem
accepting that all our faculties are
fallible. Hume’s mistake, he felt,
was to accept the fallibility of all
but one of our faculties, but insist
on the infallibility of reason. But
our reasoning can be mistaken, just
as much as our perception or our
intuitive ethical awareness. Never-
theless, said Reid, we can and do
trust our reason and our perception
and all our other faculties. In fact
we have no choice but to do so;
and in real life occasional errors do
nothing to destroy that trust.

4 First principles

The faculties of the human mind,
then, for Reid, operate according to
first principles which are not them-
selves such that we can rationally
demonstrate their validity, but
rather such that we cannot live
without them. It is impossible for
us to reject them; a consistent
sceptic, says Reid. could never
know or say anything. Whether in
the sphere of perception, or con-
SCIOUSNEss, Of MEemory, Or reasom,
we trust them, and they do not fail
us.

Reid, and his successors in the
Scottish  school, gave a lot of
thought to enumerating just what
these first principles were. He read-
ily accepted that there was room
for debate, but insisted that this did
not invalidate the concept. Tests for
a first principle include: the absurd-
ity of its contradiction, its coher-
ence with other first principles, its
universal acceptance, particularly if
it appears ‘so early in the minds of
men’ that it cannot be the result of
education, and its necessity ‘for the
conduct of life’.!2 Examples of
first principles listed by Reid are:

¢ That ] think, that I remember, that
I reason, and, in general, that I

really perform all those operations
of mind of which I am conscious’.

¢ That those things do really exist
which we distinctly percéive by our
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senses, and are what we perceive
them to be.

¢ That we have some degree of
power over our actions, and the
determinations of our will.

¢ Logical axioms.

¢ First principles in morals. That an
unjust action has more demerit
than an ungenerous one: That a
generous action has more merit
than a merely just one: That no
man ought to be blamed for what it
was not in his power to hinder:
That we ought not to do to others
what we would think wunjust or
unfair to be done to us in like
circumstances.-13

And a foundational first principle:

* That the natural faculties, by
which we distinguish truth from
error, are not fallacious 13

One of Reid’s most significant
first principles is that the mind has
active powers. As we saw above,
the mind is no mere passive recipi-
ent of "data. In his case against the
ideal or representational theory,
which claims that when we think
of, say, a tree, we are in fact
thinking of an idea or representa-
tion of that tree which in some way
causes our thinking of it, he argued
not only that it is unnecessary to
posit the intermediate representa-
tion or idea (that is, we can think
directly of a tree, without having to
g0 via an intermediate tree-idea); he
also claimed that the relationship
between our thinking and the object
1s not a naturalistic static one, but
one in which the mind is active; it
has and exercises inherent powers,
15 powers of understanding which
use innate principles to draw out
knowledge, and powers of will;
hence the titles of his two mature
works, published after his retire-
ment at age 70: Essays on the
Intellectual Powers of Man (on
understanding, reasoning, percep-
tion, memory, conception, judg-
ment, etc.) and Essays on the
Active Powers of Man (on will,
appetites, affections, duty, choice,
moral obligation, and the like).

5 Reid’s presuppositional-
ism

Reid, then, in response to Hume’s
scepticism, developed a presupposi-
tional philosophy which provided
an explanation for the reliability of
our knowledge and the success of
the Enlightenment, and which
strongly influenced the English-
speaking world for the best part of
a century, until it was ousted by the
various forms of Kantianism. In
summary, we will mention four
aspects of his philosophy, which
have relevance to us as we are
faced with our contemporary chal-
lenge to the concept of truth .

In a sense, the most significant
thing about Reid’s presupposition-
alism is his willingness to declare
that he had presuppositions, and
quite a few of them at that
Throughout the Enlightenment,
there was a strong tendency among
thinkers either to keep presupposi-
tions to a minimum, or to deny that
they had any at all. Reid resisted
this tendency, and was was quite
open about his first principles, and
appears to have enjoyed drawing up
lists of them.

A second element which, like
the first, has a familiar ring to late
twentieth century thinking, is his
msistence that he did not need to
Justify his presuppositions at the
bar of reason. Since Descartes
philosophers had felt obliged to
defend their philosophical positions
by convincing rational argument.
Reid rejected this. We have no
grounds for making reason the sole
arbiter of truth; our common expe-
rience is that truth can be found
through a number of faculties.
Indeed, any rational argument we
use in defence of reason’s unique
trustworthiness must necessarily
presuppose what are trying to
prove, and so be invalid. Rather,
says Reid, we must start with the
data, not with some dogma of
parsimony; the world around us
and the human mind are not parsi-
monious; they are complex, and if
we are going to be true to reality,
we must accept their complexity.
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Reid is thus, thirdly, moving out
from a narrow rationalism to a
broader concept of truth, or, at any
rate, of our means of apprehending
truth. It sees men and women not
Jjust as rational intellects, but much
more holistically, as observing and
perceiving and willing, as making
moral choices, as persons reacting
with the world around us, not as
passive machine-like recipients of
data.

Fourthly, though he rejected the
call to provide convincing rational
Justification of his fundamental pre-
suppositions sufficient to confound
the sceptic, Reid, writing as a
philosopher, and wishing to per-
suade others of the correctness of
his system, did give reasons why he
chose his specific presuppositions.
Basically, they were ‘irresistible’;
when presented with them we have
no option but to accept them;
denying them leads to impossibility
and absurdity. Two other signifi-
cant aspects he emphasised, which
have a familiar ring, is the mutual
coherence of his presuppositions,
and the fact that they are necessary
for the conduct of life. In defending
his foundational principle of the
trustworthiness of our faculiies,
Reid helpfully used the parallel of
light: we have to assume the exist-
ence of light in order to see
anything, and we have no difficulty
in doing so. ‘Light, which is the
discoverer of all visible objects,
discovers itself at the same time’.16

Turmning to Reid’s presupposi-
tions themselves, we find that they
are a mixed bag. Some are meth-
odological, some are logical, and
some may seem to have been
unduly influenced by eighteenth
century culture. As a rough classifi-
cation we could divide them into
three groups: foundational presup-
positions, presuppositions that
would be widely accepted as valid,
and those that would not command
such wide acceptance. In the first
group come the closely related trio
that we are endowed with a range
of natural faculties, that these are
not fallacious,!” and that we are to
accept as true the data they present



to us when they deliver it with
‘irresistible conviction’. In the sec-
ond group come the axioms of
logic, the existence of the con-
scious mind, and the existence of
the external world, and perhaps one
or two of Reid’s moral axioms,
such as ‘No man ought to be
blamed for what it was not in his
power to hinder’.

A third group of Reid’s presup-
positions, more questionable in
their validity, might, I suggest,
contain some of his moral axioms,
and, for example, his first princi-
ples that seem susceptible to the
flat earth objection:

We ought likewise to take for
granted, as first principles, things
wherein we find a universal agree-
ment, among the learned and un-
learned, in the different nations and
ages of the world.!8

I need hardly say that I shall also take
for granted such facts as are attested
to by the conviction of all sober and
reasonable men either by our senses,
by memory, or by human testimon’.!?

We may also have to put in this
third group Reid’s confidence in
the trustworthiness of memory,
though he does qualify this by
saying that memories must be ‘re-
cent’ and ‘fresh’ to be acceptable.20

One of the major crticisms
levelled against the Scottish school
is that they could not agree among
themselves over just what should
and should not be included in the
lists of presuppositions. The argu-
ment has been used that this lack of
agreement invalidates their whole
position; if first principles are not
universally self-evident to their
friends, what hope have we of
convincing the sceptics? In reply to
this objection we could defend the
school by pointing out that the
disagreements were largely over the
contents of the third group; there
was a basic core they were gener-
ally happy to accept. We could also
argue that disagreement over pre-
cisely what constitutes a presuppo-
sition does not invalidate the in-
sight that we have to have presup-
positions in order to make sense of
the world; there is considerably

more disagreement at the end of the
twentieth century over which are
the cormrect presuppositions we
should adopt; but at the same time
there 1s general acceptance of
Reid’s insight that we must adopt
some.

0 Scottish Common Sense
in America

There has been a long tradition
among American thinkers that the
effect of the period of almost a
century when Scottish Common
Sense philosophy formed the basis
of American intellectual life was
negative and stultifying. According
to Flower and Murphy,
it is now [1977] uniformly re-
garded as a wasteland of sec-
ond-hand ideas servicing ortho-
dox Calvinism; it is pictured as
deriving from a Scottish back-
water in European thought and
as propagated there and
America through unbelievably
drab textbooks. This jaundiced
appraisal (which, among other
things, leaves later idealisms and
pragmatisms discontinuous and
unrooted in American thought)
is echoed with more or less
enthusiasm by twentieth-century
writers, from Blau and Curti to
Riley and Werkmeister.2!
Flower and Murphy themselves
sought to correct this false impres-
sion:

So far from being a drag on the
American Enlightenment, Common
Sense Realism was a part of it. It was
integral to that astonishing burst of
intellectual energy that began in Scot-
land in the early eighteenth century
and extended well into the nineteenth.
This Scottish humanism resulted in a
flourishing of the sciences and their
applications. 22

The subsequent turn around in the
attitude to the Scottish school in the
past two decades has been breath-
taking: witness Chisholm’s com-
ments about Reid at the start of this
article. The Scottish philosophy is
now seen as an integral and creative
feature of the development of
American thought, something

Americans built on and made their
own, developing and adapting it to
suit their own distinctive purposes,
so much so that in a very real sense
the Scottish philosophy became the
American philosophy.23 It has often
been pointed out that the Declara-
tion of Independence itself was
moulded by Scottish philosophy,
and the stress on common sense
and foundational principles to
which even the least speculative
and poorly educated person had
ready access fitted well into the
emerging American mind-set.

The process of assimilation and
adaptation and development of the
Scottish philosophy can be seen in
the Princeton school of theologians.
Like the large majority of their
contemporaries they were well read
in the philosophers of the Enlight-
enment from Bacon and Descartes
via the Scots to William Hamilton.
Charles Hodge, the key figure at
Princeton Seminary from 1840 to
1878, was also well read in Ger-
man philosophy and theology; he
was one of the first American
theologians to study in Germany,
and was responsible for one of the
earliest articles explaining Kant’s
thought to be published in
America.?* Though, like all Ameri-
can thinkers of his generation, in-
fluenced by the Scots, Hodge
avoided the extravagant praise of
the Scottish philosophy indulged in
by some of his contemporaries,?®
and would have strongly resisted
the suggestion that the Scottish
philosophy was the sole foundation
for his own epistemology.

7 Hodge's theological pre-
suppositions

For while Hodge shared with
the Scottish school, and indeed
with Hume and Kant, the convic-
tion that, despite scepticism, our
beliefs and knowledge about our-
selves and the external world are to
be treated as reliable and a suffi-
cient basis for action, he differed
significantly from them, and so
from many of his contemporaries,
m one key point: he openly recog-
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nised that the basis of our confi-
dence in the knowledge supplied by
our faculties and experience had to
be theological rather than philo-
sophical. Philosophical scepticism
on its own ground is unassailable; it
can even resist Reid’s irresistible
conviction. If we are to accept the
dependability of our experience of
the external world it cannot be on
the grounds of a rationally proved
argument, but rather on the grounds
of the nature of God, and especially
of his relationship with the world.
While Hodge was able to agree
with the Scottish philosophers that
‘it is universally admitted that we
have no foundation for knowledge
or faith, but the veracity of con-
sciousness’,2® his own conviction
went one stage deeper: “The ulti-
mate ground of faith and knowl-
edge is confidence in God’.27

It is perhaps no accident that the
beginnings of Enlightenment episte-
mological scepticism  coincided
with the ascendency of a deistic
concept of God. Hodge’s rejection
of deism was total. For him nothing
could be independent of God.

God is everywhere present, control-
ling all events, great and small,
necessary and free, in a way perfectly
consistent with the nature of his
creatures and with his own infinite
excellence. 28

As creator he has ‘endowed all

things aterial with their several
properties or powers’,2% and, in
particular, he is 'the author of our
nature’ .30 The one who has created
and controls the world, so giving it
ontological stability and epistemo-
logical coherence, has endowed
human persons, made deliberately
in his image, with the means of
obtaining accurate information
about that world. ‘The ultimate
ground of knowiedge is confidence
in the veracity of God’ 3!

Hodge would readily have ac-
cepted that these were no new
insights. They go back well before
Reid to Bacon, Newton, and the
seventeenth century scientists, with
their theologically based confidence
in the predictability of the natural
order and the dependability of the

experience of the human observer.
For Descartes, no sure knowledge
of any sort would have been possi-
ble without God; but, once the
existence of a God who would not
deceive us, and on whom all else
depended, had been established, he
was able to claim ‘Whatever 1
clearly and distinctly perceive is
necessarily true’.32 In language that
was frequently echoed at Princeton,
he stated: ‘1 am indeed so consti-
tuted that I cannot but believe
something to be true at the time of
perceiving it clearly and distinctly’
and thus “The certainty and truth of
all knowledge depends entirely on
my awareness of the true God’.33

The recognition of God as the
ultimate basis for meaning and
truth is a familiar concept through
two millennia of Western thought.
Hodge saw it as an inevitable
implication of the Christian concept
of a God who is not only creator
and upholder of the world, but is
personal, good, true, loving, relat-
ing, revealing, speaking and saving,
A God like that would not leave us
in total ignorance or cause us to be
deceived; rather he would want us
to know the truth, whether about
himself, ourselves, or about the
world he has put us in. If he made
us and loves us, we can trust the
means which he has given us to
know that truth.

Here then are two closely re-

lated foundational presuppositions
which Hodge held in common with
a substantial part of the Western
philosophical tradition and the early
Enlightenment thinkers:
I. A God of love and truth has
made the world, incorporating into
it elements of his own nature such
as consistency and dependability.

2. He has chosen to put into the
world human persons made ‘in his
image’ such that we can have true
knowledge about it, about our-
selves, and about God.

Hodge readily recognised the
necessity of starting with presuppo-
sitions. {n his introduction to The
Life of Kant he criticised ‘the
Germans’ for being unwilling to
accept foundational principles, and
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insisting rather on seeking to pro-
vide a philosophical explanation for
everything. Such a goal is unattain-
able, he said: everyone has to stop
somewhere, and accept founda-
tional first principles.

That every effect must have a cause,
is for Reid, a primary truth: he says,
he cannot help believing it, the
constitution of our nature forcing us
to admit it. But Kant will explain, and
denies that this appeal to conscious-
ness, is a sufficient answer to the
sceptic who denies the truth in
question. For this purpose, he has
recourse to a theory, which involves
the denial of what every man, who is
not a philosopher, holds to be true;
and at last in his turn comes to an
ultimate fact, which he is forced to
admit on its own evidence. It is not
wonderful, therefore, that Fichte
should say to Kant, what Kant says
to Reid, you have no right to assume
as an ultimate fact, what you cannot
prove, you cannot stop short in your
career, it is the philosopher’s business
to explain everything.34

And so on ad infinitum. So, says
Hodge, we have to stop somewhere
and take some foundational princi-
ple on trust.

Hodge has been accused of
himself being as rationalistic as
those he sought to oppose.35 I have
discussed these accusations else-
where and shown that they are
unwarranted 3¢ Admittedly, Hodge,
living in a rationalistic age, and
seeing himself as an apologist for
the Christian faith, was happy to
use rationalistic arguments to pre-
sented his case to those who were
willing to receive them, just as
Luther or even Tertullian had done
before him. But this does not mean
that his whole system was built on
rationalistic foundations. For exam-
ple, he readily put forward his
version of the traditional arguments
for the existence of God. But he
prefaced his presentation of them
with

The arguments are not designed so
much to prove the existence of an
unknown being, as to demonstrate
that the Being who reveals himself to
man in the very constitution of his

nature must be all that theism de-
clares him to be 37



The arguments have a place, but
not pride of place. Pride of place
goes to something quite distinct
from rational conviction, the expe-
rience of God in our innermost
being.

We can note an additional point
here. Hodge saw his contemporar-
ies, and especially the Kantians
with their clear distinction between
the understanding and the higher
reason, as dividing the human per-
son into segregated faculties, each
functioning alone in its own sphere;
with the intellect we apprehend
rational truth, with the soul spiritual
truth, with our moral faculty moral
truth, and so on. Hodge resisted
this strongly in favour of an inte-
grated approach to the nature of
human personhood which saw us
functioning as a whole person, not
as segregated parts.

As has often been stated before, the
Scriptures do not make the sharp
distinction between the understand-
ing, the feelings, and the will, which
is common in our day. A large class

ctat

of our inward acts and states are so
complex as to be acts of the whole
soul, and not exclusively of any one
of its faculties.38

There is an element of feeling in our
cognitions and an element of intelli-
gence in our feelings . . . Truth is not
merely speculative, the object of
cognition; it has moral beauty = . |
Knowledge includes love, wisdom
includes goodness.3?

Our awareness, then of founda-
tional principles is not a simple
matter of just the intellect, or just
the feelings or consciousness or
moral sense. It is a complex appre-
hension, of the whole person.

8 Presuppositions and
God

There can be little doubt that
historically the Enlightenment itself
rested upon the twin theological
presuppositions of a God who
created the universe, and made
human persons ‘in his image’ such
that they can have knowledge of
the world around them, thinking
God’s thoughts after him. Though

essentially a humanistic movement
in the sense that it gloried in the
abilities of humans to discover and
achieve, its humanism was theo-
logically based. Bacon and Des-
cartes and Newton and Locke did
not just pay lip service to the role
of the creator; for them it was the
foundation of their confidence in
their ability to discover and know.
By the eighteenth century, of
course, God was being pushed out
of this central role to a safe deistic
distance, and soon became dispen-
sable. And at precisely that point
the philosophical basis of the En-
lightenment project fell apart.40
Reid represents a brave attempt
to salvage the philosophical base by
reasserting the necessity of presup-
positions that do not have to be
rationally justified. He was a cler-
gyman, and there can be little doubt
that his theism underlay his ap-
proach to philosophy; his writings
are littered with references to God.
Nevertheless, he chose not to use
theological presuppositions as the
explicit basts of his philosophy. His
God tends rather more towards
deism than Hodge’s, and at times is
synonymous with Nature. Lehrer,
aware that the references to God
could make Reid’s approach less
attractive to contemporary thinkers,
argues that the removal of God
from Reid’s philosophy and the
substitution of evolutionary theory
would leave his system intact.

Reid often insists that what is neces-
sary in the way of conception and
belief for our safety and preservation
is not left to reason but is established
by nature. Such conception and belief
is invariable and irresistible as a result
of our constitution. Reid thought that
these principles of our consiitution
were the product of nature and that
nature was the product of God. His
philosophical doctrine, however, con-
cerns utility, not divinity. It is that
nature produces what is necessary for
our security and preservation, or, in
more modern terms, for our survivai
and adaptation. Consequently, these
conceptions which are necessary for
our survival and adaptation result
from our nature, from innate princi-
ples of our constitution.

It is an interesting exercise for the
modern reader to substitute the prin-

ciple of natural selection for Reid’s
principle of divine benevolence. By
doing so, one will obtain a thor-
oughly modern doctrine. Reid, like
many contemporary authors, held that
the basic principles of the human
mind are those necessary or useful for
survival and adaptation to practical
and social life. It is this doctrine that
accounts for his affirmation in the
FEssays both that our conceptions of
primary qualities result from general-
izing in a way that is useful for our
preservation and adaptation and that
those conceptions are the product of
innate principles of the human mind.
In general, moreover, Reid poses the
question, as a contemporary author
might-—What cognitive principles are
necessary for our survival and adap-
tation? Those that appear necessary
are assumed to be the result of innate
principies of the mind provided they
satisfy the other criteria of innateness:
early appearance, universalisability, ir-
resistibility, and so forth. Nativism is
the mother of necessity 4!
Lehrer may be right in saying that
Reid’s system lends itself to such
updating. But the concept of the
survival and adaptation of the hu-
man race may not be readily ac-
cepted by everyone as the necessary
and inevitable first principle Lehrer
seems to picture it. It is quite
conceivable, for instance, that the
destruction of the human race may
be decidedly beneficial for our
planet or universe. We are back to
the question which all who seek to
explain everything by some an-
thropic principle or process of
cumulative selection or the like
have to face: Does not the fact that
it is possible to question the ulti-
mate principle or explanation itself
demonstrate that it cannot be ulti-
mate? The theologian, of course,
has to face the same question,
though she or he may have an
easier job answering it since ulti-
macy has generally been conceived
of as a necessary aspect of divinity.
To answer ‘What caused God?’
with ‘He is uncaused’ may be more
acceptable than answering ‘What
caused the anthropic principle (or
the Big Bang)?’ with ‘It was un-
caused’.
My own judgment is that Reid
would never have developed his
presuppositionalism if he had not
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covertly based it on his own theistic
convictions. In this sense, Hodge
was the more consistent of the two,
keeping closer both to the general
course of Western thought and the
development of the early Enlighten-
ment. In his theological presupposi-
tions he provided what Reid failed
to provide, a basis for the first
principles of the human mind.
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POLANYI'S ONTOLOGICAL HIERARCHY

1 The relationship be-
tween subsidiary aware-
ness and focal knowl-
edge

From the experiments of cognitive
psychologists that identified the
activity of subception in the act of
perception Polanyi identitied a sys-
tematic relationship between our
subsidiary awareness and our focal
knowledge. Following terminology
borrowed from anatomy he called
what we were aware of subsidiarily
the ‘proximal’ and what we were
aware of focally the ‘distal’ (TD, p.
10). The proximal is that of which
we have ‘from-awareness’ and the
distal is that of which we have
‘focal awareness’ (‘The Creative
Imagination”, p. 86; °Logic and
Psychology’, p. 31). These two
components in the act of knowl-
edge are related in four different
ways: functionally, phenomenally,
semantically and ontologically (TD,
pp. 9-13; [1, pp. 62-72)).

1. The Functional Relation.

An object of knowledge is known
by means of sensations. Psycho-
logical experiments have demon-
strated that in some acts of know-
ing there are bodily responses
which contribute to it and of which
we are not aware, a faculty known
as subception (TD, p. 9). The
object known is focal, the means
by which we know it is the subsidi-
ary. Hence we can say that the
functional relation between the two
terms is as follows: through being
aware in a non-explicit way of the
subsidiary aspects of our knowl-
edge, one integrates these aspects
and attends to the resulting focal
object of knowledge. These two
components, the subsidiary and the
focal, stand in a non-reciprocal
‘from-to’ relation. It is always the

Julian W, Ward

proximal term, therefore, which we
may be said to ‘know’ but be
unable to ‘tell” (TD, p. 10).
Examples indicating this relation
between the tacit and the focal are:
1. The recognition of an individual
human face. We rely on the par-
ticular features of the face in order
to recognise it, but we do not
attend focally to these teatures.
Rather, they are the means through
which we recognise the face. We
attend from the features to the focal
recognition of the face. There are
many features of a face that we are
unable to specify although we may
know the face very well indeed and
be able to recognise it without the
slightest hesitancy (TD, p. 10).
2. The perception of a stereoscopic
image through a stereoscope. Po-
fany1 notes:

We are aware of the two stereo
pictures in some peculiar non-focal
way. We seem to look through these
two pictures, or past them, while we
look straight at their joint image. We
are indeed aware of them only as
guides to the image on which we
focus our attention (‘Logic and Psy-
chology’, p. 29).
Thus the two pictures are subsidi-
ary or proximal to the distal or
focal image that is seen in three
dimensions. Yet the difference be-
tween the two images is so minute
that when we compare them focally
we can hardly see any difference.
‘Even if we used powerful methods
for measuring them, we would find
them difficult to itemize’ (‘Logic
and Psychology’, p. 30). Yet our
subsidiary awareness absorbs the
differences and integrates them
with no difficulty whatsoever into
the three-dimensional image which
is the focus of our attention.

2. The Phenomenal Relation
What is subsidiarily apprehended is
transformed by our attention to the

object of focal awareness. In other
words, what is apparent phenom-
enally in the proximal becomes
different by virtue of its integration
into the distal. Our phenomenal
awareness of the subsidiary compo-
nent, when it is subliminal, is
derived entirely from the appear-
ance of the focal object of attention
(TD, p. 11). In the case of a face,
the overall appearance contributes
to the appearance of its individual
features. We are aware of the
features in terms of the overall
facial appearance, 1.e., the physiog-
nomy. A nose that is isolated from
its face will often not look the same
to us as when it is part of the face.

3. The Semantic Relation

The combination of the functional
and phenomenal relationships con-
stitute the semantic (or meaning)
relation between the subsidiary and
the focal. The significance of the
elements in the proximal is found
by the way they act as signs for the
distal and thus gain their meaning
from the distal. Without the mean-
mg that is imparted to them by the
distal they would be meaningless.
‘It is in terms of their meaning that
they [the proximal signs] enter into
the appearance of that to which we
are attending from them’ (TD, p.
11f). Meaning is always attained
when a ‘from-to’ function exists in
our awareness and so perceprtion is
always an act that bears a meaning
for us. Examples of the semantic
relation are found in the following:

1.The only meaning that the ap-
pearance of this nose has is that it
is John’s nose, but it has this
meaning only as it enters into the
appearance of John’s face.

2. In a representative painting the
brush strokes have meaning only in
terms of the overall appearance of
the painting. When viewed focally,
they are in themselves meaningless.
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They become the bearers of mean-
ing when they are seen to form the
composition of the painting. They
are meaningful when the painting is
seen through them and so it is the
painting that is their meaning (M,
pp. 86-92; ‘What is a Painting?’,
British Journal of Aesthetics, Vol.
10, pp. 227-231, July 1970).

Prosch [1, p. 68] maintains that,
for Polanyl, ‘meaning’ signifies
‘signification’ in the following two
senses: (a) ‘What has meaning, the
proximal particulars, are always
operating as clues or signs pointing
to something else in an act of
integration (an act of achieving
meaning).” (b) “What are integrated
are always certain particulars that
make some intelligible sense when
integrated into a comprehensible
form or pattern, and so are also
significant in the sense of being
mmportant to an intelligence.” Pro-
sch continues,

Meaning, in these senses therefore, is
something that must be grasped or
seen or created by a mind. It is not a
mere equilibration of forces that hap-
pens to occur in a non-mind - say, in
a computer. For Polanyi’s “meaning”
was not devoid of intention—the
intention to find or achieve a mean-
ing, ie., the intention to find or
achieve a comprehensive and intelligi-
ble integration . . . . Thus a meaning
can only be pointed to by a mind as
something existing in a mind. In fact,
the meaning of the term “meaning”,
as Polanyl used i, can only be
pointed to by a mind as something
existing in a2 mind . . . “Meaning” is,
therefore, really a triadic term in that,
in addition to the functionally differ-
ent proximal and distal factors, there
must also always be a person, a user,
an intender involved (p. 68f, c¢f. KB,
pp. 181f 185f ‘Logic and Psychol-
ogy’, p. 30f).
Thus this sense of ‘meaning’ as
mind-dependent ‘signification’ ap-
pears to encompass both reference
and use, i.e., the purpose intended
determining the significance of that
referred to.

That ‘meaning’ is validly mind-
dependent has great importance for
maintaining the reality of minds
and their power to form objective

Judgments. Prosch comments, “This
implication of tacit knowing has
great consequences, as Polanyi
claimed. This is so not only for the
nature and status of the various
knowledge enterprises of man, but
also for the nature and status of
man’s grasp of himself and of
others, and of his grasp of his and
their place in a universe and in a
society of persons. Which is to say,
of course, that it has great conse-
quences for the development of a
comprehensive philosophical posi-
tion’ (p. 69).

4. The Ontological Relation.

From the functional, the phenom-
enal and the semantic relationships
between the subsidiary and the
focal awareness it is possible to
derive an ontological relation be-
tween the proximal and the distal.
Polanyi argues,’Since tacit knowing
establishes a meaningful relation
between twg terms, we may iden-
tify it with the understanding of the
comprehensive entity which these
two terms jointly constitute. Thus
the proximal term represents the
particulars of this entity, and we
can say, accordingly, that we com-
prehend the entity by relying on our
awareness of its particulars for
attending to their joint meaning’
(TD, p. 13). As the proximal and
the distal components are both
necessary to each other in an act of
knowing, it follows that they must
constitute an entity that compre-
hends both of them. Prosch ex-
plains:

This comprehensive entity must
be the being (at least in the phe-
nomenological sense) with which
we have to deal in becoming aware
of the functional, the phenomenal,
and the semantic relations in which
the two terms stand to each other.
The two terms together constitute
this entity. This must be true
whether this entity finally turns out
to be regarded as a creation of our
own minds—following Kant and
some of the contemporary existen-
tialists—or a reality existing in
itself with which our minds may

S50 Appraisal Vol. 1 Supplementary Issue 1997

come into contact’ (p. 70). Here
Prosch allows that the ontological
relation may be consistent with
Kant’s transcendental idealism, but
later when he approves of Polanyi’s
definition of ontological reality it
would seem that he wants to main-
tain that his epistemology is only
consistent with a transcendent real-
ism.

So for Polanyi what we perceive
i1s perceived as a ‘something-that-
is-there’, whether the perceptual
experience be veridical or an illu-
sion, a dream or a hallucination
(‘The Nature of Scientific Convic-
tions’, Nineteenth Century, 146, p.
18, July 1949). But when we claim
that we have veridical perception
we hold that we are perceiving
something that is real and not a
creation of our thinking processes.
By ‘real’ Polanyi meant an entity
that can be expected to exhibit
itself in an indeterminate range of
future manifestations. It will not
only continue to affect our percep-
tions and our actions in the future
but also to do so in unpredictable
ways that will reveal further aspects
of itself (TD, p. 32f; KB, pp. 1191,
135, 168; PK, p. 147). This is not
the case with illusions, dreams or
hallucinations. We do not regard
our sense experiences as illusions
until we begin to doubt whether
they are experiences of something
real. So Polanyi held that all cases
of immediately experienced, sensi-
ble experience always produce on-
tological assertions of real entities,
although we may come to doubt
whether some of them are veridical.

2 The logic of achieve-
ment

Polanyi embarks upon the justifica-
tion of an ontological hierarchy by
specitying the logical levels evident
in a machine. A machine is a
contrivance that embodies its own
operational principle (PK, pp.176,
328) and thus the machine has a
purpose. But many different ma-
chines of differing materials could




embody a single operational princi-
ple. It follows that ‘the class of
things defined by a common opera-
tional principle cannot be even
approximately specified in terms of
physics and chemistry> (PK,
p-329). The operational principle
defines the correct functioning of a
machine, but does not say anything
concerning the possible failures of
the machine.
The operational principles of ma-
chines are therefore rules of right-
ness, which account only for the
successful working of machines but

leave their failures entirely unex-
plained (PK, p.329).

The knowledge of physics and
chemistry do not allow us to iden-
tify a machine as a machine. “This
result is crucial’ (PK, p.330) in
Polanyi’s argument. ‘The complete
knowledge of a machine as |a
physico-chemical] object tells us
nothing about it as a machine’
(PK, p.330).

Knowledge of a machine as a
machine comes not from physics
and chemistry, but ‘by understand-
ing it technically; that is by partici-
pation in its purpose and an en-
dorsement of its operational princi-
ples’ (PK, p.330), which ‘appreci-
ates the machine as a rational
means of securing the advantage in
question’ (PK, p.329). In relation
to the machine we have two types
of knowledge: the technological
and the scientific (i.e., physico-
chemical). These two types of
knowledge are in an asymmetrical
relation: the technological knowl-
edge establishes the machine as a
comprehensive entity. The physico-
chemical knowledge concerns the
nature of its parts but cannot
specify the function of the entity in
question, although it may inform us
of the processes involved in the
functioning of the machine. ‘Thus
we will establish the material con-
ditions under which the parts can
fulfil their functions and which will
explain their occasional failures’
(PK, p.331). Any physical or
chemical explanations for the fail-
ure of a machine only have signifi-
cance inasmuch that they are re-

lated to the operational principles
of the machine.

We may conclude quite generally that
in our knowledge of a comprehensive
entity [a machine or living creature],
embodying a rule of rightness, any
information supplied by physics and
chemistry can play only a subsidiary
part (PK, p.331).

Reasons can be given for each
part of a machine and for the way
they are linked in terms of the
operational principles of a machine,
whereas physical and chemical de-
scriptions of the parts refer to
conditions necessary for the proper
functioning of the parts and the
machine as a whole. Physics and
chemistry may also state why a
machine does not work, these rea-
sons being related to the conditions
required for successful operation of
the machine.

Since rules of rightness cannot ac-
count for failures, and reasons for
doing something can only be given
within the context of rules of right-
ness, it follows that there can be no
reasons (in this sense) for a failure. It
is best, therefore, to avoid the use of
the word ‘reason’ in this context and
to describe the origins of failures
invariably as their causes. We can say
then that physico-chemical investiga-
tions of a machine, carried out with a
bearing on its operational principles,
can elucidate both the conditions for
their success and the causes of their
failure. It would be wrong to speak
of establishing the physical and
chemical ‘causes’ of success, for the
success of a machine is defined by its
operational principles, which are not
specifiable in physico-chemical terms
(PK, p.332).

Thus, in general, we have two
logical levels embodied in a ma-
chine: firstly, the factual, i.e.,
physico-chemical states, that can be
investigated by pure science; sec-
ondly, the teleological, ie., the
purpose of the machine that is
expressed in its operational princi-
ples. Knowledge of its purpose is
gained by indwelling the function-
ing of the parts that contribute to
the operational principles of the

machine. This principle of two
logical levels can be found in
biological organisms inasmuch that
they are at least biological ma-
chines and also in computers (PK,

p.3326).

3 The logic of emergence
and randomisation

Polanyi argues that the conceptual
progression by which we know the
emergence of a novel form of
reality can occur in stages or by
degrees, so that the novel form is
not necessarily a new emergent
existent. For it is our knowledge of
an emergent form, rather than the
emergent being as such, which is
unspecifiable in terms of the lower
level subsidiaries (PK, p. 393f). As
examples of two distinguishable
conceptual levels not implying two
separate levels of existence which

Polanyi refers to (PK, p. 394):

(a) The regular pattern of small
balls when placed in a pan.

(b) The symmetry of crystals
formed by the regular aggrega-
tion of their molecules.

(c) Knowledge of chemical reac-
tions, as determined by chemis-
try, 1s in principle predictable
from a thorough knowledge of
atomic physics.

But it can only be obtained from
the experience of identifying and
handling chemical substances. So
whereas there is not ‘a complete
existential disjunction’ between
chemicals and atoms, knowledge of
physics cannot supplant the knowl-
edge of chemistry. So ‘we may
acknowledge this as [implying] an
incipient separation of two forms
of existence.’

Randomisation in the inanimate
domain produces two sharply sepa-
rated levels of existence and pro-
vides a fundamental example of
emergence. We can know that we
have a well shuffled pack of cards
provided that we do not know how
we have done it. If we did, we
would know the arrangement of the
cards and could not produce statis-
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tical statements about the selection
of a specified card. This is

a case of emergence, for we can
know the randomness of a system,
yet we cannot know it in terms of a
more detailed knowledge of the sys-
tem. Our knowledge of this emergent
quality, randomness, is in fact de-
stroyed by observing the particulars
which determine the system below
the emergent level. Moreover; ran-
domness, as an emergent quality,
offers a possibility for a new system
of manipulations [as in statistics]
(PK, p. 391).
For example, the comprehensive
features of a gas, such as tempera-
ture or pressure, can only be speci-
fied if we assume that its molecules
are in random motion. It is logi-
cally impossible to predict these
comprehensive features from a sup-
posed knowledge of the configura-
tion of the positions and velocities
of all the molecules of a gas, for
this information would lead to only
turther information about the mol-
ecules. Polanyi finds corroboration
for this in an examination of
Boltzmann’s equation for the en-
tropy of a gas (PK, p. 391 nl).
Polanyi finds further support for his
view that randomisation is an
unanalysable ultimate in the affir-
mations on this by the physicist
N.C. Campbell in Physics: The
Elements, p. 209, Cambridge, 1920
(PK, p. 390n2).
Polanyi’s view that randomisa-
tion is an existential emergent is
supported by K.R. Popper. In his
Arthur Holly Compton Memorial
Lecture Of Clouds and Clocks of
1965. Popper notes how Peirce,
because of indeterminacies in all
scientific measurements, conjec-
tured that
the world was not only ruled by the
strict Newtonian laws, but that it was
also at the same time ruled by /aws of
chance, or of randomness, or of
disorder: by laws of statistical prob-
abilin?.

So Popper maintains,

The interaction between atoms or
between molecules has a  random
aspect, a chance aspect; “chance” not
only in the Aristotelian sense in which

it is opposed to “purpose,” but
chance in the sense in which it is
subject to the objective probabilistic
theory of random events, rather than
to anything like exact mechanical
laws3,

Popper finds an example of
such emergence in the half-life of
radioactive isotopes.

It very much looks as if the precise
value of the half-life of a nucleus
would have to remain for ever an
emergent property, a property unpre-
dictable from the properties of its
constituents?.

Popper finds another emergent
property in the propensity of cer-
tain molecules to form crystals
capable of reflecting light of a
certain wavelength, namely, the
emergence of coloured surfaces 3.
The behaviour of heat as described
by the second law of thermody-
namics can only be accomplished
by reference to the concepts of

molecular randomness and its aver-

age. There is no possibility of a
complete reduction in explanation
in terms of the interaction of
individual atoms or molecules.
‘Probabilistic conclusions require
probabilistic and thus non-individu-

alistic premises for their derivation’®.

Moreover, temperature control of a
gas has a ‘downward causation’ on
the movements of its individual
molecules, whereas a constant tem-
perature can include increased ve-
locities of some molecules, com-
pensated by the decreased veloci-
ties of others. On this Popper
comments,

This seems to me another important
example of the general principle that
a higher level may exert a dominant
influence upon a lower level. The
one-sided dominance is due, in this
case at least, to the random character
of the heat motion of the atoms . . .
for it seems that, were the universe
per impossibile a perfect determinist
clockwork, there would be no heat
production and no layers and there-
fore no such dominating influence
would occur. This suggests that the
emergence of hierarchical levels or
layers, and of an interaction between
them, depends on a fundamental
indeterminism of the physical uni-
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verse. Each level is open to causal
influences coming from lower and
from higher levels 7.

Polanyi comments,

Many years of fruitless endeavour
have proved that it is impossible to
define the probabilities derived from
the random character of a system by
the microscopic details of the system
[as in the study of the thermodynam-
ics of gases]. This should encourage
us to align randomness with other
comprehensive features which are
unspecifiable in terms of their particu-
lars; and the analogy between these
various cases will strengthen the
concept of emergence as being that
which they have in common (PK, p.
390).

Randomisation is a particular
instance in which the logic of
achievement coincides with the
logic of emergence.
Randomisation may be unsuccessful:
a trace of order may always remain
undestroyed. In this sense random-
ness may be regarded as an achieve-
ment. In any case, as a comprehen-
sive feature, randomness is subject to
the logic of achievement. We can
identify this logic here with the logic
of emergence. The emergent form of
existence is identified by our compre-
hensive judgment of it, which judg-
ment accredits thereby, indirectly, a
correlated context of properties, and
of problems and manipulations, all of

_ which presuppose the emergent form
of existence and serve to elaborate its
reality. This entire system ... is un-
specifiable in terms of its detailed
particulars. But the particulars have a
bearing on higher-level features. If
the molecular motion of a gas is
known to be random, we can evalu-
ate from its particulars the tempera-
ture, pressure, entropy, etc, of the
gas (PK, p.392).

4 The definition of reality

In ‘The Unaccountable Element in
Science’ (1962) Polanyi defined
external reality as follows:

We make sense of experience by
relying on clues of which we are
often aware only as pointers to their
hidden meaning; this meaning is an
aspect of reality which as such can




yet reveal itself in an indeterminate
range of future discoveries. This is, in
fact, my definition of external reality:
reality is something that attracts our
attention by clues which harrass and
beguile our minds into getting ever
closer to it, and which, since it owes
this attractive power to its independ-
ent existence, can always manifest
itself in still unexpected ways. If we
have grasped a true and deep-seated
aspect of reality, then its future
manifestations will be unexpected
confirmations of our present knowi-
edge of it. It is because of our
anticipation of such hidden truths that
scientific knowledge is accepted, and
it is their presence in the body of
accepted science that keeps it alive
and at work in our minds. This is
how accepted science serves as the
premise of all further pursuit of
scientific inquiry (KB, p. 119f).

Also in 1962 Polanyi wrote in
‘Tacit Knowing: Its Bearing on
Some Problems of Philosophy’:

we rely on our awareness of
particulars for establishing the pres-
ence of a comprehensive entity. For
this was viewed as something real,
which being real, might be expected
yet to manifest itself at some future
time in unexpected ways. I have
shown how this confirmed in its own
way the common sense metaphysical
belief that solid objects were some-
thing beyond the aggregate of their
observed properties and that the mind
is something beyond its overt mani-
festations; 1 have also shown that this
conception of meaning reveals the
thing that is named by the universal
term. But it is still the course of
scientific inquiry in which the meta-
physical conception of reality beyond
our tangible experience is written out
most clearly, for all to see. From its
very start, the inquiry assumes, and
must assume, that there is something
there to be discovered. The fascina-
tion, by which the inquiry can make
progress, is fixed on discerning what
it is that is there, and when discovery
is achieved, it comes to us accredited
by our conviction that its object was
there all along, unrecognised. The
rise, the path, the end, all point at the
same reality and cannot but tell of it.
Swearing by the existence of this
reality, the scientist imposes on him-
self the discipline of his vocation.

And his sense of approaching nearer
to reality is not exhausted by the
consummation of discovery. It per-
sists in the belief that what he has
discovered is real, and being real, will
yet mark its presence by an unlimited
range of unsuspected implications.
Deemed to be an aspect of reality,
the new knowledge is believed to be
fruitful and is claimed to be univer-
sally valid (KB, p. 172).

In a new introduction to Sci-
ence, Faith and Reality written in
1963 Polanyi proposed his new
definition of ‘reality” in these
words:

To hold a natural law to be true is to
believe that its presence will manifest
itself in an indeterminate range of yet
unknown and perhaps yet unthinkable
consequences. It is to regard the law
as a real feature of nature which, as
such, exists beyond our control. We
meet here with a new definition of
reality. Real is that which is expected
to reveal itself indeterminately in the
future. Hence an explicit statement
can bear on reality only by virtue of
the tacit coefficient associated with it.
This conception of reality and of the
tacit knowing of reality underlies all
my writings (SFS, p. 10).

Polany: regards reality as inde-
pendent of our knowing and as
characterised by having unforeseen
consequences. His empirical and
metaphysical realism is expressed
as follows:

The implications of new knowledge
can never be known at its birth. For it
speaks of something real, and to
attribute reality to something is to
express the belief that its presence
will yet show up in an indefinite
number of unpredictable ways. An
empirical statement is true to the
extent to which it reveals an aspect of
reality, a reality largely hidden to us,
and existing therefore independently
of our knowing it. By trying to say
something that is true about a reality
believed to be existing independently
of our knowing it, all assertions of
fact necessarily carry wniversal intent.
Qur claim to speak of reality serves
thus as the external anchoring of our
commitment in making a factual
statement (PK, p.311).

In order to justify our common
sense claims to knowledge of the
realities evident in living creatures,
including men, Polanyi uses the
following key argument:

Our comprehension of a living indi-
vidual entails a subsidiary awareness
of its parts which is not wholly
specifiable in more detached terms.
This understanding acknowledges a
particular comprehensive—i.e., ‘mo-
lar’—achievement of the individual
itself. Since our knowledge of this
molar function is not specifiable in
‘molecular’ terms, the function itself
is not reducible to molecular particu-
lars; it must be acknowledged as a
higher form of being, not determined
by these particulars. We can reach
this conclusion directly by recalling
that the understanding of a whole
appreciates the coherence of its sub-
ject matter and thus acknowledges
the existence of a value that is absent
from the constituent particulars (PK,
p.327).

The noosphere, a term coined
by Teilhard de Chardin to refer to
the realms of art and science
created by man, includes the hu-
manities and the human and natural
sciences but not the natural world
to which the natural sciences refer.
The realms of language, politics,
law, economics, poetry, art and
music are spheres containing man’s
creations. These creations are, nev-
ertheless, realities because their
structures are rich enough to exhibit
in the future a presently indetermi-
nate range manifestations. As crea-
tions of man they do not have the
same form of reality as those
aspects of the natural world with
which the sciences are concerned,
for their realities exist independ-
ently of man. The truth about
natural realities is achieved by the
processes of verification. But the
truth of what man has created is
confirmed by what Polanyi called
‘validity’. Scientific theories can
therefore be called ‘valid’ because
the realities to which they refer
have been verified, but the valida-
tion of other creations of man
cannot undertaken in this way (‘On
the Modern Mind’, p. 20; “The
Creative Immagination’, p. 92; PK, p.
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201f; TD, pp. 76-79; M, pp. 66f,
101f, 104, 194f). Both our beliefs
about natural realities and our be-
liefs about noospheric realities are
held with ‘universal intent’, that is,
we hold them to be true and believe
that other competent persons in
possession of the same experiences
as ourselves should also acknowl-
edge these beliefs to be true (TD,
pp- 69, 771f; M, p. 194f).

The degree of significance or
meaning that something has de-
pends on the possible range of
future manifestations that it could
convey. Thus, for Polanyi, there
could be degrees of reality in
conformity with his theory of onto-
logical hierarchies. Thus Polanyi
opposed modern notions that the
creations of man are merely epiphe-
nomenal or illusory and maintained
that they have true reality. In fact,
he claimed that a cobblestone was
less real than a mind or a problem,
because a stone will manifest a
much narrower range of character-
istics in the future than a mind or a
problem. The creations of minds do
not lack reality just because they
are not tangible (KB, pp. 135f,
151, 168; TD, p. 321).

For Polanyi a theory that mani-
fests unforeseen consequences can
be called ‘true’. Most such conse-
quences are discovered by experi-
ments, but sometimes they are
evident in further theoretical impli-
cations. Polanyi’s belief that both
scientific theories and works of art
are real can be compared with
Popper’s World 3 objects. But
whereas the latter are viewed by
Popper as impersonal, for Polanyi
such realities are mind-dependent,
albeit with an intersubjective valid-
ity. Polanyi’s theory of the degrees
of reality present in nature is an
updated Augustinianism and Thom-
ism, which equated being and
goodness in a natural hierarchy, in
which higher levels manifest more
reality and more being than the
lower levels.

5 Ontological hierarchies

It is the correspondence between
the tacit factors in our explicit
knowledge and the structure of
reality that makes possible Po-
lanyi’s belief in ontological hierar-
chies. Because of the logical rela-
tion between tacit knowledge and
our focal awareness, the ontological
entity of which we are aware must
ontologically include elements that
are the source of the tacit compo-
nents in our knowledge. Hence
Polanyi called the object of our
focal awareness a ‘comprehensive
entity’, which will thus contain
those clements of which we are
focally aware and those of which
we are only subsidiarily aware.
Polanyi opposed reductionism
by showing that a machine is
constructed so that the relations
between its parts embodies the
purpose of the machine. We cannot
grasp that purpose by merely look-
ing at the components parts of a
machine. Often when we look at
the part of a machine that we do
not know the part seems meaning-
less to us. We can only apprehend
the purpose of the machine by
attending from its purpose to the
overall structure which thereby con-
veys to us the purpose of the
machine. Whereas the laws of
physics and chemistry may suffice
for explaining the characteristics of
the parts of a machine, they cannot
explain the purpose of the machine.
A comprehensive entity is con-
stituted in its being by the integra-
tion of its parts but the character of
its whole, namely, its principles of
operation as a whole, is not deduc-
ible from its constituents. Since
these parts and wholes form an
ascending series, an ontological hi-
erarchy 1s generated by them. The
fact of ontological hierarchies is not
only confirmed by our experience
of the world and human life and
implicit in the range of the sci-
ences, but it is also logically en-
talled by Polanyi’s epistemology
(‘Science and Man’s Place in the
Universe’, p. 20; KB, p. 154; TD,
pp. 33ff, 41, 55; M, pp. 50, 176).
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Each comprehensive entity which
cannot be reduced to a lower level
in the hierarchy is a reality, and
thus each level in the hierarchy is a
sphere of reality.

Polanyi emphasises how tacit
knowing gives us knowledge of
living things:

But something even more vital fol-
lows from formulating tacit knowing
as an act of indwelling. It deepens
our knowledge of living things . . .
We therefore recognise and study the
coherence of living things by integrat-
ing their motions—and any other
normal changes occurring in their
parts—into our comprehension of
their functions. We integrate mentally
what living beings integrate practi-
cally. (‘Logic and Psychology’, p.
34).

The range of ontological hierar-
chies is particularly manifest when
we consider man, because, in order
to understand his multifarious ac-
tivities, one assumes boundary prin-
ciples that delineate lower levels in
the hierarchy (SOM, p. 59; ‘Tran-
scendence and Self-Transcendence’,
Soundings, Vol. 53, Spring 1970,
p- 91; PK, pp. 385f, KB, p. 236f;
TD, p. 50f):

(a) As a biological organism the
principles of being a living thing
provide boundary conditions for
the physical and chemical proc-
esses that arec essential to his
make-up. The vegetative bound-
ary system leaves open the possi-
bility of movement by muscular
action, but it is not rich enough
to establish it.

(b) Unlike plants, man can move
himself by muscular activity and
the principles required for this
leave open the possibility of
innate patterns of behaviour, but
do not establish any.

(c) Man, like many other creatures,
has instincts, sentience and innate
patterns of behaviour, that act as
a boundary principles for his
biological and muscular activity.

(d) Like other animals, man has a
sense of individuality that oper-
ates as a boundary for his in-
stincts, sentience and innate pat-
terns of behaviour. Thus at this




level mind can be regarded as a
reality.

(e) This sense of individuality is
further bounded by social princi-
ples, since man is a gregarious
animal.

(D This sociability is given a
further, higher boundary by intel-
ligence and language.

(g) This capacity is given further
bounds by his linguistic and
creative forms of life in science,
law, poetry, etc. At this level the
noosphere becomes a reality.

(h) Man’s intellectual and creative
powers make possible but do not
necessitate higher levels in mo-
rality and religion (PK, pp. 385-
390, KB, p. 135; TD, p. 41).

At this level the principles of truth,
beauty and morality arise as princi-
ples that should guide his behaviour
and the whole noosphere is a
‘firmament of obligations’. These
are spheres of reality with a struc-
ture and thrust of their own and we
find ourselves subject to their in-
trinsic standards, just as we are in
mathematics. From the logic of
achievement Polanyi argues,

Whatever rules of rightness a person
tries to fulfil and establish—be they
moral, aesthetic or legal—he commits
himself to an ideal [apprehended as a
transcendent reality]; and again he
can only do so within a medium [i.e,,
psychological processes] that is blind
to this ideal. The ideal determines the
standards to which a person holds
himself responsible; but the ideal-
blind medium both grants the possi-
bility for striving for this ideal and
limits this possibility. Tt determines
his calling (PK, p. 334).

Polanyi deems such ideal values
‘transcendent’” (PK, p. 183) and so
‘our personhood is assured by our
simultaneous contact with universal
aspirations which place us in a
transcendent perspective’ (PK, p.
324).

At each level of a hierarchy its
natural laws or operational princi-
ples govern the interactions of its
elements, but in doing so leave
open and unconditioned its range of
operation at its level. This is deter-
mined by the operations of the next

higher level which imposes limita-
tions upon the possible range of
operation. Polanyi calls these limi-
tations boundary conditions which
are thus set by the next higher
level. Hence he says that, as two
levels at least are involved in
activities at the lower level, this is a
system of dual control. The deter-
mination of the boundary condi-
tions of one level by the opera-
tional principles of the next higher
level is called the principle of
marginal control (TD, pp. 34-40;
SM Lecture 2; Prosch, p. 131).
Polanyi’s doctrine of the knowl-
edge of hierarchical structures ar-
gues that there is an analogical
relationship between the structure
of the higher and lower levels and
the structure of our tacit knowledge
in which we indwell and integrate
proximate subsidiaries in order to
gain a knowledge of a higher level.
Just as we indwell our bodies,
animating them for purposeful ac-
tivities, so we indwell our tacit
knowledge of an entitiy in a pur-
poseful manner in order to achieve
an understanding of the significance
of those tacitly apprehended factors
which constitutes the knowledge of
an entity or reality. Moreover, it
could be argued that man actually
lives as a hierarchical structure, as a
physical, chemical, biological, sen-
tient, psychological, social, linguis-
tic, intelligent, aesthetic, moral and
spiritual being, so that in tacit
knowing he integrates aspects of all
these levels such that knowing itself
constitutes a hierarchy that is ana-
logical to the entity that is grasped
through it ( Prosch, p. 133f).
Language is a hierarchical or-
ganisation on the five levels of
producing sounds, words, sen-
tences, style and composition. Each
level is governed by its own laws,
namely, phonetics, lexicography,
grammar, stylistics and literary
criticism. Words are constituted by
boundary conditions or principles
that harness or organise sounds. In
this way words set a limit to the
sounds that are uttered. Words
require sounds in order to exist, but
the principles involved in sound

production cannot produce words
with meanings, just as the princi-
ples of a propositional calculus
cannot produce an arithmetic. It is
the vocabulary of a language which
determines which sounds are ut-
tered. Likewise, grammatical prin-
ciples in turn set boundary condi-
tions for the usage and inflection of
words and enable us to form
sentences. A style of language then
places boundaries on sentences in
the impartation of meaning and
verbal communication is bounded
by the ultimate principles of an
intended communication (‘On the
Modern Mind’, p. 14f “Science
and Man’s Place in the Universe’,
p. 70f; ‘Life Transcending Physics
and Chemistry’, p. 59; PK, p. 382;
KB, p. 238; M, pp. 49ff).

Polanyi thinks that all the levels
of reality in his ontological hierar-
chy should be included in the
science of biology as it is the study
of life, and, in man, life includes all
these levels:

As we proceed to survey the ascend-
ing stages of life, our subject matter
will tend to include more and more of
the very faculties on which we rely
for understanding it. We realise then
that what we observe about the
capacities of living beings must be
consonant with our reliance on the
same kind of capacities for observing
it. Biology is life reflecting on itself,
and the findings of biology must
prove consistent with the claims
made by biology for its own findings.

And as we shall find ourselves ac-
crediting living beings with a wide
range of faculties, similar to those
which we have claimed for ourselves
in the foregoing enquiry into the
nature and justification of knowledge,
we shall see that biology is an
expansion of the theory of knowledge
into a theory of all kinds of biotic
achievements, among which the ac-
quisition of knowledge is one. These
will all be comprised by a generalised
conception of commitment. The cri-
tique of biology will then turn out to
be an analysis of the biologist’s
commitment, by which he accredits
the realities on which living beings
rely in the stratagem of living. And
while these realities will fall into line
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with the realities to which our knowl-
edge of inanimate things commits us,
another line of generalisation, ascend-
ing from the I-It to the I-Thou and
beyond it to the study of human
greatness, will transform the biolo-
gist’s relation to his subject matter to
that between man and the abiding
firmament which he is committed to

serve (PK, p. 3471).

Polanyi thus argues that as the
study of life includes all aspects of
reality that are relevant to man and
as the biologist has a personal
participation in his subject matter,
such that it must then encompass
his own knowing, then the science
of biology could be extended to
include epistemology and ontology.
This extension of an ascending
series of biological observations
into the domain of human knowing,
life and comprehension is called
‘ultra-biology” by Polanyi; (PK, pp.
377, 386f, 404 ). This correlation
of traditional philosophical con-
cerns with biology is not inconsist-
ent with Polanyi’s own avowal that
the scientist can arrive at valid
results even if his philosophical
commitments are false. But Po-
lanyi’s ontological hierarchy would
deny the possibility of philosophi-
cal and moral issues being deter-
mined by science. What he calls
here the ‘science of biology’ in fact
mcludes epistemology and meta-
physics.

The ontological levels in the
being of man enable him to far
exceed the capacities of other ani-
mals and to succeed or fail in social
and intellectual spheres that are
mapplicable to them, although
some of his failures in these en-
deavours may be due, like theirs,
merely to errors, disease, etc. But
man also is unique in being subject
to an even higher level of reality in
morality whose boundary condi-
tions result in obligations in his
multifaceted forms of life in the
various language-based activities.
Thus, unlike the animals, man has
the capacity to do evil in violating
his obligations to responsible con-
duct in these varied aspects of his
life. Moral conduct thus transcends

all the other levels in the ontologi-
cal hierarchy, although like them it
is dependent for its reality upon the
reality of the lower levels in the
hierarchy.

The principles of truth, beauty
and morality are realities that create
obligations binding upon us and
thus are the source of principles by
which we should direct our lives.
But modem reductionist thought
regards them as extensions of lower
levels of thought, such as, in
Marxism, drives for power or
profit, upon which, it is true, they
do rest existentially. Other modemn
humanist thought likewise main-
tains that our concepts of truth,
beauty and justice are extensions of
psychological or sociological forces
(PK, pp. 379-382, 386). Polanyi
hoped that his new epistemology
and its associated ontological hier-
archy would recreate faith in these
‘spiritual entities” and therefore jus-
tify for modern man the validity of
the integrations created in science,
poetry, art, morality and religion.

By virtue of the tacit compo-
nents in knowledge all true knowl-
edge involves the personal partici-
pation of the knower in his knowl-
edge and is thus ‘personal knowl-
edge’. Polanyi thus hoped that the
adoption of his hierarchical view of
reality would allow us once again
to believe 1in traditional values
without fearing that we were losing
our intellectual integrity. In this
way modern moral inversions and
nihilisms could be answered and
the sanity of Western civilisation
preserved (“Sixty Years in Univer-
sities’, pp. 3-6; LL, pp. 97-110;
PK, pp. 229ff, 237-240; M, pp.
12-28, 106f).

Polanyi recognised that it was
consistent with his epistemology to
maintain that there could be no
final demonstration of the truth of
any world-view, including his own.
He accepted the metaphysical ap-
plication of Godel’s theorems that
maintain that there can be no
demonstration of the consistency of
a system within the system. No
world-view can conclusively de-
mand assent. Belief in it is always
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based on personal, tacit compo-
nents and values that are extraneous
to what is consciously held. It can
only claim to show that it has a
more comprehensive and meaning-
ful interpretation of all of experi-
ence than its rivals. This is what
Polanyi claimed for his ontological
hierarchy as confirmed by his phe-
nomenology of human cognition.
Conversion from one world-view to
another can occur when a person
sees that a new world-view would
seem to open many more possibili-
ties for a richer field of meaning
than the one he previously held.
Polanyi claimed to have made more
sense of human experience than the
modem reductionistic world-views
and, in his own terms, could claim
that his world-view was true. If we
allow that the common sense values
by which we live are valid, then we
must concur with his conclusion.

6 Polanyi’s argument for
three logical levels in liv-
ing organisms

Polanyi argues that there are three
logical levels in organisms (PK,
pp.341-343):

1. The physico-chemical level.

2. Machine-like functions with their
own operational principles that
can be defined in precise terms.
Comprehension of success comes
from analysis of the organism’s
functions. These functions are
called ‘structural principles’ in
“The Structure of Consciousness’
(1965, KB, p. 219).

3. Purposive regulation (interwoven’
with the machine-like functions)-
that controls the overall perform-
ance of the organism.

Regulation is an equipotential integra-
tion of all parts of the organism
expressible only in gestalt-like terms.
Appraisal of the success of regulation
is a skilful personal knowing. Also at
this level are the workings of mor-
phogenetic fields in embryonic devel-
opment, i.e., ontogeny. The principles
of these fields have been described by
C.H. Waddington in his concept of




‘epigenetic  landscapes’  controlling
embryonic growth. Polanyi called
these fields ‘organising fields’ and
‘organismic principles’ in ‘The Struc-
ture of Consciousness’ (KB, p. 219).

Polanyi wishes to argue against
the reductionist view, commonly
held by biologists, that morphogen-
esis (in ontogeny and regeneration)
and an organism’s behaviour can be
. explained entirely in terms of
" physico-chemical  equilibrations.
Polanyi makes the following points:
1. Where science and technology

overlap, the operational princi-
ples of the latter overlap certain
laws of nature (PK, p.331). ‘Yet
both in the case of technology
and physiology something is be-
ing achieved which neither phys-
ics nor chemistryv can define’
(PK, p.342), namely, a perform-
ance to which the adjectives

‘right” or ‘wrong’ can properly

be attached.

2. Just as a sensory awareness of a
gestalt may be right or wrong,
leading to knowledge or illusion,
so a morphogenesis may succeed
or fail. But a physico-chemical
explanation cannot of itself ex-
press success or failure, but only
factuality.

. Both in psychology and biology
we have an intrinsic interest in
their topics for their own sake, in
which physics and chemistry are
subordinated to these interests. In
other words, physical and chemi-
cal knowledge about an organism
is only meaningful if we have
previously identified the organ-
ism as a comprehensive entity.
‘A complete physical and chemi-
cal topography of a frog would
tell us nothing about it as a frog,
unless we knew it previously as a
frog’ (PK, p.342). So it has to be
maintained that the entities of
psychology and morphogenesis
are in principle unspecifiable in
terms of physics and chemistry
(cf. PK, p.358).

These considerations of achieve-
ment and of ontology lead Polany1
to his conclusion:

Wl

Living beings function according to
two always interwoven principles,

namely as machines and by regula-
tion. Machine-fike functions operate
ideally by fixed structures; the ideal
case of regulation is equipotential
integration of all parts in a joint
performance. Both kinds of perform-
ances are defined by rules of right-
ness and these refer in either case to
a comprehensive biotic entity. But
there is this difference. Machine-like
functions are ideally defined by pre-
cise operational principles, while the
rightness of a regulative achievement
can be expressed only in gestalt-like
terms. One’s comprehension of a
machine is, accordingly, analytic,
while one’s appraisal of regulation is
a purely skilful knowing, a connois-
seurship. Yet both kinds of perform-
ances have it in common that their
rightness cannot be specified in the
more impersonal terms of physics and
chemistry (PK, p.342f).

7 Living creatures as bio-
logical machines

One of Polanyi’s arguments for this
level is partly derived from a prior
argument for a level of inventive
sentience in animals (see next sec-
tion). A fortiori, if that be true, then
it is not hard to accredit a lower
level of animals as biological ma-
chines (cf. PK, Ch. 11, p.402).

The logic of physiology (PK,
p.359f) conforms to the logic of
machines (cf. PK, 175f, 342) in
that organs and tissues embody
teleological operational principles
that relate to the overall functioning
of the organism. As with a machine
a complete physico-chemical speci-
fication of an organ would fail to
include a statement of its purpose
and indeed would obscure its 1den-
tification (PK, p.359, cf PK, p.342,
358, 360). But the personal knowl-
edge of the purpose and satisfac-
tory operation of an organ mvolves
more connoisseurship than that in-
volved in comprehending the op-
eration of a machine.

Thus in physiology, the twofold un-
specifiability of organised shapes and
of the processes occurring within
them is added to the inherent un-
specifiability attached to operational

principles in general, and to this
extent the logic of physiology differs
from that of engineering’ (PK,
p.3591).

Just as machines, as machines,
are the embodiment of an opera-
tional principle and therefore exist
as teleological entities distinct from
the mere aggregation of their parts,
so organs are the embodiment of
teleological operational principles.
As the result of emergent evolution
we can also call these ordering
principles.

A machine-like function is character-
ised by its operational principle,
which cannot be defined in terms of
physics and chemistry, and conse-
quently the rise of new operational
principles in living things cannot be
defined either in terms of physics and
chemistry. In so far, therefore, as an
organism sustains itself by functioning
as a machine, it is the embodiment of
an ordering principle that cannot be
defined in terms of physics and
chemistry. Random impacts can re-
lease the functions of an ordering
principle and suitable physico-chemi-
cal conditions can susiain its contin-
ued operation; but the action which
generates the embodiment of a novel
ordering principle always lies in this
principle itself (PK, p.401).

Thus, as a possible coherent opera-
tion of nature, the ordering princi-
ple initiates its own embodiment.
Hence the ordering principle of an
organ ts self-generating.

8 Animals as centres of
sentience and originality

Polanyi sought to answer the ques-
tion whether animals had active
centres of decision or were no more
than biological machines (PK,
p.335). Whereas ‘the machine-like
conception of living beings can be
extended in principle to account for
their adaptive capacities’ (PK,
p.336), Polanyi sought to argue that
this could not be adequate or
convincing because, firstly, present
knowledge of physics and chemis-
try contains no explanation for the
origin of sentience.
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Secondly, he noted the evidence
for leamning, assessment and deci-
sion making in rats as well as the
inventive powers of apes in the
solution of problems (PK, p.74).
Moreover, rats who had learned a
maze and whose neural paths used
in learning had been cut could still
negotiate the maze by different
operations in movement. Polanyi
labelled this capacity for reorganis-
ing operating powers to achieve the
same purpose ‘equipotentiality’
(PK, p.337). Both paralysed people
and amputated insects show a ca-
pacity for - such reorganisation,
which shows ‘a capacity of the
nervous system to reorganise itself
adaptively’ (PK, p.338). Likewise,
cells taken from embryos can grow
into part of an embryo, or even a
whole one in the case of the sea
urchin (PK, p.338). Thirdly, if we
suppose that mental thought proc-
esses are an epiphenomenon rooted
in physico-chemical processes and
with no active effect on them, we
have to conclude that Shakespeare’s
conscious thoughts had no effect on
the writings of his plays, whereas
submission to the authority of a
genius implies the presence of
purposive originality in him.
Fourthly, we accept other human
beings as responsible persons, like
ourselves, and as ones who claim
universal validity for their knowl-
edge claims (PK, p.263-4, 312).

Having argued for true original-
ity in man being rooted in tacit
coefficients which account for all
the powers of articulate intelligence
(PK, Ch. 8 ‘The Logic of Affirma-
tion’), Polanyi argues on the
grounds of continuity that similar
tacit powers produce originality and
purpose in animals. Polanyi thus
maintains,

There are then two principles at work
in animals: namely, (1) the use of
machine-like contrivances and (2) the
inventive powers of animal life. Ac-
cordingly, while the animal’s machin-
ery embodies fixed operational princi-
ples, this machinery would be im-
pelled, guided and readapted by the
animal’s inventive urge (PK, p.337).

Polanyi says, ‘I believe that the
unformalisable regulative functions,
linked to the animal’s mental proc-
esses, are the predominant, compre-
hensive agency of animal life’
(p.401). The new features added on
to the characteristics of vegetative
life at the active-perceptive level
are:

sentience of motive and knowledge;

an effort to do right and know truly,
a belief that there exists an independ-
ent reality which makes these endeav-
ours meaningful, and a sense for the
consequent Aazards (PK, p.363).

A living individual strikes us as a
personal fact, having a much more
tangible and active being than any
other personal [inorganic] fact that
we have yet encountered . . . Its
meaning is different, perhaps richer,
and above all, it has a centre. The
focus of our comprehension is now
something active, that grows, pro-
duces meaningful shapes, survives by
the rational functioning of its organs;
something that can behave and ac-
quire knowledge, and at a human
level, can even think and affirm its
own convictions’ (PK, p.3431).

Polanyi continues,

The acknowledgement of such a
centre is a logical novelty, as is
evidenced in our assessment of an-
other person’s knowledge, which
points to the irreducibility of his
personhood as an active centre.

9 Criticisms of reduction-
ism

The current attempts to explain
organisms entirely in terms of the
laws of physics and chemistry, with
which most modern biologists con-
cur, either results in or flows from
the metaphysical belief that living
things are no more than physical
and chemical operations. Watson
and Crick were typical in their
belief that their discovery of the
structure of DNA would inevitably
lead to the reduction of living
things to physical and chemical
processes. But this not only tended
to the modem lack of respect for
living beings, and human life in
particular, but it was actually false.
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Polanyi’s principal point is that
physico-chemical activity exists on
a different logical level to the
teleological biological operations of
an organism which imposes bound-
ary conditions on the physico-
chemical action. He writes,

The conception of such a [biological/
morphogenetic] field is of course
finalistic. It attributes to certain
achievements—whether  self-centred
or aiming at universality—the power
to promote their own realisation.
Scientists will not be prepared to
even consider such a suggestion,
unless they have completely accepted
the fact that biotic achievements
cannot—logically cannot—be ever
represented in terms of physics and
chemistry; and very few do realise
this” (PK, p. 399, c¢f M, pp. 165-
168).

Reductionist explanations offer
pseudo-substitutions for a level of
reality and its principles which they
aim to explain away. In fact they
use their grasp of subsidiaries at a
lower level in order to apprehend
the realities that they wish to
reduce. They then use terms like
the ‘simplicity” or ‘predictive con-
venience’of scientific theories to
mask the fact that a realm of truth
1s revealed in these theories (PK,
pp. 16, 147, 166, 1691).

Polanyi characterises the effects
of reductionism in this way:

Then law is no more than what the
courts will decide, art but an emol-
lient of nerves, morality but a con-
vention, tradition but an inertia, God
but a psychological necessity. Then
man dominates the world in which he
himself does not exist. For with his
obligations he has lost his voice and
his hope, and has been left behind
meaningless to himself (PK, p. 380,
cf. W.H. Poteat: Polanyian Medita-
tions, p. 234).

There are important gaps in
reductionistic explanations and
there seems little likelihood of
adequate explanations being pro-
vided:

(a) There is no adequate physical or
chemical explanation for the ori-
gin and growth of DNA chains.
Calculations of the statistical




probability of this occurring by
chance have shown that this is so
exceedingly unlikely that such an
explanation can be dismissed as
virtually impossible (M, p. 165).

(b) There is no chemical explana-
tion for the capacity of DNA to
produce cellular activity that an-
ticipates a future stage in the
development of embryos. Suc-
cessful embryological develop-
ment requires the DNA molecule
to produce cells that will then
cause it to produce further cells
that will then in turn cause the
DNA molecule to produce the
next stage of development.

A given DNA molecule guides the
successive stages of embryonic devel-
opment: each stage produces a cellu-
lar milieu which will in turn guide this
DNA in producing a further cellular
milieu for very different actions of
this same DNA—those which have to
follow next in order to complete the
proper development of the embryo.
The same DNA particle, in other
words, acts differently at different
times in the different stages of the
development of the embryo .
Timing therefore is most important.
No theory yet exists to explain how
this can be done in a strictly chemical
way.

Physical and chemical causation
cannot explain the teleological ori-
entation of both DNA and the cells
it produces (M, p. 165f).

The difficulty of providing such
an explanation is shown by the
experiments of Driesch on sea-
urchin embryos in which cells
could be induced to make abnormal
corrective changes when a part of
the embryo was prevented from
developing in the usual way. The
organism behaves as though it
knew what it was to become.
Polanyi concludes,

All these considerations point to one
of two conclusions: either the DNA is
at once the blueprint and the builder
(it is a sort of ‘master molecule’, and
it makes adaptations in some kind of
purposeful way), or else it functions
as merely another ‘organ’ in the body
and so is interrelated in an immensely
complicated way with every other

organ (and ce/l) in adapting itself to
the needs of that organism for growth
and maintenance (M, p. 167).

Since Polanyi’s time gene switches
have been identified in DNA and
also the growth of the embryo has
been seen to controlled also by
morphogenetic fields. Thus there is
truth in both of Polanyi’s alterna-
tives.

But Polanyi thinks that it is not
possible in principle to be sure of
reducing the processes of embry-
onic development to physical and
chemical activities. For where a
new development occurs in evolu-
tionary development we cannot be
sure whether this is the result of a
new creative process or the expres-
sion of pre-existing powers that
were not previously activated.

Futhermore, there is no avail-
able chemical explanation for the
vast growth of DNA chains from
twenty million sequences in bacte-
ria to twelve billion in man.
Moreover, reductionism has to as-
sume that great works of art. such
as Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony
and Shakespeare’s Hamlet, are no
more than the product of atomic
forces. But no-one thinks of trying
to produce an explanation for them
in these terms because of the
practical impossibility of doing so.
One might add that any attempted
explanation would also have to be
seen as the product of impersonal
and necessary atomic forces and
could not be regarded as resulting
from free and purposive choice.
We would then have no grounds
for asserting its truth, for such
assertions would likewise be mere
products of impersonal necessity.

Reductionism assumes that or-
ganisms can be treated as mecha-
nisms. Polanyi is in agreement with
this as a working principle and
allows that this assumption has
facilitated considerable scientific
advance in the understanding of
organisms. But reductionism makes
the further assumption that organ-
isms are fully explicable in terms
of physical and chemical laws.
Polanyi here objects that this is not
true of mechanisms, and, a fortori-

ori, is not therefore true of organ-
isms (‘Life Transcending Physics
and Chemistry’, p. 65f KB, p.
232, TD, p. 41f; M, p. 168).

Many scientists hold to the
Laplacean ideal that a full and
complete atomic science combined
with a map of the atomic topogra-
phy of the universe, with allow-
ances for quantum mechanical
ranges of probabilities, would allow
us to calculate any past or future
state of affairs in any region of the
universe. For Polanyi such mecha-
nistic determinism is at the heart of
the philosophical fallacies of reduc-
tionism that are derived from a
wrong view of the objectivity of
science. But, he maintained, such a
grandiose world view, even if
achievable, would tell us nothing
that we should be interested in. If
we were investigating primroses or
frogs a complete description of the
location of atomic particles would
be useless unless we were able also
to identify the physiognomies of
primroses and frogs. Only if we
have the means to identify prim-
roses and frogs would we be able
to identify any particular concatena-
tion of atoms as belonging to them.
Moreover, to know when primroses
will bloom or frogs will croak we
would need to know the principles
of the operation of these creatures,
namely, the conditions related to
their boundary conditions as indi-
vidual organisms which partially
determine what their atoms will do.
But such knowledge of the opera-
tion of living organisms can only
come from a direct study of their
behaviour, quite often regardless of
whether or not we know what their
atoms are doing (‘Study of Man’,
p. 28f; PK, p. 342; KB, p. 178f:
TD, p. 20).

Polanyi sought to oppose the
attempt to maintain that organisms
can, unlike machines, be explained
as the result of purely physical and
chemical laws by pointing out that:
(a) The reductionist gratuitously

assumes that scientific explana-

tions will eventually be able to
provide solely physical and
chemical explanations for living
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beings. But he has no adequate
evidence or justifiable grounds
for this assumption.

(b) Biologists do not actually treat
organisms as mere mechanisms
but distinguish them from inani-
mate dynamic systems such as
flames and thunderstorms:

(1) Organs are considered in rela-
tion to the functioning of the
organism as a whole.

(ii) Biologists tacitly ascribe the
notion of achievement to organ-
isms which are seen to be centres
of teleological activity.

(11) The science of pathology is
essential to biology and pathol-
ogy assumes the possible failure
of organisms, due to disease,
etc., whereas the notion of
achievement or failure does not
even arise in meteorology. Or-
ganisms can fail in numberless
ways due to malfunctioning or
disease, and if we do not know
the causes of their failures we do
not know all there is to know
about them (‘Life Transcending
Physics and Chemistry’, p. 65f;
‘Logic and Psychology’, p. 34f;
‘Science and Man’s Place in the
Universe’, p. 68; PK, pp. 328-
344; SM, p. 53f, KB, p. 227f;
TD, pp. 44, 50f, M, pp. 169ff;
C.F.A. Pantin: The Relations be-
tween the Sciences, pp. 35-45,
53, 74, 124, 140f, Cambndge,
1968). The concept of achieve-
ment is therefore essential to
biology, but not to physics or
chemistry.

Hydrochloric acid can never fail to
dissolve zinc. Nor can it dissolve
platinum by mistake. Only living
things can make mistakes (PK, p.
389; cf M, p. 170).

Thus biologists are not m prac-
tice reductionist and, in view of
their assumptions that cells, or-
gans, instincts, etc., have pur-
poses that relate to the operations
of the whole organism, they
cannot be reductionists and re-
main biologists.

(c) It 1s logically impossible for
DNA to act as a code if it is the
mere result of chemucal laws.

In order for a physical medium
to be the bearer of a message,
the physical and chemical activi-
ties of the medium must not
interfere or affect the message.
When they do so they create
‘noise’ that tends to obscure the
message. Print on a page could
not convey its information if the
ik reacted with the paper such
that the letters became indistinct.
Conversely, if rocks had a dispo-
sition to roll down hillsides such
that they formed shapes spelling
the names of towns, we would
be unable to use rocks to spell
out the name of a town on a
railway embankment (‘Life Tran-
scending Physics and Chemistry’,
pp. 62; PK, pp. 34-40; KB, pp.
108f, 228f; M, p. 171). Like-
wise, 1If the sequence in a DNA
chain were the product merely of
chemical reactions it could not
serve as the bearer of a teleologi-
cal code that determines the
biological form and function of
an organism. It is just because
DNA is not merely the result of
chemical reactions that it can
function as a code that organises
the chemicals. Polanyi noted that
DNA is not an ideal medium for
bearing a code intended to organ-
ise chemical operations as its
four organic bases do not have a
perfectly equal chemical prob-
ability of forming any of the four
and so there is inevitably some
resulting redundancy, but this
redundancy is not sufficient to
prevent DNA from functioning
as a code (‘Life Transcending
Physics and Chemistry’, p. 62;
‘Science and Man’, p. 970f; KB,
p- 228; M, p. 171).

(d) Modem reductionism, in seck-

ing to explain organisms entirely
in terms of physical and chemi-
cal processes, has no option but
to maintain that chance is the
originator of DNA codes. But
the probability that DNA mol-
ecules had acquired their coding
character by chance is much less
than the likelihood that piles of
rocks have rolled down hillsides
to form the English names of the
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towns where they are located (M,
p. 172).
Polanyi thus concluded that it is

a fact that DNA and every organ-
ism structured by it are meaningful
organisations of essentially mean-
ingless matter. In contrast with the
structures and behaviour of inani-
mate molecules and bodies, living
beings are meaningful to us as
distinct entities in two ways:

(a) Their structure forms a coherent
and corporate whole in which the
parts gain their true significance
in terms of their contribution to
the whole.

(b) Their behaviour can only be
fully understood in terms of their
activity as corporate wholes and
they can succeed in expressing
the potentialities of their natures
or they can fail to do so.

Such achievement, or failure to do
so, can only be meaningfully de-
scribed if one accepts, as biologists
mmplicitly do, that living beings are
distinct modes of reality in addition
to the physical and chemical proc-
esses that comprise some of their
attributes.

10 Emergent evolution as
a clue to God

Polanyi’s epistemology led him to
assert the ontology of commitment
m which man exercises his judg-
ment with universal intent under a
sense of responsibility to a truth,
beauty and goodness that transcend
him.
The assumption that the world has
some meaning which is linked to our
own calling as the only morally
responsible beings in the world, is an
important example of the supernatural
aspect of experience which Christian
interpretations of the universe explore
and develop. In chapter 13, I shall
show how we can arrive by continu-
ous stages from the scientific study of
evolution to its interpretation as a
clue to God (PK, p.285).
Our personhood is assured by our
simultaneous contact with universal
aspirations which place us in a tran-
scendent perspective . . . We under-
take the task of attaining to the



universal in spite of our admitted
infirmity, which should render the
task hopeless, because we hope to be
visited by powers for which we
cannot account in terms of our
specific capabilities. This hope [of the
grace of the Spirit] is a clue to God,
which I shall trace further in my last
chapter, by reflecting on the course
of evolution (PK, p.324).

Polanyi envisages all living
creatures as centres of striving in
the phylogenetic process towards
the ultimate liberation in which
man now participates.

We may envisage then a cosmic field
which called forth all these creatures
by offering them a short-lived, lim-
ited, hazardous opportunity for mak-
ing some progress of their own
towards an unthinkable consumma-
tion (PK, p.405).

I do not think that, in context,
Polanyi is referring to some scien-
tific general unified theory when
speaking of a cosmic field. I be-
lieve that he is speaking of a divine
creativity sustaining the universe
and active within it, directing it to
its appointed destiny. Presumably
Polanyi thinks that the natural phy-
logenetic fields are grounded in the
divine cosmic field.

But Polanyi has a reticence
towards the attempts of natural
theology to prove the existence of
God:

Theological attempts to prove the
existence of God are as absurd as
philosophical attempts to prove the
premisses of mathematics or the prin-
ciples of empirical inference (PK,
p.2811).

Today we should be grateful for the
prolonged attacks made by rational-
ists on religion for forcing us to
renew the grounds of the Christian
faith (PK, p.286).

As Saint Augustine viewed it, a
religious belief cannot be achieved by
our deliberate efforts and choice. It is
a gift of God and may remain
inexplicably denied to some of us’
(M, p. 180).

Nevertheless, ‘observation may
supply us with rich clues for our
belief in God’ (PK, p.284).

Polanyi appears to have four
‘clues to God”;
1. The ‘astounding’ fact (PK,
p.400) of evolutionary phylogenetic
emergence. This may be taken as a
specific application of the anthropic
cosmological principle, namely,
that the fine tuning of unrelated
physical constants required for an
ordered universe to be possible is
only explicable in terms of a
Creator God. Likewise, the wuni-
verse is so structured that one part
not only comes to life in a huge
variety of creatures but also in-
cludes self-conscious, responsible
persons.
2. Polanyi’s doctrines of an emer-
gent ontological hierarchy and
man’s indwelling of the artifacts of
his culture makes it justifiable to
claim that
everything we know is full of mean-
ing, 1s not absurd at all, although we
sometimes fail to grasp these mean-
ings and fall into absurdities . . . we
can claim all this with an open and
clear scientific conscience. The reli-
gious hypothesis, if it does indeed
hold that the world is meaningful
rather than absurd, is therefore a
viable hypothesis for us. There is no
scientific reason why we cannot be-
lieve it (M, p. 179).

Polanyi concluded his Terry Lec-
tures at Yale University in 1962
with these words;

I have tried to affiliate our creative
endeavors to the organic evolution
from which we have arisen. This
cosmic emergence of meaning is
inspiring . . . Men need a purpose
which bears on eternity. Truth does
that; our ideals do it; and this might
be enough, if we could ever be
satisfied with our manifest moral
shortcomings and with a society
which has such shortcomings fatally
involved in its workings. Perhaps this
problem cannot be resolved on secu-
lar grounds alone. But its religious
solution should become more feasible
once religious faith is released from
pressure by an absurd vision of the
universe, and so there will open up
instead a meaningful world which
could resound to religion (TD, p. 92).

3. The ontology of commitment

recognises that man exercises his

Judgment in the light of transcend-

ent, eternal values that impose an

obligation and an enabling upon
him. Gracious powers active in our
search for truth constitute ‘a clue to

God’ (PK, p.324).

4. Worship and mystical vision.

Polanyi affirms the via negativa

enjoined by Pseudo-Dionysius the

Areopagite, commonly regarded as

a Syrian monk who lived around

500 AD, as ‘the only perfect path

to God.” Polanyi seems to regard

this as the way to a valid Christian
mysticism but he overlooks its

Neo-Platonic roots. Nevertheless,

religious worship is a ‘heuristic

vision’ (PK, p.280) expressed in
ritual activities which ‘are the clues
of the worshipper’s striving to-

wards God’ (PK, p.281).

"Religious meaning . . . is a transnatural

integration of incompatible clues and
is achieved through our dwelling in
various rituals and ceremonies in-
formed by myths (M, p. 179).
It is therefore only through participa-
tion in acts of worship—through
dwelling in these—that we see God.
God is thus not a being whose
existence can be established in some
logical, scientific, or rational way
before we engage in our worship of
him. God is a commitment involved
in our rites and myths (M, p. 156).

PK closes with these words:

We may envisage then a cosmic field
which called forth all these centres by
offering them a short-lived, limited,
hazardous opportunity for making
some progress of their own towards
an unthinkable consummation. And
that is also, I believe, how a Christian
is placed when worshipping God’ (p.
405).

If T understand this correctly, just as
the divine creativity in a cosmic
field called into existence active,
living individuals with a creativity
and opportunity of their own, so
the Christian in worshipping God is
placed in a field of gracious cosmic
creativity and opportunity that lib-
erates him to participate in it and to
contribute to it (PK, p.405). For
Polanyi God is not a fact to be

Appraisal Vol 1 Supplementary Issue 1997 S61



proved, but is the ultimate presup-
position of all facts, knowing and
experience, whose reality is found
in the total devotion of worship.
We cannot here enter into the
debate as to what kind of God
Polanyi believed in and how he
viewed the objectivity of God.

11 The interpretation of
Polanyi’s ontology by E.
Pols

1. Different senses of reality

E. Pols (pp 75-80) identifies three
senses of ‘reality’ in Polanyi’s
thought, although at first sight he
appears to have four 3:

Firstly, the universal intent of
factual statements implies a pre-
existing reality (PK, p 311). Fur-
ther, by universal intent we commit
ourselves to that which is objec-
tively true (PK, pp. 104, 311), in a
sense of ‘true’ that must be com-
patible with the existence of other
statements or theories that might be
‘more true’. Hence the term ‘real’
then must mean ‘whatever it is that
our (more or less) true scientific
theories put us in touch with.” This
allows degrees of ‘the real’ as
defined by the advance of science.
But this is not the degrees of reality
in the ontological hierarchy because
a science will deal with only one
level.

Secondly, ‘a thing is more real
to the degree that it is more
meaningful or significant, that is, to
the degree that it reveals itself
“more richly and unexpectedly in
the future™ (p. 77, quoting Duke
Lecture 4, p 4f). So ‘minds and
problems are more real than cob-
blestones’. Pols writes,

As Polanyi uses it, the criterion gives
us not only the superior reality of
mind, for which the theory of com-
prehensive entities would already
have provided a rationale, but also
the superior reality of what are in
some sort mind products—not just
problems, but as Marjorie Grene has
pointed out in defending the criterion
theories, works of art, inventions, and

laws as well [9].

Thirdly, Polanyi often uses the
expression ‘aspect of reality’. It
might be thought that this term
applies to a particular level of
reality that is manifest by a com-
prehensive entity that exists on a
higher level. But Pols (p. 29f) does
not think that this is so, as ‘aspect
of reality’ is universally used by
Polanyi to refer to reality in sense
one. Thus one theory of physics
reveals one aspect of empirical
reality and another theory of phys-
1cs reveals a different aspect of the
same reality. But both aspects are
on the same level when it comes to
the ontological hierarchy.

Fourthly, the degrees of reality
of an ontological hierarchy in the
traditional Platonic and Thomistic
sense, which constitutes the basis
for metaphysical affirmations.

Pols finds a difficulty in con-
necting the second meaning with
the metaphysical sense of the real-
ity of ontological hierarchies (the
fourth meaning ) in that terms used
in the ontological hierarchy, eg.,
molecules, cells, plans, animals,
intelligence, readily display degrees
of reality, but the same is not
self-evident for problems, theories
and machines. But the above crite-
rion defines reality in terms of
being revelatory of meaning or
significance and this can be related
to the first meaning above.

For theories and the like do not just
have a degree of reality, they also put
us in touch with aspects of reality
(sense one). Indeed the theory mani-
fests its reality (sense mwo), that is,
reveals itself “more richly and unex-
pectedly” precisely by putting us into
touch with aspects of reality (sense
one) in more and more ways. The
criterion for the degree of reality
(sense two) of the theory is thus the
degree to which it puts us in touch
with reality (sense one).

But this criteria is of little use in
determining reality, for the success
of theories depends on other (scien-
tific) criteria for deeming whether
we have apprehended ‘reality’ in
sense one.
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Furthermore, the meanings of
‘meaningful’ and ‘significant’ for
sense two (e.g. of a theory) are not
identical to those for sense four
(e.g. of a man). So the criterion of
future revelations for a theory is
not identical for this criterion ap-
plied to a level in the ontological
hierarchy. This creates a problem.
Pols writes,

Since Polanyi’s whole doctrine about
comprehensive entities that are real in
sense four requires that we should
uphold tacitly our knowledge of them
[i.e, that the structure of awareness
of particulars corresponds to the
structure of apprehended components
within a comprehensive entity], the
point of an explicit criterion where
that sense is at issue seems puzzling’
(Intellect and Hope, p.78).

In other words, we do not have an
univocal criterion by saying that
something is ‘real’ to the degree
that it reveals itself ‘more richly
and unexpectedly in the future’.

2. Degrees of being imply meta-
physical realism

Pols (p. 74) notes the metaphysical
implications of Polanyi’s episte-
mology and ontology:

It should be noticed at once that
Polanyi’s doctrine does purport to
give us something beyond the ‘merely
phenomenal’. Any doctrine must do
so (at least by implication) that claims
that there are degrees of reality (or
being) and that we can know at least
some of them. For the ‘degree of
being’ doctrine is logically incompat-
ible with a distinction between the
merely phenomenal on the one hand
and absolute reality, Being, Tran-
scendence, or the thing-in-itself on
the other. If there should be degrees
of being and a// the degrees should
be phenomenal, it must still be true
that a higher degree vields us more of
being than a lower, so that the
pejorative sense of ‘phenomenal’ is
blurred sufficiently for us not to wish
to speak of the ‘merely phenomenal’.
Something of being discloses itself in
a phenomenon that has a higher
degree of being than some other
phenomenon.



On this topic Pols (p. 75)
contrasts Platonism and Kant and
thereby illustrates the anti-Kantian
nature of Polanyi’s ontology:

What Platonism really tells us [that]
we cannot have, at least not as the
embodied knowers we are, is Being
alone, isolated from the multiplicity
and process in which it is manifest. If
that should be a deprivation, it is a
lesser one than Kant announces to us
in the first of the critiques, in which
all the phenomena accessible to our
understanding are of the same de-
gree, equally distant from Being,
which they do not so much disclose
as make inaccessible to the knower.

This implies that, for Pols, Polanyi
is not a Kantian.

3. The homomorphic relation be-
nween the components of a compre-
hensive entity and the subsidiary
components in focal knowledge
Polanyi said in the Duke Lectures
‘Man in Thought’, Lecture 4 ‘The
Emergence of Man’, p. 5:

It seems plausible then to generalise
to all other instances of tacit knowing
that the structure of comprehension
reappears in the structure of that
which it comprehends and to go
further and expect to find the struc-
ture of tacit knowing duplicated in
the principles which account for the
stability and effectiveness of all real
comprehensive entities (quoted in
Pols, p. 71)

When we turn our focal atten-
tion from a comprehensive entity to
an aspect of its particulars, the joint
meaning of the latter is lost. Po-
lanyi expresses this by saying that
the higher level ‘is logically un-
specifiable in terms of its particu-
lars’ (SM, p.45; cf.PK, pp 56, 63 er
passim). For example, the purpose
of a machine is not discernable
from a focal awareness of its
several parts. By this means Po-
lanyi opposes Laplacean reduction-
ism. The laws of a lower level
cannot produce the laws of a higher
level.

Polanyi’s epistemology implies
an ontological hierarchy with de-
grees of reality. This ontological

claim is based on the following
epistemological claim (Duke, Lec-
ture 4, p.6):

We can anticipate then the ontologi-
cal characteristics of a comprehensive
entity on the following lines. (1) Tacit
knowing relies on our awareness of
the particulars of an entity for attend-
ing to it. (2) If we switch our
attention to the particulars, this func-
tion of the particulars is cancelled and
we lose sight of the entity to which
we had attended. The ontological
counterpart of this would be: (1) The
principles controlling a comprehen-
sive entity would be found to rely for
their operation on laws governing
their particulars in themselves. (2) At
the same time the laws governing the
particulars in themselves would never
account for the organising principles
of a higher entity which they form.

Pols (p. 73f) comments:

It is not, however, a case of basing a
metaphysics on an epistemological
theory, for the theory is not only
about, but involves a personal com-
mitment. The metaphysical claim is,
however, also applied to the knower
who makes the commitment: he too
is a comprehensive entity and his
cognitive act can therefore be under-
stood as a level of reality making use
of subordinate levels. Polanyi indeed
holds that there are many comprehen-
sive levels, or comprehensive func-
tions, in man, no one of which is
reducible to lower levels even though
it makes use of them.

Pols continues,

We thus come full circle: the entity
[the human being] upon whose per-
sonal, or tacit, knowledge the whole
epistemological viewpoint is based is
taken as an example of the ontology
that epistemology opens us; and,
being so considered, he is seen to be
capable of that same tacit knowledge

. 1t would appear that the doctrine
is reflexive in a way that might enable
the epistemology to avoid at least the
fourth problem mentioned in section I

(i.e, that a theory of knowledge
must be seen to be valid when we
examine our knowledge of a puta-
tive theory of knowledge).

4 The act of the recognition of the
self-evident

Pols (p. 82f) maintains that Polanyi
fails to take into account an ‘au-
thenticating satisfaction or self-evi-
dence, rational or empirical’ in our
acquisition of knowledge. Pols
thinks that Polanyi avoids this due
to his rejection of an explicit
foundation for knowledge. But the
epistemological tradition that ap-
peals to the experience of the
self-evident did not always equate
that with an explicit foundation for
knowledge, i.e, foundationalism.
For example, the progress of
knowledge that Plato enjoins pro-
vides a corresponding satisfaction,
some explicit, at every stage, with-
out any sure foundation until the
form of the Good is apprehended
as the foundation of all knowledge,
but that apprehension is a personal
knowledge without fully explicit
grounds for it.

Pols puts it this way:

There are important points of similar-
ity {of the epistemology of Plato]
with the doctrine of Polanyi, but also
important points of difference. At
every stage of the progress of the
knower there is an expenditure of
effort not unlike the groping and
plunging that Polanyi speaks of The
knower, while drawn towards what is
still obscure to him, is, however,
rewarded at every stage of his effort
to see by a corresponding satisfac-
tion. Certain of the satisfactions have
an explicit character: exploration of
the pattern of virtues, for instance, is
supposed to lead to clear definitions.
But all knowledge remains without a
sure foundation until the Form of the
Good itself is seen, and that founda-
tion, while clear, satisfying, and
present to rational intuition when at
last it is reached, is not at all explicit
in the sense Polanyi employs. It has
been won by a kind of personal
effort; it must be kept in view with a
personal effort; and, while it satisfies
the reason, it does not do so explic-
itly (p. 821).

Pols maintains that some kind
of self-evidence is needed to show
that our knowledge relates to the
metaphysical and not merely to that
apprehended by common sense and
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science [i.e., epistemological real-
ism]j.

An epistemology adequate to enable
us to speak of levels of reality must
complete itself in a confirmation of
our access to Being through the
beings we claim to know. A conces-
sion that there is in the act of
knowing a self-evidential factor that
epistemology has not so far managed
to elucidate might permit Polanyi to
complete the metaphysical dimension
of his philosophy. The image of sight
has been so much used by rationalis-
tic philosophers as to be in some
discredit. Yet there may be a defensi-
ble sense in which the committed
knower can be said both to see his
object for what it is and to see
himself in genuine engagement with
the object. And it is also possible that
the satisfaction thus gained may sat-
isfy the demands of both reason and
experience (p. 84)

Pols implies here that the mind
has a direct apprehension of the
existence and the mode of exist-
ence of the object of knowledge;
that the knower is aware that he is
in relation to the object of his
cognition; and also that the knower
1s aware of his own existence in the
act of knowing. In other words, the
cognition of external entities must
be grounded in one who is alive
and thereby affirms his own exist-
ence. This ‘aliveness” is then the
basis for affirming mind-independ-
ent objective reality. This implies
that primacy must be accorded to
existence over essence in the order
of being and the order of knowl-
edge. This corresponds to the claim
of Aquinas and many modemn neo-
Thomists that existence precedes
essence in the created order. We
can say further that the inner
category of existence by which we
apprehend the existence of external
entities affirms one’s own self-
existence prior to the affirmation of
the existence of external reality.
(This is contrary to Kant’s asser-
tions in his ‘Refutation of Idealism’
m his Critigue of Pure Reason, p.
245, B275, where he denies the
possibility of the permanent within

the knower and therefore finds it in
the reality of empirical objects.)
Pols (p. 84f) maintains that
Polanyi allows that there is a
self-evidence of a kind in certain
personal commitments when he
says that a new scientific theory
imparts an intellectual beauty which
is a token of contact with reality
(PK.,p. 1441). Pols notes:
The dark, groping, or plunging func-
tion of reason, guided presumably by
some foretaste of what it is to enjoy,
finds a completion in the beauty it has
discovered. It is the familiar Platonic
point about the affinity of beauty and
truth, and here we can take it to
mean that the commitment has a
reason in the self-evident truth-in-
beauty of the theory (p.84f).

So Pols maintains that Polanyi’s
epistemology justifies claims to
metaphysical knowledge of degrees
of reality in various beings if we
regard

our tacit upholding of the reality of a
comprehensive entity as a recognition
[of the self-evidence of entities as
entities]. If our grasp of comprehen-
sive entities is to be a grasp of them
as they are then it is not so much a
tacit upholding of their status that is
at issue, but a recognition or enjoy-
ment of them as having that status.
Seen in this light, the plunging,
groping character of tacit knowing is
no more vital than the simultaneous
discovery [of the self-evidence that
we are in contact with an ontological
hierarchy] that is its issue. The
unification or grasping together is,
then, not so much creative as re-
creative. Nor does this quite make
the subtle point, for the re-creation at
the same time satisfies itself that it is
just that. It is important, then, both
that we recognmise an entity as such
and that we take it to be a recogni-
tion that we are engaged in. We
dwell in the entity (in somewhat
Polanyi’s sense) when we recognise
it, but the recognition is not in the
drawing together of elements, but in
a (subsidiary) taking of satisfaction in
the way in which the elements are the
elements of the entity. The assurance
or self-evidence is part of the act
itself, and though no explicit assur-
ance, it is no less important for that

(p-85)
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Pols continues:

An entity is a unity in a manifold: to
confirm our capacity to discern that
kind of unity is to confirm our
capacity to recogmise beings as an
expression of Being. For the unity we
find in recognising the unity of a
comprehensive entity is not just ifs
unity [e.g., the unity of a picture of
an entity]—not just the unity of a
particular among many particulars
[ie, empirical realism]—but a unity
that is general or universal [ie.,
tantamount to a metaphysical asser-
tion of existence]. Qur recognition
transcends the particularity of the
entity we recognise: the presence of a
particular entity among the Many is
the partial presence of the (One)
transcendence its exemplifies (p. 85f).

This latter clain constitutes the
affirmation of metaphysical (and
transcendental) realism. Pols notes
that the satisfaction that we achieve
in such acts of recognition is both
rational and empirical:

The demand of the reason to rest in
the general is satisfied simultaneously
with the demand for experiential
presence (p.86).

Pols (p. 86f) summarises his
reconstruction of Polanyi’s episte-
mology as follows:

As knowers we recognise:

(a) beings as unities in a manifold
[i.e., the claim of empirical realism];
(b) beings as expressions of Being
(the recognition is at once particular
and universal, [and] is engaged both
with the Many and the One) [i.e., the
claim of metaphysical realism];

(c) the being of the knower, part of
whose own unity-in-a-manifold is
precisely this capacity for recognition
[implying a claim for a metaphysical
ontological self];

(d) the reflexivity of this capacity for
recognition—a reflexivity that gives
us the contents (a), (b), and (c);

(e) that the capacity for recognition
yields its own self-evidence in its
exercise [which self-evidence implies
the Thomistic claim that existence is
prior to essence in both being and
knowing]. Only an argument that
permits this capacity its confident
exercise has a hope of establishing
metaphysics. It is much as though we
managed to call into being the full




exercise of the faculty we are trying
to defend.

Pols (p. 83) indicates that a
satisfactory self-evidence doctrine
has not hitherto been developed.
His claim for such sounds danger-
ously like the notion of an intellec-
tual intuition that Kant denied was
possible for a finite being, although
such might be supposed to be the
form of divine cognition. But if we
allow that the mind can apprehend
an objective value, such as beauty
and goodness, then we must allow
an apprehension that transcends the
merely sensational. Polanyi’s belief
in the objectivity of aesthetic and
moral judgments presupposes the
reality of such a transempirical
apprehension whose justification
can be no more than self-evident. If
we accept this we might well argue
that the category of existence like-
wise gives us a self-evident appre-
hension of the existence of our-
selves in the act of cognition which
confers the sclf-evidence that we
are in contact with external reali-
ties, whose reality is not constituted
by us.

5. Pols’s extension of the notion of
personal knowledge

Pols (p.87f) suggests that, with
reference to the claim to have
metaphysical knowledge, our
knowledge is personal in the fol-
lowing two ways that are distinct
from Polanyi’s notion of the ‘per-
sonal’ in knowledge. Firstly,

its personal character lies not so
much in the groping and plunging [of
tacit integrations], but in the com-
plexity and richness of the personal
drives that are engaged in the groping
and plunging, and in the potential
unification of the person at a higher
level [in the Platonic sense of the
recreative power of grasping true
value] that they foreshadow.

Secondly,

it is personal in the further sense that
the structure of the person is part of
the subject matter upon which it is
directed. Much of the affective rich-
ness of the knower is engaged in the
effort, but the nature of that affective

complex and its interaction with the
more narrowly ‘rational’ part of our
nature is part of its reflexive concem.
We cannot successfully engage our
affective nature in a transforming
search for our highest subject matter
unless our own nature becomes part
of that subject matter.

Pols (pp.88-90) thinks that Po-
lany1 has not sufficiently distin-
guished philosophical knowledge
from scientific knowledge. The lat-
ter deals with the universal and its
quantification and prescinds from
the concrete, whereas philosophical
knowledge deals with existents and
their significance within the hierar-
chy of being in order to oppose
reductionism. According to Pols,
without a doctrine of self-evident
apprehension of ontological reali-
ties in the act of recognition,
Polanyi

does not really . . . complete the task
of supplying a foundation for the
philosophic knowledge from whose
vantage point he contemplates the
sciences . . . the justification of the
philosophic mode of attention is also
a justification of metaphysics (p. 88).

Pols notes that Polanyi’s anti-
reductionism advocates a hierarchy
of the sciences. Pols says,

His own doctrine even seems to
suggest that we may hope to have
one day a number of sciences, none
reducible to a science of a lower
level; each adequate to its own level;
each enunciating laws, ordering prin-
ciples, or operating principles that
give us, without supplementation by
an informimg philosophic knowledge,
the reality of each of these levels (cf,
PK, pp. 35, 344-346, 381, 384-385,
397).

But Pols continues,

An alternative view, and one that fits
more happily with his own best
insight, is that of the penetration of
each science by the philosophic mode
of attention in such a way that the
scientist might see with a philosophic
eye the concreteness of his subject
matter, and see consequently in what
respects [the] techniques or modes of
explanation he might employ might
blur that full concreteness (p. 89).

Pols believes that such an approach

1s a necessary counter to the reduc-
tionism implied when a scientist,
such as a biophysicist or a socio-
biologist, working at a particular
level of reality sees his theories as
all-encompassing explanations of
all observable reality.

12 Marjorie Grene's objec-
tion to Polanyi’s ontologi-
cal hierarchy 19

Marjorie Grene, a professional phi-
losopher, was a co-worker with
Polanyi when he was writing Per-
sonal Knowledge. She believed that
Polanyi’s doctrine of tacit knowing
was a ‘unique contribution to phi-
losophy’ (p. 164), ‘the conceptual
instrument for a one hundred and
eighty degree reversal in the ap-
proach of philosophers to the prob-
lems of epistemology” (p. 168). But
she found Polanyi’s belief in an
ontological hierarchy ‘less than
convincing’ (p. 168). The principal
objection she affirms is that Po-
lanyi sought to defend the mind’s
separateness from the body,
whereas his epistemology implies
the essentially incarnate nature of
mind.
Polanyi believed that he was reviving
dualism, when in fact he was helping
to refute it. For the theory of mind
mediated by the doctrine of tacit
knowing is a theory of mind as
fundamentally and irrevocably incar-
nate. In fact, Polanyi is one of the
few thinkers of this century to have
found adequate concepts through
which to overcome Cartesian dualis-
m,and to philosophise outside the
impoverished traditions of empiricism
and rationalism that it had generated
(p. 169).

For Grene man is essentially a
psychosomatic unity.

My mind is a certain class of compe-
tences that make possible focal-sub-
sidiary performances in which I rely
especially on clues interiorised
through the central nervous system in
order to execute not so much motor
as cerebral activities . . . Yet Polanyi
never realised, or ceased to realise,
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the subtlety of his own anti-reductiv-
ist position; he was so much con-
cemed to refute the ‘denial of con-
sciousness’ by behaviourists that he
failed to recognise how essential to
his own philosophical position was
the insistence on embodiment as the
framework of mentality (p. 170).

Marjorie Grene recently ex-
pressed her disenchantment with
Polanyi’s stratified universe in
these words:

The ontological dogmatism and hope-
lessly anthropocentric evolutionism of
the final chapter [of PK], as well as
its closing Christian apologetic, must
be discouraging, in my view, to
supporters of the model of commit-
ment for epistemology and the phi-
losophy of science. Polanyi’s late
work on tacit knowledge, being cos-
mologically less ambitious, may help
to correct this imbalance-1!

Prosch seeks to defend Po-
lanyi’s insistence that the mind is

ontologically an irreducible reality!2.

He finds Grene’s divergence from
Polanyi indicated in her remark,

In fact it occurred to me that much
as, by Wittgensteinians, the meaning
of a word was alleged to be its use,
so for Polanyi (and in fact) the
meaning of the brain was the mind, or
the meaning of the brain was its use,
which is the mind {10, p. 170].
Grene thinks that Polanyi was so
concemed to refute the denial of
consciousness by behaviourists that
he fell into the opposite error of
Cartesian dualism. Grene thinks
that reductionism can be adequately
countered by the from-to structure
of tacit knowing and there is no
need to refute it by ontological
arguments.

Prosch notes that Polanyi in
effect says in TD, p. 33f, that there
1s an analogy between the structure
of tacit knowing and the structure
of a comprehensive entity that is
known [12, p. 226]. Polanyi held
that a lower level in a comprehen-
sive entity could not create the
principle(s) of the higher level in its
own terms. The lower level leaves
1its boundary conditions open and
cannot gain control over them so as

to bring a higher level intoexist-

ence that would control these
boundary conditions. So, ontologi-
cally, and not merely epistemologi-
cally, reductionism is impossible.
Prosch believes that Polanyi has not
provided a strict proof that our
world 1s a stratified one, for the
structure of tacit knowing is analo-
gous to the structure of a compre-
hensive entity and we cannot tran-
scend that analogous relationship.
Our knowing is fallible. But he
does think that Polanyi shows that
the belief that nature and human
life constitutes an ontological hier-
archy is the most reasonable belief
that we can have, given what we
know along with Polanyi’s defini-
tion of reality as that which will
manifest itself in unpredictable
ways [12, p. 233]. Prosch maintains
that Grene is wrong in supposing
that when Polanyi argued for the
actual reality of human conscious-
ness he was reintroducing Cartesian
dualism [12, p. 228f]. For Polanyi,
as much as for Grene, the human
mind is always incamate in the
body. In a recent comprehensive
study of Polanyi’s understanding of
the mind Robert P. Doede has
confirmed that Polanyi was not a
dualist but his view of the mind
facilitates solutions in some of the
classical problems in the philoso-
phy of mind, like the phenomenol-
ogy of first-person experience and
the knowledge of other minds 13.

13 The criticisms of Po-
lanyi’s  anti-reductionism
by Robert L. Causey

Causey!4 notes that Polanyi draws
a distinction between two types of
boundary conditions:

The experimenter imposes restrictions
on nature in order to observe its
behavior under these restrictions,
while the constructor of a machine
restricts nature in order to harness its
workings . . . We can distinguish
these two types of boundaries by
saying that the first represents a
test-tube type of boundary whereas
the second is of the machine type. By
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shifting our attention, we may some-
times change a boundary from one
type to another (p. 1308 from ‘Life’s
Irreducible Structure’, Science, Vol.
160, pp. 1308-1312, 21st June 1968;
KB, Ch. 14).

Causey objects,

But this seems to allow that we might
change an irreducible system to a
reducible system (or vice versa) by
shifting our attention. If this is the
case, then Polanyi has a strange
irreducibility thesis! (p. 234).
But Causey has misunderstood Po-
lanyi. One can shift one’s attention
from the operation of an internal
combustion engine as a source of
power to the combustion process in
the combustion chamber or to the
stresses in the crankshaft. One then
moves from the irreducible purpose
embodied in the engine to the
reducible activities in its parts.

Causey goes on to complain that
Polanyi has not made clear the
distiction between the two types of
boundary conditions (p. 234), and
hence left unclear his notion of
dual control, when he says,
‘Boundary conditions of inanimate
systems established by the history
of the universe are found in the
domains of geology, geography,
and astromony, but these do not
form systems of dual control’ (op.
cit. p. 1310). But Polanyi goes on
immediately to clarify why there is
no dual control: “They resemble in
this respect the test-tube type of
boundaries of which I spoke above’
(ibid.).

Causey notes that Polanyi seeks
to support his thesis of the irreduc-
ibility of organisms by the example
of the DNA molecule whose bases
function as a code. To counter the
view that a particular DNA base
sequence is merely a product of
chemical reactions in its evolution-
ary history, Polanyi points out that
it can function as a code ‘only if its
order is not due to the forces of
potential energy’ (op. cit. , p.
1309). The point is that ordinary
chemical molecules have orderly
structures due to the maximising of
thetr stability, corresponding to a
minimum of potential energy. Such




orderliness lacks the capacity to
function as a code. Some further
factor is needed to allow a chemi-
cal sequence to be a code and not
the necessary product of previous
chemical reactions.

Causey wishes to show that
Polanyi’s argument for irreducibil-
ity in principle fails because it does
not rule out the possibility that all
organisms, including engineers, are
reducible to physico-chemical reac-
tions, and if that is so, then
machines must be ultimately reduc-
ible to such reactions. In seeking to
counter Polanyi Causey distin-
guishes two different kinds of ex-
planation of a structure: firstly, the
explanation of its empirical possib-
lity; and, secondly, the explantion
of its existence (p. 231).

Causey also distinguishes two
types of reduction: direct micro-
reduction and indirect reduction
through higher levels. A micro-
reduction is an explanation of the
behaviour of a structured whole in
terms of the mmdivivdual behaviour
of its constituent parts (p. 230f).
An indirect reduction occurs when
the feature of an object cannot be
directly reduced to lower levels but
can be explained by reference to
levels higher than that of the object.
Causey gives the example of ex-
plaining why the molecular struc-
ture of a diamond is what it is and
is different from graphite. This can
be done with reference to a geo-
logical history of great heat and
pressure.

Such an explanation might then be
reduced to a level lower than that of
the object. A reduction accomplished
in this way can be called an ‘indirect
reduction through higher levels’, in
order to contrast it with the more
direct reductions mentioned above (p.
232).

Causey reconstructs Polanyi’s
argument for the irreducibility of
the DNA base sequence, i.e., that it
1s code, as follows. Firstly, chemi-
cal bonding theory can explain the
empirical possibility of a particular
base sequence, but not its actual
sequence. Therefore the actual se-
quence cannot be explained merely

in terms of the results of chemical
reactions. Causey wishes to argue
that Polanyi fails to remove this
reductive explanation as a possib-
lity. Causey claims, ‘Polanyi has
only shown that the existence of a
particular DNA base sequence can-
not be reductively explained in the
same way as its empirical possibil-
ity’ (p. 235)
Causey continues,
He [Polanyi] points out that the
existence [of a DNA base sequence]
cannot be explained simply in terms
of bonding forces. He mistakenly
thinks that this establishes irreducibil-
ity, for he says that it is irrelevant
whether the base sequence can be
accounted for by the evolutionary
history of the DNA molecule. But
evolution is nof irrelevant (p. 235f).

Causey wrongly thinks that Polanyi
supposes that the evolutionary his-
tory of the DNA base sequence is
urelevant to its actual form. But
Polanyi does not hold this. What he
does maintain is that the history of
the DNA sequence is irrelevant to
his argument. Polanyi argues that
the DNA sequence is a code and
the code, to be a code, cannot be
merely the product of chemical
reactions. The base sequence bears
information.

Causey allows that Polanyi may
believe that “an evolutionary expla-
nation of the existence of a struc-
ture is necessarily irreducible to
physical chemistry’ (p. 236). But
Causey begs the question when he
asserts that it is not. He assumes
that an indirect reduction of a DNA
base sequence is possible in princi-
ple. This is evident in the third
supposition of the following para-
graph:

Suppose that we have a fabulously
detailed theory of evolution. Suppose
that, with a detailed description of a
past state of the world, plus our
theory of evolution, we can explain
the existence of the base sequence
structure of a particular DNA mol-
ecule. Finally, suppose that all of the
processes involved in the evolution of
this base sequence can be micro-
reduced to the molecular level. Then
we will have provided a reductive
explanation of the existence of the

DNA base sequence. Thus, this ex-
ample of life’s structure is not irre-
ducible to physics and chemistry’ (p.
236, my italics).
Causey thus thinks that Polanyi’s
argument fails to close off this
reductive possibility.

Likewise, Causey thinks that
Polanyi has failed to prove the
irreducibility of machines because
he has not allowed for the possibii-
ity that human behaviour could be
reduced to physics and chemistry.
But Causey has failed to recognise
Polanyi’s point that there is a
logical difference between the two
levels in a machine or an organism.
The higher level bears a purpose
that cannot be present in the lower
level. Causey’s failure to under-
stand Polanyi here is evident when
he distinguishes a ‘higher geologi-
cal level’ from the lower atomic
level when seeking to explain the
origin of a diamond’s atomic struc-
ture (p. 232). For Polanyi it would
be very clear that these are entirely
on the same non-teleological level.

14 The objections of A.
Olding to Polanyi’s onto-
logical hierarchy

Olding rejects Polanyi’s belief in an
ontological hierarchy !3]. He says,

Polanyi’s argument for such a hierar-
chy of being is confused and depends
for its apparent strength on an illicit
mixing together of ontological and
what may be loosely called methodo-
logical claims (p. 97).

His view is ‘outrageous’ (p. 98)
and ‘blatant mystery-mongering’
(p. 99). Polanyi, followed by
Grenel® drew a parallel between,
on the one hand, the ‘code’ of the
DNA molecule and its physico-
chemical constituents and, on the
other hand, the information con-
veyed by a printed page and its
physical make-up (KB, p. 131f).

Olding objects,

There is no distinction between the

chemistry of the DNA molecule and
the order of the bases any more than
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one distinguishes between the chemis-
try of acetic acid and the disposition
of its component atoms. One might
say the structure of the molecule is
part of its chemistry. The fatally
confused step is to say that the order
of bases ‘functions as a code’ as if
acting as a code involved something
over and above acting chemically (p.
98).

Polanyi has gone from speaking of
‘information content” in a technical
sense, as used in information theory,
to a quite different use more akin to
‘meaning’ as when we speak of the
meaning of a piece of prose. It is, of
course, the first sense which is used
in biological science and will be
insisted upon by the reductionist as
posing no threat to his reductionism

(p. 99)

Olding’s basic point is that the
laws of nature are operative in both
organisms and machines and hence
Polanyi’s distinction between
higher and lower ‘principles’ in
them 1s invalid. Rather, one should
distinguish between the interests of
the engineer and machines that
simply operate according to the
laws of nature. Olding refers to a
criticism of John Anderson!” that
has been called the ‘two—worlds
argument’ by John Passmorel8. An-
derson argued that once two onto-
logical levels are distinguished
there is no way that they can,
without contradiction, be brought
together again in mutual interaction.
Anderson used this argument to
counter such metaphysical ideas as
the distinction between the Platonic
forms and the world of becoming.
Olding adapts this argument to
Polanyi’s understanding of ma-
chines, because, ‘with the operation
of higher order principles the mat-
ter of which the machines are
composed must act out of charac-
ter’ (p. 101). Olding goes on to
explain,

This is so because, in not taking these
higher order principles as merely
what occurs when bits of matter
come into a certain relation with
other things in the universe, e.g,
engineers, they must be regarded as
of the nature of those bits of matter.
By then saying that the lower order

principles are ‘open’ to the higher,
ie, they go on irrespective of the
existence of the higher even although
the latter also affect the action of the
former, he is asserting that the matter
of machines has both the character X
and not-X (p. 101).

But this seems to me what
Polany1 is not asserting. Olding’s
criticism seems to assume reduc-
tionism rather than disprove Po-
lanyi’s non-reductive view of ma-
chines. Of course, Polanyi is not
denying that they entirely operate
according to the laws of nature. His
point is that their principles of
operation, namely, their puposes as
embodied in their configurations,
express purposes, €. g. the produc-
tion of energy or operation as a
tool, which are not themselves
expressible in terms of the laws of
nature. Of course, one can easily
say that such purposes exist only in
the minds of designers and users,
but no machine exists as a machine
apart from such purposes. A car is
more than a pile of metal parts. The
significance of a machine is en-
dowed by us, but it does itself
embody a purpose and exist as
such.

Olding exploits similar argu-
mentation as the above to refute
emergent evolution and opposes
Polany1’s introduction of ‘vitalism’,
without making clear that Polanyi’s
version of the latter meant the
comprehensive operation of organ-
isms, not a metaphysical ‘spirit’
different from them. For Olding
natural causes can only produce
their natural effects and not some
created novelty beyond these ef-
fects. But this fails to note how
corporate causes can produce
novelites, e.g., in the production of
a tormado or lightning. The DNA
molecule instigates chemical reac-
tions that produce working organs,
so united in their mutual interaction
as to constitute an organism. The
organism can have principles of
operation not describable in terms
of chemical reactions or explain-
able only in those terms. The
modern science of complexity has
shown how new orders of existence
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proceed from natural causation. It
may be too expansive a metaphor
to speak of DNA as a ‘code’ or
‘blueprint’, but it can be said that
DNA contains that which ensures
physical continuity of form across
generations. Likewise, altered DNA
can produce novelty in resulting
organisms.

15 Emergence and com-
Plex dynamic systems

T.F. Torrance has drawn attention
to the way that Polanyi’s doctrine
of the two different levels in a
comprehensive entity anticipated
and finds confirmation in modern
complexity theory that has a rel-
evance to the description of the
growth of organisms!?.

Here closed systems obeying the
classical laws of entropy at one level
are coordinated with open systems at
a higher level characterised by a
minimum motion which enable us to
move from one type of description to
another, from a thermodynamic to a
dynamic description of it, in which
time, needed for many interactions, is
given its integral place within the
orderly structures that spontaneously
arise. Here we have a new type of
time-dependent functional order coor-
dinating space-time behaviour to dy-
namic processes within the system,
but it rests nevertheless on the valid-
ity of connections holding at the
lower level which are subject to
thermodynamic laws in the classical
formulation—including  thermody-
namic irreversibility and the rejection
by the second and third law of any
perpetum mobile (p. 19f).

Torrance continues,

Undoubtedly the hierarchical coordi-
nation of levels of order involved in
this approach throws a very helpful
light on the evolution of the expand-
ing universe: higher and lower levels
of organisation and order spontane-
ously emerge which rest on the basis
of physico-relations at a lower level
obeying classical thermodynamic law,
while at the same time those levels of
organisation are shown to be indeter-
minate, to use Polanyi’s expression,
in that they are left open and are
controlled by the higher level at their




boundary conditions. Here then,
where we least expect it, precisely in
thermodynamics, scienitific account
can be given of how in the expansion
of the universe new forms of coher-
ence and order of a richer and more
open-structured kind  continuously
and spontaneously emerge. This ap-
plies, of course, to the highest form
of life, man himself, for within the
perspective of natural science he is to
be regarded as the product of such
spontaneous self-organising order . . .
in this . . . account of the extension
and reformulation of thermodynam-
ics, and its application to open sys-
tems to account for the emergence of
new, unexpected, unpredictable forms
of spontaneous order . . . we are
given strong support for the earlier
account of Polanyi, who must be said
in a very remarkable way to have
anticipated the discoveries which
were recently acclaimed with the
award of the Nobel Prize . . there is
little doubt that the structure of
Polanyi’s own creative develepments
carried within it pointers toward the
fuller development of the thermody-
namic programume. What lay behind
this was his persistent conviction as
to the contingent yet profoundly
intelligible character of reality replete
with inexhaustible possibilities of or-
der’” (p. 20f).

J.W. Stines also finds a correla-
tion between Polanyi’s thought
about our knowledge of compre-
hensive entities and modern com-
plexity theory {20].

Polanyi’s notion of ‘gradients of
meaning’ sloping in the direction of
more stable configurations and, in a
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non-deterministic way, evoking our
response, anticipates, but is enriched
by, chaos theory’s strange attractors
and non -linear determinism (p. 225).

Stines notes that, in the grasp of
recognising a comprehensive entity
there is a dialectical relation be-
tween the act of comprehension and
the organisational unity of the en-
tity, which determines the boundary
conditions of its lower Ievels.
Whatever is accredited as being real
and/or true is appropriated and
embodied by the knower and the
knowing process.
Stines comments,

Here chaos theory is remarkably
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cally generate order, which is then
indwelled by the knower—or. which,
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16 Concluding comments

Michael Polanyi has presented a
substantial case for believing that
there is an irreducible ontological
herarchy in living things. He him-
self would not maintain that this is
a coercive proof for his view that
all knowledge is fallible runs coun-
ter to such a notion. Pols believes
that Polanyi’s doctrine can be ex-
tended by including the intuitive
experience of the self-evidence of
exitence and value to form a valid
metaphysical realism. We have
seen that Polanyi was misunder-
stood and that defences of his
doctrine have been presented by
Harry Prosch and others. His doc-
trine anticipated the modern under-
standing of the emergence of com-
plex thermo-dynamic systems far
from equilibrium to a remarkable
degree. It is true that his accounts
contain Jlacunae that need further
clarification and the validity of his
approach needs further clarification
in empirical exemplification within
modem biological research. But he
has given us a substantial argument
for countering the reductionism
and non-teleological claims of
many, if not most, modem biolo-
gists.
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